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In Heart & Home 

 

Today, after taking a detour the past two weeks, we are 

returning to finish our series on Authentic Christianity from the 

Letters of John in the New Testament. Briefly, I would describe 

the subject of 3 John as Hospitality. However, 2 and 3 John 

have the same, or similar, pastoral concerns behind them. 2 

John was concerned to encourage Christians not to show 

hospitality to false teachers – seen in the theme of combining 

Truth and Love, whereas 3 John is concerned to encourage 

Christians to show hospitality to true, faithful Christian 

missionaries, evangelists, friends, and strangers.  

 

Let us look at just a few of the verses contained in the short 

letter of 3 John together. John is writing to his dear friend, 

Gaius, and after greeting him he writes, “
5 
Beloved, you do 

faithfully whatever you do for the friends, even though they are 

strangers to you; 
6 
they have testified to your love before the 

church. You will do well to send them on in a manner worthy of 

God; 
7 
for they began their journey for the sake of 

Christ, accepting no support from non-believers. 
8 
Therefore we 

ought to support such people, so that we may become co-

workers with the truth.” 

 

The Word of the Lord 

Thanks be to God. 
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You can see the similar context of the pastoral concern. If 

John is in 2 John warning these Christians against showing 

hospitality and giving support to and showing respect towards 

false teachers, he now doesn’t want them to overreact and 

stop showing hospitality to and support for and encouragement 

of true and faithful Christian teachers, evangelists, and 

missionaries. And that gives us the backdrop of this particular 

voice: ‘Christians, show hospitality to missionaries who are 

visiting’–it balances the negative instruction of 2 John–

‘Christians, do not show support or hospitality towards those 

who deny the teaching of the Bible, Jesus’ teaching about 

Himself, the apostles’ teaching about Him.’” 

 

Now if you’re like me and have grown up in denominational 

congregations, the term hospitality is much like the term 

“fellowship” – it means food and friends. But in truth, hospitality 

lives beyond such familial gatherings such as potlucks and 

coffee, or a meal and a room. Jesus himself found himself in 

the midst of such a situation when he went to the home of 

Mary and Martha with his disciples. You may recall the story 

that Martha was working hard to provide a meal and comfort 

for Jesus and friends, while her sister Mary sat idly by listening 

to Jesus talk. Martha is honestly one of the New Testament 

characters that I can identify with the most. I’m all about 

making sure things are getting done, that all the boxes are 

checked for the week, that everyone is doing their part, and 

that nothing is left to change. After all, I grew up Presbyterian, 
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and as they say, Presbyterians do things “decently and in 

order”.   

 

Jen Schmidt, in her book Just Open the Door: How One 

Invitation Can Change a Generation, writes about the 

difference between Entertainment and Hospitality: ‘The 

entertaining host seeks to elevate herself. And as Martha 

mentions, it’s a bit selfish. When the guest arrives, the 

entertainer announces, “Here I am. Come into my beautiful 

abode and have the honor of partaking of all the wonderful 

things I’ve spent hours getting done for you. Look at this lavish 

buffet, the intricate décor, and the wonderful party favors. How 

fortunate for you to be here and be part of this.”’ 

 

While this may embellish on what a hostess might actually say, 

we’ve all encountered this attitude once or twice, haven’t we? 

Maybe we’ve even allowed a similar tone to slip ever so subtly 

into our own hosting. But when you leave the entertaining 

host’s house, how do you feel? Remember that, and do the 

opposite. Hospitality is different. Biblical hospitality offers our 

best to Him first, understanding that our best to others will then 

fall into place. It transforms our selfish motives and elevates 

our guests. 

 

When the hospitable hostess swings wide the door, all her 

attention focuses outward: “You’re here! I’ve been waiting for 

you. No one is more important today than you, and I’m thrilled 

you’ve come.” The posture we assume in hospitality is one that 
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bends low, generously offering our heart to another despite 

whatever interruption to our own plans or comfort. Extending 

hospitality is about freely giving of ourselves while granting 

others the freedom to be themselves. Shifting our focus from 

us to them removes all unnecessary expectations. No need to 

worry about what to say or how to act. Just come as you are.” 

 

Imagine living in a world where there were no bed and 

breakfasts, no hotels and headwaiters, no Air BnBs. If traveling 

pastors, teachers, evangelists or even family were to come to 

our town, you would have the privilege of inviting them into 

your home for the night and giving them provisions for their 

journey. Such was the world of John and his readers. Their 

hospitality was one of the clearest testimonies of their love for 

believers and obedience to God. The same is true for us today. 

 

William Barclay, in his commentary on the letters of John, tells 

us that “these letters are letters of warning and rebuke; and yet 

their accent is the accent of love. It was the advice of a great 

scholar and preacher: "Never scold your congregation." Even if 

he has to rebuke, John never speaks with irritation. The whole 

atmosphere of his writing is that of love.” John is interested 

both in the physical and the spiritual health of those he writes 

to. John was like Jesus; he never forgot that men and women 

have bodies as well as souls and that they matter, too. It is like 

the quote attributed to Oliver Wendell Holmes: “Some people 

are so heavenly minded that they are no earthly good.” John 

understands that while the Kingdom of heaven waits for those 
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who are Born Again in Christ, we still reside in a physical world 

where the temporal can distract, disenfranchise, and divide 

even the best of us. 

 

Looking at the context in which John wrote these words we 

find that in the ancient world hospitality was a sacred duty… In 

the ancient world inns were notoriously unsatisfactory. The 

Greek had an instinctive dislike of taking money for the giving 

of hospitality; and, therefore, the profession of innkeeper 

ranked very low… The ancient world had a system of guest-

friendships whereby families in different parts of the country 

undertook to give each other's members hospitality when the 

occasion arose. This connection between families lasted 

throughout the generations… If the heathen world accepted 

the obligation of hospitality, it was only to be expected that the 

Christians would take it even more seriously. It is the Apostle 

Peter's injunction: "Practice hospitality ungrudgingly to one 

another". "Do not neglect to show hospitality to strangers" says 

the writer to the Hebrews, “for thereby some have entertained 

angels unawares.” Hospitality was to be specially the 

characteristic of the leaders of the church.” 

 

Barclay writes that “In the early church the Christian home was 

the place of the open door and the loving welcome. There can 

be few nobler works than to give a stranger the right of entry to 

a Christian home. The Christian family circle should always be 

wide enough to have a place for the stranger, no matter where 

he comes from or what his color.” 
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There is a great Christian thought here. A person’s 

circumstances may be such that they cannot become a 

missionary or a preacher. Life may have put us in a position 

where we must get on with a secular job, staying in the one 

place and carrying out the routine duties of life and living. But 

where we cannot go, our money and our prayers and our 

practical support can go. Not everyone can be, so to speak, on 

the front line; but by supporting those who are there, we can 

make ourselves allies of the truth. When we remember that, all 

giving to the wider work of Christ and his church must become 

not an obligation but a privilege, not a duty but a delight. Some 

twenty years ago I went on a series of short term mission trips 

to the Tijuana region of Mexico, and we had shirts for not only 

those going, but those who helped support the teens and 

adults who gave up their summers to work building 

relationships and buildings. The shirts of those of us on the 

road read “Goer” and the shirts of those who remained home 

read, “Sender”. The church needs those who will go out with 

the truth, but it also needs those who will be allies of the truth 

at home. 

 

Pastor Stephen Rhodes, who leads a multi-cultural 

congregation in Virginia, writes in his book Where the Nations 

Meet, “Hospitality, when you get right down to it, is unnatural. It 

is difficult to place others first, because our inclination is to take 

care of ourselves first. Hospitality takes courage. It takes a 

willingness to risk. But as our Lord reminds us, if we only love 
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those who we are sure will love us and welcome those who will 

welcome us, then we have done little to share the love of God, 

for as Jesus says, even the heathen do that. You see, most of 

us know what true hospitality feels like. It means being 

received openly, warmly, freely, without any need to prove 

ourselves. Hospitality makes us feel worthy, because our host 

assumes we are worthy. This is the kind of hospitality that we 

have experienced from God, and all that God asks is that we 

go and do likewise, particularly to “the alien among us.” 

 

It is not just hospitality to the ‘stranger’ that is in peril in our 

society. We are short not only of tables that welcome strangers 

but even of tables that welcome friends. In a society that prizes 

youthfulness, the elderly are often isolated from the affection 

and care of their own families. In many busy families, children 

find no after-school welcome home, and spouses find little time 

to host one another over supper. And when we become 

estranged-separated by grievances large or small, or simply 

crowded out of one another’s lives-we all too often become 

‘strangers’ even to those we once loved. Can we move beyond 

strangeness and estrangement to learn the skills of welcoming 

one another and to claim the joy of homecoming?  

 

In the traditions shaped by the Bible, offering hospitality is a 

moral imperative. The expectation that God’s people are 

people who will welcome strangers and treat them justly runs 

throughout the Bible. This expectation is not based on any 

special immunity to the dangers unknown people might 
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present-far from it. Rather, it emerges from knowing the 

hospitality God has shown to us. It emerges not from guilt or 

expectation, but in our own hearts and our homes that our 

founded on the hospitality shown to us by the God of the 

universe.  

 

As we see in today’s passage and in numerous other 

examples found in Scripture, hospitality was also a crucial 

practice among the early Christians. One New Testament 

word incorporates a profound truth: xenos, the word that 

means ‘stranger’ in Greek, also means ‘host.’ This one word 

signals the essential mutuality that is at the heart of hospitality. 

No one is strange except in relation to someone else; we make 

one another guests and hosts by how we treat one another.  

 

Many of us know that we should offer hospitality, but we 

wonder whether we can. Hospitality is made up of hard work 

undertaken under risky conditions, and without structures and 

commitments for welcoming strangers, fear crowds out what 

needs to be done. Hospitable places where guests can 

disclose the gifts they bear come into being only when people 

take up this practice and grow wise, by experience, in doing it 

well. In the face of overwhelming human need for shelter and 

care, and in the face of our own fear of strangers, we need to 

develop ways of supporting one another in the practice of 

hospitality.  
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In spite of limited resources, churches continually look for 

ways to extend hospitality, helping both guests and host to 

grown stronger in the many aspects and the richness of this 

practice. Here, hospitality extends beyond feeding the hungry 

and sheltering the homeless; here, it also involves creating 

space where people can learn how to receive and give. In 

neighborhoods across the nation, the church is often in a good 

position not only to gather families each Sunday but also to 

prepare them to expand the circle of those who are med 

welcome in their communities. Unfortunately, the church’s wall 

sometimes seem to shut people out instead of welcoming 

them, and even what happens inside those walls can have the 

effect of excluding others. Often churchgoers are 

uncomfortable with people whose spiritual devotions are 

unfamiliar or with people whose ethnicity, class, or age group 

is different from their own. Each Christian community must 

struggle to find ways of creating [hospitality] where all can 

become free to receive and give. Preaching and liturgy must 

speak a welcoming message to those both inside and outside 

the church walls. 

 

In a book I obtained for a class back when I first when to 

college, Ana Maria Pineda writes in her chapter on hospitality, 

“Perhaps one of the most powerful insights into the dynamic of 

hospitality comes from seeing the liberation, joy, and support 

experienced by those who have sought and found it, those who 

have been the outsiders and who have been taken in by 

Christians who recognized in their faces the face of Jesus.” 
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Do we have that kind of a vision to show that kind of support 

and hospitality and provision and encouragement to our 

missionaries, our congregation, and our community? We can’t 

help but notice that the gospel is the source of this kind of 

heart for support, and the gospel is a means to this kind of 

hospitality. And this kind of hospitality and support has gospel 

ends: It has a gospel goal to it. The goal of this support is the 

exaltation of Jesus Christ and the spread of His gospel. And in 

his letter, the Apostle John pauses in the 3
rd

 verse and he 

says, ‘Gaius, I so appreciate the example that you have set for 

the church for this kind of support and encouragement of these 

itinerant missionaries.’ My friends, this passage gives us a 

beautiful picture of the spiritual health of a church leader, a 

picture to be aspired to, so that just like Paul can say, “Follow 

my example,” we also should seek to follow Gaius’ example of 

spiritual health, of walking in truth and love, and of support of 

those who are working to spread the gospel. May God help us 

to do so.” 

 

John often called himself “the disciple whom Jesus loved” 

because he knew that it was Jesus who loved Him first and laid 

down His life as well. Walking in the footsteps of Jesus means 

that, like Him, we are reminded to love our fellow men and 

never hesitate to even lay down our life for them. Only by 

loving our fellow believers, can we say that we are in truth or 

we are in Christ… and disobedience to God’s commandments 
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means that we are not in truth or in the love of Christ or in 

Christ. 

 

All these are so interlinked, and to love Jesus means being in 

truth and walking in truth. Christianity or loving God is following 

His commandments and loving our fellow members. Anything 

that is outside this partnership is to be in darkness, which 

includes disobedience to God and – as much as we despise 

admitting it – hating our fellow brothers. 

 

Based on this truth that being in Christ is all about loving God 

and God’s people, John says that ‘because of this truth, he 

loves Gaius’ and often calls him as ‘my beloved’. The next 

progressive step in the Christian walk is that when we love 

someone, we pray for them as John prays for Gaius.  John’s 

prayers were for spiritual and physical prosperity. Following 

this is to rejoice when our fellow believers are also walking in 

truth. Walking in truth is all about a life of honesty and integrity 

where there is uniformity in our thoughts, words, and actions 

found in Christ Jesus. This is possible only when his truth 

dwells in us. 

 

Pastor J. Ligon Duncan preaches that “Hospitality means to 

receive strangers and treat them with love and care, and Gaius 

received many who were travelling to a different place to 

spread the Gospel. All his actions towards strangers were 

motivated by love and genuine care.” Isaiah 58:7, 8 advises us 

to stretch forth our hand to the needy. When we love God, we 
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show it in our deeds by receiving God’s children into our fold; 

we feed them and take care of them. Being kind to the 

fatherless, visiting orphans, and being sensitive to the needs of 

widows in trouble is the pure and undefiled religion before God 

as seen throughout Scripture. 

 

Love is not a noun, but a verb. It is not a feeling, but a 

responsibility. To be kind to strangers does not require of us to 

be rich or prosperous. Sharing the little that we have is 

enough. The poor widow that Jesus told of loved God so much 

that she gave everything that she had. Note that offering 

something when we have everything is quite contrary to 

offering the little in our possession. This requires sacrifice and 

cheerful submission to God’s will. It is our Christian 

responsibility to provide hospitality to those who are spreading 

the Gospel. Just as we heard in the first Scripture reading this 

morning, when we open our doors for God’ servants, we must 

realize that it is to God Himself that we have invited in, and 

failing to take care of His children is considered as a failure to 

care for the Lord. 

 

Like Jesus, we are called to love and serve. During His 

ministry, on multiple occasions, he fed thousands of people. 

The night before his betrayal, he humbled himself to the point 

of washing his disciples’ feet, and later served bread and wine. 

After His resurrection, on the road to Emmaus, Jesus walked 

with two disciples and during supper, he served bread to them. 

All these instances give example to Jesus’ love and hospitality. 
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Like Jesus, like Gaius, we must live by the same example. By 

our hospitality and ministry, we obtain the same reward as 

those who toil for God around the world. May God grant us this 

spiritual wisdom to use our resources and extend hospitality to 

His saints, whether we know them by name, or they number a 

stranger at our door. Jesus clearly explains that we identify as 

God’s Children or Christians or believers - not in our religious 

attire, or in our preaching - but in our ability to love our fellow 

brothers and sisters. By this, the world will know that we are 

Christians, children of God, followers of Jesus Christ. 

 

In the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit. 

Amen. 

 


