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SUMMARY
Paul, a spiritual health care professional, stresses the importance of wearing personal protective equipment (PPE) so that we might be strong against “the wiles of the devil.” What can we wear to protect ourselves from dangerous spiritual viruses?

AT A GLANCE
Before 2020, few people outside the health care community knew anything about personal protective equipment (PPE). That changed quickly. Most medical professional think of PPE in terms of five categories: eyes and face, hands, body, respiratory system, and ears or hearing. This provides the rubric for a discussion of Ephesians 6:10-20, where the apostle Paul itemizes the types of PPE needed to prevail against spiritual forces in heavenly places.

ALTERNATE READINGS
For material based on today’s gospel text, see “Discredited Substances,” August 26, 2012. 

“Put on the whole PPE of God, so that you may be able to stand against the wiles of the devil.” Of course, this is a slight variation from the original verse 11 of today’s epistle text, but given today’s context, it means the same thing. Unless you’re in the NFL or playing paint ball, you probably don’t “put on” such things as armor, helmets and breastplates like a typical soldier of Neronian Rome. So personal protective equipment (PPE) has more contemporary relevance than obscure references to outfits worn by first-century foot soldiers. If the apostle Paul were writing today, he’d probably talk about PPE and Covid-19 instead of battlefield protection and soldiers. 
Paul was writing this letter to the Ephesians during his first imprisonment, which was much easier to bear than his second confinement. At this point, he’s basically wearing an ankle bracelet while under house arrest. Still, he must have seen Roman soldiers and jailers of every rank and stripe on a daily basis. He was familiar with their weapons and the PPE they donned every day. And as a Roman citizen who had been thrown into Roman jails and subjected to Roman beatings, he was intimately aware of military hierarchies and their punitive measures. This is why he could describe the appearance of a Roman soldier so well. 
When the incarcerated apostle comes to the end of his letter, he reminds his readers of the powers arrayed against them and uses the image of a Roman soldier in battle against his foe. For Paul, the enemies were formidable: “rulers … authorities … cosmic powers of this present darkness … spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly places” (v. 12, emphasis added). This urgent reminder is one of the last things Paul underscores; one remembers best what is freshest in the mind. His letter had begun with a lengthy and glorious peroration about being “blessed in heavenly places” (1:3). But even as we are blessed in heavenly places, we are also beset in heavenly places; therefore, we must be vigilant during the struggle against evil “in the heavenly places.”
When Paul leaves this message about PPE to the last, he’s dead serious. His words have the urgency of health care workers who post signs about the mandatory use of PPE. It’s not voluntary. You wear a mask. You practice social distancing. You wash your hands. No ifs, ands or buts.
What are God’s protection protocols?

Donning the PPE of God
Let’s assume that there is general agreement about the need for spiritual PPE. This is a relevant discussion because there are some people in our communities who are anti-maskers, and some of these anti-maskers are embroiled in dark conspiracy theories about the crisis we’ve endured for the past 18 months. Putting this discussion aside, we’re going to assume that we can at least agree with the apostle’s letter to the Gentiles, when he says that we’re involved in a “struggle,” and the struggle is “not against enemies of flesh and blood, but against … cosmic powers of this present darkness, against the spiritual forces of evil in heavenly places” (v. 12). Let’s agree that there’s a need for spiritual PPE. 
To protect ourselves from our spiritual “enemies,” we don the equipment we need. The apostle uses a military metaphor, speaking of helmets, swords, breastplates and so on. We’re going to use bio-tech metaphors that refer to a different set of enemies and link to important tools in our fight, such as the word of God, the truth, righteousness, salvation and faith.
For a list of these enemies or threats, we turn to the University of California-Merced (see Sources below). Health care researchers there have identified five areas of vulnerability  points of entry for that nasty, wicked little virus. They are the eyes and face, hands, body, respiratory system and ears. Therefore, we need:
1. eye and face protection, 
2. hand protection, 
3. body protection, 
4. respiratory protection, and 
5. hearing protection. 
Each of these categories has corresponding safety equipment, and there’s a right way and a wrong way to don this apparel. For example, when putting on a face mask, the nose and mouth must be covered, not just the mouth. And it should fit snugly. There’s a proper way to wash one’s hands as well. You get the idea.
What you want to do as the preacher is to take each of the five bullet points above and explain how relevant each is to our contemporary cultural and spiritual experience. Explain how we can use the tools in our toolbox to ward off infection  tools like those we’ve already mentioned: the word of God, the truth, righteousness, salvation, the shoes of peace, faith and prayer.

1. Eyes and Face PPE
Let’s get real. Sexually explicit material is a huge problem in our culture, and it’s destroying lives, reputations and marriages, not to speak of sucking the spiritual life out of its victims. “Face” PPE can be a metaphor for the things we turn to, what we prefer, our priorities and values. We need PPE to help preserve our values and prevent us from being infected by a sex-crazed culture that attacks our immune system and renders us helpless and weak.
PPE tools? The word of God (“How can young people keep their way pure? By guarding it according to your word” Psalm 119:11), and praying without ceasing (see Romans 12:12, 1 Thessalonians 5:17 and Philippians 4:6). In fact, Paul mentions the importance of prayer in today’s reading: “Pray in the Spirit at all times in every prayer and supplication. To that end keep alert and always persevere …” (v. 18).

2. Hand Protection PPE
This refers to our actions, what we do. The Bible speaks often about the value of clean hands.
· “So wash your hands. Make yourselves clean. Get your evil actions out of my sight! Stop doing what is wrong! Learn to do what is right! Treat people fairly. Give hope to those who are beaten down. Cheer them up. Stand up in court for children whose fathers have died. And do the same thing for widows” (Isaiah 1:16-17, NIRV).
· “Cleanse your hands, you sinners, and purify your hearts, you double-minded” (James 4:8).
· “Who shall ascend the hill of the Lord? And who shall stand in his holy place? Those who have clean hands and pure hearts, who do not lift up their souls to what is false, and do not swear deceitfully” (Psalm 24:3-4).
PPE tools? Washing. The Bible speaks of the importance of washing one’s hands, and today health care professionals do the same. Washing one’s hands is crucial. Throughout the day, we touch people, surfaces and objects and therefore accumulate legions of germs on our hands. We can infect ourselves with these nasty microbes by touching our eyes, nose or mouth, and we might spread the germs to others as well. Look at the protocols for washing our hands:
We are supposed to wash our hands before doing certain things (like preparing food or eating, treating wounds or caring for a sick person). We’re told to wash our hands after doing other things (like changing a diaper, using the bathroom, touching an animal, being in contact with a sick person, coughing or sneezing, or handling garbage).
There’s also a right way and a wrong way to wash one’s hands. You wash with soap and water. You get a lather. You rub your hands vigorously for at least 20 seconds. You scrub all surfaces, including the backs of your hands, wrists, between your fingers and under your fingernails. You rinse. You dry.
So when the Bible speaks of washing one’s hands in a figurative sense, and knowing that ancient washing rituals were very important, especially in first-century Judaism, we need to stop and listen. 
Here’s the important question people might ask: “Pastor, how do we figuratively wash our hands?”
Go back to the three bulleted Bible verses a few paragraphs above. From these verses one can extrapolate the following: 
· Avoidance. To protect our hands, we avoid situations that might infect, pollute or endanger our spiritual health. 
· Good works. We do the right things with our hands. Our actions are honorable; we do not lie or treat people unfairly.
· Worship. We hang out with the right people, and we offer our praise and thanks to God. This regular association strengthens us and helps to keep our hands clean.

3. Body Protection PPE
Medical staff who must treat infectious patients like those with coronavirus symptoms take care to cover up as much as possible. Depending on the degree of danger, they might don lab coats, barrier coats or even hazmat suits. 
This is a reminder of two things: 
First, the body as a temple. 
· “Do you not know that you are God’s temple and that God’s Spirit dwells in you? If anyone destroys God’s temple, God will destroy that person. For God’s temple is holy, and you are that temple” (1 Corinthians 3:16-17).
· “Do you not know that your body is a temple of the Holy Spirit within you, which you have from God, and that you are not your own? For you were bought with a price; therefore glorify God in your body” (1 Corinthians 6:19-20).
· “For we are the temple of the living God; as God said, ‘I will live in them and walk among them, and I will be their God, and they shall be my people’” (2 Corinthians 6:16).
The Bible attaches great importance to how we treat our bodies. The ancient Israelites observed strict rules as to what went into their bodies. Paul says not only that our bodies are temples of God, but that it is possible to “glorify God” in our bodies. Keeping our bodies pure and healthy is a tangible way to use personal protection protocols that help keep us safe.
Second, when the apostle Paul speaks of the body as a metaphor (see 1 Corinthians 12-14), he uses it to illustrate the importance of wholistic health. 
It’s not okay if one’s legs are working but the arms are not. Something’s wrong with the body if the eyes are 20-20, but the ears are stone-cold deaf. Here we might allude to the importance of keeping our communities healthy, and especially the community of faith, the church.
PPE tools? You’re not going to actually don hazmat suits to keep your body safe. But you will keep in mind that it’s possible to sin in our bodies. It’s possible to misuse our bodies and to dishonor God by doing so. Our PPE tools for deflecting danger to our bodies include being intentional about our behavior, and  knowing we cannot wear an actual hazmat suit  donning righteousness and holiness instead robes.

4. Respiratory Protection PPE
Breathing. The problem here is twofold: Not only are we at risk of inhaling a microscopic virus, but once infected, we may need a ventilator that will do our breathing for us. 
The spiritual link is obvious. Paul argues that we’re in a battle against the unseen and the powerful, against “cosmic powers” and forces. Sounds like an evil, mutant virus. We need to be careful, then, about the environment in which we live. What can we do to live in an atmosphere in which good has a chance to overcome evil, in which godly thinking prevails against silly, profane and godless thinking, in which adhering to the teaching of God’s word takes precedence over the so-called wisdom of the world?
In his letter to the Philippians, Paul describes such an environment this way: “Finally, beloved, whatever is true, whatever is honorable, whatever is just, whatever is pure, whatever is pleasing, whatever is commendable, if there is any excellence and if there is anything worthy of praise, think about these things. Keep on doing the things that you have learned and received and heard and seen in me” (vv. 8-9).
Spiritual breathing without anxiety is possible when we learn to live like this, and what’s more, “the God of peace will be with” us (v. 9).
PPE tools? In spiritual terms, now is no time to forgo a mask. A mask evokes the image of Paul’s shield in verse 16, the “shield of faith, with which you will be able to quench all the flaming arrows of the evil one.” In addition to the mask of faith, we need all the tools available, because it is our respiratory system that is most vulnerable. So, we need the “belt of truth,” and righteousness, and certainly the protective power of the Holy Spirit, “which is the word of God” (v. 17).

5. Hearing Protection PPE
Hearing protection is not really relevant in terms of the Covid-19 pandemic. But it is important in terms of other professions, especially construction work or any kind of activity in which decibel levels exceed industry minimums. Safety equipment may be required.
But the Bible is not concerned with decibel levels. The sacred writers often believed that, rather than being too loud, the word of God was not loud enough. The problem is not a hearing problem, but a listening one. This conclusion was based on the fact that the people of God evidently could not hear what God was saying. Perhaps God is not speaking loud enough. The psalmist’s description of heathen idols applies here: “They have ears, but they do not hear, and there is no breath in their mouths” (Psalm 135:17). 
Jesus seems to imply (especially in Matthew 13) that not everyone is tuned into the right frequency to hear the voice of God: “Let those who have ears, listen! The reason I speak to them in parables is that ‘hearing they do not listen, nor do they understand. … You will indeed listen, but never understand’ … For this people’s … ears are hard of hearing … But blessed are your eyes, for they see, and your ears, for they hear. … Let anyone with ears listen!” (Matthew 13:9, 13-16, 43).
In the Bible, we often hear Israel’s leaders and prophets appealing to the people, begging them to hear a word from God (see Jeremiah 2:4, Deuteronomy 5:1, Micah 1:2, et al.). In other words, God is still speaking. Are we listening?

In today’s world, we need PPE. We need it for the eyes and face, our hands, our bodies, the respiratory system and our ears. If we distilled the message of health care professionals to four words, it would be this: “Protect yourself and others.”
And you, the pastor, can say to the congregation: “And the message I leave with you is to protect yourself and others. Even as the apostle Paul believed that he and the church were besieged by spiritual forces in heavenly places, we, too, need to be protected from the influences of our age, which sap our spiritual strength, and keep us from protecting others, especially those who cannot protect themselves. Therefore, to quote the apostle, let us ‘be strong in the Lord and in the strength of his power.’”
Amen!
—Timothy Merrill and Carl Wilton contributed to this material.

Sources:
“Environmental Health & Safety: Types of PPE.” University of California-Merced website. ehs.ucmerced.edu. Retrieved January 25, 2021.
“Using personal protective equipment (PPE).” Centers for Disease Control and Prevention website. cdc.gov/coronavirus, updated August 19, 2020. Retrieved January 24, 2021.
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1 Kings 8:(1, 6, 10-11), 22-30, 41-43
What Does the Text Say?
After the completion of the temple in Jerusalem, King Solomon called a solemn assembly upon the occasion of bringing the sacred box, the ark of the covenant, into the Holy of Holies, the temple’s inner sanctuary. The ark was no ordinary piece of furniture; the very presence of the Lord God was in the midst of the people of Israel (see also Exodus 25-26, 40 passim).
Associated cherubim (a Hebrew plural) were carved representations of scary winged beings who, in covering the ark, formed a throne for the Lord’s glorious presence. The smoky cloud, signifying this overwhelming presence of God, filled the temple, as had God’s glory upon the completion of the tabernacle (Exodus 40:34). Even God’s priests could not remain (as with Moses in Exodus 40:35).
The last part of the reading (vv. 41-43) looks beyond God’s people Israel to a time when even foreigners will come in prayer to the temple to honor the name of the God of Israel. The goal is that “all the peoples of the earth may know your name and fear you.” See also Isaiah 56:6-7. These passages remind Christian readers of Jesus’ statement in Mark 11:17, after he rid the temple of merchants and moneychangers.
Solomon’s prayer has resonances with David’s prayer of 2 Samuel 7. God will, with steadfast love, keep covenant with the people of Israel and with the dynastic descendants of David. But the covenant in 1 Kings 8 is apparently more conditional than God’s promises in 2 Samuel 7; it corresponds more to 1 Kings 2:1-4. Further, the view of the temple as God’s dwelling place in 1 Kings 8 is more positive than that expressed in 2 Samuel 7:5-7. Even so, 1 Kings 8:27 asserts that not even the entire universe could be sufficient to serve as God’s temple (see similarly the exuberant statements about Jesus Christ in John 21:25, as well as 20:30-31).
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
Solomon’s Purpose-Built Temple. One of the hot buzzwords in the construction industry is the expression “purpose-built.” A purpose-built building is designed and constructed to fulfill a particular function or purpose. Thus, a school district might build a purpose-built gymnasium, or a city may erect a purpose-built theater for drama and dance productions, or a university might construct a purpose-built science laboratory. These structures have one purpose and one purpose only. They’re contrasted to a multipurpose building, which might have many uses, although even a multipurpose building could be considered a “purpose-built” structure in that it’s specifically designed to be a multi-purpose structure.
If ever there were a purpose-built structure, it was the glorious temple that Solomon built to the glory of God. Thus, this is a perfect text to consider upon the dedication of a church or any ministry-related building. Note that Solomon expresses concern as to whether the structure will do that which it is supposed to do. “Will God indeed dwell upon the earth?” (v. 27). No structure can contain the uncontainable. Still, Solomon’s blessing and prayer are designed to remind Israel not only of the purpose of this purpose-built temple but of the purposes of God to all people, not just the people of Israel. Even the “foreigner” not of the land of Israel “comes from a distant land because of your name … and prays toward this house, then hear in heaven your dwelling place, and do according to all that the foreigner calls to you, so that all the peoples of the earth may know your name and fear you, as do your people Israel, and so that they may know that your name has been invoked on this house that I have built” (vv. 41-43).
The preacher need not wait for a new building dedication to discuss this text. Indeed, the text provides a great opportunity to talk about the purpose served by the building in which the congregation is worshiping.

Psalm 84
What Does the Text Say?
Like many of the psalms, Psalm 84 is a composite of ideas, themes and probably even earlier compositions that has been reworked and put into new service in the psalter. In its present canonical form, Psalm 84 is a hymn of joy celebrating worship in the temple in Jerusalem. It divides thematically into four parts — verses 1-4, verses 5-7, verses 8-9 and verses 10-12 — with only one part, the intercessory prayer on behalf of the king in verses 8-9, fitting less naturally into the overall composition.
It’s easy to imagine the original setting for this psalm. An unknown worshiper has entered the open-air courtyards that made up the bulk of the temple precinct built by Solomon atop Mount Zion, a spot chosen by his father David and the highest and most heavily defended point in the ancient city of Jerusalem. The worshiper has left the densely populated city behind and below, and has stepped into another world, a world intended — through its serene beauty, solemn rituals and Yahwistic teachings — to offer an alternative to the casual brutality of the business-as-usual world of daily living in the ancient world. The worshiper longs for the peace, beauty and righteous way of life represented by the temple devoted to Israel’s God and, probably through a lifetime of regular worship, has come to feel more at home in that sacred space than anywhere else on earth.
And on a particular day, as the psalmist enters this beloved place, he (or, less likely, she) has noticed, perhaps for the first time and to his great delight, that the birds have also found a home around the altars in the temple’s courtyards (v. 3). The combination of the natural with the constructed, the unreligious birds with the principal accoutrement of temple worship — the “at one-ness” of it all — evokes this expression of joy, not only in the temple, but also in the hearts of those who are away from the physical space but who recognize and delight in its significance (v. 5).
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
From Baca to Blessing. First, some reference must be made to Brahms’ Ein deutsches Requiem, and the fourth movement, “Wie lieblich sind deine Wohnungen,” or “How Lovely Is Thy Dwelling Place.” It is exquisitely beautiful, and many people in the congregation will recognize the tune. A number of videos exist on YouTube, including the Westminster Abbey Choir’s rendition, sung on the occasion of the Queen Mother’s funeral. The requiem has also been recorded numerous times and is available on CD.
Second, the key to interpreting this psalm is to let its lyrical joy do the talking through the preacher and not to allow dogmatic or pedantic concerns to “diss the bliss.” This psalm is a perfect example of the old adage that true religion is caught, not taught. If the preacher can share some of her or his own joy in being part of the vast household of faith that God has assembled and reassembled over many centuries and in many forms and under many circumstances, then a sermon based on Psalm 84 will hit its mark.
Third, if a sermon is preached with the 1 Kings Old Testament lection as a basis for discussion, this psalm most certainly is the musical version of the same sermon. It’s suitable for use on many occasions, certainly on the occasion of the dedication of a church or sanctuary built to the glory of God.
Finally, if this psalm’s lyrics are used as the sermon text, perhaps the best fruit on the homiletical vine can be picked from verse 6: “As they go through the valley of Baca they make it a place of springs; the early rain also covers it with pools.” While there’s some fumbling in the academic community about this “valley of Baca,” clearly it was a valley of tears or bitterness, as suggested by the context. What better conception for a place of worship can there be — beyond that of its purpose to glorify God — than that this space is a place where the soul, having been in despair, can now “sing for joy to the living God”?
Sadly, too often the church as a community is full of strife, bitterness and wrangling — a reality that is so far removed from God’s purpose that it would drive the apostle Paul to distraction. This kind of harping in the community then fills the very walls not with blessing but with the bitterness of Baca. Instead, the sanctuary is to be a place where one’s heart can “sing for joy to the living God.”
Invite the congregation to join with you in creating an environment in which one’s soul longs for God and one’s heart sings for joy!

John 6:56-69
What Does the Text Say?
Commentators note that up until verse 51, Jesus discounts the value of physical bread in attaining salvation, emphasizing instead faith in his person. The last eight verses, however, absolutely revel in the physicality of "munching" on the bread which Jesus gives. Much of this passage is concerned with the reaction of the disciples and other listeners to this discourse. "Many" remark on how "hard" it is to hear "this saying," echoing comments made earlier (vv. 41, 51). But now there may be confusion about what exactly is the "hard saying." Is it that Jesus is giving his own corporeal flesh to his disciples to munch on, which will preserve them into life everlasting? Or is it the less physical, more spiritual sayings that "belief" in Jesus will bring life everlasting (see vv. 29, 35, 40, 47)? While biblical exegesis normally works toward "one right way" to interpret a text, this exegesis shows three voices offering differing accounts of the way to attain everlasting life and highlights the diversity of belief and practice among early Christians. The implications of setting down contradicting voices in a single text are significant. By doing so, the gospel proclaims that in the words of that discourse, in the revelation and exploration of diverse and dissonant ways to experience Jesus, there, too, we can find eternal life, for it is that very discourse we acknowledge to be life-giving Scripture.
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
Homiletical Potluck. The preacher could preach three sermons in one with this text. Sermon 1: "This Teaching Is Difficult." See verse 60. The disciples say, "Who can accept it?" Like, who's going to believe this stuff? Take a few minutes to talk about the difficulty and offensive nature of this teaching. See material on page 66 for John 6:51-58. Sermon 2: Now go to verse 63: "It is the spirit that gives life; the flesh is useless." Athletes understand this. Teams can be in a contest, but then one team catches a break or has a breakthrough, and suddenly it seems as though a spark has entered the team that gives them momentum and at least for a while, the edge in the contest. The flesh and all our hard work can only do so much. Sermon 3: Conclude with verses 68-69: "Lord, to whom can we go? You have the words of eternal life. We have come to believe and know that you are the Holy One of God." Yes, good question: "To whom can we go?" Sometimes we try looking in all the wrong places (list a few), until, finally, we come back to the One who has the words of eternal life.

ANIMATING ILLUSTRATIONS
##

	When Ephesians 6 speaks of “the shield of faith,” most readers today envision an individual warrior bearing that defensive weapon. In ancient warfare, though, shields were most effectively used in concert with comrades-in-arms, to form what was called a “shield wall.” The slightly curved, rectangular Roman shields, covering the entire torso from shoulders to knees, were designed to interlock with the shields of fellow soldiers.
	The Romans’ highly developed shield-wall strategy was known as the testudo formation. Those on the front line arranged their shields vertically, overlapping the shields of their neighbors. The second rank held their shields over their heads, protecting not only themselves but also the soldiers in front of them. This tortoise-like formation — while slow-moving and not very nimble — was a formidable defense. It protected combatants not only from a frontal assault with swords, spears and battle-axes, but also from rocks and arrows raining down from above. As long as the shield-wall held, a swift frontal assault could be turned into a punishing battle of attrition, which the Romans nearly always won.
	It’s fitting that the apostle writes, in Ephesians 6:16, of “the shield of faith,” because faith is most effectively exercised not in isolation, but in community.

##

Ephesians 6:10 is a powerful verse … literally. This single verse contains three different Greek words translated to the English word “power.” Dunamis — ancestor of our English words “dynamic” and “dynamite” — means brute strength. Kratos means ruling power. It’s hidden in the second part of our English word “democrat.” The third power word is ischus. It’s similar to kratos in that it refers to political power, but ischus has more to do with a ruler’s personality. It’s a quality belonging to a person who governs and calls forth respect, even deference, in ordinary citizens. If you talked about an “aura of power,” you’d be getting close.
	Power-talk strikes a chord in most of us, deep inside ourselves. Which one among us does not desire to be stronger? It’s a desire for more than just physical strength yearned for by the proverbial “98-pound weakling” who gets sand kicked in his face. This is strength not only to survive, but to prosper.
	Inside each one of us dwells a small child, an insecure child, an uncertain child. That inner child still believes he or she is fundamentally weak and powerless. What wouldn’t that child give for a little strength: physical strength, emotional strength (that we sometimes call self-confidence), strength that projects to others a sense of personal authority and importance?
	There’s a fourth power word in the Greek language as well, one that doesn’t appear in this verse. It’s the word energeia, ancestor of our English word “energy.” Energeia is strictly reserved, in the Bible, for God’s power. When the ancient Greeks spoke of energy, they were talking about a mysterious, invisible force that could be traced back, somehow, to the gods themselves. There are echoes of it in the Star Wars blessing, “May the Force be with you.”

##

Samuel F.B. Morse, inventor of the telegraph, harnessed the power of electricity for human communication. He did it without fully understanding its essential nature. The power humming down those singing copper wires seemed mysterious in its origins. It could just as well have been a divine force, for all he knew.
	Maybe that’s why, when Morse wrote out the text of the first message to be transmitted over telegraph wires, he chose the words, “What hath God wrought?”
	So, “be strong in the Lord, in the strength of God’s power” — knowing that the greatest power in this life comes from God, not from us.

##

American soldiers in the Second Iraq War were well-equipped with body armor, but their lightly armored Humvees had scant protection underneath — a design flaw that proved deadly when they ran over IEDs — improvised explosive devices — in the roads.
	The Army was slow to acknowledge the necessity of undercarriage armor, but the soldiers themselves filled the gap, armoring their vehicles themselves. From a 2006 news article:
	“When reservists in the Army Reserves' 428th Transportation Company showed up at Fort Riley, Kan., to prepare for deployment, they were warned by their buddies already in Iraq that without armor on the vehicles, they'd be in danger.
	Maj. Keith Porter said he took the warnings seriously. ‘They suggested it would be a good idea to add steel plating as additional protection,’ he said.
	The Army, though, had none to give them. While production of armor has been stepped up, supply is far short of the need. So Porter and his soldiers started looking for ways to armor their vehicles themselves.
	Local citizens, hearing of their plight, donated money, and a local steel company offered to turn 12,000 pounds of raw steel into armor custom-fit to their trucks — free of charge.”
—Erin Hayes, “Soldiers Protected by Homemade Armor,” ABC News, January 7, 2006.
https://abcnews.go.com/WNT/story?id=131510&page=1.
Retrieved March 5, 2021.

##

Theodore Roosevelt’s opening line was hardly remarkable for a presidential campaign speech: “Friends, I shall ask you to be as quiet as possible.” His second line, however, was a bombshell.
	“I don’t know whether you fully understand that I have just been shot. …”
	The horrified audience in the Milwaukee Auditorium on October 14, 1912, gasped as the former president unbuttoned his vest to reveal his bloodstained shirt. “It takes more than that to kill a bull moose,” the wounded candidate assured them. He reached into his coat pocket and pulled out a bullet-riddled, 50-page speech. Holding up his prepared remarks, which had two big holes blown through each page, Roosevelt continued. “Fortunately I had my manuscript, so you see I was going to make a long speech, and there is a bullet — there is where the bullet went through — and it probably saved me from it going into my heart. The bullet is in me now, so that I cannot make a very long speech, but I will try my best. …”
	X-rays taken after the campaign event showed the bullet lodged against Roosevelt’s fourth right rib on an upward path to his heart. Fortunately, the projectile had been slowed by his dense overcoat, steel-reinforced eyeglass case and hefty speech squeezed into his inner right jacket pocket.
—Christopher Klein, “When Teddy Roosevelt Was Shot in 1912, a Speech May Have Saved His Life,” History.com, July 21, 2019.
https://www.history.com/news/shot-in-the-chest-100-years-ago-teddy-roosevelt-kept-on-talking.
Retrieved March 5, 2021.

##

As Americans celebrate the rollout of a coronavirus vaccine, many of the doctors and nurses first in line for inoculation say a victory lap is premature. They fear that the optimism stirred by the vaccine will overshadow a crisis that has drawn scant public attention in recent months: the alarming shortage of personal protective equipment, or P.P.E., that has led frontline medical workers to ration their use of the disposable gloves, gowns and N95 respirator masks that reduce the spread of infection.
	At St. Mary’s Medical Center in Duluth, Minn., health care workers who treat Covid-19 patients are required to reuse their tightfitting respirator masks up to six times before throwing them away. Although soiled N95s are sterilized each day with ultraviolet light, Chris Rubesch, 32, a cardiac nurse, says the masks invariably sag after two or three shifts, leaving gaps that can allow the virus to seep through. “Our days are filled with fear and doubt,” Mr. Rubesch said. “It’s like driving a car without seatbelts. …”
	The pandemic has exposed flaws in a freewheeling distribution system that enables hoarding by wealthy hospital chains and a global supply network overly reliant on overseas manufacturers.
—Andrew Jacobs, “Health Care Workers Still Face Daunting Shortages of Masks and Other P.P.E.,” The New York Times, December 20, 2020.
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/12/20/health/covid-ppe-shortages.html.
Retrieved March 5, 2021.

##

Human beings have struggled with fear since time immemorial. Several millennia ago, our ancestors worried about facing down saber-toothed tigers. Today, it’s crazed fanatics with sticks of dynamite strapped across their chests.
	If you were a first-century Christian, there’s one thing you definitely were afraid of. It was a man in iron-and-leather armor with a bronze helmet on his head, a short sword at his waist and a spear in his hand. This man — a Roman soldier — could walk through a hostile crowd of ordinary citizens in their robes of cloth, and they would move aside to make way for him. Partly it was because of his armor, and partly it was his sharp weapons, but even more than that, it was the authority this man stood for: the authority of the all-powerful emperor in Rome.
	To Christians in Ephesus who were afraid of a man in armor, the apostle writes a rather extraordinary thing: telling them they, too, can be equipped with armor. This armor is not made of leather, steel or bronze. It’s an armor of the spirit.

##

COMMENTARY
Ephesians 6:10-20
Ephesians 6:10-20 provides a forceful conclusion to an epistle already loaded with lively exhortation. A dynamic tone is set from the get-go: “… be strong in the Lord and in the strength of his power” (6:10, emphasis added). What follows is a passage chock-full of synonyms and symbols for strength, with the author urging the reader to draw upon this strength.
Prior to 6:10, the focus is on deep gratitude for the redemptive activity of Christ, through whom we are adopted into a new way of life that redeems us from the dead end of sin and joins us to the holy purposes of God. This isn’t to be taken for granted, and so there is robust encouragement “to lead a life worthy of the calling to which you have been called” (4:1). Here, the emphasis trends toward lifting up the importance of personal piety and participating in a community spiritually equipped for, and committed to, putting faith into practice.
Starting with 6:10, however, the stakes shift into a higher gear. It is literally a call to arms about a concern mentioned in passing back in 2:2 but now is highlighted in the starkest of terms: “For our struggle is not against enemies of blood and flesh, but against the rulers, against the authorities, against the cosmic powers of this present darkness, against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly places” (6:12). Modern sensibilities tend to explain away, minimize or simply gloss over this sort of thing, especially when the cause for the alarm includes the otherworldly. But the author couldn’t be more serious and is by no means waxing metaphoric. Indeed, these cosmic powers and spiritual forces are the very reasons why the rest of the passage focuses so urgently on our need for strength.
Even if we cannot relate to the imagery of 6:12, we must not ignore it nor dismiss some compelling features of this verse. First, the translation “struggle” (from palh) is not so up close and personal as the more literal meaning, “wrestling.” Second, observe how the drumbeat repetition of “against” underscores the series of enemies. Third, our wrestling is a matter of confronting darkness that contends not only with the earth but with “the heavenly places” as well.
The alert reader will realize that Ephesians is now spilling full-blown into apocalyptic theology, which is more than a matter of wild visions of the end times. A vibrant dimension of apocalyptic theology is that already there are ample spiritual endeavors for us to pursue, not only to prepare for Christ’s future return but also to participate in what God through Christ by the power of the Holy Spirit is presently accomplishing to overcome sin and evil. We have plenty of holy work to do, right now, confronting things visible and invisible that run contrary to the will of God. Only strength from beyond our own resources will do.
Thus, we are implored to wear the full armor of God, which is emphasized by the parallel construction of 6:11 and 6:13. Such security gives us the strength to stand against the unholy. Because the word “stand”/anqisthmi or “withstand”/iothmi appears four times, it is worth noting that the meaning here suggests the kind of staking a claim and fending off trouble where one settles in for the long run and abides in an ongoing guardian posture. Then there are the details of the armor: the belt of truth, the breastplate of righteousness, shoes ready-made for proclaiming the gospel of peace, the shield of faith and the helmet of salvation. Every feature is equally suitable for offensive or defensive maneuvers; and, given the symbolism, the spiritual substance of this armor offers protection that is supple, not cumbersome.
All of this requires the vigilance of prayer punctuated by our capacity to “keep alert” and “persevere” (6:18). Prayer is our spiritual connection to God. Keeping alert (from agrupnew) involves a watchfulness wherein one willingly remains awake and attentive in order to be ready for anything. Agrupnew also appears in the “Little Apocalypse” sections of Mark (13:33) and Luke (21:6), and some preachers may find it interesting that the pronunciation of agrup sounds similar to “a grip” — keeping alert is not unrelated to getting, and keeping, “a grip” on things. Perseverance (from proskarterew) corresponds to a level of steadfastness, attentiveness and courage that characterizes and sums up all the sacred bravery and virtue called for throughout 6:10-17.
Moreover, 6:18-20 drives home the significance of prayer being on a par with the full armor of God. Prayer is part and parcel of the armor’s power and protection. Prayer is the source of that spiritual energy that gives and girds our strength in the face of any adversity or adversary. Prayer is what keeps Paul bold, even in chains.
Whether the disturbing forces we face are comprehensible or unimaginable, prayer punctuated by watchful perseverance bridges the centuries separating us from Ephesians when it comes to the gist of what it means and what it takes to follow Christ faithfully, even through the most threatening circumstances. A reading of Ephesians 6:10-20 is enriched by taking its more fantastic elements seriously. But even if, for whatever reason, we set aside 6:12, there is enough turbulence in the modern times of our human condition to warrant our serious consideration of the dynamics of being “strong in the Lord and in the strength of his power.”

CHILDREN’S SERMON
Ephesians 6:10-20
Hold up a football helmet and ask the children if this is the only piece of equipment needed to play football. Say that the helmet is very important, but so are shoulder pads and cleats and special pants and jerseys. Point out that we need special equipment to be good Christians as well. The apostle Paul says we need “the helmet of salvation” (Ephesians 6:17), which protects us from losing God’s gift of everlasting life. Ask the children if there is anything else we need. Note that Paul recommends “the belt of truth” (v. 14), which wraps God’s truth around us … special shoes to help us go and “proclaim the gospel of peace” (v. 15) … and “the shield of faith” (v. 16), which protects us from evil. Ask the children if they can buy this special equipment in a sporting-goods store. No! Tell them that the best place to get these items is in church, where they can learn all about salvation, truth, peace and faith. Remind the children that they need all these things and that one piece of equipment isn’t enough. Encourage them to keep coming to worship and church school, until their Christian uniform is complete.

WORSHIP RESOURCES
Calls to Worship — General
Leader: Jesus said, "I am the door."
People: Through him we enter into a new life.
Leader: Jesus said, "I am the light of the world."
People: We are enlightened by his presence and have the light of life.
Leader: Jesus said, "I am the way, the truth and the life."
People: His word of truth shows us the way that leads to life.
Leader: Jesus said, "I am the vine."
People: From him we branch out to do his work.
Leader: Jesus said, "I am the bread of life."
People: Our souls are nourished by his word.
Leader: Jesus said, "I am the Good Shepherd."
People: He guides us and protects us. We look to the Good
Shepherd to save us from evil and lead us to
abundant life.

Prayers — General
Leader: O God, you are our hiding place and shield.
People: Your Word is a lamp to our feet and a light to our path.
Leader: Uphold us according to your promises, that we may live.
People: We hope in your Word.
—Based on Psalm 119

Benedictions — General
Pardoned by God's abounding grace, empowered by God's constant love and protected by God's peace, let us go forth to serve God and others, always humbly aware of our own shortcomings, but always encouraged by the faithful and loving presence of God in Christ Jesus, to whom be glory and power, now and forever. Amen.

MUSIC LINKS
Hymns
O God, Our Help in Ages Past
If Thou But Suffer God to Guide Thee
Standing on the Promises

Worship and Praise 
How Great Is Our God
All Creatures of Our God and King
Step by Step (Mullins)
For licensing and permission to reprint or display these songs on screen, go to ccli.com. The worship and praise songs suggested by Homiletics can be found in most cases on Google by using the title as the search term.

LECTIONARY TEXTS
Thirteenth Sunday After Pentecost, Cycle B
1 Kings 8:(1, 6, 10-11), 22-30, 41-43
Psalm 84
Ephesians 6:10-20
John 6:56-69
