Sermon for the Sixth Sunday after Pentecost (Proper 11), Year C

Text: Genesis 18:1-10a

God-Shaped Hospitality

What a winsome and attractive picture of hospitality we have before us in today’s story. Who would not have loved to be a guest in Abraham and Sarah’s home with such eager and generous hosts. Abraham’s so keen to practice hospitality that he runs to meet the approaching strangers. He didn’t know he would be entertaining heavenly guests. When was the last time you entertained an angel? Listen to what Hebrews 13 says about this? “Do not neglect to show hospitality to strangers, for thereby some have entertained angels unawares.”

Hospitality means first of all “love for strangers”. In our society today, strangers are more likely to be treated to hostility than hospitality. We are in danger of becoming communities of strangers. This is something far removed from what we see in the Bible. In the times of the Bible, hospitality was the greatest of virtues. It was a sure sign of piety and righteousness. A guest or visitor was never seen as an unwelcome interruption or inconvenience, but a privilege and a blessing. Hospitality was one of the richest words in Scripture, and so ungrudgingly practised that even an enemy was protected for three days.

Martin Luther loved to practise hospitality. He said, “There is hospitality wherever the Church is … Strangers whose lot is rather hard should be received in a kindly manner, for Christ’s utterance on the Last Day against the inhospitable is clear – “I was a foreigner or a stranger and you did not receive Me (Matthew 25:35)”

Also Matthew 25:40, “Whatever you did to the least of Mine, you did to Me.” What greater praise can there be for this virtue than those who are hospitable are not receiving a human being, but are receiving the Son of God Himself. On the other hand what is more hideous than inhospitality? By it you shut out from your house, not a human being, but the Son of God, who suffered and died for you on the cross.

Luther practised what he preached. A contemporary account described the practice of hospitality in Luther’s home as follows: “The home of Luther is occupied by a motley crowd of boys, students, girls, widows, old women, and youngsters. For this reason there is much disturbance in the place, and many regret it for the sake of the good man, the honourable father. If but the spirit of the Doctor Luther lived in all of these, his house would offer you an agreeable, friendly quarter for a few days so that your Grace would be able to enjoy the hospitality of that man.”

Someone once complained to a pastor: “Look, I’ve often invited others to my home for dinner and friendship and fellowship, but none of those I’ve invited have ever invited me into their homes.” This is something believers have always experienced. But our guests bring us a deeper blessing than anything we do for them.

In today’s simple, but profound and mysterious story, Abraham is rewarded for his hospitality in a way never dreamed of. He receives much more than he ever expected. But before he knows who his guests are, he prepares more food for them. What Sarah bakes would amount to a week’s supply of bread. Abraham dashes off to select one of the best calves for a veal roast. Since meat was not part of the daily diet, what Abraham prepares is a feast fit for a V.I.P..

Only then does Abraham discover who he’s been entertaining. And what a wonderful gift his guests leave behind. Suddenly, all the long, long years of waiting for a son and heir are all but over. God says His promise for a son for Sarah and Abraham is about to come true. Sarah’s been waiting so long, she responds with a sceptical laugh. Yet her reaction draws forth one of the great sayings of Scripture: “Is anything too hard for God?” God does not hold her reaction against her. Where God seeks to bless, nothing is too hard for Him. He didn’t protect Sarah in Egypt for no purpose. Our prospects are as bright as His promises. To commemorate the occasion, her son, when he is born, is called “Isaac” which is the Hebrew word for “laughter”. Sarah had experienced that God’s promise to bless is no joke.

God has richly promised to bless our acts of hospitality. For those who practise hospitality, God promises in Isaiah 58: “My favour will shine on you like the morning sun, and your wounds will be quickly healed. I will always be with you to save you; My presence will protect you on every side. When you pray, I will answer you. When you call to Me, I will respond. If you put an end to oppression, to every gesture of contempt, and to every evil word; if you give food to the hungry and satisfy those who are in need, then the darkness around you will turn to the brightness of noon. And I will always guide you and satisfy you with good things. I will keep you strong and well. You will be like a garden that has plenty of water, like a spring of water that never goes dry.” 

What an incentive! Jesus promises that anyone who performs an act of hospitality as small as giving a cup of cold water will be forever blessed by Him. Jesus used the sharing attitude of a small boy to practise hospitality to many hungry people when He fed the five thousand. He responded to Mary and Martha’s hospitality by raising their brother Lazarus from the dead. So much of Jesus’ ministry was home-based. His work was made possible by the hospitality of the women mentioned in Luke 8:1-3 who supported Him. 

In the Lord’s Supper, Jesus acts as host to us, blessing us with His unique hospitality. Holy Communion is self-giving at its deepest and richest. It proclaims to us that Christ our Host died for us, His guests. Having been served by Christ in Holy Communion, we now respond by serving others. Look how richly rewarded for their hospitality to a stranger were the two despairing men on the road to Emmaus on that first Easter eve. What a heart-winning experience it proved for them. The stranger was no longer a stranger, but their Best Friend.

In a very real sense, our guests are our benefactors because they provide us with an opportunity to serve Christ in a concrete, inescapable way. The meals of Christians are special because of Christ’s presence there. Jesus doesn’t just come in the disguise of our guests to receive our generosity. He also ministers to our guests through the kindness and warmth we show them. 

Biblical hospitality is simply sharing what we have available with those whom God sends our way. Members of the Church have found that the best way of showing practical love to strangers is by opening their homes to them. It is certainly the simplest way most of us can express Christ’s love to newcomers in our midst. Any sacrifice is repaid tenfold in personal growth and enrichment. As we open our homes to others, we provide space for them in which they can let down their guard and reveal themselves to us in a way that goes beyond the superficial. 

The promise of Hebrews 13 doesn’t mean literally that angels will be our guests, but it assures us that some of our visitors will prove to be God’s messengers to us, bringing us a greater blessing than they receive. Our hospitality will be rewarded in ways we never expected. New friendships can be formed and all kinds of barriers between people can be overcome. Let God surprise you!

Tolstoy tells the story of Martin, the old shoemaker, who longed to die. A pilgrim told him that it was because he lived entirely for his own pleasure. 

“What should I live for?” asked Martin. 

“For God alone”, was the reply. 

“How?” asked Martin. 

“Read the Old Testament” replied the pilgrim.

So Martin read, and as he read, he grew happier. He began to live for God alone. 

One night he heard a voice in his sleep calling him –

“Martin, look into the street tomorrow. I am coming to visit you.”

Martin rose early and watched expectantly at the window. Presently an old solider, bent and cold, knocked at his door. Martin invited him in and gave him some hot soup. Then a woman with her baby shivering with cold knocked. He took them in and fed and clothed them. Again there was a third knock, and an old woman stood at the door, and Martin gave her shelter. Martin waited on, but no one else came.

That night as he was falling asleep, a voice whispered in his ear, 

“Martin, do you not know me?”

“Who are you?” asked Martin.

“Even I.”

The old soldier appeared, whispered, “Lo, it is I”, and vanished.

“It is I!” whispered a third voice and the old woman appeared and was gone.

Then Martin realized that Jesus had visited him that day and he had received Him.

Come, Lord Jesus, be our guest. Amen.

