
 

 I Peter 4:12-5:11 

YOUR ADVERSARY 

I.) YOUR ADVERSARY 

 I wonder how many people here this morning actually believe they 
have an adversary. Some of you have lived lives of such quiet competence, 
or have been born into circumstances of such harmony and blessing, that 
the thought of adversarial living – the contemplation of life as a struggle 
or a battle – is simply alien to your experience. And having found such 
favor yourselves, it doesn’t throw you off very much to note that millions 
of other humans do not have any such harmony or blessing. If so, I’m 
afraid you will have to sit this sermon out. 

 The rest of us, I surmise, have experienced opposition in one form or 
another throughout most of our lives. We have found ourselves in com-
petition with other people from time to time. We have had various sorts 
of struggles within ourselves, some of them rather severe. Some of us 
have been in wars where it became overtly obvious that some people 
were shooting at us, and others with us. Some of us have been in other 
kinds of wars: movements for racial justice, or efforts to feed hungry 
people, improve education, reverse the ecological crisis, and so forth. 
Some of us can even remember trying to defend ourselves or our friends 
or our siblings from some form of injustice as far back as the first or 
second grade. 

 The rest of us know that we struggle, at least from time to time, with 
adversaries. Some days it seems to us that life is hard enough, just taking 
it straight. And we wonder, perhaps, why we have to have adversaries. 
Why don’t we all just cooperate and help each other? Why would any-
thing or anyone wish to make things more difficult than they already are? 
Who has so much leisure time, and so few interests, that they can sit 
around with nothing better to do than make trouble for the rest of us? 

 Regardless of why, most of us know that with every endeavor we 
take into our lives, we find an adversary. Whether it’s our attempts to grow 
and develop and fulfill our own lives, or our efforts to establish a career, 
build a family, or accomplish some purpose of justice or compassion or 
improvement for our surroundings or the society we live in – something 
always interferes. We run into opposition, inside and out. Something 
blocks us, undoes part of our efforts, ridicules the approach, turns people 
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against us, discourages us, or frightens us. What is it? Who or what is 
the adversary? We must name it – name our adversary – or we have no 
chance to win through or accomplish what we set out to do. 

 A dangerous thing, perhaps, to name our adversary. But far more 
dangerous not to. Sometimes we name the adversary and realize we have 
named a very small part of the trouble. We name a person. Or we name an 
inner fear. Or we name an attitude of the people around us. Nevertheless, 
it’s a beginning – a starting place for knowing what we are up against and 
searching for what we can do about it. 

 In AA (which we have been using to compare and contrast some of 
the principles we know), the adversary is clear and specific: alcohol. 
Actually, alcohol is one of the under-adversaries of the true ADVERSARY. 
But since I’m trying to get you to name your adversaries – the ones that 
trouble you in your life – AA is a clear illustration. In the passage from 
the Big Book of ALCOHOLICS ANONYMOUS that is read to open every AA 
meeting (Chapter 5, page 58), there is this intriguing sentence: “Remember 
that we deal with alcohol – cunning, baffling, powerful!” Some of us add 
“and patient.” You see, now we know what we are up against. But our 
Scripture reading this morning goes further: 

II.) YOUR ADVERSARY THE DEVIL 

 Our New Testament passage for today is not content to explain all 
the mayhem in terms of our own troubles and mistakes and inadequacies 
alone, not even if we add the troubles and mistakes of all the other 
people in the world. It puts it quite succinctly and unequivocally: 
Your adversary the devil. I wonder how many people here this morning 
actually believe they have an adversary greater than all the lesser 
enemies and struggles and issues – one who doubtless uses all of the 
lesser adversaries and issues, yet who is greater than all of them put 
together. Some of you do not, I know, because you are afraid it will turn 
into an excuse: “The Devil made me do it.” And then you are afraid you 
will slough off your responsibilities and no longer try your hardest. 

 My mind has these things all twisted around backwards. I think 
people who do not take Satan seriously do not take the rigors of the 
spiritual life seriously either. They have a relaxed attitude toward evil. 
They can pay attention to prayer and maybe study the Bible and work 
the disciplines Jesus taught – when they feel like it; if they are in the 
mood. And if not, nothing very serious will happen as a result. That is 
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what they think. The fellowship of the church is nice; it’s a good thing 
for people to band together, to care about each other, to worship and 
play and pray together, and even to teach their children some of the 
basic Christian values – when it’s convenient. And if not, nothing very 
serious will happen as a result. I mean, it’s not like it really and truly 
matters! 

 I have the impression that most liberal Christians take the Devil 
with a grain of salt, so to speak. An old New England saint used to 
chuckle and say, “If you do that, the Devil will return the favor.” Meaning, 
he will gobble you up, tasty morsel that you have made of yourself. 

 Many of the people I know do not believe in the battle. They do not 
identify with this bit about your adversary the devil. They imagine 
themselves living “in the middle” somewhere, so they are not living 
“at the ready.” They are not alert. They do not expect a struggle or an 
attack at any moment or under any circumstances – dark or light. So they 
have no particular religion. Or they gravitate toward one of the religions 
that does not believe in Satan. Or they go into standard churches but 
maintain for themselves a sleepy, comfortable approach, with minor 
spiritual disciplines and half-hearted measures, while keeping a camp 
with no sentries posted. After all, with no real enemy except ignorance 
and bad luck, a reasonable caution and a little common sense should do 
well enough. At work, at play, in relationships, in efforts to do good or be 
helpful, it ought to be sufficient just to give it an honest try – do a little 
bit when and where we can. But no “all night in prayer.” No fasting. 
No full-hearted conversion or commitment. No daily disciplines of humility 
and study and forgiveness and thanksgiving. Don’t you think ten percent 
is a little strenuous and inconvenient? After all, the church of Jesus 
Christ is perfectly adequate as it is – against a symbolic or nonexistent 
foe – so two percent is more than generous. 

 In AA, the enemy is named. It is alcohol. In AA, alcohol is the Devil. 
Salvation means being saved from this Devil. All the steps and promises 
and hopes for a new and better life depend on finding release from 
bondage to this Satan. And it is a surprise somewhere along the line to 
discover that alcohol is the enemy. Many times, having named the enemy, 
it still takes considerable time to find some escape, some release. But it 
is fascinating and disconcerting to realize that for some extended period 
of time, we believed alcohol was our friend. We were convinced that it 
was doing wonderful things for us. Naturally, we were not marshaling 
any forces against it, since it was the welcome friend. 
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 Satan always tries to operate under those exact same conditions. 
It is obvious, yet ever new, that the Devil never acts like the Devil. 
The Devil always smiles and talks and acts like a friend for as long as 
possible. Frequently, we have traveled a long way with the Devil before 
we even suspect that something is amiss. Sometimes nearly everyone 
around us can see the ugly reality, but we are still hypnotized by the 
smile. 

 Is alcohol really cunning? It sits there in a bottle, inert – just a 
chemical composition minding its own business. Is alcohol baffling? 
Is there really very much we don’t know about it? In some ways, it’s one 
of the more predictable substances on earth. It will treat you pretty much 
the same way every time, with only minor variations along the way. 
Powerful? In a reverse way. It surely has enormous impact on our 
society. But in AA we personify it, just as many of you feel Christianity 
personifies the forces of evil. And it works much better when we do. 
Those of us who are alcoholics have an adversary out there. And it waits 
and watches – like a cunning, powerful, living being – for any careless 
moment, for just one split second of pride or self-control. It doesn’t 
terrorize me in the least, not anymore. It’s no problem at all – unless I 
forget! Forget that it is waiting for me – plotting, planning, waiting for me 
to neglect the steps, get careless with the principles that helped me, 
get forgetful of the Higher Power who saved me, get overconfident, get 
in the right mood: “I can handle it” or “What difference does it make?” 
You don’t think alcohol is cunning, baffling, powerful, and patient? 
You think it is just liquid in a bottle? This liquid in a bottle has destroyed 
the lives of millions of people? You must be pretty gullible if you think 
it isn’t cunning, baffling, powerful, and patient. Alcoholism has every 
mark and trace of Satan’s ways and principles all over it. I name the 
outer manifestation of my enemy so that I know what I am up against, 
and I stop kidding around with the battle. That outer manifestation may 
seem foolish and small, but if I once identify it with the true enemy, then 
I know what I am up against, and I know that no half-measures will do. 
Shouldn’t every Christian know that about Satan? 

 Let me ask you something: How do you explain God’s compassion? 
Why do you suppose there is such deep and endless mercy and grace 
and forgiveness? Do you ever wonder why God would send his Son into 
such an ordeal? Jesus was sent out of love and concern for us? If there 
is no Satan – if it is merely our own stubborn, willful blindness and 
rebellion – why is God compassionate? 
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 Some people do not have very much compassion or pity when they 
see others in trouble. Oh, there is a twinge of compassion here or there, 
but in many cases it is quite shallow and short-lived. I suspect it is be-
cause they do not believe in Satan. They explain the trouble or hunger 
or hurt in human terms alone, and they think people would be fine if 
they would just wake up and try a little harder. They have no real apprecia-
tion for what people are up against. Jesus did. Historically, the Christian 
church has known. That is why it has seen itself as the product of – 

and known itself as a recipient of – the compassion of the God who has 
come to save us. 

III.) YOUR ADVERSARY THE DEVIL PROWLS 

 We each call it as we see it. Anything else would be coercion, so 
indeed we are supposed to each call it as we see it. But I know how this 
passage sees it: Discipline yourselves, keep alert. Like a roaring lion, 
your adversary the devil prowls around, looking for someone to devour. 
Resist him, steadfast in your faith, for you know that your brothers and 
sisters all over the world are undergoing the same kinds of suffering. 
(1 Peter 5:8) Satan is tracking all of them too. They get tempted to throw 
it away, or to go be self-centered and self-indulgent for a while, or to just 
relax and take it easy and try to live the good life for a while – just like 
you. And that’s only the beginning, the seemingly harmless first whispers 
of the Evil One. 

 So when your children go into a new grade or just plain off to 
school in the morning, do they expect the Devil to be prowling around, 
looking for somebody unwary? Naturally we don’t want them frightened 
or troubled or overly concerned about things, do we? Well, maybe a little 
concern about drugs and sex and not doing their homework wouldn’t 
hurt. But seeing themselves on a spiritual path and being instant suckers 
for Satan if they step off of it? Is that what you teach your children? 
You don’t worry about them being safe from Satan this summer, do you? 

 When you got married, did you consciously realize Satan would 
make that relationship difficult, turn it bad, ruin it entirely – if given half 
a chance? When you go to work in the morning, do you think your only 
adversaries are idiot drivers or the bad moods of fellow workers? When 
you try to help somebody – from a personal friend, to the homeless, to 
improving the community, to joining some group that’s going to save the 
environment – do you think it will go easily, that everybody who under-
stands will help, that you will have no serious adversary? 
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 Satan prowls. Whether you personify him or not, he is cunning, 
baffling, powerful, and patient. Any discipline you do not build into your 
Way, your temperament, and your very lifestyle, he will eventually steal 
or ruin – from the weight you want to lose, to the good thoughts you want 
to think, to the purposes you want to live for. 

 Of course, we are not defenseless, if we do not wish to be. If we 
practice the disciplines and keep growing in faith and hope and gratitude 
and humility, Satan does not have an easy time knocking us off the Path. 
We also know who to call on for help and guidance, if Satan has not 
stolen our faith. Always, if we stop to notice, the Holy Spirit is there, trying 
to help and encourage and guide us. But always, your adversary the devil 
is prowling about, waiting for a careless moment or an opportune time. 
He did even with Jesus, if you remember the story. And you think you 
will escape his efforts? 

 Is there anything I can say or do that will get you to name your 
adversaries, and then to name Satan along with them and stop playing 
parlor games with the LIFE Christ has invited us into? The ancient 
formula says, “Jesus came to save us from sin, death, and the Devil.” 
Do you think that makes Jesus obsolete? Discipline yourselves, keep 
alert. Like a roaring lion your adversary the devil prowls around looking 
for someone to devour. I do not want it to be you. 

 Your adversary. Name it. 

 Your adversary the devil. Know it. 

 Your adversary the devil prowls ... just waiting for any opportune 
moment ... cunning, baffling, powerful, and patient. Never forget it. 
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