
 1 

Rev. Patrick W. Notley 
 
Barrington Presbyterian Church 
400 County Road 
Barrington, RI 02806 
(401) 245-2218 
patrick.notley@barrpres.org 
____________________________________________________________________________ 
 

Sermon for August 12, 2012 
 

 19th Sunday in Ordinary Time 
Year B 

Scripture Text:  Ephesians 4:17-5:2 
  
 
 
Imitating God: Closing the Gap between God’s Behavior and Ours 
 
 
I can remember many years ago, as a young person, spending a large portion of each summer at 
camp.  So profound was the camp experience I had while I was attending Junior and Senior High 
school that when I was old enough to do so, I continued to spend my summers at camp as a 
member of the camp staff  fulfilling such roles as counselor, unit director, canoe instructor and 
the like.  Now the camps I both attended and worked at were connected to and run by the 
Presbyterian Church through the Presbytery of the James in Richmond, VA and the National 
Capitol Presbytery located in the Washington, DC area.  So given their church connection and 
focus it was not unusual for there to be both opening and closing worship times at the beginning 
and end of each camp cycle; and given their locations and the rustic setting of the camps, 
worship was a less formal event that occurred in open air sanctuaries that included campfires and 
lots of singing accompanied by one or more guitars. 
 
One of the more popular songs at these worship services was a gospel style hymn written in 1968 
by then-Catholic priest Peter R. Scholtes called They will Know We Are Christians by Our Love.  
It is a song loosely based upon Ephesians in general that speaks about the unity that people of 
faith find when they band together as communities of faith and then work together to provide 
support, encouragement and guidance to one another.  It opens with the almost prayer like 
statement that, “We are one in the Spirit,” and the hoped for day when, “all unity will be 
restored,” and then continues on to describe what the community of faith is and will be like in 
this hoped for time of unity where all will work together side by side, walk together hand in 
hand, guard each one’s dignity and spread the news of God’s love to every land.  And as the 
refrain for each of these verses is the statement that all will know we are Christians by our love. 
 
It was and is still a very profound memory for me linked to the many memories of sitting around 
a campfire in the waning light of some summer day watching the glowing embers and the 
dancing flames of the fire in the company of so many other young people who were brought 
together for some short period of time to enjoy God’s creation and each other’s company and to 
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learn more about God and ourselves in relation to God and one another.  And it seemed to make 
so much sense and to be so simple.  We, the community of faith, were called together by God for 
the purpose of living together, working together, worshipping together and in it all supporting 
one another so that we could and would become a model of how the world was called to live and 
act.  They, the rest of the world, would know that we were Christians, people of faith, because of 
the love we expressed for one another and the actions we took to proclaim that love to others.  
And because of that we would see the unity of God’s family restored, made whole and perfected.    
 
 Only, time passed and that hoped for, longed for, sung about and prayed for unity seems to be 
just as far away as it ever was.  Communities of faith a rocked by scandal and division; whole 
denominations seem to be in peril of being pulled apart at the seams as factions battle with one 
another about what the Bible really says, or who is more pure in their faith, or what behavior is 
deemed more sinful  than any other.  And those on the outside often wonder that if all of this is 
what it means to be Christian, why then would anyone want to be a part of it.  That which 
seemed so simple and obvious is not simple at all.  That which seemed so possible now seems 
impossible.  We no longer seem to be the model for how the world is to live.  And we may even 
wonder ourselves if we are simply going through the motions because we have nowhere else to 
turn. 
 
“You must no longer live as the Gentiles live, in the futility of their minds. They are darkened in 
their understanding, alienated from the life of God… That is not the way you learned Christ!  For 
surely you have heard about him and were taught in him, as truth is in Jesus. You were taught to 
put away your former way of life… and to be renewed in the spirit of your minds, and to clothe 
yourselves with the new self, created according to the likeness of God in true righteousness and 
holiness.”  (Ephesians 4:17-24) 
 
“And do not grieve the Holy Spirit of God, with which you were marked with a seal for the day 
of redemption.   [B]e imitators of God, as beloved children, and live in love, as Christ loved us 
and gave himself up for us, a fragrant offering and sacrifice to God.”  (Ephesians 4:30, 5:1-2) 
 
 The writer of this letter to the faith communities in and around Asia Minor was no stranger to 
the very same challenges that we see in our faith communities today.  There was dissention and 
division, power struggles and controversy, inappropriate behavior and factionalism, conflict over 
whose teachings held the highest authority and what behaviors were acceptable and which were 
not, manipulation of the truth and outright false testimony, and so on and so on and so on.  
 
And so writing to the Ephesians and most likely other communities of faith in Asia Minor, the 
writer of this letter exhorts the people of faith to consider once again who they are and whose 
they are.  Using language that was intended to elicit memories of their own baptisms, the writer 
of this letter calls upon these Christian communities of faith to strip themselves of their old ways 
of life in the very same way that they stripped off their old clothing before entering the baptismal 
waters and instead put on the new life in Christ in the very same way that they donned a new set 
of clothing after the emerged up from the baptismal waters and into the community of faith as a 
new and renewed person.   So, newly clothed in the image of God they have been called to 
reflect upon and then act upon this new life and what it means to be part of the Body of Christ, 
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the community of faith.  And what it meant for them is the very same thing that it means for us 
right here and now; that they and we are to become imitators of God. 
 
Now even as that exhortation may sound outlandish and un-attainable it is none-the-less what we 
have all been called to do.  For what it means at its very core is that we are, in all that we do and 
in every moment of our lives, called to close the gap between how God acts and how we act.  For 
to do anything less is to, in the words of this letter, “Grieve the Holy Spirit of God.”   
 
To imitate God is to put our focus on the actions that flow from God to humanity and there is no 
better witness to those actions, for us, than in the person of Jesus the Christ.   For in him we 
catch a glimpse of the infinite love and care that God has for all of creation; we catch a glimpse 
of what it means to be in community with one another and what it means to care for and lift up 
the other. 
 
Friends, the reality of our lives and our world is that we will not be able to bring about the unity 
of all, all on our own.  And yet the call from the writer of this letter is to not stop trying.  We 
who have been named and claimed by God through Christ have been marked by the Spirit and 
are therefore called to move out into the world and as the gospel song goes, work together, walk 
hand in hand, spread the Good news of the Gospel throughout the land and in it all witness to and 
model the unity that that is longed for.   
 
Will we always get it right?   No.   
 
Will we on our own be successful?  Hardly.   
 
Will there be times when it looks like we are going backwards instead of forwards?  Absolutely.   
 
But our call is not to perfection any more than it is to completion; our call is to action.  We are 
called to focus upon God as witnessed to us in the life and ministry of Jesus the Christ and in that 
focus to imitate God in how we treat, welcome and care for others all in the name of God our 
creator, Christ our redeemer and the Holy Spirit our sustainer. 
 
 
 
Amen. 
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