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IMITATE YOUR GOD 

Ephesians 4:30-5:2 | Twelfth Sunday after Pentecost | August 13/16, 2015 

Be imitators of God, therefore, as dearly loved children. 

Jesus

Dearly loved children of God, 

It is natural for children to imitate their 

parents. Sometimes this is cute and 

heartwarming. The little boy who follows his 

dad around with a plastic mower while he 

cuts the grass. The little girl who bakes 

pretend cakes and pies in a toy oven while 

her mother is in the kitchen baking real ones. 

Sometimes it’s not so cute, like when your 

little boy repeats the string of four letter 

words that you let out when the hammer met 

your thumb, or when your little girl repeats 

what you said about the neighbors in front of 

the neighbors. One of the biggest 

disappointments parents can face is 

watching their children turn into them. We 

want our kids to be better than us, but 

they’re just the same. They inherit our sinful 

nature. They mimic our sinful behavior. 

Today God in his Word offers us a better 

model for our imitation: himself. Paul 

encourages us to IMITATE OUR GOD. We 

do that by first remembering his profound 

love for us, and then by reflecting that love 

to others. 

I. Remember His Love for You 

I’ll be blunt. We don’t have a chance to do 

what Paul tells us to do in our text. Not on 

our own. Not by our strength. Not by the 

natural ability within us. We may as well try 

to paint the sky green or drain the Pacific 

with a thimble. Earlier in this same letter 

Paul wrote about our natural spiritual 

ability: As for you, you were dead in your 

transgressions and sins (2:1). We are 

spiritually lifeless by nature, utterly unable 

to love and serve our God and neighbor. 

Paul describes what we are prone to by 

nature: bitterness, rage and anger, brawling 

and slander, along with every form of 

malice. That an ugly list. It’s even uglier 

when you see it looking back at you from the 

mirror every morning. We’ve all bitterly held 

on to a grudge against someone. We all 

become angry and lose our cool. We all use 

our words to tear down rather than build up. 

There really is no form of evil that is 

unknown to us. Whether we do these things 

with our hands or in our hearts, we sinners 

all stand guilty before the piercing gaze of an 

all-knowing and holy God. 

Our guilt grieves the Holy Spirit. Think of 

the dad who discovers that his son is guilty 

of murder. He buries his head in his hands 

and weeps. Our sins, the evil we do and the 

good we fail to do – all have the same effect 

on our God. Our sins grieve him. 

But God did not wallow in grief over our 

sins. He acted. The God of perfect justice 

who hates our sin, is also the God of perfect 

grace of loves us “with an everlasting love” 

(Jeremiah 31:3). That love moved him to send 

his one and only Son. John wrote in his first 

epistle: This is love: not that we loved God, 

but that he loved us and sent his Son as an 

atoning sacrifice for our sins (4:1). 

Paul shares a similar thought in our text. He 

tells us that Christ loved us and gave 
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himself up for us as a fragrant offering and 

sacrifice to God. 

Those words take us all the way back to the 

Old Testament, to the temple and to the 

sacrifices that were offered there. The noise 

of sheep and cattle. The glint of the priests’ 

knives as they did their butchering. The 

blood that flowed like little rivers in the 

sand. The sacrificial rites that were both ugly 

and beautiful at the same time, all that blood 

and the smoke of the burnt offerings, taught 

the people an important lesson: sin costs a 

life. Without the shedding of blood there is 

no forgiveness (Hebrews 9:22).  

In many Old Testament passages the 

sacrifices offered at the temple are described 

as “a pleasing aroma.” Paul describes Jesus’ 

sacrifice with similar words. Christ loved us 

and gave himself up for us as a fragrant 

offering and sacrifice to God. When Jesus 

offered himself on the sacrificial altar of the 

cross, God was pleased. 

You see, with Christ’s sacrifice God found a 

way to satisfy both his perfect justice and his 

perfect love. God’s justice won’t allow him to 

overlook and ignore sin. But instead of 

punishing us for our sins, instead of 

condemning us to the eternal hellfire we 

deserve, in perfect love for us he punished 

and condemned Jesus.  

Our text says that Christ gave himself up for 

us. That could be translated Christ gave 

himself up in place of us. Just as countless 

lambs on ancient altars were sacrificed in 

place of sinners, so Jesus, a lamb without 

blemish or defect (1 Peter 1:19), was 

sacrificed once for all sinners. The difference? 

Jesus’ sacrifice was not just an object lesson, a 

vivid picture that needed to be repeated 

again and again, day after day. Jesus’ 

sacrifice actually paid for our sins. Jesus took 

our place in life and in death. His sinless life 

and sacrificial death count for us. 

And what is the result of all this? One word. 

One beautiful, glorious, comfort-filled word, 

a word that is music to our ears: forgiveness. 

In Christ God forgave you, Paul wrote. Not 

may forgive you. Not probably will forgive 

you. Not might forgive you if you do this or 

that, but forgave you. Past tense. A done 

deal. “It is finished” (John 19:30). Luther 

said something striking about forgiveness. 

He said “where there is forgiveness of sins 

there is also life and salvation.” Because 

Jesus won our forgiveness, we have peace 

with God and the promise of eternal 

pleasures at [his] right hand (Psalm 16:11). 

II. Reflect His Love to Others 

And that’s not all. Earlier I told you that we 

can’t do what Paul tells us to do in our text. 

Not on our own. We are not on our own. We 

are baptized children of God, believers 

nourished by the Bread of Life and 

empowered to live a life of love, empowered 

to imitate God’s love for us. As John wrote so 

simply yet eloquently: We love because he 

first loved us (1 John 4:19). 

When Paul tells us to respond to God’s grace 

and forgiveness by imitating him in a life of 

love, what does such a life look like? What 

kind of love are we talking about? Our text 

describes if for us. Be kind and 

compassionate to one another, forgiving 

each other, just as in Christ God forgave 

you. 

In response to God undeserved kindness to 

us, we are to be kind to one another. What 

does this mean? Kindness is one of those 

things that you just know it when you see it. 
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Kindness is holding the door for the elderly 

lady. Kindness is helping your neighbor 

chased down his dog when it gets lose. 

Kindness is taking a stressed-out friend to 

lunch and just listening. Kindness is going 

out of your way to be nice to the kid at 

school that everyone picks on. Kindness is 

looking for opportunities to help someone in 

need. 

Next Paul tells us to be compassionate. The 

Greek word used here is interesting. It comes 

from the word splangkna, a word that means 

“intestines” or “guts.” (One day in class at 

the seminary I sneezed really loudly. The 

professor stopped his lecture and asked, 

“Did you get any splangkna on your notes?”) 

This word has the idea that when you see 

someone in need you’re moved in your guts, 

you get a little sick to your stomach, you feel 

pity for them. The same word is used to 

describe Jesus’ reaction when he came across 

a widow whose only son had just died. Luke 

tells us, “When the Lord saw her, his heart 

went out to her” (Luke 7:13). He felt for her 

right down in his guts. God feels the same 

kind of compassion for us. His compassion 

for us moves us to show compassion to 

others. Sometimes we get so wrapped up in 

our own stresses and problems that we 

forget about others and their problems. The 

more we remember our Lord’s compassion 

toward us, the more we will show 

compassion to others. 

Last on the list, and most certainly not least, 

Paul mentions forgiving each other. C. S 

Lewis said, “We all agree that forgiveness is 

a beautiful idea until we have to practice 

it.” Forgiving those who wrong and hurt us 

is hard. It doesn’t come naturally. Our 

natural inclination is to seek revenge, to hurt 

them back, to make them pay. 

How can we do this? How can we sinners 

forgive our fellow sinners? Paul tells us: 

Forgive each other just as in Christ, God 

forgave you. There’s the key: Christ. His 

blood, his cross and the forgiveness he won 

for us by them. Only when I understand my 

own brokenness, my total depravity, my 

deep need for forgiveness, only when I 

understand the totality of God’s forgiveness 

in Christ, that the blood of Jesus purifies me 

from all sin (1 John 1:7) am I empowered to 

forgive others. 

My friends, washed in the blood of Christ 

and empowered by his gracious pardon, you 

can forgive others. You can forgive your 

husband for his impatience and harsh words. 

You can forgive your wife for her selfishness 

and worrying. You can forgive your child for 

his laziness. You can forgive your parents for 

losing their temper with you. You can 

forgive your classmate and coworker. You 

can forgive your bitterest enemy and your 

dearest friend. You can even forgive those 

who couldn’t care less whether you forgive 

them or not. Why? How? Because in Christ, 

God forgave you. 

By the way, if I may offer one practical piece 

of advice. When you forgive someone, tell 

them that you forgive. If someone asks for 

your forgiveness don’t say, “Oh, don’t worry 

about it. It’s no big deal.” It is a big deal. Sin 

always is. Instead, say to them: “I forgive 

you. And, more importantly, so does Jesus.” 

Proclaim forgiveness in Christ. 

When people see us, they should see our 

God. They should see Jesus. They should see 

his grace and mercy, his kindness and 

compassion. They should feel his forgiving 

heart. And when they don’t, when we are a 

lot less Christ-like than we ought to be, how 

wonderful it is that we can run back to his 
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cross, throw our arms around it and know 

that his holy blood still cleanses us of every 

sin. 

“Imitation is the highest form of flattery.” So 

the old saying goes. My friends, when we 

imitate our God, we are seeking to do a lot 

more than flatter him. We imitate him to 

thank him for his love. We imitate him to 

worship him for his grace. We imitate him to 

make his compassion known to all. Brothers 

and sisters, imitate your God, because you 

are his dearly loved children and that’s just 

what children do. Amen. 

S.D.G. 


