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The Christian life is a warfare, a warfare against our inherently sinful natures, as well as a warfare against external forces.  It is extremely important that we see this.  We need a “spiritual realism.”   Jim Packer defines this spiritual realism, “Realism has to do with our willingness or lack of willingness to face unpalatable truths about ourselves and to start making necessary changes.  I want to suggest four statements with which this spiritual realism should start.

1.  When God called us to be Christian people he called us to lifetime struggles against sin.


This should be evident from everything Paul says in this passage.  But we seem to take extraordinary measures to avoid this truth.  One way of avoiding it is by a kind of unrealistic romanticism in which we kid ourselves into thinking that everything is well with us spiritually or is at least well enough for us to get by with for now.  This is particularly easy if we are affluent and do not need to worry about having enough to eat or paying the mortgage.  “No pain, no gain,” we say, yet we labour rigorously to avoid spiritual growth pains.


We also avoid this truth by shifting the blame.  It is what Adam and Eve did when confronted with their sin in the Garden of Eden.


Adam blamed Eve, saying, “The woman you put here with me—she gave me some fruit from the tree, and I ate it.”  But since he pointed out that it was God who gave him the woman, Adam was really blaming God for his trouble.


Eve blamed the devil:  “The serpent deceived me, and I ate.”  But since God had apparently allowed the serpent to come into the garden, this was only a slightly gentler way of also blaming God.


The starting point for achieving spiritual realism is to recognize that we are prone to shifting the blame and prone to unrealistic romanticism.  There will be constant spiritual warfare in this life and this warfare is not easy, since it is against the sin that resides in us even as converted men and women.  Realism calls for rigorous preparation, constant alertness, dogged determination, and moment-by-moment trust in him who alone can give us victory.

2.  Although we are called to a lifetime struggle against sin, we are nevertheless never going to achieve victory by ourselves.

We are a people very susceptible to either simple, quick-fix solutions or avoidance, we are also very confident of our ability to handle even the most difficult challenges.  Like putting a man on the moon, we figure that, however tough the problem may be, with enough energy, skill, resourcefulness, determination we can solve it.  Live a victorious Christian life?  Of course we can do it—if we really want to.  So we say, “When the going gets tough, the tough get going” and “You can if you believe you can.”


In this we are perhaps more like the apostle Peter than anyone else in the Bible.  Do you remember Peter’s boast that, whatever might be true of the other disciples, he at least would never betray Jesus?  “Lord, I am ready to go with you to prison and death,” said Peter.  And he meant it!  Peter loved Jesus, and he believed that the sheer intensity of his love would enable him to stand firm in the middle of the greatest spiritual struggles.


But Jesus knew Peter, just as he knows us, and he replied, “I tell you, Peter, before the rooster crows today, you will deny three times that you know me.”


In himself, Peter was unable to stand against Satan’s temptation even for a moment.  When the temptation came he fell.  But fortunately this was all Jesus said to Peter.  Although Peter was boastful and self-confident and was wrong in both, Jesus had also told him, “Simon, Simon, Satan has asked to sift you as wheat.  But I have prayed for you, Simon, that your faith may not fail.  And when you have turned back, strengthen your brothers.”


If we could rephrase those words to express what Peter would probably say to us if he were writing the chapter, it would go like this:  “When Jesus told me that he had prayed for me so that my faith would not fail, he meant that apart from him I could not stand against Satan even for a moment.  I could not go it alone.  However strong my devotion or determination, when the chips were down I would deny him.  I did!  And so will you—this is what I am to tell you—unless you are depending on Jesus every moment.  Moreover, in the great battles of life it is certain that you will fall away and be lost unless he prays for you, which is what he promised to do.  ‘Apart from me you can do nothing’ is what he told us.  I proved the truth of his words by my denial, and you will, too, unless you depend on him constantly.

3.  Even when we triumph over sin by the power of the Holy Spirit, which should be often, the glory belongs to God and not us.

Why is this so?  It is because our victories, even when we achieve them, are all nevertheless by the power and the grace of God and are not of ourselves.  If they were, we would be able to take some personal glory for our triumphs, and when we die we would bring our boasting into heaven.  But our victories are not of ourselves.  They are of God.  And since they are not of ourselves, we will not boast either on earth or in heaven but will instead give glory to God.


Consider that great scene in Revelation in which the elders who represent the saints lay their crowns before the throne of God, saying, “You are worthy, our Lord and God, to receive glory and honour and power…”   Why do you suppose they do that?  And what does the scene mean?  Clearly, the fact that the elders’ crowns are the elder’s crowns mean that they represent the elders’ own victories over sin and God’s enemies.  But, by taking them off and laying them before the throne of God, the elders indicate that their victories were achieved, not by themselves, but by the power of the Spirit of God that worked within them.  In other words, in the final analysis, the triumphs are God’s alone.

And yet, we are to go on fighting and struggling against sin, and we are to do so with the tools made available to us—prayer, Bible study, Christian fellowship, service to others and the sacraments.


We are never to quit in this great battle against sin.  We are to fight it with every ounce of energy in our bodies and with our final breath.  Only then, when we have finished the race, having kept the course, may we rest from warfare.


Isn’t that what the Bible tells us everywhere?


Ephesians 6:10-12:  “Finally, be strong in the Lord and in his mighty power.  Put on the full armour of God so that you can take your stand against the devil’s schemes.  For our struggle is not against flesh and blood, but against the rules, against the authorities, against the powers of this dark world and against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly realms.”


Philippians 3:12-14:  “…I press on to take hold of that for which Christ Jesus took hold of me.  I do not consider myself to have taken hold of it.  But one thing I do:  Forgetting what is behind and straining toward what is ahead, I press on toward the goal to win the prize for which God has called me heavenward in Christ Jesus.”


Hebrews 12:1-4:  “Therefore, since we are surrounded by such a great cloud of witnesses, let us throw off everything that hinders and the sin that so easily entangles, and let us run with perseverance the race marked out for us.  Let us fix our eyes on Jesus, the author and perfecter of our faith, who for the joy set before him endured the cross, scorning its shame, and sat down at the right hand of God.  Consider him who endured such opposition from sinful men, so that you will not grow weary and lose heart.  In your struggle against sin, you have not yet resisted to the point of shedding blood.”


The Christian life is not easy.  No responsible person ever said it was.  It is a battle all the way.  But it is a battle that will be won.  And when it is won, we who have triumphed will cast our crowns at the feet of the Lord Jesus Christ who worked in us to accomplish the victory, and we will praise him forever.

