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Hebrews 13.1-8, 15-16 

Living as the people of God in the daily grind. 

 

Sex, power, money, prison, suffering. Tonights television news and tomorrow mornings newspapers 

will be full of it; it’s what sells, it’s what some people think makes the world go round. Meanwhile, 

you can look through them both from beginning to end and you are unlikely to find a mention of 

Jesus. He doesn’t sell copy or advertising and so the two don’t belong together. 

 

And yet here at the end of one of the great documents of early Christianity, after a series of 

compelling sermons which have been brought together, we find sex, power, money, prison, suffering 

and Jesus all together. What’s more it is all together in a passage that is concerned with the 

practicalities of what it means to live together as the people of God. Jesus we would expect to find 

there – after all, because he is the same yesterday, today and forever, Jesus is the one who hangs it 

altogether. So as the previous chapter has told us, in the last of the preachers sermons, the way we get 

to finish the race is by keeping our focus on Jesus, the pioneer and perfecter of our faith. 

 

But the problem with life for most of our churches is we don’t – we focus on sex, power and money 

and so instead of being communities that continually offer up a sacrifice of praise to God we 

become communities that are struggling – contentious, divided, distracted – our energies going in to 

all kinds of others things rather than being the kind of communities that are pleasing to God and also 

because of the quality of our life are attractive to those not yet part of the people of God. 

 

How do we become churches which have this kind of dynamic vitality, this kind of energy and 

attractiveness that both pleases God and appeals to those outside the camp? Well here in this 

interesting little passage we find much of what we need. Interesting because this chapter is very 

different in style from the rest of the book, which as I suggested is actually a collection of sermons. So 

different that some have wondered if the same person wrote it. But there is too much similarity in its 

language, themes and theology to doubt it is from the same person. 

 

But what makes sense of the change is to recognise that the preachers sermon is over. It finishes with 

the dramatic visit to Mt Zion, with its vision of God as a consuming fire, and the preacher now turns 

to the more routine aspects of church life – the ministry of hospitality, the prison visitation 

programme, the stewardship emphasis and so on. In short the sermon is followed by the 

announcements and the “joys and concerns”. However, as is the case with all good preachers, the 

sermon does not stop when the sermon notes are folded up, the sermon continues to be lived out in the 

lives of the congregation for the rest of the week. 

 

So many of our Presbyterian Churches in NZ are in this situation, and Dunedin as much as elsewhere. 

Struggling, many barely managing to survive, may be facing closure, their energies are focussed on 

that, rather than being able to provide the kind of ministry and mission in and for the world that is 

God’s great intent. So how do they make the transition. This passage offers much that is vitally 

essential for making the transition from inertness and contentiousness to being the very front porch of 

God’s kingdom in the world they were intended to be. Indeed even if we decide we need to close up 

what we have, and begin something new and creative and different, as a number have been exploring 

at the ‘Offspring’ gathering this weekend, these same elements still need to be at the centre of 

whatever we form, if it is indeed going to be a church in which Christ is central and God is active. 

 

While there are many things we need to do differently about how we do church in our new and 

challenging context, there are some things we need to keep constant. The first and most important is 

clearly keeping Jesus at the centre, our focus on he who is unchanging, and without that the whatever 

else it might be it is not a church. But what are the other elements. Are three mentioned here:  

 

(1) The first and most basic is found in v.15. Through him, then, let us continually offer a sacrifice 

of praise to God, that is, the fruit of lips that confess his name. Worship in effect. When the NT 

churches think of worship, they do not contemplate a headlong rush from pages 156 to 157 of some 
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“book of common order” or “prayer book” or from slide 12 to 13 of a slick power point presentation 

lead by the worship group, all within the statutory one hour, and offering a variety of spiritual scenery 

during the trip. Look at how they describe it: “a sacrifice of praise to God.” They are describing a 

joyous effort. The work of actually praising God, and meaning it, is transformative; it changes us.   

 

Here is how it works. You come to resemble what you admire. People who admire money get 

acquisitive and mean. People who admire computers get user friendly and people unfriendly. People 

who admire youth become juvenile. People who actively and deliberately admire Jesus come to 

resemble him as he actually was and remains today, unchanged from age to age; generous, 

welcoming, compassionate, courageous and honest, somewhat mischievous, challenging, open to 

others and a bit of a rebel when all is said and done. Real worship in which we encounter God in Jesus 

our great high priest is the engine of personal transformation, both individually and as a community. 

I was recently asked to write a piece for a website on preaching and I called my piece “Where is God 

in the sermon?” I was saying that so much preaching is about giving information or ideas, exhorting 

people to do or be certain things, sometimes explaining a difficult text. But it is supposed to be, as 

indeed is all of worship, “an occasion when God happens; when that strange and yet familiar moment 

comes upon us, and we know we have been addressed, healed, confronted and kindled by the one who 

made us and loves us.” And when that happens for churches as they engage in worship out of a love 

for the God they are worshipping more than a love of respectability, then they are well on their way to 

rediscovering the vitality of God transforming their life together. 

 

(2) The second element in becoming a vital congregation is fellowship. Let mutual love continue. 

Souls that emerge from a worship service in which people have actually encountered God are in a 

somewhat fluid, molten state – tender and open to transformation. The issue is how will my molten 

soul be set up. Will I rush back into my normal routine to be shaped once more by the world’s mould? 

Which means, as the slogan puts it, “I am what I buy.”  Or will I be shaped to become a bit more like 

Jesus, a bit more a sign of what God is doing in the world, a picture of God’s kingdom. Well what the 

NT tells us over and over again is that happens most in community, in relationships together as we 

open ourselves to each other and discover what Jesus is calling us to. 

 

And so central to Christian community, indeed to the people of God in both the OT, the NT and right 

through Christian history is hospitality. The gospel for this year is Luke’s gospel and interesting 

reading through it, because if you took out of it the passages when Jesus was going to a meal, eating 

and drinking with others, or going from a meal, there would not be much of Luke’s gospel left. 

Sharing food and drink together has always been central in the Christian tradition and community life. 

Reading through the NT the sharing of meals together was a critical part of their life from the early 

chapters of Acts, through the church in Corinth and here in Hebrews also.  

 

It is how we show mutual love to each other, share our lives together and encourage each other in the 

journey with Jesus. For me when I was a church minister (albeit Baptist) in the 1970s and 80s, in a 

church where we saw wonderful growth and a lot of new people coming to faith, I would say apart 

from vital worship, that hospitality, sharing meals together in each other’s homes, was actually the 

most significant element. I know it was with many other churches in that time also. I had a bit of a 

period in the late 80s when I struggled with the church after I burned out in ministry and went back 

high school teaching, and one of the things I observed when I really became involved again in the 90s 

was that the hospitality that energised so much in the 70s and 80s had disappeared. 

 

Think there are a number of reasons for this – the world has become a more difficult and challenging 

place, less open and trusting and more suspicious and fearful, and we tend to build homes with high 

walls and security systems as a retreat from a bad world. But I believe we need to challenge that. We 

are called to a way of living that challenges our culture, and one of those critical dimensions is in the 

offer of generous hospitality, even if it means taking some risks. Believe we pakeha and palangi 

followers of Jesus have a great deal to learn from our Maori and Pacific Island sisters and brothers in 

this regard.  
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The other thing that is important to note here is that this love, expressed through hospitality, is not to 

be so ingrown and inward looking that we do not make a place at the table for strangers, for by 

doing that some have entertained angels without knowing it. This allusion to entertaining angels 

unaware hearkens back to several OT stories, esp. the story of Abraham, Sarah and the three strangers 

at Mamre, but it also connects to Mt Zion. We are no longer merely having a pot luck family dinner at 

Coastal Unity or Highgate Presbyterian (or Caversham Baptist as I did a couple of Sundays ago), but 

are gathered for worship in the heavenly city where there are “innumerable angels” ready for the feast. 

And we are reminded also of the words of Jesus in Luke that when you give a banquet, invite the 

poor, the crippled, the lame, and the blind. One writer I have been reading says that “Hospitality is 

the practice by which the church stands or falls.” He argues that the Church, as Christ’s body in the 

world, comes to life through hospitality; that it lives and flourishes when it participates in, imitates 

and extends the hospitality of God, but withers when it neglects it.” Could this be at the core of our 

malaise over recent decades? 

 

(3) Mention of this kind of hospitality, leads into the third element of church vitality, ministry. By 

ministry the NT rarely means what we might call “church work”. You can do church work without 

prayer. But try remembering those who are in prison and those who are being tortured without 

praying? Prison has been a feature of Christian life from the earliest day. Those at present enjoying 

freedom must regularly think of, pray for and find ways of helping those who are in prison. This 

presumably in the context the preacher was addressing, means people who were in prison and being 

tortured because of their faith, and working on behalf of persecuted Christians, of whom there are 

thousands today, remains a vital task. But the writer would not have excluded the wider work of 

caring for those in prison in the world we live in today, where locking people up is a far more 

common punishment than it was in the ancient world. And we are to do it not in a condescending way, 

but rather as a ministry of empathy, as though you yourselves were in prison with them… as 

though you yourselves were being tortured. We do this not because we are naturally 

compassionate, but as an imitation of Jesus who entered so fully into the human situation that he is 

able to sympathise with our weakness (4.15) and therefore supply the grace to help in our time of 

need (4.16).   

 

But this attitude of ministry extends far beyond those who are in prison. The Bible is replete with 

reminders to care for the poor, the widows, orphans and strangers in our midst. One of the dimensions 

of my doctoral research was looking at what were some of the common factors about churches that 

had thrived in NZ since the 1960s in a time when most churches were declining (book this month). 

One of the factors I found was that they had an outward looking attitude that gave priority to engaging 

with peoples social needs in practical ways. This increasingly true in churches all around the world. 

People need to see the gospel being lived out, not just talked out. As one leader a few decades ago put 

it, “people don’t care how much you know, until they know how much you care.” 

 

So engaging worship, open welcoming fellowship, out going ministry to the world. All three of these I 

actually found in my research were core elements for vital church life? Some of you may be aware 

that people sometime talk about the three dimensions of Christian community, as being up, in and out. 

Here they are. How do you measure up. 

 

There is also some other material in this passage. A bit negative you  might think. 

(a) First the sex and money bit. Let the marriage bed be held in honour by all, and let the 

marriage bed be undefiled. And Keep your lives free from the love of money, and be content 

with what you have. Why bring these into it in such a positive passage. Quite simple really: where 

people are preoccupied with sex and money, where infidelity and greed are present, they are 

destructive of the qualities the preacher has been dealing with.  

 You cannot offer a genuine sacrifice of praise to God when your first love is sex or money, rather 

than God. 

 And obviously the self-centredness that lies at the heart of both of these, preoccupation with 

having my needs met, is just destructive of genuinely self giving mutual love and fellowship in a 

community (and sadly seen far too many cases of that) 
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 And it also acts as a block that keeps us from the generous giving of ourselves for the sake of 

others that is the motivation for all ministry in the name of Christ.     

 

(b) Then there is a very difficult section from v.7-17, which begins and ends with some words about 

following their leaders. We cannot tell exactly what was happening in the preacher’s church, but at 

least some members of the church were getting off the track and needed the corrective guidance of 

their leaders – which is where the power bit comes in. Whose lead were they following. And at the 

heart of it was clearly the fact that some in the congregation were confusing grace with regulation, 

wanting to take the church back to rules about food and sacrifice. They were forgetting that Jesus, the 

high priest, had by his sacrifice made us all acceptable to God [which is why we come to this table 

shortly it is not an altar on which we have to make some sacrifice, because Christ has made the one 

complete sacrifice for all and we come to share in all that provides for us] And so to return to a 

religion of rules and regulations is to negate all that Christ has done.  

 

Again this is still relevant. When people arise in a church who want to turn the gospel into a matter of 

rules and regulations (and we have at least some of these in the Presbyterian church), to go back to Mt 

Sinai rather than onto Mt Zion as the preacher puts it in the previous chapter, then the gift of grace 

that leads to joyous heartfelt worship, to generous fellowship and hospitality and to gracious ministry 

to those outside the community disappear. So says the preacher, instead of getting all caught up in 

these rules and regulations, remember your leaders, those who spoke the word of God to you¸ the 

word that brought grace through Jesus, and imitate their faith. Interesting again my research found 

good leadership is also a quality in vital churches, but above all he reminds them to look to your first 

leader, or pioneer, Jesus Christ… the same yesterday, today and forever, the one whom they also 

are following.  

 

And as you do that offering a sacrifice of  praise to God, remembering to do good and to share 

what you have, so you will be pleasing God. And more than that you also will be pleased, because 

your own lives and your life together as God’s people, will be transformed into a church that is 

energised by the presence of God’s grace, spilling over into the richest fellowship that can be shared 

together and reaching out into the deepest needs of the community in which you are placed.  

 

Shortly we are going to move in to sharing communion together, and appropriate we do this from this 

passage because in communion worship and hospitality come together. The sacrament of communion 

is at the centre of Christian worship but it also the central sacrament of hospitality because here God 

is the host who gathers us in order to feed us. Worship is the hospitality of God because at worship 

God welcomes us into God’s own life, nurtures us, forgives us, blesses us. Each of us lives in and 

from the hospitality of God; we live only because God never stops sharing his life with us. Our life is 

not our possession because it is always something we continue to receive from the extravagant 

goodness, creativity and generosity of God, and so our calling is to share that generosity and goodness 

as we extend that hospitality to those around us, including those who are as yet strangers to us. 

 

 


