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Therefore take up the whole armor
of God, that you may be able to
withstand in the evil day, and having done all, to stand. Ephesians 6:13
The dry heat of a June desert sun beat
down on U.S. Army Sgt. Paul Villalobos
as he walked toward the captain’s office. It
was his first day assigned as a special support staff member to the 82nd Airborne
Division in Iraq. He had begged God not
to send him to this dangerous battlefront;
after praying for nearly three weeks, he had
sensed the Lord respond that He had a special purpose for him coming. Paul hoped
he had heard correctly.
Stepping into the office, he respectfully
told the captain that he had a message from
a sergeant. Paul knew it was some kind of
joke; he also knew he wasn’t going to repeat
it exactly—at least not with the swear word
the sergeant had used. When he came to the
expletive in the message, he paused, spelled
it out, and went on.
The captain and the platoon’s gunnery sergeant raised their eyebrows. The captain
asked, “Don’t you curse?”
Mustering the most respectful tone he could,
Paul replied, “No sir, I don’t.”
The captain chuckled and said, “That’s how
we talk around here.”
The platoon sergeant started laughing. “So
you mean to tell me, you don’t cuss at all?
What are you, some kind of born-again
Christian or something?”
“Yes, Gunny, I am,” Paul
said, again trying to
sound respectful.
“That’s crazy—my uncle’s
one of you guys. He
doesn’t cuss or drink or
anything. He’s been like
that for almost 10 years,
always telling me about
God. He tells me to read
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He left the 82nd Airborne to join the rest
of his unit in September of 2006. Paul
returned to Fort Hood, TX, last November
and began seeking opportunities to qualify
as an Army chaplain. He discovered that
Calvary Chapel had been recognized as an

From behind a dried mud wall, a U.S. Army soldier scans the immediate area during a patrol outside of Mosul, Iraq.
my Bible, and I try to, but I don’t understand it.”
Paul hesitated, then offered, “Gunny, if you
ever have any questions about the Bible,
I’ll try to answer them to the best of my
knowledge with the Lord’s help. Or I could
call my pastor back home if I don’t know
the answer.”
Before he left the tent, the gunnery sergeant
said to him, “That takes a lot of discipline
not to cuss. I have a lot of respect for you.”
Paul was surprised; such a compliment was
unusual from someone of his rank. But then
the sergeant began to tease him: “I’m going
to try to get you to swear. Just one word
from you; I won’t tell anyone.” True to his
word, every day the gunnery sergeant tried
to coax Paul into saying a swear word. Pretty
soon, every man in the company knew that
Paul was a Christian.
Some of the guys gave him funny looks.
Paul used gracious words, thanking some of
the guys for fighting on the front lines on
behalf of their country. One by one, men
started seeking Paul out for counsel, encouragement, or prayer. Some came with bad
news from back home or problems with
their spouses. Often, Paul would share what
God’s Word said about that specific situation. “Some accepted it and wanted to hear
it; some didn’t,” Paul recalled.
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He was passing a group of men burning
trash and heard one say, “Why don’t you ask
‘Sgt. V’ about it?” Hearing his nickname,
Paul turned around. One young man from
a traditional background was wrestling with
past sins and wanted to know if God could
forgive him.
“You’ve got to ask God for forgiveness, and
you’ve got to accept that forgiveness too,”
Paul said. The men listened as he shared
Scripture with them.

“Repent therefore and be converted,
that your sins may be blotted out, so
that times of refreshing may come
from the presence of the Lord.”
Acts 3:19
The barracks building where Paul slept
held nearly 50 beds. Every morning, Paul
would sit outside by himself and read his
Bible. One morning, a soldier said to him,
“Seeing you read your Bible like that every
day speaks immensely to me. I’m not following the Lord like I should be. It’s easy to
get discouraged out here.” Paul thanked and
encouraged him.
Two months after Paul arrived, the gunnery
sergeant started seeking Paul out to talk
about Christianity or his problems. Other
men asked about life after death.

acceptable church through which to qualify
for chaplaincy.
Now he is taking classes toward a degree in
theology. Another thing that happened naturally: He and Ana are serving together in
children’s ministry at their church, Calvary
Fellowship of Bell County in Killeen, TX,
under Pastor John Newberry.
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After nearly three months, it was time for
him to leave. The gunnery sergeant came to
say good-bye. Paul handed him a moderntranslation Bible that someone had sent
him. “Gunny, you said you have a hard time
understanding the Bible. Try this one. Just
pray before you read it; ask God to speak to
you, and I believe He will.” The man’s eyes
welled with tears as he thanked Paul. “The
Lord had really softened his heart,” Paul
reflected later.

Recalling his last day with the 82nd
Airborne, Paul said, “I started tearing up;
some of the guys did too. I knew I’d had
a big impact on their lives because they
don’t really hear the Word of God out there.
They didn’t know day to day if they were
going to live or die. I encouraged them to
keep trusting in God.”

Recalling life on the front lines, Paul said, “I
would like to bring the Word to those guys.
Going from post to post, you can reach up
to 700 or 800 people. Some have chapels
there. A chaplain would be able to share a
message and encourage people.”
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Ana, and said, “Honey, I think the Lord is
calling me to be a chaplain. We’ll know it’s
of Him if He opens the doors.”

Paul related, “You could die at any time out
there. They could throw a rocket or mortar
at you; you could die in a convoy, or a roadside bomb. Every time we would convoy, I
would start praying. And I’d ask if anyone
wanted to pray with me. Driving along, your
heart would be pounding, racing. I remember praying, ‘Please Lord, get us where we
need to go.’ It’s true when the Bible says,
‘Draw near to God and He will draw near to
you’ (James 4:8a). I was really drawing near
to Him in those times.”
While Paul was encouraging others, he experienced personal struggles and discouragement. Feeling like it was the lowest point
of his life, he constantly read his Bible and
prayed. Looking back later, Paul said, “I felt
so close to the Lord. I was getting pruned; I
needed it. It happened so I could grow.”
One source of discouragement for Paul
was his technical limitations on the communications system he was maintaining.
Frustrated, he said to another man, “I wish
the Lord would give me your technical
expertise.” The man replied that he wished
he had Paul’s gift of talking about God so
that people really listened.
A light went on inside Paul: He realized that
ministry—not the technical work—was
his true calling. He had always cared about
the men in his charge; secretly, he had even
dreamed of being a pastor. He called his wife,

A U.S. Army soldier with the 1st Cavalry Division talks to a boy in Hor Al Bosh, Iraq.
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Army Specialist Jermain Martinez

Left to Die: Jermain Martinez
An Army mechanic who worked on everything from 5-ton vehicles to Humvees,
Specialist Jermain Martinez headed across
the darkened compound the night before
Thanksgiving 2006. He had been called to
go back to the motor pool to fix an oil leak
on a truck. On his second tour in Iraq, that
evening he realized he had forgotten his
orange vest and reflective belt and turned
around to get them. He looked left and
right, saw a convoy of trucks coming in the
distance, and moved quickly toward his barracks about 25 feet away.
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Suddenly, there was the
loud noise of an engine
coming up fast on his
right. Turning, he saw a
Humvee with its lights off
at arm’s length—too late.
His body was slammed by
the impact, and before he
could scream, he was catapulted through the air.

Lying on his back, he felt the tire run over
his leg. A pick-axe attached to the Humvee
caught his backpack. Helplessly, he was
dragged face-first close behind the rear
tire. His backpack ripped, releasing him,
and he rolled before coming to rest on the
ground. He could see the rear brake lights of
the Humvee. It stopped more than 25 feet
away from him and turned on its headlights.
They’re coming back for me, he thought. Surely
they knew they had hit him. To his shock,
the vehicle took off. Suddenly intense pain
kicked in, throbbing all over his body. Lying
alone in the blackness, he began screaming,
and realized that his upper lip had been
ripped open. Looking to his left, he saw
the convoy of 18-wheelers approaching.
“Help me! Help me!” he screamed toward
the barracks. The trucks neared and began
driving past him, just three feet away from
his boots.
Shakily, he tried to drag himself out of the
way. He looked up to see a truck coming
straight for him. That’s it, he thought. God,
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A Humvee rolls past U.S. Army Pvt. Ryan Sullivan of the 52nd Infantry Division in Rawad, Iraq.

At Walter Reed, the staff brought in a walker
and told Jermain that learning to walk again
wasn’t going to be easy, but it was up to him
to decide whether he wanted to try. The 23year-old soldier stared at it. He was angry. I
can’t believe I have to learn to walk all over
again, he thought. They said it could take a
year; it took him a month. After six months
at another hospital, he was jogging again.
He returned to Killeen, TX, to his wife,
Rosella; they had married four months before
his accident. He knew he should be thankful
to be home, but he felt like he should be back
in Iraq serving with his unit—F Company,
215th Brigade Support Battalion.
He returned in September—nine months
after being sent home—to finish his deployment. “Some people were in shock; they
thought I was a ghost,” he recalled. A few
days later on September 5, a soldier he knew
was killed in Balad. At the memorial service,
Jermain thought, Maybe there are other reasons for me coming here. He began praying and
talking to God about what had happened.
He let go of his anger toward the soldiers
who had run him over. He remembered his
prayer to God—how the arms had picked
him up immediately after he prayed—and
he realized that God had spared his life.
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Mechanic Spc. Derrick Parizek, 29th Field Artillery, restores a vehicle
from “the bone yard,” a cache of military vehicles from the 1980s.
After he returned to Texas the second time,
he and Rosella started going to church
with his sister—who had recently accepted
Christ at Calvary Fellowship in Killeen, TX.
Listening to the verse-by-verse teaching, he
realized that he wanted to be closer to God.
“If you don’t believe in God after something
like that happens to you, it ought to make
you. I’m a lot closer to Him now than I
was before,” Jermain said recently from his
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“My relationship with Jesus is
getting better. I know He’s real;
no one has to tell me.”

The next morning, he woke up in a recovery room. “You’re going home, Jermain,” his
commander said. He was shocked to see 12
rods sticking out of his leg and his ankle
twisted backwards. From there, Jermain
went to a hospital in Germany, then to
Walter Reed Medical Center in the States.
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U.S. Army soldiers from the 82nd Airborne Division look for insurgents in the Diyala
River Valley region of Iraq earlier this year.

please take care of my wife and my mom. Let’s
just get this over with. He laid his head on
the ground and closed his eyes. Suddenly,
two arms were around him, picking him
up. God? he thought. The three men in the
motorpool had heard him screaming from
nearly 200 meters away and had run to
his aid. They stopped the convoy and took
Jermain to safety. In an ambulance, his commander stayed at his side, asking him questions to keep him awake. Then Jermain was
on an operating table, vaguely aware that
they were cutting open his uniform. There
were steady pulse beeps from a machine,
then the flatline sound. “Everything froze
around me,” he recalled. “A couple seconds
later, there was a pain in my chest. I guess
it was decompression of the blood that had
built up in my lungs.” All went black.

Sgt. Phillip Nichols, mechanic, 168th Brigade Support
Battalion, is ﬁtted for body armor at Camp Slayer, Iraq.

base in Texas. “I believe God saved my life
twice—when I was on the ground and I
prayed, and later when I was on the table
and I flatlined.”
Some people have tried to discourage his
belief that it was God who saved his life.
“But to be twice on the edge of death, I know
that He was there,” he said. “My relationship with Jesus is getting better. I know He’s
real; no one has to tell me.”

For You have delivered my soul
from death. Have You not kept
my feet from falling, that I may
walk before God in the light of
Psalm 56:13
the living?
Jermain will return to Iraq this winter for
another 12 months. Paul Villalobos is slated
to return in 2009. Paul said, “We’ll see what
the Lord has in store for us this time.”
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