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“Handbook for Practical Holiness (1)”

Hebrews 13:1-3

In our study of Hebrews we have come to the final chapter of the book. This is a deep book—perhaps, along with Romans, the deepest theology found in the Bible—and we might be tempted to think that the author winds down as he wraps up.

And we would think wrong.

Hebrews 13 concludes as many other New Testament letters do, with practical application of the doctrinal content preceding it. Yet the style changes a bit. Prior to this last chapter, the subjects are dealt with at length; in this chapter there are quick, pithy, proverb-like statements that are practical in nature as we live out the Christian life.
 And they come in abundance; there are at least twenty different commands in Hebrews 13.
 This final chapter is a bit like a limerick I heard this past week:
There was a young poet from Japan

Whose poetry no one could scan

When told it was so

He said, “Yes, I know,

But I always try to get in as many words in the last line as I can.”

The theme of the chapter is Christian ethics. Here we discover the behavior that God expects from believers.
 I call this “A Handbook of Practical Holiness.” Like Paul and the other writers of New Testament letters, the author shows the ethical implications of Christian doctrine. These are not put in any systematic order, but rather are chosen as they apply to the particular situation of the original audience.

Furthermore, this chapter deals primarily with our relationships with others, both inside and outside the family of God. Prior to this last chapter, the emphasis is on the vertical (our relationship with God); but now it is on the horizontal (with others).

M. R. DeHaan likens Hebrews 13 to “the final examination at the end of the course.”
 The first twelve chapters provide the doctrinal foundation, but unless it is put into practice, the audience has obviously failed to grasp the truth. The writer is saying, in effect, “Therefore, if this truth be so, it demands the following changes in your life…”﻿

We are going to work our way through chapter 13 much like we did chapter 11. I realize that we have been studying this letter for a long time—about a full year in fact—but as Swindoll points out, “Our concern is not that we get through the book of Hebrews but that the book of Hebrews gets through us.”
 So this evening we will consider the first three verses of Hebrews 13:

Keep on loving each other as brothers.

Do not forget to entertain strangers, for by so doing some people have entertained angels without knowing it. 

Remember those in prison as if you were their fellow prisoners, and those who are mistreated as if you yourselves were suffering. 

These verses may seem to be unrelated, yet one thread binds them together: love. Some have even summarized the last three chapters of Hebrews as a chapter on faith (11), a chapter on hope (12), and a chapter on love (13). Throughout Hebrews 13 love is either stated or implied—even once as a negative, as we will see in a later study.

The first three verses deal with matters of ministry; verse four deals with matters of marriage; while verses 5-6 deal with matters of money or materialism. This evening we will focus on the matters of ministry. Leon Morris comments,

Christians are to be concerned for the needs of others. Those Christ has died for cannot live for themselves. Christianity is faith in action and that means love at work. So the writer draws attention to something of what it means to live in love.

Such love is demonstrated in three spheres: love for siblings, love for strangers, and love for sufferers.

Love for siblings

Hebrews 13:1 reads, “Keep on loving each other as brothers.” I still recall the King James Version, “Let brotherly love continue,” as it was one of the shorter memory verses learned in Sunday school! Brief as it may be, though—verse 1 contains only three simple words in the Greek text
—it is packed with meaning and significance.

“Brotherly love” is the translation of the Greek word philadelphia. It comes from two root words: phileo, which means “to have a great affection for,” and adelphos, which means “brother,” or “from the same womb,” in a more literal sense. Therefore, the compound meaning is “to have a great affection for those who came from the same womb.”
 While it is not the same as agape—God’s love—it is nonetheless “a most important virtue in the NT.
 MacArthur calls this “the supreme ethic for the Christian.”

This same Greek term is used by both Peter and Paul in their letters and it reflects the custom in the early church for Christians to look on each other as “brothers.”
 This comes from Jesus Himself, as we read in Hebrews 2:11, “Jesus is not ashamed to call them (believers) brothers.” We truly are a family in Christ: God is our Father, Jesus is our Brother, and we are all brothers and sisters in Him. This is the basis for fellowship as a church family—a deep affection for each other.
 And remember, we cannot be choosy when to comes to brotherly love. You can choose your friends, but you’re stuck with family!

As the Bible teaches in many places, brotherly love is more than a feeling; it can be very costly,
 as John emphasizes in 1 John 3:16-18,

This is how we know what love is: Jesus Christ laid down his life for us. And we ought to lay down our lives for our brothers. If anyone has material possessions and sees his brother in need but has no pity on him, how can the love of God be in him? Dear children, let us not love with words or tongue but with actions and in truth.

What does this love look like? Our love for our fellow Christians must be marked by a courtesy, a compassion, and a concern that is obvious. This is hard—especially for men in Western culture—but we are all called to this kind of love.

Perhaps this is why the author writes that we must “keep on” loving as brothers. This brotherly love must be expressed in continuing practical concern.
 In the Greek the verb is in the present imperative, meaning, “let it keep going on,” or “make it a continued aim.”

Why such an emphasis? If we are one in Christ, would it not be natural that we love one another? Unfortunately that is not the case, even among biological families. Some of the fiercest fights ever have developed between siblings in a home…or in a church. As Philip Hughes observes,

Too seldom is the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord, from which nothing whatsoever can separate us, triumphantly manifested in what should be the loving fellowship of Christ’s church. Too often we need to hear the reminder, which comes also as a rebuke: “Beloved”—a term which should naturally describe those who are “brothers”—“Beloved, if God so loved us, we also ought to love one another” (1 Jn. 4:11).

Notice that this command comes first. Before we can hope to reach out beyond the walls of our church, we must love each other. Jesus said in John 13:35, “By this all men will know that you are my disciples, if you love one another.”
Love for strangers

Secondly we read of love for strangers in verse two, “Do not forget to entertain strangers, for by so doing some people have entertained angels without knowing it.” The word “love” does not appear in most English translations, but it does appear in the Greek text. In fact, the same Greek word for love (philos) is in verse two as in verse one, just a different target.
 We initially saw philadelphia, meaning “love for brothers,” and in this verse the author uses philoxenia, literally meaning “love of strangers.”

Does this mean fellow Christians we don’t know personally, or those outside the family of God who need our help? The answer is, “Yes!” Certainly we are to extend love in the form of hospitality and generosity to our Christian brothers and sisters. Paul states in Romans 12:13, “Share with God’s people who are in need. Practice hospitality;” Peter commands in 1 Peter 4:9, “Offer hospitality to one another without grumbling;” and John, after commending Gaius for doing this very thing, writes in 3 John 8, “We ought therefore to show hospitality to such men so that we may work together for the truth.” 

The author of Hebrews adds, “for by so doing some people have entertained angels without knowing it.” This reference, found only here in the New Testament, could be an allusion to the incident recorded in Genesis 18–19, in which Abraham offered hospitality to the mysterious visitors, who turned out to be angels. The writer clearly assumes that his readers will know what he means. We are not to provide hospitality in hopes that we are doing so for angels. The principle is that it is better to assume that guests are angels and to act accordingly rather than risk treating worthy people unworthily.

In fact, Jesus took this one step further in Matthew 25:34-40, in the parable of the sheep and the goats,

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.”
Abraham and others may have entertained angels, but when we show hospitality and generosity toward even the least of the family of God, we are doing so to Jesus! How we show our love to a stranger reflects our attitude toward Jesus Christ. Sustained love is basic to the Christian ethic of loving brothers and strangers, whether they are be​lievers or unbelievers.

Of course, there is another side; the open-heartedness of Christian hospitality is liable to invite abuse on the part of unprincipled persons who regard it as an opportunity for eating and lodging at the expense of others.
 Maybe you can say, “I tried that and I got taken!” Join the club! If a man approaches you and says, “I’m broke. I need ten dollars to feed my starving family,” what are you going to do? Use good judgment. There are ways to minimize the chance of abuse, such as churches that band together their benevolence resources to that folks don’t go from one church to the next, taking advantage of their generosity. But if you are faced with a dilemma, make a decision to love the person and let them worry about the consequences of what they do with the money. You won’t be held responsible for what they do. God will honor you for loving a stranger. Everyone who is willing to love the unlovable eventually gets taken advantage of. Love is like that—it makes you vulnerable. That doesn’t mean that you stop loving. Don’t shy away just because people have taken advantage of your gen​erosity.
 Those who are given to hospitality find that such happy experiences far outweigh the unhappy ones.

The temptation is to deveop a safe way to live, risk free, so you don’t have to worry about being hurt. You build your place, dig a moat around it, fill it with alligators, pull up the drawbridge and you’re safe and secure. Yet this is living in disobedience.
 We are not called to live “safe” lives. We’re not called to live stupid lives, either, but there is a balance. Loving strangers involves risk. But the reward at the end is worth it.

Love for sufferers

If loving strangers isn’t risky enough, loving sufferers takes it up a notch! Verse three states, “Remember those in prison as if you were their fellow prisoners, and those who are mistreated as if you yourselves were suffering.” While suffering can take many forms, the first part of the verse speaks of who I would call the “scandalized,” or what another writer tabs “the embarrassing.”
 These are people—Christians and unbelievers—who find themselves in difficult, even disgraceful situations. Certainly the focus of the original text would be on Christians imprisoned for their faith, and there was a risk of being identified with them, leading to ridicule or even suffering similar punishment.
 

Prison is an ugly place today; it was far uglier then. We naturally try not to think about prisoners. It takes discipline to visit saints who are in prison. Yes, it is humiliating to submit to searches and to be identified with criminals. Faithful believers in prison need our prayers, but they also need the encouragement of visits.

“But what if they are guilty of the crime?” you might ask. “Aren’t they getting what they deserve?” Perhaps. But if we could see ourselves in their place (and perhaps we might if we had been caught), humility would flush away our pride and remind us that there “but for the grace of God, go I.”

We also need to be reminded that some of our own neighbors may be suffering from other forms of “imprisonment,” less stark but no less distressing. Many elderly people are desperately “cut off” from family, friends, and the outside world. Some patients in hospitals and nursing homes would welcome regular visits from a Christian. Are not such isolated people in greater need of the good news of Christ at the end of their lives than others who may often hear of him through everyday contacts with believers? But shut-in people will hear only if they are remembered and visited by Christians who discern this neglected area of work as their opportunity for compassionate service and witness.

Paul writes of the church in 1 Corinthians 12, “Now you are the body of Christ, and each one of you is a part of it” (v. 27). Because of that, “there should be no division in the body, but that its parts should have equal concern for each other. If one part suffers, every part suffers with it; if one part is honored, every part rejoices with it” (vv. 25-26). MacArthur challenges us,

One of the most ungodly characteristics of all is selfish callousness. Saying “I’ve got enough troubles of my own without getting involved in anybody else’s” is the antithesis of the Christian ethic. We’re to have sympathy for people in need. If that is a typical response of yours, then you ought to replace your self-pity with self-sacrifice for oth​ers. The best way to get rid of your own problems is by working to eliminate other people’s problems. In doing so, you’ll lose yourself in their needs. People who are preoccupied with their own problems cannot be sym​pathetic towards others.

Throughout this passage we see that compassion is an essential part of Christian living.
 Brotherly love is the hallmark of the genuine Christian.
 That love is put to the test when it comes to the most difficult to love—our siblings, the strangers we meet, and the suffering, espcially the scandalized whom most “respectable” people stay away from. We are called to “remember” them, and that includes to uphold them in prayer, to go out of our way to have direct contact with them, and to help them in their affliction.

Throughout the book of Hebrews we have encountered a lot of truth. The true test is not how much we remember, how much we comprehend, or even how much we could repeat. The true test of our faith is when it is put into practice. Hebrews 13 is a handbook for practical holiness. How are we doing so far?

Our homework begins when we leave the church building this evening.
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