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“Setting God Up for Success” 

 

 I am one of those people who doesn’t go to bed with a messy kitchen.  Ever.  

Even if it’s really late, even if I’m really tired, even if it means having to emptying the 

entire dishwasher so I can put the few dirty ones from the sink in it – my head doesn’t 

hit the pillow until my kitchen is clean.  Some may call this a bit rigid, or at least 

annoying, but the psychology behind it is solid:  I want to set myself up for a good 

tomorrow.  I want to do what I need to do that night, so that when I wake up the next 

day, I have set myself up for a good morning. 

 This is the same logic we use when raising our children to make good decisions.  

While we want to balance the ability to live in the moment and enjoy today’s beauty 

today and give thanks for the gift of now, we also encourage our children to think about 

how the decisions they are making today will affect them in the future.  From getting 

school projects finished early, to taking care of their bodies, to saving money instead of 

always spending it, to not engaging in risky behavior; as parents and grandparents we 

continually do our best to teach our children to set themselves up for success; to think 

about who they will be down the road and how what they are doing now will best 

impact that person. 
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 We don’t just do this in our personal lives; we also do that here as a church – we 

act in the here and now, but always with our eye on tomorrow, so we can set ourselves 

up for success.  Of course we have to remember how it is we define success as 

Christians and as a church.  Our success is not worldly success – it is not fame, fortune, 

recognition, social status, or glory.  Success is living into Christ’s commands to show 

the world compassion; reaching out to care for those in need; living our lives as an 

example of God’s love to the world.  Success means providing a safe space where 

people can come and bare their souls to God.  Success means drawing lost and lonely 

people into this sanctuary to discover the overwhelming gifts of mercy and salvation.  

Success means finding new ways to partner with our community in mission.   

And, another disclaimer, it’s not really the church we are setting up for success.  

When we work today to best enable this congregation to be successful, we are actually 

setting up God to do the work.  Our job is to set the stage so that God’s work is easy.  

As we work to build up the body of Christ here at Church on the Mall, we are preparing 

fertile ground so that whatever it is God wants to plant will flourish and grow.  It is he 

who does the redeeming, the caring, the loving, the healing, the forgiving, the saving.  It 

is our job to set him up for success, so his work is easy and frequent.  As the church, it 

is in our hands to lay the groundwork for God’s presence to be visible and available for 

all people; to do what we can today to make God successful tomorrow. 

 Later in the service, we will share a blessing over the offerings and the pledges 

for the upcoming 2016 year.  On a practical level, the church is a human institution and 
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we need money to keep the lights on, to pay salaries, and to purchase office supplies.  

But on a spiritual level, the church is a divine creation and as brothers and sisters in 

Christ called together to continue Jesus’ mission and ministry in the world, we want to 

be able to do all the things we feel God is calling us to do.  When we read about Jesus’ 

imperative to help those in need, we want to be able to give to our mission partners in 

Norristown and Philadelphia.  When we hear how important it is for Christians to 

worship in spirit and in truth, to deny the temptations of the world and focus on God’s 

word for us, we want to provide a weekly worship service that reaches into the mind 

with wisdom and touches the heart with love.  When we hear Jesus tell us to love one 

another; that this is how others will know we are Christians, we want to provide 

opportunities for Christian fellowship and nurture within our congregation.   

 Our investment in this congregation is an investment in setting God up for 

success.  He needs us as disciples of Christ and he needs us as the church to be out in 

the world working for his kingdom and here in this space working for his kingdom.  He 

needs us tilling that ground and planting those seeds so his truth, his love, his word can 

grow.  Thinking about the year ahead and doing what we need to do today for the best 

possible future is the way that we can set God up for success. 

 Earlier in September, we focused on the 4
th
 chapter of the letter to the church in 

Ephesus, which helped lay the groundwork for what it means to be the church, building 

up the body of Christ.  The early church was small, counter-cultural, struggling for 

survival.  Today’s passage from that same book of Ephesians uses the imagery of a 
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Roman soldier’s armor to encourage us to be strong Christians; showing us how to best 

be successful in setting God up to do God’s work.  Right from the get-go, it is striking 

how seemingly violent this metaphor is – using a soldier, talking about swords, 

defending against evil.  It can even draw to mind an apocalyptic movie complete with 

rivers of lava, dark suns, booming thunder, and total chaos.  Having gone through 

Mark’s Gospel this summer and fall, hearing Jesus’ words of peace, service, healing, 

this metaphor using a warrior can be a bit off-putting.   

 But rather than embrace this image that propagates the violent ways of the world, 

the author of Ephesians takes the soldier and transforms it into a way for us to 

remember what exactly it is that protects us – because it’s not metal armor; it’s not any 

thing or object in this world.  The author of Ephesians takes this cultural image from 

their everyday world to help these struggling Christians know how to dress for success.  

This metaphor sets them up to do the best they can as Christians in a world full of 

adversary.   

The situation described in this passage sets a scene of celestial battle with Good 

with a capital “G” and Evil with a capital “E” going at it.  But the ills we experience on 

a daily basis are probably more subtle, or at least not so dramatic, but still just as 

powerful.  By dressing ourselves with the strength of our faith, we are protecting 

ourselves from all that in the world which prevents us from working for God’s kingdom.  

By dressing ourselves with the strength of our faith, we are setting God up for success, 

by presenting our best possible selves to his use.  The ills we face with regularity may 
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include the temptations of self-interest, pride, chasing after money, neglecting to follow 

Jesus’ commands, and selfishness.  Perhaps the evils we face every day are less about 

cosmic struggles of good versus evil, but are instead our apathy, our lack of patience 

when dealing with people who are in need, the desire to feel good instead of do good, 

and vanity. 

 If we are not intentional about remembering the qualities and aspects of our faith, 

it is all too easy to float in and out of days, living by the ways of the world without even 

thinking twice.  We pass by those in need, forget to call back friends who are in trouble, 

get too busy to say hi to strangers, and focus only on what tastes good or sounds good or 

feels good in the moment.  Even as a church, we can get stuck in the rut of routine, 

going through the motions of what it means to be church without any intentionality or 

deliberate acting out of the Gospel in ways that are consistently answering God’s call to 

us afresh. 

 Another purpose of using this metaphor is that is helps the readers to remember.  

It uses a concrete daily routine and uses it as a reminder to be intentional about our 

faith.  So, we may need to adapt the language, but perhaps we, too, could use this to 

keep aware of our calling to be Christians in a world that is not.  

 First is the belt of truth around your waist.  When we buckle our belts let’s 

remember the importance of God’s truth – that we are loved, we are known, we are 

called by name, we are redeemed by Jesus Christ, we are sustained by the Holy Spirit.  

And grounded in this truth, may the words we speak be honest, may they say the hard 
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things that need to be said.  Next we are told to put on the breastplate of righteousness.  

When we put on our shirts or sweaters in the morning, can we remember to be 

conscious of all our actions; that we don’t react to the way the world treats us, but we 

act according to God’s purpose, treating strangers with kindness, forgiving the 

unforgiveable, keeping our own actions upright and according to God’s will.   

Our shoes for our feet we are told to put on whatever will make us ready to 

proclaim the gospel of peace.  I love this image with the shoes – whatever we need to 

help us go out and be in the world spreading God’s peace in word and in deed.  Do we 

need time?  Do we need courage?  Do we need the right priorities?  Whatever we need, 

anything and everything put on your feet so you can be out in the world with God’s 

peace.   

Next we have a shield of faith, to protect ourselves from all that comes at us that 

draws us away from God.  The hatred and complaining; the belittling words that try to 

cut you down, the criticism of who you are, the judgment and condemnation.  May faith 

be your defense so you are protected from all these negative influences that seek to 

weaken your soul.  I haven’t come up with a good, current-day replacement for the 

shield, so let me know after the service if you have one.  Maybe our cell phones?   

Next we have the helmet of salvation – something to protect our minds from 

anything false, so we can remember the gift of eternal and heavenly life given to us by 

Jesus Christ.  If you wear a baseball cap or hat, you can think of this blessed gift as you 
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head out the door.  I’m going to remember it as my hair spray, providing an invisible 

layer of protection.   

Finally we have the one offensive item; all the other parts of the armor are used in 

defense, but here we have a sword of the Spirit, which is the word of God.  Immersed in 

Scripture, sure of the Good News, with our Bibles in hand physically or metaphorically, 

we can be active in spreading this love of Christ to the world.  With our bodies fully 

protected by truth, righteousness, the proclamation of peace, faith, salvation, and the 

word of God, we begin each day ready to be a disciple of Christ in a world that worships 

money and status instead of God, idolizes fame and charisma, and prefers judgment and 

punishment over compassion and mercy.  When we are dressed for success as Christians 

and as a congregation, we are best ready to be at God’s disposal, so he can use us to 

show the world is love and salvation. 

When we are intentional about putting on our faith in the morning, we best set 

God up for success throughout the day by being ready for him to use us wherever 

possible.  When we are intentional about putting on our faith as a congregation, we best 

set God up for success when we engage in mission, gather for worship, and help one 

another with Christian love and care.   

The pledge dedication insert in the bulletin this morning has one of my favorite 

stewardship quotes from the prophet Malachi in the Old Testament.  “Bring the full tithe 

into the storehouse...and thus put me to the test, says the Lord of hosts; see if I will not 

open the windows of heaven for you and pour down for you an overflowing blessing.”  I 
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think we, here at Church on the Mall are ready to present this challenge.  Let’s gather all 

that we can – our time, our talent, our treasure, our imagination, our dreams, our 

passions and see what God can do with our gifts.  “See if I will not open the windows of 

heaven for you and pour down for you an overflowing blessing.”  As we bless all our 

pledges and tithes and offerings of energy and money and commitment, may we be on 

watch in the year ahead for the heavens opening; may we be on watch for God’s success 

pouring down through this congregation’s fertile ground that we have prepared.  Thanks 

be to God.  Amen. 


