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“The sword and all prayer” – Eph. 6:17-20 
WCP 

Intro 
There are those of you, I know, who felt its absence during the early days of the 

pandemic/lockdown right now, just as I know there are those of you who didn’t miss it at all.  I’m 
referring, of course, to the NHL hockey season that took a long “pause” along with most other 
professional sports at that time.. 

But whether you love hockey or hate hockey; watch it or don’t watch it, something you’ll 
know at least if you’ve seen even a single game played before, is the importance of the hockey 
stick in the game; in fact, I think it could fairly be said that even with every other piece of hockey 
equipment snapped/strapped/tied on to your body, without a hockey stick in your hands, you 
have no hope of being victorious in the game. This is b/c the hockey stick is used both defensively 
as well as offensively in the game (it’s how you score goals!); and if you’ve seen what happens 
whenever a player suddenly loses their stick in the game (either from having it knocked out of 
their hands or having their stick break as they’re shooting the puck) you’ll understand what I 
mean. 

But (if I could sustain the hockey analogy for just a moment longer) while the hockey stick 
is indispensable for being victorious in the game – being a sport that’s played on top of a giant 
sheet of ice - the hockey skates are essential for being able to participate in the sport at all; for - 
if you think about it - those sharp blades on the bottom of the protective shoes worn by every 
hockey player are, ultimately, the thing that enables every other piece of hockey equipment to 
be used effectively in the game; take away those blades out on the ice and, suddenly, wearing 
every other piece of hockey equipment is meaningless. 

 
So, we are concluding this teaching series today entitled “Stand”; focusing our attention 

on the armour of God that we have listed for us here in Eph. 6; which – I don’t know if it’s the 
same way for Barton - but I always find to be a deeply satisfying + somewhat melancholy 
experience; either way I appreciate Barton’s trust + your grace in allowing me to share with you 
today from God’s word/bring this series to a conclusion.    

Maybe you knew already that the book of Ephesians as a whole examines both the eternal 
plan of God to unite all things in heaven and on earth back to Himself in Jesus as well as what life 
is supposed to look like now for the one who’s been reconciled to God as a result of that plan.   

Paul begins his letter to the church in Ephesus with the eternal hope that God has blessed 
us in Christ with every spiritual blessing in the heavenly places; and he concludes it by revealing 
the blessings of God’s strength + His armour by which He enables us to stand firm in the unseen 
spiritual battle raging constantly around us; and as I’ve followed from a distance I see that you’ve 
spent the last number of weeks considering the reality of that battle as well as looking at each 
piece of the armour of God in particular. 

And as we come now to Paul’s final descriptions of the armour of God, I hope you were 
already beginning to pick up on the connection between that whole discussion I began with about 
hockey sticks/skates and what Paul has to say about the sword and about prayer.  For what you 
see in Paul’s descriptions of these two things is a) that we’ve moved from the parts of the armour 
of God that are strictly defensive in nature, to those that can also be used offensively in the battle 
as well and b) as it relates to prayer (just like the blades of hockey skates enable every other 
piece of hockey equipment to be used effectively in the game) I believe Paul is showing us that 
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prayer is the thing that enables all the other pieces of the armour of God to be used effectively 
in the battle.   

And we’ll look a bit more deeply into each of those descriptions as we dig in this morning, 
but I think the point Paul is making here generally speaking, and which it’s easy to lose sight of 
with an extended look at each piece of the armour of God over the last number of weeks, is that 
standing firm in the battle (what Paul repeatedly says is the purpose of God’s blessings of His 
strength/armour) is not intended to be a solely defensive posture. i.e. the armour of God isn’t 
intended to be like a bomb shelter on the battle field so that we can just wait out the storm of 
the enemy’s attacks; no, He’s given us the spiritual means to mount an attack as well as to defend 
ourselves in the battle; to take enemy ground as well as to defend our own.  And I pray you’ll 
come to see how our standing firm in the battle means both of those things, as we look at the 
defence and offence of the sword and the enabling power of prayer. (x2)  

So, if you’ve closed your bible/APP would you open them again with me to our passage 
in Eph. 6:13 and follow along with me as we close out this teaching series through the armour of 
God and consider Pauls’ final descriptions of God’s armour by which we can all stand firm in the 
battle. 
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OK, so let’s look at the sword of the Spirit first of all and talk about: 

1. The defence and offence of the sword – vs. 17 

So, if you look again at what Paul writes in vs. 17 he says, “and take the helmet of salvation 
[which is what we looked at last week] and the sword of the Spirit, which is the word of God.” 
And the word Paul uses for sword in vs. 17 actually lets us know exactly what kind of sword Paul 
was referring to; he meant the Roman short sword known as the Gladius which was a straight 
sword, approximately 2” wide and 2’ in length; and the reason it’s important to know that is b/c 
the weapon Paul had in mind here was a sword used for hand-to-hand fighting/at close range 
with your enemy (close enough that you could tell whether or not they brushed their teeth/had 
a shower that day); we’re not given a javelin/arrows/Tomahawk missile of the Spirit; but a sword 
that was meant for up close/in your face combat. 

But where we have at least a little bit more difficulty is when trying to understand exactly 
what Paul means by “the word of God” to which he says the sword of the Spirit is referring. Does 
he mean the spoken word of God, the written word of God in the Scriptures, or the message of 
the gospel; all of which have biblical warrant to claim the title “word of God”? Well, I think the 
simplest answer is to say “Yes.” Paul has all of these in mind. 

But I think a helpful way to think about which meaning fits best is to remember that, just as 
we saw with the analogy of the hockey stick, a sword has both offensive and defensive uses well 
as; it can be used both to attack your enemy but it can also be used to block/parry against attacks; 
and so I think it’s in understanding how it is that you’re using the sword specifically that different 
meanings come to the forefront.  

So eg. when Paul asks for prayer in vss. 19-20 he’s asking for the church to pray that he’ll be 
enabled to boldly proclaim the mystery of the gospel (presumably, referring to his upcoming 
defence before the Roman emperor which he is waiting for under house arrest); the hope being 
that the Spirit will empower his proclamation of the gospel message (the “word of God”) so that 
those who hear it – perhaps even the emperor himself – will come to a saving faith in Jesus. Now, 
yes, in Rom. 10:17 Paul writes, “So, faith comes from hearing, and hearing through the word of 
Christ” but that doesn’t mean Paul’s plan is to get up on the witness stand at his trial and say, “In 
the beginning, God created the heavens and the earth …” No, right? He’s going to present a 
summary of the Scriptures, culminating in the reconciling work of Jesus’ death and resurrection, 
a.k.a. “the gospel.”  This is why earlier in Rom. 1:16 Paul writes “I am not ashamed of the gospel 
for it is the power of God for the salvation of everyone who believes.”  

But, think about that: whether it’s someone hearing the message of the gospel and coming 
to faith in Jesus or someone being reminded of the truth of the gospel and growing in their 
faith/experiencing freedom from some sin/etc. that’s an offensive action against the kingdom of 
darkness, right? the taking of ground formerly held by the enemy, that’s come as a result of 
taking up the sword of the Spirit and using it in this attacking/offensive way. 

But a classic example of the sword being used in a defensive action comes from the life of 
Jesus Himself in Matt. 4 where He’s led into the wilderness for 40 days and tempted by the devil; 
and - in response to each of Satan’s temptations - Jesus blocks/parries his attacks with, “It is 
written ...” and goes on to quote a relevant passage from the OT Scriptures; defending against 
the enemy’s attacks with the written word of God.   
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So, clearly, the context/intended use of the sword of the Spirit in battle determines how the 
word of God is understood but, as Clinton Arnold rightly notes, “There is really no compelling 
reason to be forced to choose between these two options [offensive/defensive action]; the 
language of this text equally supports both.” 

App 
But what does taking up the sword of the Spirit look like in 2021; how do we apply this in 

real-time today?  
Well, I think the first question you need to answer before you seek to understand how to 

take up the sword of the Spirit, is, “Do I really believe this unseen spiritual battle is actually 
happening to begin with?” And the reason you need to answer that question first is b/c if you 
say, “No” or even “Probably no” then talking about how to use the sword is basically meaningless 
as you’re never going to put in the effort required to handle this sword of God’s word effectively. 
And, hear me, that’s not saying everyone needs to become a pastor/theologian/master at 
handling the Scriptures/etc. Think about it: every Roman soldier was proficient at his use of the 
Gladium but that didn’t mean every soldier was also a trainer; he simply needed to be growing 
more and more proficient in his use of the sword through study/practice so that when he got on 
the battle field he had a fighting chance/ability to use the sword more and more effectively.  

But in the same way that I need to believe the doctor about my dangerously high 
cholesterol level before I’ll start to do the hard work of actually changing my diet, you need to, 
first, believe the bible about the reality of this spiritual battle raging around us, or you’ll never 
even begin to take the necessary steps to actually become proficient with the one offensive 
weapon God has given you with which to fight.  

But, assuming you do take Paul seriously about the reality of this battle, what does it mean 
to take up the sword of the Spirit today/what does that look like? Tim Keller says taking up the 
sword of the Spirit means (SLIDE) “To know the word of God so well and to understand its 
practical implications so well that you could use it on the spot.” to which he helpfully (or maybe 
terrifyingly adds), “This is not something you can do tonight.  You can’t say, ‘By tomorrow I want 
the sword of the Spirit in my hands.”  No, right?  Like anything that’s worth doing, learning to use 
the sword of the Spirit proficiently will involve an investment of your time/energy/focus and in a 
variety of different ways.  Like what? 

So, to begin, what you’re all doing right now is one of the ways; being a part of a church 
gathering/sitting under the teaching of the word, that’s one way you do this/become more 
proficient in the use of the sword of the Spirit (CONGRATULATIONS! You’re already starting to do 
it); being a part of a home group/bible study, that’s another; it’s setting aside time each day to 
reading/meditating on God’s word + working to commit certain passages to memory.  Those are 
some of the practical ways we can all grow in our proficiency in using the sword of the Spirit. 

And then, as you begin to become more and more proficient with the sword, you’ll find 
that your ability to stand firm in the battle also increases; your confidence in sharing the gospel 
becomes greater, not in becoming more brash but more skilled in being able to apply the truths 
of the gospel to the issues/questions your friends/family members bring to you; when you’ve 
sinned in some way and the devil’s condemning attacks come against you, now you strike back 
now with, “It is written, there is therefore now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus.  
Yes this sin is grievous to God but it has been covered by His blood shed on my behalf!”  When 
you’re tempted towards pride/self-righteousness/judge the failures of others in their own 
struggles with sin, now you can strike back against your pride with, “It is written, for it is by grace 
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you have been saved through faith, and this is not of yourselves, it is the gift of God. I need to be 
more gracious with others as it is only the grace of God that saved me!”  When a friend is 
struggling/feels abandoned by God I now have some of His precious promises of love/faithfulness 
to remind them of. For me personally, one of the ways I’ve become more proficient in my use of 
the sword of the Sprit is when the enemy seeks to remind of my past/who I was before I knew 
Jesus; overwhelmed with feelings guilty/ashamed/inadequate I am to lead my family/church, 
“Look at who you were!”  I defend/strike back with, “It is written, if anyone is in Christ they are a 
new creation; the old has passed away behold the new has come!”   

And maybe you have those verses memorized/maybe, you’re just faster at knowing 
where to look for them, but the point is, now (into every offensive/defensive situation) you take 
the sword of the Spirit with you/fight back against the kingdom of darkness raging against you 
with greater effectiveness/take back more and more ground for the Kingdom of God as His 
ministers of reconciliation, proficient in their use of the sword. 

*The only qualifying thing/proviso I’d want to add (and I say this not from any kind of 
moral high ground but as one failure to other failures) is to always remember in your growing 
proficiency with the sword of the Spirit, what Paul says in vs. 12 of Ephesians 6 about who it is 
we’re supposed to be fighting against; “For we wrestle not against flesh and blood …”  For, far 
too often the word of God is used to swing at flesh and blood instead of the spiritual forces of 
evil; and although, yes, that’s not at all to say that the evil one doesn’t, at times, manifest himself 
in the actions of other people but may our reputation/what we’re known for as God’s soldiers be 
that we use God’s word to defend/heal/build others up rather than to debate/argue/destroy/cut 
them down. 
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So much more to say there, but that’s the defence and offence of the sword. The last thing I 
want to look at together with you is what Paul has to say about:  

2. The enabling power of prayer – vss. 18-20 

Now, I don’t know if it’s the same way for you, but I know for myself, as I read through Paul’s 
teaching on the armour of God, the question that comes to mind as I get to vs. 18 is whether or 
not we’re supposed to understand prayer as the final piece of the armour of God? That certainly 
seems to be the flow of Paul’s thought (particularly when you see the repeated use of the word 
“Spirit” in the descriptions); and, w/o question, there’s also all kinds of examples in the 
bible/elsewhere where we see prayer also being used in both an offensive as well as a defensive 
way. 

However, after further study, I now agree with most commentators that Paul is not intending 
to include prayer as 7th piece of armour; the simplest reason, among others, being that (if you 
notice) Paul doesn’t connect prayer with a physical piece of armour as he does with every other 
piece of armour he describes in this passage, i.e. he doesn’t say “and take up the knee-pads of 
prayer …” 

But, make no mistake, that doesn’t mean for a second that prayer is somehow 
unrelated/irrelevant to the armour of God. No, on the contrary, prayer is integral to our effective 
use of God’s armour in the battle and - as I said when we began - essential to using the armour 
at all, in the same way that the blades on hockey skates are essential to the use of every other 
piece of hockey equipment on slippery ice. 

How so?  Well, b/c while prayer may not be describing another piece of armour, it is a 
continuation of Paul’s description of what it looks like to stand firm in the battle. 

Let me show you what I mean: if you look back at everything Paul lists/every piece of armour 
or otherwise in vss. 14-18 you’ll notice that they are all actually a description of what it looks like 
to stand firm. So, we could read these verses as,  

“Stand therefore/firm,  

- By fastening on the belt of truth 
- By putting on the breastplate of righteousness + the shoes of gospel readiness 
- By taking up the shield of faith in all circumstances 
- By taking up the helmet of salvation and the sword of the Spirit 

and 
- By praying in the Spirit and by keeping alert (the related command found in vs. 18) 

In fact, when you think about one of the only other occasions in the NT (outside of the 
Temptation of Jesus) where Jesus is under obvious temptation/distress; when the battle appears 
to be most fierce for Him, is in the garden of Gethsemane; and if you remember - rather than 
telling His disciples to “suit up” in their armour - what does Jesus command them to do instead? 
“Watch and pray that you may not fall into temptation. The spirit indeed is willing but the flesh is 
weak.” (Mark 14:38) Or consider Peter (who had failed so miserably to do that very thing on the 
night Jesus was arrested), in the face of persecution/anxieties/cares, “Be alert and of sober mind. 
Your enemy the devil prowls around like a roaring lion looking for someone to devour. Resist him, 
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standing firm in your faith and in the knowledge that your brothers throughout the world are 
undergoing the same kinds of suffering.” (1 Peter 5:8-9). 

“Prayer,” notes Clinton Arnold, “is at the very heart of spiritual warfare … as it is the means 
by which believers depend upon the Lord and request His empowerment for themselves and for 
others in the body of Christ. [Therefore] Paul does not present [prayer] as an additional weapon, 
but as a foundational and continuous activity that is crucial to deploy all of the armor and 
weapons he has just commended to the church.” 

John Stott says it this way, “Paul adds prayer, not (probably) because he thinks of prayer as 
another though unnamed weapon, but because it is to pervade all our spiritual warfare. Equipping 
ourselves with God's armor is not a mechanical operation; it is itself an expression of our 
dependence on God, in other words, of prayer.”   

App 
Maybe you wonder why Paul is making such a big deal here about watchfulness and 

prayer; my guess is, if Paul were standing here among us today, his question – given the reality 
of the spiritual battle we’re all facing at every moment of every day – would be why we make so 
little of them? 

For prayer is our direct line of communication/communion with the Almighty God of the 
universe made possible by the reconciling work of Jesus; which means prayer is both our 
undeserved privilege as well as our access to God’s immeasurable power with which to stand 
firm. In fact, if you go back and read both of Paul’s epic prayers for the church in Ephesus in Ch. 
1 + 3, you see that his prayers for them in both are just that: that they might know the 
immeasurable greatness of God’s power toward us who believe and that they might experience 
that power of the One who can do abundantly more than all we ask or imagine working within 
them. And the way you take hold of that power in order that you might be able to stand against 
any/every attack of the enemy, Paul says, is through prayer. 

(SLIDE) “Prayer thus epitomizes what Paul has said in Eph. 6:10 (’be strong in the Lord’),” 
says Clinton Arnold, “because it represents calling on God to empower His people to fulfill what 
He has called them to be and to do.” 

I don’t know if it’s the same for you, but what I know for myself is this: when I think about 
my own life/situations where I know I’ve failed God in ways that I’d be embarrassed for anyone 
else to see, 9/10 I’ve fallen on my face – not b/c I wasn’t wearing the armour – but b/c I failed to 
heed Jesus’ simple instructions to His disciples in the garden of Gethsemane to watch and to 
pray.  We’ve already said how ineffective an otherwise fully-suited hockey player is on the ice 
with no blades on their skates;  but have you ever seen what happens to a hockey player skating 
down the ice with their head down/staring at the puck? They get laid out flat and, usually, end 
up needing to be carried off the ice. 

Can you understand now why staying alert in prayer is so integral to the effective use of 
the armour of God and why the enemy would be so filled with dread at our consistent use of 
prayer?  For as the puritan Samuel Chadwick once said it, “Satan laughs at our toil, and mocks 
our wisdom, but he trembles when we pray.”  
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Conclusion 
“Finally, be strong in the Lord and in the strength of his might. Put on the whole armor of 

God, that you may be able to stand against the schemes of the devil. For we do not wrestle against 
flesh and blood, but against the rulers, against the authorities, against the cosmic powers over 
this present darkness, against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly places. Therefore take up 
the whole armor of God that you may be able to withstand in the evil day, and having done all, 
to stand firm.”   

It may seem to some, that this whole discussion of spiritual armour/warefare is still all a 
bit far-fetched; that maybe the apostle Paul is some kind of military hobbyist with an overactive 
imagination. 

And yet, Paul’s stated point from the beginning of this letter to the church in Ephesus is 
that God’s eternal purpose, set before the foundation of the world, was to unite all things 
together in heaven and on earth in Jesus; a purpose - as we’ve seen - that God’s enemy/enemy 
of His people, the devil, has been set on destroying/prohibiting since the beginning of creation.  
Again, as John Stott notes of Satan and his forces of evil, “Is God’s plan to create a new society? 
Then they will do their utmost to destroy it. Has God through Jesus Christ broken down the walls 
dividing human beings of different races and cultures from each other? Then the devil through his 
emissaries will strive to rebuild them. Does God intend His reconciled and redeemed people to live 
together in harmony and purity? Then the powers of hell will scatter among them the seeds of 
discord and sin.” 

This is the reality of the battle we’re involved in as God’s reconciled people (whether we 
wish to be involved in it or not) and the reason Paul has been so desperate to both warn of us its 
powerful danger + to call us to stand firm in the strength/armour that God has provided. 

You’ve taken the time over these past weeks to work through each piece of that armour 
and talked about how it protects/defends you + how the empowering force of prayer holds the 
whole suit together.  But now, with all that information in hand, the only thing left to do is the 
one thing that no one else can do for you, viz. to put it on.  Which, in closing, is exactly what I 
want us to practice doing together right now; to do something today that maybe you’ve never 
done before/haven’t done in a long time: to make use of this means of access to God’s power 
that enables us to use all the pieces of God’s armour effectively, and use it to put on the full 
armour of God.  

And so as we close today (whether you’re here in this gathering or watching from home) 
what I want us to do for just a few minutes together, first of all, is to pray and ask God to cover 
you with His armour, piece by piece; you can simply ask Him for each piece or ask Him to 
cover/protect you with each piece + ask that you might be able to use the sword of the Spirit 
more and more effectively. 

In vs. 18 Paul tell us to pray earnestly like this for all the saints as well; and so, when you’re 
finished praying for yourself, I want you to then pray for your Christian family 
members/friends/other members of this church; asking that God would protect/defend them 
with His strength/armour and enable them to stand firm in the battle. 

Finally, as Paul asks in vs. 19, I want to ask that you would pray also for your 
pastor/leadership of this church.  Ask for the covering of God’s armour over your pastors/their 
families and that – in His strength – that God might continue to enable them to stand + proclaim 
the mystery of the gospel boldly. 
 


