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Text: Heb. 13:1-3 (#36)

Hebrews 13:1-3  Keep on loving each other as brothers.  2 Do not forget to entertain strangers, for by so doing some people have entertained angels without knowing it.  3 Remember those in prison as if you were their fellow prisoners, and those who are mistreated as if you yourselves were suffering.

Summary from last week (#35)
God’s jealous love makes us alive from death. His determination to love us was already made even before creation. Finally, His irresistible love was ultimately demonstrated towards us through Christ. As a result, we were saved from our deep darkness.  His jealous love still continues toward us until His divine purpose is fulfilled in us. His perfect righteousness constantly covers our iniquity, and He consumes our sins with His fire. Our souls are renewed every day because His consuming fire burns away our sins through our constant repentance.  That is the gracious mystery of the gospel. 

Moses saw a bush(‘cenah’: thorny bursh) on fire yet it didn’t burn up. “There the angel of the LORD appeared to him in flames of fire from within a bush. Moses saw that though the bush was on fire it did not burn up” (Ex. 3:2).  Moses went to a mountain to receive God’s law. That mountain was called ‘Sinai’ (‘Ciynay’ : ‘thorny’) or ‘Horeb’ (‘Choreb’: desert). There are still many thorny bushes in the mountain. These bushes are completely unattractive and useless. They can’t even be used as firewood. These bushes appeared right after the Fall as the result of God’s curse.  “To Adam he said, "Because you listened to your wife and ate from the tree about which I commanded you, 'You must not eat of it,' "Cursed is the ground because of you; through painful toil you will eat of it all the days of your life.  18 It will produce thorns and thistles for you, and you will eat the plants of the field” (Genesis 3:17-18). It symbolizes our spiritual condition. We always hold our bitter roots deep inside our hearts and critically sting others with our thorns in jealousy and anger. Man’s evil acts should be judged by God’s law and consumed by His wrath. However, Moses sees “the angel of the Lord’(symbolizing Jesus Christ) appearing in the midst of the burning bush).  We can catch a glimpse of the predestined divine will of God for His people. It reveals our spiritual condition in Christ through which our sins are consumed by His fire, yet our souls and bodies are renewed to have more intimacy with Him.  God’s saints should correctly understand His jealous love and present to others how God works to save others with His jealous love. “You shall not bow down to them or worship them; for I, the LORD your God, am a jealous(‘ganna’) God, punishing(‘paqad’: to attend, visit, punish) the children for the sin of the fathers to the third and fourth generation (symbolizing the number of God’s covenant to consume our sins) of those who hate me,  6 but showing (‘asha’: to make, accomplish) love to a thousand generations (symbolizing eternity) of those who love me and keep my commandments(fulfilled through Christ)” (Exodus 20:5-6).  God had chased after the four generation of His chosen people from Abraham to Joseph and finally punished them for their sins, yet He covered their sins with His grace and even more, established them as the great ancestors of faith. In the same way today, God jealously loves us and fulfills the promise of His salvation in our lives and families.

“Keep on loving each other as brothers.  2 Do not forget to entertain strangers, for by so doing some people have entertained angels without knowing it” (vv.1-2)
As we have experienced God’s jealous love by which He faithfully consumes our sins and reforms us as new beings in Christ, we must bear the task of providing ‘neighborly love’ for all as commanded by Christ. The ‘brothers’ are the ones who accepted Christ or who desperately look for the truth of the gospel.  “For whoever does the will of my Father in heaven is my brother and sister and mother” (Matt.12:50). We shouldn’t judge anyone too quickly whether or not they are our ‘brothers’ in Christ. But also we shouldn’t accept anyone as our ‘brothers’ by serving them with our humanistic love. We must establish a solid standard in our relationship with others through the truth of Christ’s word during our church life.  In order to better find out the will of our Father and faithfully carry out His divine will together, we must try hard to serve others with Christ’s abundant love and grace. If those whom we serve don’t understand the depth of the gospel yet, we must continue to  patiently wait and wisely serve them in the way of the gospel.  If the truth of Christ isn’t correctly shared in our serving, the essence of the gospel can be corrupted by our humanistic and religious love. “Dear friends, let us love one another, for love comes from God. Everyone who loves has been born of God and knows God.  8 Whoever does not love does not know God, because God is love” (1 John 4:7-8). 

Who are our ‘strangers (guests)?’ To whom should we warmly serve as our true guests? ‘To entertain strangers’ (‘philonexia’ < ‘philo’:love + ‘xenos’: alien, guest) means ‘to love and welcome strangers as our friends.’ However, it doesn’t mean that we should just welcome any strangers as our guests. The word, ‘stranger’ spiritually means ‘one who faithfully walk the wilderness in the gospel.’ They are called to be messengers of the gospel for whom the world isn’t worthy. We should warmly welcome those ‘strangers’ of the gospel and treat them as our true friends in the gospel.

Let us examine our relationship with Christ. Christ came to earth and lived the life of the wilderness for the sake of the gospel. He came in the flesh and treated us as His friends. But no one truly accepted Him as their friend. They always misunderstood His intention. This shows our sinful condition in which we can’t recognize His light by our own knowledge and strength.  We were fundamentally His enemies who hated the truth of God.  Let us see how those chosen disciples treated Jesus until His crucifixion. They always fought to be superior to each other before Jesus. When Jesus mentioned His pending death, Peter even harshly rebuked Him (Luke 22:24/ Matt.16:22-23). No one truly welcomed Him as their precious guest and friend.   Everyone was born with the lustful knowledge of good and evil. Having all kinds of ‘bitter roots’ based on their lustful desires, they could never be God’s true friends. Therefore, Christ died on the cross to remove our fundamental sin and consume all of our sins which hinder our becoming God’s true friends. Christ’s living Spirit comes into our hearts in order to lead us to know Jesus not as a stranger but as our most precious friend.  “Greater love has no one than this, that he lay down his life( the way of Christ’s sacrificial love, not humanistic way of loving) for his friends (those who will become God’s friend).  14 You are my friends if you do what I command” (John 15:13-14).  We have gained the Spirit of Christ by God’s grace. Having the mind of Christ, we must keep sharing the truth of the gospel with others so that the gospel’s way of relationship may be built up continuously between us and others. Otherwise, everyone will just continue to be strange guests who will eventually bring discomfort to each other. 

The truth about ‘entertaining strangers’ isn’t just to touch e their hearts superficially by showing our own love through our own methods.  Christ’s essential love should be primarily practiced in our serving. Those whom God leads us to meet are very important guests because they are walking the journey of a traveler in the gospel.  We should continue to give them great courage so that they may faithfully finish their race at the end. If we truly entertain our guests through the gospel, even people who were our enemies before will become our close brothers and friends in the Lord. Only the truth of the gospel can make this miracle happen. The power of the gospel demolishes all faults between people.  “For he himself is our peace, who has made the two one and has destroyed the barrier, the dividing wall of hostility” (Eph. 2:14). From a spiritual perspective, everyone stands at the side of an enemy from each other. They are all strange guests to me. That is why we can’t genuinely comfort each other. We will always be tempted by each other’s faults. It is because we each walk down different path. However, the gospel leads us all to walk the same journey that was predestine by God. It is the life in the wilderness for the gospel. Then, we begin to finally see the true common factors between each other which brings us into perfect unity and trust in the Lord. 

God’s saints should try to build their relationship with others in the gospel. When we fell strange towards our brothers and sisters whom we meet in the gospel, it reveals our spiritual immaturity where God is also still a stranger to us. Like we learned in the lesson last time, if we hold bitter roots towards others, it is the same as our holding bitter roots against God. If we become a true friend of God, any strangers in the gospel can become very close friends of ours.  It doesn’t mean our character will be more cheerful and talkative. Our fundamental attitude in treating others will be changed. As our hearts are filled with the Spirit of Christ, we will entertain these strangers with the mind of Christ. We will genuinely support their journeys with Christ’s love because we are also following the same path.  “And he died for all, that those who live should no longer live for themselves but for him who died for them and was raised again.  16 So from now on we regard no one from a worldly point of view(our lustful judgment and standard are changed). Though we once regarded Christ in this way, we do so no longer.  17 Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation; the old has gone, the new has come!” (2 Corinthians 5:15-17).  This is the true guideline that tells us how we should treat God’s saints in the Lord. Everyone should try to see each one’s new image in Christ and preciously treat others in love. When we exercise our relationshipse in this way, we will gain many good friends in the gospel.  

Who are the ‘some people’ who ‘have entertained angels without knowing it?”
One day Abraham saw three strangers standing near the great trees of Mamre (Gen.18:1). He immediately recognized them as God’s messengers and warmly welcomed them into his house. Why did he treat them so respectfully and preciously? It is because he had desperately waited to hear God’s message. Finally, he hears two great plans of God from them. First, his wife, Sara, will have a son next year. Second, the city of Sodom and Gomorrah will be destroyed soon by their sins. The angels of God deliever the messages of both blessing and cursing. They are the messages of the cross. Some people will receive the blessing of bearing the seed of life by God’s grace, while others who boast of their flesh will be destroyed by the law of God.  “Not knowing” means “to be hidden from one, secretly.” God’s hidden will and predestined plan can come suddenly upon us in this way. "Therefore keep watch because you do not know when the owner of the house will come back-- whether in the evening, or at midnight, or when the rooster crows, or at dawn.  36 If he comes suddenly, do not let him find you sleeping.  37 What I say to you, I say to everyone: 'Watch!'"( Mark 13:35-37). We must be ready to hear the living message of God at any time. God will surely let His people know His plan ahead of time. That is why our worship and fellowship in word and prayer is very important. God’s living messages are delivered to each of us during those times. 

Any stranger who knows the true gospel message will be God’s most precious messenger to us. No matter how close a relationship one has with others, if they don’t deliver the true message of the gospel, they aren’t any better than even one stranger who knows truth. God is always using His messengers to awaken His own people. Let us see the evangelism of Philip in Acts 8. One day he was led by the Spirit to go down to the desert road. He met there a stranger, an Ethiopian eunuch who was reading the book of Isaiah the prophet and seeking to understand his messages. Then, Philip delivered the message of the gospel to him and led him to understand the truth about Jesus Christ. The eunuch understood the message and asked Philip to baptize him with some water. By meeting with a stranger of God, the eunuch was saved and went on his way rejoicing. Although it may be for a very short moment, how wonderful and precious can such a meeting be that one has in the world? What is the really important blessing that we should continue to gain from the gospel? It is that is is good to have many friends, yet the more important truth is to meet true messengers of God who can deliver the truth of the gospel to us although they might look strange at the moment. This is the way of our entering strangers in the Lord.


“Remember those in prison as if you were their fellow prisoners, and those who are mistreated as if you yourselves were suffering” (v.3)
Let us look around our world. There are many people who greatly suffer because of their mental and physical imprisonment or other’s mistreatment. We should consider their sufferings as if we ourselves are suffering. We shouldn’t judge or condemn their problems too quickly according to our lustful standards. The gospel is the only solution. We can use this opportunity to deliver the specific message of God that He has prepared for them.  They will look for true friends in the midst of their sufferings.  We might be strangers to them in the beginning, yet we can also be best friends to them in the gospel. Let us keep praying for them so that they continue to open their hearts and find God’s specific messages through His messengers. Let us bear the role of an angel who brings the light of Christ to them. Out of their sufferings, God’s grace like a big wave will come and cast out all their darkness and finally bring them into His amazing plan.

Conclusion
Who was the strangest person to us before? He was God and Jesus Christ. Darkness couldn’t recognize the light of God and even tried to kill that light. It was because He was too strange to be welcomed as our guest.  However, now by God’s grace, Jesus Christ became the most precious guest and friend to us.  In the same way, any strangers can become our most precious friends in Christ because God’s living messages are delivered to from one to the other. We can find many precious guests around us. They are the strangers of the gospel who are walking the road of the wilderness. Sometimes God’s disciplines seem to be too much for them to bear. Let us be true friends to them in the gospel. Let us be most precious guests to them as we deliver God’s specific messages and guidance to them. Let us welcome and service one another in truth.  “Dear friend (Gaius), you are faithful in what you are doing for the brothers, even though they are strangers (‘xenos’) to you.  6 They have told the church about your love. You will do well to send them on their way in a manner worthy of God.  7 It was for the sake of the Name that they went out, receiving no help from the pagans.  8 We ought therefore to show hospitality to such men so that we may work together for the truth” (3 John 1:5-8). 
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