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 This is week Five of our series about putting on the whole armor of God.  We have now 

learned about the belt of truth, the breastplate of righteousness, and the footwear that makes us 

ready to proclaim the gospel of peace.   Today, we come to the shield of faith.   

 There are many different kinds of shields, but today we will look at just two of those that 

were commonly used by soldiers in the days of the Roman Empire.  One of these was called the 

Parma.  This was a round shield, maybe 36 inches or less in diameter, and this shield was most 

often used by warriors on horseback.   

 Somebody who really knows how to use a round shield effectively is Diana Prince, a.k.a. 

Wonder Woman.  I am sure that the writer of Ephesians would have loved the 2017 Wonder 

Woman movie.  In it, we learn the origins of Wonder Woman, that she is descended from the 

Greek god Zeus himself, though she does not know this at first, and that she has grown up among 

the Amazon women, who train her to be an unconquerable warrior.   

 One day, an American spy named Steve accidentally discovers the hidden island where 

Diana and the other Amazons live, and that’s how she learns that in the world outside, World 

War I is raging and millions of people are dying.  So she leaves her home and travels to the front 

in Belgium with Steve.   He is on a mission to find and destroy a German facility where a deadly 

poisonous gas is being made.  With their little team, Steve and Diana head down into the 

trenches.  Diana, with her warrior mindset, wants to know, “Where are the Germans?”  The 

answer is, a hundred yards across the field.  As she’s entering the trenches, a desperate woman 

with a baby cries out for help, and says that there’s a village that’s been captured, and there is 
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incredible human suffering, children starving, and wounded people dying.  Problem is, it’s just 

on the other side of enemy lines.  Diana says to Steve, “We need to help these people.”  He 

replies, “We need to stay on mission.”  She says, “How can you say that, what’s wrong with 

you?”   

Steve explains that those 100 yards are called “No Man’s Land.”  No man can cross it.  

The battalion’s been down there for a year and they’ve barely gained an inch because on the 

other side there are a bunch of Germans pointing machine guns at every inch of the place. He 

says, “This is not something you can cross, it’s not possible. . . We can’t save everyone in this 

war, it’s not what we came here to do.”  Diana says, “No, but it’s what I’m going to do.”   

So the camera cuts to Diana, emerging from the trenches in all her glory, and slowly she 

begins to walk across, her eyes fixed straight head.  Bullets begin flying towards her, and she 

deflects them with the metal cuffs she wears around her forearms. She walks faster and faster 

and breaks into a run, and then all the German machine guns aim at her, and she whips out her 

shield and holds it front of her, lunging forward, pausing and bracing herself against the torrent 

of gunfire.  Meanwhile Steve and his team seize the moment to scurry out of the trenches and 

move forward themselves, picking off enough Germans to allow Diana to cross over and lead the 

charge in taking back the village.   

All through the film, Diana expertly maneuvers her shield as though it is a part of her.  

She takes it wherever she goes and uses it against bullets, blows, knives, whatever is coming at 

her.   

How does faith function as a shield?   

In our Gospel story today, we find the disciples stuck in a trench.  Apparently, they have 

tried to heal a boy who suffered from seizures, and they failed.  Now remember at this point in 
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Jesus’ ministry, he had already GIVEN his disciples authority over unclean spirits as well as the 

power to heal.  He had already sent them out on a mission once before, telling them, “Cure the 

sick, raise the dead, cleanse the lepers, cast out demons” (Matthew 10:8).  Understandably, Jesus 

is a little frustrated, and he does not hold back in expressing it!  (As I’ve said before, Jesus was 

always kind, but he wasn’t always nice). 

Of course Jesus is able to heal the boy immediately.  The disciples want to know, “Why 

couldn’t we do it?”  Jesus says, “Because of your little faith.”    

Which is odd, because obviously the disciples had enough faith in the past to cast out 

OTHER spirits, and heal OTHER people.  We don’t know exactly what happened in this 

situation, but maybe they were intimidated by the severity of the boy’s illness—seizures so bad 

that he would fall into the fire, or the water.  Maybe confronting a demon that strong felt like 

trying to cross No Man’s Land.    

But I don’t think that’s why Jesus is mad.  I think he’s mad because it’s the father who 

comes to him and says, “Lord, have mercy on my son. . . I brought him to your disciples, but 

they could not cure him.”  Whereas the disciples had given up, the father still has enough faith to 

come to Jesus directly. He could have given up and taken his son back home, but he didn’t.  The 

father is showing more faith than the disciples, who Jesus had personally coached for months on 

end.  The DISCIPLES should have been the ones to bring the boy to Jesus, before the father had 

to.  They ran up against their own limitations and decided that was the end of that story, when 

Jesus had taught them better than that.   

Not one to waste a teachable moment, Jesus ultimately leaves things on a positive note: 

“If you have faith the size of a mustard seed, you will say to this mountain, ‘Move from here to 

there,’ and it will move; and nothing will be impossible for you.”  In other words, we can be like 
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Wonder Woman, who accomplished what well-meaning, intelligent people did not believe was 

possible.   Only instead of being confident in our own strength, as Wonder Woman was, our 

confidence is in GOD’s strength. 

The good news is that our faith doesn’t have to be flawless to be effective.   It’s OK if 

there are doubts.   Just the size of a mustard seed will do.   

Faith isn’t about agreeing with a checklist of beliefs.  As one New Testament scholar 

describes it, “Biblical faith is . . . an action of belief directed toward God, a confidence that God 

is the Lord of the living and the dead, and that the Holy One hears our prayers, cares, and acts “ 

(Edith M. Humphrey, Feasting on the Gospels: Matthew Vol. 2, p. 73).  It’s moving forward, 

trusting that God is at work.   

Flaming arrows are the fears that keep us down in the trenches, stuck and miserable.  

Faith allows us to try new possibilities where others only see No Man’s Land.   

I was at a conference earlier this week called the Stewardship Kaleidoscope, where 

Presbyterian and Lutheran church leaders come together to learn more about stewardship.  One 

day I attended a conversation geared to pastors of medium-sized churches, which was defined as 

churches with 100 to 400 members.   I was expecting this to be a yet another time of 

commiseration as we all collectively wrung our hands at the continuing decline of our 

denominations, because that’s what I’ve been hearing so much lately. 

 Instead, the facilitator threw out the question, “What is bringing you joy right now in 

your church?”  And pastors began excitedly sharing about their churches’ mission efforts.  One 

church had recently started a shower ministry for the homeless.   Another one was selling the 

church manse, and donating half of the money to provide free psychological testing for all the 

students at the local high school, with the hope of preventing teen suicides.  One church had a 
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troubled relationship with its preschool.  So they started hosting a free monthly taco dinner for 

all the preschool parents, also with free beer, and now four new families are worshiping with 

them.   On and on, the pastors kept sharing.  One church is courageously building 8 tiny homes 

as temporary housing for carefully screened, church-approved homeless people on its property, 

much to the consternation of some of the church’s neighbors.  That particular church is even 

getting hate mail.  But their faith that God is with them and God is working through them keeps 

them moving forward.    

And our faith keeps us moving forward, as a church, and in our families, and our 

communities.   

Which brings me to another kind of shield called the scutum.  The scutum was a large, 

heavy rectangle that was slightly curved to provide better protection to the foot soldiers, because 

they could move it to fit around them.  But one of the most effective ways to use a scutum was 

with a battle formation called the Testudo or Tortoise formation.  In this formation, the soldiers 

would come close together and align their shields in front of them, one right next to the other, 

and the soldiers behind them would lift their shields up over their heads, so that the entire unit 

would be protected not only from frontal assaults but any flying projectiles.  If necessary, 

soldiers at the rear and sides could stand sideways or backwards with their shields and this would 

create a solid shell of protection, much like a tortoise.  You couldn’t move really fast—also like 

a tortoise—but the protection was amazing. 

Sometimes in life, flaming arrows come thick and fast.  One of our members loses a 

loved one, or gets a grim diagnosis, or has a child with depression or a grandchild with an 

addiction, and it’s overwhelming.  Maybe even more than we can stand.  So the rest of us need to 

pause, gather in close, and hold up our shields, and protect each other.  And together, we go to 
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Jesus, trusting that he hears and cares and acts.  That’s what prayer in worship is all about.  

When you can’t say the words, somebody else near you can.  [That’s what the caring ministries 

of this church are about—listening, and being present, and surrounding each other with our faith.  

The educational ministries of the church are about training one another to use our shields 

effectively. ]  

So whatever flaming arrows seem to be coming your way these days, fear not—there’s a 

shield for that!  With our shields up, let us keep moving forward, trusting that God hears, God 

cares, and God is acting all the time.  Let us pray  . . .    

God Almighty, sometimes life feels like a storm of flaming arrows coming at us.  But you 

are the God who is with us, our stronghold and our sure defense.   Even on the days when we 

question this, use our faith to shield us and to move mountains for the sake of loving you and 

loving our neighbors.  Amen.   

 

 

 

 

 


