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Morning Service
Text: Hebrews 13:1-8
Sermon: Love, Holiness and the Presence and Power of God

In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit; AMEN.

When Jesus was preparing to leave his disciples on the night of his
arrest he gave them a clear command which would guide them in the days
ahead: “This is my commandment, that you love one another as I have loved
you” (John 15:12). We have come to a similar point in our Letter to the
Hebrews. This letter was sent to a small congregation of Jewish believers
who were being tempted to revert to Judaism from Christianity in order to
escape the growing threat of persecution. The great two-fold refrain of the
letter is on the one hand to warn against falling away from the faith and on
the other hand to hold fast to Jesus Christ for salvation. The warning and
exhortation are repeated five times, in one way or another, and last week we
studied our author’s final call as he wrote, “See to it that you do not refuse
him who speaks” (12:25) and “let us be thankful and so worship God
acceptably, with reverence and awe, for our God is a consuming
fire” (12:28,, 29).

Now, as our author prepares to leave his readers he gives them a final
word of exhortation by setting before them principles and corresponding
examples of practical Christian living. The first principle is love and it is
followed by two examples—practicing hospitality and visiting those in
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prison. The second principle is holiness, which is also followed by two
examples—sex and money. And third, he points once more to Jesus Christ,
for it is only through the power and presence of Christ that such a life of
love and holiness is possible. And last, after pointing to Christ, he points us
to saints who have heard the word, walked in obedience and won the race.
He points to them that we might take heart, learn from them and persevere
on the path that God has laid out for us.

Let’s turn to our lesson and consider the first principle. Our lesson
begins, “Keep on loving each other as brothers.” Christians are required to
live by this principle and commandment. You can think of it this way: The
church is the family of God and so the church is to be characterized by
family love. Some years ago Francis Schaeffer illustrated this truth. He
said,
Through the centuries men have displayed many different
symbols to show that they are Christians. They have worn marks in
the lapels of their coats, hung chains about their necks and even had
special haircuts… But there is a much better sign… It is the universal
mark that is to last through all ages of the church until Jesus comes
back. [“By this all people will know that you are my disciples, if you
have love for one another” (John 13:35).]
Evangelism is a calling, but it is not the first calling. Building a
congregation is a calling, but it is not the first calling. A Christian’s first call
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is to live with a commitment to the first commandment, to love God, to love
the brotherhood of the church and to love the neighbour.

Let me say one more thing about this principle before looking at the
examples our author furnishes. Christian love is fundamental to the
Christian life because it is what flows out from our relationship with God.
As God pours his love into us through Christ, we are to overflow with that
love to others. Listen to these sentences from the First Letter of John that
make the point:
This is love: not that we loved God, but that he loved us and
sent his Son as an atoning sacrifice for our sins. Dear friends, since
God so loved us, we also ought to love one another….
We love because he first loved us. If anyone says, “I love
God,” yet hates his brother, he is a liar. For anyone who does not love
his brother, whom he has seen, cannot love God, whom he has not
seen. And he has given us this command: Whoever loves God must
also love his brother. (I John 4:10-11; 19-21).
And so our love of others is simply how we show gratitude for the love
Christ has first poured out upon us.

Now because love is not sentimentality—it is not about feelings but
about practical, day to day and concrete actions—our author gives two
examples of love in action, one concerning hospitality and the other visiting
prisoners. Let’s pick things up at verse 2:
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Do not forget to entertain strangers, for by so doing some
people have entertained angels without knowing it. Remember those
in prison as if you were their fellow prisoners, and those who are
mistreated as if you yourselves were suffering.
Do not forget to entertain strangers. This is a call to practice hospitality.
Notice first that the scope of our love as Christians is to be broad; it is to
extend even to strangers. In Luke 10 Jesus was asked by a Pharisee who
qualified to be a neighbour. Jesus replied with a parable about a man who
was going down from Jerusalem to Jericho, fell among thieves and was
beaten almost to death. It was a Samaritan who stopped to help. Jesus made
the point that a neighbour is anyone in need and that we are to show mercy
to others just as God has shown mercy to us.

Notice this as well. In the ancient world travel was dangerous. There
were few inns and hotels. Hospitality could be a matter of life and death.
Now today we have an abundance of motels and hotels and inns so that
situation doesn’t apply; but that doesn’t mean that there aren’t people who
could be richly blessed by an invitation to dinner. It doesn’t mean that there
aren’t people we meet who could be richly blessed with an invitation to a
Sunday service or a Bible study or a time of fellowship or a cup of coffee. It
doesn’t mean that there aren’t people who could use a casserole or a pot of
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chicken soup. “Don’t forget,” our lesson says. Pay attention. Have your
eyes open for opportunities to share the love of Christ.

Let me mention a word about welcoming angels unaware. The most
prominent examples of this are found in Genesis 18 and 19 in the stories of
Abraham and Lot. When strangers came into Abraham’s camp he welcomed
them warmly, gave them water to wash and had a meal prepared for them.
Only later did he find out they were heavenly beings with a blessed message
about the birth of Isaac which was to take place in a year’s time. In the next
chapter Lot defends two angels who visit him from the lustful mob of
Sodom. It is through these beings that Lot is delivered from the destruction
of the city. Here is the point. There is more to people than meets the eye. In
fact, while the person sitting next to you today is probably not an angel, he
or she is likely becoming something much more wonderful. In this
sanctuary are people destined to serve as priests and kings in the presence of
the living God. There are people here who are being prepared for glory. To
meet an angel would be an amazing adventure, but in the church right now
are those whom angels are sent to serve and who are to inherit salvation.
There is a work going on in the lives of believers that angels wonder at and
rejoice to see. C. S. Lewis wrote an essay called, “The Weight of Glory”
that makes the point. He said,
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The dullest and most uninteresting person you can talk to may
one day be a creature which, if you saw it now, you would be strongly
tempted to worship—or else a horror and a corruption such as you
now meet, if at all, only in a nightmare. There are no ordinary people.
You have never talked to a mere mortal. It is immortals whom we
joke with, work with, marry, snub and exploit—immortal horrors or
everlasting splendours.

The second example of practical love has to do with prisoners.
“Remember those in prison as if you were their fellow prisoners.” We are to
have sympathy for the trials experienced by others. Now given the context
here our author is probably referring to believers suffering unjustly because
of persecution, but this teaching is not to be limited only to believers or the
innocent. You can think of it this way: Jesus ministered to the guilty and
condemned when by his Spirit he ministered to us, so we are to minister in a
like manner. We are to heed the Lord’s words in Matthew 25:40: “Truly I
say to you, as you did it to one of the least of these my brothers, you did it to
me.” Remember those in prison. Remember those who are suffering.
Again: Pay attention. Be alert. Have your eyes open for opportunities to
share the love of Christ for those in need of a heartening word.

The first principle is love. The second principle—and it is one that
must always go with love—is holiness. The church is called both to love
and purity. It is holiness that gives love direction; it is love that gives
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holiness warmth. And so, along with the command, “Love one another, as I
have loved you,” we hear the call “Be ye holy, for I am holy” (I Peter 1:16).
The church, as well as the individual Christian, is God’s own dwelling, so as
Paul admonishes, “Everyone who confesses the name of the Lord must turn
away from wickedness.” As with our first principle of love, two concrete
examples of holiness are given, one dealing with sex and the other dealing
with money. Let’s turn to the lesson.

Marriage should be honoured by all, and the marriage bed kept
pure, for God will judge the adulterer and all the sexually immoral.
The first readers of this letter, like us, were awash in a depraved
society full of sexual promiscuity and perversion. The Christian life,
because it is life lived with God, must be different from this. That is why
Scripture is filled with dire warnings. For example, in speaking of sexual
immorality, impurity and debauchery Paul writes to the Galatians, “I warn
you, as I warned you before, that those who do such things will not inherit
the kingdom” (5:21). Unless Christians are willing and able to be different
from our culture and society right here, unless we take a stand against sexual
immorality, we cannot expect our testimony to be taken seriously or our
profession of faith to be believed.
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We are to honour marriage. We are to uphold the institution against
the attacks that are being brought against it and we are to uphold the actual
marriages among us. Husbands and wives hold a special trust and
responsibility before the Lord and the church here. We need the example of
strong and godly marriages to encourage those who don’t know what
Christian love is or how it is to be lived out in the family; we need their
example so that they have a model to follow.

Now let me say this. I recognize that for many it is too late. A
marriage has broken down. A divorce has taken place. When that happens,
we are to acknowledge the sin that brought the marriage to the breaking
point. We are to ask forgiveness from God. And we are to rely upon his
grace and trust in his power to restore. For those on the brink, don’t give up.
Our God can bring healing. He can take away bitterness and hurt and can
rekindle love grown cold and indifferent. We have a movie night coming up
on Friday. Fireproof is a story of redemption. In the movie we will see how
a commitment to God can bring about a recommitment to love the marriage
partner. It’s a really good movie and I hope many of you come to see it.
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The second example of holy living concerns money. We are to keep
our “lives free from the love of money and be content with what we have.”
Put off greed and put on contentment. A. W. Pink wrote this:
Contentment is the product of a heart resting in God…. It is the
blessed assurance that God does all things well and is, even now,
making all things work together for my ultimate good.
God, who knows all things, knows what is best for his children. God, who is
all powerful, is able to grant his children exactly what he knows to be for
their greatest blessing. God, who is love, is pleased to give exactly what
each of his children need for their ultimate good. And so, when we let greed
steal into our hearts, we are saying, “I don’t think that God is wise enough to
know what is best for me. I don’t think God is powerful enough to secure
what I need. I don’t think God is loving enough to see to my best interests.
I cannot trust or rely upon God. I must look somewhere else.” That’s why
Paul, in Colossians 3:5 insists that greed is idolatry. Greed seeks to take
God from his throne and replace him with a golden idol.
Our author has given us two principles to live by—love and holiness.
He has given us concrete examples of what this sort of life looks like. But
principles, commands and examples are not enough. Some time ago J.
Gresham Machen put it this way:
What good does it do to me to tell me that the type of religion
presented in the Bible is a very fine type of religion and that the thing
for me to do is just to start practicing that type of religion now? I will
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tell you my friend. It does me not one tiniest bit of good. What I
need first of all is not exhortation, but a gospel, not directions for
saving myself but knowledge of how God has saved me. Have you
any good news? That is the question that I ask of you. I know that
your exhortations will not help me. But if anything has been done to
save me, will you not tell me the facts?
So here is the good news you need. “God has said, ‘Never will I leave you;
never will I forsake you” (Heb. 5). To put that same message in a different
way, Christ was crucified for your sins and was raised for your justification.
He freely and graciously produces new life and new obedience in his people.
He comes to live in us by his Spirit and in that power we are able to keep his
commands and heed his exhortations. We are able to “say with confidence,
‘The Lord is my helper; I will not be afraid. What can man do to
me?’” (Hebrews 13:6).

“The Lord is my helper; I will not be afraid. What can man do to
me?” Can you say that in your heart? Can you say, “People can lead me
into temptation, but because God is my helper I will not fall and if I stumble
he will pick me back up.” Can you confess, “Yes, people may bring me into
a time of trial. They may threaten my worldly peace and prosperity. But
God is able and willing to provide for my needs.” Can you declare, “People
may shun me, but I have the presence and the love of God in my heart along
with the love of the members of his body, the church.” Can you testify,
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“People may lock me up and mistreat me, but in such an eventuality God
will come and find me; even now he commands his own to seek out the
prisoner to grant him aid and comfort.”

Beloved, the presence of God in our hearts is the means by which we
are able to make our way daily along the path of love and holiness. For our
blessing and encouragement our author points to a resource God has given
us to help us to understand this truth—the example of faithful men. He
writes,
Remember your leaders, who spoke the word of God to you.
Consider the outcome of their way of life and imitate their faith.
Think of faithful leaders and imitate them. Now don’t imitate their
personalities. Don’t imitate their ministry techniques. Don’s imitate their
idiosyncrasies and certainly don’t imitate their sins. Imitate their faith.
Study and reflect on the times in their lives when they relied upon the Lord
and stood boldly with him and for him. Observe the faith that gave their
ministries power and that sustained them to the end. Think of Martin Luther,
the night before he made his stand for the gospel in the face of the united
and universal opposition of pope and cardinal. He wrestled through the
night with God in prayer. How could it be that he, a lowly monk, could
stand against the mighty princes of the church? How could it be that he, an
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obscure seminary professor, could see what others couldn’t? Was it true
what they were saying, that he was nothing but an arrogant upstart? Should
he recant? All night long he wrestled in prayer. The next day he stood
before his accusers. God had strengthened him for the conflict by enabling
him to lift his eyes up to Jesus. He said,
Unless I am convinced by proofs from Scriptures or by plain
and clear reasons and arguments, I can and will not retract, for it is
neither safe nor wise to do anything against conscience. Here I stand. I
can do no other. God help me. Amen.
Remember Luther when you are tempted to let go of heaven for the sake of
earthly gain.

Think of John Calvin. Later on in his life he suffered terribly from all
sorts of physical ailments. At times he was so debilitated that, against
doctor’s orders he had himself carried into his pulpit so he might preach the
Word of God. Why did he do it? Because, he said, his ministry was more
precious to him than his life. Think of Calvin when you are tempted to feel
sorry for yourself or to think that you are hard-done-by.

Think of John Bunyan. He was imprisoned for twelve years for
preaching without a licence. All he had to do to be released was to promise
not to preach—in the same way that early Christian martyrs simply had to
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confess “Caesar was Lord” to escape from being burned at the stake or torn
apart by wild beasts. Bunyan told his jailers, “If you release me today I will
preach tomorrow.” While he was in prison he wrote The Pilgrim’s Progress,
a book that for centuries has brought comfort to the hearts of believers.
Think of Bunyan when you are tempted to think that difficult circumstances
will keep you from bearing fruit for the kingdom.

Read the stories of Jim Eliot, Armando Valadares, and Ridley and
Latimer. Read about the faithful in lands where persecution of Christians is
rampant and where to name the name of Christ is to lose all worldly hope of
advancement for the sake of a heavenly kingdom. Beloved, God has not left
us without witnesses.

Our lesson ends with the words, “Jesus Christ is the same yesterday
and today and forever.” Now it is true, of course, that the Lord Jesus, the
second person of the Trinity, remains the same as he was, is now and forever
will be. That, however, is not the express point being made here. I think the
author is saying that because Jesus is ever the same we can confidently
embrace the pattern of life taught in the Bible.
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His call and his ministry are the same as they ever were, for Jesus is
mighty to save. He still calls, saying, “If anyone would come after me, let
him deny himself and take up his cross daily and follow me” (Luke 9:23).
And he still promises, “Come unto me, all ye who labour and are heavy
laden and I will give you rest” (Matthew 11:28).

His teachings are the same, unchanged and unchanging throughout all
generations. A. W. Tozer once made this point:
One of the most popular current errors and the one out of which
springs most of the noisy, blustering religious activity in evangelical
circles is the notion that as times change the church must change with
them.
Contrast that with the biblical wisdom found in Jeremiah 6:16:
Stand at the crossroads and look; ask for the ancient paths, ask
where the good way is and walk in it, and you will find rest for your
souls.
“The ancient paths and the good way.” That is what our author has been
pointing us to in our lesson.
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

New life granted us by God’s forgiving grace.
The presence of Christ in us, giving us power to live in a new way.
Love for God and neighbour.
Holiness and purity in all things.
The example of saints to bless and encourage us in the way.

That is the way. Walk in it. In Christ’s name. AMEN.
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