Imitators of God 
Passage: Ephesians 4:17--5:21   

There are some experiences or encounters that are so solidly lodged in our memory that they continue to invade our consciousness – to haunt us – to help or to hinder our Christian walk, to call and challenge us to be more than we are. 

John Birkbeck was a Scot Presbyterian preacher. He was the editor of the British edition of The Upper Room. He was a marvelous preacher in the classic style of the Scot Divines. 

John often quoted the Scottish preacher, Robert Murray McCheyne. In one of McCheyne’s books, he says: 

“The greatest need of my congregation is my own personal holiness.” 
John says he found it true in all my years of pastoral ministry: “The greatest need of my congregation is my own personal holiness.” 

Was this what Paul was expressing in his radical word to the Ephesians? “Be imitators of God.”  John Wesley’s call to holiness says, 
“Be imitators of God.” Does that throw your mind into contortions? Is Paul demanding something that is beyond the realm of possibility? Some translations have it, “Be followers of God.” That takes some of the edge off it –. The Revised Standard Version is strong and clear as Paul intended it to be: “Be imitators of God.” 

But how can it be? How can we imitate God – the one who is omnipotent, all-powerful; the one who is omniscient, all-knowing; the one who is omnipresent – present throughout all creation and among all humankind? There is no place where God is not. How can we imitate such a God? 

Don’t forget the incarnation. The holy God became flesh. So what does it mean to imitate God? “Be holy as I am holy,” God says. To imitate God is to be holy. To be holy is to seek to be and do as God is and does. It means to do what God has done in coming to us in Jesus Christ. Paul talks about that in these two verses. He says, “Walk in love, as Christ also loved us and gave Himself for us.” 

Holiness and love are inseparable. Frances Schaffer said, “Just as we may not call holiness without love God’s kind of holiness, so also what we call love without holiness is not God’s kind of love.” Christ is our pattern of God for holy living and holiness is not an option for Christian people. 
Think about the nature of Christian discipleship. At the heart of preparation for ministry is formation as Christian disciples. And as Christians we all prepare to b formed as Christian disciples. 

I

There is a need – a desperate need in all of us – for identity -- to know who we are. As desperate as that need is on the part of any one of us, in the Christian view of reality, the more crucial need is for the people of God to have an identity that is certain and distinct. 

Scripture makes that clear. Peter puts our personal and corporate identity together in his first letter. In chapter 2 verses 9 and 10 of that letter he says, “But you are a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, God’s own people, in order that you may proclaim the mighty acts of Him who called you out of darkness into His marvelous light. Once you were not a people, but now you are God’s people; once you had not received mercy, but now you have received mercy.” 

This entire passage is rooted in the Old Testament concept of “the covenant.” You can’t understand scripture unless you understand the concept of covenant. The people of God were those people with whom God had made a covenant. This particular verse of Peter can be seen as a fulfillment of Hosea’s rendering of God’s promise in Hosea 2:23: “I will have mercy upon her that had not obtained mercy; and I will say to them which were not my people, thou art my people; and they shall say thou art my God.” 

So, Peter picked up on that, quoting Hosea almost verbatim: “Once you were no people, but now you are God’s people, once you had not received mercy, but now you have received mercy.” And, since Peter is rooted in the Old Testament, he begins to apply title after title on this “no people” who had been loved into redemptive being by the grace of God. He calls them a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation. 

United Methodists grew out of  the Methodist holiness tradition – a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, God’s own people.” “Be imitators of God,” says Paul. “Be holy as I am holy,” says our God. 

John Wesley believed that as we strive toward perfection in this life, some people become entirely sanctified, that is perfectly holy in this life.


A while ago there was a newspaper article about a teacher who had taught in the public schools in Los Angeles. She had been a good teacher. But then she went to start her own family and left the profession. She and her husband had three children. They raised them well and not too long ago they sent the last one off to college. This teacher decided she wanted to go back to the teaching profession. She applied and was accepted, and she wrote in the Los Angeles Times about her first day back in a 7th grade class, after nearly twenty years. 

She spoke about her anxiety. Would she be up to the task? Would she be able to handle the kids? She talked about nervously walking into the classroom that morning full of anxiety then suddenly she remembered that in her previous teaching days she used to begin the day by simply putting her books down on the desk and saying, “Good morning, class.” That would kind of quiet the class, down and they would respond, “Good morning, Mrs. Jones.” She would then get on with teaching. So, she put her books down on her desk, feeling a little bit more confidant, and she said, “Good morning, class.” Some kid in the front row shouted back, “Shut up, lady.” And everybody in the classroom laughed. 

In the LA Times article about this experience, the teacher asked this question, “What happened in America between, ‘Good morning, Mrs. Jones.’ and ‘Shut up, lady’ and who is going to do something about it?” 


That we are called to be God’s people and that God’s people are to be holy is the unquestioned position of the Old and New Testaments. 

In  Ezekiel 2 God is commanding the prophet to speak to the people of Israel who are impudent and stubborn and Ezekiel is to say to them, “Thus says the Lord God.” 

Then there is this marvelous word in verse 5: “Whether they hear or refuse to hear (for they are a rebellious house), they shall know that there has been a prophet among them.” 

The Old Testament scholar Gerhard Van Rad says that more than any other prophet, Ezekiel is influenced by the priestly religious life of Israel, and indeed his prophetic ministry is a priestly one. He says that Ezekiel “was the first prophet consciously to enter this new sphere of activity, which may be described as ‘cure of souls.’…” (The Message of the Prophets, pg.200) 

Ezekiel has a profound understanding and a beautiful description of God creating “the new Israel.” Listen again to Ezekiel 36:24-28: 

“I will take you from the nations, and gather you from all the countries, 

and bring you into your own land. I will sprinkle clean water upon you, 

and you shall be clean from all your uncleanness, and from all your idols 

I will cleanse you. A new heart I will give you, and a new spirit I will 

put within you; and I will remove from your body the heart of stone and 

give you a heart of flesh. I will put my Spirit within you, and make you 

follow my statutes, and be careful to observe my ordinances. Then you shall 

live in the land that I gave to your ancestors; and you shall be my people 

and I will be your God.” 

The key for interpreting this passage is the last of the verses quoted. In that claim “You will be my people and I will be your God” – the old formula of the covenant is stated and this puts it beyond all doubt that Ezekiel is speaking of a saving appointment of God. “What he is doing now is comparable to the making of the old covenent (See Von Rad, pg. 203). 

But I also believe there is something else dramatically new in Ezekiel. You Old Testament scholars can correct me if I’m wrong – but please do it privately. Listen to verses 22 and 23 of chapter 36: 

“Therefore say to the house of Israel. ‘Thus says the Lord God: “It is not for 

your sake, Oh house of Israel, that I am about to act, but for the sake of my 

Holy name, which you have profaned among the nations among to which 

you came. I will sanctify My great name, which has been profaned among 

the nations and which you have profaned among them; and the nations 

shall know that I am the Lord,” says the Lord God, “when through you I 

display my holiness before their eyes.” 

Ezekiel is saying that God’s honor must be restored in the sight of the nations, and this honor is connected, in fact, is integral to God’s holiness. “By gathering Israel and bringing her back to her own land, God manifests God’s holiness in the sight of the nations. This manifestation is therefore much more than simply something inward or spiritual; it is an event which comes about in the full glare of the political scene, and which can be noticed by foreign nations as well as by Israel. Yahweh owes it to His honor that the covenant profaned by all the heathen should be reestablished.” 

Note God’s word: “The nations shall know that I am the Lord…when through you I display my holiness before their eyes.” 

Listen. The world is not paying attention to the Church today and will not pay attention to the Church in the future until those of us who call ourselves “God’s own people” vindicate God’s holiness “before their eyes.” 

As the ministers that all Christians are called toge, we must demonstrate in our life together that which characterizes the people of God. The world will know God when we display God’s holiness before its eyes. 

What does our  Christian discipleship look like? 

Go back to the passage from Ezekiel, which describes God giving us a new heart and a new spirit. The purpose of God’s work in us is the recreation of a people able to obey the commandments. Now that’s a radical notion, but it is clear in Ezekiel: God’s saving activity not only forgives and frees us from previous sin, it makes us capable of perfect obedience by giving us a new heart. 

There is a wonderful lesson for us here in comparing Ezekiel and Jeremiah. Jeremiah you remember, spoke that memorable word for God “But this is the covenant that I will make with the house of Israel after those days . . . I will put my law within them, and I will write it on their hearts; and I will be their God, and they shall be my people.” (Jeremiah 31:33) 

Ezekiel has a more radical message than Jeremiah. God doesn’t just write God’s law on our hearts, “God takes away our hardened hearts and gives in its stead a new heart” (Von Rad, pg. 203). 

This new heart is capable of obedience, and obedience is the core meaning of discipleship. 

When ministers are ordained in the United Methodist tradition, they are asked a series of questions that have been enforced since the days when John Wesley started the movement in the mid-eighteenth century. One of those questions is an almost overwhelming challenge: “Do you expect to be made perfect in this life?” There is only one answer: “By the grace of God.” But there is this follow-up question: “Are you earnestly striving after it?” That is, after perfection. These questions are neither unrealistic nor radical in terms of the New Testament. One weakness of modern Christians is that we really don’t believe that we can be completely transformed, that as Christians, we are called to be demonstration plots (examples) of holiness, set down in a less than holy world. 

Taking our cue from Ezekiel, we need to know that if we yield ourselves up to the divine working of our Lord, He will give us a new heart. He will alter our nature. He will subdue the old nature, and breathe new life into us. 

I remember a time in my life when I was confronted with this shocking fact: I am as holy as I want to be. 

In understanding the Gospel differently than some, the pressure, stress, and tension wear me out. If I am not careful, I can become  physically, emotionally, and spiritually exhausted and ready to throw in the towel.   But when I meditate daily and receive support of other pastors, I can strive to be whole, to  ecome Holy. 


Sanctifying experiences in my life have changed forever the direction of my life. Through the years since I have I have constantly asked myself, Do I want to be holy? And I have constantly reminded myself that I am as holy as I want to be. 

Go back to that word of the Scot Divine, Robert Murray McCheyne: “The greatest need of my congregation is my own personal holiness.” The truth of the matter is the greatest need of the world is for us to hold tightly to being spirit-filled, spreading Scriptural holiness across the land. So the word of Paul, though perhaps radical and shocking, becomes the everyday call upon our lives: “Therefore, be imitators of God.”May God help us as we respond.
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