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I Peter 4:7-11; Matthew 25:37-40; Hospitality within the Church I.  The Need for Hospitality II. The Benefit of Hospitality III.  Hindrances to Hospitality
Congregation of our Lord Jesus Christ, hospitality is dying gift in our society.  People simply do not invite people into their homes like they once did.  But hospitality is a distinct mark of God’s people.  There is a definite need for hospitality today.  For example, the hospitality industry in the US is an 8 billion dollar industry.  Including hotel stays and eating out, there is obviously a need to serve those who are away from home!  And some industries have a distinct goal to make this experience enjoyable.  Even Chick fil A instructs their employees to say- “It was my pleasure to serve you.”  But this begs the question- can we as Christian say the same thing?  Could you say that it was your pleasure to open your doors in hospitality?  Well, today we bring to a conclusion our short mini series on outreach and evangelism by considering hospitality.  In some ways, this sermon is an outflow of what was presented at the CME conference a few weeks back.  So the question before us is this- am I convinced that hospitality is a command that Christ gives to the church?  Am I expected to show hospitality- or can we leave this work to the hotels and restaurants?  I will start with a story that illustrates this point.  When I was in seminary, I heard the story of a pastor who was invited to preach at a church on a particular Sunday. Having to drive a significant distance to get to this church, he led the worship service without a hitch and then greeted members at the door after the service was over.  However, this pastor was met with a rather cold reception.  No one fellowshipped after church.  Everyone left promptly after the service and this pastor was forced to go out to eat at local restaurant for dinner because no one invited him over for a meal after church.  What would a visitor think about this church?  On the other hand, I have also witnessed that a visitor to church has been invited to numerous homes for a meal the same day.  So today we are going to consider this theme: Jesus Christ calls His people to show hospitality as a sign of their love for Him and His people.  
I.  The Need for Hospitality 
In our first point, we consider the need for hospitality.  Do you think that the church should be hospitable?  Do you think that every family in the church is called to show this warm embrace?  Our reading from I Peter 4:9 puts it like this, show hospitality to one another without grumbling.  So the first reason that we are to show hospitality is because the Bible says- show hospitality.  Obedience demands that we show hospitality to one another.  Now I have in the past made a distinction between hospitality and fellowship.  Fellowship is when we commune with believers and hospitality is when we invite strangers and visitors into our home and midst.  The word “hospitality” literally means to have a love for strangers and to be generous to guests and visitors.  But Peter says here that we are to show hospitality to one another- this is directly focusing in on the church.  The “one another” here is the body of Christ.  We all know that we are called to love one another- this is summary of the Law.  To love your neighbor as yourself.  But hospitality here is one of the chief ways in which we prove our love for one another.  It is one thing to say- I love the church- it is quite another to show and prove that love in works of mercy.  This brings us to another reason why hospitality is needed. Hospitality is needed in the church because God uses hospitality to weave the church together as a body.  Hospitality is needed in the body of Christ because hospitality keeps the church united.  Members of the congregation are much more likely to remain committed to a church where they feel welcomed and included.  The bond of peace is preserved.  Mutual encouragement and sharing each other’s burdens is the glue that binds the local congregation together.  A third reason why hospitality is important is because hospitality is one of the key tools that Christ uses to bring outsiders into the church. Hospitality makes visitors feel welcome and at home.  As some of you may know from experience, if a church feels cold and closed off, you are much less interested in going back.  So hospitality is one of the key tools that Christ uses to keep a church united and to add others into that fellowship.  Now I can say that as a congregation, we do a pretty good job welcoming people on Sunday at church.  But this welcome does not always translate into welcoming others to be a part of your life.  I will come back to this point- but the fellowship and communion we enjoy within these walls must spill over and extend beyond these walls as well!  And one more reason why hospitality is needed.  This one applies specifically to the leaders of our church.  Turn with me to Titus 1:7-8.   Notice that listed among the marks of an elder is that he must be hospitable- a lover of good and self-controlled.  This is repeated again in I Tim. 5 as well.  Hospitality is a specific mark of an elder of the church.  Loving the church and her members in a concrete way beyond these 4 walls.  In many ways, hospitality is a sign of mature faith.  As many of you know, there are 3 kinds of work that are acceptable on the Lord’s Day.  Works of worship- as we are right now.  Works of necessity like feeding your animals and going to work if you are a police officer.  And finally- works of mercy.  Now when it comes to works of mercy, I usually think of visiting someone in the hospital or changing someone’s flat tire.  But this past week I was struck by the fact that inviting people into your home on Sunday is a work of mercy as well.  As such, opening your home on Sunday is a good and proper use of the Lord’s Day.
II. The Benefit of Hospitality 
Having considered the need for hospitality, in our second point we consider the benefit of hospitality.  I want to start with a positive example.  Last week many members of our congregation participated in the Progressive Dinner with our Young Peoples.  What was the benefit of that dinner?  Well, the blessings received applied to both those who hosted and those who attended!  There was the building of community, the getting to know your brothers and sisters in Christ better.  Events like this ignite love for one another and foster commitment to Christ and His people!  Hospitality has a unique way of breaking down barriers.  People you rarely speak with are in your home- and your relationship is strengthened.  Added to this, hospitality helps you to pray for others better- with greater clarity and focus.  Instead of praying for people in general- you know the joy and the struggles of people better when you share a meal and spend time together one on one.  As you likely know- food has a way of tearing down barriers and opening the door for conversation.  Communion takes place around food!  So you can get to know people better and you can pray for them and their needs.  Another benefit of hospitality is found in Heb. 13:2.  Here we read, “do not neglect to show hospitality to strangers, for some have entertained angels unawares.”  Here referring to Abraham and Sarah who welcomed angels into their home and fed them a meal, we are reminded that hospitality is a spiritual exercise.  We are not just feeding bodies- we are ministering to souls- perhaps even to angels!  One more benefit is found in Mathew 25.  As we read earlier from Matthew 25:40- whatever you do to the least of these, you do to me.  Jesus is saying that when you minister to God’s people- when you give a meal to someone who is a brother or sister in Christ- Jesus is saying that this meal is in fact enjoyed by Jesus Himself!  Jesus says that to showing hospitality to others is to actually show hospitality to Jesus!  You were actually serving that meal to me!  And you will by no means lose your reward!  We find this very hospitality taking place in the early church.  Already in Acts, the apostles went from house to house, breaking bread.  The early church was known for their love for one another- seen in their works of charity and hospitality.  But hospitality is hard- and it is becoming harder all the time.  So we come to our last point- hindrances to hospitality.  
III. Hindrances to Hospitality
Perhaps a few of you will remember something that was called Covenant Circles.  Covenant Circles was a prearranged time of fellowship that rotated within specific groups.  Now this was many years ago- but do you know what happened to our Covenant Circle Groups?  Why is it that these groups no longer meet?  Well, people got too busy or had no interest.  There are hurdles that stand in the way of hospitality.  The fact is- showing hospitality takes time, effort and money.    But the money part of the equation can be dealt with.  For example- hot dog or pasta will not break the bank.  But what if my house is too small?  Well, you could eat outdoors or take a meal to someone else’s house.  So I don’t think it is the money or the space that is the reason we are hesitant to show hospitality.  Rather, I think that we have been influenced by our society in ways that we may not see.  I think that one of the main hindrances to hospitality has to do with our priorities.  Do we really think that hospitality is important- to be a priority- something that we are committed to as a Christian?  We all face hurdles in this area.  The first hurdle is that of our own family.  For example, growing up in Northwest Iowa, everyone knew that Sunday after church was when everyone went to their grandma’s house for coffee.  Every week, without exception, you were expected to go to grandma and grandpas house for coffee after church.  So if you saw a visitor at church, you already had plans and could not invite them over.  Now can we think of a creative solution here?  Perhaps we could take one week off or invite the visiting family to come with us to grandma’s house.  The fact is, our family can easily become an idol.  We get so busy with or focused on our own blood that we have little time left over for others.  The second hurdle we face in our day is that of sports.  When our children play sports, our nights and weekends are often busy with practice, games and tournaments.  There are simply not enough days in the week.  But what is a priority for you- or what do you want your children to learn?  How to be good at a sport or how to use their gifts and serve God’s people?  Or maybe we need to rethink our Sundays.  I know- it will be a sacrifice.  If you invite a family over to your home on Sunday, you may not be able to watch the Bears game or you may miss out on your nap- but that might be the best time for you and your family to practice hospitality.  A third hurdle to our practicing hospitality is our own forgetfulness.  We just don’t think about it- and weeks roll by.  Here is where our parents can provide a great service for their children- giving them a good example to follow.  So I would encourage you to make a commitment as a family.  Put it on your calendar.  We going to commit ourselves to having one family over from church every month- or something like that.  A fourth hurdle is that we have wrong expectations.   We simply expect others to do it.  That family does a good job- so they can invite that family over.  Or that family has kids the same age- so they should invite them over.  Or we expect the visiting family to just go home.  They likely have plans for dinner already.  So our expectation and assumptions hinder us from extending the invite.  And we sometimes expect others to do for us what we ourselves are not doing.  I mean, you cannot control the actions of others.  If you think that our church has room to grow in the practice of hospitality, you can be an instrument of change by taking the first step!  Instead of thinking that others should give the invite- why don’t you be the one to extend this request?  Do not neglect to show hospitality- but rather show hospitality to one another.
Before we close, I want to give you a few practical and concrete ideas. Where do we start?  Well, I will start with our elders.  Invite the families of your district over for dessert some night.  Have everyone take something to share.  If you are a single person, invite someone to meet you at Round the Clock for breakfast.  Or you can invite a family out for pizza.  We can be very creative here.  Not everyone will do it the same way- but we are all called to participate!  No one is free from this command!  Invite a group of single people to go hiking together- and you can provide snacks afterwards.  Think of the outsiders who stands alone- or those who are visiting church.  How would you like to be included?  As I said before, our church does a wonderful job welcoming people on Sunday.  We are warm and inviting group in my opinion.  But can this continue the other days of the week?  Is hospitality something that we are committed to?  As our theme states:  Jesus Christ calls His people to show hospitality as a sign of their love for Him and His people.  So may we all commit ourselves to showing the love of Christ to His people.  For Jesus came to us when we were outsiders- alone and homeless.  He came to take us to be with himself- dying for us to give us a home, a blessed meal and a family.  This is the blessing that we are now called to share! 
