Spiritual Preparation
Next Weekend is our Global Impact Celebration. For those of you who were not with us last year for this event I want to encourage you to find a way to participate this year because it is a lot of fun and it is an event that will help you grow in your understanding of God’s call to go into all the world. If you were here last year remember that at our GIC last year we solidified our mission outreach so that we were able to make a greater impact. We have been supporting a missionary in the field all year now, we have given funds to ShareFest, Grace Clinic, our local evangelistic outreaches, and our connection to the Mabton Hispanic Ministry. Beyond just giving money we have a number of people who volunteer at Grace Clinic, several more who have made a difference up at the Mabton church, 30 who helped with ShareFest, and 40 or more who have participated in our servant evangelism projects throughout the year. We have made a great impact and I think it is very exciting to know that we are walking together in this, all of us working in the same direction.
That was the result of our first GIC and I can’t wait to know the result of our second. It is going to be exciting! I hope that you all will take the opportunity to offer this weekend to God and his mission through this church by planning to attend.

As we think about our theme of Training for Mission we cannot ignore the spiritual aspect of our training. How do you prepare yourself spiritually to be on mission for God! You may not have ever thought about being on mission for God, but it may also be that when you did think about it you thought right away that you were not prepared to do that. You may have wondered to yourself how a person prepares for mission work. You may have thought that you had to have been born a spiritual superstar in order to really make a difference in the world for God. But none of that is really the case. 

In fact, God wants you just as you are. He wants you to make a move even though you may not be quite ready for it. He hopes that you are not able to cope with his mission on your own because if you can you will not rely on Him. He is certain that if you are spiritually prepared so that you are able to trust in him, you and He together will be able to do anything. What we are doing is very important. We have the task of sharing the good news of Easter with the entire world. Jesus’ rising from the dead means nothing if it is an event that we just celebrate each year and do nothing else with it. 

In our scripture lesson today Paul is giving the Ephesian church some direction on what to do to prepare spiritually for God’s mission in the world. Ephesians 6:14-18 “Stand firm then, with the belt of truth buckled around your waist, with the breastplate of righteousness in place, and with your feet fitted with the readiness that comes from the gospel of peace. In addition to all this, take up the shield of faith, with which you can extinguish 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. And pray in the Spirit on all occasions with all kinds of prayers and requests.” Now a lot has been made of this list over time and it seems to us a little daunting because Paul refers to these things as the Whole Armor of God. We don’t wear armor today unless we are in the military. If we are were in the military we would know, in a very personal way, the value of Armor. Helmets and bullet proof vests save lives. Armored Humvees have doors and plates that stop flack from IED’s from killing those inside. In Iraq and Afghanistan right now there are a bunch of men and women who understand the necessity of armor. It is a very practical thing.

I ride a motorcycle and there are also some very practical protections that I wear when I ride. I wear a helmet, partly because it is the law, but also because it is practical protection. I wear this jacket that has armor built in. I wear boots for protection on my feet and legs, and I wear gloves always. Now you can argue that it is not strictly necessary to do all this to ride a motorcycle. But what happens if you fall off. I wear this stuff not because I expect to fall off but because if I do, I am not willing for it to cost me my life if I can help it. The gear has a very practical use.
That is the reason Paul uses this image to talk about how to prepare spiritually for Jesus’ mission in the world. He is trying to tell us that there are some really very practical things that you can do to prepare yourself for carrying the message of Easter to the world. They are very practical things and they are definitely not things that require you to be a spiritual superstar in order to handle them. These are the practical tools that we need to get a handle on for ourselves: Truth, righteousness, peace, faith, salvation, the Bible, and Prayer. Paul’s first point is that these things are real and they have a very practical purpose in the life of a Christian; especially one who wants to make an impact in their world by sharing the good news of Easter with those who do not know. 
Paul says that we need to put on truth. Truth is so important because it is rare. People have a hard time speaking the truth. Speaking the truth sometimes means that we have to go against the grain. It sometimes means that we will stand out and it will be uncomfortable, but the truth is our protection. Without it were are left vulnerable to criticism and complaint. Truth is our ally.
He then tells us to put on righteousness. Another way to translate this term is “right living”. Right living means living in a way that is considered right by God, not by the world. Clean living is also a protection because there are no laws against it. No one can complain about us when we live right.

Paul also says to fit our feet with the readiness that comes from the Gospel of Peace. What this means is that the good news that we have peace with God through Jesus Christ is something that compels us to be ready to share it. This news is not just for us but for all the world and spiritually speaking we have to be ready to share it when the opportunity arises. 
He encourages us to take up the shield of faith. We need to know what we believe and we need to hang tough with what we believe no matter what kind of resistance that brings. Faith is a like a shield to us and can keep us from a lot of harm.

We are to put on our salvation like a helmet. The knowledge that we are God’s children through our faith in Jesus is powerful protection. It reminds us that whatever happens to us in this life, we will be with God in eternity. We may struggle here but we will not struggle forever. We have salvation through Jesus.

In order to grow in faith and share Easter with others we need the Bible. The Bible is the story of God’s interaction with his people for thousands of years. It helps us understand more who God is and who we are. It teaches us how to live right in God’s eyes. It helps us to see the world through the eyes of truth rather than through the human hopes and dreams that we project. It is the story of God making peace with sinful humanity through Jesus’ death and resurrection.

Finally, Paul calls us to a life of prayer. Communicating with God, asking his opinion on what we are doing or thinking of doing. Seeking his advice, praising his provision, and remembering that we are not powerful enough alone to accomplish his will.

These are very practical things. They are not outlandish tasks that we could never hope to accomplish. They are actually very down to earth. Some are things that we tend to do anyway, like trying to live in right ways, but we gain the realization today that these simple things prepare us to be on mission for God. And without this preparation, without these down to earth tools we will not make much progress and we will leave ourselves vulnerable.
During the time of the twelve Caesars, the Roman army would conduct morning inspections. As the inspecting Centurion would come in front of each legionnaire, the soldier would strike the armor breastplate that covered his heart with his right fist. The armor had to be strongest there in order to protect the heart from the sword thrusts and from arrow strikes. As the soldier struck his armor, he would shout "integritas" [in-teg-ri-tas], which in Latin means material wholeness, completeness, and entirety. 
The inspecting Centurion would listen closely for this affirmation and also for the ring that well kept armor would give off. If he was satisfied that the armor was sound and that the soldier beneath it was protected, he would then move on to the next man.
At about the same time, the Praetorians or imperial bodyguard were ascending into power and influence; They were drawn from the best "politically correct" soldiers of the legions, they received the finest equipment and armor. They no longer had to shout "integritas" to signify that their armor was sound. Instead, as they struck their breastplate, they would shout "Hail Caesar," to signify that their heart belonged to the imperial personage, not to their unit, not to an institution, not to a code of ideals. They armored themselves to serve the cause of a single man.
A century passed and the rift between the legion and the imperial bodyguard and its excesses grew larger. To signify the difference between the two organizations, the legionnaire, upon striking his armor would no longer shout "integritas," but instead would shout "integer" [in-te-ger].
Integer means undiminished, complete, perfect. It not only indicated that the armor was sound, it also indicated that the soldier wearing the armor was sound of character. He was complete in his integrity, his heart was in the right place, his standards and morals were high. He was not associated with the immoral conduct that was rapidly becoming the signature of the Praetorian Guards.  

The armor of integrity continued to serve the legion well. For over four centuries they held the line against the marauding Goths and Vandals, but by 383 A.D., the social decline that infected the republic and the Praetorian Guard had its effects upon the legion.
As a 4th century Roman general wrote, "When because of negligence and laziness, parade ground drills were abandoned, the customary armor began to feel heavy since the soldiers rarely, if ever, wore it. Therefore, they first asked the emperor to set aside the breastplates and mail and then the helmets. So our soldiers fought the Goths without any protection for the heart and head and were often beaten by archers. Although there were many disasters, which led to the loss of great cities, no one tried to restore the armor to the infantry. They took their armor off and when the armor came off, so too came their integrity." It was only a matter of a few years until the legion rotted from within and was unable to hold the frontiers. The barbarians were at the gates.
They didn’t want to put on their armor and then they wondered why they were being defeated. We can find ourselves in the same boat. We don’t want to do the simple things to prepare ourselves for God’s mission in the world, and so we bow out of the mission because we know that we are not prepared. 
   But what would it be like if we really put some effort into preparing ourselves spiritually and then making ourselves available for God’s mission on earth. What if we practiced the five spiritual disciplines that we talked about during Lent (small groups, a daily time with God, serving two hours a week, tithing, and sharing our faith with one person.) and when we practiced those things we did them with the intention of getting in the game. We did them in order to be prepared to meet needs as a bridge to sharing God’s good news.
We can do all these things as daunting as they sound if we are willing to take a few basic steps and put on the whole armor of God. The great blessings of being on mission for God is that we are not expected to do all the work. In fact, if we think we can do it by ourselves we will fail. When we learn to count on God and his provision and to praise him when his plan works, we will find much more success.

Our theme this year for GIC is training for missions. Let’s do all the training so that when the opportunity arises we don’t count ourselves out because we don’t feel ready. Let’s be prepared when God calls to say, “here I am Lord, send me.”
PAGE  
7

