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“Stand.” 
A SERMON on Ephesians 6:10-20 for the 21st Sunday in Ordinary Time, Year B 
Preached 22 August 2021 by the Rev. Matthew Emery, Lead Minister 
Cloverdale United Church, Surrey, British Columbia, Canada 
 

What shoes are you wearing this morning?  Really, I’m serious… take a moment to glance 
down.  Feel free to look at your neighbour’s, too.   

How many of you have on something you’d consider so-called “dress shoes”?  Black?  
Brown?  Some other colour?  How many in sneakers or other more athletic-type shoes?  Women, 
flats… or heels…?  How about clogs?  It’s still August, so how many sandal-wearers out there this 
morning?  Anybody in boots?  How about any Crocs?  Anybody other kind of footwear I’ve missed?  
Is anybody completely barefoot? 

I suspect you probably didn’t give your choice of footwear this morning a huge amount of 
thought.  You probably just picked something fairly quickly that you thought would go with what 
you’re wearing…  If you’re here for the first time today—and if you are, let me again say, 
“welcome”—if you’re here for the first time, maybe you wondered if this church had any sort of 
dress code—you know, whether this was the kind of church you had to ‘dress up’ for.  I don’t 
know what impression you’ve gotten from us thus far, but let me make this explicitly clear: there 
is no dress code here.  You can, and should, and in fact you are invited to come just as you are!  
Well, actually, let me take that back, just a little bit.  There is one rule to our dress code here at 
Cloverdale United Church:  wear some clothes.  And… we do, as a church, seek to follow the same 
Jesus who commended feeding the hungry and clothing the naked.  So if even that minimal dress 
code—wear some clothes—is a challenge in your life, we are more than willing to help. 

Anyway, all kidding aside, any kind of clothes and shoes are acceptable for worshipping 
God.  And yet, we all also know that there are times that what we wear sends a signal.  Even our 
shoes. 

 
There’s a pastor down in Virginia who says that the very first thing his son does every 

morning, when that pastor and his wife come downstairs for breakfast, is check their shoes.  First 
thing—look at the shoes.  You see, this pastor’s son has a fairly high degree of autism and does not 
speak, so much of the communication in that household is non-verbal. The pastor’s son has 
learned that shoes speak volumes about the kind of day his parents have planned.  Dress shoes 
mean work.  Scuffed up slip-ons mean a casual, more relaxed day around the house. 1 

Indeed, what you wear does sometimes matter.  You probably wouldn’t want to only bring 
flip-flops if you were heading off to a winter-fun weekend—you know, cross-country skiing, 
sledding, broom-ball, snow-tubing.  Truth be told, a number of years ago I led just such a trip for 
some high school students, and we did actually have to remind one of the freshmen who showed 
up for the trip that she might, in fact, want to have some other kind of shoes besides the flip-flops 
she was wearing… And let it be said that this freshman just happened to be the daughter of my-
boss-the-senior-pastor… But anyway, that’s beside the point.  Certain activities, certain events, 
certain struggles require particular kinds of preparation, including preparation in what you wear. 

That Virginia pastor who tells of his son’s shoe-based daily insight goes on to observe that 
author of our scripture passage from Ephesians today “doesn't commit to any one style of shoe as 

 
 

1 David Cameron, commentary on Ephesians 6:10-20 for 23 August 2009, posted 15 July 2009 on the blog Join The Feast:  An 
Online Lectionary Resource from Union-PSCE, http://jointhefeast.blogspot.com/2009/07/ august-23-2009-ephesians-610-20-
david.html, accessed 25 August 2012. 
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the most appropriate for spreading the gospel of peace.”  Did you note that as we listened to the 
scripture?  “As shoes for your feet put on whatever will make you ready to proclaim the gospel of 
peace.”  “I suppose wing-tips or high heeled pumps will do,” writes this pastor, “even Crocs or 
flip-flops.  But my experience, is that spreading peace is hard work.  My money,” he says, “would 
be on work boots as the best, probably a pair with steel toes.”2 

Indeed, the writer of the letter to the Ephesians makes it clear that the journey his readers 
faced was not going to be an easy one.  Wiles of the devil.  Rulers.  Authorities.  Cosmic powers.  
Flaming arrows of the evil one.  The journey ahead for the Ephesians would not be a simple one, a 
quiet one, an always-happy, puppies-playing-in-the-park one.  “For our struggle,” we hear in 
Ephesians, “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.”  Struggle defines the journey ahead for the Ephesians, and it’s not even 
a struggle against forces that they can see and touch.  There’s that old saying, “better the devil you 
know than the devil you don’t.”  Well, its probably equally true that ‘better is the devil you can see 
than the one you can’t.’ 

In the world in which the Ephesians lived, they did of course have plenty of opposition 
forces that they could see—imperial armies that controlled foreign lands by force, the faces of 
neighbours and strangers that opposed them for their newfound Christian faith.  But more 
important, more significant, more real, the author of the letter seems to be saying, is the struggle 
against enemies that come without names they could know and faces they could picture.  “For our 
struggle is not against enemies of blood and flesh.” 

Things are not so different for us, today, are they?  In our world, the real forces that keep 
God’s beloved ones oppressed, they are not faces with names.  Sure, the victims often are faces with 
names—the faces and names of the hungry, the lonely, the imprisoned, the homeless, the 
traumatized, the abused, the falsely-accused.  And, sure, the forces of evil use often use particular 
faces and names as vehicles for their crimes—the face of an attacker, the name of a politician who 
makes unjust policy.  But those faces often are just as much pawns in the game as are the game’s 
victims.   

Writing in the middle of the 20th century, the famous American theologian Reinhold 
Niebuhr authored a book titled Moral Man and Immoral Society.3  In it, he explores the all-too-
frequent reality that when any one of us is on our own, we (by-and-large) make choices that we 
would consider moral and ethically good, but that when people gather together into larger and 
larger groups—especially when you get to the societal level—we together do things that we 
would find morally reprehensible, ethically ‘bad’, if we did them ourselves.  As an individual, I 
would have a hard time ignoring a single hungry or suffering person right beside me, but as a 
society, we seem to have little trouble ignoring whole groups of the hungry and impoverished and 
suffering of our world, whether in other countries or even in our own streets.   As an individual, 
perhaps you could never imagine killing another person—for some of us, not even in self-defence.  
But as a society, we are quite capable of inventing our collective justification for regularly breaking 
that sixth one of those hallowed ‘Ten Commandments’. 

So what are we to do?  How do we engage in this struggle, this battle between the word of 
God and cosmic powers of darkness?  Do we ourselves take up the sword, practice our punches, 
sing a couple choruses of that old tune ‘Onward Christian Soldiers’? 

Perhaps not. 

 
 

2 Ibid. 
3 Reinhold Niebuhr, Moral Man and Immoral Society:  A Study of Ethics and Politics, Library of Theological Ethics (Charles 

Scribner’s Sons, 1932; reprinted Westminster John Knox Press, 2002). 
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In fact, most certainly not. 
What, then, do we do?   
Well, the verb, the action, the thing-to-do that the author of our letter offered to the 

Ephesians was simple:  Stand.  “Stand.”  “Withstand.”  “Stand firm.”  “Stand therefore.”   
Hearing about armour, as we do here in this passage, we could mistakenly assume that we 

are called to fight.  We are called to the battle, my friends.  But we are called there to stand, to 
stand firm, to withstand—not to fight.   

“Jesus did not choose the means of the Domination System.” So writes one preacher and 
professor.  “He did not choose coercion.  He did not choose weapons or war—though some 
apparently hoped he would.  In short, he did not choose violence.  From the temptation to the 
cross, the only sword Jesus wielded was ‘the sword of the Spirit, which is the word of God.’”4   

The truth, my friends, is that battling rulers, authorities, cosmic powers of darkness, 
spiritual forces of evil, the wiles of the devil—this battle, it requires more than we ourselves have.  
But it doesn’t depend on us alone.  “Be strong in the Lord and in the strength of his power,” we 
hear in Ephesians.  Be strong in the Lord.  Be strong in the strength of God’s power.  Our Christian 
faith is not about whether we can beat the crap out of whomever we think is our enemy—
absolutely not.  Our Christian faith isn’t even about whether we, ourselves, can withstand the 
battle.  Our Christian faith is about the good news that God offers us strong armour, full of God’s 
power, not simply to overcome but to transform.  The belt, the breastplate, the shoes, the shield, 
the helmet—these aren’t filled with our power.  These are the gifts of God’s truth to encircle us, 
God’s righteousness to protect us, God’s peace to surround us, God’s faith to sustain us, God’s 
salvation to bear us up.   

And we can trust that God’s armour is fit for the struggle because, in the end, we know 
that God has already won the battle.  After all, as Christians we are given the privilege to knowing 
that, in Christ, God has already defeated the powers, even the power of death itself.  Standing firm 
with God and in God’s power, we stare down those cosmic powers, and we dare to shout:  “Where, 
O death, is your victory?  Where, O death, is your sting?” 

 
Like the preacher’s son who looks at his parents’ shoes each morning to know what the 

day will be like, we live in a world that is looking—waiting, seeking, searching after an answer, an 
assurance, of what this day and the next and every tomorrow will hold.  So I ask you, my friends, 
when they gaze upon us, upon the people called Christian, what will they see?  What sign will 
they behold?  What will we be wearing? 

“Stand therefore, and fasten the belt of truth around your waist, and put on the breastplate 
of righteousness.  As shoes for your feet put on whatever will make you ready to proclaim the 
gospel of peace.  With all of these, take the shield of faith, with which you will be able to quench 
all the flaming arrows of the evil one. Take the helmet of salvation, and the sword of the Spirit, 
which is the word of God.” 

Up my friends, keep alert.  It’s time to get dressed! 
 

Blessing and honour, glory and power be unto God, now and forever.  Amen. 

 
 

4 Charles L. Campbell, The Word Before the Powers: An Ethic of Preaching (Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox Press, 2002), 72. 


