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THAT STRANGER MAY BE AN ANGEL FROM GOD!
Today’s Text: Heb. 13: 1-17
Extracts:
Let brotherly love continue. Do not forget to entertain strangers, for by so
doing, some have unwittingly entertained angels. Remember the prisoners as if
chained with them- those who are mistreated- since you yourselves are in the
body also…Let your conduct be without covetousness; be content with such
things as you have. For He Himself has said, “I will never leave you nor
forsake you.” …Remember those who rule over you, who have spoken the
word of God to you, whose faith follow, considering the outcome of their
conduct. Jesus Christ is the same yesterday, today and forever… Therefore by
Him let us continually offer the sacrifice of praise to God, that is, the fruit of
our lips, giving thanks to His name. But do not forget to do good and to share,
for with such sacrifices, God is well pleased [Heb. 13: 1-17]
In the mid-1980’s, Nigerian manufacturing companies that depended on imported raw
materials were forced to close or scale down operations because government could no
longer provide foreign exchange cover. There is the story of a young Nigerian engineer
who was affected. He was getting discouraged because the more applications he sent out,
the less he heard back. Just when he was about to give up, he received an invitation to
attend an interview in an office on Lagos Island. On the day of the interview, because of
the heavy traffic from Lagos Mainland, he found himself running rather late. As he
looked to the road side, he noticed an elderly man struggling to fix a flat tyre. His first
instinct was to ignore it and keep rushing to his interview. But he felt guilty about such a
feeling, stopped his car and offered to help. It took longer than he had expected but he
felt good about helping somebody who was his father’s age. He jumped back into his
vehicle and rushed to the interview venue. On getting there, he discovered that there were
four other candidates waiting. He was informed that the chairman of the company who
was going to personally conduct the interviews was running late. Soon after, the man
came in. He looked intensely at one of the candidates and asked, “Were you not the
young man who helped to fix my flat?” Yes, he was. The Chairman turned to his Human
Resource Manager and said, “The interviews are over. Give the job to that young man.”
The stranger that he had helped to fix his tyre was God’s messenger/angel to give him a
new job! How many opportunities have we squandered because of the way we have
treated strangers that God has thrown at us? In today’s Bible verses, we are reminded
why we should entertain strangers who could be angels. Let us find out more!
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1. Background: Abraham as a case study
A stranger can be defined as somebody you are meeting for the first time. The
meeting could be accidental (as in public transport or a restaurant) or planned (as
in a job interview or public lecture). How do you relate to such a person? Most of
us may want to pose as superior to him/her! We want to establish that we have a
higher status than that stranger.
Leonard R. Sayles, Columbia University Professor Emeritus of Business
Administration, has defined status as the ratio of the number of people who defer
to you to the number you defer to.1 A ratio of 0:1 suggests that nobody defers to
you, but you defer to everybody else. Nobody wants such a low status. A ratio of
1:1 means as many people defer to you as you defer to. Again, nobody would
want to be just anybody! Instead, most of us want to be at 1:0; everybody defers
to us, but we defer to nobody. That makes us tin gods! So, as we struggle to
esteem ourselves better than others, we step on one another’s toes! That in the
main explains conflicts in the family, church, office, business or politics.
In today’s Bible verses, we are enjoined to entertain strangers because some
people have done so and unwittingly entertained angels [Heb. 13: 2]. That flies in
the face of our understanding of status battles in human organisations. How can
we enhance our status by deferring to others, especially people we hardly know?
To answer that question, the story of Abraham’s meeting with three strangers
[Gen. 18] is a good case study. Let us analyse that case as follows:

a) The learning stage
At the age of 75, Abraham (then called Abram) and his wife, Sarah (then
Sarai) had no child because she was barren [Gen. 11: 29-30]. God asked
him to leave his country, family and father’s house and move to a new
land (Canaan) where through him God would bless all the families of the
earth [Gen. 12: 1-3]. Abraham obeyed by moving out with his wife,
Sarah, nephew (his brother’s son), Lot, and all their possessions [vv. 4-5].
On arrival there, God appeared to him and promised to give that land to
Abraham and his descendants. Abraham built an altar there to the LORD
who had appeared to him [vv. 7-9]. Soon after, there was severe famine in
the new land. Abraham fled to Egypt with his family, suggesting that he
was at the learning stage of his faith walk with God.

1

For a full bibliography of his numerous classical works, see
http://www.openisbn.com/author/Leonard_R._Sayles/38344/1 . For an in-depth review of one of his most
famous books, read, James G. (Jerry) Hunt, “Introduction: Sayles’ Managerial Behavior,” Leadership
Quarterly, Spring 99 Vol. 10 issue 1, March 1999; http://www.worldcat.org/identities/lccn-n79-18918/
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Many of us fall into the same pit if we find ourselves in a similar situation!
We hardly realise that between God’s promise and its fulfilment, there
may be a big gulf of delays, trials and tribulations that are necessary to
grow our faith in God. Abraham had to learn that the hard way.
b) The maturation stage
Abraham was 75 years old when he was called, and his wife was ten years
younger. The child of promise, Isaac, was not born until 25 years later
[Gen. 12:4; 17:17]! During that period, they had to learn how to walk
with God by faith, not by sight. For example, as the years passed by and
nothing was happening to the ageing couple, God appeared to Abraham in
a vision, saying, “Do not be afraid, Abram. I am your shield, your
exceedingly great reward.” God assured him that the one who would
come from his own body would be his heir, not his servants. God brought
him outside and assured him that his descendants like the stars in the night
sky would be too numerous to count. We are told that Abraham “believed
in the LORD, and He accounted it to him for righteousness” [Gen. 15: 16].
How did the old couple interpret that message? There was no problem
with the man but his wife! So, Sarah gave her maid, Hagar, to her husband
to raise babies by her. That was where Ishmael came in when Abraham
was 86 years old [Gen. 16: 16].
That was a distraction and God had to reset the couple’s faith button. He
appeared before Abram and said to him, “I am Almighty God; walk before
Me and be blameless.” That was at age 99, thirteen years after the birth of
Ishmael. God changed his name to Abraham (a father of many nations)
and Sarai became Sarah (princess!). The covenant of circumcision for him
and all his male descendants was established. At 99, Abraham was
circumcised [Gen. 17: 1-27]. Painful?!? At that stage, Abraham’s faith
had been established. Soon after, three strangers appeared in his
compound in Mamre. What a timing!
c) The visit of three strangers
Abraham was 99 years old. He was sitting in the tent door of his residence
at Mamre in the heat of the day. As he looked up, he saw three men
standing by him [Gen. 18: 1-2]. He did not raise a security alarm to his
innumerable servants. Instead, he ran from the tent door to them and
bowed himself to the ground, saying, “My Lord, if I have now found
favour in Your sight, do not pass on by Your servant.” He offered to give
them water to wash their feet and to prepare food for them while they
rested under the tree [vv. 2-4]. They allowed him.
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Did Abraham know who the visitors were? We know that two of the three
men turned out to be angels on assignment to Sodom and Gomorrah. The
same way that Abraham had received them was how Lot received them
there [Gen. 19: 1-3]. Therefore, receiving strangers that way could have
been a cultural norm. However, God was to later call Abraham a prophet
before Elimelech, king of Gerar [Gen. 20: 7], suggesting that Abraham
saw his visitors in spirit. That may explain why he addressed one of the
three as “Lord” [Gen. 18: 3]. That suggests that you must be in spirit to
know the strangers before you!
As they ate, the Lord asked for Sarah and announced she was going to be a
mother “according to the time of life.” Abraham and his wife were “old,
well advanced in age; and Sarah had passed the age of child-bearing.” As
Sarah laughed, the Lord assured them that nothing was too hard for the
LORD [18: 4-15]. Remarkably, God rejuvenated the old couple, such that
Sarah became so attractive to King Elimelech that he was tempted to
seduce her as she and her husband journeyed through his land [Gen. 20”
1-7]! At the age of 90, she gave birth to Isaac [Gen. 21: 1-7]. They had
entertained strangers who turned out to be the Lord (the preincarnate
Christ) and two angels.
2. Lessons for modern believers
Clearly, there are significant lessons that we, modern believers, can learn from
Abraham’s story. The following should be noted:
a) The initiative is from a higher source
The chance meeting between you and a stranger could have been arranged
from a higher source. For example, after Ziklag had been burnt down by
the enemy who carried away David’s and his troops’ families, he cried to
God. He received assurance that he would recover all, but he was not told
how. So, David went with his six hundred men in search of their families
but without any sense of direction. That was how they found a dying
Egyptian in the field that was brought to David. An average “big man”
with a pressing problem would not have time for an unknown sick and
dying man but not David, the man after God’s own heart. He gave the man
bread and water and he revived. It turned out that the Egyptian was a
servant of one of the Amalekites, the people that had raided and razed
Ziklag. They had abandoned him three days earlier when he fell sick. It
was through that Egyptian that David got the information on how to reach
the Amalekites. He routed them and recovered all, as the Lord had told
him [1 Sam. 30: 119]. Soon after that, Saul and his sons were killed in a
battle with the Philistines [1 Sam. 31: 1-7] and David was crowned king
of Judah at the age of thirty, something that had eluded him from his

WBS Series, Volume 19, 2018 © I.C. Imoisili

4

5

teenage years [2 Sam. 2: 1-4; 2 Sam. 5: 4]! By helping a lonely Egyptian
servant to regain his health, David obtained his elusive crown.
Therefore, if you are indeed in spirit, that is, you have asked God for
guidance on any matter, you open all your spiritual senses to hear from
Him. You may not know how He will speak to you, but you are expectant
that He will soon get back to you! That stranger you have just bumped
on could be His messenger to you.
b) Your inconvenience is not important!
Even at the time that God called Abraham, he was 75 years old and his
wife, Sarah, was 65 years old, long after her menopause. Yes, they might
have desired to have had children when they were younger, but it did not
happen. Therefore, their convenience was never the issue but their
availability for God’s purpose.
Look at the setting when three strangers showed up in their compound.
Abraham was 99 years old. It was in the heat of the day. Yet, he was the
one who ran forward to bow before apparently younger-looking strangers
and offer food and drinks. Writing to the Philippian church, Paul said,
“Let nothing be done through selfish ambition or conceit, but in
lowliness of mind let each esteem others better than himself. Let each of
you look out not only for his own interests, but also for the interests of
others” [Phil. 2: 3-4].
So, how do you treat strangers? Do you wear your status garment and
expect others to defer to you all the time? Your inconvenience is not
important!
c) Use your grace for service, not to sin
The author of the book of Hebrews concludes moral directions for true
believers as follows: “Let brotherly love continue… Remember the
prisoners as if chained with them- those who are mistreated- since you
yourselves are in the body also… Do not forget to do good and to share,
for with such sacrifices, God is well pleased” [Heb. 13: 1,3,16]. In other
words, you are to use your grace for service, not to sin.
You should also be God’s ladder to others. God uses human beings to
achieve His earthly purposes. For example, even though Cyrus the Persian
king did not know Him, God stirred up his spirit to rebuild Jerusalem and
the foundation of the temple at the end of the Jewish Babylonian exile [2
Chron. 36: 22; Is. 44: 28; Is. 45: 1-4]. Therefore, you may be God’s
ladder that others can climb to their own success in life. In the process,
you may find your progress faster, stronger and better.
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That some people are in front of you does not necessarily mean that they are
ahead of you. They may have missed their way! That you are going in the same
direction with some people does not mean that you are going to the same
destination! In sum, only God can determine your status. It has nothing to do
with your manipulative abilities or political clout. It has nothing to do with selfawarded importance. It has to do with your humility, love of God and of your
neighbours. It has to do with always esteeming others better than yourself. It
has to do with looking after others’ interests as you pursue yours. When you
enable and empower others, they can only but reciprocate. That way, God will
look after your own interests and give you a status that no human can give or
take away. That stranger may turn out to be closer to you than your closest
friends.
3. Conclusion: Jesus remains the same yesterday, today and forever!
While on earth in human form, Jesus told His listeners, “Your father Abraham
rejoiced to see My day; and he saw it and was glad.” When they asked how that
could be when He was not yet fifty years old, He replied, “Most assuredly, I say
to you, before Abraham, I AM” [Jn 8: 48-58]. The Lord that appeared to
Abraham at Mamre with two angels was the pre-incarnate Christ. While on earth
in human form, Jesus told His listeners to not let their hearts be troubled: “You
believe in God, believe also in Me” [Jn 14: 1]. On the day of His ascension into
heaven, He assured His followers, “Lo, I am with you always, even to the end of
the age” [Matt. 28: 20]. Therefore, Jesus remains with us yesterday, today and
forever [Heb. 13: 8].
The road may be long; the going may be rough and tough, but always remember,
Jesus will never leave you nor forsake you. That stranger that is suddenly showing
interest in your case could be an angel from Him. If you are Spirit-led, you will
always know. So, entertain strangers more than friends!
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