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Ephesians 5 (2) – The Love of Christ for His Own 

 

What is the highest calling, the greatest responsibility, the greatest possibility in the life of a 

Christian? Ephesians 5:1 gives us God’s answer. It isn’t about doing our utmost, or becoming 

“the best me I can be”. It isn’t about imitating the best of this world, or striving for the highest 

levels of human achievement. It isn’t just about admiring, adoring, or thinking about God, 

although we are called to do those things. Our call is to imitate the Almighty, to be like Him in 

His character. This one command should make us realize our utter dependence on God.  

 

This command means we are called to “keep on becoming imitators” of God. This is a lifestyle, 

and it is progressive. We will not do this perfectly but we are called to do this purposefully. 

When Paul says that we are to imitate God, he is speaking of imitating His character. He is not 

speaking about imitating His power, or authority. Our highest call is to imitate God, and in vs.2, 

we see that to imitate God means to walk in love. But this isn’t some vague notion of love; this 

“walking in love” is defined by the atoning sacrifice of Jesus for our sins.  

 

This shows us why doctrine is so vital. This love that Christ has shown for us, and the way we 

are called to walk in that love, these can only be understood when the doctrine of the atonement 

is grasped. Our entire Christian experience is summed up in this; Paul has told us to imitate God, 

and he says that we do this by walking in love as Christ did, and he defines that as the love Christ 

demonstrated in the atonement. Therefore, if I don’t properly understand the atonement, then I 

don’t properly understand this love, and so I won’t properly walk in it. Those who say that 

doctrine doesn’t matter don’t understand the role of doctrine, and it shows a true lack of devotion 

to what the Bible teaches. We should be as fully informed about the atonement as we can be, 

because it will definitely make a difference in how we live. 

 

as Christ loved us – notice that it doesn’t say that we are to imitate the love that Christ had for 

the Father, but the love Christ had for us. Think about that. For Jesus to love His Father, who is 

eternally perfect, and who loved Jesus perfectly, this was natural. But for Jesus to love us, who 

by nature are sinful, and who by nature do not love Him, is amazing.  Again, doctrine is vitally 

important. The love of Christ is measured by the sinfulness of man. Without a proper doctrine of 

man and sin we will not have a proper grasp of God’s love for us in Christ (Ephesians 2:1-3: We 

all were driven by the direction of the world, the designs of the devil, and the desires of our 

sinful nature). You will always underestimate the love of God as long as you overestimate you. 

But when we can see the heights of His holiness compared to the depths of our depravity, it is 

then that we will know the measure of His love to us (…but God – Ephesians 2:4-10). Christ 

loved us, who were the enemies of God (cf. Romans 5:6-10).  

 

In this verse we will see 4 things about the atonement; it was a voluntary, substitutionary, penal, 

and satisfactory sacrifice. What an amazing love Christ has shown us! And when you understand 

these various aspects of the atonement, you will see clearly that theology matters. 

 

and gave himself up – the atonement was a voluntary sacrifice. This “gave” here is in the 

“active voice”; Jesus actively and willingly laid down His life (Matthew 16:21, 20:28 / John 

12:32-33, 15:12-13 / Galatians 1:4, 2:20 / Ephesians 5:25 / 1 Timothy 2:6 / Titus 2:14 / Hebrews 

7:25-27, 9:14 / 1 John 3:16).  
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The Son of God gave Himself up – Jesus gave up the glories of heaven, and relinquished the 

rights He could have asserted, and He willingly limited the exercise of certain divine 

prerogatives while He was on this earth (cf. 2 Corinthians 8:9 / Philippians 2:6-8). He denied 

Himself. We do not need to pity our strong Shepherd, the Lord Jesus. Jesus Christ wasn’t a 

victim; He didn’t passively become a sacrifice. This was an active, voluntary sacrifice; it wasn’t 

something that was done to Him, it was something He did. He pursued it and accomplished it.  

 

Yes it was through the hands of wicked men that Jesus was crucified, but it was God’s plan 

(Acts 2:23, 4:27-28). Jesus could have stopped this at any time throughout His life (Matthew 

26:51-56 / John 10:11, 17-18), but He chose to do His Father’s will (Hebrews 10:4-10). Jesus 

didn’t come to do all of this despite what men would do to Him; Jesus came determining what 

men would do to Him. He came to have these things done to Him; not just knowing that they 

would be done, but making certain that they would be done. He came in order for it to be done, 

because it had to be done. Jesus had to die for us to be saved and for God’s righteousness and 

justice to be vindicated (Romans 3:23-26). The atonement was a voluntary sacrifice.  

 

for us – the atonement was a substitutionary sacrifice. It’s only in this way that the death of 

Jesus Christ can be of benefit to us. It is a sacrifice that involved a substitution of Him for us. 2 

Corinthians 5:21 – On the cross, God treated Jesus as if He lived your life so He could treat you 

as if you lived His life. We need to think about that carefully and clearly. Did the atoning 

sacrifice of Jesus actually pay for actual sins, or was it simply a possible or theoretical payment? 

For whom did Christ die? Who is the “us” that He gave Himself up for? There are 3 possibilities. 

 

Some teach that Jesus Christ died for all the sins of all people. But that would mean that 

everyone had their sins paid for, and so everyone will be in heaven. If Jesus died for the sins of 

people who will suffer in hell, then they will be suffering for their sins even though Christ 

suffered for those same sins on the cross. This is an insult to the justice of God.  

 

Some teach that Christ died for all of the sins of all people, except for the sin of unbelief, and 

that there is no atonement for that. You probably have heard it put this way, “The only sin that 

will send someone to hell is to not believe in Jesus”. But that is not true (cf. Revelation 20:12).  

 

Again, we need a proper understanding of man and sin. We were all born with an unbelieving 

heart. If Christ did not die for the sin of unbelief, then everyone will be going to hell. But if 

Christ died for every sin for all people including unbelief, then everyone is going to heaven. 

Neither is true. Theology matters. “He sought me and He bought me with His redeeming blood”. 

 

The correct understanding of the atonement is that Christ died for all the sins of some people. It 

was a substitutionary sacrifice. Jesus perfectly paid the exact price for an exact number of sins 

for an exact number of people. Otherwise, He has in some measure failed in His objective. He 

would have paid for the sins of people who will receive no benefit, and He would have paid for 

those sins without getting the benefit Himself. Jesus is no failure, and Jesus did not fail in His 

most important mission! Matthew 1:21 / John 6:39, 18:9 – He died for His people, securing 

salvation for them all. Christ died for all the sins of those whom God purposed to bring to faith in 

His Son. The value of the atonement is infinite, but the design of the atonement is limited to 

God’s elect. The atonement was a voluntary sacrifice, and it was a substitutionary sacrifice.  
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a fragrant offering – the atonement was a penal sacrifice; it was a punishment for sin, the 

payment of a penalty. This word picture brings us back to the Old Testament and the Levitical 

offerings (cf. Leviticus 1:9, 13, 17, 2:2, 9, 12, 3:5, 16, 4:31). The offerings and the sacrifices 

represented the payment of a penalty; something was owed to God. Each of the 5 Levitical 

offerings presents a picture of Christ and His atoning work. Some (the burnt offering, the meal 

offering, and the peace offering) represent the perfection and obedience of Jesus. The others (the 

sin offering and the trespass offering) represent God’s displeasure with sin. Jesus is the “lamb 

without blemish” (1 Peter 1:19 / Revelation 5:12-13, 7:9-10). He paid for our sins. The 

atonement was a voluntary sacrifice, a substitutionary sacrifice, and a penal sacrifice.  

 

and sacrifice to God – the atonement was a satisfactory sacrifice. We know that it provided a 

satisfaction of the holiness and righteousness of God because it produces a fragrance, a “pleasing 

aroma” or “sweetsmelling savor” (KJV). It is to God that the sacrifice is first given, and God is 

satisfied; He is pleased with this voluntary, penal sacrifice that Jesus Christ has offered. 

  

When we talk about the penal and satisfaction aspects of the atonement, two technical words are 

often used to describe them: expiation and propitiation. Expiation emphasizes the removal of 

guilt through a payment of the penalty (the penal aspect), while propitiation emphasizes the 

appeasement of God’s wrath and justice (the satisfaction aspect). Both words are related to 

reconciliation, since it is through Christ’s death on the cross for our sins that we are reconciled to 

God. Expiation is the act that results in the change of God’s disposition toward us. Expiation is 

what Christ did on the cross, and the result of Christ’s work of expiation is propitiation. They are 

related but they are distinct, like the difference between the ransom that is paid and the attitude 

of the one who receives the ransom. Together, expiation and propitiation constitute an act of 

placation. Christ did His work on the cross to placate the wrath of God, satisfying the demands 

of His holy justice. What an amazing love Christ has shown us! 

 

Genesis 8:15-22 – the “pleasing aroma” carries the meaning of “an odor of rest”. The Lord Jesus 

expressed this on the cross when He said, “It is finished” (John 19:30). The finishing of the 

offering produced a fragrant aroma to the throne of God, an odor of rest. God will not visit 

eternal punishment on His people for their sins. God is satisfied by the cross of Christ, and men 

are saved when they become satisfied with what Christ has done and stop relying on anything 

else they may be relying upon in order to be saved. The atonement was a voluntary, 

substitutionary, penal, and satisfactory sacrifice. Hallelujah! What a Savior! 

 

And walk in love – So what do we do with this understanding of Christ’s love? We are called to 

walk in it. This is how the love of Christ for us was manifested, by the sacrifice of Himself for 

our sins. Here is the case for loving your enemies, and for forgiving offenses. It is sweet to the 

Lord when we serve Him out of love (Philippians 4:18 / Hebrews 13:16). We often think of 

“lying down our lives for others” in terms of some dramatic one-time event, and sometimes we 

may be called to do such things. But most often God calls us to lay down our lives little by little, 

entering into the intimate fellowship of Christ’s sufferings (cf. Philippians 3:10).   

 

1 John 4:10-11 – We are called to an active, willing (voluntary), personally involved, burden 

bearing (substitutionary), sacrificial, self-denying (penal), God pleasing (satisfaction) love. This 

is how Christ loved us; it is a sweet fragrance to God and to His people (2 Corinthians 2:14-16). 


