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TEXT: Ephesians 5:1-2 “Therefore be imitators of God, as beloved children, and live in love, as
Christ loved us and gave himself up for us, a fragrant offering and sacrifice to God.” 
PURPOSE: To encourage us to cultivate a way of living that discloses in our actions the love
God has poured out for us. 
____________________________________________________________________________

It’s always something new with our grandson Logan, who, by the way,
celebrates his fifth birthday this coming Tuesday.  Recently, he’s been carrying
around an old guitar tuner of mine and pretending that it’s a cell phone.  He’s got it
up to his ear, and as he walks around, he says, “Yes . . . No . . . I can do that . . . we
should talk more about it . . .” and so on.  When we ask who he’s talking to, he says
he’s talking to his boss.  Sometimes, the call is so important that he can’t respond to
something we want to discuss with him.  Of course he didn’t just make this up from
nothing.  He is imitating someone who he’s seen have that sort of conversations. 
Since neither Lindy or I talk to “our boss” on our cell phones, we figure he’s
mimicking his father, who regularly talks with his boss.  

It’s a natural thing for children to imitate the adults who are close to them. 
That can be a good thing or a bad thing.  The grown ups don’t get to choose which
of their behaviors the children imitate.  Who remembers candy cigarettes?  There
was a way to imitate a grown up which was better taken off the shelves.  Who has
heard a child use a word we use, which we would not want them to use?  There’s no
better deterrent for an adult’s potty mouth than having a child say what we say.  I’m
no child psychologist, but I suspect children are far more likely to naturally imitate
people whom the child trusts, people whom the child experiences as loving him or
her.  I suspect children are far less likely to imitate people whom they perceive as
not loving them, as not worthy of their trust.  

Today’s reading from the Letter to the Ephesians instructs us to “be imitators
of God, as beloved children.”  Imitating other people is one thing.  Imitating God
sounds to me like way too great of a stretch.  Think of people whose lives you have
deemed worthy of imitation.  I imitate both my mother and my father, for different
reasons.  I can think of a few pastors whose ways I’ve sought to imitate, as well as
some lay Christians whose faith and behavior served as models for me.  But God? 
Really?  I am loaded with flaws, but God is flawless.  My love for others is tainted
with self-interest; God’s love is totally pure and totally invested in God’s beloved. 
Our passage from Ephesians urges us not to harbor bitterness and to be generous
with our forgiveness.  I can be inwardly dismissive of people, and I can hang on to
grudges.  God’s faithfulness is great, and with God, there is “no shadow of turning,”
to recall a beloved hymn.  
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The New Testament consistently asserts that imitating God really means
imitating Jesus.  Jesus welcomed social outcasts; his followers are to do the same, to
treat the world’s ‘nobodies’ as ‘somebody.’  Jesus loved his enemies; his followers
are to do the same, to be good even to those who are not good to us.  Jesus didn’t
compromise his values even when doing that was dangerous; his followers are to do
the same, no matter what the consequences might be.  Such things are challenging,
but not impossible.  But the letter says that loving as Christ loves us involves giving
ourselves up for the sake of others, as a “fragrant offering and sacrifice to God.” 
(Ephesians 5:2)  Nope.  I’m no interested in imitation that extreme.  

Maybe you’ve heard the story of the chicken and the pig.  A pig and a
chicken were walking down the road. As they passed a church, they noticed that a
potluck charity breakfast was under way. Caught up in the spirit, the pig suggested
to the chicken that they each make a contribution.  “Great Idea!” the chicken cried.
“Let’s offer them ham and eggs!”  “Not so fast.” said the pig. “For you, that’s just a
contribution, but for me, it’s a total commitment.”  Exactly.  

One of the greatest devotional books of all time, titled “The Imitation of
Christ,” was written by a man named Thomas a` Kempis in 1441.  That’s right
around the time that the printing press was invented, so we can assume that, at first,
few people even knew of it.  I’m guessing its earliest readers were monks and
priests.  Now, by the way, the entire book is available for free as a download.1 
There also is a nifty website with quotes from the book – sort of a “Cliff’s Notes”
version – which, I freely confess, is where I went for enlightenment as I was
preparing this sermon.  Here’s one of the quotes: “Wherever you go, there you are.” 
Pretty deep, right?  The quote I found which most clearly speaks to how completely
we are willing to imitate Jesus is this: “Jesus has many lovers of his heavenly
kingdom, but few bearers of his cross.”  I’m pretty sure that’s as true now as it was
seven centuries ago.  We are willing to offer ourselves like the chicken, but not like
the pig, and certainly, for almost every imitator of Jesus, not like he offered himself. 

That said, I’m not so sure that imitating Christ requires a complete
commitment.  Recall the behavioral expectations at the beginning of the passage we
heard from the Letter to the Ephesians.  The author urges believers to “put away
falsehood and speak the truth to our neighbors.”  Doing that can be awkward, but

1https://d2y1pz2y630308.cloudfront.net/15471/documents/2016/10/Thomas%20A%20Kempis-The%20Imi
tation%20of%20Christ.pdf



Imitating Who? 
August 8, 2021
page 3

it’s not impossible.  Also: “Be angry but do not sin; do not let the sun go down on
your anger.”  In other words, don’t let your anger deteriorate into revenge or hatred,
and, for heaven’s sake, don’t hold on to it.  How about “Give up stealing”?  That’s
easy, if we never started stealing in the first place.  It’s interesting that the reason
given for trading in stealing for honest labor is so that the former thief has a surplus
to give to people who are needy.  Then, the letter advises us to watch what we say,
and only to speak in ways that build up people, not tear people down.  Next comes
the request not to “grieve the Holy Spirit,” which has to do with ignoring the Spirit
we already have which inclines us toward God.  And finally the text asks us to, “Put
away from you all bitterness and wrath and anger and wrangling and slander,
together with all malice, and be kind to one another, tenderhearted, forgiving one
another, as God in Christ has forgiven you.”  (Ephesians 4:25-32)   While practicing
some of these expectations may be difficult at times, nothing here amounts to
anything like a total surrender of ourselves.  

This congregation adopted a behavioral covenant about five years ago. You
can find it in your pew rack here in the church building or on our website on the
“about” page under the “home” tab.  Our “Covenant of Grace” – that’s what we call
our behavioral covenant – reads like an expansion of the guidance offered in this
passage.  Build each other up, it says.  Speak directly to the person with whom we
have a disagreement.  Be gentle.   Be respectful.  Nothing in our Covenant of Grace
sounds all that demanding.  But what we know from painful experience is how easy
it is, when we feel hurt or disrespected or upset with someone to unconsciously
assume that the terms of the covenant don’t apply to our specific situation.  We
know how easy it is to talk about the person whose behavior offended us rather than
to talk with that person.  We know what it’s like to let the sun go down on our anger 
and to pretend that not resolving the issue is the same as fixing the problem. 

What we learn is that it’s harder than it looks to consistently abide by these
expectations.  What may surprise us is that, with regard to our relationships within
the congregation, that’s exactly what we’re supposed to realize.  Let me explain.  
“Christian ethics” – that’s the big broad body of wisdom which addresses how the
followers of Jesus are to behave, cannot and should not be reduced to what
commentator Ralph Martin calls “moral truisms.”  “Christian ethics,” he wrote,
“begins with the resurrection of Christ, and imperatives (do this, don’t do that) are
grounded in the indicatives of what God in Christ has done for the world and is
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doing by sending his Spirit into the human scene.”2  In other words, the starting
point for us to imitate Christ is what God has done and continues to do, not what we
are able to do.  We are able to imitate Christ only because God’s Spirit has gotten
into us.  

And that’s the key.  Remember what I said earlier about how natural it is for
children to imitate people whom the child knows loves him or her?  Children don’t
make a conscious effort to imitate their parents; they just do.  The actual intricate
workings that enable their imitation may be the subject of a dissertation for a child
psychology doctorate, but we don’t need to know how it happens to know that it
happens.  Why would this be any different when it comes to imitating God?  What
we believe – and this belief, above all else, determines how we behave – is that the
love God has for each of us is the only absolutely perfect love.  If we imitate our
earthly parents without being intentional about it – if such imitation comes naturally, 
why would it be any different when it comes to imitating our heavenly parent?  Faith
teaches us that God has infused us with God’s Spirit, and that receiving God’s Spirit
is a gift of pure grace, requiring nothing on our part.  

Have you ever installed a new program on your computer?  Early in the
process, a box typically shows up which says something like “Program X wants to
make changes to your computer,”  and then asks us to check ‘approve’ or ‘don’t
approve.’  it is just that way with God’s Spirit: all that’s required of us for it to
change our spiritual hard drive is to give permission for it to do so.  

So yes, imitate God.  Love as God loves.  Be merciful, as your heavenly
parent is merciful.  Be kind and tenderhearted, as God is kind to you.  It’s really not
that big of a deal.   It’s just us, being children who naturally imitate the one who
loves us best.  It’s just Jesus, feeding us with the bread of heaven, getting into us,
making it not just possible for us to share his life, but making it natural for us to
share his life.  It’s just God, whose way of loving the world is to share that love
through people like us, whose spiritual hard drive has been altered by God’s Spirit.  

2Martin, Ralph, Ephesians, Colossians, and Philemon in the Interpretation Commentary series.  Atlanta,
John Knox Press, 1991. P. 55.


