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To Arm or Not to Arm 

 

1. Signs of fall coming are all around us 

a. The last of two pre-season football games is the Buffalo Bills vs. 

Bengals today at Orchard Park. 

b. Back to school sales are in full swing. 

c. Geva and RPO subscription renewal invitations have been flooding 

our mailboxes. 

d. Many students have already headed off to college. 

e. Broadcast, cable and streaming services are touting their fall lineup. 

f. People are frantically getting in the last of their summer experiences 

or vacations. 

g. We are just two Sundays away from returning to two worship 

services on September 9 

h. And Wegmans is this close to displaying Halloween candy and 

costumes… 

i. When we see these signs, we know how to interpret them. 

ii. We know they mark the resumption of academic and 

programmatic year patterns. 

i. Our Gospel and Epistle Lessons today both employ signs; however, 

they require context in order for us to interpret them. 

i. It is dangerous to look at individual scriptures, passages or 

indeed whole letters of the Bible – think of the Book of 

Revelation – without context. 

ii. A friend once told me about the experience that convinced 

her of the importance of interpreting within context. 

1. She was hoping God would guide her next decision, so 

she randomly stuck her finger in the bible, opened up 

the page and read Matthew 27:5: “And Judas went 

out and hanged himself.” 

http://www.pittsfordpres.org/
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2. Appalled, she tried again and came up with, Luke 

10:37 “Go and do likewise.” 

a. Interpreting with context is key. 

2. Our Epistle lesson has Paul writing to the church in Ephesus. 

a. Ephesus was inhabited by Greeks; consequently, the teachings of 

Jesus were not started in the synagogues but in public spaces. 

b. Ephesus is a beautiful city on the Aegean Sea prosperous enough to 

sport a colosseum seating 25,000 people. 

i. I wonder what their football, I mean chariot games were like. 

c. Being part of the canon, Ephesians has themes we have lifted up 

this spring and summer such as: 

i. God has a cosmic plan for us (1:3-23) and has given us the 

power to be a part of it. (2:1-22) 

ii. Life within the church reflects God’s larger purpose in Christ 

“to gather up all things in Christ, things in heaven and on 

earth.” (1:10) 

iii. As the church, “we are no longer strangers and aliens, but 

citizens with the saints and also members of the household of 

God.” (2:19) 

iv. The gifts God gave “were to equip the saints for the work of 

ministry for building up the body of Christ.” (4:12) 

v. Ephesians also includes the lovely benediction: “Now to God 

who by the power at work within us is able to accomplish far 

more than we can ask or imagine, to God be the glory in the 

church and in Christ Jesus to all generations, forever and 

ever.” (3:20-21) 

vi. I love this letter not only for these passages but for the very 

practical advice it offers such as “Be angry but do not sin; do 

not let the sun go down on your anger.” (4:26) 

vii. This morning’s lesson is known as putting on the whole armor 

of God or a call to arms. 

1. The letter’s author calls us to stand firm by making an 

analogy of putting on the whole armor of God. 

2. How are we to interpret this call to arms? 

a. Should our interpretive question be: 

i. To arm or not to arm? 

b. Maybe that is NOT the question. 

i. To arm or not to arm. 

ii. This black and white, on or off, fight or flight 

rigid set of choices constrains creativity. 

iii. Since God is a creator, my guess is 

anything crimping creativity is offensive to 

God. 
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3. Athletes like rock climbers know that our legs are stronger than our arms. 

a. If we stubbornly try to climb a rock wall using just our arms, we 

quickly burn out. 

i. Flexibly strong climbers use all the beauty God’s creation has 

given all our bodies. 

ii. Climbers shift onto impossibly small bumps on the wall, stand 

on them and then find the next handhold to repeat the 

process. 

1. Shift, stand, shift, stand. 

b. Despite this beautiful bio-mechanical wisdom, we still seem to have 

a scriptural and often societal call to arms. 

i. Us or them. 

ii. Black or white. 

iii. Republican or Democrat. 

iv. Fight or flight. 

v. Bills or Bengals 

vi. Boxers or briefs. 

c. If legs are stronger, why don’t we have a call to legs? 

i. Our legs provide us a whole other set of choices. 

1. With legs, we can walk, crawl or run in any direction. 

 

4. Our passage for today begins with “Be strong in the Lord”, reminding us 

that our struggle is not against external enemies, but against anything that 

suffocates God’s life-giving light, and proceeds to tell us to “stand firm.”  

a. This Ephesians passage tells us what true strength is and from where 

it comes. 

i. Being strong in the Lord is standing firm in God’s 

transcendence, resurrecting love, compassion, forgiveness 

and wisdom. 

b. There is a difference between standing firm and being stubborn. 

i. Paul is not asking us to be stubborn, rigid, wedded to an 

opinion, rooted in prejudice, or closed-mindedness. 

ii. Standing firm shows strength in being willing to listen. 

1. Stubbornness rejects information. 

iii. Standing firm shows strength in opening one’s self to other’s 

perspectives. 

1. Stubbornness picks up one’s marbles and pouts home. 

iv. Standing firm shows strength in engaging in community 

conversations. 
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1. Stubbornness is enshrined in a closed circle of certainty, 

rejects reason, and exudes fear. 

v. Standing firm is different because its stance permits us to 

consider alternatives in order to reach a beneficial goal while 

not sacrificing basic principles rooted in God’s 

transcendence, love, compassion, forgiveness and wisdom. 

vi. Those who stand firm are the 20th century heroes we 

immortalize: they are humble, vulnerable and authentic. 

1. MLK Jr and Ghandi stood firm on nonviolence. 

2. Susan B. Anthony stood firm on women’s rights to vote. 

3. Nelson Mandela stood firm against apartheid, and then 

stood firm for reconciliation over vengeance. 

4. All stood firm against injustice as represented by the 

“cosmic powers of this present darkness.” (6:12) 

5. Paul goes on to spell out in terms for his day what standing firm would look 

like: putting on the whole armor of God. 

a. Today, I would interpret that call to arms as a call to legs. 

i. Standing firm is like being baseball ready. 

1. We’re on our toes facing the action at home plate. 

2. We’re engaged and focused on the interaction right 

before us. 

3. Our baseball gloves are relaxed, and our senses are 

open to catch the full import of whatever is hit our way. 

4. We are ready to move wherever the game, the 

interaction may go in order to stay in the game, to stay 

connected and relational. 

ii. Standing firm takes discipline. 

1. It would be a lot easier to watch the trains go by the 

outfield, to click on the next Netflix or YouTube video, or 

to seek out some other amusement avoiding the 

interaction right in front of us. 

2. That’s why gathering in community is so important. 

a. We mutually remind one another of the value of 

standing firm. 

b. We lift one another up when we grow weary, sad 

or bored with doing so. 

c. We celebrate milestones or nodal events like 

baptisms, confirmation, birthdays, anniversaries, 

and weddings together for ourselves and for 

those dear to us. 

3. We have all heard and perhaps experienced for parts 

of our lives the many plausible reasons for not gathering 

in community in order to be strong in the Lord. 
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a. I commune with God on the golf course, the ski 

slope, the water, the you fill in the blank… 

b. I tried church and I couldn’t stand the hypocrisy. 

c. Church is full of abusers, not just pedophiles. 

d. My family and I need one slow day; after all, 

we’re told to take a Sabbath. 

4. No matter what we tell ourselves, our hearts have God-

shaped holes. 

a. Church membership and attendance have been 

on a downward slide for decades. 

b. Even so, seeking community of all kinds continues 

to rise. 

c. Wellness has become our new religion. 

i. Check out #selfcaresunday rituals 

d. Perhaps you have heard of something called 

SoulCycle in which classes of 50 people gather in 

candle-lit rooms to venerate the coach who calls 

them to spin cycle on stationary bikes together 

for an hour. 

e. Devotees speak of finding transcendence in the 

workouts. 

f. But that’s where the spiritual analogy ends. 

g. #selfcareSunday does not magically morph into 

protecting widows and orphans, feeding the 

hungry, housing the homeless, giving sight to the 

blind, standing with the oppressed, and releasing 

the captives. 

5. For that Good News to exist and be spread, we joyously 

and purposefully gather in community to stand firm in 

the Lord. 

6. When we do gather, we help one another interpret confusing passages 

from Ephesians and also from today’s Gospel of John. 

a. In typical mystical fashion, John has Jesus differentiate between 

diets. 

i. The bread our ancestors ate in the wilderness, the manna 

given to them not requiring any work on their part was as bad 

then as any fad diet is for us today. 

ii. Jesus wants the disciples and us to follow a different diet. 

1. This is a diet of practices, not a diet of protein, carbs 

and fats. 

a. We are to abide in Jesus and make room for 

Jesus to abide in us. (John 6:56) 



To Arm or Not to Arm 6 

2. Jesus reminds his disciples and us that our ancestors 

tried to follow the diet of rigidly following the laws 

Moses gave them. 

iii. That diet of “the bread that came down from heaven” killed 

them., and they died.” (John 6:58a) 

iv. “But the one who eats this bread (the living word of God) will 

live forever.” (John 6:58b) 

1. Jesus saves life by giving life. 

2. Creating is the means of redeeming. 

3. And it foreshadows our lesson for next week, but you’ll 

have to come and be in community to hear about that 

one. 

7. Standing firm brings great rewards. 

a. Kofi Annan, former Secretary General of the United joined God in 

the Kingdom Saturday.1 

i. Annan graduated from Presbyterian-related Macalaster 

College, in St. Paul, Minnesota in 1961. 

ii. Annan credited his time at Macalaster with his determination 

to stand firm in his support of all peoples in the face of war, 

political and economic pressures.2 

iii. Because he steadfastly held his ground valuing all life and 

looking for flexible ways to enhance it, he was awarded the 

Nobel Peace Prize in 2001. 

8. Circle back to our proposed interpretive question: to arm or not to arm? 

a. No, I don’t believe that is the question. 

b. Try this question: to arm or to leg? 

i. Do we arm ourselves with a stubborn view of living life as we 

have always done so, or do we stand firm in the strength of 

the Lord? 

c. As we head into fall, let us encourage one another with this call to 

legs: be strong in the Lord! 

 

                                                      
1 https://www.presbyterianmission.org/story/remembering-kofi-annans-presbyterian-
connections/?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Daily%20News%20-
%20Aug%2022%202018&utm_content=Daily%20News%20-
%20Aug%2022%202018+CID_6b58dae34a3ee1c58d567f557fb801fe&utm_source=Email%20marketing%20softwar
e&utm_term=Remembering%20Kofi%20Annans%20Presbyterian%20connections Accessed August 22, 2018. 
2 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kofi_Annan   Accessed August 22, 2018 
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