10.22.2023:  Imitating God's Kindness-Part 1
We are in the first section of the practical application half of Ephesians [ch4]. Paul has told the readers to “walk” in humility and patience, to protect their unity. He says “Gift Grace” has been given to each of them for the building up of the body, so we can grow up 13 …to the measure of the stature which belongs to the fullness of Christ. 
So- on the negative side- we’re to avoid futility of mind and darkened understanding. We’re to rid ourselves of our old selves and -on the positive side- we’re to put on the NEW SELF 24 …which in the likeness of God has been created in righteousness and holiness of the truth. 
We’re supposed to MATURE into the “fullness of Christ” Our New Self is created in God’s likeness. And, as this passage ends, we’re told to be “imitators of God”- to forgive like Christ; to love like Christ; to imitate Jesus’ selfless, sacrificial love. Specifically we’re told: Eph. 5:1… be imitators of God, as beloved children; 2 and walk in love, just as Christ also loved you and gave Himself up for us… For us to be “imitators of God” we need to practice forgiveness, compassion, love and -very important- Kindness. 

In 18th century Britain, Dr. Samuel Johnson was a famous literary figure. He’d written a dictionary and discussions of Shakespeare’s plays. He was a devoted follower of Jesus and wrote prayers that are still in use today within the Church of England. As a respected linguist he had many witty and wordy friends.  Apparently convinced that brilliant repartee’ or gossip were the only worthwhile products of human conversation, a companion once said to him: “What’s the point of having a meal with someone if nobody says anything worth remembering?” Johnson replied “The point is to eat and drink together and to promote kindness.”
Kindness is central to all of Christianity. “Kindness is one of the purest forms of the imitation of God.”  In the Psalms we read: Psa. 25:10   All the paths of the LORD are lovingkindness and truth.  Psa. 63:3 …Your lovingkindness is better than life… 
And Psa. 13:5 …I have trusted in Your lovingkindness; My heart shall rejoice in Your salvation.

In the NT, Romans 2:4 speaks of the “riches of God’s kindness,” and says it’s THAT kindness that brings us to repentance.  Rom 11 says it’s God’s kindness that made room for the Gentiles to be “grafted onto the vine.”  The little letter of Titus says: Titus 3:4 But when the kindness of God our Savior and His love for mankind appeared, 5  He saved us… So our salvation flows from God’s kindness. And in Eph 2 Paul wrote: God  “raised us up with Christ…” 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 saved you through Jesus so that He might be KIND to you throughout the age to come. 

What if God were unkind? What if He made mean-spirited remarks about you? What if He told us how stupid we were [Peter], how disgusted He was with us? What if He said such things about others in front of us? What if we thought He was lying to us? What if He was always losing His temper with us?
We certainly don’t like people who behave this way. 
And certainly there are religions- old and new- with gods that ARE like that. 
And there are Christians – even whole churches- who portray God in just this way: grumpy, stern, unbending, demanding, stingy, expecting the worst of us, prepared to condemn and hoping to give us the smiting we deserve.
Thankfully, we have Jesus, who is the image of the invisible God [Col1], the radiance of God’s glory and the exact representation of his being [Heb 1]. 
In Jesus, the kindness standard is clear. 

He LOVES us and GIVES HIMSELF UP for us. He is KIND to us. Understanding our weakness and forgiving us.  God is kind. And we are called to be imitators of God. 

But Kindness doesn’t just happen. Kindness is an act of the will. This is why self-control is among the fruit of the Spirit. This is one of those places where “Gift Grace” comes into play. The Holy Spirit of God gives you the Gift of the Spirit we call “self-control.” But you are left with the free choice to decide whether you will employ it to curb this bad behavior or exercise that good behavior. 

When we lived in Sylmar in the San Fernando Valley. We had a largish property and we had horses. My sister was involved in a precision equestrian group called The California Rangers. Being Dutiful parents, my Mom and Dad volunteered and were made “officers” in the Rangers. 
The Rangers were to go via horseback on a camping trip- and Dad, as an officer, was expected to ride along with them. Mom drove the station wagon with gear and supplies. Now Dad was reasonably comfortable sitting a horse. But the stable hands thought it would be funny to give Dad an incredibly strong-willed horse, that had been trained as a show horse. The upshot was that Dad spent the entire ride wrestling to keep control of the horse and the horse liked to -at any moment- go into a parade-style, sideways prancing movement that was less than convenient for any riders nearby. It was exhausting and embarrassing for Dad.  That horse needed a stronger hand.   

In reference to our feelings and behaviors and speech N.T. Wright says: “… 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.”
Self-Control has both negative and positive applications: This specific gift of the Spirit is about both NOT DOING what we know we shouldn’t do and DOING what we know we should.

And so in 4:25-5:2 Paul offers us four concrete ways to imitate the kindness of God. But interestingly he doesn’t just say: DON’T DO THAT!  He says: “Don’t do that, instead, do this.” And if we do as Paul directs we will be Imitators of God’s kindness as  His children.

So we come out of v24 where we’re told to put on the New Self which, in the likeness of God has been created in righteousness and TRUTH. 
So, as we reflect the image of God to the world we should…
Rid Ourselves of Falsehood & Speak 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.
We talked about this at length last week. So just a few comments. TRUTH is an important theme in Ephesians. They are saved by hearing the message of Truth [1:13]. They’re to “speak truth” [4:15] and Paul tells us “Truth is in Jesus” [4:21]. As far as Paul is concerned Truth should be a critical attribute of every member of the body of Christ. 
Lying has been a centerpiece of human nature since the first man lied to God about why he was hiding from God in the garden. The Bible is full of liars- Abraham, David, Peter, and the infamous Ananias and Saphira to name a few - and their stories show us the consequences of not speaking Truth.
And with them the scripture is full of admonitions not to lie like this famous ordinance from the Ten Commandments: Ex. 20:16 You shall not bear false witness against your neighbor. 

In the SotM Jesus is talking about swearing oaths to make a statement sound more truthful, Jesus says: Matt 5:34 “But I say to you, make no oath at all, …37  Simply let your ‘Yes’ be ‘Yes,’ and your ‘No,’ ‘No’; anything beyond this comes from the evil one. The message: don’t embellish, don’t lie, just speak what is True and nothing else.  
That sort of oath swearing was about putting yourself first ahead of others. 
Most of the time when we lie it’s for our own benefit, to protect ourselves, to enhance ourselves.  But if we’re trying to be Imitators of God, imitating his kindness and compassion, that means putting others ahead of ourselves.  And that’s what our new nature is all about. Col. 3:9 Don’t lie to each other, for you have stripped off your old sinful nature and all its wicked deeds.  10 Put on your new nature,   Eph. 4:25   Therefore, ridding yourselves of falsehood, “Speak Truth each one of you with his neighbor, because we are parts of one another.
Notice that the reason we should rid ourselves of Lying [to impress or protect or to get some reward] is because we are parts of one another.  We are connected. We are part of the same team. We are equally important parts of the same unit. If we are living imitations of God’s kindness and compassion and forgiveness then there is no need to lie to impress or to hide some weakness- because we all belong to each other, we are all connected bits of the Body of Christ.   To paraphrase Wesley from The Princess Bride: We are people of kindness, Lies do not become us.
But emotions can rise up suddenly. And even Imitators of God may be ambushed by anger. So we’re told:
Be Angry But Do Not Sin
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.
31  All bitterness, wrath, anger,  clamor, and slander must be  removed from you, along with all  malice.
Anger itself is not a sin. It’s an emotion that all humans are likely to experience at some time. 
Jesus, himself got angry- like when He saw the Temple being misused as a marketplace [Matt 21]; or the time the disciples tried to keep the children away from Jesus [Mk 10]. The text says He was indignant- vexed, angry- when he corrected them. 

And there’s the time in the synagogue when he is preparing to heal the man with the deformed hand. He asks the religious experts: Is it okay to do good on the Sabbath? And they kept silent. Mark says Jesus looked at them with ANGER [“or-GAY” Mk3].  And the word for anger there is the same word for anger Paul is using in v26 & 31 of Eph 4. 
So Jesus got angry sometimes. But Jesus never sinned. 
So anger itself- the feeling, the emotion- cannot be a sin. 

There is a “righteous indignation” an anger that is rightly directed at injustice, bullying, or abuse. [The danger is allowing anger to become an excuse for sinful behavior.]

The problem is what we do under the influence of the emotion. 
If our “indignation” leads us to behavior that is sinful- if in response to bullying or abuse we bully or abuse, then our anger has led us to the place of Satan’s opportunity. 
Jesus was angry and did not sin. Should anger arise in us we need to “be imitators of Him.”
So Paul tells us: when you feel anger rising up in you, exert the Holy Spirit gift of self-control so that you do not sin. If you become angry, be aware that anger is a powerful emotion that could lead you to do things that could do damage to your soul, as well as harm others. 

And so He offers this bit of wisdom: 26b do not let the sun go down on your anger…  
If anger overtakes you, whether righteous or not; again, by the Holy Spirit gift of self-control, set a limit on that anger. Let that emotion go down before the sun.  

Forgive as God in Christ has forgiven you and let it go, and move on.
If you do not, you run the risk of that anger becoming a habit, a grudge- and THAT is sin.  Anger allowed to set up housekeeping in your mind “gives the devil an opportunity” to damage your soul and through you to damage others as well. 
So dispense with the emotion before the day’s end. 

Years ago, Rebekah realized that she was experiencing a lot of anger. 
 She was angry about many things…all the time. 

The sensation of that emotion was becoming a habit- and she was feeling angry when it wasn’t necessary. She recognized the problem and the threat to her soul that existed in anger becoming a habit. So she prayed over it- and awoke the next morning feeling healed. 

But she says: the Spirit also told her to be prepared to exert that gift of self-control because that “habit” would try to assert itself again requiring “constant vigilance”. 

Which is why Paul says in 31 All bitterness, wrath, anger,  clamor, and slander must be  removed from you, along with all  malice. We all need to be alert to these negative versions of anger and give them the boot via the Spirit and our will. Imitators of God’s loving-kindness do not want to give the Devil an opportunity to do more damage to us or others. 
I am not prone to big emotional swings. I’m pretty even-keeled and generally not prone to anger.  I can only remember a couple times I have been incensed with anger.  
In one my voice was raised in loud, aggressive tones, trying to contain a situation. Rebekah calmed me down and I listened and did as she asked. 
In another, my character was assailed and my work was called invalid and my feelings were hurt - I was highly emotional but not angry. Then a derisive comment was made about my wife. THAT made me angry.  But, thanks be to the Holy Spirit of God, I responded in self-control-  saying firmly: “That was inappropriate. It’s time for you to go.”   I was angry, shaken with emotion, but -thanks be to God- I do not think I crossed the line into sin. I worked to let that anger go and before the day’s end it was not an issue. Thanks to the work of the Holy Spirit.
Feeling anger, itself, is not a sin. But anger is a powerful emotion that the Enemy of our souls loves to exploit hoping to cause us to strike back or curse the other. So, in imitation of God, whose [Ps30:5 …  anger lasts a moment, but his favor lasts a lifetime…] we need to put an end date on any anger we may feel. Employing the Grace Gift of self-control, we need to shuffle off that anger before the day’s end.  To do anything else is to give the Enemy a leg- up in his destructive work in the world. 

Ephesians calls us to put on the “new self” which has been created in the likeness of God. .” We’ve also been called to mature into the “fullness of Christ” -to grow up to resemble Him in all ways. This morning’s text calls us be “imitators of God: to forgive, to love, and to be kind as God is kind.

Two very practical ways to live the Kindness of God into the world are: 1. To speak Truth to our neighbors, and 2. To set limits on any anger that may rise up in us.

In this passage, Paul offers us two more ways to be imitators of God’s kindness:

 through our work and our words- We’ll consider those next week. Till then:
4:32 Be kind to one another, compassionate, forgiving each other, just as God in Christ also has forgiven you.  5:1 There-fore be imitators of God, as beloved children; 2 and walk in love, just as Christ also loved you and gave Himself up for us…  

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.



