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I want to start by saying what a pleasure it is to host the members of the First Congregational 

Church of Saugatuck, MI.  Throughout the challenges that we have faced in ministry over the 

course of the last 6 months, one of things that has served to energize both Julie and me has been 

the creative ways in which God is inspiring ministry in our churches.  While more than a bit tired 

and frustrated on many occasions, I know we’ve both been inspired by the new face of ministry 

that we know will outlast the particular strife of the moment.  So, needless to say, when Pastor 

Sarah of First Congregational Church posted a note on Facebook about this unique opportunity 

for fellowship between churches, I jumped at the chance to be a part of it.  I’m genuinely thrilled 

to welcome those members this morning.  

 

It was in our conversations in preparing for these services, however, that Sarah mentioned the 

notion of covenant – and immediately my mind jumped to attention.  I hadn’t thought about it 

until that moment, but what a wonderful place to consider the bond of our churches in 

fellowship.  As most of you know, we of the Congregational Way do not have common 

theologies or shared statements of belief.  What we do have in common, however, is that we each 

gather around a covenant.  They differ from one church to the next, but we all have that common 

sentiment of gathering our fellowship around a shared covenant that defines our purpose and 

place as a community of faith.  So, that’s where I started – I went to those two covenants of our 

churches.   

 

For First Congregational, they use the covenant that dates back to the church of Salem, MA in 

1629: 

 

We covenant with the Lord and one with another, and do bind ourselves in the presence of 

God, to walk together in all his ways, according as he is pleased to reveal himself unto us in 

his blessed word of truth. 

 

 

For us, here at North Shore, I’m not aware of any historical roots and ours reads a bit differently: 
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I confess my love for God, for Jesus Christ, and for my fellow men and women.  I hereby 

covenant to live in the fellowship of the Gospel, to walk in the ways of the Lord—known and 

to be made known to me—to share in the worship and work of the Church, to cooperate with 

it in all good enterprises, and to promote its service, its maintenance, its purity, and its 

peace.    

           

As I read these two covenants, these two documents that define both our distinctiveness and our 

fellowship as sister churches, there were two points of commonality that drew my attention – and 

those are the two pieces I want to explore this week and next.  I’m not going to tell you what 

next week’s is – you can look at them yourselves to try to figure out and come back next Sunday 

to see if you are right.  For today, however, I want to draw our attention to two very similar 

phrases from our covenants.  From the covenant of First Congregational: “To walk together in 

all his ways.”  And from that of North Shore: “To walk in the ways of the Lord.”  

 

The moment I read these covenants, my mind immediately turned to the picture of a small 

wooden sign that hung over my desk for many years – a gift from my sister in fact – that 

recorded that phrase from Proverbs 16: “The human mind plans the way, but the Lord directs his 

steps.”  There were, in truth, many Scriptures that were flowing through my mind.  Every time I 

hear that phrase in our own covenant my heart turns back to those familiar words from Micah: 

“What does the Lord require of you but to do justice, to love kindness, and to walk humbly with 

your God?”  My mind turned to the Parable of the Unforgiving Servant in Matthew and those 

words from Ephesians – both of which we will come back to shortly.  But, the thing that kept 

grabbing at me was that subtle dichotomy that the proverb displays in that one singular verse – 

my plan vs. the direction of God. 

 

I think there’s a lot of leeway in this notion of what it means to walk in the ways of Jesus, but I 

truly believe that the essence of it boils down to that fundamental question: as you step in to 

whatever it is into which you are about to step, who’s going to guide the path you take through 

it?  And, it’s there, in that question, that we come to these passages that we just shared from 

Matthew and Ephesians. 

 

The passage from Matthew is a familiar one, I think, to many.  I think you could go a lot of ways 

if you really wanted to dig into the passage – and you can quickly head down the rabbit’s hole of 

what talent was actually worth – but, I think the core message that Jesus is trying to emphasize in 

this parable is quite simple.  The context here is forgiveness, and the resulting point is one about, 

to quote The Lord’s Prayer, forgiving as we have been forgiven – but the underlying principle at 

work in this parable from Jesus is one that I believe stands at the heart of the passage from 

Ephesians and at the core of Christian life of discipleship: 

• As you have received, give.   

• As you have been loved, love.   

• As you have been served, serve.   

 

In other words, live in response to the life you’ve been given. 

 

That, at its heart, is what we receive in this passage from Ephesians.  Work with me, if you will, 

through these verses. 
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“You were dead through the trespasses and sins in which you once lived.” (Eph 2:1-2)   

 

This is how the argument begins.  In that ‘life according to the flesh’ as Paul so often calls it, we 

were dead to God, and dead to eternal life.  People followed the passions of worldly desires and 

were, by nature, ‘children of wrath.’  The stage is set with a stark and clear depiction of our lives 

of broken humanity. 

 

“But God, who is rich in mercy, our of the great love with which he loved us even when we were 

dead through our trespasses.”  (Eph 2: 4-5)   

 

Now, I know I’m mid-sentence here, but we can’t skip this second point of the argument.  

Honestly, I think it’s one of the most overlooked details of the Christian faith in general.  “Even 

when we were dead through our trespasses.”  God loved us anyway.  God loved still.  God loved 

us, nonetheless.  There are so many ways to say it – and I don’t think we say it often enough.  

The work of Jesus reconciled us to God – and that’s a complicated theological matter unto itself.  

But, the work of Jesus did not bring us into God’s love – because we never left it.  Faulty, frail, 

broken, sinful, compelled to the flesh…God loved us still!  That crucial element of the Christian 

narrative cannot be missed.  But, on with the rest of that sentence… 

 

“But God, who is rich in mercy, out of the great love with which he loved us even when we were 

dead through our trespasses, made us alive together with Christ – by grace you have been saved 

– and raised us up with him and seated us with him in the heavenly places in Christ Jesus.”  

(Eph 2: 4-5)   

 

Third point: we were dead in our transgressions…God loved us still…and in that great love with 

which he loved us he bore Jesus into the manger, through his suffering, and onto the cross, that 

we might rest in that love not only today, but forever in that heavenly realm.  But… 

 

“By grace you have been saved through faith, and this is not your own doing.”  (Eph 2:8)   

 

This is point four here.  Don’t make this about you!  You didn’t have anything to do with it.  

This was done for you.  This was done because of you.  This was done despite you.  There’s 

nothing to brag about here.  You were a passenger on this train – and nothing more.  This is a gift 

of grace that you have received, which begs the question, “Why?”   

 

“For we are what he has made us, created in Christ Jesus for good works, which God prepared 

beforehand to be our way of life.”  (Eph 2:10) 

 

1)  We were broken…frail…sinful…  2)  God loved us anyway.  3)  God’s love was so great that 

his son was sent to redeem our lives for eternity and our lives for today.  4)  We didn’t have 

anything to do with what has happened, but… 5)  We have everything to do with what will come 

because, in this newness of life – in the New Creation of which Paul writes in 2 Corinthians – we 

have been created in Christ to do that which God had intended to be our way of life all along.  In 

the life, death and resurrection of Jesus, we have been renewed to do that which God had created 
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us to do – we have been renewed to good!  And, this is the loop that brings us right back to 

where we began. 

 

The core principal that is reflected in both the Parable from Jesus and this delineated argument in 

Ephesians is the same – there is this life of good, of love, of compassion, of mercy…of the ways 

of Jesus…that we are called to live in response to the love, compassion and mercy that we have 

received.  There is a life that was given, for us, that compels a life to be lived.  And while I know 

that this is not an earth-shattering Biblical analysis or theological proclamation, I think it is the 

fundamental tenet that is shared in these two distinct covenants that we hold in our respective 

fellowships. 

 

To walk in the ways of Jesus is to walk in this life of response.  To walk in the ways of Christ is 

to take each step as a reflection of that which we have received and become in him.  To walk in 

the ways of Jesus is to look upon that proverbial dichotomy of our plans vs. God’s steps and to 

say, with faith-filled conviction that, “I will step in to this moment, to this place, to this 

circumstance…while following his path and not my own!” 

• When the kids are screaming, the teapot is whistling, and smoke alarm has just sounded 

off – “I will step in with his patience, and not my own.” 

• When that neighbor who’s been living alone for these past six months won’t stop chatting 

from across her lawn and your mind keeps cycling through the to-do list that isn’t getting 

done – “I will step in with his priorities, and not my own.” 

• When the food on your table overflows, but 5 minutes down the road there’s an alley full 

of those with nothing at all – “I will step in with his compassion, and not my own.” 

• When that little spark of a spat with your spouse blows up into that unreasonable 

argument in which one says that which they do not mean, “I will step in with his grace, 

and not my own.” 

• When you just can’t believe that person is going to vote that way, “I Will step in and 

listen with his ears, and not my own.” 

 

I could go on and on, but fundamental tenet that we share in our covenants is that we promise to 

walk in the ways of Jesus, and when it comes to the question of walking in his ways, it becomes 

a question of how we are going to step in.  Will we step in as that broken guided by our wants 

and wills, or will we step in as the echo of the love we have received and as a reflection of the 

life we have been given. 

 

 

 

 

 


