Open Heart for the New Year (1 Pet. 4:7-11)

In this season, we are acutely aware that time passes. Gratitude for a fresh start mixes with the sobering realization that we cannot recapture time lost or slow time ahead. We find ourselves praying as did David, 

Psalm 39:4 “O LORD, make me know my end and what is the measure of my days; let me know how fleeting I am! 

The text I have chosen for this morning begins with a phrase fitting the occasion. The passage is 1 Peter 4:7-11 and the phrase is "the end of all things is at hand."

1 Peter 4:7–11 The end of all things is at hand; therefore be self-controlled and sober-minded for the sake of your prayers. 8 Above all, keep loving one another earnestly, since love covers a multitude of sins. 9 Show hospitality to one another without grumbling. 10 As each has received a gift, use it to serve one another, as good stewards of God’s varied grace: 11 whoever speaks, as one who speaks oracles of God; whoever serves, as one who serves by the strength that God supplies—in order that in everything God may be glorified through Jesus Christ. To him belong glory and dominion forever and ever. Amen. 

I begin my message with a single application. It is a request from me to the people of this church. It is a practical request that stems from the command in v. 9,

1 Peter 4:9 Show hospitality to one another without grumbling.

I make this request of all who consider Grace Baptist their church family. Whether you have been here for decades or have just begun to attend, I ask you to consider this request. My request is simply that one Sunday each month [choose the week] in this New Year, each of us comes to church with the specific intent of inviting someone from church home to share the mid-day meal and personal fellowship. I mentioned that my request stems from the command to show hospitality in 1 Peter 4:9. It also stems from several conversations in the past year in which people communicated to me that Grace Baptist is a cold church. I can relate two. Early last summer a man walked into the outer office between our two services. He walked up to me without introducing himself and simply informed me that this was his third visit to the church and no one had spoken to him. He walked away immediately and out the front door never to return. On another occasion, a person who had attended our church for a long time told me this was a cold place because I am a cold person. I will be the first to confess (and I do mean confess) that I am not a warm person in a crowd. To the degree that a church takes on the personality of its pastor, I'm not surprised that Grace would get that rap.

But there's my dilemma. It's a bad rap. I experience this church as a warm fellowship. I enjoy three worship services each week each with a bit different flavor, all of which I love. I am sought out, encouraged, gently corrected, and cared for all the time. I have experienced the generosity of the people of this church again and again. Witness this past holiday season during which our family received many gifts of encouraging words, financial blessings, books, delicious food and drink mixes. The one jar of peach jam alone would have made anyone’s holiday. This church is my immediate extended family. Here I have a host of brothers and sisters, mothers and fathers, and grandparents for my children. One of my deepest joys is to have parents of students write or tell me that this church served as a family for their son or daughter while at university. I have not personally experienced Grace as a cold church. But I am aware that my experience is not the only one. 

We are a large church. That makes fellowship difficult. It's easy to forget someone's name and then walk past hoping that someone else will talk with him. Better than walk into the embarrassment of not remembering a name. We are a multi-service church. It’s easy to walk by someone unknown and conclude that he must go to a different service. To make matters worse, we live in a culture which leaves little time for meaningful conversation and substantive relationships. It's easy to brush by people in order to get back to my "to do" list. Ironically, ministry often gives us an excuse to avoid people. So I'm convinced that there has to be a way for people to experience the warmth of Grace's fellowship and overcome these obstacles. Hence I offer my request. One of the Bible's practical answers to cold fellowship in the church is hospitality. It is individual believers and families opening their hearts and homes to welcome others who long for fellowship. There are things that the church can do as an organization to make Sunday morning a more welcoming time. But in the end, true fellowship is not something the church can organize or manufacture. You cannot program relationship. So I'm asking all of us, to extend the fellowship of this church by hosting a meal a month. In my position as a pastor, I can't make such a request without demonstrating from the Bible why this is a good idea. So allow me to identify some of the reasons why hospitality is a good idea. 

1. Hospitality is a means of glorifying God

We talk a lot about the glory of God. The first purpose statement of our church is "To Seek God in worship and his glory in all we do." Many can quote the first question of the catechism, "What is the chief end of man?" and give the answer, "The chief end of man is glorify God and enjoy Him forever."We can muster large numbers of verses about God's ultimate goal to glorify himself. For example,

Psalm 86:9 All the nations you have made shall come and worship before you, O Lord, and shall glorify your name.
We can identify biblical commands that make God's glory the priority goal in our lives. 
1 Corinthians 6:20 ... So glorify God in your body. 
1 Corinthians 10:31 So, whether you eat or drink, or whatever you do, do all to the glory of God.

In the paragraph we're looking at this morning Pete makes it clear that the purpose in all things is God's glory. Look at the end of v.11

1 Peter 4:11 ...in order that in everything God may be glorified through Jesus Christ. To him belong glory and dominion forever and ever. Amen. 

“What does it mean to glorify God? It does not mean to make Him more glorious. It means to acknowledge His glory, to value it above all things, and to make it known." But what exactly does that look like? The passage does not give us every answer. But it gives us some very practical ones. Part of the "everything" done for God's glory is hospitality, commanded in v.9. Hospitality in the Bible involves caring for people's needs from the home. Glorifying God is not an activity restricted to religious gatherings. Eating and drinking are means to glorify God. And even in 1 Corinthians 10, the context describes that eating and drinking as happening when we have people into our homes, when we are practicing hospitality.

2. Hospitality is an expression of loyalty to Jesus 

Note that the glory of God occurs through Jesus Christ (v. 11). How is God glorified through Jesus Christ? This is an inexhaustible subject. One answer is that those who show hospitality to others do it as to Christ himself.
Matthew 25:37–40 Then the righteous will answer him, saying, ‘Lord, when did we see you hungry and feed you, or thirsty and give you drink? 38 And when did we see you a stranger and welcome you, or naked and clothe you? 39 And when did we see you sick or in prison and visit you?’ 40 And the King will answer them, ‘Truly, I say to you, as you did it to one of the least of these my brothers, you did it to me.’ 

Hebrews 13.2 encourages hospitality indicating that by showing hospitality some have entertained angels without being aware of it. But Christ makes it clear that when we take in a stranger we are taking Him into our homes. That is what the righteous do. Because some people are better at hospitality than others, many think that hospitality is a spiritual gift that belongs to a select few in the body of Christ. This is not what the Bible teaches:

3. Hospitality is not a gift for a few but a responsibility for all.

This passage is about spiritual gifts. That's vss. 10-11. But hospitality comes before those verses. It comes as one of the commands for everyone. Individually we have various gifts. But each of us has the responsibility to show hospitality in the church. The way we show hospitality will be different based on our gifts but we cannot shirk this responsibility because we think we don’t have a particular gift. Other references reinforce this. Romans 12 opens with a discussion about various spiritual gifts. After this section Paul delivers general commands including the responsibility to show hospitality.

Romans 12:13 Contribute to the needs of the saints and seek to show hospitality. 

Paul instructs Timothy about the qualifications for a widow to be eligible for support from the church.

1 Timothy 5:9–10 Let a widow be enrolled … having a reputation for good works: if she has brought up children, has shown hospitality, has washed the feet of the saints, has cared for the afflicted, and has devoted herself to every good work.
In this passage I note that hospitality involves washing the saints’ feet. The custom in that day was to wash guests' feet prior to eating. This happened in the home. But I also note that every woman is expected to live in such a way that when she is old she has a reputation of showing hospitality. This would make no sense if hospitality were a gift belonging only to a few. I am not suggesting that hospitality is only the responsibility of women. 1 Timothy 3:2 and Titus 1:8 list hospitality as a qualification for the office of elder. Every man should aspire to the character qualities of this office in the event that God calls him to such service. In Acts 28:7 it is Publius, a chief man, who shows hospitality to Paul and the others who survived the shipwreck. The point is that hospitality is the mark of all true believers. That is certainly reinforced in the next statement.

4. Hospitality is a basic expression of Christian love.

Peter issues a call to love in v. 8.

1 Peter 4:8 Above all, keep loving one another earnestly, since love covers a multitude of sins. 

How do Christians love each other earnestly? Peter's immediate answer is to show hospitality to one another without complaint. Love finds practical expression when we welcome each other into our homes and seek to serve each other for Christ's sake. Paul strikes the same theme in Romans 12 as does John in 2 & 3 John. The face of love is hospitality. Peter hints that one of the reasons we would practice hospitality is that:

 5. Hospitality is an antidote to ingratitude.

By commanding us not to complain when we show hospitality, Peter acknowledges that we are prone to grumble when faced with the responsibility to serve others. His point about service in v. 11 is that we serve others only by the strength that God supplies. God glorifies himself by giving to those who serve so that he gets the glory. Complaining implies that we deserve what we have and should not have to share it. We can think of a hundred excuses why we can't have people over for a meal. But we find that our excuses are just complaints in disguise. When we open our hearts and homes to others, the Lord reminds us how generous he has been to us and, out of gratitude; we imitate his generosity to others.

Hospitality is a good idea. It glorifies God. It honors Christ. It fulfills our Christian duty. It expresses love among God's people. And it promotes gratitude in our hearts. Backed by such biblical encouragement and command, I have made my request this morning. Host a Sunday meal per month for someone at church. I have pondered this message for several weeks and have anticipated many questions. Let me raise and respond to some of them now.
Questions for Consideration
1. Why Sunday? It's the Lord's Day, a day to focus on worshiping him and caring for his house. Christ's house is not a church building but the people who form the fellowship. Hospitality extends the fellowship begun in corporate worship.

2. What if no one asks me for a meal? Invite others. Take the initiative. This is for everyone not just long time members. If God is in this idea, it will be contagious.
3 Whom should I invite? New people, old friends, families, students, singles, mix it up. Attend a different service some week and invite someone from that service. As you come to church, having prepared a meal, pray and ask the Lord to direct you to the people to invite. He may lead you to someone you've known a long time or someone you've never met.

4. What if I ask several people and everyone turns me down? Take the extra food to someone in need of a meal. Pray with them and express Christian love to them.

5. What should we do at these meals? Eat together. Get to know each other. Talk about church. Talk about the sermon. Have family worship. Read, sing, and pray. Be open to ways God would have your serve your guests. You may have opportunity to share the gospel or attend to some immediate need. End sooner rather than later so that people have some of the day left.

6. What if I don't have a home to open? Be creative. Get to know a family and offer to come and make lunch at their house. Reserve the church kitchen and make a meal here for others. You don't have to have much to be hospitable.

7. What if I don't have a fancy home or fancy food? Hospitality is about meeting needs not impressing others. Peter wrote to poor people and commanded them to practice hospitality.

8. Isn't this like “Dinner for 8 and Dine with 9?” Yes. If you need help getting started with hospitality then sign up for “Dinner for 8/Dine with 9.” If you’re involved then you’re already implementing my request. But there are always people who did not sign up. There are always people hungry for Christian fellowship.

My goal this morning is to commend to you the practice of hospitality and to request a practical means to encourage it within our fellowship. I intend to try in 2010. I hope you will join me. It's not easy to show hospitality. If it were we would not be tempted to complain. It is one of those duties that bring great delight as we trust God to make obedience a means of joy. It's like riding a pink bicycle. We just got back from Phoenix visiting my parents. In advance they had arranged to borrow two bicycles from a neighbor so that we could ride during our visit. One bike was larger the other smaller. The smaller was blue. The larger was, you guessed, pink. And it was, of course, a girls' bike, low cross bar and all. My first response was, "I am not riding a pink bicycle." I have an image to uphold here. I have to look good. I'll just skip the bike riding. But my family chided me. They reminded me that I didn't know anyone down here. Who cares what color the bike is? So I went riding. It was great. I rode nearly every day on that pink bicycle. The joy of being with my daughter and exploring the area around my parents' house far outweighed any embarrassment. Showing hospitality is risky. Set aside what people might think and just enjoy the ride. The joy you will experience will far exceed any awkwardness you may feel at the outset. Alexander Strauch captures well the possibilities for a people who dare to be hospitable.

“I do not think most Christians today understand how essential hospitality is to fanning the flames of love and strengthening the Christian family. Hospitality fleshes out love in a uniquely personal and sacrificial way. Through the ministry of hospitality we share our most prized possessions. We share our family, home, finances, food, privacy, and time. Indeed, we share our very lives. So, hospitality is always costly. Through the ministry of hospitality we provide friendship, acceptance, fellowship, refreshment, comfort, and love in one of the richest and deepest ways possible for humans to understand. Unless we open the doors of our homes to one another, the reality of the local church as a close-knit family of loving brothers and sisters is only another theory.”
I don’t want to offer a theory but a request. And with that request a prayer that the Lord will fill every heart that opens to others in this New Year.

