Sermon for Eleventh Sunday of Pentecost, Aug 16. 2009

I Kings 8[1,6,10-11] 22-30,41-43,Psalm 84, Ephesians 6:10-20,  John 6:56-69

                                                  The Rev. Dr. Seamus P. Doyle.


 

Finally be strong in the Lord and in the strength of his power.

Since the early nineteenth century biblical scholars have questioned as to whether or not Paul was the author of this letter. The basis for the discussion is the language of this letter, its concept of the church and other points of doctrine. It is believed that the letter may be the work of a secretary writing at Paul’s direction or of a later disciple who attempted to develop Paul’s ideas for the church in 80 -100 A.D.




Whether it was Paul, his secretary or someone else who wrote it some years later is not an issue for us today. While it is important to remember that it may not have been written by Paul, it nonetheless was considered important enough to be included in the canon of Scripture and that is why we have it today.

        Another minor point in understanding this letter is that it was probably not address specifically to the people of Ephesus. It is more than likely that this was a circular letter, sent to a number of churches and that the carrier was to read it and insert the name of the community to whom it was being read. Even though Paul worked in Ephesus for a couple of years, there is no great love or sending of affectionate greetings to anyone in particular. It is more of an impersonal letter.

              We pick up the letter in chapter six so we didn’t have to listen to the portion of this letter telling wives to be subject to their husbands. Last Sunday we ended in chapter five where the author wrote: Be careful how you live…make the most of your time…be filled with the spirit… sing psalms, hymns and spiritual songs. 

              Chapter six opens with the author telling Children to obey their parents. He goes on to say The first commandment that has a promise attached to it is Honor your father and your mother, and the promise is so that you may have long life and prosper in the Land.  He goes on to say that slaves are to obedient to their masters and reminding them that everyone, slave or free, will be rewarded by the Lord for work well done. He advised slave owners to treat the slaves without threats, never forgetting both the slave and master have the same God in heaven where there is no favoritism.
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In the continuation of this letter he encourages the listener to: Be strong in the Lord and in the strength of God’s power. A better translation of this is Draw your strength from the Lord and from God’s mighty power. This is an exhortation to pray and to continue to focus on the power of God and to avoid believing in the so-called powers of other gods.


The author continues: Put on the armor of God so that you may be able to stand firm against the tactics of the devil.  Those reading this or hearing it read would be able to connect this statement to that of Isaiah who said God put on justice as his breastplate, salvation, as the helmet on his head.
 The breastplate and helmet were the body protection of the soldier. Both Isaiah and Paul would have see this and the people would have understood the meaning of the importance of these items for their personal safety. Just as the soldier prepares for war by wearing the breastplate and the helmet; so much those who follow Jesus put on the breastplate of Justice and salvation as the helmet on their head. Salvation is not about being saved in the after life. Rather, it is about how we live in the present life. We are to protect our heart and head from the devious plans and actions of the power of evil. We cannot do this by ourselves. The armor we put on is the breastplate of God that will protect our heart and keep us pure. The most famous poem with respect to the breastplate is that attributed to St Patrick, but it was written long before him. 

I bind myself today to a strong virtue, an invocation of the Trinity. I believe in a Threeness, with confession of an Oneness in the Creator of the Universe. 


I bind myself today to the virtue of Christ's birth with his baptism, to the virtue of his crucifixion with his burial, to the virtue of his resurrection with his ascension, to the virtue of his coming to the Judgment of Doom.


I bind myself today to the virtue of ranks of Cherubim, in obedience of Angels,   [in service of Archangels] in hope of resurrection for reward, in prayers of Patriarchs, in preaching of Apostles, in faiths of Confessors, in innocence of Holy Virgins, in deeds of righteous men.






I bind myself today to the virtue of Heaven, In light of Sun, In brightness of 
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Snow, In splendor of Fire, In speed of Lightning, In swiftness of Wind, In depth of Sea, In stability of Earth, In compactness of Rock.




I bind myself today to God's Virtue to pilot me, God's might to uphold me, God's wisdom to guide me, God's eye to look before me, God’s ear to hear me, God's Word to speak to me, God's hand to guard me, God’s way to lie before me, God's shield to protect me, God’s host to secure me, Against snares of demons, Against seductions of vices, Against lusts of nature, Against every one who wishes ill to me, Afar and near, Alone and in a multitude.



So have I invoked all these virtues between me, [and these] against every cruel, merciless power which may come against my body and my soul against incantations of false prophets, against black laws of heathenry, against false laws of heretics, against craft of idolatry, against spells of women and smiths and druids, against every knowledge that defiles men's souls.

                           
  Christ to protect me today, against poison, against burning, against drowning, against
 death-wound, until a multitude of rewards come to me!  Christ be with me, Christ before me, Christ behind me, Christ in me!  Christ below me, Christ above me.  Christ at my right, Christ at my left!  Christ in breadth, Christ in length, Christ in height! Christ in the heart of everyone who thinks of me, Christ in the mouth of everyone who speaks to me, Christ in every eye that sees me, Christ in every ear that hears me! 






       I bind myself today to a strong virtue, an invocation of the Trinity. I believe in a Threeness with confession of a Oneness, in the Creator of [the universe.] Salvation is the Lord's, salvation is the Lord's, salvation is Christ's.  May Thy salvation, O Lord, be always with us. 

The author of this old Celtic prayer repeats the message of Ephesians to be protected by Christ and spells it out in the words of Christ before me, Christ behind me etc. This is his breastplate to be protected by the presence of Christ all around him.



The author goes on to point out: For it is not against human enemies that we have 
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to struggle, but against the cosmic powers, against the ruling forces who are masters of darkness in this world, the spirits of evil in the heavens.  For this author, Christ is of cosmic powers and size and so is the power of evil and we must always be prepared to fight against this darkness.    And then he gives another reminder of how we are t conduct this fight, we are to take up the whole armor of God, so that you may be able to withstand on that evil day… Most of us have difficulty with the thought process of being in a continual battle against evil. And yet there is a multi million industry in books that remind us that there is a constant battle, everything is evil and we are to be hyper-vigilent. 











There is a strong difference between this mindset and of Jesus who simply reminds us that the kingdom of God is within us. No wonder John put into the mouth of Peter the words:  Lord, to whom shall we go, you have the words of eternal life.


John the Baptist came in a threatening manner to preach repentance and reform. Jesus came and invited us into the kingdom of God through repentance and reform. Paul converted and in what are called the true Pauline letters, we find a kinder, gentler, more empathetic Paul than in those letters that were written in his name by unknown authors which was normal for that period.







The psalmist, David, whom we have to keep in mind was not the icon of purity, or integrity, but in his heart he had it right. In psalm 84 he writes Lord God of hosts, hear my prayer, ..behold our defender, O God, and look upon the face of your anointed, For one day in your courts is better than a thousand in my own room, and to stand at the threshold of the house of my God than to dwell in the tents of the wicked. For the Lord God is both sun and shield; God will give grace and glory.





Lord, to whom shall we go, you have the words of eternal life.. However we understand God, a power greater than ourselves that can restore us to peace of mind; a God in the sky, the Ground of our Being, etc, God is our shield and breastplate. It is not the name by which we call God; it is not the manner in which we worship God; it is the relationship that we have with God that is our breastplate and our helmet.  



Listen to God. Hear God say to us: You are my beloved child with whom I am 
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well pleased, Let us, like children, stand in awe and wonder at the greatness of God, the majesty of God, and reflect on the presence of God within us and we will not have to fear because God is our breastplate and our helmet so then we can be strong in the Lord and in the strength of God’s power and we will be able to stand against all evil for God is with us

