
Sermon 22: Ephesians 5:1-2: Imitators of God

OUTLINE

The command
The motivation
The pattern

INTRODUCTION

Motivation is something we have wrestled with all our lives.  You will remember when your 
parents gave what appeared to you to be unreasonable rules and when you asked why you 
had to do them, and they responded, ‘Because I said so,’ you know how you felt.  You 
might have been willing to obey but you needed to know why, you needed the proper 
motivation, especially when what was required went against your desires.  Paul is the 
master teacher who tells us what to do and then motivates us to do it as well.  The pattern 
of Paul’s method of teaching is to root the imperative in the indicative, in other words, Paul 
gives us a long delve into the wonderful truths of what God has done for us in Christ, and 
then in light of what God has done calls us to what we ought to do.  Although it would be 
appropriate for God to say, ‘Because I said so,’ and we should obey for He is God, and who 
tells us is enough.  God is kind to us in our weakness, He also provides the rationale, the 
motivation and the enabling power along with the command.  

The book of Ephesians follows this pattern.  The first three chapters are an exploration of 
our riches in Christ and chapters 4-6 our responsibilities in Christ.  The end of chapter 4 the 
immediate context has given us a number of exhortations with regards to holiness.  Don’t 
lie, v25; don’t lose your temper, v26-27; don’t steal, v28; don’t destroy with your tongue, 
v29-30; and don’t bear or act out your grudges, v31.  Paul ends the chapter with a call to 
kindness and forgiveness and adds the motivation because God forgave us.  This brings us 
to chapter 5:1-21, the chapter we are beginning today.  It is a large section of exhortation 
with Paul calling us to holy living.  What we will see is that Paul will call us to live a certain 
way and then add a motivating reason why.  We will be dividing this section up into five 
headings.  V1-2, walk in imitation of God’s love because God has loved you; v3-7, walk in 
purity sexually and verbally because there is a judgement; v8-14, walk in light because of 
your identity as children of the light; v15-17, walk in wisdom because of the times we are 
living in; and finally walk in the Spirit.  But did you see the basic pattern, a call to live a 
certain way followed by a motivation.

Today we are looking at verses 1-2, and we will be dividing them into 3 parts.  Firstly, the 
command to imitate God; then the motivation to do so, because we are beloved children, 
and thirdly, the pattern of how we should do it, as Christ has loved us.  

The command 

V1, ‘Therefore be imitators of God, as beloved children.’  What is the rule when you find a 
‘therefore’?  ‘Wherefore the therefore?’  Paul gives the command to imitate God on the basis
of something he has said previously.  He could be pointing back to the new work of God in 
bringing us out of sin and into a new life; He could be pointing back to not grieving the Holy
Spirit, it is most likely that Paul is referring to his recent statements about God being kind 
and tenderhearted and forgiving us as the basis for this command to imitate God.



The Greek word for imitate is the word mimetes, and it can mean actor or follower.  It has 
come into the English language and grounds various words like imitate, mime, mimic, etc.  
William Barclay tells us that there were three parts of a Greek orators education, they had to
learn the theory of oratory, then there was a time of imitating the great masters, and there 
was practice.  We are being called to love, and to learn to do this by loving in imitation of 
God.  

What are the ways in which God has loved us that we are called to imitate?  The context is 
one of relationships and being more like God in our engagement with others, in particular 
the matter of forgiveness has been mentioned.  So we can mention imitating God in His love
of His enemies.  God does not love the lovable but the unlovable, not only those who are for
Him but against Him.  This includes imitating God in the gracious way that He deals with 
enemies, He not only does not punish them, or be cold towards them, or ignore them, He is 
gracious towards them.  This includes imitating God in a costly reconciliation.  Think about 
how much it cost for the relationship between a sinner and a holy God to be healed, and 
who ended up paying and who gets the benefit.  This includes imitating God in forgetting 
past sins and throwing them into forgetfulness allowing all the wrath and justice we desire 
over those things to be put in God’s hands not ours.  This includes the level of intimate 
relationship that God pursues with His enemies.  We don’t just declare the war over and 
never speak to the person again but strive for a family feel to the relationship.  

This is not something we will master in this life but is still the path we must commit to.  ‘The
Louvre in Paris is perhaps the most famous art museum in the world. It displays originals by
such masters as Delacroix, Michelangelo, Rubens, da Vinci, Ingres, Vermeer, and many 
others.  Since 1793, the Louvre has encouraged aspiring artists to come and copy the 
masters. Some of our most famous modern artists have done that and have become better 
painters by copying the best the world has ever known.  An article in Smithsonian magazine 
tells about Amal Dagher, a 63-year-old man who has been duplicating art at the Louvre for 
30 years. Dagher remains in awe of the masters and continues to learn from them. He said, 
"If you're too satisfied with yourself, you can't improve."1

The motivation

‘As beloved children.’  The next thought Paul puts forward is one to motivate the command 
to imitate God’s love.  He reminds them of their standing and identity as beloved children.  
How would this move the Ephesians to imitate God?  We no longer have this practice but it 
was common for a son to take after his father.  A sons dress, station, career and interests 
were not sculpted by MTV or TikTok or Youtube, the biggest influence in a child’s life was 
his parents, the older generations were respected not despised.  In an honour culture a 
child’s resemblance to a parent was high praise for the parent.  No doubt Paul is appealing 
to this instinct to make a parent proud as he calls Christians to be like good children to the 
best of parents.  We can understand when a child rebels against a bad parent but it is a 
shame when a child rebels against good parents.  When we are children our sinful hearts 
always try to make our parents out to be worse than they are so that we can feel justified in
the way we disobey them, but we can have no such justification with God.  He is perfect 
and worthy of our best obedience and imitation.  

The question we have to ask ourselves is, after which father do we take, whose image and 
ways do we resemble.  We were once children of the devil and walked in his ways, he is the
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father of lies but God is the God of truth; He hates good God hates evil; the devil 
encourages disobedience to God’s law and self-rule, but God is holy, just and calls us to 
acknowledge His lordship and walk in the good of His ways.  Who do you take after?  Have 
you put off the old man or do you still resemble your old father, or is it apparent that you 
have a new Father?  

Not only does Paul appeal to our sense of propriety but reminds us of the incredibly 
privileged position we are in, we are called ‘beloved children.’  Why is the reminder of being 
beloved children incentive to imitate God in His love?  Being beloved means that we are 
forgiven.  No debt against us is greater than our debt against God, and yet God has born 
the price to see our debt paid in full.  To say that we are loved is to remind us that as 
unworthy as we are God has met our greatest needs at the greatest possible cost.  Who 
would not want to imitate a Father like this who forgives so great a debt?  Being beloved 
means more than merely being forgiven, it literally means that we are loved, that we are 
delighted in, that we are wanted.  We are the objects of love by the one whose nature is 
love.  And not merely for a moment, nor even for a lifetime but for all eternity.  Our future 
drowning in the immeasurable love of God is secure and it will never end.  Have you ever 
wondered why Paul says that nothing can ever separate us from the love of God?  Why 
didn’t Paul say nothing can separate us from the power of God?  We all know what it means
to love someone and be willing to put it all on the line to see them safe.  All of God’s power 
will be directed to protect what He loves, and we are the objects of His love.  In light of all 
of this love directed towards us, in light of the fact that we are representatives of God as His
children, can we deny that being beloved children is a great motivation to imitate this 
wonderful God?  

The pattern

V2, ‘And walk in love, as Christ loved us and gave himself up for us, a fragrant offering and 
sacrifice to God.’  We have heard the command to imitate God, we have been motivated to 
do so as beloved children, Paul now lays out the pattern that we are to follow.  Several 
things stand out for us.  Firstly, the description of what we are called to is a walk of love.  
This is a great description.  Love we know fulfills the law, it is the base motivation that is to 
be in all of our actions.  If we are loving that will take care of our speech, actions, thoughts,
motives, etc.  loves meets needs with compassion and services, love meets enemies with 
forgiveness, love invests in all it relationships, love is a happy servant to others.  Love is a 
wonderful summary of how we are to live.  And then we have that word ‘walk.’  A walk is 
not a single step but a way of life.   Walk is not a sprint but a slow and steady pace.  The 
Christian life is to be a walk of love.  

Secondly, we have more detailed description of what this ought to look like: ‘as Christ loved 
us and gave himself up for us.’  When Paul reaches for the definition of a walk of love he 
does not draw on the relationship of marriage, or a parent and child, no the greatest 
example, the greatest walk of love was the walk of Christ.  Think of how love shaped 
Christ’s walk of love for us.  His love from all eternity, from before the foundation of the 
earth that saw the terrible cost of saving sinners and choosing to make us anyway.  Think of
the cost of the Second person of the Trinity, who knew the worship of heaven, 
condescending to become a man.  This descent is spoken of by Paul in Phil. 2:5-8, ‘Have 
this mind among yourselves, which is yours in Christ Jesus, 6 who, though he was in the 
form of God, did not count equality with God a thing to be grasped, 7 but emptied himself, 
by taking the form of a servant, being born in the likeness of men. 8 And being found in 
human form, he humbled himself by becoming obedient to the point of death, even death 
on a cross.’  He not only became a man, but a servant, and not only a servant but died, and



not just any death but a criminal’s death in His service of love toward us.  God heralds this 
walk of love by raising Him from the dead and giving Him the name above all names.  This 
path of humble, sacrificial, love is the walk we are all called to walk.  In sin we seek to be 
God, to sit on His throne and make the universe do our will; in love Christ gave up the 
prerogatives of being God to save those seeking to be God by dying in payment for our 
crimes against Him.

I suspect that the note of forgiveness mentioned in 4:32 is being served by this example.  
Christ did not come to judge the wicked but to love the wicked by taking their judgement, 
by bearing the expense of their crimes and seeking to reconcile them to Himself as a bride.  
This is what a walk of love looks like.  

There are the words ‘He gave Himself up for us.’  This is a technical term referring to Him 
offering Himself for our sins as our substitute, standing in our place to take the punishment 
we deserve.  The walk of love carries another person’s cross up the hill of execution and is 
willing to die in order to relieve them of it.  This giving up of Himself was voluntary not 
forced; it was for others not for self; it was for enemies not for friends, it was for ‘us.’    

Thirdly we are told that this was a fragrant offering and sacrifice to God.  Paul has told us 
about the sins that grieve God, grieve the Holy Spirit, now he tells us about what pleases 
God.  The actions of sin grieve God; the actions of the Son please God.  This language of a 
fragrant offering is borrowed from the OT sacrifices when God spoke about a sweet smelling
aroma arising to Him from the sacrifice on behalf of the people.  The sacrifice of Christ has 
not only turned the wrath of God away from us so that God’s fatherly smile is now towards 
us, it also tells us what pleases God.  Do you want to please God?  Then this is how you do 
it, imitate the love of Christ for us.  Don’t you want to please this God who has done so 
much for you?  Then commit yourself to walking like the Son.  

But here is the reality, being a sacrifice involves a knife, an offering, it involves pain.  But 
pain is not something we should avoid if it is the path of following our God and glorifying 
Him.  Listen to what David Livingstone thought of sacrificing for God.  ‘In 1839 David 
Livingstone heard Robert Moffat speak about missionary opportunities in Africa:
"I have sometimes seen, in the morning sun, the smoke of a thousand villages where no 
missionary has ever been."
Livingstone was accepted as a missionary to the African interior. Livingstone 
discovered Victoria Falls and was awarded the London Royal Geographical Society's gold 
medal for crossing the African continent from west to east. But he paid dearly: A lion 
mauled his left arm and rendered it useless; his wife died while in Africa when he was forty-
nine; he lost a son in the Battle of Gettysburg; his daughter died of fever in the jungle; his 
house was destroyed during the Boer War; and he himself endured rheumatic fever and 
other illnesses.
Livingstone wrote in his journal:
"People talk of the sacrifice I have made... Can that be called a sacrifice which is simply 
paying back a small part of the great debt owing to our God, which we can never repay? Is 
that a sacrifice which brings its own blest reward in healthful activity, the consciousness of 
doing good, peace of mind and a bright hope of glorious destiny hereafter? Away with the 
word in such a view and with such a thought! It is emphatically no sacrifice. Say rather it is 
a privilege."2
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