Ephesians 4:25-5:2

St. Timothy; 8-9-09

Imitators of God

I have been a bit overwhelmed by the warm reception which I have received this week.  Your gracious hospitality and your words of encouragement have meant more to me than I can express with mere words.  I have been in a constant state of thanksgiving this week because God has brought us together to share in ministry.  It has been amazing to me to sit back and watch how God has worked out all of the details for this week to become a reality.  In reflecting about all of the good things about this move, it hit me that in addition to everything else, God even managed to get me out of Memphis before I had to endure another years’ worth of Elvis vigil Month!  I don’t want to hurt your feelings if you are one of those people who is a die hard Elvis fan, but when living in Memphis, I grew weary of all the Elvis hype during the entire month of August.  It seemed that every local television station ran Elvis movie re-runs all month long.  Beginning in early August, every news cast included reports of the fans, from all around the world, flocking to Memphis to keep vigil.
Now, you may be wondering what all of this talk about my joy at not having to live in such close proximity to all that drama has to do with Paul and his letter to the church in Ephesus.  Maybe, very little, but let me help you understand the connection in my feeble mind.  As I think about all the hoopla about Elvis, I am reminded of conversations I have had with friends who have speculated that perhaps Michael Jackson’s death this summer might shift the vigil keeping from one famous singer to another.  But in the great scheme of things, Elvis has only been dead for 32 years, and I cannot help but think that all of this would have died down much faster had the marketing wheels at Graceland not fanned the flames so well.  If you remember, the Bible says, “There arose a generation who did not know Joseph.”  It seems that most people come and go from this world without making a permanent mark, except perhaps in the 
lives of their loved ones.  Most people are remembered for a time, but it seems that human memories are relatively short.

The connection I see to Paul is that he wrote this letter to the Ephesians about 30 years or so after Jesus’ death.  One of the things which Paul said in his Philippians letter, “Jesus humbled himself and became obedient unto death, even death on a cross.  Therefore God has highly exalted him and bestowed on him the name which is above every name, so that at the name of Jesus every knee should bow and every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord.”  The amazing thing is that when Paul wrote those words there were not that many knees falling and even fewer tongues confessing much of any thing about Jesus, especially not his lordship.
As I think about the worldwide reaction to deaths of people like Michael Jackson or Elvis Presley, they pale by comparison to the outpouring of love and devotion expressed for nearly twenty centuries by millions, if not billions of Christians.  In a typical year in Memphis, there are more people who stream into that town to pay homage to Elvis than there were professing Christians when Paul wrote this letter to the Ephesians.  As much as I am relieved to be out of Memphis before the Elvis craziness began this year, I have to realize that fewer people pour into that city in an entire year than the number of people who profess Jesus Christ in a single day.  And there is a good reason for that.  As good an entertainer as Elvis was and as talented a singer and dancer as Michael Jackson was, neither of them came to this earth for the sole purpose of teaching this world about the extravagant, tender love of our God.  Jesus came just to teach the world how much God loves us.  It is only by the amazing, unconditional love and grace of God that Jesus would come to this world.  That is why it is Jesus who truly withstands the test of time.

In the text which I read a few minutes ago, Paul says that within the body of Christ we must be honest and avoid all pretenses.  We all know that the world is full of people who impersonate one person or another, but as follower of Jesus, we have been called to be imitators of the living God.  Keep in mind that there is a big difference between being an imitator vs. an impersonator.  Impersonators focus more on outward appearance and on giving the impression of the person being mimicked.  On the other hand, being an imitator is trying to become more and more like that other person every day.  An impersonator dresses up or pretends to be another person only for specific periods of time, but an imitator is continually striving to be like the one to be emulated.
Paul was telling those early Christians as he is telling us, that we are God’s beloved children and as such we are to be imitators of God.  Since our most vivid example of God can be seen in the person of Jesus and since we know that they are one in the Trinity, we will to well to be imitators of Jesus Christ.  Paul said that if we could just learn to live in love, as Christ loved us and gave himself up for us, then we would truly be imitators of the living God.  Gee, that sounds so easy, doesn’t it?  Until we get to thinking about all those people in our lives, who just rub us the wrong way.  For some of us, we do not really have to even know people to convince ourselves that we do not like them.  You know the kind of people I am talking about, those folks who live on the “other side of the tracks” or those who have no morals, or at least not our same moral code, or those folks who lack social graces, or those folks who are undereducated, or people who use different kinds of God speak and worship differently than we do.  Or, I am sure that you have your own list.  When it comes right down to it, most of us don’t like people whom we perceive to be different from us.  People who talk differently, or who don’t share our work ethic, or who don’t have the wisdom or enlightenment that God has graced us with.  Face the facts.  This old world is just chocked full of people that make it very difficult to like, let alone love them as Christ loved us.

One of the troubling things which Paul says in this letter is that it is okay to be angry.  As a matter of fact, he says that you do well to get angry.  Now I don’t know about you, but I would just as soon he had left that out of this passage.  You see, I grew up in a family where we learned, not so much through words, but through actions that anger was an unacceptable emotion.  Paul says that anger is a good thing if it does not cause you to sin, if it does not become vengeful or if we do not stay angry.  It is healthy to get angry, but not to stay angry.  Harboring anger only leaves room for evil to take over within us and that leaves very little space for God’s love to dwell and to flow forth from us.
Paul was trying to instruct these early Christians in the way of Jesus, which they were called to imitate.  Jesus was totally selfless, not a popular thing in the world in which we live.  Jesus showed love in everything he did.  He loved everyone and was kind and gracious to all, but we know how our world repaid that kind of love and service.  People like you and me nailed Jesus to a cross, piercing his side and watching the very life flow out of his body.  Is it any wonder that folks are hesitant to imitate Jesus, given that this was the warm reception which he received?  Jesus is a very tough act to follow, and yet, at the end of the day, he is still the name that is above all names and the one to whom every knee shall bow.  Paul had learned this and he wanted those Christians in Ephesus to learn it as well.

In chapter four of this letter, Paul had been trying to tell these young Christians that there would be many temptations in their lives and that he knew that they would be prone to wander from the way.  He knew that they were living in a world filled with evil and he knew just how easy it would be for them to buy into the world’s value system.  Paul shared a long laundry list of do’s and don’ts for those early Christians.  The fascinating thing is that the things they face are still the same challenges we struggle with today.  I can just imagine that after trying to list the potential pitfalls that were in store for Paul, he finally realized that the best thing he could say would be this, “Well, just watch God, and do what he does.  Be like children who learn good habits from their parents.”  In other words, imitate what you have seen of God in the person of Jesus the Christ.  God is love; everything that God does is loving.  Even when he is angry, he does that in love.  Learn to live a life of love and be loving in all that you do and all the rest will seem like insignificant details.  God did not love cautiously, but extravagantly!  He did not love to get something in return; he loved for the sole purpose of giving himself fully to us.  Love like that, my friends.
So, as we look to the future of our shared ministry here at St. Timothy CP Church in Bedford, Texas in 2009 and beyond, Paul’s words could not be more appropriate.  I don’t know all that has gone on in the past, and quite honestly I do not need to know.  The reality of the matter is that when I stepped foot into this church on June 21, I knew that I was at home, among the people that God was calling me to love.  I felt the Spirit of God alive and at work in this place and I am convinced that God still has great things for us to do for the kingdom of God, in and through this place where He has put us to serve Him.  If we will but listen to Paul and strive with all of our beings to be imitators of the Living God in all that we do, God will bless our efforts and he will be able to accomplish great things, even through broken vessels like you and me.  I know that you have experienced God’s love, because you have shown it too me abundantly and overwhelmingly already.  Now, let’s put the past behind us and move forward in the abundant, extravagant love of God which passes all human understanding.  If everything that we do is tempered with love, if the worship we offer is from our hearts and given as an honest and humble offering to our God, if we are welcoming of everyone, no matter who God may bring our way, and if we are faithful to God’s call to love in the way that Jesus taught, we will be imitators of the living God and our efforts will be blessed.  May we live into the one who has loved us beyond our comprehension.
And to our God be all glory and honor and blessing and wisdom and power and might, both now and forevermore.  Amen.

