10.29.2023:  Imitating the Kindnssof God -Part 2
We’re in ch4 of Ephesians but the slice of the letter we are considering comes to an end in 5:1-2. [It’s a good reminder that chapters and verses weren’t introduced until 1560. Just because a chapter ends where it does doesn’t mean that’s where the thought ends. It means that’s where someone arbitrarily decided to put a chapter mark.] 

In 5:1 we’re told: Eph. 5:1 Therefore be imitators of God, as beloved children; and to live out the kind of sacrificial love that King Jesus did- like an offering and a sacrifice. 
In your living imitate God. Imitate Jesus. This connects directly with things we’ve been told earlier in the letter: We’re supposed to MATURE into the “fullness of Christ.” And we’re to put on our New Self which is created in God’s likeness [4:24]. 
We, in our “life-walk” are -according to scripture- to be living imitations of the compassion, forgiveness, sacrificial love, and- very important- the KINDNESS of God. 
God is unutterably KIND to us.  Psa. 25:10 All the paths of the LORD are lovingkindness and truth.  God’s kindness convinces us to come to repentance [Rom 2:4]. Titus 3:4-5 says our Salvation is BECAUSE of God’s kindness.  And in Eph 2 Paul told us: God’s goal in our salvation is to spend the Age to come showing us His kindness. [Think about that!] And God’s kindness is shown to us throughout the Gospels as they portray the life and ministry of Jesus- the image of the invisible God- who feeds the 5000, who touches the leper, who calls the unworthy, and embraces the children.

But Kindness doesn’t just happen. Kindness is an act of the will. And thankfully the Grace gifts of the Holy Spirit include Self-control. Last week I quoted you N. T. Wright on this saying:“… we should regard our moods and the speech which flows from them, as we might a strong but willful horse, which needs to be reminded frequently of the direction we’re supposed to be going in.”
The Human will is mostly self-centered.  It wants to do what it wants to do; and mostly that’s whatever pleases us. Kindness is an act of the will that puts another’s happiness ahead of us.  By the Holy Spirit empowered gift of “self-control” we submit ourselves to the other [as in 5:21]; we imitate God, and engage in some action that gives grace or blessing to the other. That’s Kindness.
Thus, because we are parts of each other, parts of Christ’s Body, we intentionally stop lying to each other and, instead, we speak Truth in love. That’s imitating God’s Kindness. And because we know anger is a dangerous emotion, we exert the Holy Spirit gift of self-control. We intentionally put an expiration date on that feeling and let it “set” before the day’s end. Knowing that if we don’t, it may just give the devil a foothold, to climb up into our life and paint us with his poison.
That’s imitating God’s Kindness.
The passage continues giving us two more ways to imitate God’s kindness and reflect it to the world: in our WORK and in our WORDs. I’d hoped to be able to cover both today, but when writing about “work” crept into page #3 I knew it was no good. 
So today we’ll consider Work and next Sunday the important topic of Words.
WORK
28 The one who steals must no longer steal; but rather he must labor, producing with his own hands what is good, so that he will have something to share with the one who has need.
It’s fairly common knowledge that Christianity was appealing to Roman societies’ lower classes  the poor -struggling to make ends meet- and, of course slaves. While there were some well-to-do followers of Jesus, some socially and politically connected folks- even some within the Emperor’s household, the majority following “the Christos” in the mid to late first century were devoid of denari and shy of shekels [1Cor 1:26ff]. 
Maybe your faith in Christ has lost you your place in the guild. No one will hire you, so you can’t work. 

Maybe you’re a household slave with no income- and pocketing a few coins would go unnoticed. 

Maybe you’re hungry. Maybe your kids are hungry and despite your Faith you’re getting desperate. 
And so being a sneaky-thief, doing a little Robin Hood sort of thing- robbing from the rich and giving to the poor [ which is me]- seems perfectly reasonable. Those other folks have so much excess. And besides they’re pagans! Isn’t it what they deserve? 

But, in the Kingdom of God, the end never justified the means. The scripture is crystal clear on the issue. We’ve got an absolute directive in the Big Ten: Ex. 20:15   “ You shall not steal.  Deut. 5:19   ‘ You shall not steal. In the NT Paul tells the Corinthian Church 1Cor. 6:9   Or do you not know that the unrighteous will not inherit the kingdom of God? And then Paul gives a long list of behaviors that are unrighteous. And one is being a thief: stealing. Like lying, Stealing is a big deal to God. WHY?
God LOVES each of His image-bearing Humans as if we are His favorite. And God LOVES His faithful followers with an eternal, incorruptible LOVE. The Father God is all about the well-being of “the other.”  Is. 41:13 “For I am the LORD your God  who takes hold of your right hand,   Who says to you, ‘ Do not fear, I will help you.’ 1Pet. 5:6   Therefore humble yourselves under the mighty hand of God, …7 having cast all your  anxiety on Him, because He cares about you.
Eph. 2:13 But now in Christ Jesus you who previously were far away have been brought near by the blood of Christ. And, according to Eph God… blessed us with every spiritual blessing, adopted us, redeemed us, gave us an inheritance and sealed us with the Holy Spirit. He made us alive with Christ Eph 2: 7 so that in the ages to come He might show the boundless riches of His grace in kindness toward us in Christ Jesus.
God is all about “the other.” And He calls us, as His children, to imitate Him by putting the other ahead of ourselves: Eph. 4:32  Be kind to one another, compassionate, forgiving each other,  just as God in Christ also has forgiven  you. 
Phil 2:3 Do nothing from selfishness or empty conceit, but with humility consider one another as more important than yourselves;  Eph 5: 21 … subject yourselves to one another in the fear of Christ.   
But stealing is self-centered.  Stealing harms “the other.” Stealing despises and diminishes “the other,” ignoring their need and fixating on yours. There is no kindness in stealing. No compassion. No subjection of self. Stealing is selfish and self-centered. You cannot imitate God, or reflect the fullness of God and Christ and be a thief.
This is why Stealing is a big deal to God. That’s why: 28 The one who steals must no longer steal;
[Side comment: I should point out that this principle is just as applicable to any business, corporation, government as it is to any individual. Thieving at every level shuts you off from the Kingdom of God.] 
Now most of my Ephesians Experts are quick to point out good protestant work ethic] that the remedy for stealing is honest work. And that point is made in the text. 28 The one who steals must no longer steal; but rather he must labor, producing with his own hands what is good…

This message can be found in the NT because, as the followers of Jesus were already looked on with suspicion, even exclusion from community life, the last thing they needed was to be associated with STEALING. A Greek-influenced Jewish author from the turn from BC to AD: “Work hard so that you can live from your own means; for every idle person lives from what his hands can steal.”
In Thessalonica the fairly new followers of Jesus were convinced the Lord was returning SOON! And so some of them stopped working – because why go to work when the new age starts tomorrow!?  
[Don’t laugh: Harold Camping predicted Christ’s return for May 21, 2011- lots of folks gave up work.] 
So in a 2nd letter Paul reminds them how he and his companions “worked day and night so as not to be a burden to them.”  The life-example of the teacher should have made the point: Even Paul, who preaches Jesus’ coming is working- we should do the same. 
[Acts 18 tells us Paul was a tentmaker Pris/Aqui.] 
But it didn’t take. That’s why he says: 
2Thess 3:10 For even when we were with you, we used to give you this order: if anyone is not willing to work, then he is not to eat, either. 11 For we hear that some among you are leading an undisciplined life, doing no work at all, but acting like busybodies. 12 Now we command and exhort such persons in the Lord Jesus Christ to work peacefully and eat their own bread. 

So within the Thessalonian Church the issue that prompts Paul’s edict about work and eating isn’t laziness as much as a misguided response to the hope of Jesus’ return and the dawn of the Age to come. In any case, the remedy, again is for all those who are able-bodied to engage in honest work so as not to be a “burden” to the rest of the Church.     [Not directed at widows/orphans-anyone]. 

So the teaching of Thessalonians supports the teaching of Ephesians 28 The one who steals must no longer steal; but rather he must labor, producing with his own hands what is good… 

But why? What’s the motivation? In the circumstances of Thessalonica the answer appears to be: so as not to be a burden to others. 

But Ephesians- written10 years later offers a different perspective on the question of “Why should I work [rather than steal]?  With time, and the fact that Jesus has not yet returned, Paul’s insight on this matter has expanded. 

In Ephesians it doesn’t say:
28 The one who steals must no longer steal; but rather he must labor, producing with his own hands what is good so that…
… he will be a responsible and respected member of society. -NOPE.
… he won’t be lazily living off welfare, funded by the taxes of responsible citizens. -NOPE.
… his wife and children will be well-dressed, well-fed, and well educated; living a comfortable life with a lake-house, and vacations to Europe. – NOPE.

 …, so that he will have something to share with the one who has need.
Not ONE of my Ephesians  experts commented on this in any way. And they should have because it fits with so much of what they’ve been saying previously in Ephesians. 
WE ARE CALLED TO IMITATE GOD. His forgiveness, compassion and kindness should be reflected into the world through us- His image-bearing children- doing our best imitation of Him.  GOD CARES ABOUT THE OTHER and PROVIDES for the other. 
And so as Imitators of God and Christ the TRUE REASON for us to engage in honest work is purely SO WE WILL HAVE SOMETHING TO SHARE WITH THOSE IN NEED.  This is the Christian work ethic: You WORK so you will be able to be generous. You work so you will be able to share what you have with those going without. You work so you can better imitate the generosity of God. 

This is radical thinking.  This bears no resemblance, whatsoever to the American work ethic you and I have known all our lives- which says: be responsible, be in place, on time, work effectively and efficiently, with a good attitude and you will receive compensation that will provide for you and your family. Our self-indulgent culture tells us to work hard so we can provide a good life for ourselves and our children [without being a burden to society] with enough put aside for a comfortable retirement, and something left to go to the kids when we die. That’s the American work ethic.
As most of you know, it was never my intention to be a pastor. I loved my Biblical Literature classes at SPU, but the idea of Seminary [more school] was of no interest to me. My singular goal as I worked through my Junior year at SPU .was a simple. All I wanted from life was a wife, children and a 9-5 job that met our basic financial needs. I never expected to make a lot of money. I never expected to build anything important [a company or business reputation] or be anything important. 

I wanted to go to work. Complete my day’s work with integrity and come home to my kids dancing on the front porch and my wife waiting to welcome me with a kiss. 
That’s all I wanted. There’s nothing really wrong with that. And I basically lived that out for the first 18 years of my work life.  But during those years, I confess to you, I was not thinking about this Biblical work ethic that we’re talking about today. 
I was following American work culture, like all my peers.
I did take a slightly different approach in that I saw life as residing in my family and my Church. Work was a “necessary evil” to be able to do those things. 
Unlike a lot of my generation, I didn’t “live to work.” I worked so that I could live [family over work]. But as I think about this today I still was not living the God-imitating work ethic we find in Ephesians. I was not - producing with [my] own hands what is good, SO THAT [I would] have something to share with the one who has need. I was following my culture, working to provide a secure life for my family with little or no thought to what we might give away.
When God moved and you called me to serve as your Pastor- my mental approach didn’t change. I still was NOT thinking: the reason I work is to have something to give away. But things did change practically-  we’ve always tithed to our Church and God has always been faithful. And we know those tithes go to support our missionaries and other ministries and we’re glad for that. We also gave from our wherewithall to the WAVE Food Drive and each Christmas to Living Water. And as we all provided meals for the Winter Shelter that came from our own pocket. And from time to time money came into our hands- that I didn’t know what to do with so I found creative ways to give it away.  
I wasn’t thinking Ephesians 4:28- but by default, maybe we’ve been living it.
But maybe we SHOULD be thinking about it. 
The reason for WORK in Ephesians is not to make a bundle for yourself. It’s not even so you won’t be a burden to your family or society.  In Ephesians, the reason we work is to be able to share with those in need.  
We don’t steal because that hurts and harms the other. And we’re to Imitate God’s compassion and kindness, so we don’t do what would harm our neighbor. Instead, we Work with our own hands and minds and creativity and ingenuity and responsibility.  
And the reason we work is 

…so that [we] will have something to share with the one who has need. 
And in doing this we Imitate the Kindness of God. 
Eph 4:20 But you did not learn Christ in this way, 21 if indeed you have heard Him and have been taught in Him, just as truth is in Jesus, 22 that, in reference to your former way of life, you are to rid yourselves of the old self, which is being corrupted in accordance with the lusts of deceit, 23 and that you are to be renewed in the spirit of your minds, 24 and to put on the new self, which in the likeness of God has been created in righteousness and holiness of the truth.

Eph. 4:25   Therefore, ridding yourselves of falsehood, SPEAK TRUTH EACH ONE OF YOU WITH HIS NEIGHBOR, because we are parts of one another. 26 BE ANGRY, AND YET DO NOT SIN; do not let the sun go down on your anger, 27 and do not give the devil an opportunity. 28 The one who steals must no longer steal; but rather he must labor, producing with his own hands what is good, so that he will have something to share with the one who has need. 29 Let no unwholesome word come out of your mouth, but if there is any good word for edification according to the need of the moment, say that, so that it will give grace to those who hear. 

30 Do not grieve the Holy Spirit of God, by whom you were sealed for the day of redemption. 31 All bitterness, wrath, anger, clamor, and slander must be removed from you, along with all malice. 32 Be kind to one another, compassionate, forgiving each other, just as God in Christ also has forgiven you.

Eph. 5:1   Therefore be imitators of God, as beloved children; 2 and walk in love, just as Christ also loved you and gave Himself up for us, an offering and a sacrifice to God as a fragrant aroma.


