
DOOR KEEPERS
Open the Door to People Who Need God

Open Doors (Part 3)

Text: Luke 2:7; Matthew 25:31-40; Romans 12:13

I

When you hear the word “Advent,” chances are you think of the Christmas 
season and its reminder of the birth of Jesus. But Advent is not simply about 
looking back at Christ’s first coming as the world’s Savior; it is also a season of 
looking forward to his second and final coming as our Judge. It is this Second 
Coming that Jesus describes in the famous parable from Matthew 25 that is our 
chief text for today.

Am I the only one who finds this parable disturbing? Could it really be that our 
eternal reward links to whether we visited the sick, clothed the cold, or fed the 
hungry? Conversely, could omissions like failing to open our doors to strangers, 
really bring on the judgment this parable suggests?  

Jesus anticipates our puzzlement.  In the story he tells, Christ suggests that 
there are two sorts of people in this world – those who do the kinds of things 
he describes and those who don’t. But Jesus implies that BOTH of these sorts of 
people, the “sheep” and the “goats,” will be simply stunned to find out that 
these basic acts of hospitality – of taking deliberate steps to make room in their 
hearts and lives for others -- mattered so much to God in the end.

Now, those who first heard this story would not have been quite as surprised as 
we are today.  In ancient times, the acts of kindness Jesus describes were more 
than optional charitable deeds; they were the very fabric of consideration by 
which life for many continued at all.  In a world of restaurants and department 
stores, credit cards and water fountains, this is admittedly hard to understand.  
Unless we travel by backpack in a foreign country, or lose our homes in a 
disaster, or break down in a bad neighborhood, we can forget what it is to be a 
stranger needing a hospitable hand.  Not so in ancient times.

Unless you were among the very few who were wealthy enough to travel with a 
camel train of provisions, your only hope of survival were the hospitable people 
you met along the way. You depended on the grace of people you didn’t even 
know to give you something to eat, a drink from their well, a cloak for your 
shoulders, a roof for your head. If you were a widow or orphan in the days 
before pensions or publicly-funded care, it was curtains for you unless someone 
opened the door and invited you in. If you were alone and sick in the time 
before hospitals, 24-hour pharmacies and prescriptions by mail, it was only 
those who thought to visit that saved you. If the job market went south and 



you were thrown in debtor’s prison, it was only the grace of people who 
brought you food that kept you from starving.

As a matter of practical necessity, every ancient civilization practiced hospitality 
on a scale that may be hard to grasp today.  But few cultures saw hospitality 
less as a social discipline and more as an act of religious devotion than the 
people of Israel and the Early Church did.  The Old Testament Law and 
Prophets regarded hospitality toward others as one of the highest callings of 
the people of God. In his letter to the Romans, the Philippians, the Colossians, 
and to Philemon, the Apostle Paul urges believers to demonstrate their faith by 
being a welcoming people.  “Share with God's people who are in need,” 
says Paul in Romans 12:13.  “Practice hospitality,” he counsels, using a 
word that suggests the outgoing care by which a Shepherd goes in search of 
lost sheep.   

The first Christians really got this mandate. In her study of early Christianity, 
historian Amy Oden, came across nearly 300 pages of direct quotations from 
church leaders urging or describing the practice of an outreaching, risk-taking, 
stranger-embracing hospitality. The willingness of the early Christians to share 
their meals and possessions, their homes and their worship life with a 
stunningly broad array of people became one of the most convincing proofs 
that in Jesus Christ, God really was opening the door of his heart to people and 
inviting them into a new and better kind of life. 

II

People today are still looking for that kind of God and life. They’re looking at 
the course of our culture or the chaos in their own lives and are ready to meet 
God in a new way. National surveys confirm that the vast majority of Americans 
are deeply interested in spiritual themes. They want to be connected with God. 
They want to be sure of their eternal destiny. They profoundly admire Jesus. 
They feel that the world would be better if more people lived according to the 
ethics of Christ. They know they need spiritual power in their own lives. But 
they’re resistant to church.

Well, some reasons are better than others. I recently came across a list of the 
excuses people typically give for not connecting regularly with a local Christian 
community. If you remember that worshipping is a means of letting God 
cleanse and renew you, then the excuses some folks give for not doing it are 
pretty interesting. I’ve substituted the word “wash” for the word “worship” for 
in the following list. Here are the Top Ten Reasons people give for not showing 
up more regularly at church. Some people say, it’s because…

10. I was forced to wash as a child. No more washing for me.
9. People who wash are hypocrites -- they think they’re cleaner than others.
8. There are too many different kinds of soap. I could never decide which 



was right, so I don’t use any.
7. I used to wash, but it got boring. How do you expect me to wash when 

it’s such a yawner?
6. Hey, I wash faithfully, every Christmas or Easter. Seems like enough.
5. None of my friends wash. Hard to see why I should.
4. I’ll start washing when I’m older, when I actually need soap.
3. I really don’t have time to wash. I’m too busy dealing with all the dirt 

and difficulties in my life.
2. The bathroom where they have the soap is so dingy. When was the last 

time they redecorated?
1. People who make soap are only after your money. 

III

Now, I’m not sure how we can help people who don’t see the value of spiritual 
cleansing and renewal enough to move past some of those objections. But, 
given how important the ministry of hospitality seems to be to Jesus (Matt 
25:43)… and given how important people are to the God who came all the way 
from heaven to earth to find and help them… it seems like those of us who 
already know the blessings of being regulars here at the Soap Society should be 
doing all we can to help open the doors.

I say “Open the Doors” because, from the vantage point of some of the people 
you’ll meet this week or in days ahead, it’s not the EXCUSES I just listed that 
are keeping them from getting involved in a local church. It’s the fact that the 
door to the church seems CLOSED to people like them.  Like the people in the 
situations Jesus described in the parable of the Sheep and Goats, these folks are 
not going to be able to get past what blocks them unless somebody else – 
someone like you or me – does something to extend open the door of 
hospitality to them.

For example, you probably know or will meet people who feel that they 
couldn’t go to your church because they couldn’t get past  “THE LIFESTYLE 
DOOR.” “My lifestyle isn’t good enough. I’m just not clean-living enough,” they 
say to themselves.  “Maybe, if I ever quit smoking or drinking or gambling or 
swearing so much. Perhaps if I hadn’t been divorced three times or hadn’t had 
that trouble with the law or that struggle with pornography.” How can you 
communicate to people that the church you go to is not a Museum for Saints 
but a Hospital for Sinners and all of us are ongoing patients?

For other people out there, it’s  “THE APPEARANCE DOOR” that seems to lock 
them out of finding a church. “I don’t look like them. I’m a different color. I’m 
a different age-group. I speak with another accent. I’ve got this body art on 
me. I don’t wear their sorts of clothes.” How do we get across to people who 
feel those things that your church serves a God who deliberately created a 
world of Technicolor instead of fifty shades of gray? How do we communicate 



that God is so holy and glorious it would be entirely appropriate to scrub 
ourselves for weeks and dress up in our finest clothing to go meet him; and yet 
that this God loves us so much, that when he came to earth he wore the rags 
of a peasant, so that ordinary people would know they were welcome in his 
presence? I think we’ll know we are a fully hospitable church when you 
overhear a 70 year-old in a suit say to a 26 year-old in a t-shirt: “Nice tattoo” 
and the other responds: “Cool tie.”

A further barrier to involvement in a local church is  “THE RULES DOOR.” “I 
don’t know the regulations and rituals there,” people will feel. “I’m not sure 
when to stand up or sit down. Are there hand-signs I’m supposed to know? 
Where are the bathrooms? It’s so embarrassing and uncomfortable when I don’t 
the rules.” Be on the lookout for people who seem to be uncertain as they 
move around this place. Show some good humor as they learn our rhythms. 
Make room for them to sit, even if they come late. Offer yourself as a 
welcoming guide. 

The final door I want to encourage you to open wide for others is “THE 
RELATIONSHIP DOOR.” I met two young women out in the community a few 
weeks ago. We were a generation and a gender apart. Nonetheless, I invited 
them to come visit our church. “We don’t know anybody there,” they said. I 
just smiled. “Sure you do,” I said. “Now you know me and I’ll introduce you 
around.” They started coming. Do you know that more than 80% of people 
who visit a church, do so because somebody issued them a personal invitation? 
Do you know that they usually only stay if they form several real relationships? 
Do more than nod or say hello and then run to your circle of friends. Sit down 
now and then with someone you don’t yet know and learn their story. Ask 
somebody to have lunch or dinner with you. Invite someone new into your 
group. Build some fresh relationships in days ahead. 

IV

Let me say in closing that I know how tempting it is for some of us to ignore all 
I’ve been saying. It is easy for a church to become a club where we think 
mainly about how to keep things working comfortably for us. Like the 
innkeeper in the Christmas story, we can be satisfied that we’ve got quite 
enough to do taking care of those who are already in (Luke 2:7). 

But if we do, we will miss Christmas. We will miss the wonder of the God who 
left his heavenly lifestyle, altered his divine appearance, and transcended so 
many religious rules, in order to open the door to a new relationship between 
humanity and him. Why would you and I choose to be unusually hospitable in 
our outreaching, risk-taking, people-embracing ways? Simply, because He did. 
God in Christ went to extraordinary lengths to open the door to life for you and 
me (John 1:14). Let’s do likewise for others.



Please pray with me…

God, we find ourselves at this point so often. It’s the same challenge we face 
when we get married, or become parents, or get promoted to leadership in the 
workplace. We’re suddenly confronted with this choice. Am I going to focus on 
preserving what has worked for me -- my well-established patterns, my well-
earned rights, my well-set comfort zones? Or will my focus shift now to what I 
can do for others?  Lord, keep us from forgetting that we are the Door Keepers 
of your kingdom’s life. We are the ones whose actions make it harder or easier 
for others to find their way into your life. Give us humble, hospitable, 
welcoming, serving hearts like yours. Use us to open the door for precious 
people who need the washing and blessing that you through your Cross and 
church can surely give. In the name of Jesus, we pray. Amen.
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 Romans 12:13, Philippians 2:29; Colossians 4:10; Philemon 1:17

 See Amy Oden’s fine survey of the history of Christian hospitality, And You Welcomed Me.


