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Joshua 24.1-2a, 14-18

 Then Joshua assembled all the tribes of Israel at Shechem. He summoned the elders, leaders, judges and officials of Israel, and they presented themselves before God.
2 Joshua said to all the people, 

14 “Now fear the Lord and serve him with all faithfulness. Throw away the gods your forefathers worshipped beyond the River and in Egypt, and serve the Lord. 15 But if serving the Lord seems undesirable to you, then choose for yourselves this day whom you will serve, whether the gods your forefathers served beyond the River, or the gods of the Amorites, in whose land you are living. But as for me and my household, we will serve the Lord.”
16 Then the people answered, “Far be it from us to forsake the Lord to serve other gods! 17 It was the Lord our God himself who brought us and our fathers up out of Egypt, from that land of slavery, and performed those great signs before our eyes. He protected us on our entire journey and among all the nations through which we travelled. 18 And the Lord drove out before us all the nations, including the Amorites, who lived in the land. We too will serve the Lord, because he is our God.”
Ephesians 6.10-20

The Armour of God
10 Finally, be strong in the Lord and in his mighty power. 11 Put on the full armour of God so that you can take your stand against the devil’s schemes. 12 For our struggle is not against flesh and blood, but against the rulers, against the authorities, against the powers of this dark world and against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly realms. 13 Therefore put on the full armour of God, so that when the day of evil comes, you may be able to stand your ground, and after you have done everything, to stand. 14 Stand firm then, with the belt of truth buckled round your waist, with the breastplate of righteousness in place, 15 and with your feet fitted with the readiness that comes from the gospel of peace. 16 In addition to all this, take up the shield of faith, with which you can extinguish all the flaming arrows of the evil one. 17 Take the helmet of salvation and the sword of the Spirit, which is the word of God. 18 And pray in the Spirit on all occasions with all kinds of prayers and requests. With this in mind, be alert and always keep on praying for all the saints.
19 Pray also for me, that whenever I open my mouth, words may be given me so that I will fearlessly make known the mystery of the gospel, 20 for which I am an ambassador in chains. Pray that I may declare it fearlessly, as I should.

Sermon  “The two standards”
Joshua said: “If serving the Lord seems undesirable to you, then choose for ourselves this day whom you will serve …But as for me and my household, we will serve the Lord.”
Wherever we look… in history, in scripture, in the newspapers, on television 

and in our own lives, we see…choice.  And choice can be difficult, decisions are not always easy to make and sustain even when it is a straight choice between good and evil.  
These two reading flow smoothly from one to the other, making the choice for God is a two-part process.  Firstly Joshua says you make a choice for God, secondly St Paul says if you have made a choice for God then you will need his protection, because it’s not all as simple as it looks.
Joshua made a decision for God, we have made the same decision, but having made it, we can safeguard it by claiming all the help we can get…and that is God’s armour! The belt of truth, the breast-plate of righteousness, the shoes of the gospel of peace, the shield of faith, the helmet of salvation, and the sword of the Spirit, which is the word of God.
A few years ago I was staying with some friends who live in Enbourne, where the Battle of Newbury was fought.  The “Society of the Sealed Knot” (slightly nutty organisation?) were re-enacting the Battle fought there between the Cavaliers and the Roundheads.  It was fascinating to watch, because the two sides drew up against each other in quite a disorganised way really.  They were very fit, and obviously very committed to what they were doing;  they didn’t seem like just ‘actors’ playing a part,
this was very real to them, in a strange sort of way;  and yet they didn’t seem like a particularly well-drilled fighting force.  Their re-enactments are well researched 
and as faithful and realistic as possible to what would have actually happened on the day.  But it wasn’t clear cut, sometimes it was just rather a muddle.
There was a commentary that explained what was going on, saying that battles were fought at quite a leisurely pace, Not like the fast and furious battle scenes that we are used to in the cinema.  For example when the cavalry charged, the horses cantered rather than galloped because the horses might have to charge several times in a day 
and needed to preserve their energy.  
It’s the closest I have ever come to witnessing a real battle, so it sprang to mind when I thought about the reading on the armour of God.  In a way it seems odd to be using the analogy and language of war,  in a week when we are all wondering more than ever, about the rightness of the war in Afghanistan, when we are beginning to realise just how great is the death toll and how many more service-people have lost their limbs (or their minds) because of the conflict, living in fear, and never knowing when they will hit the next road-side bomb.

St Ignatius used a meditation called “The Two Standards” meaning the two flags, 
(but you can see the double meaning of the word “standards”).  He imagined himself on a medieval battlefield, (actually not difficult for him… he was a soldier himself in the 16th century).  Wars were less organised then, as few people had uniform as such, 
and armour was usually rather rudimentary; you just collected together under the standard of your leader.  
On a battlefield it is easy to get separated from the other people in your fighting force, and if you are isolated you are in danger.  So sometimes in the melee you could occasionally find yourself on the wrong side, so you would pretend you were with them, just to preserve your own skin, untill you found your own unit. 
An equivalent today might be taking off your Ipswich scarf and hiding it in your pocket because you suddenly find yourself amongst a group of Norwich supporters. 
But why all this need for armour when we have chosen to serve God, who, as we know, has the final victory?   That victory was won by Jesus death on the cross and by the Resurrection …so why this need for armour…?
It’s because the battle is not yet completely won.  We each still have our part to play.
And even thought we have chosen to fight for good we might occasionally find ourselves fighting for the wrong side by mistake.
So, do we imagine a huge battle raging in heaven?  St Paul said:  “Our struggle is not against flesh and blood, but against the rulers, against the authorities, against the powers of this dark world and against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly realms”.  Strong words…  Well…in medieval paintings there are elaborate scenes of the angels, with bird’s wings, at war against the forces of darkness, with insects or bats wings;  very graphic and frightening.  
Or do we imagine a closer world that we can’t see, spirits about us, trying to influence us one way or the other; perhaps like the cartoon character with a little angel whispering into one ear and a little devil whispering into the other. 
Or do we imagine that all of this just happens quietly in our hearts and minds, 
when we have those small silent conversations with ourselves about, “Have I got time to pray this morning?  Well not really, if I don’t get on I will never get everything done  … oh!.. well maybe I should because I know what it’s like if I don’t pray, the rest of the day doesn’t go so well….  but I really haven’t got time today, I’ll just have to give it a miss! … I will catch up this evening” … Oh dear, perhaps I must just make time now…

….You know the sort of thing…
Whichever scenario you envisage, a huge war going on in heaven …? or good and bad spirits with us here…?,  or just a private little fight inside ourselves?
Whatever is really happening, we need to take personal responsibility as Christians, for our part of the battle.   It’s a bit like voting, our own, one, single, vote …. counts for very little but the sum total of all the individual votes can add up to a resounding victory.
You may remember Bishop Richard’s lovely sermon about the butterfly who, if you put a hand above him, springs up into the air to attack your hand because he’s protecting his own small patch of sunlight.  We each have a personal struggle, perhaps on a daily basis, not usually over big things, but small ones.  
I don’t know who said it but I have written in my Bible the following
 in my own handwriting:  “Most people who desert Jesus, do so by small steps, 
and in small wrong choices, made on ordinary days”
Sometimes we are aware of the battle, however it is being fought.  Sometimes we feel in us, the battle is won and sometimes (however briefly) – it’s lost.  
Sometimes we observe other people and imagine that the battle is really lost for them, people in prison, addicted to drugs and with not many prospects…  and then they go to a Prison Alpha course and they turn their lives around (I know someone like that).  
And sometimes the battle seems so clearly won, the lady goes to church, is part of a prayer group, and loves God and reads her Bible, and then something horribly tempting comes her way and the battle is seemingly lost,  suddenly just like that 
(I know someone like that too)…  and as yet still no change … and yet I continue to pray and hope…  because of course the battle is not yet over!
Ignatius thought that is what really happens in all our lives at times.  We have chosen one standard or another, one strategy or another, but occasionally we get lost or confused, the boundaries get blurred, the battle lines are indistinct and we find ourselves standing up for the wrong leader, and fighting with the wrong side.  
All of us here would be very happy to say that we are Christians, and yet there are certainly times in our lives when our actions, our words or our thoughts are far from Christian.  Of course I’m not suggesting that we become devil-worshippers or anything as dramatic as that, but I’m sure we can all think of times when our standards have slipped and we look back at an incident with shame, and not necessarily in the distant past, but perhaps even just this week.  
We may think we have let ourselves down, but in reality we have let God down, we have been fighting under the wrong standard and betraying our principles and God’s, giving the enemy the victory, however briefly.  And of course when we do give the enemy the victory, even if just for a few minutes, we set up a store of guilt, and the belief get imbedded… “I am a bad person” or “I am a weak person”  and thus can begin a slippery slope of self-chastisement and low self-esteem that leads to an easier and easier seedbed for temptation.
We are called to serve God but occasionally we get muddled - by the attractions offered by the other side.   Evil doesn’t publicise itself as evil, it advertises itself as clever or interesting or fun or cool!  It appears to be attractive and good, it offers us benefits that we might not otherwise have.  

St Paul’s admonition to us about armour is really about protecting ourselves from the reality of evil in the world.   Most of the time hopefully, we are unaware of its presence close to us and yet we need to have our armour on anyway.   In the melee and chaos of battle it is very easy to get confused, to get overcome, to stray from the straight path, to lose our comrades and our leader.

We don’t know yet about the outcome in Afghanistan, but we all pray for good to triumph over evil.
Rowan Williams said: “Something has put God’s finger on the spinning globe 

and made a protest against evil.”  I think that “something”, is probably the prayers of ordinary people like you and me.

So then, choose for yourselves this day whom you will serve, put on the armour of God and then as St Paul says:  “declare your faith fearlessly”.
And pray in the Spirit on all occasions with all kinds of prayers and requests.
Be fearless… Peter says "always be prepared to give an answer to everyone who asks you, to give the reason for the hope that you have," (1 Peter 3:15).
Joshua, Peter and Paul were all fearless.  But I’ll end with the immortal words of Winnie the Pooh:

One day Pooh and Piglet are wandering through the Great Wood.  Piglet who is rather a frightened and anxious character, says, “Suppose one of those big trees falls on us”.  

Pooh just looks at him and says, “Suppose one doesn’t”.
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