“Entertaining Angels”

Hebrews 13:1-6

May 29, 2011

Read Hebrews 13:1-6
As we come toward the conclusion of the Book of Hebrews, a message delivered to an early congregation that was struggling to remember the significance of their faith, we continue with the ethical imperatives from last week.  For those of you who are interested in these sorts of things, this kind of rhetoric is known as parenesis or parenetic teaching; which is reminding people of things they already know or have already heard with a broad brush or sound bites. It is like a recitation of proverbs: exhortations of wisdom for right living. Last week’s was “just do it.” 

Thus, after going through the theology of the “once-for-all” sufficiency of Jesus Christ for our salvation – that is, how Jesus’ death on the cross is the once-for-all priestly sacrifice for sin and unrighteousness to fulfill the promises of the covenant of the law, and how his blood seals the establishment of the new covenant written on believers hearts (if that is all foreign language, I would encourage you to find the sermons on chapters 1-9 to see how all that plays out and why it is significant to you and me) – the preacher moved on to say, “This is what that should mean in your life.”

In these brief six verses, there are five ethical imperatives: mutual love, hospitality, compassion, integrity, and humility. Though these are all universal virtues, there is a reason underlying the exhortation to be intentional in pursuing these goals for the Christian. It comes out of the last verses of chapter 12: “Let us give thanks, by which we offer to God an acceptable worship with reverence and awe; for indeed our God is a consuming fire.” In other words, the reason why we love, the reason why we should extend hospitality, the reason we should act with compassion, the reason we should live with integrity, the reason we should have humility is because these are the appropriate postures of worship to the living God. 

Worship. Our character is to be shaped by our posture of worship. Our relationship with others is to be shaped by our relationship with God. Think about that for a moment: how much of your life is shaped by worship? You may be looking around, thinking, “Well, I like coming here. I like the people. I like the music. I like some of the preaching. I like serving other people. I like the fellowship and I have felt loved here.” All of that is true; but it is incomplete. It is incomplete because corporate worship takes place here; individual worship takes place wherever you are and throughout the days. 

What does it mean to have our character shaped by our posture of worship? I have been watching a lot of the College Softball World Series recently. They have finished with the regionals and are now in the super-regionals to determine which womens’ softball teams will go to Oklahoma City to play in the World Series. Arizona State, which beat San Diego State in the regionals, is the top seed and has already qualified for their trip. During the broadcasts, there is a lot of talk about the personal cost to the players. They spend an extraordinary amount of time together, practicing, running, throwing, hitting, and playing. They are put through a grueling schedule of travel as they go from one series to the next. They still have to work through their classes and remain academically eligible. 

Part of the fascination is to watch the relationship between the players and the coaches. When you watch the coaches, they are intense. They are focused on their team, on the situation, and on the strategies. The girls – these amazing athletes – pay strict attention to what the coaches say and to their posture. 

When an error is made, the coach shown barking out into the field. When a homerun is hit, the rest of the team waits around home plate to welcome home the batter; the coach is not even in the picture. From the outside, the coaches looks like how we would describe the most restrictive, conservative, controlling parents: harsh, demanding, quick to criticize and slow to praise. 

Isn’t that how many people look at God? Restrictive, conservative, controlling, harsh, demanding, quick to criticize and slow to praise?

Yet in all the interviews with the girls, there is a genuine appreciation and respect for the coach. Yes, they are on television; and, yes, they are representing the programs. However, you can read between the lines to see how important the coach has been in their life; how much the coach’s attention, love and devotion has meant; and how that relationship how has freed them to share the adventure and challenge with their teammates. 

Can you say the same? How important is God in your life? How much have you allowed God’s attention, love, and devotion to mean to you – and how much have you kept God at arm’s length? How has your relationship with God freed you to share the adventure and challenge of life with your brothers and sisters called to walk with you?

So, how is worship expressed through the qualities of living? Let’s take a look at the five things mentioned: brotherly love, hospitality, compassion, integrity and humility.

1. Brotherly love: 

To make a point that will be important later, remember that the preacher is speaking in broad brushes. These are like proverbs: best practices for right living. If you are looking to argue details or find exceptions to the rule, you will probably find opportunity; however, you risk missing the larger point.

For example, the word translated in our pew Bibles as “mutual love” is more accurately translated “brotherly love;” in Greek, it is Philadelphia. Many of you know the nickname for the city of Philadelphia is the “city of Brotherly Love.” Many of you who have visited Philadephia may wonder how it ever got that name. Philly fans are notorious for throwing snowballs at Santa Claus and for booing children on Easter Sunday for not finding eggs fast enough. If Philly fans are an exception to Philadelphia (brotherly love), it still does not negate the exhortation to express mutual love as a means of right living. If you are looking to argue details or find exceptions to what brotherly love looks like in reality, you will probably find opportunity; however, you risk missing the larger point.

So, let us look at what the preacher says.

Let brotherly love continue. This is more than a Hallmark card sentiment, it is a statement of how Christians are to be mutually accountable in good times and in bad. We belong to one another even as we have been called together by God. We have been called together as a family beyond our genetic relationships.

The Word Biblical Commentary has an interesting note about brotherly love:

It is important to appreciate that this was something new. In the second half of the second century the satirist Lucian of Samosata explained to a correspondent, Cronius, that the relationship among Christians is unusual; they are to regard one another as “brothers.” He illustrates his point by calling attention to the Christian attitude toward material possessions and grounds in the teaching of Jesus their willingness to share what they own with one another:

Moreover, their original lawgiver [that is, Jesus] persuaded them that they should be like brothers to one another.. . . . Therefore, they despise all things equally, and view them as common property, accepting such teachings by tradition and without any precise belief (Peregrinus 13).

Lucian’s remarks indicate that an educated person in the second century was quite unprepared for the Christian notion of filadelfi÷a expressed in the admonition, “Keep on loving each other as brothers.” The expansion of the term to include men and women beyond the immediate family was considered ludicrous. Ironically, Lucian’s choice of the Christian attitude toward personal property to illustrate Jesus’ teaching is insightful. It is precisely a willingness to share possessions unselfishly that is characteristic of the relationship among members of the same family. (cf 13:5) (see Lane, PRS 9 [1982] 270).
Because God called us together, because loving others as ourselves is the second part of the great command, we are bound to each other for the benefit of each other. Look around: these are your brothers and sisters in Christ. When one rejoices, we all rejoice. When one weeps or suffers, we all suffer – together. To the extent that withhold from one another either our joys or our sorrows, we are not continuing in mutual love.

Brotherly love sets the frame around every other ethical imperative cited here. All of the others are specific manifestations of mutual love. 

2. Hospitality: 

“Do not neglect to show hospitality to strangers, for by doing that some have entertained angels without knowing it.” 

Beyond loving your immediate community, show hospitality to strangers. Extend that family love to those who are outside the circle. Be generous to those whom you do not know. 


The example of “entertaining angels unaware” referred to Genesis 18 where Abraham welcomed the three strangers into the camp at the Oaks of Mamre. Abraham saw three men outside as he was sitting in the doorway of his tent during the heat of the day. He ran out and offered them rest and refreshment. It turned out to be the LORD and two angels – who were on their way to effect judgment against Sodom and Gomorrah. In the course of conversation, the LORD reiterated his blessing and promise to Abraham of a child with Sarah. Only then did Abraham fully realize who was sitting with him. Think of the disciples on the road to Emmaus, who did not recognize Jesus until the breaking of the bread. 

In my office is a picture Jen and I bought over in Balboa Park. It is an artist’s rendering of a picture of two girls – sisters – who have the classic refugee look. The older girl is carrying the younger; she is looking forward while the younger girl is looking back. It moved me because it reminds me of the words of Jesus in  Matthew 25, “Lord, when was it that we saw you hungry and gave you food, or thirsty and gave you something to drink? … And the king will answer them, ‘Truly I tell you, just as you did it to one of the least of these, you did it to me.’”

Letting mutual love continue means extending yourself in vulnerability even when you do not know the other person. It means treating someone unknown to you as if it were Jesus standing before you. 

Now, If I were sitting out there listening to me, in my head would be a litany of, “Ok, yes; but, what if…?” Yes, we are called to be good stewards of what we have been given and there are some situational kinds of concerns to be addressed, but do not let exceptions and caution invalidate the larger point: we are challenged to be extravagantly gracious. We are challenged to stretch beyond our comfort zone and be willing to be hurt because others take advantage of our generosity. 

As Abraham ran out to meet the three men, so we are to reach out with hospitality to those whom we do not know. We do not wait for them to come here. Reaching out can be in the form of service like volunteering with the rotational shelter, and it can be in your own personal life with having eyes to see those in your midst who have need. The point is that our faith is active and outreaching – to be a blessing from our blessings. The exhortation is to not be inwardly focused, passively consuming time and blessings for our own benefit.  

Letting mutual love continue means showing hospitality to strangers. 


3. Compassion: 

Let mutual love continue by remembering and reaching out to those who have been taken from you. “Remember those who are in prison, as though you were in prison with them; those who are being tortured, as though you yourselves were being tortured.” 

Though we do not know the specific context of the congregation to which this sermon was originally delivered, it seems evident here that they had experienced some form of oppression: arrest, abuse, or discrimination. The exhortation here to let mutual love continue by remembering includes the notion of standing with those who are being persecuted. Again, hear the words of Jesus from Matthew 25, “’And when was it that we saw you sick or in prison and visited you?’ And the king will answer them, ‘Truly I tell you, just as you did it to one of the least of these, you did it to me.’” 

It seems difficult to apply this exhortation in our situation today; I must confess to you that I do not personally know anyone who is imprisoned or being tortured for their faith. That said, I do know that it is taking place. 

The list of places where Christians experience persecution is lengthy. Because we have been blessed with freedom to gather in worship, we also bear a great responsibility to remember those who are hurting. Because we have been blessed with resources, we also bear a great responsibility to share with those who are lacking. 

The work of the church is prayer. When we pray together, we lift our brothers and sisters, asking God to grant them strength and comfort in their time of affliction; and asking that God will use their obedience as a convicting testimony to their oppressors of God’s sovereignty and grace. But the exhortation is for all to remember: in your own prayers – when you pray – remember those who are suffering for Christ’s name sake.

Letting mutual love continue means lifting up in prayer those whose names we do not know who are indeed suffering oppression, persecution, torture or death for Jesus. 

4. Integrity

“Let marriage be held in honor by all, and let the marriage bed be kept undefiled; for God will judge fornicators and adulterers.” 

Look: I know that whatever I say here may be the only thing you remember from this sermon. This topic is so loaded in our culture – there is so much passion and energy surrounding the state’s definition of marriage and the benefits that attach – that there is a real danger that you may forget the primary point of this entire section is to love one another as an act of worship to God. There is so much brokenness, pain and devastation wrought by marriages that have not survived that I know this is a hard word to hear; and I know people get anxious just by the topic being raised. 

The issue here is mutual love expressed in terms of integrity; integrity as God has revealed it in Scripture. In Scripture, both the Old Testament and Jesus in the New Testament affirm that “From the beginning of creation ‘God made them male and female.’ For this reason a man shall leave his father and mother and be joined to his wife, and the two shall become one flesh. So they are no longer two, but one flesh. Therefore what God has joined together, let no one separate.” 

And that is the point: as an act of worship, remembering that it is God who established the model for what relationships should look like. Pay attention: What God has joined together, let no one separate.  That relationship is one to be protected. It is to be encouraged. It is to be based on the model of how Christ treated the church. The exhortation here is to love one another by having integrity in how you act. Do not destroy your own marriage, do not destroy someone else’s marriage. 

Please note: there are many of you who have experienced divorce and the breakup of a marriage; this does not condemn you from being a recipient of God’s grace, nor does this mean that you do not have integrity. Further, it is not a requirement to stay in an abusive relationship. Divorce and abuse are manifestations of brokenness; here, the preacher is issuing a broad brush stroke exhortation towards holiness and wholeness. No one is going to claim that divorce is a good thing – that people should try to get married and divorced as many times as they can. No one is going to claim that abuse is a good thing or what God desires. If either of those situations describes your experience, know that there will be a lot to unpack and work through; but the promise of God’s eternal love is redemption and restoration. 

Focus on the point: Let mutual love continue; live with integrity. 

5. Humility
“Keep your lives free from the love of money, and be content with what you have; for he has said, ‘I will never leave you or forsake you.’ So we can say with confidence, ‘The Lord is my helper; I will not be afraid. What can anyone do to me?’”

Here, I think of our brave men and women serving in the military. Not to put too sentimental a gloss over the gritty work they do, but there is real honor in their willingness to sacrifice themselves in service to a greater cause. They do not do it to get rich or wealthy, they hold decisions about their lives loosely as orders changing their plans can come at any time. They experience daily – if not moment by moment – the reality of their dependence upon God’s grace to sustain them. 

If we look at the natural disasters of the last few months, a similar theme arises. Houses and cars offer no guaranteed security. Money does not protect. The things we have are things God has allowed us to have – and we should know we are stewards and not owners of them. The one confidence we have is in the LORD. 

So it is with all of us. Many times we think, “I will serve the LORD after this happens, or after I get this, or I will be happy when something else.” We put pre-conditions on our service to the LORD. This is not to be the case; we are to rejoice in the LORD always, again I say, rejoice. The LORD is near. Be anxious about nothing, but in everything by prayer and supplication with thanksgiving let your requests be made known to God. And the peace of God, which surpasses all understanding, will guard your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus. 

Conclusion

The exhortation here is to “let mutual love continue” as an act of worship, as a way of living in awe and reverence to the God who is a consuming fire. 

The conversations about the “how’s” – how do we show love to one another, how do we extend hospitality to strangers, how do we remember those who are oppressed for the faith, how do we live with integrity in all the relationships in life including marriage, and how do we live free from the love of money – all of those conversations take place only in the context of realizing we have been called together by God as his children. 

We do not get to use any of those questions or conversations to stop letting mutual love continue; that is, none of those conversations takes precedence over the responsibility to love one another. We must pursue peace with everyone, and the holiness without which no one will see the LORD: we must pursue peace with everyone and holiness – both at the same time. 

Let us run with perseverance the race that is set before us, looking to Jesus who is the pioneer and the perfecter of our faith. 


Amen.
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