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“Hospitality Pays”

Matthew 10:40-42

June 26, 2005


The cover art on your bulletin today is a quote from I Corinthians 15. Paul is writing about our lives, sown perishable, death our destiny, raised imperishable in Christ Jesus, eternal life our guarantee. But it occurs to me that I can apply that verse in a little different way and it is still biblical. I would like to suggest that the work we do as finite human beings is always sown perishable, always flawed, always subject to failure and misinterpretation, even when it is done in godly obedience. Our military goes to try to bring peace and justice to a people, but in the process inflicts pain and suffering on innocent people. A missionary goes to a foreign country to demonstrate the love of Jesus and try to help make lives better but in the process causes jealously and in-fighting among the very people he wants to help. A parent tries to help his grown children get over some bumps in the family’s life but finds that his help is invading their space and causing divisions. Our efforts are always falling short of our desires. Our sowing includes some weed seeds.

Sometimes it just feels like it would be better for us to mind our own business letting others work out their own problems. But when the sowing is done out of love for the persons receiving and an urging from God then God adds his perfect touch and the perishable takes on new life. The action becomes something we could have never envisioned, something that is better than we planned, something that can have eternal, imperishable and wonderful results. God takes our humanly weak efforts and makes them tools of his grace.

At the beginning of chapter ten Matthew gives us a list of the 12 disciples of Jesus. Simon called Peter, Andrew, James, John, Philip, Bartholomew, Thomas, Matthew, James son of Alphaeus, Thaddaeus, Simon the Zealot & Judas Iscariot. It is very tempting to place these men on a pedestal, to make them mighty saints, so much superior to us that we can’t relate to them. But in truth they were just folks like us, from everyday walks of life, warts and all, chosen by Jesus to be the ones to witness firsthand the work and word of God’s Son. Some of them became dynamic men for Christ used by God to propagate the Good News, others we know little or nothing about. In any group of 12 some people will become dynamic participants, others will simply fade away or do what they do quietly behind the scenes. I have a strong feeling that if we were able to travel back in time and walk the dusty roads of Judea with these men we would quickly discover that they suffered the same kinds of disappointment and sometimes stupid mistakes that we suffer. We certainly get hints of that in the words and actions of Peter and Thomas. They were people just like us, used by God’s Son to spread the Good News of the coming of the Kingdom of God.


Matthew ten is a gold mine of Jesus teaching but I want to focus today, in the limited time we have, on two related ideas that tie the entire chapter together, Jesus sends out and Jesus blesses the efforts. Jesus sends out folks like you and me knowing that whatever we do will be fraught with potential negative side effects but he promises that even in the midst of our questionable efforts he will pour out his blessings. Because you see, Jesus never sends us empty handed, never asks us to go somewhere he wouldn’t go or do something he wouldn’t do.

Jesus sent those twelve disciples out with everything they needed for success. *He sent them to neighbors not strangers. Language wasn’t going to be a stumbling block on this trip. *He gave them no bad news to deliver. They weren’t going to be telling people things they didn’t want to hear. The message they carried was the message of Good News that the kingdom of heaven was near. *He gave them validation of the message of Good News by also giving them the gift of healing, resurrection, and driving out demons. Talk can be received as cheap and easy or pie in the sky. But when the messenger also demonstrates the power of God then the messenger has a great deal of credibility. The word and work that Jesus gave them cost them nothing and so they were to freely give it away to anyone who would receive it.

We are sent out too, with the same good news, and I would like to suggest with some of the same potential good works. Sent out to give hope and healing. Most of us are not expected to get on our bikes and peddle around telling people the Good News. Maybe we should be! It is hard to fault the Mormon Church for their requirements of their young men. Their theology is a little out there, but their commitment is exemplary.

But we are sent out too. We are expected to live out our faith without fear being ready to share our love for Jesus with others should the opportunity present itself. When we run to the grocery for supplies we go there as Christians, saved by grace and carriers of the Good News. When we go to the mall we go as ambassadors of Jesus. We go shopping but we go with the same Good News in our minds that Peter carried. We go knowing that sometimes that Good News shared sets people free from the things that chain them from really living. We go knowing that sometime that Good News heals a broken heart and broken relationships. We may not talk to one person about Jesus but as ambassadors we must remember who we represent and act accordingly. 

Now you would think that with the depth of Good News those 12 men carried, and the kind of power Jesus gave them, nobody would have rejected them. But Jesus warned them that even with all those good things there would still be people who would not believe them, who would think them crackpots or charlatans out for their money. There would be some who wouldn’t give them the time of day, would harshly turn them away from their doors. And there would even be the occasional person who would physically abuse and persecute them.

I suspect that when those disciples got their marching orders the first thing they did was begin to think of all the things they would need to take with them for the mission. Plenty of money for food and lodging, extra clean clothes and shoes, toiletry items, a charge card or two just in case …. But there was however, a “catch” to Jesus’ mission trip. They had to go with only what Jesus gave them, nothing else.

Now you know when Jesus tells me to go somewhere the first thing I do is begin making myself a list of the things that I will certainly need, might need, and would just feel better having along. It is not that I don’t trust Jesus, I just think I should be prepared.

I think the point that Jesus is trying to make is that what we have to give is so valuable that the people we give it to should be willing to take good care of us. We ought not have to worry about taking care of ourselves, hospitality pays.

Hospitality is an important theme in the Bible and all too often overlooked. Deuteronomy 10:19 tells us, “You shall also love the stranger, for you were strangers in the land of Egypt.” (That is a commandment, not a suggestion!) In other words we know how it feels to be a stranger in a strange land so we need to be especially attentive to strangers in our midst. That’s just good stewardship anywhere, but in the church our attention to guests is critical to our continued growth. Everybody responds to a friendly welcome! Hospitality always pays. 

You know we live in a time when we are becoming more and more isolated from each other. If I had an automatic income of some kind I could decide to never venture from my house again and be able to live quite successfully taking care of most things from my computer and telephone. They call that cocooning and a lot of people practice some degree of it.

When I was a kid growing up in the Highland Heights area of Memphis, Tennessee I knew almost everyone on my block. I regularly wandered in and out of the neighbor’s homes on either side of us and across the street too. During the summer you might find me having lunch with the Owens Family down the block or going to the city pool with the Sawyer Family. The dozen or so kids on our block played together, went to school together and ate at each other’s houses. I even knew the old lady diagonally across the street who would grab a poorly hit baseball and keep it. In the 50’s only caterpillars cocooned. Cocooning is NOT a Biblical directive. The Bible commands us to show hospitality to strangers, caring for those who have no right to claim our kindness and hospitality. In other words, we are to behave toward others as God has behaved toward us: compassionate toward those who have no claim on our compassion. Coconning is in many ways a failure of faith. We cocoon because we are not too sure that we can depend on the God who mandates hospitality.

But there is another side to hospitality. Jesus says that being hospitable pays dividends to the one receiving the guest. In other words the one being hospitable gets something too. In fact, not just something but someone. Jesus says “He who receives” a stranger into his life “receives Jesus and receives God”. (v.40)

Everyone needs hospitality! The homeless need hospitality. The people recovering from the tsunami still need our hospitality. The folks that benefit from NEED receive our hospitality. Our brothers and sister in Africa need our hospitality. The guest that shows up on Sunday expects our hospitality. And every single one of us desperately need God’s hospitality! God shows us what hospitality looks like by receiving us who have no claim on divine love. God demonstrates hospitality by extending the circle of his divine lot to include the unlovely and unlovable, and by inviting every single one of us to sit down at the heavenly banquet. Hospitality absolutely pays!!

