Liturgy:

Reading : Eph. 4, 17 – 5, 14
Text       : Eph. 5, 1 + 2
Ps.  116 :  1,4,5

Ps.  116 : 7,9,10

Ps.    25 : 6

Hy.  54 : 1,3,5 (collection song)
Ps.   84 : 4,6
Beloved congregation of our Lord Jesus Christ,

Be imitators of God. In preparation of this morning’s sermon, in one of the commentaries I read, the author writes, “This is one of the most startling admonition in the New Testament.”

“Therefore be imitators of God…” What are we to understand by these words? After all, is this not too high a goal for sinful people: to imitate God or as the Living Bible translates it, “To follow the example of God in everything we do.” Elsewhere in one of his letters the apostle Paul writes, “Brethren, join in following my example, and note those who so walk as you have us for a pattern.”
 At first sight, this seems to be easier, following Paul’s example. True, he was an apostle of Christ, nevertheless human like we. Yet to follow God, to imitate the Most High – how can Paul write this and what does he mean by it? Does the apostle ask us to be perfect as God is perfect, holy, without sin? Does he not realize that this is impossible? 

But then, beloved, think of what the Lord Jesus said in the Sermon on the Mount. Explaining the true sense of God’s commandments, He concludes, “Therefore you shall be perfect, just as your Father in heaven is perfect,”
 In other words, the standard of living, which God demands of His people is His own perfect character.
We may wonder whether all this is truly attainable for sinful people. If this is the goal, we have to strive for, whilst we will never attain it, will this not burden our life tremendously, to the extent that it will lessen the joy of being a Christian? Is this perhaps why people, who do not believe, sometimes say, faith in God only burdens your life, for you have to do this and are not allowed to that, no joy left, since one can no longer be himself. Each day again, you will be burdened by not having reached the standard God requires of His children. You will understand, Br. & Sr., that this was surely not the intention of the apostle Paul, when giving the command: be imitators of God. This is quite clear, when looking at the context in which Paul writes these words. 

“Therefore be imitators of God.” On its own, isolated from the context  in which they are written, these words may indeed come across as asking the impossible. Yet we must not overlook that Ch. 5, 1 is the conclusion of a section that started in Ch. 4, 17. Commencing this section, the apostle Paul first gives a picture of life in the world, of people who in the blindness of their heart live life without God, where after he continues in vs. 20, “But you have not so learned Christ, …” In other words, in Christ your life has changed. Because you are Christians now, your life has taken on a different direction. Christ became the great divide in your life. Faith in Christ is a transforming. 
See, beloved, that’s the context in which we have to read also that call, “Therefore be imitators of God.” We have to do so, says Paul, as dear children, i.e. don’t forget you are children of a heavenly Father, who loves you in Christ as the Saviour of your life. Well, this also has consequences for how to life our life, being children of this Father.  That’s what we will focus on this morning.
Continuing the series of sermons on the ABC of faith, dealing with the letter ‘I’, I preach you the gospel about
THE APOSTOLIC CALL TO BE IMITATORS OF GOD
(The ‘I’ of imitating)

We will look at

1) Why we have to imitate God

2) In what way we have to imitate God

I
As I mentioned it already, beloved, the text chosen for this morning’s sermon must be read in close connection with the concluding part of Ch. 4, where the apostle Paul speaks about the new life in Christ. Because of this new life in Christ – says Paul in Ch. 4, 17 – you should no longer walk as the Gentiles walk. That’s how you used to live, says Paul, but not anymore, since in Christ you have become new creatures.
Picturing this new life in Christ, in Ch. 4, 22 + 23 Paul uses the image of putting on a new garment not made of natural fibres, but instead woven from spiritual fibres. In the verses 25 – 30 of Ch. 4, the apostle speaks in more detail about the fabric of this new garment, highlighting how it differs completely from that old garment, which the Ephesians had worn before. Being renewed in the Spirit, i.e. by power from above having become a new creature in Christ, as God’s beloved children, you must turn now, says Paul, from lying to telling the truth, Ch. 4, 25. You must turn from uncontrolled anger to self-control, vs. 26; from stealing to useful labour, vs. 28; from harmful to helpful speech; vs. 29, from bitterness to love. Concluding this section, Paul writes, vs. 32, “…”
It is after this, that Paul continues in Ch. 5, 1,“Therefore …” Thus connecting these two sections, “Therefore, be imitators of God, as dear children.” These last words – as dear children – point to the reason why we are called to imitate God. From the concluding part of Ch. 4 it is clear that belonging to Christ means not only having forgiveness of sins in His blood, but it also affects our whole way of living. We become new creatures clothed with a new garment woven of spiritual fibres. Note well, beloved, this too is a gift as much as the forgiveness of sins and not something we now must try to achieve because we are Christ’s. I am afraid that too often it’s still see that way. The result can be that we become ‘do-Christians’ instead of rejoicing in what we have received in Christ. However, sanctification is as much a gift as justification is, and so is the fact that through Christ we may call God our Father and God calls us His dear children, who through sin had made themselves totally unworthy of Father’s love. And yet – think of the Form for the Baptism – though deserving God’s wrath, God still wanted to continue with us, adopting us for His and heirs again: dear children! Next, think also of the price paid for all this. God did all this at the expense of the sacrifice of His own, beloved Son, our Saviour Jesus Christ, who, when He was hanging on the cross, denied Himself Father’s love, so that we could share in that love always. To summarize it with the words of Hymn 54 : 1 (BoP), 
“Behold, the amazing gift of love

The Father has bestowed

On us, the sinful sons of men

To call us sons of God.”
Dear children – therefore, we now also have to live accordingly. That’s what Paul is speaking off in Ch. 5, 1, when he writes, “Therefore, be imitators of God, as dear children.” Often children have characteristics similar to their parents. Often the appearance, behaviour, attitude, and abilities of the parents return in the children. “As is the father, so is the son,” the saying goes. Well the same applies to us as children of God.
In the beginning, we were created in the image of God with the high and noble calling to be imitators of our Father in heaven as beloved children. Created in true righteousness and holiness men received also the ability to reflect what God was like. As God’s representative on earth, man was called to rule over creation in the image of God. After the fall into sin, man lost this ability. Yet in Christ, we have received this ability again, being renewed by the regenerating power of the Holy Spirit, as the apostle Paul writes about it in Ch. 4, 23. 
It is by this renewing power that once again we have to reflect the image of God in our life as dear children of our heavenly Father. That’s in a nutshell what the apostolic call of Eph. 5, 1 is all about, connecting the concluding part of Ch. 4. This connection also shows, beloved, to be an imitator of God is not something we have to do for God, instead it’s something God Himself will do through us. Let me try to work this out in a bit more detail, still answering the question of the first point of the sermon, why we have to imitate God.
I mentioned already the reason why we have to imitate God lies in the words “as dear children”. You could almost say it as strong as this: because we are God’s children, as believers we have no option. It’s an imperative, a command. This becomes clear especially also when for a moment we look at the Greek word used for child in Eph. 5, 1. It’s a word used less often than some other words for children. The meaning of the word used in our text refers to offspring. It refers to a child, bearing the characteristics and the nature of his father. Thus, also the specific word chosen for child in Eph. 5, 1 links this verse with Ch. 4, which spoke about that new nature which enables us to love, as God loves, to imitate God as dear children by walking in love.
To make this clearer, in this context, I also think of what the apostle Peter writes in the first chapter of his second letter, that through the power of Christ working in us we have become partakers of the divine nature, 2 Peter 2, 4. This does not mean that we have become divine, rather through the Holy Spirit we have been conformed to the likeness of Christ, once again bearing the image of God in true righteousness and holiness, which not only enables us, but also calls us to be imitators of God by walking in true love, as God loves us. Thus reflecting the image of Him whose children we are.
That’s why we can never say this is too high a calling. After all, God Himself will work this in us by His power. I may refer here to what the apostle Paul writes in Ch. 3 of this same letter. In this chapter, he prays for the members of the congregation in Ephesus that God may grant them, according to the riches of His glory, to be strengthened with might through His Spirit in the inner man, vs. 16 of this chapter. God Himself will strengthen us with His power. Who are we then to say this is beyond what I can do. The Holy Spirit who dwells within us will enable us to live on the level that God commands us to live. Hence, Ch. 4, 30, we should be careful not to grieve the Spirit, by living a life away from God. Instead, let us cling to that power by which we are able to produce fruits, the fruit of the Spirit, which also includes ‘love’. Hence, the command, “Be imitators of God… and walk in love…”
I like to note that the word ‘love’ mentioned here is more than just a feeling. It’s not something that is going to happen to you because you had some quiet time with the LORD. It’s not something that is going to happen to you, because you sincerely want it to happen to you. Instead, it’s something that is going to happen to you, when you make a conscious choice to love others around you. In other words, it requires a commitment from our side. Even stronger, it is a command, which we have to obey unconditionally, even when we don’t feel like it. 
It is a command, for example in marriage, even when it might be hard at times, due to some brokenness in marriage. If at times, it may cross your mind that as husband or wife, you live with somebody that is unlovable and therefore it is difficult to keep on loving that person, remember this: if you possess the nature of God, you are commanded to love. Of course, this does not only apply to marriage relationships, but in all relationships, we are called to show this love. 

In the continuation of our text Paul says, “Walk in love, as Christ also has loved us and given Himself for us, and offering and sacrifice to God for a sweet smelling aroma.” Hence, the standard for loving is the way Christ loved us: unconditional, even to people we think might not be deserving of our love. Be imitators of God as dear children. Dear – i.e. loved by God; hence, we too are called to walk in love, because we ourselves have been loved so much! 
If you want to know how much we have been loved by God, turn back to Ch. 1 of this letter, where we read that in love God predestined us to adoption as sons through Jesus Christ to Himself, Ch. 1, 5, and this, beloved, totally undeserved. After all, we totally lost our right to be God’s children when Adam sinned, and we in him. Yet God chose us to be His before the foundation of the world, even though at that time God knew already what would happen. He chose us to have us back in His family by being born again, providing Jesus Christ as the sacrifice for our sins. I also  think of what Paul writes in Ch. 2, 4 + 5, “…” Finally, in Ch. 3, 17 it reads, through faith in Christ we are rooted and grounded in love. This means having put on that new garment, woven from spiritual fibres, we have to radiate love in all that we do. It is the soil, from which our life in Christ springs forth. Hence, Ch. 4, 2: “With all lowliness and gentleness, with longsuffering, bear with one another in love.”
Bear with one another – that is have patience with each other. That makes relationships last. Then you will forbear, even when things are bad. Why is this? The answer is because you have become a new man, which has the nature of God in him. You have been loved and you have now made the choice to love the people around you with that same love, being imitators of God as dear children.
II
Having seen why we have to imitate God, in the second point of the sermon we will now focus on in what way we have to imitate God. I realize that somehow we already touched on this in the first point of the sermon. Yet I still would like to say a bit more about it, having first a closer look at the actual word Paul is using: imitating!
To imitate – the Greek word used for this verb is closely related to the English word mimic or mime, which is the technique of expressing an idea or mood or portraying a character entirely by gesture and bodily movement without the use of words. When applying this to the words, we read in our text, “Be imitators of God as dear children and walk in love,” it means, don’t talk about God’s love first of all, but walk in His love, live it, express it. Walk in love – this refers to a lifestyle determined by love in which we imitate the love God has shown to us.

To be able to do this, beloved, to walk in the love, to imitate the love God has shown to us, the first thing needed is to have true knowledge of God’s love. We can only be imitators of God, if we know God, know what God is like. How do we receive this knowledge? The simple answer is by studying God’s Word in which God has revealed Himself to us, who He is.
To underline how important this knowledge is I like to pass on an example, which I read in preparation for this morning’s sermon. Just imagine the following: a male person is walking along the street. Whilst walking, he sees a nice girl coming from the opposite direction. He walks up to her and says to her, “I love you?” Amazed by this comment, the girl responds, “How can you say this, you don’t even know me.” The point of this example is you can only love a person truly, because you know that person. True love means knowing each other, knowing from heart to heart. Well, applying this to the text chosen for this morning’s sermon, this means in order to love God, you have to get to know Him. Well, to get to know God, we have to open the Bible, discussing with one another also the riches of God’s Word. That brings you close to God, beloved. Then you learn how living life with God makes life beautiful. Then you want indeed to be clothed with that garment woven by spiritual fibres, i.e. the garment Christ gives us by the regenerating power of the Holy Spirit within us, as Paul writes about in the concluding part of Ch. 4.
To get to know God this way, beloved, requires making time for it on a daily basis. But isn’t that what love is all about: making time for it, time to listen and to share. That’s how it goes within every true loving relationship. Well the same applies also to our relationship with God: time to listen and to share. First to listen: by opening God’s Word and then mediating upon it. Next, having listened to God this way, we want to thank God, praying also for help to live now from the riches we read about in his Word. All this indeed takes time and effort, each day anew. Yet to be truly able to walk in love, to love others with the same love God has shown to us, to be an imitator of God as His dear child: all this indeed starts, beloved, with making time to get to know God by opening his Word and praying for help to live in accordance with His Word. Making time for it – not just quickly and then off again, since life is simply too hectic. Try to schedule it. Find an appropriate timeslot and stick to it. If you do so, you will soon discover how God will bless this.
“Therefore be imitators of God as dear children and walk in love.” Walk in love by imitating God’s love. This brings us back to the connection with Ch. 4, especially the last verse of this chapter. Reading our text in its proper context, we should read it as follows, 
“Be kind to one another… forgiving one another, even as God in Christ forgave you. Be imitators of God, therefore, as dearly loved children and live a life of love, just as Christ loved us and gave Himself up for us as fragrant offering and sacrifice to God.”

See there, beloved, how we have to imitate God, have to imitate in particular God’s love. Which bring us to the next question: what kind of love is this, which God requires of us? 

In one of the commentaries, I read on this text,
 the author writes, the love mentioned in our text first has to be a forgiving love. Since God the Father forgave us through the work of Christ, we are to forgive one another. This is love’s nature. The author of this commentary writes, “Only through knowing ourselves to be forgiven we are set free to forgive others lovingly.”
 To say it in words I have used in sermons before, only when we have truly understood what grace is all about, i.e. the price needed to be paid for my sins – thus looking at the grace I need to be forgiven, I will become also much more ready and willing to forgive others. As long as we think, I’m not doing too bad in comparison to others, who are much more in need of forgiveness than I am – where this attitude prevails, Br. & Sr., we will naturally have a hard time in loving and forgiving others. Yet when I see how sinful I am myself, how much deserving God’s wrath, and yet declared not guilty by God because of Christ’s sacrifice on the cross –everything changes. Well, that’s what Paul stresses in our text, when reading it in the context I mentioned before.
Beloved, nobody can act as badly towards us as we have acted towards God, and yet He has forgiven us. You will only see the great miracle of this, beloved, when you start owing up to your sins each day anew, not sweet talking them by saying it could be worse, but calling a spade a spade so to speak, mentioning the sins by name and the marvelling that God will still adopt us for His children and heirs.

That’s Eph. 5, 1, “Therefore be imitators of God as dear children.” I still a child of God, totally forgiven, still loved by the Father?  This, beloved, will give an incentive to imitate that love, showing that same love now also to others, as a new creature in Christ, wearing that new garment woven by spiritual fibre. In this context, I also think of the parallel section of our text in Paul’s letter to the Colossians, Col. 3, 12 – 14, “…” These last words show that the garment of which Paul speaks is held together by the clasp of love as the bond of perfection. 

We are called to walk in love as forgiven sinners. As I mentioned it before, only when we see how much we have been forgiven ourselves, we will be set free to love others in imitation of God.  Next, the love spoken about in our text is also a giving love, in other words not just forgiving but also giving. Also with respect to this aspect, we have to be imitators of God, from whom we have received everything. God gave us life. He gave us a place in the midst of creation; a creation even though marred by sin, still a fascinating world, in which God gave us a task to fulfil, whereby on a daily basis God also provides us with all that we need to be able to do this task to His glory. 
In addition, to know what it really means that God is a giving God, think of the gift of His Son, who was sent by God into this world to atone for our sins. In Romans 5, 8 it reads, “God demonstrates His own love for us in this: while we were yet sinners Christ died for us.” I also think of Jesus own words in John 15, 13, “Greater love has no one than this, than to lay down one’s life for his friends.” Well, that’s how Christ gave Himself for us to the point of death, even death on the cross, Phil. 2, 8. In one of the commentaries I read, “The greatest expression of love is not that it gives things or even that it gives up things, but that it gives itself.”

Well, beloved in this too we are to be imitators of God as dear children, walking in love, not only in forgiving one another, but also in giving ourselves to one another. What this means may become clear from an example I read somewhere about a couple having some marital difficulties.
 During a counselling session with their counsellor at a certain point, the husband aired his frustration concerning his wife as follows, “I don’t understand it. I have given you anything a woman could want: a nice house, a car, clothes…,” and so the list went on. When the husband finally stopped, his wife replied, “That’s true, John. You have given me everything…but not yourself.” It’s just an example, yet it’s often so true. We don’t mind to bring sacrifices in giving things, even in giving a lot. Yet more often than not, we are afraid to really give ourselves. Why is this? The answer is because we are afraid to get hurt in the process and so we stick to ourselves, not letting anyone close. However, when we cling to God we don’t have to be afraid of this. He will provide us with what we need also in giving ourselves to others in true giving love.
“Therefore be imitators of God as dear children and walk in love.” Walk in love – as I mentioned it before this refers to a lifestyle that is rooted in love. Hence, the love spoken about in our text also is a living love. We are to live this love as Christ lived it, loving us, vs. 2, “giving Himself for us…” In a word, in our text God calls us to live a life of love, each day. How are we do this? The answer to this question, Br. & Sr., we find in the concluding part of Ch. 4, which gives us a brief outline of such a life of love:
· Vs. 25, put off lying and speak truthfully with your neighbour always

· Vs. 26, do away with all anger, let the sun not go down over your wrath

· Vs. 28, put off stealing and work for a living instead

· Vs. 29, do away with all corruption in speech, instead seek to edify one another

· Vs. 31, let go of all bitterness, evil speaking, and malice, instead be kind, compassionate and forgiving towards one another
See there, beloved, what it means to walk in love, what it means to be imitators of God as dear children. I realize, we cannot do this in own strength. The garment we wear from ourselves does not have these spiritual fibres. Yet renewed by the Spirit of Christ we have received a new garment, a new life, in which once again we are able to reflect the image of God.
“Therefore be imitators of God as dear children and walk in love.” At first sight, these words may indeed come across as a startling admonition. How are we sinful creatures ever be able to imitate God? Yet we can in and through Christ, who through His Spirit daily wants to renew us after His image. Hence, the call to imitate God is nothing else but a reference to our new life in Christ. 
In closing, I still want to make one comment. Earlier on in the sermon I mentioned, the Greek word used for ‘to imitate’ is closely related to the English word mimic, which means to copy closely, to repeat someone’s speech, actions, or behaviour. However, you can only do this when you spent a lot of time with such a person. Again, the same applies to the words of our text. Hence, to heed the apostolic call to be imitators of God, we need to live close to God always, close to God in reading the Bible, in prayer, in worshipping God. When you do so, beloved, the fruit will indeed be that your life becomes more and more a God-like life, i.e. a life in which we want to serve God and also want to show others how great it is to be a child of this God.

Beloved, may God help all of us daily to live this way, imitating God as dear children by walking in love, i.e. by reflecting the love, which God showed us first.
Amen.
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