Sharpening the Skills of Christmas #1

“The Skill of Welcome”

selected Scriptures
Christmas time is upon us again. I have heard several people comment on how quickly it seemed this year has gone, and I cannot argue with that. Our planet has made another revolution around the sun and we have arrived at the season of Christmas again. That means different things to different people. For preachers, it means coming up with a Christmas series featuring a new, fresh approach to the very familiar story of Jesus’ birth. That can be a challenge.

This year we have used “Sharpening Our Spiritual Skills” as an overriding theme, with shorter series on specific skill sets to be sharpened. So I decided for this Advent season we would focus on sharpening the skills of Christmas.

Skills of Christmas? What is that supposed to mean? Wrapping presents? Baking cookies? Decorating a tree? Hanging lights around the house? All of these are worthwhile skills to possess (I’m not sure I have any of them), but these will not be our center of attention.

Rather I want to consider the skills of welcome, wonder, worship, and witness. These are all mentioned predominantly in the Bible, but I want to examine these in the context of Christmas. I fear that in our modern celebrations of Christmas we have lost these skills. The first is the skill of welcome.

Christmas is a time when family and friends get together, often in homes. I have many fond memories of packing into the family car on Christmas morning and driving the eighty or so miles to my Mom’s parents home, where the Ross clan would fill their small house to overflowing. Even when we had lived in Ohio for a number of years, those trips to West Virginia were always referred to as “going home.” I also remember going to the homes of friends throughout the month of December to celebrate Christmas. I wholeheartedly agree with the sentiment of the song, “There’s No Place Like Home for the Holidays.”

Something has happened in our culture, though. We’re not as welcoming as we used to be. We are more likely to meet at restaurants or rented halls for our family gatherings. I’m not suggesting those are wrong, but they have taken away from the idea of welcoming others into our celebrations.

I think I know the culprit.

It used to be that the letters “B.C.” stood for “Before Christ,” as an anchor in history. When events took place were dated by their relationship to the birth of Jesus Christ. Secularists have tried to change this designation to “B.C.E.” or “Before the Common Era,” though many people still use the familiar “B.C.”

In the past several years, however, the letters “B.C.” have taken on a new meaning: “Before Covid.” During the Covid-19 pandemic many widely accepted practices were shut down, particularly in the realm of personal interactions. Though most people no longer practice “social distancing” of six feet or more between people, many have never regained the practice of welcoming people into their lives. This is a skill worth sharpening as we honor the birth of our Savior.

Welcome in Our Homes

The first and perhaps most obvious skill to sharpen in this regard is to welcome in our homes. “We must accept one another. We must welcome each other as He has welcomed us.”
 Jesus said in Mark 9:37 and 41,

“Whoever welcomes one of these little children in my name welcomes me; and whoever welcomes me does not welcome me but the one who sent me… I tell you the truth, anyone who gives you a cup of water in my name because you belong to Christ will certainly not lose his reward.”

A word often used in Scripture for the skill is “hospitality.” In our culture the “hospitality industry” usually incorporates restaurants and hotels, but in Bible times it meant opening up one’s home.

Paul wrote in Romans 12:13, “Share with God’s people who are in need. Practice hospitality.” Peter similarly commands in 1 Peter 4:9, “Offer hospitality to one another without grumbling.” This can be expanded to read, “Gladly open up your homes and welcome each other as guests, especially those who need a meal or a room overnight—and don’t complain about the inconvenience.”
 Biblical hospitality is an authentic welcoming and serving, especially toward those who can do nothing in return. Jesus reminds us in Matthew 25:40 that what we do for “the least of these” we do for Him.

I found it interesting that the Greek term translated “hospitality” is philoxenos, (fee-LOX-in-os) meaning “generous or friendly to strangers and guests.”
 This comes from two terms, philos meaning “brotherly love” and xenos meaning “stranger or foreigner.” We hear much today about xenophobia, which literally translates “fear of strangers” or “hatred of foreigners.” Philoxenos is the exact opposite of that.
Hospitality is a highly honored virtue in Middle Eastern culture, even to this day. Many instances of hospitality is highlighted in the Old Testament, especially Abraham’s welcoming of the three guests in Genesis 18—who turned out to be supernatural visitors.
 This event may have prompted the author of Hebrews to write in Hebrews 13:2, 16, “Do not forget to entertain strangers, for by so doing some people have entertained angels without knowing it… And do not forget to do good and to share with others, for with such sacrifices God is pleased.”
Hospitality is not limited to welcoming into one’s home, though. Verse 16 speaks of “doing good” and “sharing” as part of hospitality. “Doing good” can cover a multitude of ministries: sharing food with the needy; transporting people to and from church or other places; giving money; or perhaps just being a helpful neighbor.
 This need not be a large gift, either; Jesus said a cup of cold water given to one in need will be rewarded.
A man named Gaius is commended by name in 3 John 6-8 for his hospitality:

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.
Gaius was continually engaged in caring for the needs of the servants of the Lord who were ministering the Word from place to place. The Greek text literally reads, “and this to strangers.” Those who were the recipients of Gaius’ hospitality were for the most part not his friends, but those with whom he was not acquainted.

According to this text Gaius not only opened his home, but he also opened his heart and his hand to give financial help to his guests. This could have included providing money and food as well as washing and mending clothing.

Today hospitality is demonstrated when we have others over for a meal or encourage them via an unexpected phone call. Do you accept what may feel at first like an imposition as an opportunity to minister to another believer? To show the love of Christ? To be known as that person’s associate? Hospitality means opening one’s home to others.

Welcome in Our Hours

Another way to practice this skill is to welcome others in our hours. Jesus showed this in Luke 8:40-48,

Now when Jesus returned, a crowd welcomed him, for they were all expecting him. Then a man named Jairus, a ruler of the synagogue, came and fell at Jesus’ feet, pleading with him to come to his house because his only daughter, a girl of about twelve, was dying. 

As Jesus was on his way, the crowds almost crushed him. And a woman was there who had been subject to bleeding for twelve years, but no one could heal her. She came up behind him and touched the edge of his cloak, and immediately her bleeding stopped. 

“Who touched me?” Jesus asked. 

When they all denied it, Peter said, “Master, the people are crowding and pressing against you.” 

But Jesus said, “Someone touched me; I know that power has gone out from me.” 

Then the woman, seeing that she could not go unnoticed, came trembling and fell at his feet. In the presence of all the people, she told why she had touched him and how she had been instantly healed. Then he said to her, “Daughter, your faith has healed you. Go in peace.”

Picture the scene: Jairus, an important man in town, has pleaded with Jesus to come and cure his dying twelve-year-old daughter. Time was of the essence. I’m sure Jairus was thinking to himself, “Can’t we move a little quicker?”

Suddenly Jesus stops and asks, “Who touched Me?” Peter says, “Are you kidding me? With this huge crowd, who hasn’t touched you?” But Jesus stays put until a woman comes trembling, falling at His feet, admitting that she was the one who touched Him. Jesus graciously listens and then tells her that her faith has made her well.

Meanwhile Jairus is standing nearby, tapping his foot and thinking, “Come on, Jesus! My daughter is dying! We don’t have time for this!” And he was right. While Jesus was ministering to this anonymous women, Jairus’ daughter died. (Jesus restored life to her, but that’s for another sermon!)

Jesus gave that woman the gift of His time and attention. What strikes me is the cost of that gift of time. To do so, He had to take time away from something else—what others would have considered more worthwhile and important—to give that gift to her.

Scripture teaches that, humanly speaking, time is nothing less than a gift of God, a precious package of life sent to us by our heavenly Father, individually gift-wrapped and with our name on it.
 Yes, we all have demands on our time, especially in the Christmas season, and once we spend time, there is no way of getting it back. That’s why we make a huge statement to others when we joyfully offer them the gift of time. It’s no insignificant gesture.
 Hospitality is the gift of welcome,
 even welcome in our busy schedules.

Have you given anybody the gift of time lately? When was the last time you hit the pause button on your overburdened schedule and just gave away an hour or two to someone in need?
 We need to welcome them in our hours.

Welcome in Our Hearts

Finally, we welcome in our hearts. Previously I mentioned hospitality is opening one’s home to others. That is true, but hospitality also means opening one’s heart to others.
 Paul wrote in 2 Corinthians 7:2, “Make room for us in your hearts.” Keith Green sang,
Open your hearts to the ones who are desperate. 
Open your hearts, open your hearts.

They may never repay you, but their souls are worth it! 
New life you impart when you open your heart.

Just as sunshine reveals the beauty of a stained glass window, hospitality allows the light of God’s Son to shine as you open your home and heart to others.

I want to conclude this message from a different angle, though. I have spoken about welcoming others into our homes, our hours, and our hearts. At the beginning of this Christmas season, however, I want to look at welcoming Christ into our homes, hours, and hearts.

Many years ago, a sermon preached by Robert Boyd Munger was published as a pamphlet entitled My Heart—Christ’s Home. I remember my father had this and shared its contents with us. I’d like to share a couple portions from the beginning of the booklet.

In his letter to the Ephesians, Paul writes these words: “That [God] may grant you to be strengthened with might through his Spirit in the inner man, and that Christ may dwell in your hearts through faith” (Ephesians 3:16-17). Or, as another has translated, “That Christ may settle down and be at home in your hearts by faith.” 

Without question one of the most remarkable Christian doctrines is that Jesus Christ himself, through the Holy Spirit, will actually enter a heart, settle down and be at home there. Christ will live in any human heart that welcomes him.

He said to his disciples, “If a man loves me, he will keep my word, and my Father will love him, and we will come to him and make our home with him” (John 14:23). But he was also telling them that he was soon to leave them (John 13:33). It was difficult for them to understand what he was saying. How was it possible for him both to leave them and to make his home with them at the same time?

It is interesting that Jesus uses a similar concept here (home) that he uses earlier in John 14: “I go to prepare a place for you…that where I am, you may be also” (vv. 2-3, emphasis added). He was promising that just as he was going to heaven to prepare a place for them and would one day welcome them there, so it would be possible for them to prepare a place for him in their hearts now. He would come and make his home with them right here….

I will never forget the evening I invited him into my heart. What an entrance he made! It was not a spectacular, emotional thing, but very real, occurring at the very center of my soul. He came into the darkness of my heart and turned on the light. He built a fire in the cold hearth and banished the chill. He started music where there had been stillness and harmony where there had been discord. He filled the emptiness with his own loving fellowship. I have never regretted opening the door to Christ.

This, of course, is the first step in making the heart Christ’s home. He has said, “Behold, I stand at the door and knock; if any one hears my voice and opens the door, I will come in to him and eat with him, and he with me” (Revelation 3:20). If you want to know the reality of God and the personal presence of Jesus Christ at the innermost part of your being, simply open wide the door and ask him to come in and be your Savior and Lord.

After Christ entered my heart, in the joy of that newfound relationship, I said to him, “Lord, I want this heart of mine to be yours. I want you to settle down here and be fully at home. I want you to use it as your own. Let me show you around and point out some of the features of the home so that you may be more comfortable. I want you to enjoy our time together.” He was glad to come and seemed delighted to be given a place in my ordinary little heart.

The rest of the book details the host showing Jesus to the different “rooms” of his heart, each one representing an aspect of his life: dining room, living room, workroom, rec room, bedroom, kitchen, even the hall closet. Some of the rooms he was not happy to show Jesus—he’d rather have kept the doors shut in those areas of his life. But he realized that Jesus was not interested in being compartmentalized in certain components of life. Christ wanted to “be at home” in every room of his heart.

He wants no less in us.

One person from the New Testament account of Jesus’ birth who gets a bad rap is the innkeeper. Luke 2:7 tells us that Mary placed baby Jesus in a manger, “because there was no room for them in the inn.” We don’t know his name, but the innkeeper has appeared in countless Christmas pageants ever since. “How could anybody not find room for the Son of God? How could anyone leave the Lord out in the cold?”

Sadly, many have done that down through the years and still do.

One holiday song captures this thought:

No room, only a manger of hay

No room, He is a stranger today

No room, here in His world turned away

No room, no room

Angels in Heaven up yonder

Watch with amazement and wonder

To see the Son of the Highest treated so

No room, here in the hearts of mankind

No room, no cheery welcome to find

No room, surely the world is blind

No room, no room

Have you any room for Jesus?

He who bore your load of sin

As He knocks and asks admission

Sinner, won't you let Him in?

Room for Jesus, King of Glory

Hasten now, His word obey

Swing your heart's door widely open

Bid Him enter while you may

This Christmas, let’s sharpen the skill of welcome. Let’s open our homes, our hours, and our hearts to those we meet. May Jesus Himself be at the top of that list.
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