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BE IMITATORS OF GOD 
Ephesians 5:1-2 (No. 33) 

Treasuring Christ Church – Pastor Boyd Johnson  
December 27, 2015 

INTRODUCTION 

It’s that time of year again that everyone begins making resolutions.  Got any of those you’re 
making this year?  And that’s, of course, a good thing: A new year to start fresh on things we’d 
like to see different.  In the providence of God, the two sentences of Scripture that we’ll study 
this morning come at a great time.  These are two powerful sentences.  In two sentences, the 
whole of the Christian life is contained.  If these two sentences were believed and obeyed they 
would: 

• transform your life this year, 
• transform this church this year, and 
• influence those around you. 

Without a doubt, obedience to the commands in these two sentences are God’s will for your life 
in 2016.  And I pray that you’ll resolve to strive to obey the two commands found in these two 
sentences—making them a kind of new year’s resolution. 

Eph 5:1-2  Therefore be imitators of God, as beloved children. 2 And walk in love, as Christ loved 
us and gave himself up for us, a fragrant offering and sacrifice to God. 

 
Paul is beginning a new section in his letter with verse 1 and that’s signaled by the word 
“therefore.”  “Therefore,” of course points backward.   

Earlier Paul has commanded that we learn to put off the old self and to put on the new self (4:24) 
“created after the likeness of God.”  And then 4:25-32 give us a number of examples of how this 
truth should transform the life of a Christian.  So as chapter 5 begins, Paul is reaching back to 
this truth that we’ve been created after the likeness of God.  And on the basis of who we’ve 
become as new creations in Christ, Paul gives two commands in vv. 1-2. 

The first command is found in verse 1. . .  

I. IMITATE GOD 

v. 1: Therefore be imitators of God, as beloved children. 

The first command is “be imitators of God, as beloved children.”  The word for “imitate” is 
mimhth,j.  Sounds like mimic.  And that’s the basic idea here.  We are to mimic our God.  As 
children of God our Father, we are to follow after him and mimic him.  Children are wired to 
imitate, aren’t they?  Often, a child’s behavior or likes or dislikes is an imitation of what they’ve 
seen at home or at school or among friends.  And it’s the same with us.  The people and things 
that influence us do so often because we imitate what we’ve seen—whether for good or bad.  We 
become like who we imitate.   
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In the realm of faith, it’s great to have godly examples who we know and can follow after.  I’m 
thankful to God for the spiritual influences in my life—especially men whom I’ve sought to 
imitate.  I can make a list of men ever since I was saved as a freshman in college who I’ve 
patterned my life after.  Not simply skills in the ministry, but attitudes, character traits, 
devotional and worship practices.   

I wrote a note several years ago to one of my heroes of the faith.  He had meant so much in my 
life and I wanted to pay him the highest compliment I could think of. And I remembered, 
Hebrews 13:7: “Remember your leaders, those who spoke to you the word of God. Consider the 
outcome of their way of life, and imitate their faith.” So I wrote him a short note and signed off, 
“Imitating your faith, Boyd.”  

We who are parents know the need for great role models in our children’s lives.  We hope that as 
parents we ourselves are role models for our children.  But the truth is that we need churches full 
of role models for our kids.  We need heroes of the faith here. And more is better.  The children 
of this church watch you in worship and in the life of the church.  They are reading you. They are 
learning from you.  One of the reasons disharmony in the life of a church is so damaging is not 
just because it creates divisions, but because of what it teaches children about the church.  One 
prominent pastor in Atlanta describes the time when he was in 8th grade and a deacon punched 
his father—who was an associate pastor—in the face. It made a lasting impression on the boy.   

But the role model here is not each other—as important as that is—it is God himself.  We 
children of God are to imitate our Father God.  And this idea is found all over Scripture. For 
example: 

Lev. 11:44: [God says to Israel]: I am the Lord your God. Consecrate yourselves therefore, and be 
holy, for I am holy. 

Peter picks up that idea in his first letter: 

1 Pet 1:14-16: As obedient children, do not be conformed to the passions of your former 
ignorance, but as he who called you is holy, you also be holy in all your conduct, since it is 
written, “You shall be holy, for I am holy.” 

And Jesus taught the same thing: 

Matt 5:48: You therefore must be perfect, as your heavenly Father is perfect. 

And there are many other examples.  So the idea is not new.  But this is the only place in 
Scripture that commands us to imitate God.  The word “be” is in the present tense.  This should 
be a developing quality about our lives.  There should be measurable growth in your life in 2016 
in your imitation of God.  Others should be able to look at your life and believe there is 
something of God about you. 

If there isn’t—if the thought of God doesn’t cross a person’s mind because of you—if your life 
isn’t characterized by the righteousness of God—then you must entertain the very real 
probability that you don’t know him.  You may know lots about him.  You may have had 
spiritual experiences.  You may have been raised in the church.   
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But if you aren’t like him, you don’t know him and therefore you’re not saved at all.  The 
imitation of God is not simply the calling of pastors.  This is a command to you.  It’s not a 
suggestion.  God means for you to feel the duty of imitating God.  You are to feel the weight of 
that responsibility.  This is your calling.  This is the will of God for you.  If you don’t orient your 
life to imitate your God, then you disobey him and perhaps reveal that he isn’t your God. 

The next phrase gives us motivation to imitate our God. 

v. 1: be imitators of God, as beloved children. 

Since we are his children, we should imitate him, our Father.  This is the principle of “be who 
you are,” which we saw in chapter 4.  Our practice should match our position.  What we do 
should match who we are.  You are God’s children, therefore, act like him. 

Here, we are called his “beloved.”  The word “beloved’ (agaphto,j) is rich with meaning in the 
Scriptures.  It simply means “the one who is loved.”  But in Classical times, the word referred to 
a parents’ only child to whom they gave all their love and affection.  The beloved child felt 
secure and content because of the parents’ devoted love.  In the Septuagint (Greek translation of 
the OT during Paul’s day), the word is used when God gives Abraham the command to sacrifice 
Isaac: 

Ge 22:2: He said, “Take your son, your only son Isaac, whom you love, and go to the land of 
Moriah, and offer him there as a burnt offering on one of the mountains of which I shall tell you.” 

God uses it at Jesus’ baptism to describe Jesus—who truly is his only son. 

Mt 3:17: and behold, a voice from heaven said, “This is my beloved Son, with whom I am well 
pleased.” 

Paul uses it to describe all Christians in Rome. 

Ro 1:7: To all those in Rome who are loved by God and called to be saints 

And here, “beloved” describes all Christians, even you.  Don’t let this be some abstract 
theological truth that’s “out there” somewhere.  You go to the Grand Canyon and it’s big and 
majestic and you admire it—but it’s “out there.”  But when you have a child and you hold the 
child for the first time—every detail is admired—the softness of the skin, the chubby legs, the 
delicate hands, the warm eyes—this is your child.  So, yes, this is God’s love for all his children.  
But this love is a personal love for you individually.  He loves you as if you were his only child.  

This word “children” is the word for “little children” (te,knon)—a child so young that he is 
dependent upon his parents.  It’s a closer relationship that simply “son” or “daughter.”  If you are 
his, you are his beloved little child.  So as God’s beloved child, imitate him: not to gain love and 
acceptance from God, but because we are loved and accepted. 

Freedom is found here.  To be able to pray, share your faith, read your Bible, give your money, 
serve your God from love and acceptance; not for love and acceptance.  We are his and we are 
loved. Therefore, imitate him.  This is the gospel! The gospel is grace.  We don’t earn salvation.   
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And we don’t earn this status of beloved children.  It’s given as a grace.  His love for you is so 
free, so full of grace, so unconditional that he decided before the foundation of the world to show 
his love to you (Eph 1:4).  So mimic your Father as his precious, loved little child. 

The second command is. . .  

II. WALK IN LOVE 

v. 2: And walk in love, as Christ loved us and gave himself up for us, a fragrant offering and 
sacrifice to God. 

This is the third time we’ve seen the command to “walk” and it won’t be the last. 

• 4:1-16: walk in unity (4:1: “walk in a manner worthy. . . (v.3) eager to maintain the unity 
of the Spirit”) 

• 4:17-32: walk in holiness (4:17: “you must no longer walk as the Gentiles do”) 
• 5:1-6: walk in love (5:2: “walk in love”) 
• 5:7-14: walk in light (5:8: “at one time you were darkness, but now you are light in the 

Lord. Walk as children of light” 
• 5:15-6:9: “walk in wisdom (5:15: “Look carefully then how you walk, not as unwise but 

as wise”) 

To walk in love is to live a life of love.  And love is “seeking the highest good in the one loved.”  
Now, the two commands in vv. 1-2, you’ll notice, are joined by the word “and” (kai).  kai is 
more flexible in Greek than it is in English.  Here, the second command explains the first. 

There would be many ways we could imitate God, but the way Paul specifically has in mind is to 
love as he loves.  Imitate God by loving as he loves.  And how should we love? 

The answer is the rest of verse 2. . .  

v. 2: walk in love, as Christ loved us and gave himself up for us, a fragrant offering and sacrifice 
to God 

So love as Christ loved.  You have the love of the Father in verse 1.  And the love of Christ in 
verse 2.  And the standard of our love is the way Christ loved us.  We are to love others in the 
same way.  And the way Paul gives is the greatest act of love of all time—Christ giving himself 
up for us. 

“Gave. . . up” comes from the word paradi,dwmi  It’s a word loaded with significance in the NT.  
It is linked to the idea of Jesus standing in our place as our substitute.  Jesus said his mission was 
“to give his life as a ransom for many” (Mk 10:45).  Christ’s words that we remember at 
communion are “this is my body which is for you” (1 Cor 11:24).  Christ as our substitute was 
part of the apostolic teaching handed down to the church. Paul says in 1 Cor 15:3 that he taught 
“Christ died for sins.”  The word paradi,dwmi is used in verses like:  

Ro 4:25: [Jesus] was delivered up for our trespasses and raised for our justification. 
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Ro 8:32: He who did not spare his own Son but gave him up for us all, how will he not also with 
him graciously give us all things? 

In many verses, just like this one, it’s clear that Jesus himself willingly died on our behalf. 

Ga 1:4: who gave himself for our sins to deliver us from the present evil age, according to the will 
of our God and Father, 

1 Ti 2:6: who gave himself as a ransom for all, which is the testimony given at the proper time. 

Tit 2:14: who gave himself for us to redeem us from all lawlessness and to purify for himself a 
people for his own possession who are zealous for good works. 

Ga 2:20: I have been crucified with Christ. It is no longer I who live, but Christ who lives in me. 
And the life I now live in the flesh I live by faith in the Son of God, who loved me and gave 
himself for me. 

Eph 5:25: Husbands, love your wives, as Christ loved the church and gave himself up for her, 

So the word is important for understanding Christ’s substitutionary atonement. This is at the 
center of the gospel.  Christ came to stand in the place of his people to receive the wrath of God 
and save his people from their sins.  He gave himself up for that. That was his mission.  And he 
did it willingly. 

That’s emphasized in two ways.  First, by the reflexive pronoun “himself”—“he gave himself 
up.”  And, second, by that last phrase, “a fragrant offering and sacrifice to God.”  This is a 
familiar phrase from the OT that describes God’s acceptance of a sacrifice offered by the 
worshiper willingly and wholeheartedly.  As I said last week, he was born to die.  He planned for 
his death. He intended his death. He desired his death in order to save you.  Jesus didn’t merely 
suffer a few bruises for you.  To paraphrase another pastor: 

• His skull was formed so that a crown of thorns could pierce his head 
• He had a broad back so that he could receive the blows of the whip 
• He had hands so that nails could be driven through 
• He had a brain and nervous system so that he could feel the full pain of the Father’s wrath 

for sins. 

If our worth comes from being made in God’s image, how much more was Christ’s life worth in 
that he is God?  So the sacrifice was great. . .  

Jn 15:13: [Jesus said] Greater love has no one than this, that someone lay down his life for his 
friends. 

So this is the standard of love that we are to love others by.  In order for you to love others as 
Jesus loved, it necessarily will cost you.  And since the verb “walk” is in the present tense, we 
know that costly, sacrificial love must characterize our life.  The standard, therefore, of sacrifice 
is the utmost.  The standard of generosity is lavishness.  Let’s not tip in. 
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We give waiters tips because we have to, not usually because we want to.  Let’s not give God 
mere tips.  Let’s let our sacrifice of love for others be all in.  And, once again, we don’t do this to 
earn acceptance with God.  Jesus’ death is a fragrant offering and sacrifice to God.  That’s the 
language of God accepting the sacrifice.  God accepted Christ on your behalf.  Therefore, if you 
are in Christ, you have been accepted.  So we don’t sacrifice in love for others because we want 
to earn favor with God—we do it because we already have favor and we’re therefore free to risk 
and to lavishly love. 

CONCLUSION 

So as you prepare for 2016, dream a plan for imitating God and loving people.  Pray big prayers 
for how God might use you—how he might change your family, change your marriage, change 
this body, change this city. . .  
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