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Sunday June 21 

Reading: Hebrews 13:1 – 8 

   

Let love flow   

 
The enforced shut down of churches has sharpened up some questions that we have been facing 

for years now.  Questions about the role and nature of the congregation.  Our unique structure of 

overlapping councils needs active and involved congregations to work well.  What is a viable 

congregation and is viability just a matter of money, or is it about gifts and talents and ability?  

What should a congregation be doing as an expression of the church?  There is a view that a 

congregation needs to be actively involved in mission, while others say that it is enough that a 

congregation simply meets as a worshipping, sharing community.  And there seems to be support 

for that view in the reading that we heard from Hebrews, one of the set texts for the anniversary 

of the Uniting Church.  Worship, love, hospitality, morality, care, and faith in Jesus who is the 

same yesterday, today and forever; that sounds like a congregation doesn't it?  The text isn’t 

calling for mission in the world – evangelism, or care of orphans, or a ministry of healing.  It is 

simply describing a worshipping community.  That is until you examine the passage further and 

connect it with the flow of the epistle, and you see that the text is offering a third way between 

the simple dichotomy of mission or worship.   

Let your worship flow through the community as love and then flow out of the community into 

homes, into prisons and into the community at large.   

 

Let mutual love continue!  The abrupt opening of Chapter 13 doesn't arise out of nowhere; look 

back a few verses to Chapter 12:28.  The word 'therefore' marks a new section.  All the rhetoric 

and teaching of 12 chapters amounts to something; a consequence for your actions and living: 

Therefore, since we are receiving a kingdom that cannot be shaken, let us give thanks, by 

which we offer to God an acceptable worship with reverence and awe. 

Mutual love is part of the 'acceptable worship' offered to God.  Acceptable worship is not just 

meeting together for a service of worship, it is the whole life that you live, inside and outside the 

community.  This is not mission for the sake of having a mission, but the natural consequence of 

being a worshipping community, not just a community that gathers to worship.   

   

Let mutual love continue!  We understand this instruction because we remember Jesus new 

commandment – love one another as I have loved you and by this people will know that you are 

my disciples.  The worship you offer should lead you to care for each other, really care; loving as 

Jesus loved us.  Knowing when someone could do with a ready-made meal or a hug or a prayer.  

Knowing when someone could do with a new challenge or an exercise of their gifts.  And not just 

knowing but doing something about it!  Let mutual love continue.  So that when someone looks 

in, they don't see a social club or a self-help group, they see a community.  If a lonely person 

looks on the community it should be like a hungry man looking in a restaurant window; “Look how 

they love each other!” 

 

However, verse 2 is not of the same love; it’s not about welcoming the strangers looking in the 

window at our community.  Remember, this is about acceptable worship of God, not just love in 

the gathered community.   Prepare for a short lesson in Greek.   

 

Scholars tell us that the Greek in Hebrews is amongst the most literary in the New 

Testament and this little passage is a great example.  What we have in verse 1 and 2 is a 

multiple play on words in Greek that we just don't see in English.   Verse 1 uses the word 

philadelphia.  We know that word; it means brotherly love.  The Puritans escaping 
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persecution in England named their city Philadelphia with good intention.  In our 

inclusive language we now say mutual or familial love.  However, in a play on words, the 

writer begins the next verse with philoxenia – love of entertaining – the word we 

translate as hospitality.  He wants to say, let mutual love continue, but don't let your love 

just stay in the community, amongst the members, extend your love outwards to 

strangers.  In a kind of double word play he says practice your love of entertaining 

because you don't know who you might entertain!  We lose the word play and so lose the 

power of the teaching that is being offered here. 

 

We use the word hospitality in the church to mean the welcome that we provide here in our 

gathered community and our buildings.  But that is not what it meant in the first century.  Firstly, 

because there were no church buildings, and secondly, the word meant welcome into your house; 

the 'xenia' part of the word can mean house as well as entertain.   

So, as a worshipping community, practice philadelphia – let love bind the community - but don't 

stop when you finish gathering for worship, also practice philoxenia - take the love with you - and 

continue in worship by bringing that love to life in entertaining strangers in your homes.   

And the lived practice of worship doesn’t stop there; remember those who have been imprisoned 

and even tortured for their faith.  They are not ex-members or to be excluded through shame; go, 

visit, and feed them and take on the risk of being identified with them.   

And so it goes on, offer acceptable worship to God by honouring the commandments, in this case 

the issue of sexual purity, and by being thankful and content with what you have, and not seeking 

security through money and possessions.   

And, finally, just as you remember those who are no longer in the community because they are in 

prison, remember those who are no longer with you because they are no longer alive.  They 

brought you into the faith and the community with their words, take note of their lives as well.  

They may be gone, but Jesus Christ is the same yesterday, today and for all time. 

 

What a great picture of a congregation!  A living church, whose worship opens people to the flow 

of love through the community and out into the world.  Being the church is more than meeting 

together for worship and a cuppa on a Sunday morning, no matter how good the worship or how 

much love is shown in the fellowship.  However, engaging in mission isn’t divorced from Sunday 

morning either.  The gathered, worshipping community, and the expressions of love in our lives 

and actions, are all part of our worship of the God who has founded a kingdom in and through 

Jesus Christ.   

 

We are at a point in the life of the church that leads some to say that it is vital for the future of 

the faith that we engage the world in mission and not just live for ourselves in little worshipping 

communities.  Into that conversation, the writer of Hebrews says that it is vital for the 

authenticity of our faith that we reflect the worship of our God of love and grace not just in the 

supportive, caring and welcoming gathering, but in all that we do in the rest of our lives, homes 

and activities.  Then we can say that we are a congregation that is part of the reign of God.  And 

if we find a particular mission, that meets needs in the wider community, then that mission has a 

reason beyond good works or social conscience.   

Even though we can’t gather for worship at this time, we are a worshipping congregation and 

mutual love should mark our congregation, but that love should also continue beyond worship and 

into our homes and into our lives, then we will show that our faith is alive and we are offering 

acceptable worship to God. 
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