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“IN IT TOGETHER – 17 ” 

God’s Armour 
Ephesians 6:10-20 

 
Paul’s getting towards the end of this letter now – the “Finally” at the beginning of this section signals 

that the conclusion isn’t too far off – and he has been dealing with the issue that we all face as followers 

of Jesus: we believe the things he has written in the first part of the letter, the underlying principles of our 

Christian faith, and we try hard to put it into practice living distinctively Christian lives according to the 

things he writes in the second part, but it’s a very difficult life to lead.  We end up struggling to live as 

God wants us to, even though we are followers of, part of the team led by Jesus Christ, who won the 

victory over sin and death on the cross many centuries ago.  Why, if Jesus is the Champion, do we find it 

so hard to follow him? 

 

Well, as we said last week, Jesus has indeed done all that is needed to be the winner.  He has won the 

victory and we are assured of receiving our winners’ medals and joining him at the victory banquet, the 

eternal feast in the renewed and restored Kingdom of God.  But the season is not yet over.  We still have 

the remaining fixtures to play, with all the attendant risks of injury and fatigue and so on – there are still 

bruising encounters along the way.  And the problem is, as Paul points out here, we are no struggling 

against “flesh and blood” – physical opponents – but against the forces of darkness, the evil forces that 

are at work in this fallen and fragmented world.  We need to be constantly aware of that – and we need to 

be prepared. 

 

The analogy we used last week was that of a hockey team, so let’s just continue with that for a moment.  

If we are to go on playing these last games, we still need protection, so we have to put on the shin-guards, 

the ankle padding, the gum-shields, the helmets and so on.  They will help to protect us as we continue to 

do battle.  Paul’s analogy is drawn from his own contemporary surroundings.  Under house arrest, he is 

chained to a couple of guards in his room in Rome, so he uses what is right at hand to advise his readers 

in Ephesus and the churches of that area, listening intently as Paul’s colleague, Tychicus, reads out the 

words of this letter at their Sunday gatherings. 

 

Paul’s framework for all this is armour – God’s “full armour” (v11).  This is God’s protection for us as 

we wrestle day by day with the forces of evil who are trying so hard to deflect us from the path of 

discipleship.  It’s there to keep us safe, to offer us the defence we need as the devil tries to do as much 

damage to the work of Jesus as he can.  But it’s no good unless we use it.  William Gurnall, a 17th century 

preacher and writer, wrote, “In heaven, we shall appear, not in armour, but in robes of glory.  But here 

these are to be worn night and day; we must walk, work and sleep in them, or else we are not true 

soldiers of Jesus Christ”.  That comes from his mammoth work The Christian in Complete Armour 



written in 1655.  In it he deals with these 11 verses – it’s a book in three volumes, 261 chapters and 1,472 

pages.  The subtitle is The saint’s war against the Devil, wherein a discovery is made of that grand enemy 

of God and his people, in his policies, power, seat of his empire, wickedness, and chief design he hath 

against the saints; a magazine opened, from whence the Christian is furnished with spiritual arms for the 

battle, helped on with his armour, and taught the use of his weapon; together with the happy issue of the 

whole war.  More recently, Martin Lloyd Jones (whom we have mentioned several times in this series) 

wrote an exposition of the same 11 verses in two volumes called The Christian Warfare and The 

Christian Soldier, running to 736 pages.  I mention those simply to pre-empt anyone who thinks 17 

sermons on Ephesians is a bit too long! 

 

Anyway, Paul uses this picture of the “full armour of God” to drive home his point that we need 

protection from the forces of evil who are continually looking for a way to draw us away from God and 

from following Jesus.  It’s an image based on the armour of a soldier of the Roman Empire, the 

“panoplia” in Greek, or “panoply” in English.  Put it on, says Paul, and don’t leave yourself open to 

attack.  You need to be ready for what he calls “the day of evil”.  Again, different people have read all 

kinds of things into that phrase, trying to pinpoint exactly when this “day of evil” will be.  I don’t think 

this is referring to a specific day, but to the times when things really are hard.  The New English Bible 

translates it rather helpfully as “when things are at their worst”.  We need to be ready at all times for 

those moments.  There isn’t always going to be time to strap on the appropriate bit of armour when the 

actual attack is happening – any more than you can rush off to put on your shin-guards as your opponent 

starts to swing his stick.  You need this on all the time, as Gurnall says. 

 

Now, the temptation is with such things, to really stretch these images and read a lot into them that 

probably isn’t there (as good some of those lengthy expositors might have done).  But let’s have a look at 

how Paul uses the analogy here, noting each item of armour piece by piece. 

 

 

1. THE BELT OF TRUTH 

This is the anchor point of it all, if you like.  The wide leather belt wasn’t an ornament.  It had three 

purposes.  Firstly, it held everything together, stopping your tunic flapping about all over the place, like a 

girdle, really.  Indeed, the phrase “gird up your loins” – often a call to get ready for something – refers to 

strapping this round you and keeping everything in place.  It also, crucially, kept the breastplate in place, 

stopping it slipping down or sliding round.  And thirdly, it was where you hung your scabbard with the 

sword in it. 

 



So, Paul says, this is like the truth of God’s word.  It holds everything else in place and keeps everything 

tidy and in good order.  Without the belt everything else flaps about or falls down.  Without the truth of 

God’s word, everything else fails to make sense.  Keep in touch with the truth.  Read God’s word 

regularly and note what it says.  Make sure you are always operating in line with what God has spoken. 

2. THE BREASTPLATE OF RIGHTEOUSNESS 

In Greek this was called the “thorax”, a word we use to mean the area between the neck and the legs of 

an insect.  It was a bronze plate – often decorated – which protected that area from the neck to the waste.  

The writer Polybius called it the “heart protector” as it was a defence for the most important organs of 

the body. 

 

Paul links it with righteousness.  That really refers to integrity and honesty, to living out the truths of 

God’s word in everyday life.  Keeping your heart pure is part of that, watching over your emotions and 

your intellect to ensure that you actually live out what it is you say you believe.  As you read God’s word, 

put it into practice consistently so that no-one can point the finger at you.  Ensure that the devil cannot 

undermine what you say by pointing at how your actions don’t bear it out. 

 

 

3. BOOTS 

The word for boots is “caligae”.  You may recall that there was a crazy Roman Emperor called Caligula, 

which is a nickname meaning “little boots”.  These were like heavy sandals that offered support and 

protection around the ankles and had their soles studded with nails to help in long marches – a bit like the 

Blakeys we used to bang into our shoes.  My father-in-law, a typical Yorkshireman, used to hammer them 

into my mother-in-law’s summer sandals so they’d last longer and all summer long she’d clump about a 

bit like a Roman soldier.  They were actually very important pieces of equipment – although they say “an 

army marches on its stomach” even the casual observer can see that an army marches on its feet and both 

Alexander the Great and Julius Caesar attributed their military successes to well-shod soldiers. 

 

Paul writes here of the “readiness that comes from the gospel of peace”.  It’s not exactly clear what that 

really means, but many people translate “readiness” as “a firm foothold”.  In other words, what helps us 

get along – over the rough ground, through the ups and downs of life – is an awareness of the gospel, the 

good news of Jesus that assures us that we are on the winning side, even when the pressure is really on 

and the devil is doing his damnedest (literally) to knock us off track. 

 

But that is not enough protection yet.  The soldiers guarding Paul would have had those three items with 

them as they stood with him day by day, but there were other bits of kit that would have been taken up 

particularly in battle situations.  So Paul goes on “in addition to this”, which William Barclay suggests 



could also be translated as “through thick and thin”.  There is more to help us and Paul continues his 

inventory of the “full armour of God” with … 

 

 

4. THE SHIELD OF FAITH 

The shield of a Roman soldier was large, oblong affair, not the little round buckler that we often imagine.  

It was about the size of a door (in fact, the Greek word for this kind of shield was linked to the word for 

door) and was made of two sheets of wood glued together, bound with iron and covered with leather or 

cloth which could be soaked in water to help extinguish burning arrows which were fired at the soldier. 

Arrow dipped in pitch and set alight were a fearsome weapon, so the shield was a vital piece of 

equipment.  After the Siege of Dyrachium, the soldier and write Sceva said he pulled 22 darts out of his 

shield. 

 

Paul likens the shield to our faith.  A shield gives confidence to the person sheltering behind it in the face 

of sustained attack.  So our faith in God, our belief in his ways and in his word, should give us confidence 

and help us to withstand the many ways in which the forces of evil try to get at us.  Now, I know we 

shouldn’t press these analogies too far, but here’s another thing about these oblong shields – when the 

soldiers were under attack, they could push their shields together to form a kind of wall behind which 

they could march forward.  In some battles they were so well drilled that they surrounded themselves with 

shield and put others over their heads to form what was called a “testudo” or a “tortoise”, sheltering 

themselves and each other.  We can help one another by encouraging each other in our faith, so that when 

one is feeling weak and vulnerable, others are there to help and protect. 

 

 

5. THE HELMET OF SALVATION 

A Roman helmet was made of bronze and leather, covering as much of the head as possible, with just 

enough space to see out.  Sometimes they were elaborately decorated with plumes and the like, but it was 

the thick bronze that gave the protection. 

 

Paul links this to the knowledge of our salvation.  As the helmet is used to protect the head and the mind, 

so we should be able to keep our salvation in the forefront of our mind.  When we are struggling we can 

tell ourselves that we are saved.  That is a propositional fact.  In tough times, remind yourself that you 

have been called by God, that you are part of Jesus’ winning team, that you are in line for a champion’s 

medal.  Look back to those other occasions when God has helped you, when you have been particularly 

helped by him.  It’s a question of bringing that to mind and believing that this is not the end.  If God has 

saved you, called you, then he has a purpose for you and will not let you down. 



 

 

6. THE SWORD OF THE SPIRIT 

Finally, Paul includes the only offensive weapon here.  All the other parts of the armour are for our 

protection and defence.  The sword was for attack.  And the word used here emphasises that it is a sword 

for hand to hand combat – the short, two-edged sword, not the big Thracian broadsword.  It was 

constantly kept clean and sharp – very sharp! – because your life could depend on this in a pitched battle. 

 

Paul explicitly says here that “the sword of the Spirit […] is the word of God”.  The writer of the Letter 

to the Hebrews also uses this image in Hebrews 4:12, where we read, “For the word of God is alive and 

active. Sharper than any double-edged sword, it penetrates even to dividing soul and spirit, joints and 

marrow; it judges the thoughts and attitudes of the heart.”  We’ve already seen that we should be 

immersing ourselves in God’s word, the Bible, as much as we can.  And as we do so, we discover those 

things that can help us not only in our daily attempts to live as followers of Jesus, but also things that can 

help us deal with the difficulties that arise, with doubts and temptations.  Remember when Jesus was in 

the desert, being tempted by the devil, he responded to each temptation with a verse from the Hebrew 

Scriptures, our Old Testament.  Keep reading the Bible – regularly, systematically – and use it to 

counteract the things that come along to knock you off balance and upset your relationship with Jesus. 

 

And then, as we noted last week, Paul writes that all this is undergirded by prayer.  Vv18-20 are full of 

that and our time is gone this morning, so we’ll look at it next time.  Next week is the Jazz Festival 

Service, so we’ll take a final look at this little letter in a fortnight’s time, on Pentecost Sunday, which is 

very appropriate as Paul exhorts us here to “pray in the Spirit”. 

 

So, in the meantime, get yourselves familiar with this armour – or reacquaint yourself with it, maybe – so 

that you can cope with the difficulties and problems that rear their ugly heads as you try to follow Jesus.  

Get yourself ready to face the “evil day” by training and exercising with this armour, by reading God’s 

word, by praying and by encouraging one another in fellowship.  Then, having done all you can to take on 

God’s protection, you can stand with your head held high and withstand all that the forces of evil can 

throw at you. 

 

  



“IN IT TOGETHER – 17 ” 
God’s Armour – Ephesians 6:10-20 

 
As we try to live for Jesus day by day, we need help.  Paul uses this picture of the “full armour of God” to drive 
home his point that we need protection from the forces of evil which are continually looking for a way to draw us 
away from God and from following Jesus.  You need to be ready for what he calls “the day of evil”.  The NEB 
translates it as “when things are at their worst”.  We need to be ready at all times for those moments using the 
following equipment. 
 
1. THE BELT OF TRUTH 
It had three purposes.  Firstly, it held everything together, stopping your tunic flapping about all over the place, 
like a girdle, really.  It also, crucially, kept the breastplate in place, stopping it slipping down or sliding round.  And 
thirdly, it was where you hung your scabbard with the sword in it.  This is like the truth of God’s word.  It holds 
everything else in place and keeps everything tidy and in good order.  Without the truth of God’s word, everything 
else fails to make sense.  Keep in touch with the truth.  Read God’s word regularly and note what it says. 
 
2. THE BREASTPLATE OF RIGHTEOUSNESS 
This protected that area from the neck to the waste.  The writer Polybius called it the “heart protector” as it was a 
defence for the most important organs of the body.  Paul links it with righteousness – integrity and honesty.  
Keeping your heart pure is part of that, watching over your emotions and your intellect to ensure that you actually 
live out what it is you say you believe.   
 
3. BOOTS 
These were like heavy sandals that offered support and protection around the ankles and had their soles studded 
with nails to help in long marches.  Many people translate “readiness” as “a firm foothold”.  In other words, what 
helps us get along – over the rough ground, through the ups and downs of life – is an awareness of the gospel, 
the good news of Jesus that assures us that we are on the winning side. 
 
4. THE SHIELD OF FAITH 
The shield of a Roman soldier was large, made of two sheets of wood glued together, bound with iron and covered 
with leather or cloth which could be soaked in water to help extinguish burning arrows which were fired at the 
soldier. Paul likens the shield to our faith.  A shield gives confidence to the person sheltering behind it in the face 
of sustained attack.  So our faith in God, our belief in his ways and in his word, should give us confidence and help 
us to withstand the many ways in which the forces of evil try to get at us. 
 
5. THE HELMET OF SALVATION 
A Roman helmet was made of bronze and leather, covering as much of the head as possible.  Paul links this to the 
knowledge of our salvation.  As the helmet is used to protect the head and the mind, so we should be able to keep 
our salvation in the forefront of our mind.  When we are struggling we can tell ourselves that we are saved. 
 
6. THE SWORD OF THE SPIRIT 
The sword was for attack.  It was constantly kept clean and sharp – very sharp! – because your life could depend 
on this in a pitched battle.  “The sword of the Spirit […] is the word of God”.  (See Hebrews 4:12)  W hen Jesus 
was in the desert, being tempted by the devil, he responded to each temptation with a verse from the Hebrew 
Scriptures, our Old Testament.  Keep reading the Bible – regularly, systematically – and use it to counteract the 
things that come along to knock you off balance and upset your relationship with Jesus. 
 

Questions for reflection and discussion 
 

1) How do you understand “the day of evil” (v13)?  Have you experienced it yet? 
 
2) Which of Paul’s items of armour do you find the most difficult to put on? 
 
3) How can we ensure that we keep ourselves protected at all times?  Do you find that easy?  Why/why 

not? 
 
4) The Roman shield could be used to form a wall offering protection to all the soldiers who were 

fighting together.  What might that have to say to us about the way we use our armour? 
 
5) What will you do as a result of reading this passage? 


