An Ambassador in Chains
Ephesians 6: 10-20

August 23, 2009


“Osama bin Laden”, a name that strikes fear in the hearts of many people today:  just so, the name “Saul of Tarsus” evoked instant fear in the hearts of all Christians who lived within the reach and rule of the Roman Empire.  Unlike bin Laden, though, Saul of Tarsus was not a radical, connected to an extremist group and therefore forced to do his dirty deeds under cover of darkness and while hiding.  Saul of Tarsus could do his deeds out in the open, sanctioned by Roman power.  He was a loyal and zealous Roman soldier, a high-ranking officer of the Roman army, and highly effective in carrying out his duties.  Under his command, anyone deemed dangerous to Rome was arrested and put to death.  Under his command, Christians were arrested and put to death.  Till one day, as he walked along the road to Damascus, Saul’s spiritual blindness was made obvious in sudden physical blindness, and he heard a heavenly voice speaking:  “Saul, Saul, why are you persecuting me?”
From that day forward, Saul was no longer Saul.  Forever after he would be known as Paul, a Christian himself, the Apostle Paul, and, as zealous as he’d been as a Roman officer, he was a million times more zealous as one walking the Jesus Way.  Along the road to Damascus, he became an ambassador of the gospel.

In today’s Bible passage, we find him some years later, in jail.  This former soldier of Rome has himself been arrested and imprisoned by Roman soldiers.  The charge against him:  he is a Christian and therefore a danger to Rome.  A danger to Rome, but why were Christians considered dangerous?  What Christians believe, the gospel, the good news that God is love and that God loves people – what’s dangerous about that?  Nothing, and if it had just been a matter of believing in a benevolent, loving God, Rome wouldn’t have batted an eyelash.  Some of Rome’s own gods were benevolent, too.


What was considered dangerous was the Way, the Way of Jesus, which Christians were preaching.  They were preaching a way of living your belief in a loving God, such that you emulate divine love in human relationships, such that you work to create human society to be a reflection of divine love, a society radically egalitarian, radically communal, radically caring for everybody – nobody having to beg for food and shelter, nobody having to beg to be respected and included – a society in which power is shared in the empowering of everybody.  But, how dangerous that notion of a society radically egalitarian, dangerous to those who benefit from inequality, who benefit from hierarchical structures and certainly don’t want hierarchies to end.


The rich and powerful in Rome certainly did not want to give up their top-of-the-ladder status, did not want to give up a penny of their money, to give the poor equal financial status, did not want to yield one iota of their power to level the playing field for everybody.  Really, the people today who rant and rave about socialism and “give away” programs are but echoing the voices of the Roman Empire.

The Jesus Way:  you know, it continues to be a thorn in the side of the powerful, deemed threatening in many of the world’s nations, including our own.  It may sound good on paper, may be tolerable when preached from pulpits on Sunday mornings, but relating the Way of Jesus to Monday morning life engenders uneasy, queasy feelings in many.  For one thing, the Jesus Way just doesn’t mesh well with capitalism and private enterprise.  What makes the Jesus Way problematic is that Jesus himself preached a definition of democracy that far, far outreaches the definition of democracy lived today, even in a nation founded on the principles of freedom and justice for all.


Well, anyway, back to the Apostle Paul.  Today’s Bible passage is a portion of a letter he wrote from his jail cell.  He was writing to the members of the church in Ephesus, well aware that if those church members remained faithful, they, too, would come face to face with Roman soldiers, to be arrested and shackled in chains, some of them to be publicly executed, as a warning to other Christians.


The members of the church in Ephesus, the members of churches in other towns, the strength of every member’s faith would be sorely tested.  Think about it:  wouldn’t it be daunting, to say the least, were you to arrive here on a Sunday morning to find armed soldiers stationed at all the church doors, to be told that if you enter, if you are determined to go on worshiping and living as a Christian, you’ll be arrested and found guilty, a criminal danger to be put out of harm’s way, imprisoned, perhaps even to receive a lethal injection?  Would you push your way past the soldiers?  Or would you stop, to consider the job you’d lose were you to land in jail, the responsibilities and commitment to family that you couldn’t fulfill, the worry you’d cause your friends?  And wouldn’t the possibility of being put to death for being a Christian cause you to pause, to consider turning around to go on staying alive?  Wouldn’t the strength of your own faith and your own commitment to the Jesus Way be sorely tested?

Well, as you know, Christians in some parts of the world are being imprisoned, are being executed, because they refuse to turn away from the Way of Jesus Christ.  In all likelihood, though, you and I will never be ambassadors in chains.  Or will we?  You know, there are different kinds of chains.

I’m thinking about those chains which aren’t external, but quirks inside ourselves that sure can lock us up, can take away the freedom we need to live the Jesus Way, can usurp the energy we need to be ambassadors of the gospel.  I’m thinking about anger, including old grudges – pretty hard to live the Way of love when you’re shackled by an anger that’s gnawing on your gut.  I’m thinking about pride, that need to be the one who’s right, that pride in which we’d rather fight than say, “You’re right” – pretty hard to live the Way of camaraderie and reconciliation when you’re shackled by pride.  I’m thinking of selfishness, that tunnel vision focused on tending me and mine and letting others fend for themselves – pretty hard to live the Way of care and generosity when you’re shackled by something that makes you callous, when you’re shackled by something that stifles generosity.  I’m thinking, too, about popularity, that longing to be liked and included – it can be really hard to be ambassadors of the gospel, to speak against hatred, prejudice, injustice, inequality – if you don’t want to ruffle any feathers, if you’re shackled by the need to be liked and included by everybody.  Chains can be forged of many things besides iron.  And, while Paul alludes to externals that can enchain – the Roman Empire, and yes, some sort of external cosmic evil - you and I know well that it’s usually not something external but something internal that locks us up.

But one thing is true, according to the witness of the Apostle Paul.  No chain’s strength can match the strength of faith.  With his faith strong, lodged in Holy Spirit power, Paul continued to be an ambassador of the gospel while yet in iron shackles.  So, too, for us:  while yet we are inwardly shackled, not a one of those shackles can prevent our living the Way of Jesus, not a one of those shackles can silence us as ambassadors of the gospel, if our faith is and remains strong.  Strong faith, that, said the Apostle Paul, is what it takes.  You can deal with chains, you might even be able to break loose from them, if your faith is strong.
So, says Paul, be strong as a Roman soldier, but live as a different kind of soldier, loyal to the Way of Christ and armored with faith.  Be strong in faith, says Paul.

But, Paul, we say, that’s a lot harder than it sounds.  Sometimes our faith just isn’t as strong as our shackles.  We don’t want to be enchained by anger, pride, selfishness, an urgency to be popular, or anything else.  We pray for our own faith to be strong, but too often in weakness we succumb to our shackles.  Is it that we aren’t praying fervently enough?  Well, that question is answered in the last paragraph of this morning’s Bible passage.

It isn’t that we aren’t praying fervently enough; it’s that we need something else, namely, the prayers of others.  We need others to pray for us, to pray for our faith strength; we need their prayer energy added to our own prayers, in profoundly divine connection.  See, we know how powerful shared prayer can be, and how much we need others to pray for us when we’re in a crisis, when there’s an illness, a job loss, a problem in a relationship, something else.  But also we need people praying for us when we’re not in crisis mode, people who will pray for us every day, every day praying for us that our faith will be strong.  Is it that God responds better to bulk prayers?  No; but there’s something, something about knowing that others are praying that prayer for you, something that truly can strengthen faith.
And, look:  even the Apostle Paul himself needed others to be praying that prayer for him.  Pray also for me, he said.  Knowing that real strength comes when you pray for others and others pray for you, Paul urged the members of the church in Ephesus to pray faith, strong faith, for each other.  Let us do likewise.  But you don’t know everybody’s name?  Don’t worry, God does, so that a general prayer offered by you will become in Holy Spirit power the faith strength each of them needs, and their prayers will become strength for you.  Let us pray for each other strong faith, that we may be ambassadors of the gospel, bringing good news blessing into every life we touch.
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