
“Hospitality”                                                                           September 13, 2015 
Hebrews 13:2 !
SI:  This fall we’re going to look in detail at one chapter of Bible—Hebrews 13. 
As I said last week, Christians are different when it comes to the types of 
   sermons that move them and encourage them. 
Some of you like doctrinal sermons best. 
   Some of you like practical sermons best. 
A good sermon has both, but often times they are weighted one way or another 
   depending upon the passage being studied. !
Hebrews 13 is an immensely practical chapter. 
The book of Hebrews itself is probably a sermon. 
   At the end of the sermon, the preacher, crams in his final thoughts— 
   as preachers sometimes do.   
But he doesn’t have time to develop them. !
He just says:  Because you believe all this I’ve preached about Jesus Christ, 
   because you’ve put your faith in him—do this, do this, do this— 
   don’t do that or that.  Amen. !
So we’re looking at that list of dos and don’ts this fall. 
   We’re at the second one.  Hebrews 13:2 !



!
INTRO:  Hospitality is a big deal in the New Testament. 
In both 1 Timothy 3 and Titus 1 it’s listed as a necessary qualification for elders. 
   Both say that “An elder must be hospitable.” 
   It’s listed right up there with being self-controlled, respectable, and able to teach.   
Peter says in his first letter: 
   “Show hospitality to one another without grumbling.” !
Paul gives a similar instruction in his letter to the Romans: 
   “Contribute to the needs of the saints and show hospitality.” 
Also in that letter, Paul mentions a woman named Phoebe traveling to Rome,  
   and he tells the Roman Christian he expects them to treat her with hospitality. 
In little letter of 3 John, an elder named Gaius is praised for his hospitality. !
So what is hospitality? 
In our context—our Southern context—we usually think of hospitality  
   as entertaining friends and family in your home with style. 
The quintessential depiction of that sort of hospitality is Southern Living magazine.   
   I mentioned this a few years ago when we studied Romans 12. !
Every issue of Southern Living features perfectly staged photographs of  
   well-appointed homes, lovely tables, elaborate and stylish place settings,  
   tasty dinner menus and the latest tips and fashions  
   for the perfect Southern hostess. 
And it is about hostesses.   
   It is a womanly art that is depicted in Southern Living. 
   It is all about the feminine touch, feminine beauty and order. !
Another feature of hospitality as depicted in Southern Living 
   is that it is focused on friends and family.  It’s not about strangers.   
It’s focused on those within your circle. !
Here’s a Southern Living article featuring Mary Elizabeth Smith of Augusta, Ga.  
She’s throwing annual garden party for all their friends during the Masters. 
   Here’s Mary Elizabeth’s beautifully decorated table.  Here’s her party menu. 
Here’s Mary Elizabeth herself in a stylish sundress laughing with her friends. 
   Look at her stylish apron and oven mitts 
Here she is triumphantly putting an appetizer on a table. 



   She’s in complete control.  She’s not perspiring.   
   She is the consummate hostess.  She is the queen of hospitality  
If there is a picture of Mary Elizabeth’s husband, 
   he’s just standing in the background with a bourbon in his hand. !
So hospitality is defined as entertaining friends and family in your home 
   with elegance, style, and beauty by very capable Southern women.  
But when the Bible speaks of hospitality, that’s not what it is describing.   
Biblical hospitality is not exclusively a feminine art, it’s expected of all believers. 
   It is not something that is must be elegant or stylish. 
   It is not focused primarily on friends and family. 
   It is not even something that necessarily takes place in your home. !
So what is it?      
   The word commonly translated “hospitality” is a compound word  
   that is literally “love for strangers.”  philo-xenia. 
   The fundamental meaning is attentiveness the needs of people you do not know.  
But it’s more specific than that in the New Testament. 
   It’s attentiveness to Christians you don’t know, or don’t know well, by giving  
   them a warm welcome and perhaps a meal and a place to stay for the night.   !
So, what we have to do is wade through all our Southern Living notions 
   of hospitality and see how the Lord wants us to practice this biblical hospitality. 
Let’s do that in three steps. 
1.  What hospitality looked like in the early church 
2.  Why hospitality is so important to the Lord 
3.  What hospitality might look like in our church !!!!!!!!!!!



!!!
MP#1  What hospitality looked like in the early church 
When you travel and need a place to stay for the night, you have tons of hotels 
   to choose from.  And with the internet, you can even read reviews by  
   actual travelers who have stayed in particular hotels. 
Several months ago the three of us were going somewhere overnight, 
   and I booked a hotel and was bragging about how cheap it was. 
But Will got on the internet and started reading reviews to us 
   that described how filthy the place was—bugs, hair, sticky carpet. 
He said:  Hey, listen to this one.   
   Guest described how they had pulled back shower curtain and found 
   on the wall of the shower, a bloody handprint.  
Will and I were in hysterics and Allison was panicking. 
   So we got a better hotel with good ratings. !
There were three options for travelers in Roman world during days of early church. 
You could sleep outside, in the public square. 
   But that was not only uncomfortable, it was potentially unsafe. 
You could pay to stay in a public inn or tavern. 
   Jesus mentions an inn like that in his parable of the Good Samaritan. 
   But inns almost universally had bad reputations.  They were usually brothels. 
   They were filthy, had bad food, watered down wine, and overcharged. 
You could stay in a guest room in a private residence.  This was most desirable. 
   In fact, when Mary and Joseph went to Bethlehem and there was no room  
   in the inn—that word indicates a private residence with guest rooms.   !
There was a lot of traveling throughout the Roman Empire because of the extensive 
   system of Roman roads and because of the peace and safety Roman garrisons.  
In fact, historians have said that travel in Europe was easier and safer in first 
   and second centuries than at any time up to the present day.   
That ease and safety of travel contributed to the spread of Christianity.   
   Think of Paul’s extensive missionary journeys.  !
The Roman roads and shipping lanes were full of travelers. 
   And Christians traveled just like everybody else. 
There were Christians traveling for business. 



   There were Christians traveling in search of work. 
   There were Christians traveling to escape persecution (it was always localized). 
There were also missionaries, evangelists, and teachers who traveled from church 
   to church as part of their calling and ministry.  
Like everybody else, these Christian travelers needed lodging. 
   They didn’t want to stay in the nasty taverns and inns. 
So they would look for other Christians. 
   They would find a church in the town or city where they were traveling  
   and hope to be offered a guest room in the home of one of the believers. 
There was something else going on, something deeper than just a place to stay. 
   I’ll explain in a minute.  But what you need to understand is this happened a lot. !
This was probably a weekly occurrence in many churches, 
   that some Christian traveler needed a room for the night and a meal.  
It would be like if I said every Sunday, will visitors who need a room raise hand? 
   It happened so often that Christians had to think about very practical matters. !
There’s a fascinating Christian document called the Didache. 
It was written about AD 150, so about 120 years after Christ. 
   All the Apostles were dead by this time, but there were probably some elderly 
   Christians still around who had met the Apostles when they were children. 
So when the Didache was written, life in the Roman Empire was still pretty  
   much the same as it had been a generation earlier during time of Apostles. !
The Didache consists of biblical instructions for church life.   
   Among other things, it gives instructions on hospitality.  Listen to how practical. 
It says that if there is a traveling Christian teacher or prophet—receive as Jesus. 
   But he shall not remain more than one day; or two days, if there’s a need.  But if he remains  
   three days, he is a false prophet.  And when [he] goes away, let him take nothing but bread. 
   If he asks for money, he is a false prophet. !
Here’s what is says about other traveling Christians, business, work, whatever. 
Let everyone who comes in the Name of the Lord be received; but when you have tested him  
   you shall know him, for you shall have understanding of true and false.  If he who comes is a  
   traveler, help him as much as you can, but he shall not remain with you more than two days,  
   or, if need be, three.  And if he wishes to settle among you and has a craft, let him work for  
   his bread.  But if he has no craft provide for him according to your understanding, so that no  
   man shall live among you in idleness because he is a Christian.  But if he will not do so, he is  
   making traffic of Christ; beware of such. 



!
The Didache is not the Bible.  It’s not inspired.   
   These are just Christians like us trying to faithfully apply Bible to life. 
But what is helpful is that behind their instructions is an understanding of the  
   real purpose of hospitality.  Getting at that will help us.  Next point . . . 
MP#2  Why hospitality is so important to the Lord 
All the Apostles command hospitality:  Paul, Peter, John, the author of Hebrews. 
   That impulse came from their connection to Jesus Christ. 
   They were his spokesmen.  He appointed them to found and build his church. 
Hospitality was a concern of the Apostles, because it was first in the heart of Christ. 
   Why?   !
The simplest reason is kindness.  Hospitality is a way to show Christian kindness. 
You wouldn’t want to spend the night in the open city square, or nasty tavern. 
   You would want a clean, friendly, secure guest room in a Christian home. 
   Do unto others as you would have them do unto you. 
Even pagan cultures practice hospitality because of God’s common grace. 
   We’ve been shown saving grace, particular grace. 
We were strangers and aliens and God the Father welcomed us with open arms 
   he kissed us, gave us new robes and ushered us to the wedding feast. 
Christians above all people should be known for our kindness, 
   because we’ve been the recipients of the kindness of God himself. !
There’s a deeper reason hospitality is important to the Lord. 
   It’s a great tool for sanctification. 
Just think of all the spiritually good things that would happen if this sort of  
   New Testament hospitality was a regular part of your life. 
What if every month or so you had to lodge a Christian stranger in your home? 
   What if you came home from church every so often with a stranger in tow 
   who you were going to feed and put up for a night or two? !
That would certainly change your outlook on your home and possessions. 
We don’t have an extra bedroom.  So what.  Kids can sleep on couch. 
   I’m not a good cook.  So what.  Give him a bowl cereal like you eat. 
   We only have one bathroom.  So what.  God knows that. 
It would shake up the nice little tidiness of your castle.   
   It would help you remember you are just a steward.  Your home belongs to God. !



And think how it would expand your view of God’s grace and demolish prejudices. 
This Christian stranger, he’s boring.  He smells funny.  He’s a different race. 
   He’s sitting at my kitchen table and he’s chewing with mouth open, smacking.   
   Well, God saves all sorts of people.   
But there is a deeper reason hospitality is important to the Lord.   
   Let’s look at this passage in the context of the book of Hebrews as a whole. 
Hebrews was written Jewish followers of Jesus Christ to address a problem.  
The problem was that because they had chosen to follow Christ, 
   they had been cut off from the Jewish community that they were once of part of. 
All their old bonds of kinship were gone.  All their old connections were gone. 
   It rattled them.  It was a blow to their identity. !
Some of them were feeling so isolated that they are thinking about giving up on  
   Jesus and the church and Christianity and going back to Judaism. 
So Hebrews makes the point over and over that they can’t go back. 
   That to turn their backs on Jesus and go back to Jewish legalism would 
   be spiritual suicide.  Jesus is the fulfillment of true Old Testament religion. 
They have to continue to walk by faith and trust Jesus and not drift away. !
That’s well and good, certainly true theologically and spiritually. 
But there’s still this enormous problem of isolation. 
   They were cut off.  Doors once open to them were shut in their faces. 
When a Jew traveled, he could count on fellow Jews to show hospitality. 
   But when a Jew became a Christian, those homes were shut to him.   
So what the Apostles were trying to accomplish with this command to practice 
   hospitality, was to build a Christian community throughout the Roman world 
   that was connected with bonds of brotherly love. !
Listen to the way one writer described it: 
   Hospitality in the early church served to create strong bonds between local churches, 
facilitating communication and mission work and allowing leadership to keep linking local cells 
together.  The love of sisters and brothers in Christ is most needed where the censure of society 
is most keenly felt.  [Hospitality is a way of] letting each other know that the family they joined 
will not desert them, and letting each other know at the same time that their bond is stronger 
than society’s hostility. !
So hospitality more than Christian kindness, more than a tool for sanctification— 
   it’s a very concrete way of strengthening the bonds that hold the family of God  
   together so that we can resist the censure of a hostile and unbelieving world.   



That’s why hospitality is such a big deal to the Lord.   
   He promised to build his church.   
   He promised the gates of hell would not prevail against it. 
But he uses ordinary means to accomplish that—and hospitality is one key way. 
   When Christians practice hospitality it advances the kingdom of Christ. !



!
And that brings us a very important consideration . . . 
MP#3  What hospitality might look like in our church 
It’s hard, isn’t it, because things are so different from us. 
   We don’t have traveling Christians in our church every Sunday who need a bed. 
If we did have someone show up with that need, 
    or when we do have missionaries come through, we usually get a hotel room— 
   usually up here at the Comfort Suites.  It’s very nice. 
And getting them a hotel is not just about taking the easy way for us— 
   it’s more pleasant for them.   
I’ve had missionary friends who were raising support, tell me how exhausting it is 
   to stay night after night in peoples’ homes and make conversation. 
Not that they begrudge it, but when a church gets them a nice hotel room, 
   they can relax and let their hair down and watch TV.   
   I can understand that. !
But that makes it harder to figure out what the Lord wants from us. 
   Here’s a way I think this applies to our church.   
God brings strangers to our church on Sunday morning.  
Some are Cullman people who you know, but maybe not well.  Invited, curious. 
   Some have moved to the area, looking for a church.  May have PCA background. 
   Some have zero connection at all, come for less obvious reasons. 
But they are not here by luck or chance, the Lord has brought them here. 
We must welcome them.  It’s the first, most basic step of hospitality. 
   This is where love for strangers begins—welcoming with words and deeds.  !
All churches are different, they have different strengths and weaknesses. 
I think a case could be made that two things Christ Covenant does best 
   are teaching and fellowship.   
   We have emphasized these aspects of church life over the years and born fruit. 
Our congregation values good teaching and expects it.   
The same could be said of fellowship.   
   Our congregation values it and participates in it.   
Year after year there are people who step forward to serve as Covenant group  
   hosts and leaders and those who serve support roles such as Covenant Kids.   !
Christ Covenant folks come to enjoy and participate in teaching and fellowship.   
   We are a well-fed body with many deep friendships.   



   Sunday mornings are comfortable and cozy.   !
Hospitality makes a deliberate effort to pull away from those people we know best 
   in order to notice, welcome, attach yourself to, and serve strangers. 
I ran across a definition of hospitality by a Methodist minister, Christopher Walker: 
   Hospitality is taking the initiative to welcome others and inviting others to share  
   in our community life.   
Do you take that initiative on Sunday mornings?   
   There is ample time throughout the week to meet the needs of those in our body. 
   but there is a tiny window for welcoming strangers who the Lord sends to us.   
If we miss this key opportunity, how will we ever grow in this Christian virtue? !
I’ve heard people say that they are afraid if they approach a person they don’t know 
   and welcome them, the person might say—I’ve been a member here three years. 
   That would be embarrassing.  So what.  Get over it.  
I’ve heard people say, this is the only time I have to talk to this Christ Covenant  
   friend who needs me.  No it’s not.   
You can always tell a Christ Covenant friend: 
   Let’s get together later in the week—there’s a person over there I don’t know. 
   Let’s say hello to him and invite him to Sunday school   
I’ve had church members ask me:  Who is that person over there?   
   Don’t ask me.  Ask them.  Say:  I don’t believe we’ve met.   !
Good manners alone should be reason enough for a church to practice hospitality.   
   A polite person would never become involved in deep conversations with family  
   members to the exclusion of his guests.   
But beyond this ordinary motivation for hospitality is this deeper motive: !
By breaking away from your close church friends and saying hello to someone,  
   inviting them to Sunday school, maybe to lunch afterwards, getting their number  
   and sending them a text during week, you are strengthening bonds of kinship 
   to resist the hostility and contempt and loneliness of the world.  
What you do is just one tiny thread.  But you do it in obedience.  And others do. 
   And that thread becomes a cord that binds Christian people together. !
One more thing, this strange angel thing.  I know you’re curious about that. 
   By showing hospitality some people have entertained angels unaware. 
Abraham did, when he fed the three strangers.   



   So did Manoah and his wife, Samson’s parents, when they fed a visitor. 
   In both stories, those turned out to be angels.  In Abraham’s case, one was Lord. !
Honestly, I don’t know what to make of this promise.  
   It doesn’t really move me to think this person might be an angel 
And most times, I know the person is not an angel. 
   He’s some guy from Holly Pond who knows Randy Hays. !
But thinking about angels and hospitality,  
   there is another passage that does move me deeply. 
It’s Matthew 25, where Jesus himself is describing the day of judgment: !
When the Son of Man comes in his glory, and all the angels with him, 
   then he will sit on his glorious throne. 
Then the King will say to those on his right, “Come, you who are blessed by my Father, 
   inherit the kingdom prepared for you from the foundation of the world.   
   For . . . I was a stranger and you welcomed me.” 
Then the righteous will answer him, saying,  
   “Lord,  . . . when did we see you a stranger and welcome you?”   
And the King will answer them,  
   “Truly, I say to you, as you did it to one of the least of these my brothers, you did it to me.” !
You welcome a stranger on the Lord’s Day as a brother in Christ, 
   and the angels will bear witness to that on the Day of the Lord’s Coming. 
Because hospitality matters to God.   
   Because it’s through these little acts of welcome that cords of kinship 
   are strengthens, and the church of Jesus Christ is built.


