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that harsh wilderness, travelers had no hope of survival. 
Failing to show hospitality was akin to murder. Hebrews 
also reminds us not to judge the stranger by recalling the 
story of Abram and Sarai. They didn’t know who these 
three men were who came to visit, but it turned out they 
were angels. When we serve the stranger, the refugee, 
we may be serving the very messengers and bearers of 
the divine to and for us.

 Hospitality means simply “to entertain.” Welcome 
doesn’t imply “becoming like us;” it suggests showing 
kindness, love, and tangible support to those who are 
different from us. Again, the importance of hospitality 
in the whole Old Testament narrative cannot be 
overemphasized, and the writer of Hebrews reminds 
readers that the need for hospitality continues, regardless 
of the geographical or social context. Love (v. 1) becomes 
tangible in welcoming the stranger (v. 2).

EXEGETICAL NOTES

Telling the Story

 Hebrews 11 is the great “hall of fame,” a walk-
through-the-scriptures recounting of all of the great 
accomplishments of our forebears despite great 
persecutions because of faith. Chapter 12 begins the 
great “therefore,” reminding us that as we are surrounded 
by this great cloud of witnesses, we do not lose heart or 
give up but rather persevere in the faith. Chapter 13 is 
part of this “therefore,” including practical exhortations 
as the author closes the letter.

 Verse 1 of Chapter 13 picks up on the Old Testament 
theme of the great commandment, the summation of the 
law to love the Lord our God with all our being and to love 
our neighbor as we love ourselves. We love God, whom 
we cannot see, through loving our neighbor, whom we 
see all around us. Hebrews 13:1 exhorts us to let mutual 
love continue. Lest we misunderstand, this love is not just 
for those who are part of our family, community, religion, 
or any other inner circle. 

 A second major theme of the Old Testament, hospitality 
to strangers, is evoked in verse 2. It recalls the Abram 
story and the visit of the three strangers—angels--who 
announce the birth of Isaac for whom food was prepared 
and who were welcomed into his and Sarai’s home. 
Abram and Sarai, of course, were aliens themselves as 
they journeyed toward the Negev, then into Egypt, and 
all over the place. Without hospitality and welcome in 
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we are called and commanded to do but have failed to 
do. Neglect falls into the latter category, and Hebrews 
13:2 warns us not to neglect to show hospitality. It is so 
easy, especially in the flood of information bombarding 
us in every moment, to look the other way, to change the 
channel, to shut off the awareness of refugees drowning 
at sea, stuck at the border, rounded up in inhumane camps 
with grossly inadequate food, water, waste disposal and 
rampant disease and human strife and abuse. To turn a 
blind eye is to neglect to show hospitality. To close a 
border is to neglect to show hospitality. To pass laws that 
refugees from certain countries or certain religions are 
not welcome in our country or our state is to neglect to 
show hospitality. What a tragedy it would be were we to 
legislate even the possibility of God’s angels visiting us 
in the stranger. And where would Abram and Sarai have 
been had the three strangers who visited them been 
told, “We’re sorry. It’s illegal for you to be here. Turn 
around and go home”?

 There is both Law and Gospel in this passage. When 
we imagine that we are going out of our way to fulfill the 
commandment to welcome strangers (Law), we find that 
in our imagining we will bless others that we become the 
blessed ones, the recipient of the very angels of God and 
God’s plan and gift and promise for us. (Gospel)

 Right after I graduated from college, I did what I now 
realize was a foolish thing. I was given a scholarship to 
travel anywhere I wanted to go in the world for three 
months to study some aspect of the culture wherever I 
went. I decided to go to West Africa. By myself. With 

APPLICATIONS FOR TODAY

 For those states and political persuasions who support 
legislation to deny resettlement of refugees because 
of their land of origin and/or religious background, 
think how differently their reasoning might be if they 
even considered the possibility that these wandering 
homeless ones are actually “angels” instead of “the 
enemy” or a drain on our economic, educational, and 
health care systems. 

 Has your congregation ever considered sponsoring 
and resettling a refugee family in conjunction with your 
local Lutheran Social Services agency? Once there are 
names and faces and gifts that go along with the label 
of “refugee,” not only the lives of the former refugees 
but the life of the resettling congregation is transformed 
and richer. 

SERMON OUTLINE

 Love is commanded, exhorted, here in Hebrews 13:1. 
Our culture mistakenly equates love with a feeling, and 
we assume that if the feeling is absent to motivate us to 
act in love, we are off the hook. Just as the Old Testament 
and later Jesus command love, so do the writers of the 
epistles urge us to act in love regardless of our fickle 
human emotion. 

 Confession of sin helps us to remember not only those 
sins of commission—those wrongs we have done—but 
also our sins of omission—the good and Godly things 
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slept on the floor while I slept on their bed. They fed me 
the one egg their one chicken had laid the next morning. 
They gave me the cream from the milking of their only 
cow. They were clearly blessed and honored to have 
been able to help me. Those with very little understand 
how important hospitality and help, welcoming the 
stranger, are. Those of us with more tend to imagine that 
we have somehow deserved more material things, and if 
someone is in need, it’s their own fault. 

 That doesn’t stack up so well with the Abram and Sarai 
narrative nor with the exhortation in Hebrews 13:1-2. 
Entertaining strangers, refugees, the needy, is a blessing, 
and in so doing, we rub elbows with the divine!

very few prior arrangements. I must have worried my 
poor mother nearly to death. 

 As I traveled through Liberia, Togo, and Nigeria, often 
not knowing how I would get where I needed to go, 
where or what or if I would eat, how I would find shelter, 
I became keenly aware of the blessing of hospitality. I 
discovered a great irony. Had most of the people I met, 
who were of a different color, a different language, and 
a different faith, come to my community, to my door, I 
likely would have turned them away. I surely would not 
have done what many did for me. People I had never met 
before, mostly black, Muslim, Fulani cattle herdsmen and 
women, not only welcomed me into their homes – they 


