God’s Blueprint for the Home #15

“Open House”

3 John 1-14

This morning we conclude our series on “God’s Blueprint for the Home.”  So far we have considered the foundation of the family, the relationships between husband and wife, parents and children, brothers and sisters, grandparents, and the areas of what we feed our family’s minds and family worship.  For our final study, I want to take you in our imaginary structure to the front door.  I’m not as interested in the door itself, but what we usually find in front of the door.  In most homes, a welcome mat greets visitors as they enter.

Welcome mats have become so commonplace in our culture that we might not even stop to notice them, much less consider their intended meaning.  Some homes might have “Welcome” at the front door but not anywhere else inside!

The Bible has a lot to say on the topic of hospitality, which one study Bible calls “The Gift of Welcome.”
  It goes on to define the term this way:

Hospitality is the practice of welcoming, sheltering, and feeding—with no thought of personal gain—those who come to your door. Much more than elegant menus, elaborate table settings, or lavish entertainment—hospitality is sharing what we have and who we are with whomever God sends. Hospitality includes setting aside time for fellowship and being flexible in order to accommodate impromptu gatherings.

This goes against the current of our culture, which advocates a closed, locked door policy over an open door mentality.  It is true that we must be smart about our hospitality—as we will see, this was true in the New Testament era as well—but we should not abandon the concept entirely.

Turn in your Bible to the book of 3 John.  Last week we considered the single-chapter book of Philemon, and this morning we look at another small, personal letter.  In fact, in the Greek, 3 John is the shortest book of the Bible.  Like Philemon, 3 John was a letter from an apostle to an individual person.  In this case, the apostle is John and the recipient is a man named Gaius.

Several men by the name of Gaius appear in the New Testament, but it is unclear if any of those men are to be identified with this one.  The name “Gaius” in the Roman world was about as common as “Richard” or “Michael” today.

Some have supposed that Gaius was suffering physically at the time of this writing, since John hopes that he enjoys good health.  But, as Kenneth Wuest points out,

Regarding the contents of this verse, Adolph Deissmann in his monumental work, Light from the Ancient East, shows that the words “I pray that in all things thou mayest prosper and be in health,” are found frequently in letters of that day…. Deissmann appends this note: “Misunderstanding this formula, many commentators on the Third Epistle of St. John have assumed that Gaius, the addressee, had been ill immediately before.” It is therefore not necessary to suppose that Gains was ill.


At any rate, the apostle John writes this brief note to a man named Gaius, and the note has a lot to say about the topic of hospitality.

Hospitality’s Mandate

First I would like to consider hospitality’s mandate.  By that I mean that hospitality is commanded by God in the Scriptures.  John writes in verse eight, “We ought therefore to show hospitality to such men so that we may work together for the truth.”  Warren Wiersbe comments, “This ministry of hospitality and support is not only an opportunity, but also an obligation.”
 

Paul writes in Romans 12:9-13,

Love must be sincere. Hate what is evil; cling to what is good. Be devoted to one another in brotherly love. Honor one another above yourselves. Never be lacking in zeal, but keep your spiritual fervor, serving the Lord. Be joyful in hope, patient in affliction, faithful in prayer. Share with God's people who are in need. Practice hospitality. 

Notice how the command to practice hospitality is included in a paragraph that is all about love and servanthood.  In fact, the Greek term translated “hospitality” comes from philoxenos (phi-LOX-en-os), philos meaning “brotherly love” and xenos meaning “stranger.”  (If you ever hear the word “xenophobe,” that means someone who is fearful of or hateful toward foreigners.)  Literally hospitality means, “lover of strangers [or guests],” or “treats a stranger like a brother.”

Such an attribute is to be found in church leaders.  In both 1 Timothy 3 and Titus 1, the lists of qualifications for church leaders, Paul mentions “hospitable” as a key characteristic.  But it is not reserved for only church leaders; hospitality should be practiced by everyone in the church.

From the opening verses of 3 John, it is apparent that Gaius was faithful in this regard.   Look at the first four verses:

The elder, to my dear friend Gaius, whom I love in the truth. 

Dear friend, I pray that you may enjoy good health and that all may go well with you, even as your soul is getting along well. It gave me great joy to have some brothers come and tell about your faithfulness to the truth and how you continue to walk in the truth. I have no greater joy than to hear that my children are walking in the truth. 
John commends Gaius as one who was “walking in the truth.”  This phrase, a common one in John’s writings, meant to live according to God’s Word.  He often speaks of “walking in the light” or “walking in love,” and by that he means a lifestyle that consistently demonstrates our commitment to Christ.  As Jesus said in John 13:35, “By this all men will know that you are my disciples, if you love one another.”
John Stott writes about 3 John 3-4,

To walk in the truth is more than to give assent to it.  It means to apply it to one’s behavior.  He who “walks in the truth” is an integrated Christian in whom there is no dichotomy between profession and practice.  On the contrary, there is in him an exact correspondence between his creed and his conduct.

This is the opposite of hypocrisy.  This is sincere faith that is fleshed out in our actions.  This is what is means to live what we believe.

Hospitality’s Meaning

Why, though, is hospitality so important in the Bible?  What’s the big deal?  To answer this question we must understand hospitality’s meaning.  John writes in verse 5-8,

Dear friend, you are faithful in what you are doing for the brothers, even though they are strangers to you. They have told the church about your love. You will do well to send them on their way in a manner worthy of God. It was for the sake of the Name that they went out, receiving no help from the pagans. We ought therefore to show hospitality to such men so that we may work together for the truth.

In verse six John says to “send them on their way in a manner worthy of God.”  One translation renders this, “send them as though you were sending God himself.”  This is how significant the ministry of hospitality is.  As Hebrews 13:2 puts it, “Do not forget to entertain strangers, for by so doing some people have entertained angels without knowing it.”  Several people from the Old Testament era experienced this first hand.  Even more significant are the words of Jesus in Matt 25:31-40,

“When the Son of Man comes in his glory, and all the angels with him, he will sit on his throne in heavenly glory. All the nations will be gathered before him, and he will separate the people one from another as a shepherd separates the sheep from the goats. He will put the sheep on his right and the goats on his left. 

“Then the King will say to those on his right, ‘Come, you who are blessed by my Father; take your inheritance, the kingdom prepared for you since the creation of the world. For I was hungry and you gave me something to eat, I was thirsty and you gave me something to drink, I was a stranger and you invited me in, I needed clothes and you clothed me, I was sick and you looked after me, I was in prison and you came to visit me.’ 

“Then the righteous will answer him, ‘Lord, when did we see you hungry and feed you, or thirsty and give you something to drink? When did we see you a stranger and invite you in, or needing clothes and clothe you? When did we see you sick or in prison and go to visit you?’ 

“The King will reply, ‘I tell you the truth, whatever you did for one of the least of these brothers of mine, you did for me.’“

We should show hospitality to folks as though we were showing it to God Himself, because that is exactly the way God views it!  With this in mind Wuest writes,

The hospitality of Gaius was not merely a kind and generous act, but he considered it a religious or spiritual service. That is, the hospitality he afforded traveling preachers and teachers, he considered a definite piece of work for the Lord Jesus, as Christian service…. Gaius was continually engaged in caring for the needs of the servants of the Lord who were ministering the Word from place to place. “And to strangers” is literally in the Greek text, “and this to strangers.” That is, those who were the recipients of the hospitality of Gaius were for the most part, not his friends, but those with whom he was not acquainted.
 
Gaius may have never preached a sermon, taught a Bible class, or served on a church governing board, but he was a crucial part of the ministry because he assisted those who did.  By meeting some of the practical needs of these folks, he enabled them to perform their ministry.  He was a partner with them in the ministry, just as Paul wrote in Philippians 1:3-6,

I thank my God every time I remember you. In all my prayers for all of you, I always pray with joy because of your partnership in the gospel from the first day until now, being confident of this, that he who began a good work in you will carry it on to completion until the day of Christ Jesus.

It is all about teamwork, and every member of the team is important.  How helpful is this kind of service?  Warren Wiersbe writes,

In my itinerant ministry, I have stayed in many homes and been encouraged in my work. The host and hostess may not have been especially gifted people, but their ministry of gracious hospitality enabled me to exercise my gifts in the church. Whatever blessings came in the ministry will certainly be credited to their accounts! (Phil. 4:17)
 
Hospitality’s Mindset


There is an enemy to hospitality, though, as evidenced in verses 9-10,

I wrote to the church, but Diotrephes, who loves to be first, will have nothing to do with us. So if I come, I will call attention to what he is doing, gossiping maliciously about us. Not satisfied with that, he refuses to welcome the brothers. He also stops those who want to do so and puts them out of the church. 


John calls out a man by name—Diotrephes—whom the apostle claims, “loves to be first.”  This Greek adjective also uses the word phileo for “love” with the word protos meaning “first” or “foremost.”  Here is the man who loved to hear his name being called.  He loved titles, particularly those that spoke of leadership or preeminence.  He was a living example of what Jesus said of the Pharisees in Luke 20:46,

Beware of the teachers of the law. They like to walk around in flowing robes and love to be greeted in the marketplaces and have the most important seats in the synagogues and the places of honor at banquets.


Nowadays these kinds of individuals want to chair every committee, gather enough votes to put them in control, and make sure things are done their way.  They let everyone know who’s in charge, and woe to the soul who gets in their way!  This kind of church politics chokes the life out of many a church today.


Notice the kinds of things Diotrephes did in the church: In addition to his love to be first, he would have nothing to do with other church leaders, but instead “gossiped maliciously” about them; he refused to welcome brothers into his home in the spirit of hospitality; and even went so far as to keep others from doing the same.  These actions demonstrate insecurity, jealousy, and pride—all of which will kill a servant spirit.


On the other hand, John can point to another individual who showed hospitality’s mindset.  We read in verses 11-12, 

Dear friend, do not imitate what is evil but what is good. Anyone who does what is good is from God. Anyone who does what is evil has not seen God. Demetrius is well spoken of by everyone—and even by the truth itself. We also speak well of him, and you know that our testimony is true. 


We don’t know a lot about Demetrius, except that he caught the attention of the apostle John and impressed the elder with his spirit of servanthood and brotherly love.  He had a good reputation and received high commendation from John—the kind of thing Diotrephes would have wanted but never received!


The mindset of hospitality is servanthood and love. The Woman’s Study Bible puts it this way:

You can share your heart and life with others, even if the meal is simple and the setting is humble. The most important gift of welcome simply says I care, I love you, and I have prepared a place for you.


This is what is meant in 1 Peter 4:9 “Offer hospitality to one another without grumbling.”  It is not merely the action that is important; the attitude with which it is done also matters!


We are not to be like the wife of a man who invited the minister over for dinner.  When everyone sat down at the table, she asked little Johnny to pray over the meal.  Johnny replied, “I don’t think I know how.”


“Just pray like Mommy did over lunch,” she whispered.


Johnny bowed his head and said, “Oh, Lord, why did my husband have to invite the minister over tonight!”

Hospitality’s Manifestation


This brief letter ends in verses 13-14 with what I am calling hospitality’s manifestation.  John writes,

I have much to write you, but I do not want to do so with pen and ink. I hope to see you soon, and we will talk face to face. Peace to you. The friends here send their greetings. Greet the friends there by name.


Because of Gaius’ hospitality, he had made lasting friendships with the apostle John and others he had hosted in his home.  John could not wait to see him personally and share with him “face to face.”  Can you imagine receiving a letter from someone of the stature of John—the only surviving member of the Twelve, author of several books of the Bible—and have him say, “I can’t wait to see you”?


Beyond the partnership of ministry that comes from our support and service, deep relationships can be built by opening our homes.  You might hear a missionary or guest preacher for an hour or so at church, but when you have them in your home, you create a lasting bond.


I can recall from my childhood times when my parents hosted our minister and his family, guest preachers, and missionaries from around the world.  Some of our greatest memories as a family are of those times gathered around the dinner table or in the living room, listening to stories, laughing, and getting to know those whom we considered living legends of the faith.  I think that had a lasting impact on all three of us boys as we grew up.  It is a great way to expose your children to godly heroes they can look up to.


Hospitality also manifests our faith as well.  As the Woman’s Study Bible notes,

“Just as the sunshine reveals the beauty of a stained glass window, hospitality allows the light of God’s Son to shine from your heart. This love is readily and effectively transferred as you open your home to others and share Christian hospitality.”


Let your home be an open house to fellow Christians in ministry.
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