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Rev. Emily Riley Campbell — Welcome and Announcements 

Welcome to worship at First Presbyterian Church of Plymouth.  My name is the Reverend 
Emily Riley Campbell, and I am one of the ministers of our church.  I am delighted that 
you are joining us for worship today.  


I'm also delighted that today, January 24th, we are holding a live parking lot service at 
10:00 a.m..  It is our intention that we will be having outdoor worship services, within your 
vehicles, taking place every Sunday at 10:00 a.m. going forward.  Now it is extremely 
important that you pre-register your vehicles for this service because that helps in two 
ways.  First, by pre-registering your vehicle we can make sure there's always space in our 
parking lot for everyone.  Secondly, and this is important, if there's ever a weather issue, 
and let's keep in mind we're talking about Michigan winters here, if you have pre-
registered your vehicle and left an email, we promise to contact you by 8:00 p.m. the 
Saturday before the Sunday and let you know if services are cancelled.  If you hear 
nothing from us, then that means the service is on for the very next day.  You can pre-
register your vehicle each week on our church’s website.  It is also possible to register for 
dates going forward.


I am also very pleased today to announce that our church’s Thrift Shop is reopening on 
Groundhog Day, February 2nd, and will be open for normal winter business hours going 
forward.  What this means is, Tuesdays and Thursdays from 10:00 a.m. to 2:00 p.m., and 
Saturdays from 10:00 a.m. to 3:00 p.m., the Thrift Shop will be open.  Masks are required 
and all Covid precautions are being followed.


One last announcement before we prepare our hearts for worship.  Our church’s annual 
congregational meeting will be taking place on Sunday, February 7th, at 10:40 a.m., 
immediately following our live parking lot worship service on that day.  Within this meeting 
we will be voting on our nominating committee and on ministers’ terms of call.  We 
encourage you to please come on that Sunday, February 7th, and join us for worship and 
this important meeting.  


Finally, friends, here in our worship services throughout January we are carrying on in our 
sermon series focused on the light and the difference that light makes to our every 
experience of darkness.  Ashley Ashley, our church’s associate pastor, is preaching today.  
Mark Hovermale is here serving as our liturgist, Darlene Maginley will be bringing a 
message to our children, and Jeff Phillips is providing our music today.  I'm grateful to all 
of them, and to Susan Underhill for her video editing skills in bringing all the pieces of our 
service together.  


Now let us prepare our hearts for worship as Mark Hovermale comes forward to lead us in 
prayer.  




Rev. Mark Hovermale — Opening Prayer 

Let us pray.  Lord, we come before you and we thank you.  We thank you for justice, the 
opportunity to be able to worship you today, wherever we are, and to do so freely.  We 
pray that this service, wherever we're watching it and whenever we're watching it, draws 
us closer to you and closer to each other and helps us serve our community and our 
world.  In your name we pray.  Amen.


[Geff Phillips sings “You Never Let Go”] 

[Darlene Maginley, Director of Children’s Ministry — Children’s Message] 

Rev. Emily Riley Campbell — Scripture Readings 

Romans 13:8-14 

8 Owe no one anything, except to love one another; for the one who loves another 
has fulfilled the law. 9 The commandments, “You shall not commit adultery; You 
shall not murder; You shall not steal; You shall not covet”; and any other 
commandment, are summed up in this word, “Love your neighbor as yourself.” 10 

Love does no wrong to a neighbor; therefore, love is the fulfilling of the law.  11 

Besides this, you know what time it is, how it is now the moment for you to wake 
from sleep. For salvation is nearer to us now than when we became believers; 12 

the night is far gone, the day is near. Let us then lay aside the works of darkness 
and put on the armor of light; 13 let us live honorably as in the day, not in reveling 
and drunkenness, not in debauchery and licentiousness, not in quarreling and 
jealousy. 14 Instead, put on the Lord Jesus Christ, and make no provision for the 
flesh, to gratify its desires.


Philippians 2:14-16


4 Do all things without murmuring and arguing, 15 so that you may be blameless and 
innocent, children of God without blemish in the midst of a crooked and perverse 
generation, in which you shine like stars in the world. 16 It is by your holding fast to 
the word of life that I can boast on the day of Christ that I did not run in vain or 
labor in vain.


Ashley Smith Ashley, Associate Pastor — Sermon


Let us pray.  Gracious and loving God, as your scriptures are read and your Word is 
proclaimed, may we hear with joy what you are saying to us today.  Amen.  


As I reflected on our texts for this week’s sermon, I was struck by the beauty of the first 
few verses in our reading from Romans.  I'll admit that at times I have been intimidated by 
the Book of Romans as a whole, primarily, because it is, in fact, such a theologically rich 
and important book.  In the first eleven chapters, Paul masterfully articulates the 
fundamentals and foundations of the Christian faith.  Then, in chapter 12, Paul continues 
with his directives regarding how we should live a holy life.  However after all his careful 
teaching and instruction, Paul comes to a surprisingly simple conclusion in chapter 13.  


“Let no debt remain outstanding, except the continuing debt to love one another, 
for whoever loves others has fulfilled the law.  The commandments, you shall not 
commit adultery, you shall not murder, you shall not steal, you shall not covet, and 



whatever other command there may be, are summed up in this one command.  
Love your neighbor as yourself.  Love does no harm to a neighbor, therefore love is 
the fulfillment of the law.”  


This passage immediately makes me think of Jesus' words in the gospel when asked to 
name the greatest commandment.  Jesus responded this way, “You shall love the Lord 
your God with all your heart, with all your soul, and with all your mind.  This is the greatest 
and first commandment, and a second is like it, you shall love your neighbor as yourself”


We are reminded that fulfilling the law of God has nothing to do with keeping meticulous 
details or completing tasks or even with earning God's favor or membership into God's 
kingdom.  Instead, fulfilling the law has to do with simply responding to God's mercy and 
grace by loving the same people that God loves and by living a life that reflects God's 
own character.  As one scholar states, “It is love, not mere external conformity to rules, 
that is the essence of the law.”


Back when I was in middle school, I played softball for a couple of years.  Now don't get 
excited; I wasn't any good!  But I do remember one of the rules that my coach taught me 
when I was starting to learn how to bat.  He told me that instead of focusing on balls or 
bad pitches, that instead I should focus only on strikes or good pitches.  Whatever it was 
that I focused on--that's what I'd end up doing.  If I focused on identifying when the 
pitcher threw a bad ball, I would inevitably end up swinging at one, but if I learned how to 
zero in on the good pitches, that I was much more likely to make solid contact.  Focus on 
the negative, get negative results.  Focus on the positive and get positive results.


I think Paul is following a similar train of thought when he summarizes the entirety of the 
Ten Commandments and the law of God in one command, “Love your neighbor as you 
love yourself.”  As imperfect people, it is inevitable that we will fall into the temptation of 
sin.  So if we focus on trying not to sin, then eventually we will become discouraged.  
However, if we truly love our neighbor, if we focus on their success, well-being, joy and 
health, then we will find ourselves less interested in the selfish and self-serving activities 
that Paul calls the ‘deeds of darkness’.  If we focus on sin, we may find ourselves falling 
more into the temptation of sin, but if we focus on loving our neighbor we will find 
ourselves fulfilling the law of God.  


Saint Augustine, a 4th century theologian and bishop, summarizes all this in his famous 
quote:  “Love God and then do whatever you like.”  His point being that, if love is the 
motivation found within the heart, if a person's whole life is dominated by love for God 
and love for God's people, then that person needs no other law.  Loving will just come 
naturally.  I think this is an incredibly beautiful way of describing the Christian life and a 
quick look around our world reminds us that this way of thinking is needed now more than 
ever!


Paul also felt that same sense of urgency.  In verses 11 and 12 he says, “That hour has 
already come for you to wake up from your slumber, because our salvation is nearer now 
than when we first believed.  The night is nearly over, the day is almost here.”  


Like many early Christians, Paul lived with a real sense of anticipation.  He believed that 
the risen Christ would return soon, perhaps even within his own lifetime.  Some 2000 
years later, that sense of anticipation has diminished among many believers.  We may be 
poorer for having lost that vision, because for Paul this anticipation was not so much 
about circling a date on the calendar as it was about hope.  Paul really believed that the 



birth, life, death, resurrection, and ascension of Jesus was God’s signal that all of those 
promises about life and wholeness prevailing over brokenness are, in fact, true, and that 
we can trust that what God has promised, God will follow through on.  Paul believed that 
they, and by extension, we, are living in an age of great positive possibility, a time when 
the night is nearly over, and the day is almost here.  This present moment, in this in-
between time, we're invited to join with Paul and Christians throughout history, and not 
only dream of what a new heaven and a new earth might look like, but to awaken from 
slumber and join God in enacting this dream, to allow God to draw us into a new way of 
being human and to reshape us into the image of God that we were intended to embody.  


Since the very beginning, we are to live into God's law and love our neighbor, not only 
because it is the right thing to do but because it's the only thing that we want to do, 
because the only activities that we want to participate in are the ones that bring honor to 
God and invite others into our relationship with the creator.  If we pause for a minute to 
reflect on what is being asked of us, you might find yourself saying, this sounds 
wonderful.  Great, but how do I live into this reality, how do I truly love my neighbor, how 
do I fully embody the image of God and join with the Spirit in embracing this present 
moment and help to bring about the kingdom into a reality?  Paul's answer is found in 
verse 12 and then again in verse 14. “Put on the armor of light.  Clothe yourselves with 
the Lord Jesus Christ.”  


The imagery is a military one and it reminds me of the rigorous training that soldiers have 
to go through before being ready to face battle.  As we have just stated, the task set 
before us as disciples of the living God is immense and grand and does not exactly come 
naturally to us.  We will face temptation to fall into selfish ambition, to sin against our 
neighbor, and to slumber and ignore the work of the Holy Spirit.  So we must prepare, we 
must train, and we must practice, so that when the time comes, we are ready.  


Putting on the armor of light consists of surrounding ourselves with Jesus so that we can 
imitate Jesus in order to keep our armor nice and shiny and reflective of light.  We need to 
polish it off, by opening up our own Bibles, and immersing ourselves with the words of 
Christ.  We need to adjust the armor by taking it to the Master and becoming familiar with 
the voice of God as God offers us correction and instruction.  We need to become 
comfortable with the sensation of wearing the armor, by practicing with it, by engaging in 
the life of our community, and discussing faithful responses with friends and with family.


After we've developed a rhythm of putting on armor, of caring for it, and utilizing it, then 
we will be prepared to fulfill the law of God by caring for our neighbor, to embrace the 
coming age with hope and eagerness, and to face whatever challenge may come across 
our life.  Right now, in relation to that last one I am reminded of a story that accompanied 
one of the daily devotionals that I recently received via email.  It read, a prisoner carved 
these words on the wall of a German concentration camp:


I believe in the sun even though it doesn't shine, 
I believe in love even when it isn't shown, 
And I believe in God even when I can't hear God speaking to me.


What kind of person could see such beauty in the midst of such horror?  A person who 
has been trained to seek the light of God, one who wore armor that could not be stripped 
away by human hands.  There is no doubt that this person's armor had been beaten, that 
it was battered and abused, but it remained strong, it resisted evil and it shone.  It still 
shines as a light in the darkness, declaring that God is present even in our darkest hour.




Friends, many of our regular patterns of worship and discipleship have been disrupted 
over this past year, but that does not mean that your spiritual training has to pause.  I 
invite you to consider how this extended time might allow you space to engage in spiritual 
practices in new and deeper ways.  Perhaps you are eager to establish a regular rhythm 
of scripture reading and prayer, or to take daily meditative walks, or joining a group of 
Bible study friends for worship and prayer.  


Whatever you choose to do, know that it is taking care of your spiritual armor that allows 
you to uphold the charge that Paul gives us in Philippians 2:15,  to shine like stars in this 
world.  May we put on the armor of light and face the darkness of this world with the 
perseverance that only comes through knowing Jesus Christ.  May the armor be bold 
enough to stand with God and work to bring God's Kingdom here to earth right now, and 
may the armor strengthen us to pursue God's law and love our neighbor, each and every 
day.  Amen.


[Geff Phillips sings “We are Singing for the Lord is Our Light”]


Ashley Smith Ashley, Associate Pastor — Prayers of the People 

Let us pray.  We thank you, Lord,  for giving us an enduring hope, one that cannot 
disappoint us or mislead us.  We thank you that through our faith and your Son Jesus 
Christ, you strengthen us to face each new day.  Renew us for your Kingdom and call us 
to proclaim your gospel today.  We pray that you would awaken us to your presence, that 
we might know with confidence and joy that your salvation is nearer now than when we 
first believed.  Help us to lay aside the deeds of darkness and put on the armor of light so 
that our faith may be truly alive in the reflection of your presence and activity in the world.  


We lift up all those who struggle to find hope, to see the light in the darkness, due to 
loneliness, illness, disappointment, violence, or pride.  May your light, your presence, your 
love, your grace, and your victory become a shining beacon in their lives.  


Reform our hearts so that we might shine like stars in the sky, offering hope and peace to 
our neighbors.  Remind us of the assurance and grace that you first showed us.  Attune 
our minds to your movement, that we willingly engage in your kingdom work, constantly 
praying together the words that Christ has taught us, 


Our Father who art in heaven,  
hallowed be thy name. 
Thy Kingdom come, thy will be done, 
on earth as it is in heaven. 
Give us this day our daily bread. 
And forgive us our debts,  
as we forgive our debtors. 
And lead us not into temptation, 
but deliver us from evil. 
For thine is the kingdom,  
and the power and the glory forever.   
Amen. 


Ashley Smith Ashley, Associate Pastor — Benediction and Blessing


Friends, I charge you to go forth into your week, confident in the armor that God has 
given to you,  In the presence of Christ in your lives, seek out activities that sustain your 



faith and nurture your relationship with Jesus.  Allow this armor to sustain you in times of 
trial, prepare you to serve the kingdom, and enable you to love your neighbor and thus 
obey the law of God.


And may the Lord bless you and keep you.  May the Lord make His face to shine upon 
you and be gracious to you.  And may the Lord lift up His countenance upon you and 
forever give you peace.  Amen.  
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