
Series: Light in the Darkness 
“IMITATION: The Highest Form of Spirituality” 

Part 1; Ephesians 5.1 
 

Most of us are probably familiar with the phrase, “imitation is the highest form of flattery.” Humanly speaking, 
imitation shows that you have not only taken the time to observe someone else—their work or actions—but 
also like it enough to replicate it.  
Athletes are constantly imitating other, more talented athletes—their moves, the way they throw the 
baseball, the way they shoot the basketball, or the way they run routes to get open. Young adults are always 
mimicking movie stars and musicians. And, of course, young kids are constantly imitating their parents—
especially boys imitating their dads and girls mimicking mom.  
Imitation of God is the central thrust of our biblical text. But the concept of imitation is found in several places 
in the New Testament. Paul spent considerable time with the Corinthians, pouring his life into theirs, teaching 
and preaching them tirelessly. When he wrote his first letter to them, he reminded them that he was their 
spiritual father regarding the gospel, and then he exhorted them, “be imitators of me” (1 Cor. 4.16). Later in 
the same letter, he repeated (11:1), “Be imitators of me, just as I also am of Christ.” He also told the 
Thessalonians (1 Thess. 1:6), “you also became imitators of us and of the Lord.”  
Now, after showing us specifically how we are to put off the old way of life and put on the new man in Christ 
(4:22-32), Paul sums it all up in one comprehensive command: IMITATION… We’re called us to be imitators of 
God (and to be imitators of the Lord Jesus Christ, but we’ll get to that next time). 
Before we dive into that comprehensive command, I want us to notice the motivation for such imitation: 
Adoption into God’s family. 

“as dear children”—NOTE: You are not one of God’s “dear children” simply by virtue of being a part of his 
creation. You are not a “dear child” because you’re religious, believe in God, and go to church. Neither are 
you a “dear child” because you try to be moral and treat people nicely.  
Unless and until you repent of your sin and put your complete faith exclusively in Jesus as your Savior and 
Lord, you are not one of God’s dear children.  

John 1:12 But to all who did receive him, who believed in his name, he gave the right to become 
children of God. 
Ephesians 1:5 [God] predestined us for adoption to himself as sons through Jesus Christ, according to 
the purpose of his will. 

“as DEAR children” 
With the rarest of exceptions, every father and mother has a special love for their own children. Jena’s 
birthday was this past Tuesday, Sept. 15. Back in 1989 when I first held her in my arms, I was overwhelmed 
with how much love I immediately had for her. It was at that moment that I realized like never before how 
much my mom and dad loved me. 
No matter how much any earthly father loves his children, the heavenly Father loves His own beloved 
children much more.  
1 John 3:1 See what kind of love the Father has given to us, that we should be called children of God.... 
And as “dear children,” we should be bearing a ‘family likeness’ with our heavenly Father. That’s the 
essential thrust of 5.1-2. 

NOTE: You cannot imitate someone that you do not know. 
Some of the greatest impersonators of our lifetimes would include Robin Williams, Jim Carey, Rich Little, Eddie 
Murphy, etc. Well, in order to impersonate someone, you have to know them well. They listen to hours and 



hours of recordings of them talking and how they walk or move their arms or head. The “learn” them well 
before they can impersonate them with a high level of skill. 
To imitate our heavenly Father, we must know him well, and the only way that can be done is by spending time 
reading and meditating in his Word and talking to him in prayer. 
Listen to Paul’s heart in Philippians 3:8… “I count everything as loss because of the surpassing worth of 
knowing Christ Jesus my Lord.” 
And listen to one of David’s prayers in Psalm 25:4–5…  
 Make me to know your ways, O LORD; 
  teach me your paths. 
 Lead me in your truth and teach me, 
  for you are the God of my salvation; 
  for you I wait all the day long. 
The concept of imitation God is all-encompassing. A lengthy sermon-series could be developed and preached 
on the subject. But for our purposes, we will limit our attention on this imitation to a select few areas, areas 
that are within the context of our study here in Ephesians 4…  
Imitate your heavenly Father (and your Lord) . . . 
By being kind (cf. 4.32) 
Let’s re-visit the Garden of Gethsemane (Luke 22.47-52). Jesus is hours from receiving a brutal beating at the 
hands of Romans soldiers—and he knows it. Jesus has just had a nasty kiss of treachery planted on his cheek—
a kiss from the vile lips of Judas.  
But Judas is not alone. No, he has brought a band of soldiers, along with some officers from the chief priests 
and Pharisees. And they are not empty-handed. Oh no, they are toting lanterns and torches and swords and 
clubs. They’ve not come to socialize. They’ve come to arrest Jesus and eventually kill him. 
In response to Jesus being apprehended by the soldiers, Peter hurls his sword at the closest bystander—a man 
named Malcus—and cuts off his right ear.  
If Hollywood was writing the script, that action would have led to a melee with more than one man’s ear being 
severed. But God is writing this script, and rather than a brawl breaking out, Jesus essentially said, “No more 
of this!” And in kindness he touched the man’s ear and healed him (Luke 22:51). 
Imitate your heavenly Father (and your Lord) . . . 
By being tenderhearted/merciful (cf. 4.32) 
Biblically, being tenderhearted is akin to being merciful and compassionate. It means you “weep with those 
who weep” (Rom. 12.15). It means you give to help the poor and/or the needy (1 Jn. 3.17).  
Luke 6:36 Be merciful, even as your Father is merciful. 
In the parallel passage in Colossians 3:12, we’re instructed to “put on then, as God’s chosen ones, holy and 
beloved, compassionate hearts….” 
Everywhere Jesus went, with everyone who crossed his path, he had a heart of compassion. Now, for clarity, 
being tenderhearted/merciful/compassionate does not mean you’re not firm, tough and resilient when 
necessary. Jesus was both! It does not mean that you don’t confront sin. What it does mean is we shouldn’t be 
mean! 
Read Luke 8.40-48 and notice how tenderhearted Jesus was with the woman with the issue of blood. 
Let’s re-visit a familiar story about Jesus’ interaction with a leprous man… Mark 1:40–42 And a leper came to 
him, imploring him, and kneeling said to him, “If you will, you can make me clean.” Moved with compassion, 



he stretched out his hand and touched him and said to him, “I will; be clean.” And immediately the leprosy left 
him, and he was made clean.  
We don’t necessarily have to deal with peoples’ literal leprosy today. But I’m afraid we often see people with 
“tattoo leprosy” and we think to ourselves, “Unclean!”  
We interact with co-workers who ‘curse like sailors’ or who get drunk on the weekends and we declare silently 
in our hearts, “Unclean!” We may have neighbors who are sexually active outside the boundaries of biblical 
marriage, or they are living together, or they even are homosexual, and we cry out, “Unclean!” 
We read a Facebook post by someone defending the ungodliest of positions and we announce, “Unclean!” 
Guess what? Rather than thinking “unclean!” and having feelings of disgust, we ought to think “unsaved” 
and have feelings of mercy and compassion. Instead of being hardhearted, we need to be tenderhearted. 
Yes, I fully realize that if people do not repent of their sin, they will spend eternity separated from God in hell, 
BUT who in the world is going to reach people like this if believers collectively declare them “unclean” and 
“untouchable”?  
I’m afraid far too many folks in churches like ours think, “You’d best get yourself cleaned up before coming to 
church here. You need to go and be ‘declared clean’ by some spiritual authority before you can come into our 
beautiful Worship Center.” 
Just because people are currently ‘unclean’ and antagonistic to the gospel doesn’t mean we should be 
unkind and un-evangelistic. Who knows, it may take multiple acts of tenderheartedness, multiple occasions 
where you are merciful and compassionate, before someone will turn from their sin and trust Christ as Savior. 
Also, may God help us to be tenderhearted (compassionate, merciful) to one another as members of the same 
spiritual family! This principle is so clearly laid out in Galatians 6:1–2… Brothers, if anyone is caught in any 
transgression, you who are spiritual should restore him in a spirit of gentleness. Keep watch on yourself, lest 
you too be tempted. Bear one another’s burdens, and so fulfill the law of Christ. 
When a brother or sister in Christ falls into sin, be tenderhearted toward them. When a fellow believer 
stumbles and finds themselves back involved in a sinful activity from their past, don’t condemn them and kick 
them to the curb. Instead, mercifully, humbly confront them and pray for them and make yourself available to 
help them get back on the pathway of righteousness. 
I’m afraid that far too many Christians are expert “inSPECKtors.” So often, we as believers have the ‘ability’ to 
see and condemn every little ‘speck of imperfection’ in another Christian’s life, while at the same time we 
stand in front of a spiritual mirror and are blind to the sinful ‘telephone pole’ sticking out of our own eye!  
That’s what Jesus taught in Matthew 7:3–5 Why do you see the speck that is in your brother’s eye, but do not 
notice the log that is in your own eye? Or how can you say to your brother, ‘Let me take the speck out of your 
eye,’ when there is the log in your own eye? You hypocrite, first take the log out of your own eye, and then 
you will see clearly to take the speck out of your brother’s eye. 
Imitate your heavenly Father (and your Lord) . . . 
By being forgiving (cf. 4.32) 
Remember how and how much God has forgiven you in Christ. 
Jay Adams illustrates how much God has forgiven us by imagining sitting in a movie theater. The theater is 
packed, and the show is about to begin. Then you discover that this movie is the unedited, undeleted story of 
your entire life! The soundtrack will contain everything that you have ever said. In fact, the movie will project 
everything you have ever thought, including all of the things you would have liked to have done if you thought 
you could have gotten away with it. 



Every one of us is relieved that such a movie of us does not exist! But…God has that movie! His forgiveness 
means that he tosses it in the “depths of the sea” (Micah 7.19; cf. Ps. 103.12). Having been forgiven that 
much, he commands us to forgive others for their lesser sins against us (Matt. 18:21-35). 
Remember that God is the Sovereign over all events, and He is the righteous Judge of all people. 
When someone wrongs you, it helps to control your anger, root out bitterness, and make you ready to forgive 
if you remember that God has allowed this to happen for his eternal purposes and your ultimate good (Rom. 
8:28).  
When Joseph’s brothers sold him into slavery, he could have become a very bitter young man. Instead, he 
chose to have a forgiving spirit toward his brothers. After their father died, the brothers feared that now he 
would use his position of power, as Prime Minister over Egypt, to get revenge. But Joseph acknowledged 
God’s sovereignty and goodness when he said to them (Gen. 50:19-20), “Do not be afraid, for am I in God’s 
place? As for you, you meant evil against me, but God meant it for good in order to bring about this present 
result, to preserve many people alive.”  
Two distinctions that are vital for understanding and implementing biblical forgiveness (these distinctions 
are adapted from Steven Cole): 
(1) There is a difference between granting forgiveness and re-establishing trust. 
When someone sins against you, he destroys trust in the relationship. Forgiveness is granted freely and 
graciously, but trust is earned over time. If a husband is unfaithful to his wife, she may forgive him freely, but 
she doesn’t trust him. And that is not a contradiction! He must demonstrate repentance and integrity to earn 
back her trust and it will take time. 
(2) There is a difference between forgiving someone in your heart and extending that forgiveness to him 
verbally. 
We are to forgive others “as God in Christ has forgiven us.” Question: Does God forgive sinners apart from 
their repentance and confession of sin? Answer: No. God is ready to forgive sinners the instant they repent. 
He has made provision so that any sinner who repents is promised mercy and abundant forgiveness (Isa. 55:6-
7). He shows kindness towards sinners to lead them to repentance. But God does not forgive sinners unless 
they repent. 
Thus, I conclude that, as imitators of God (Eph. 5:1), we must forgive in our hearts those who have wronged 
us. That is, we must have a forgiving spirit, just as Christ did while making atonement for sin on the cross: 
“Father, forgive them for they know not what they do.” But we should not extend forgiveness verbally until 
they actually do repent. 
Imitate your heavenly Father (and your Lord) . . . 
By being holy (cf. 2.24) 
1 Peter 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.” 
Part of being holy here in the context of Ephesians 4 is not lying, stealing, being sinfully angry, not letting 
corrupt talk come out of our mouths, etc.  
In The Anatomy of Holiness, Kevin DeYoung asks, “What exactly does it mean to be holy? What does it look 
like?” And he then offers one way to think about it: consider growth in godliness as the sanctification of your 
whole body… 

• The mind is filled with the knowledge of God and fixed on what is good. 
• The eyes turn away from sensuality and shudder at the sight of evil. 
• The mouth tells the truth and refuses to gossip, slander, or speak what is coarse or obscene. 



• The spirit is earnest, steadfast, and gentle. 
• The soul rests and rejoices in Jesus. 
• The muscles toil and strive after Christlike virtue. 
• The heart is full of joy instead of hopelessness, patience instead of irritability, kindness instead of 

anger, and humility instead of pride, thankfulness instead of envy. 
• The sexual organs are pure, being reserved for the privacy of marriage between one man and one 

woman. 
• The feet move toward the lowly and away from senseless conflict, divisions, and wild parties. 
• The hands are quick to help those in need and ready to fold in prayer. 

When I lose track of what holiness is actually about, I try to scan down the body from head to toe and 
remember what God desires from me. And just as importantly, I strive to remember who Christ is and what he 
is making me to become—more and more like himself. 
IMITATION: It’s the highest form of spirituality when it’s our heavenly Father and our loving Lord that we 
are diligently seeking to imitate. Let’s strive to be the best imitators in the world! 


