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

Part 3; Ephesians 5.1-2 
 

There are two clear commands in our text: 
(1) Imitate God (1) 
Treat others the way your heavenly Father has and continues to treat you and other people. That is, imitate all 
his communicable characteristics, like being kind, tenderhearted, forgiving (4.32) and holy (4.24). And being 
longsuffering and patient (2 Peter 3.9), and truthful and good and merciful (Psalm 100.5), etc. 
(2) Imitate Christ (2) 
Specifically, imitate Christ by being loving (2) 
Our culture uses the word “love” for everything from, “I love pizza,” to “I love sports,” to “I love my dog,” to “I 
love my wife.” Hopefully, if those apply to you, the “love” is not the same for each!  
So…when Scripture commands us to “walk in love,” we need to know what kind of “love” is expected from us.  
Biblical, Godly love defined:  
There is a popular conception that God’s love for his people, and the kind of love we are to have for others, is 
captured by the singular word agape. But that conception is actually a misconception—certainly not on the 
level of heresy—but simply on the level of inaccuracy. 
There are several Greek words used in the New Testament to denote “love.” Two of the most common are 
phileo and agape. Many of us are aware that “Philadelphia” is called the “city of brotherly love.” That’s 
because it’s a compound word of Greek origin and consists of the word phileo meaning "to love" and adelphos 
meaning "brother."  
Guess what? Both words are used to describe God’s love for us. AND guess what else? The word agape is not 
always used to describe God’s love—for us or even his love for Christ! It can actually be used to describe an 
ungodly love! The following are just a few examples… 

John 3:19 …light has come into the world, and men loved (agape) darkness rather than light, because their 
deeds were evil.  
John 5:20 For the Father loves (phileo) the Son…  
Revelation 3:19 As many as I love (phileo), I rebuke and chasten…  

So, when we talk about the kind of love that’s required of us in Scripture, I think it’s best to refer to it as 
“Godly love” or “Christian love” or “biblical love” or “Christ-like love.” Just don’t say, “It’s a special agape 
love.”  
The love that we’re to imitate is “love of the will.” Godly love isn’t primarily] a matter of feeling, it is a matter 
of willing. That’s why we can be commanded to love. 
Godly love is unmerited. It doesn’t wait to be earned or merited, for if God had done that with us, we never 
would have received his love to begin with!  
John 3.16 doesn’t read, “After numerous acts of courage, God so loved the world” or “after generations of 
kind deeds, God so loved the world.” No, it simply but wonderfully says that God decided to “so love the 
world.” And that love with which he chose to love us is a sacrificial love. “God so loved the world that HE 
GAVE US HIS ONLY SON.” That is, he gave Christ up to death on the cross to make atonement for sin. 
Again, Godly love is a decision of the will, and the hands and feet cooperate. That means it is responsive to the 
needs of others. It acts. It steps in. It does something to make a difference. It meets needs. 
1 John 3:18 …let us not love in word or talk but in deed and in truth. 



It’s hard to love the hard-to-love, but it is possible because the God of love now indwells us by His Spirit, and 
he enables us to love others like he loves us (cf. Rom. 5.5). 
Let’s further investigate some of the manifestations of our imitating Christ’s love… 
Love comprehensively 
Believers and unbelievers. Friends and foes. Democrats and Republicans. Liberals and conservatives. 
Romans 12:10 Love one another with brotherly affection. Outdo one another in showing honor. (ESV) 
Matthew 5:43–44 You have heard that it was said, ‘You shall love your neighbor and hate your enemy.’ But I 
say to you, ‘Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you.’ (ESV) 
Think about the context when Jesus said the following: “A new commandment I give to you, that you love one 
another: just as I have loved you, you also are to love one another (John 13:34). He didn’t say them after 
feeding the 5000. He didn’t say them to a large gathering several hundred in Jerusalem. No, when Jesus those 
powerful words, he was sitting in the upper room, only hours away from His crucifixion – and he was looking 
into the eyes of his disciples.  
Jesus was effectively saying:  

Peter, I know you and John have totally different personalities, but I want you to love each other.  
Andrew, I know how quick you are and daring and you rarely stop to ask questions, but Thomas over here 
is going to need facts and assurances and he’s a bit slower to take a step, so you two need to love each 
other.  
Simon the Zealot, I know how you hated the Roman overlords and any Jew who betrayed Israel was your 
deeply felt enemy, but there’s Matthew across the room who used to work for Rome as a tax collector in 
order to defraud his own Jewish countrymen – all of your lives, you’ve been on opposite sides of the fence, 
but now, you two need to deeply and without any mask or pretense, love one another. –Stephen Davey 

Love sincerely (Rom. 12.9a; 1 Pet. 1.22a) 
Romans 12:9a Let love be genuine. 
1 Peter 1:22 Having purified your souls by your obedience to the truth for a sincere brotherly love… 
The word he uses for “sincere” is the word from which we get our English words “hypocrite” and “hypocrisy.” 
In other words, let your love be without hypocrisy. Don’t be a hypocrite with your love for others. 
This word translated “sincere” was used to describe the mask worn by the actors and actresses in Peter’s day. 
The mask regularly had an expression painted on it – it would often be a frown or a smile – but the true 
feelings of the actors could be hidden behind the mask as they played their part on stage.  
Scripture says there should no “mask wearing” by genuine believers. Our love for one another should be 
without acting. You shouldn’t be pretending to love someone while hiding your true (and ungodly) feelings 
“behind a mask.” 
Love fervently 
Make investments in others of your time, energy, and resources (1 Peter 1.22; 4.8a) 
1 Peter 1:22 Having purified your souls by your obedience to the truth for a sincere brotherly love, love one 
another earnestly…  
The word translated “earnestly” is variously translated “fervently,” NKJV; “deeply,” NIV; “intensely,” HCSB.  
How hard is it to sincerely and earnestly love others? To love them fervently, deeply? It can be very 
challenging at times! But here’s a vitally important truth to remember: Other people are part of God’s 
sanctifying purpose in your life. One author put it this way: Instead of struggling with the thought, I wonder 
why God is allowing that other person to bother me or upset me or hurt me; think instead, God is using that 
other person to sanctify me. 



And maybe you’re thinking, that would really stretch me to think that way. Peter would agree! The word 
translated “earnestly” literally means “to stretch” or “strain,” and it was used of an athlete stretching and 
straining every muscle toward the end of the race. In other words, we should exert ourselves to love one 
another.  
Again, this implies that love is not some warm, fuzzy feeling. Rather, it takes sustained, strenuous effort, such 
as athletes expend as they near the finish line, as they strive to excel and win a championship. 
Your time, your energy, and your resources… they must all be available and expendable if you are to love 
others the way Christ loved you.  
Biblical love can be very costly—literally and figuratively. It can cost you cold, hard cash, and it can drain every 
tear out of your eyes when someone you dearly love hurts you, betrays you, or is taken away from you in an 
untimely death. But imitating Christ’s love should not be suspended just because of the costs. Just because we 
might get hurt. Just because someone may not love us back.  
So, biblical love is often more sweat than sweet. It involves lots of effort and energy. And that leads us to the 
latter portion of 1 Peter 4:8 …keep loving one another earnestly, since love covers a multitude of sins… So, 
make investments in others’ lives AND… 
Make allowances for others’ sins and shortcomings (1 Peter 4.8b) 
NEWSFLASH: Loving others like you’re supposed to, like the Bible commands us to, is going to be very hard 
sometimes! That’s implicit in the phrase, “Love covers a multitude of sins.” It’s fairly easy to love people who 
love you back and don’t sin against you. But biblical love extends even to those who do you wrong. 
Listen to how Nehemiah describes the Lord in the context of his response to the Israelites rebellion in the 
wilderness when they refused to obey and stiffened their neck against the One who delivered them from 
Egyptian captivity… Nehemiah 9:17b …But you are a God ready to forgive, gracious and merciful, slow to 
anger and abounding in steadfast love, and did not forsake them.  
Our God is “ready to forgive” and “abounding in steadfast love.” And we’re told here in 1 Peter that Godly love 
“covers a multitude of sins.” Peter seems to have in mind the fact that love is ready to forgive and careful to 
protect the offender from needless exposure. The one who loves doesn’t keep a feud going by retaliating or 
holding a grudge. –Steven Cole 
NOTE: That love covers sin does not mean that love condones sin. Scripture is clear that love often confronts 
sin. Church discipline, which is sometimes necessary as an expression of love, confronts sin rather than covers 
sin.  
How do we know whether to cover someone’s sin or to confront it?  
Let me share just two quick guidelines (adapted from Steven Cole):  
(1) Distinguish between immaturity and defiance. Is the person a rebellious Christian who knows better or 
just an immature one?  
1 Thessalonians 5:14 We urge you, brothers, admonish the idle, encourage the fainthearted, help the weak, 
be patient with them all. 
 The “idle” here are idle and disruptive; they are defiant. And their defiance, like those out of step in a 
company of marching soldiers, will affect others. Their sin needs confrontation, not covering.  
But others are discouraged or weak, and they need encouragement or just being held onto, so they don’t go 
under. Patiently, tenderly cover their sin and shortcomings. 
(2) Cover whatever offenses you can and confront those that hinder your relationship. Many offenses are 
too trivial to confront. Those are the ones you need to absorb. Overlook them. Cover them. But if it is creating 
a barrier to relationship, then it needs to get cleared up. Consider a way to do it that will bring healing, not a 
deepening of the rift.  



And don’t dodge confronting the person just because confrontation is unpleasant. It’s also a matter of 
obedience.  
So, love covers a multitude of sins. Where love abounds in a fellowship of Christians, many small offences, and 
even some large ones, are readily overlooked and forgotten. But where love is lacking, every word is viewed 
with suspicion, every action is liable to misunderstanding, and conflicts abound—to Satan’s perverse delight 
(cf. Heb. 12:15; by contrast, 1 Cor. 13:4-7).  
Here’s a story Fred Craddock told about his father… I get the impression that his dad had been hurt by 
someone in the church years before. For years the church reached out to him to come back, but he always 
rejected their offers to go to church with one statement: "All they want is another name and another pledge" 
(meaning: they didn't care about him, all they wanted was to count him and his money). 
Year after year, an evangelist would visit the man during the Revival meetings trying to get him to come and 
he would repeat the same phrase as he dismissed them: "all they want is another name and another pledge."  
That's what Craddock's father always said…all except one time. 
Mr. Craddock got cancer and finally had to go to the VA Hospital to receive proper care. Over a period of time, 
the once burly man wasted away to a mere 78 pounds, and when Fred made it home and visited him in his 
hospital room he was shocked by his father's frail appearance.  
He was also shocked by the appearance of the room. It was filled with flowers and cards. As Craddock went 
about the room looking at the flowers and reading their cards, he was struck by the fact that for the most part 
they came from the very members of the church that his father had for so long rejected. 
His father motioned him to the bed, and because he could not speak due to the cancer, he weakly wrote these 
words on his notepad. Words from Hamlet: "Draw your breath in pain as you tell my story…."  
"What's your story, dad?" Craddock asked. 
Then his father wrote these three words "I Was Wrong." 
That church loved Craddock’s father. And because they loved him, they gave God the room and the time to 
change the man’s heart. All because they were committed to concept of loving one another. 


