RELATIONSHIPS
PRACTICE HOSPITALITY UNGRUDGINGLY

“Practice hospitality ungrudgingly toward one another.” 

(1Pet.4:9, Rom.12:13)
Having grown up among people who never knew the real, true Lord Jesus Christ, God's complete Word to us (Heb.1:1-2), but who still practiced genuine, warm and ungrudging hospitality, even toward complete strangers, it came as quite a shock to me that this is rather uncommon among 'church christians’.
I knew that many, though certainly not all, of my former acquaintances had, as a matter of course, what could be classified as 'open homes'. Yet among those who claimed to know Jesus Christ as their 'own personal Saviour’, it seemed that in virtually every instance, one had to ring first, and practically make an appointment to call, just as one would expect to have to do with strangers. In family, at least as I know it, the only reason for ringing first would be to find out if anyone were home.
With our former friends, strangers were welcome to come in, sit, and have a 'cuppa' and a chat. Mind you, judging by what I've heard from some of them of late, things may very well have changed.
But the sad thing for me was that among 'church christians', right from when I was reborn into God's family, this 'open house' policy seemed very rare. And this has not really changed much.
Since becoming Christians in the very early seventies, my wife, Terri and I, have been privileged to have fellowshipped with a number of different church groups. In all that time I am sure I could count the number of truly open homes and hearts we've encountered, on the fingers of one hand, and maybe have some left over.

I must admit, I don't even begin to understand how this can be. It surely can't altogether be just that I'm so objectionable, as we've had large numbers of these same people in our place, and they've always said they felt welcome and at home. They've certainly been willing to come again, often many times.
I wonder if what's happened is not the influence of a fearful and suspicious world.
Back when Terri and I got married in the '60's, things were so different in many ways. We've talked about this together many times, and have come to realise that one change in particular has made a huge difference. Sadly, that change seems to be mirrored in the church of today.
When we got married Terri often told me how she longed to give me children. She didn't just want them to fulfill herself. A great many young women of that time, and before, seemed to have had that same desire.
Today, this attitude would appear to be as scarce as the proverbial 'hens teeth'. Instead there seems to be a very rapidly growing view, that for a woman to have children for any reason other than self-fulfillment is degrading for her. So many don't even bother to get married in the first place, before having any.
When we look at the church generally we can surely see that in times past Christians had a heart which desired to see souls saved and reborn into God's family, no matter what truly bible believing church they settled in. Just so long as Jesus Christ was glorified, that's all that mattered. As the 'bride of Christ', and his one body, they wanted to see new born believers bringing joy to our Father’s heart, and see Jesus "satisfied with the fruit of the travail of his soul." (Is.53:11)
Now the emphasis seems to have shifted to one of selfish gratification, that is, one of seeing the numbers in our own little group increasing, of seeing numbers of people in seats as the measuring rod of success.
We have seen the outcome of this attitude first hand, and very often, when it was understood that we were not primarily interested in getting members just for that particular church group, the people there, especially those in leadership, quickly lost interest in us, and our work.
In all the years since our God began his work in us, we have found, up to the time of writing this, only one or possibly two church groups that were truly different.  That was such a wonderful experience of godly love, and we will forever be grateful to the Lord for the privilege of having known those brothers and sisters.
Terri and I had eight children, but we never saw ourselves as somehow better than couples who had one or two. We were never waiting anxiously for the next child to be born to make us feel more successful as parents.  Looked at in the natural, such ideas do seem to be rather ridiculous don't they?
The sad thing about all of this is that not only do we not have homes that are completely open to our brothers and sisters from other church groups, but we have generally even ceased to have this heart attitude to those who sit in the seats with us on Sundays.
Everyone seems to be watchfully suspicious of others, not simply listening to the Spirit, and accepting his witness. We seem to forget that whatever we do, or fail to do, for any one of God's family, we do, or fail to do for Jesus himself. (Matt.25:40&45)  We never seem to realise what Jesus was talking about when he said, "If you give even a cup of water to one of these who believes in me, you shall not go unrewarded." (Matt. 10:42)
Do we suppose he meant us to stop at just a cup of water? Do we, by any chance, think so little of his rewards, that we don't truly desire more of them? Don't we even begin to realise how much joy these simple little acts of love toward other believers give him?
Surely we understand, at least in part, the depth of meaning contained in his words when he said; "A new commandment I give you that you love one another; even as I have loved you that you also love one another. By this all men shall know that you are my disciples if you have love for one another." (Jh.l3:34-35)
Jesus himself didn't just love in words. He loved in deeds. He gave everything he had for us. He said, "If anyone asks you for your coat, give him your shirt as well." (Matt.5:40) His Word tells us we are to love not just "in words or speech, but in deed and in truth.” (lJh.3:18) And again his Word tells us to welcome strangers into our homes. (Heb.l3:2, Matt.25:35)
Now I know that everything around us, everything in the world, tells us that to do so would be foolish. After all, we could be robbed or hurt. We should instead install security grills and alarms, and keep our doors locked. Now tell me, don't we hear, just about every day, of these systems being breached? Again God's Word tells us that unless he watches over our home, we watch in vain. (Ps.l27:1)
I ask you though, have you ever heard of one whose trust is in the Lord, whose trust is the Lord, and who is genuinely storing up treasure for himself or herself in heaven, suffering loss in these things? (Matt.6:19-21) Remember the cup of water!
What does it matter if you lose any or everything you have in this world, if you have great treasure laid up in heaven? And what good are all the things you may have laid up for yourself here, if you have little or nothing in God's vault.
Can it be that we have become so entangled in the world's view of right and wrong, of good and evil, that we have lost faith in the real truth of God's Word, in the real value of his promises, his guarantees?  It is quite extraordinary how easy it seems to be for us to begin to place great value on the things that are passing away, and to be fooled into losing our sense of value for the things that are eternal. (2Cor.4:18)
We are meant to be living in this world as 'aliens and exiles’, as strangers in a foreign land, yearning for our homeland. (Heb.11:13-16) We are meant to be seeking out those whose names are written in the Book of Life from the foundation of the world. (Luk.l0:20, Rev.13:8)  And we are meant to do this by holding to our ‘first love’ (Rev. 2:4, lTim.5:12), our first zeal for the absolute truth of God's Word (Jh.17:17), as shown in all it's fullness in Jesus Christ. (Heb.l:1-2)
We are meant to share this love for, and complete trust in, God's Word with everyone, as we have opportunity, knowing that this very Word, just like a seed when it finds the right conditions, will sprout and grow, reaching maturity in those who persevere to the end. (Matt.10:22, Eph.4:13)
But how are we ever going to have these opportunities if we don't have open homes as a result of having open hearts? If we're not ready to suffer abuse, ridicule and robbery to gain the chance to sow the beautiful Word of God, we'll never reap the harvest it produces. (Matt.9:38)
Before I came to know the Lord Jesus I was open to people, even though I found it hard to be so. I was that way because it made me feel good. It made me feel I was accepted.
But when I was reborn, with God's new nature in me, I found I was filled with his kind of love for the lost. I longed for them to find what I had found in Jesus Christ. Peace with God first off, and then peace with themselves. I wanted so badly for everyone to know God's love, to know his love as shown in Jesus on Calvary. I wanted them to know the liberty I'd come to know. I wanted them to join with me in the joy of shouting the praises of this great God.
As of now, (Dec.'99), these things began to happen to me about thirty years ago, and because that fire with which he baptised me (Luk.3:16) is continually fueled by him pouring his type of love - his ability to love - into my heart, through his Spirit, as he says in his Word (Rom.5:5), that fire still burns hot within my heart, and I can't keep it in. (Jer.20:9)
It's all his work though. He's continually fulfilling his Word in my life. He is so faithful to his Word, having "exalted his Word above all his name". (Ps.138:2)
I know this will not change, because his "Word is forever firmly fixed in the heavens". (Ps.ll9:89) He, the living Word, "is the same yesterday, today and for ever". (Heb.l3:8) And he has said, "I will never leave you, nor forsake you." (Heb.l3:5) Because of this certainty, I can now say, "the Lord is my helper, I will not be afraid." (Heb.l3:6)
Gods Word, Jesus Christ, is his full and complete answer to any and every question or problem. "Take delight in the Lord and he will give you the desires of your heart." (Ps.37:4)
Feed your heart and soul on him and you will live forever (Jh.6:51) in joyful pleasure (Ps.l6:11) beyond anything you could ever imagine. (1st.Cor.2:9)
But without an open heart of love toward our brothers and sisters in Christ, without genuinely open homes, we will never know the joy and pleasure found here only in serving our God, through his family.
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