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Instructions for Living the Christian Life 

Hebrews 13:1-19 

 

 Thanksgiving is less than two weeks away now, and Christmas is just around the corner. 

 When our sons were small, at Christmas there were three words that could strike dread and 

terror in my heart—“some assembly required”! 

 Now sometimes it wasn’t much of a problem, especially if I followed the accompanying 

instructions.  

 But sometimes it was a problem. I thought I had it, that I could do this without the 

instructions. It looked so simple. Then an hour later, I decided that maybe it might be a good idea 

to consult the instructions, only to find out that in this particular box they got left out. Or maybe 

they weren’t clear. Or they were in another language!  

Of course none of you has ever tried to put something together without reading the 

instructions first, right? 

 It’s amazing, isn’t it? We seem to have this aversion to following instructions. That’s even 

true for some people with trying to live the Christian life. They think they can do just fine 

without the instructions, or maybe they looked at them before and didn’t like what they saw. 

 But the truth is that we all need guidance and instructions and help to live as Christ calls us to 

live. And that’s exactly what the author of the letter to the Hebrews gives us in our text today, 

Hebrews 13:1-19. He closed his “word of exhortation”
1
 as he calls it in 13:22, with several 

instructions for living the Christian life. 

 His instructions are both timeless and timely, and are valid for us today! Though the world 

around us changes, “Jesus Christ is the same yesterday and today and forever” (13:8); our 

commitment to him must be as well. 

 So what are these instructions? They cover five things the Christian life requires. 

 

Mutual concern 

 First, living the Christian life requires mutual concern (13:1-3). The writer addressed three 

aspects of this mutual concern in particular: brotherly love, hospitality, and caring for fellow-

believers in prison or distress. 

 Brotherly love was of course a mark of being Jesus’ disciples. In John 13:35, Jesus said, “By 

this all men will know that you are my disciples, if you love one another.” The Hebrews were 

already loving each other as brothers and sisters; they were to keep on doing so! This was Jesus’ 

command, and it was an indication that someone was his disciple. It was as simple as that! 

http://www.jhbc.org/
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 Hospitality was a Christian duty, just as it was among the Jews and others. The inns of that 

day were nothing like modern hotels. They were generally unsavory and unsafe. So it was 

customary for local believers to take in traveling believers. This was a common Middle Eastern 

attitude, as it still is today, but for the Christian it was more than duty; it was an expression of 

care and concern.  

And here was the kicker—the writer said that by showing hospitality to strangers, some 

people had “entertained angels without knowing it” (13:3). He may have had in mind the story of 

Abraham and Sarah in Genesis 18 as what appears to be the LORD and two angels, appearing as 

men, visit them. Abraham and Sarah welcome them and provide a meal for them, and the LORD 

tells Abraham that Sarah will bear a son within a year’s time. Two of them go toward Sodom 

while the LORD talks with Abraham about his intention to judge Sodom and Gomorrah for their 

sins. Genesis 19:1 identifies the two as angels, and Lot welcomes them into his home, only for 

them to deliver him from Sodom’s destruction the next day. In a similar way, the writer says, 

when Christians demonstrate hospitality to strangers, we may be entertaining angels without 

knowing it! 

Caring for fellow-believers, especially those in prison  and for others who were being 

mistreated in other ways was a part of this mutual concern as well. Believers are to share in other 

believers’ suffering. Remember how while Paul was in prison, the church at Philippi sent one of 

their own, Epaphroditus, to Paul with a love offering? They instructed him to stay with Paul and 

minister to him as long as he needed him. When the second century martyr Ignatius, bishop of 

Antioch, was on his way to his death in Rome, the churches in Asia Minor welcomed him and 

assisted him. And often in the early church, as believers were being escorted to their martyrdom, 

fellow-believers would accompany them to their place of execution. 

The author’s point here is that Christians are to have a deep, abiding, mutual care and 

concern for each other, seeing that each other’s needs are met and ministering to one another in 

times of difficulty and crisis. 

 

Ethical conduct 

 In addition to mutual concern, living the Christian life requires ethical conduct (13:4-6). The 

writer specifically addressed two areas here: sexual morality and money. 

 Declaring that marriage is to be held in honor and the marriage bed is to be undefiled, he 

called for chastity and abstinence before or outside of marriage, and absolute fidelity in marriage. 

The lack of morality in this area is a rampant plague on our society! And many professing 

Christians contribute to the problem by their attitudes and behavior rather than upholding and 

living according to the biblical and historic Christian sexual ethic. 

 When God gave Israel the Law, he reminded them in Deuteronomy 4:40 and 10:12-13 that 

his commands were for their good. Indeed they are! Adhering to God’s commands in this area 

would significantly reduce or even  virtually eliminate numerous diseases, “unwanted 

pregnancies,” and abortion. As followers of Jesus, our bodies belong to God. Jesus is our Lord, 

and he has the right to tell us how to use them! 

 The writer also calls for believers to be “free from love of money,” finding contentment in 

God’s unfailing presence with them, confident that he’ll protect and provide. Freedom from 

greed is actually a matter of trusting God that he will provide for us. 

 In our culture, this is particularly challenging. We must learn that greed has dangerous 

spiritual, emotional, and financial consequences. It manifests itself as the love of money or 

material things, and leads to a vicious cycle.  
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Somewhere in his sermons or writings, the great nineteenth-century British Baptist preacher 

Charles Spurgeon told of a man who was bankrupted by a new sofa. The sofa made the curtains 

look awful, so they had to be replaced. That made the other furniture look so bad that it had to be 

replaced. By then, the furnishings were too good for the house, so he had to buy a nicer, larger 

house. “Now, here I am, bankrupt,” said the man.
2
 

Being content with God’s presence and provision is a far more satisfying way of life. Living 

according to the biblical and historic Christian sexual ethic is for our good. The Christian life 

requires ethical conduct! 

 

Spiritual sacrifices 

 Living the Christian life also requires spiritual sacrifices (13:7-16).   

The author called his hearers to look to the example of their former spiritual leaders and to 

imitate their faith. The Jesus their leaders served and that they served is and always will be the 

same. So they are to be strengthened by grace, not by strange teachings and ceremonial foods. 

Just as the carcasses of the sacrificed animals were burned outside the camp, Jesus was sacrificed 

outside the city. So Christians are to take their stand with Jesus as Lord and Savior “outside the 

camp,” depending on his sacrifice and looking for “the city that is to come” (13-14). The 

sacrifices that believers are to offer are not those prescribed in the law, but rather the spiritual 

sacrifices that please God—praise, service, and generosity. 

 What he’s saying is that the life of the Christian is a life of worship and service and sharing! 

We continually offer to God spiritual sacrifices of the heart and life. 

 

Respect for leaders 

 Along with all this, living the Christian life requires respect for leaders (13:7, 17). 

 In 13:7, the writer urged his hearers to remember their former leaders as an example and 

inspiration as they sought to live for Christ. Then in 13:17, he called on them to obey and submit 

to their present leaders for the good of all. He assumed the genuineness of the present leaders. 

They were charged to keep watch over the souls of those in their care, and would one day have to 

give an account to God. The people’s obedience and submission would make their work a joy 

rather than a burden. Making their work burdensome would be no advantage to those over whom 

they watch. 

 This is a strong theme in the New Testament and in many other early Christian writings. 

From the late first to the early third centuries, the authority of ministers grew from spiritual 

matters to virtually all matters. Because of the threat of various heresies, authority was 

concentrated in the person of the bishop, who in most places by the second century was the 

minister who had the oversight of the church in a city and its surrounding area, made up of a 

number of smaller congregations or house churches. Having an authoritative teacher to interpret 

the Scriptures and the traditions about and teachings of Jesus was seen as a safeguard against 

error, false teaching, and heresy. Unfortunately, over time in some cases, it degenerated from 

spiritual concerns to hunger for power. 

 In Baptist life over the past 35 years or so, there’s been a lot of debate about pastoral 

authority. Some say the pastor is to be the ruler of the congregation. Others say the pastor is just 

another church member. From a biblical perspective, both are wrong, and the truth is somewhere 

in between! The pastor is one of the people, but he’s been set apart by God and formally 

recognized by the people as a leader within the Lord’s church. I love the way my dear friend and 

former teacher Dr. Mike Cogdill puts it: the minister is set apart—not set above the people to 
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lord it over them, nor set below the people to be trampled on by them, but set apart to lead them. 

 Now remember that in the kingdom of God, leadership is of a servant nature—as Jesus put it, 

“the greatest among you should be like the youngest, and the one who rules like the one who 

serves” (Luke 22:26).  In fact, minister translates the Greek word for servant. 

 At the same time, remember that leadership necessarily requires authority. Pastors are 

shepherds of the flock, spiritual guides who preach and teach God’s word. So long as the pastor 

is faithful, then, as the New Testament teaches, in spiritual matters members are to obey God’s 

word and defer to his counsel. This is not a matter of a power trip—if it is, the minister’s not 

being faithful! Rather, it’s a terrifying responsibility for the minister—he must give an account 

of those in his care! 

 A pastor is not just a speaker. If he’s faithful, he proclaims the word of God. And that word is 

to be heeded! It’s by virtue of his function as God’s minister, not his own person, that he has this 

God-given authority. As the congregation recognizes that call, it entrusts that authority to serve 

as their shepherd to him. Living the Christian life requires obedience to God’s word, and thus to 

his ministers who faithfully proclaim and teach it. 

 

Mutual prayer 

 Finally, the Christian life requires mutual prayer (13:18-19). Bringing things to a close, the 

writer asked his hearers to pray for him, particularly that he might be restored to them soon. 

 Through the years, time after time, we’ve seen God answer prayers we’ve offered on behalf 

of others and ourselves. This is something that every believer can do. It’s an extremely important 

part of the Christian life. We must pray for each other! 

 

 So there you have them, as the writer of Hebrews laid them out—instructions for living the 

Christian life—mutual concern, ethical conduct, spiritual sacrifices, respect for leaders, and 

mutual prayer.  

Will you follow the instructions, or keep trying to do it your own way? 
MEG 

                                                 
1
 Scripture taken from the HOLY BIBLE, NEW INTERNATIONAL VERSION

®
 (1984 edition). 

2
 Gleaned from an Our Daily Bread devotional many years ago. 


