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“The Ultimate Imitation”      Text – Eph. 5:1-2       NT Reading – John 13:1-17

Congregation of the Lord Jesus Christ,
If you or your family are anything like me and mine, you will be familiar with perhaps one of the most annoying games on the face of the earth.  It’s called mimicking.  
And it occurs when one child decides to mimic or imitate another child:  
“Dad, could you pass the butter, please?”  “Dad, could you pass the butter, please?”  
 “You’re so childish!”  “You’re so childish!” 
“Dad, can you tell him to stop?”  “Dad, can you tell him to stop?”  And so it goes…

Well, despite this annoying manifestation of mimicking, mimicking itself is a very important method of learning.  
Br. Ben and Sr. Franci have recently been blessed with the birth of their daughter, Esther.  And now, they are going to be very much absorbed with mimicry as a tool for learning.  
And this means we can safely assume that in time Esther will speak fluent English and Afrikaans.  We know that her mother tongue will not be Swahili or Portuguese.  
We know that she will wear skirts and dresses rather than loin clothes or saris.  
That is how God has made us.  We are born mimics.  We learn by imitating.  

And the Apostle knows this very well.  He knows that each of us are imitators.  
His opening command of this section is found in 4:17.  There he said, “You must no longer live as the Gentiles do.” In other words, stop imitating the Gentiles.
And then, in vv25-29, he began to spell out what this wrong imitation looked like.  

In v30, though, he grounded these instructions in relationship.  
He reminded the Lord’s people that we live, not to keep a set of rules and regulations, but to please the Holy Spirit who lives in us.  

And then he went on to focus in on the underlying heart motives that lay behind some of these behaviours, like bitterness, anger, and malice.  
And instead of being this type of person, he called believers to “become” kind, compassionate, and forgiving persons.  

And at the end of v32, he anticipates a question from his readers.  
Knowing that the question likely to be asked is “Why must I become this kind, compassionate, and forgiving person?”, he says, You are to become kind, compassionate, and forgiving, because “in Christ, God forgave you.”  

And with this call, he introduced what he now moves on to explore further in vv1-2: imitation.  Instead of imitating the Gentiles, he calls believers to be imitators of God.  
He holds before them and us a different ‘model’ as the object of imitation.  

And so, having called believers to seek the Spirit’s smile, in 4:30, and shown them how to seek the Spirit’s smile in vv31-32, here in 5:1-2, Paul further explains how to seek the Spirit’s Smile.
And he does this by calling believers to a childlike imitation, and a selfless affection; our two points.
Firstly then, Paul further explains how to seek the Spirit’s smile by calling believers to a childlike imitation.

	He says, “Be imitators of God.”  
	Again, as I have already said, Paul knows that we are born imitators.  
	If we think back to the Garden of Eden, Genesis 2:7 tells us that when God created man he said, “Let us make man in our image.”
	And what does an image do?  It reflects, it imitates, it copies, exactly.  
	If you hold a mirror up before your face, it is not possible for you to do one thing and your image in the mirror to do another; images imitate.


	And to begin with, this is exactly what Adam and eve did; they imitated God, perfectly.


	But then came the Fall.  And in the Fall, Adam and Eve chose, instead, to imitate the Devil.  
	They didn’t lose the ability to imitate.  No, what they lost was the ability to imitate God, perfectly.  Now, they would only imitate the devil, unless God worked grace in their hearts and allowed them to begin, once again, to imitate Him.


	And so, six times in the NT alone, this Greek word mimaytai, from which we get the English word mimic, is used by way of command.  
	Mimic or imitate God, or imitate me, or imitate the other churches.  
	And here too, “Be imitators of God.”  
	Mimic God.  Imitate God.  Copy God.  Be like God.  Do as God does.  

All of these are bound up in what is here commanded.  

	Now, let me ask you a question with this command in mind: What does it mean to be a Christian?  Christianity means imitating God.  
	And we see this elsewhere in the Bible, also.  
	In 1 Peter 1:16, God says, “Be holy, even as I am holy.”  

In 1 John 3:2, the Apostle says, “Dear friends, now we are children of God, and what we will be has not yet been made known.  But we know that when He appears, we shall be like Him.”  
	Christianity is imitating God.  Christianity is all about becoming more and more like God.  


	Now, before we go on to see in what manner we are to imitate God, we need to note something about imitation itself.  Imagine for a moment, that we were having a talent quest in the next couple of weeks, and I wanted some of you to be a part of an item where you imitated certain celebrities or sportspersons or politicians.  Do you think if you agreed to do this that you would just turn up on the night and hope that you could imitate this person?  No, of course not.  You would have to study them; get to know how they do what they do, listen to how they talk, see what makes them tick, etc.  
	And so, this command to imitate God means that you must know God, that you must study God, that you must read His Word to learn more and more about Him, that you must read His Word so that you know how He talks.  
	You see, there are aspects of God that you cannot copy.  
	We call these His incommunicable attributes.  
	And incommunicable means unable to be communicated from one to the other.
	It means that those things about God that He simply cannot pass on to us.
	God is infinite, for instance.  We are not.  He has no beginning.  We do.  
	And so, God’s infinity cannot be imitated by us.
	God is also unchangeable.  He does not change, He does not age, He does not die, etc.  We do.  And so, we cannot imitate His unchangeableness.
	But there are many aspects of God that we can and must copy.
	We call these His communicable attributes; those things that He can communicate to us; those things that we can imitate.
	And these are things such as His holiness, His love, His truth, His goodness, His wisdom, etc.


	But to imitate these things, you need to know them, and study them, and explore them.


	And so, for example, to imitate the holiness of God, you need to know what holiness means in relation to God.  
	You need to know that the law reveals His holiness.  
	Boys and girls, we always read from the law in church on a Sunday morning.  And often we make use of the 10 commandments to do this.  
	And what the 10 commandments do is help us to see the holiness of God.  
	We learn from them how to be holy, even as He is holy.  
	We learn that as we resist idolatry, and avoid blasphemy, and treat Sunday as a different day to the other days, etc, we imitate God.  


	For example, can you remember the reason the fourth commandment gives why we are to treat Sunday differently than the other days?  
	Exodus 20:8 says, “Remember the Sabbath day ... six days you shall work but the seventh day is a Sabbath.  On it you shall not do any work ... For, in six days the Lord made the heavens and the earth … but He rested on the seventh day.”  

Imitate God, by resting on Sunday.  Be holy, even as He is holy.

	Every commandment then, whether it is expressly stated or not, is grounded in the holiness of God.  
	And this is why observing the law means being holy even as He is holy.


	And we can only learn and do this as we study His word.  
	Thus, this call to imitate God demands each of us to know Him, intimately, through His Word.


	But note, also, that Paul says more here about the manner of this imitation.  He goes on to say, “Be imitators of God, therefore, as dearly loved children.
	Paul knows that for better or for worse, children imitate their parents.  
	If Dad puts on a tool belt to work on the shed, little Jimmy wants to put on a tool belt to work on the shed.  

If Mum is busy mixing dough in the flour, little Susie wants to mix dough in the flour.  
But if Mum or Dad shout at one another with raised voices, we see that children, by imitation, often also shout at one another with a raised voice.  
	Imitation then, is a powerful inclination that all children have.  


	In John 8, Jesus was speaking to some of the people in the temple courts.  And seeking to reveal the extent of their unbelief, Jesus said to them, “You do what you have heard from your father … If God were your Father, you would love me … [but] you belong to your father, the devil, and you want to carry out your father's desire.”  
	And what Jesus reveals here is that every person on the face of the earth imitates a father as his child.  
	The unbeliever imitates the devil, his father.  
	The Christian, though, no longer has the devil as his father.  
	No, as a Christian, you have been taken from the devil’s family and adopted into the family of God.  
	Recall Ephesians 1:5: “In love, He predestined us to be adopted as His sons through Jesus Christ.”  
	The Creator of the heavens and the earth is now your father in every sense of the word.  
	He has purchased you with the blood of Jesus.  

He has redeemed you from your sin.  
He has welcomed you into His family.  
He has guaranteed you all the benefits of belonging to His family.  
He has revealed to you that you have a secure place in heaven.  
He has given you “every spiritual blessing.”  
	He is your Father in heaven!


	And so, let me ask you another question: What are you in Christ?  Have you ever thought about that?  If you boil it all down, what are you in Christ?  
	Well, you might say, “I am a Christian.”  True.  You might say, “I am a believer.”  True.  You might say, “I am forgiven.”  True.  
	But the essence of who you are in Christ is the wonderful reality that allows you to say, “I am a child of God!  I am a child of God!”  You now live in relationship with God, as your Father!  


	But don’t fail to notice the adjective used to describe your relationship with your Father here also.  
	You see, you are not just a child of God, as wonderful as that is.  You are a “dearly loved” child of God.  

For the fact is, congregation, that even unloved children imitate their parents.  
	But that imitation is nothing compared to the imitation of a dearly loved child.  
	Unloved children imitate their parents unthinkingly, and perhaps even hate themselves for doing it.  
	But dearly loved children imitate their parents because they want to, because they know they are loved, dearly.  


	And as His children, you are dearly loved by your Father in heaven.  
	“Be imitators of God, therefore, as dearly loved children.”


Well, having called us to child-like imitation as an explanation of how to seek the Spirit’s smile, Paul wants to explore this most beautiful concept even further in v2 as he calls us, also, to a selfless affection; our second point.

And he begins this call to self-less affection by saying, “And live a life of love.”  
Again, we are being called to a lifestyle; to a change of orientation; to a new frame of reference.  
As those who used to imitate the devil; the hate filled devil, as dearly loved children of God, we are to imitate the God who is love, as 1 John 4:16 reminds us.  

And the love that is set before us, here, is agape love.  
It is not phileo love; brotherly affection.  It is not eros love; the intimate love of a husband and wife that ebbs and flows.  It is agape love; selfless, wilful, determined, steadfast, enduring, sacrificial, unconditional, ignoring feelings, other focused, forbearing love towards one who does not deserve such love.  
It is the kind of love that is expressed, so beautifully, by John 3:16: “For God so loved the world that He gave His only begotten Son that whoever believes in Him might not perish but have eternal life.”  
It is the kind of love that is expressed, so beautifully, in Ephesians 2:4: “But because of His great love for us, God, who is rich in mercy, made us alive in Christ even when we were dead in our transgressions.”  
It is the kind of love that is expressed, so beautifully, in Romans 5:8: “But God demonstrates his own love for us in this: While we were still sinners, Christ died for us.”  

You see, the love God has for you as His children is a love that you do not deserve.  It is a love that you do not merit.  It is a love that you are not worthy of.  
Initially, before He brought you into His family, you were a devil imitator; a God-hater; a slave to sin; someone who cursed God and wanted nothing to do with Him.  
But still, because of His fatherly love, He adopted you, in Christ.  
And now, even though you are His dearly loved child, you still spend much of your day imitating the devil.  
And yet still, despite this, He loves you, in Christ.

And the significance of those words, “in Christ,” is seen in how Paul finishes this explanation of how we are to seek the Spirit’s smile.  For he says, “And live a life of love, just as Christ loved us and gave himself up for us as a fragrant offering and sacrifice to God.”  
Now, there a number of words in this verse that are significant in terms of the love that we are called to live.  Firstly, “just as.”  In imitating God, in seeking to imitate His love, we are to do so “just as Christ.”  
When children start to draw, one of the ways that they learn to do this is by tracing.  You put what you want to draw underneath, and then you put some tracing paper over the top, and you end up with a perfect copy.  

Well, to imitate the love of God, trace Christ.  Let Him be your template.  Let Him be your ‘source document.’  Let Him be your pattern.  
How did Christ talk, for example?  
Well, He frequently quoted the Bible.  
So memorize Scripture.  Trace Christ.  Quote from the Bible.  Then you imitate God.  
And how did Christ respond when provoked?  
Isaiah 53:7: “He was oppressed and afflicted, yet he did not open his mouth; he was led like a lamb to the slaughter, and as a sheep before her shearers is silent, so he did not open his mouth.”  
So learn to endure provocation.  Learn to hold your tongue.  Trace Christ.  Then you imitate God.
Let your love be “just as Christ.”
Secondly though, in terms of the love that we are called to live, we are to love “just as Christ loved us and gave Himself  for us.”  In imitating God, in seeking to imitate His love, we are to give ourselves for others.  
Your attitude,” says Paul in Philippians 2, “should be the same as that of Christ Jesus:  6 Who, being in very nature God, did not consider equality with God something to be grasped,  7 but made himself nothing, taking the very nature of a servant, being made in human likeness.  8 And being found in appearance as a man, he humbled himself and became obedient to death-- even death on a cross!”  
As Martin Lloyd Jones, so beautifully expresses it in relation to Jesus giving of Himself, “He did not consider Himself, He did not demand His rights, He did not consider His innocence, He did not consider His feelings, He did not consider His comforts, He did not consider His ease; He did not consider Himself at all.  He gave Himself up!”  
Is this the sort of love that you have for your brothers and sisters?  And for unbelievers?  
Earlier we read from John 13 of the time when Jesus, the Son of God, the Creator, the teacher, washed the feet of His disciples, including Judas Iscariot.  
Are you this sort of lover?

And lastly, in terms of the love that we are called to live, we are to love “just as Christ loved us and gave Himself for us as a fragrant offering and sacrifice to God.”  In imitating God, in seeking to imitate His love, we are to love sacrificially.  
And Brothers and Sisters, this is no sentimental, poetic description of the love of Christ.  The terms here are deliberately used to bring to mind the sacrifices and the incense of the OT.  
And so, we are learn from this that the love of Jesus Christ, expressed in His whole life, but particularly at the end, was a very real sacrifice.  
The love of Jesus cost Him something.  
The love of Jesus really accomplished something; the salvation of those who put their faith in Him.  

You see, the sacrifice of Himself on the cross was necessary to pay for your sin and remove God’s wrath, in a way that the sacrifices of the OT never could.  
Thus, Jesus stood where you deserved to stand.  
Jesus endured what you deserved to endure.  
Jesus suffered what you deserved to suffer.  
Because of His love for you, He became the acceptable sacrifice.  

Do you love sacrificially?  
Does your love for others cost you?
Husbands, does your love for your wife cost you?  Can she see and hear and feel that you love her sacrificially?  What things do you put up with, or forego, because you love her?  
Brothers, Sisters, does your love for your brothers and sisters in Christ cost you?  
Are you willing to turn the other cheek, again?  
Are you willing to be inconvenienced, again?  
Do you leave your warm home on a cold Wednesday night to attend a district meeting that you think could be run better and done in a different way, because you love your brothers and sisters?  
And are you increasingly learning to do these things and others like it, joyfully, knowing that in so doing you are imitating the love of God, in Christ Jesus?

Well, as we conclude, there is one more thing that needs to be said as we listen to what the Holy Spirit says in these words.  If we look at all that has been set before us in 4:30-5:2, it is clear, then, that the supreme evidence of God’s love for you and me is our underserved forgiveness.  
And this means, People of God, that the supreme evidence of the fact that you are converted, of the fact that you are seeking the Spirit’s smile, of the fact that you are seeking to be an imitator of God who lives a life of love, is the forgiveness that you show to those who do not deserve it.  
Oh, we would all like Christianity to be about friendly people who get along and be nice to one another all the time.  But those of you who have walked the path of Christianity for any time at all know that this is just not the case.  
Each of us is capable of great hurt and injury towards others, be it our husbands, our wives, our children, our parents, or our brothers and sisters.  

And this is why the supreme evidence of your love for God has to be the forgiveness that you show to those who do not deserve it.  

For nothing more clearly reveals a cold, hard, and loveless heart than lack of forgiveness.  
I want you to listen now to how the commentator John MacArthur expresses this: “Whatever another believer may do against us, no matter how terrible or destructive or unjustified, Christ has paid the penalty for that sin.  No matter how others may hurt, slander, persecute, or in any way harm us, Christ’s sacrifice was sufficient to pay their penalty.  When a Christian expresses , or even harbours, vengeance towards a brother, he not only sins by allowing selfish hatred to control him but he sins by profaning Christ’s sacrifice – by seeking to mete out punishment for a sin whose penalty has already been paid by his Lord.”  

You see, congregation, the power of our witness to a broken world does not come, first and foremost, through being nice to one another.  There are plenty of people, and religious communities out there who cherish and display niceness.  
No, the power of the Christian witness rests in undeserved forgiveness.  
Just as the depth of God’s love is shown by how much He has forgiven you, the depth of your love is shown by how much you forgive others.

So, be imitators of God.  Forgive, just as in Christ God forgave you.  Live a life of love just as Christ loved us and gave Himself up for us as a fragrant offering and sacrifice to God.  Amen.

