
Sermon 157: The Gift of Hospitality

OUTLINE

Hospitality in the bible
Hospitality today

INTRODUCTION

What do you think was one of the most effective tools for the spread of the gospel in the 
first century?  They did not have the internet with facebook, podcasts, or youtube.  They did
not have the printing press with access to thousands of good books.  They did not have 
church buildings in which they could meet and invite the community into.  Not everyone in 
the early church could even read and write.  We know that it was the work of God by His 
Spirit, but one of the everyday tools that He used to spread the gospel in the first century 
was, the home.  Hospitality was an important tool that God used, and continues to use to 
spread His word.  

We are doing a series on the spiritual gifts looking at Romans 12:6-8.  We stated at the first 
that we would branch out to some of the other gifts not mentioned here, hospitality is one 
of them.  Today we want to look at hospitality in the bible and then today.

Hospitality in the Bible

Hospitality in the ancient world was nearly sacred in how it was viewed.  Especially amongst
the nomadic tribes in the Middle East.  Hospitality was a means of survival if you were 
travelling through waterless terrain.  In the ancient world a man’s reputation was dependent
upon his hospitality.  The ‘good’ men would put their tents closer to the main route where 
travellers passed by.  It was not merely offered to friends but was offered to strangers, 
friends and even enemies.  Hospitality was seen as inviolable so much so that even if an 
enemy took a hold of your tent ropes you would not attack him because of the assumed 
laws of hospitality.  This is probably part of what lies behind Joab going into God’s house 
and hanging onto the altar that Solomon might not kill him, 1 Kings 2:28.  He was claiming 
the laws of hospitality in God’s house, but he had forfeited these because of his crimes.  

So as we cast our minds back to the lives of the patriarchs we see that Abraham was a 
‘good’ man in terms of offering hospitality.  In Gen. 18:1-8 we have an ancient example of 
Eastern hospitality.  This is the time the Lord and 2 angels visited Abraham before God 
judged Sodom and Gomorrah for their sins.  Abraham ran to bow before these strangers.  
He offers them water to wash and prepares a meal fit for a king.  He spared no expense and
he himself waited in attendance as if a servant.  

It is this sort of hospitality that is commended in the NT, Hebrews 13:1-2, ‘Let brotherly love
continue. 2 Do not neglect to show hospitality to strangers, for thereby some have 
entertained angels unawares.’  The book of Hebrews is written to Christians who are being 
persecuted, and probably shutting their homes to other Christians.  So here we see an 
encouragement to engage in brotherly love, that is family home love, and show hospitality 
to strangers.  The word hospitality is made up of two greek words, philo, and zenia, 
philozenia is a love of strangers, xenophobia is a fear of strangers.  This word derives its 
meaning from its earliest practice as we see demonstrated with Abraham as a literal opening
of the home to strangers.  



Abraham did not know that he was entertaining angels, but he was not the only one who 
did.  We know from the very next chapter that Lot saw the two angels who intended to 
sleep in the city square, but he urged them to come to his house instead.  It was by this 
means he survived.  Gideon was likewise visited by the Angel of the LORD, Judges 6:11-24, 
whom he gave hospitality to unaware.  Samson’s parents likewise entertained angels 
unaware, Judges 13:8-20.  

Love towards the stranger was more than a mere cultural convention though, it was 
engrained into the Israelites that they were to love the stranger because they themselves 
had been strangers and God had loved them, Lev. 19:33-34, ‘"When a stranger sojourns 
with you in your land, you shall not do him wrong. 34 You shall treat the stranger who 
sojourns with you as the native among you, and you shall love him as yourself, for you were
strangers in the land of Egypt: I am the LORD your God.’  Loving your neighbour as you 
yourself have been loved.  When Israel failed to do this they were rebuked, Is. 58:6-7, ‘Is 
not this the fast that I choose: to loose the bonds of wickedness, to undo the straps of the 
yoke, to let the oppressed go free, and to break every yoke?  Is it not to share your bread 
with the hungry and bring the homeless poor into your house; when you see the naked, to 
cover him, and not to hide yourself from your own flesh?’  

The NT has more to say.  In Matthew 25:31-46 we have the famous parable of the sheep 
and the goats.  We see two groups of religious people, one getting into heaven, and one 
not.  One group had true faith and this was demonstrated by their love, the other only had 
an empty confession.  Listen to the things listed that were the good deeds the true believers
did.  V35-36, ‘For I was hungry and you gave me food, I was thirsty and you gave me drink,
I was a stranger and you welcomed me, 36 I was naked and you clothed me, I was sick and
you visited me, I was in prison and you came to me.’  To welcome strangers is referring to 
the act of hospitality.  To reject a minister of the gospel hospitality was to reject Christ, 
Matt. 10:40-42,’ "Whoever receives you receives me, and whoever receives me receives him 
who sent me. 41 The one who receives a prophet because he is a prophet will receive a 
prophet's reward, and the one who receives a righteous person because he is a righteous 
person will receive a righteous person's reward. 42 And whoever gives one of these little 
ones even a cup of cold water because he is a disciple, truly, I say to you, he will by no 
means lose his reward."’  

Footwashing was something that was associated with hospitality.  This is reflected in Jesus 
encounter in the Pharisees home in Luke 7:36-50.  There Mary washed Jesus feet with her 
tears and hair because the usual acts of hospitality had not been offered, ‘Then turning 
toward the woman he said to Simon, "Do you see this woman? I entered your house; you 
gave me no water for my feet, but she has wet my feet with her tears and wiped them with 
her hair. 45 You gave me no kiss, but from the time I came in she has not ceased to kiss my
feet. 46 You did not anoint my head with oil, but she has anointed my feet with ointment.’  
So when Paul gives instruction to Timothy about which widows should be supported as signs
of godliness, footwashing and hospitality are mentioned, 1 Tim. 5:9-10, ‘Let a widow be 
enrolled if she is not less than sixty years of age, having been the wife of one husband, 10 
and having a reputation for good works: if she has brought up children, has shown 
hospitality, has washed the feet of the saints, has cared for the afflicted, and has devoted 
herself to every good work.’  

The book of Acts reveals how central a home was for the growth of the church.  After 
Pentecost we see that the church met in the temple but then they spilled out into the 
various homes.  They would break the Lord’s Supper together, but then they would also 
have meals in one another’s homes.  Acts 2:44-47, ‘And they devoted themselves to the 



apostles' teaching and the fellowship, to the breaking of bread and the prayers. 43 And awe 
came upon every soul, and many wonders and signs were being done through the apostles. 
44 And all who believed were together and had all things in common. 45 And they were 
selling their possessions and belongings and distributing the proceeds to all, as any had 
need. 46 And day by day, attending the temple together and breaking bread in their homes,
they received their food with glad and generous hearts, 47 praising God and having favor 
with all the people. And the Lord added to their number day by day those who were being 
saved.’  You will notice in v44 there is a mention of breaking bread.  In the Greek this has 
the definite article, it is literally the breaking of the bread, distinguishing it from normal 
everyday bread.  But then in v46 we see them breaking bread in their homes and receiving 
their food with gladness, this is referring not to the Lord’s Supper but to eating in one 
another’s homes.  The fall of the Spirit revolutionised the life of the faith community.  They 
did not merely meet formally, but there was a spill over into the lives and homes of the 
people.  The gospel had created such joy in their lives and a new connection with each 
other that it had to be expressed.  This home invading joy was part of what caused many to
be added to the number.

One of the great effects of the gospel was to open homes that one would never enter.  We 
all know the story of Peter and Cornelius’s household.  Cornelius was an uncircumcised 
Gentile who believed in YHWH.  He had been sent an angelic vision to get Peter to come 
and preach to him.  Peter meanwhile was sent a vision of his own.  He saw a sheet lowered 
from heaven with all sorts of OT things that a Jew was not allowed to eat and commanded 
to kill and eat.  Peter refused and was taught a lesson by God not to call unclean that which 
God calls clean.  It was then the messenger from Cornelius arrived to get Peter.  Peter was 
now prepared to go because of the visions.  We see in Acts 10 that Peter preaches at 
Cornelius’s house, the Spirit falls, and they are controversially baptised, even though they 
are not circumcised.  Then we see Peter accepting their hospitality, Acts 10:48, ‘And he 
commanded them to be baptized in the name of Jesus Christ. Then they asked him to 
remain for some days.’  What a breakthrough for the Gospel.  Here is a house with a meal 
table putting on display the new humanity that Jesus is making by His Spirit.  The Lord’s 
Supper, which was a meal was world changing because it got Jews and Gentiles, men and 
women, slave and free, all to sit down at the same meal table.  It is a picture of the people 
from all nations who worship around the throne in the New Creation.  This opening of 
homes and sitting down to meals was the opening of new doors of ministry.  

We see in Acts that it was homes that housed the prayer meetings, and it would have been 
homes that were the refuge after the church was kicked out of the Temple and the 
synagogues. Homes were the places were churches met, Acts 20:7-12.  But they fulfilled 
another important function, homes were the inns for the travelling evangelists, and 
messengers from other churches.  Homes were the facilitators of interchurch relations and 
missionaries moving to other fields.  Paul encourages the Roman church to host Phoebe in 
this way, it was she who was likely bringing the letter to the Romans to Rome, Romans 
16:1-2.  Romans 16 is in fact a fascinating chapter from this perspective we see churches 
being hosted in homes, v5; 23, and Paul himself hosted as well, v23, ‘Gaius, who is host to 
me and to the whole church, greets you. Erastus, the city treasurer, and our brother 
Quartus, greet you.’

Those neglected epistles of 2 and 3 John both give evidence of hospitality as central to the 
life of the church.  2 John 10-11, ‘If anyone comes to you and does not bring this teaching, 
do not receive him into your house or give him any greeting, 11 for whoever greets him 
takes part in his wicked works.’  Christian ministers when travelling dared not stay at the 
local inns, they were a place where prostitutes practiced and alcohol flowed freely.  To go to



an inn would earn you a bad reputation, for this reason and others ministers were housed in
the homes of Christians.  This enabled them to survive when they could not be supported by
their local church, or work in the area.  This provided a platform for them to then share the 
word.  Homes and hospitality supported the work of spreading the Word.  John here is 
warning Christians in a particular church to be on guard against those who deny the 
apostolic teaching.  He tells them that they are not to give hospitality as an enabling act to 
those who spread error.  When it talks about ‘do not receive him into your home or give any
greeting.’  This is referring to hospitality and a greeting that implies full fellowship and 
acceptance.  If a JW turns up on your door, this does not mean you can’t say hello, or invite
them in in order to preach to them.  V11 implies that a positive reception and enabling make
you guilty for the error you enable them to propagate.  

3 John 5-8, ‘Beloved, it is a faithful thing you do in all your efforts for these brothers, 
strangers as they are, 6 who testified to your love before the church. You will do well to 
send them on their journey in a manner worthy of God. 7 For they have gone out for the 
sake of the name, accepting nothing from the Gentiles. 8 Therefore we ought to support 
people like these, that we may be fellow workers for the truth.’  Once again John refers to 
the practice of putting up ‘strangers’/preachers.  He speaks of it as an act of love, 
something we ought to do, and when we support those who work in the word we are fellow 
workers with them in their work.  

V9-10, ‘I have written something to the church, but Diotrephes, who likes to put himself 
first, does not acknowledge our authority. 10 So if I come, I will bring up what he is doing, 
talking wicked nonsense against us. And not content with that, he refuses to welcome the 
brothers, and also stops those who want to and puts them out of the church.’  Here we see 
John condemning a man who is seeking to take over a church and enforces his will by 
refusing hospitality and those who want to extend it.  

These two letters of John reveal to us how the word spread in the early church, homes were
the launch pads, the inns, the meeting places, the prayer houses, the places of communal 
eating, the enablers of missions and propagators of truth.  They were places where the poor
were tended, the homeless welcomed, the lonely get a family, the hungry fed, and where 
the separation of race, class and sex was overcome by the gospel.  How is your home a 
place of hospitality?

Hospitality today

How far we have fallen?  How far from these good traditions has the West drifted?  Today 
your home is your fashion accessory; it is the canvas upon which you put your personal 
mark and express your artistic side.  A home is a castle and refuge where you escape into 
the private and anonymous world of online living with your cyber friends and places.  
Personal space, private living, every space designed for personal pleasure.  We are in 
desperate need to recapture the home and hospitality.  We live in a world of lonely people, 
of disenfranchised people, of people who are connected online but not in real life; who have
Facebook friends but no real friends.  Who chat in chatrooms but only speak and never feel 
heard as every other person is only there to speak and not listen.  We live in a generation 
that is socially awkward that as soon as someone is in a situation where they may have to 
have eye contact with a stranger they pretend to busy themselves with their phones 
pretending purpose and interest as evasion.  Younger generations are becoming more and 
more insulated within their own peer group as they never visit families or people of older 
generations.  We now have the TV generation that grows up watching TV while eating and 



never experiences a Christian family sitting and conversing and then having a family 
devotion together.  We are in a crisis where we have lost the home and hospitality.  

Romans 12:13, ‘Contribute to the needs of the saints and seek to show hospitality.’  This 
word ‘seek’ means to pursue/chase after opportunities to show hospitality.  We should be on
the lookout for how we can get people into our homes and minister to them.  
1 Peter 4:7-9, ‘The end of all things is at hand; therefore be self-controlled and sober-
minded for the sake of your prayers. 8 Above all, keep loving one another earnestly, since 
love covers a multitude of sins. 9 Show hospitality to one another without grumbling.’  Here 
Peter is giving us advice about how to live in light of the second coming.  He tells us to love 
one another earnestly, and to show hospitality without grumbling is how we do this.  Why 
do you think Peter has to say do it without grumbling?  Because it is always an 
inconvenience!  It is costly to be hospitable.  You have to clean the house and get it ready, 
and so you shout at the kids to clean their rooms so that the guests don’t have to think you 
have a rubbish dump indoors.  You go and buy special foods and drinks you would not 
normally eat or drink and even get a desert.  You fret about their kids trashing your house 
and walking food into your carpets and painting everything with their dirty hands.  You 
worry about your incomplete serving set, not have enough matching knives and forks, and 
an odd number of glasses that match.  Not to mention you will then have to slave for 
several hours in the kitchen to prepare a meal that can impress.  Wrong!  Hospitality is not 
entertaining.

Let us create a culture of paper plate hospitality, with cheap or bring and share meals.  Let 
us lower the standards and expectations so that we can begin to bond outside of Sunday 
worship and in one another’s homes.  The early church used the home as a hub.  If the 
gospel is to make any headway in our generation we must too.  In fact I would say that the 
home, a Christian home, will be like something from another planet and a great testimony to
Christ.  We are called to be a community that loves one another, we cannot do this if our 
homes are closed to one another and the stranger.  You dining room table is your most 
neglected ministry tool.  Never have paper plates been so important to the progress of the 
kingdom.  Rene and I are are in earnest to see us a people who love one another and who 
are a love community like the early church.  We do not have to live in a commune to do 
this, but we cannot do it as people who only meet in this building and not with one another 
in our homes.  So here are a few challenges.  

One Sunday every month have a family over for a meal.  Not a Sunday roast, but a paper 
plate bring and share meal.  No long slog in the kitchen and no huge clean up.  Though 
clean ups can be great social events as men get their hands into the sink and chat in the 
kitchen.  Target one a family you don’t know well.  We usually hang out with our friends, 
let’s get to know different people.
Our church has plenty of people whose extended family is too far away to visit, so 
remember those with no family.  Remember especially the singles.  Keep a look out for the 
new comer every Sunday and make sure they have a place to go.  And if we have a guest 
speaker make sure he and his family have a place for lunch.  
We have a youth group that meets biweekly, they could come to your house and watch a 
good movie or have a games evening.
Do you have a spare room in your house for visitors to sleep over.
Historically Christians have taken in orphans and refugees.  In Calvin’s Geneva you will 
notice in the architecture that the houses have newer levels on top.  The Christians in 
Geneva renovated their homes to accommodate refugees who were fleeing religious 
persecution in France.



We were once the strangers, we were the ones alienated from God and His covenant 
people.  But Christ became estranged.  He took the guilt of our sin and experiences the 
wrath of God on the cross being treated as an enemy that we might be accepted as family 
and friend.  Now that we have been reconciled to God and familied within the church.  We 
must no longer keep up the old walls of separation.  These can be walls of class, race and 
sex, but in the 21st century we also have walls of comfort and convenience that we must 
break down.  Let us invite others into our home and family as Christ did with us.                 
                 


