St. Andrew’s Scots Kirk: Sermon for Sunday 18 May 2008

“A walk on the dark Side” Text: Luke  22 verse 31 and 32a
“Simon, Simon, listen! Satan has demanded to sift all of you like wheat, but I have prayed for you that your own faith might not fail.”
We are pursuing a series of studies on the Holy Spirit. We have witnessed his activity, his presence and his power in the Old Testament and in the synoptic Gospels of the New – Matthew, Mark and Luke. In each of these studies, we have had to admit the presence of another spiritual power, namely, Satan or the Devil. The time seems right for a more detailed study of what we might call the darker, or alternative, side of the spiritual world. I have to be honest and say it is not a subject in which I relish. I prefer to dwell in the lighter and more positive realms and so you may have noticed that I do not make many references to Satan. That is not because I do not believe that he exists. I most certainly do. There is just too much that is diabolical out there in the world for too many people to deny the existence and presence of evil and of some presiding malevolent spirit. It’s just that I do not want to give him any more of “the oxygen of publicity” than I have to. But a spade must be called a spade. And I think this is particularly appropriate on the first Sunday after Pentecost when we have celebrated the gift of the Holy Spirit in his fulness. As a climb up to a mountaintop obliges a descent into the valley below so also an uplifting experience of the Spirit of God can be swiftly followed by an attack by the Evil One. That was Jesus experience, more often than not – e.g. his baptism in the Jordan (Mark 1 verses 12 & 13) was followed by his temptations in the wilderness; Peter’s confession of him as Messiah near Caesarea Philippi was followed by Satan’s suggestion through Peter that he can find an alternative to the way of the cross (Mark 8 verses 32 and 33). 
“Alternativity” is an essential feature in the presence of evil and in the personality of Satan. The world was still very young when Adam and Eve were made aware that they had a choice. In Genesis 2 verses 1 to 7, we read of that suggestion being made by the Serpent that although God has said that they must not eat of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, they can do so should they wish. They will not die as a consequence. We are brought very quickly into what constitutes the essence of evil: that is when we make a rebellious and disobedient choice, for whatever reason.
Alternativity of choice is essential to our humanity. God made us “in his image” (Genesis 1 verse 27) that we might have fellowship with him as fellow spiritual beings. The essence of our spirituality is freedom. God cannot oblige us to have fellowship with him and to love him. This is only meaningful when we chose to do so. That is the essential thrill in all loving relationships – that someone actually chooses to love us. They are not paid to do so, they are not forced or coerced. They do so from free choice, because they want to. God gives humankind the free choice to love or not to love, to obey or not to obey. That is God’s choice!

What is true of God and human kind is true of other spiritual beings, in particular the angels of heaven, the cherubim and the seraphim. They too have the choice to serve or to rebel. Although it is not spelled out in detail, it would seem that a heavenly rebellion was led by one angel in particular, Lucifer, son of the morning. See Isaiah 14 verses 12 to 15. This is confirmed by Jesus at Luke 10 verse 18 and by Paul in 2 Corinthians 11 verse 14. The name by which he is best known is Satan, used in the Old and New testaments, and by Jesus himself. It comes from a Hebrew word, ha’Satan  meaning “the Accuser”. In the New Testament, he is also called the Devil, from the Greek word diabolos, meaning the one who “throws across”. We can see the connection between these two names. The intention of Satan or the Devil is to put us on the back foot, to hurl accusations against us and to knock us off balance, by suggesting through temptation that we are weak, we are inadequate, we are sinful, we are useless, we are unlovable. 
There are many other names for Satan or the Devil in the Bible. He is called Beelzebul, Lord of the house, and Beelzebub, Lord of the flies, and then Abadon and Appolyon, the Destroyer. In Revelation, he is pictured as a dragon, which in a sense brings us back to man’s first encounter with him in as a reptilian serpent in Genesis 2. These different names and different images remind us that he is a shape-shifter and is quite happy to use human agencies as often as he can. What the Bible makes clear also is that he is not alone. He is assisted by a host of lesser spiritual, possibly angelic rebels called ‘demons’ which comes from the Greek word daimonos meaning “divine.” In the Old Testament, demons are mentioned only twice, in Deuteronomy 32 verse 17 and Psalm 106 verse 37.  In both cases, they refer to pagan gods and idols. The conflict between this legion of evil spirits and the power of God reaches its climax on Mount Carmel when Elijah puts the priests of  Baal to the test. The Canaanite word, Baal, simply means Master. Now it is Satan who is the master of the house of rebellion personified by these pagan gods. That is why he earns the names Baalzebul, master of the house, Baalzebub, master of the flies, that is death, and Baalial, Lord of Destruction, in the New Testament.
Whatever name we use, Satan is a shape-shifter and master of disguise. His mission is to convince human beings that we are not capable of a righteous relationship with God; that we must settle for something less. He has easy access to us in the same way that he had easy access to Jesus in the wilderness at other places and stages along the way through Jesus ministry. What the Bible is very clear about is that he and his mission is doomed. In the Revelation of St. John chapter 20, it is recognised that he must have his freedom but also that his time is limited and that the closer he comes to his hour of destruction the more frantic he will become in his mission of alternativity.

Because he is doomed, he can also be confronted. The Letter of Jude describes very briefly at verse 9, the Archangel Michael contending with Satan over the body of Moses. It is a large part of Jesus mission and ministry to meet with the Devil and to defeat him. We are familiar with Jesus’ temptation by Satan in the wilderness; in Peter’s misunderstanding of Jesus’ mission; in Judas’ betrayal of Jesus. Jesus is also in conflict with the demons who are serving Satan’s cause. Time and time again, Jesus is obliged to confront their effects in the lives of the people he meets and to deal with them. Jesus is able to do this because he is convinced of Satan’s ultimate defeat and destruction described in Revelation. He only operates through Gods’ allowance. 
Amongst the followers of Jesus, no one is more convinced that Satan can be faced, resisted and defeated than the Apostle Paul. And he gives us very clear guidance eon how we can so in our scripture reading from Ephesians 6 verses 10 to 19. Using a military metaphor, he invites the Christian in Ephesus, a centre for pagan worship and demonic activity, “to put on the whole armour of God” because our struggle is not against enemies of blood and flesh, as it might seem, but “against the rulers, against the authorities, against the cosmic powers of this present darkness, against the spiritual forces in evil in the heavenly places”. The “whole armour of God” to which he refers deserves a study in itself. (This Wednesday’s Bible Study”). We can only identify the different components today:
1. the belt of truth - Since Satan is always a deceiver, he is not obliged to tell the truth. A Roman soldier’s belt held his uniform of armour together.

2. the breastplate of righteousness. Satan’s ambition is to convince us of our unrighteousness. The soldier’s breastplate protected his vital organs.
3. the shoes or sandals of peace - Satan can only be satisfied when our peace of heart, mind & spirit is destroyed. The soldier’s ultimate aim is peace, the opposite.

4. the shield of faith – Satan, as the thrower of accusations, keeps us under constant attack. We can keep these attacks at bay by the constant exercise of our faith, determined to believe in God’s goodness in every situation. Every unsuccessful attack upsets Satan greatly. The Roman soldier’s shield was as much a weapon of attack as of defence.

5. the helmet of salvation. Satan is an expert in mindgames. He’s not so good at feelings but he is excellent in playing tricks with our minds and with our perceptions of reality as he seeks to mislead and deceive us. The Roman soldier’s helmet was distinctive on the field of battle.

6. The sword of the spirit which is the word of God - This is the weapon which Jesus uses so effectively against Satan in the wilderness answering Satan’s suggestions with a reference to an Old Testament scripture. A Roman soldier’s sword was his most prized possession. He could not be a soldier without it.

Although Paul does not find a military metaphor for it, he goes on to urge his readers at verse 18 to “Pray in the Spirit at all times in every prayer and supplication. To that end keep alert and always persevere in supplication for all the saints”. While we are talking to God, Satan cannot get a word in edgewise. And this is the assurance that Jesus is able to give Peter and I believe is giving us in our war with Satan and his servants:  Text
