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“Are You Going to Wear That?”
Colossians 3:12-17; Ephesians 6:10-20 August 10, 2014

I suspect that almost every teenager on the way out of the 
door for an evening with friends has heard a parent say in a 
questioning tone, “Are you going to wear that?”  I know.  I have 
heard it. I have said it myself.  Who among us has not shown 
up at some event only to realize that the way we have dressed 
is totally out of place.  When I was a kid, you didn’t wear blue 
jeans or tennis shoes to church.  I remember the Sunday in our 
family of five children that the only shoes that fit my growing 
feet were a pair of tennis shoes.  It was an excruciatingly long 
morning as I tried unsuccessfully to hide my feet.  It seems 
silly now, but it wasn’t then.  Thank the Lord, the church has 
moved past such insignificant concerns. 

In the Bible, how we dress is a metaphor for deeper things. 
The Bible speaks of putting on Christ as one would put on 
clothes (Romans 13:14).  Of course, Jesus is not concerned 
with our outward appearance, but with our inner spirit.  In 
these words from Ephesians, Paul speaks of putting on the 
whole armor of God. 

The words of Paul are persuasive:  “Be strong in the Lord and 
in the strength of his power.  Put on the whole armor of God, 
so that you may be able to stand against the wiles of the devil.”  
Even as we hear this invitation to victorious living, we wonder 
if we have come to the party half-dressed and ill-prepared.  
Why do we live such diminished, wounded and half-hearted 
lives?  Overcome by stress, worn out by problems or facing 
difficulties we never imagined, we are robbed of abundant life. 
Some of us may feel defeated by depression, family struggles or 
some other trial.  Victorious?  A few of us could barely put on 
shoes and make it here this morning. 

We forget that Paul is in prison when he writes these words. 
Stripped of almost everything, what resources does Paul have 
to face the hardship and dangers of prison life?  Feeling the 
weight of his chains, Paul has no power within himself to set 
himself free.  Yet, from his point of view, he is not Caesar’s 
prisoner, but a prisoner of the Lord.  Paul speaks of himself as 
Christ’s ambassador in chains.  He looks at the well-equipped, 
professional Roman soldiers who guard the prison.  They wear 
short clothes that will not hinder them in battle, breastplates 
to protect the chest, helmets to fend off blows and shoes to 
enable them to move with agility.  They carry large square 
shields to deflect flaming arrows and wield swords to strike 
blows against the enemy.  From the impression struck by 

Roman armor, Paul wonders if the church is as well-equipped 
to live for God in a hostile world.  So Paul envisions Christians 
as soldiers dressed in armor and ready for spiritual warfare.  
From his perspective in prison, Paul gives us four keys to being 
dressed, ready and strong in the Lord. 

First, Paul tells us to know the enemy.  To overcome adversity, 
we have to know what we are struggling against.  Paul reminds 
us that the ultimate struggles of life are not against physical 
problems, visible realities, or material concerns.  Every aspect 
of life in the world has a spiritual dimension.  Our struggle is a 
spiritual one.  Paul says, “Our struggles are not against enemies 
of flesh and blood, but against the rulers, the authorities, the 
cosmic powers of this present darkness, the spiritual forces in 
the heavenly places” (6:12). 

All problems have their outward form and manifestations.  
Evil shows itself in concrete ways, but like the iceberg there 
is more to evil than what we see.  Evil is like an unseen virus 
that infects creation and springs forth with killing power.  The 
violence we witness in our cities, the prejudice against people 
who are not like us, and the sexual addiction of our society are 
evidence of the power of evil to corrupt the human heart and a 
whole culture.  Every act of violence, every hateful speech, and 
every dehumanizing act are the products of deeper wounds 
and troubled spirits.  Those who understand the deep power 
of addiction understand this truth.  The powerfully seductive 
force of evil, hatred, greed, envy and pride is always greater 
than the sum of individual wrongs.  When I look at my own 
life and actions, I feel at times that there is something that 
pushes me to do the very things I know are wrong. 

This dark and twisted force is what the Christian faith 
calls the devil.  The figure of the devil reminds us not to 
underestimate the power of evil.  Evil lurks in the heart and 
corrupts social systems.  If we think every problem can be 
reduced to a question of economics, education or psychology 
then we are sadly deluded.  Paul knows the real enemy, but he 
also knows Jesus who won a victory over the power of evil. 
Only God is stronger than evil.  We can know the strength of 
God’s power at work in us.

Secondly, Paul tells us to be dressed and ready to face the 
challenges of the day by putting on the whole armor of God. 
We seem to nibble at the edges of the Christian life like timid 
mice.  We taste a bit of this and that without accepting into 
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our lives all the resources God offers.  We inoculate our children 
with just enough Bible to know that Abraham and Sarah are 
in the Old Testament while Paul and Mary Magdalene are in 
the New Testament.  We give just enough money to soothe 
our conscience, but not enough to cramp our style.  We follow 
the teachings of Jesus until they interfere with our business 
practices, our pleasures, our relationships, or our morals.  We 
attend worship just enough to say we go, but not enough to 
make a habit of it. (After all, we wouldn’t want our neighbors 
to think we are fanatics.)  Thus, we do not know the power of 
God. 

Paul knocks us over with the invitation to quit dabbling 
and take hold of all that God offers: “Be strong in the Lord 
and in the strength of God’s power.  Put on the whole armor 
of God” (6:10, 11).  Paul tells us to gird our loins with truth, 
put on the breastplate of righteousness and equip our feet 
with the shoes of peace.  He tells us to take the shield of faith, 
the helmet of salvation and “the sword of the Spirit which is 
the word of God” (6:7).  Jesus spoke of the word of God as 
a sword that cuts to the heart, judging falsehood and setting 
the truth free.  The one offensive weapon of the Christian is 
the word of God, which is the gospel of peace.

Thirdly, Paul reminds us to stand firm, to keep watch and 
to be alert.  How easy it is to let down our guard, take our 
faith for granted and panic when adversity comes.  In his 
spiritual autobiography, Telling Secrets, Frederick Buechner 
writes of the terrifying time when his daughter was diagnosed 
with the eating disorder, anorexia.  One day, Buechner was 
sitting in his car by the roadside, depressed and overwhelmed 
by his daughter’s illness and the turmoil in his family.  He 
writes, “Out of nowhere a car came along down the highway 
with a license plate that bore on it the one word out of all 
the words in the dictionary that I needed most to see exactly 
then.  The word was TRUST. What do you call a moment 
like that? Something to laugh off as the kind of joke life 
plays on us every once in a while?  The word of God?  I am 
willing to believe that maybe it was something of both, but 
for me it was an epiphany” (quoted in Listening to Your Life, 
p. 326). Buechner knew that he could not save her.  He had 
to give her up to God.  He had to let her go into the care of 
those who had been given by God the skills to heal her.  His 
powerlessness led him to trust not in his own strength, but to 
take up the whole armor of God.

Finally, Paul reminds us to pray at all times.  Prayer is the 
way we stay in touch with God, the source of our strength. 
Sometimes we find it difficult to pray when we feel helpless 
and overwhelmed.  At our worst moments we may feel most 
disconnected to God.  It is precisely then that we need the 
spiritual strength that comes from prayer.  There are times 
when we feel an emptiness as big as Texas at the bottom of 

our soul.  It is an emptiness that is hard to fill, but we try with 
all our might to fill it.  I know a young adult who tries to fill 
it by doing little else than watching Netflix and playing video 
games.  When he, from time to time, turns off the computer, 
the deep hole in his soul is still there.  I know a woman who 
spent a lifetime pouring liquor into that hole.  When the last 
drop was drunk, she felt just as empty as when she began.  
There are not enough people, drugs, dollars, trips, delicacies, 
or distractions to fill that hole.  There is only the strength of 
God.  Paul says, “Be strong in the Lord and in the strength of 
God’s power.  Put on the whole armor of God.”

Prayer is the way God fills the soul.  Through prayer 
we open ourselves up to God so that we may know God’s 
presence and God’s strength.  Paul calls us to pray for “all the 
saints” – to pray for one another.  Who knows what struggles 
our neighbor faces?  Prayer not only connects us to God 
but with one another in the fellowship of the church.  Each 
week a small, but faithful group gathers at our church on 
Monday mornings to pray for the needs of the congregation, 
the community and world.  They pray for each person who 
has requested prayers and for those whose needs they do not 
yet know.  They welcome you to join them as they put on the 
whole armor of God on our behalf. As Tennyson wrote in a 
poem, “More things are wrought by prayer/Than this world 
dreams of.” 

Well, here we are at the end.  It is wonderful to look out 
and see you dressed in so many different ways: nice dresses, 
old tennis shoes, jeans and golf shirts, coats and ties, t-shirts 
and shorts.  It is wonderful that we all look so different.  Two 
weeks ago, Bunny and I worshipped at Dr. Tom Walker’s 
church in Jacksonville, Florida.  He was our former theologian 
in residence.  Of course, he happened to be preaching in 
Montreat that day.  As the service was about to begin, two 
young sisters were walking down the side aisle to take their 
seats.  The younger sister was dressed in angel wings and a 
pink tutu.  It was beautiful to see.

No matter how you came dressed for worship today, I say 
to you, “Are you going home dressed like that?”  Why would 
we leave dressed the same way we came, when we can put on 
the whole armor of God?  Now go home in the strength of 
the Lord; know the powers you are struggling against; be 
prepared at all times; pray at all times; and put on the whole 
armor of God. 


