
Introduction

The writer of the book of Hebrews had intimate knowledge of the tensions experienced by 

urban immigrants.  It has been argued that the book of Hebrews was written for a Christian 

community suffering the complexity and the indignities of urban life, persecuted for their faith in 

Jesus. (Koester 2005)  Certainly an immigrant in any city in any époque can relate personally to the 

experience of “seeking a homeland” or of having “no lasting city.”   The writer of Hebrews injects 

everyday-life immigrant experiences with rich theological meaning that is instructive to all Jesus-

followers.  

In this brief essay, I would like to reflect on three eschatological tensions grounded in the 

immigrant experience as they are found in Hebrews 11:13-16 and 13:12-16:  1) the tension of living 

between two cities; 2) the tension of living as a resident-alien; and 3) the tension of loving the city 

that will never love you back.  I will conclude that a community of resident aliens who loves the city 

that will never love them back is a normative expression of Christian faith.  

Craig Koester provides a useful framework for understanding the argument of the book of 

Hebrews.  In his words, “the central question addressed by Hebrews is whether God will bring 

people to the glory for which he created them.” (Koester 2002:291)  The writer answers this 

question through three journey cycles that draw on OT imagery.  Jesus assumes pride of place in 

each cycle:

• We journey with Jesus the Prophet into the true rest of God (chpts. 1-4)
• We journey with Jesus the Priest into the true presence of God (chpts. 5-9)
• We journey with Jesus the King into the true city of God  (chpts. 10-13)

The two texts under consideration here are part of this third journey.  

A tale of Two Cities

As the writer of Hebrews contextualizes Abraham’s story for urban readers, we encounter 

two cities in tension with each other.  The author redirects these urbanites’ gaze away from the city 

where they are suffering as foreigners.  It is “no lasting city” (13:14).  And he focuses their attention 

on a future city that God has prepared for the descendants of Abraham and Sarah, “the city that has 

foundations, whose architect and builder is God.” (11:9)  
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As such, these two cities are placed in eschatological tension.  The readers are reassured that 

they have already “come to the city of the living God,” (12:22) and yet are exhorted to seek “the 

city that is to come.” (13:14)  The author explains that Abraham’s destination was ultimately not 

Canaan, where in fact he lived as a foreigner, but God’s heavenly city, where by faith he was 

already a true citizen.

This truth of course extends to all who would follow the True King on the journey to the city 

of God.  Abraham becomes a transient when he responds in faith to the call of God.  Along with the 

other heirs of the promised land, he remains a transient until he reaches the heavenly city of God 

(11:8-10).  The same is true for all who by faith are descendants of Abraham:  By faith we become 

foreigners in the city where we reside, even the city of our birth, because we have already become 

citizens of the city that is to come.   

This truth is presented as encouragement “to bear the abuse Jesus endured” and “to do 

good” in the city that never will fully be our home.  We will return to 13:12-16 in our third point.   

It is enough for now to recognize the tension between the two cities.

They confessed that they were strangers and foreigners on the earth…

 An immigrant lives with internal and external tensions as a result of residing outside the 

physical and cultural context that shaped his original identity.  It is significant that the author of 

Hebrews does not point readers back to their cultural origins but rather forward to a new identity.  

Like the faith heroes he lists, readers are encouraged not to think back to “the land they left 

behind,” but rather to desire “a better country.”  Regardless of circumstances, true believers confess 

that “they are strangers and foreigners on the earth.”  (11:13)  The reason for a believers 

“foreignness” is posited not in his/her cultural origins or ethnicity but rather in his/her final 

destination as citizens of the city to come.  

Moses’ example is instructive (11:24-26).  He became a foreigner in Egypt, in his own 

culture where he was raised to be a military king, because “he considered abuse suffered for the 

Christ to be greater wealth than the treasures of Egypt.” (11:26)  He was looking ahead, not back.  

To learn this faith lesson, it should be remembered, Moses spent 40 years exiled in Midian where he 

was perceived by locals as an “Egyptian.”  He too confessed, ‘I have been an alien residing in a 
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foreign land.’” (Exodus 2:16-22).   Moses became a foreigner both at “home” and abroad.  He 

shunned the privileges of his up-bringing in order to suffer with the people of God, a people that in 

very important ways did not share his culture of origin or social class.

Those who would follow the true King by faith into the true city of God will enter into 

dissonance with both their cultures of origin and the cultures where they reside as immigrants.  This 

is the tension of living as a resident alien:   there is no culture on earth where Christians are fully at 

home.   There is no political, social, or economic system where true believers can settle in 

comfortably.  There are neither Christian nations nor are there Christian cities.   True believers are 

aliens in every culture, even, and perhaps most importantly, in their own.  God is not ashamed to be 

called the God of those who recognize their foreignness both at “home” and abroad.  He has 

prepared a city for them.  

Love the City that will never love you back 

 While confessing foreignness, the readers of Hebrews are exhorted to live for the city where 

they reside as aliens in a manner that demonstrates citizenship in the heavenly city of God. 

Confident of their true citizenship, Christians are to show hospitality, to take in strangers, to care for 

prisoners (13:1-3), to do good and to be generous (13:16) in the very city that rejects them!  They 

are to understand that they will never be understood.  They are to expect not to be expected.  They 

are to serve the city that will never be grateful and to live for the city that is against them.  

Ultimately, they are to love the city that will never love them back.

It is when religious groups resolve this tension that their full integration into the earthly city 

is unmasked.  To resolve the tension is to fall to one extreme of the resident-alien continuum or to 

the other.  Some groups will emphasize the fact that they are aliens.  They reject the “world,” 

meaning the dominate culture.  They do not do the city any real good either, isolating themselves 

behind the impermeable walls of an insider culture.  Immigrant churches can fall into this error 

when they look back to the country they left behind, attempting to recreate and even deify its 

culture, rather than living today as citizens of the city that is to come.  If Ebaugh and Chafetz’s 

analysis is correct, to “reproduce ethnicity” is the central function of many immigrant churches. 

(Ebaugh 2000:80-99)
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The other extreme is to assimilate the earthly city to such a degree that all power to 

transform that city is lost.  Not only majority culture churches but also immigrant churches can fall 

into this trap.  In a quest to become “relevant” or to “fit in,” they ultimately make a grab for earthly 

power.

To resolve the resident-alien tension by becoming fully resident or radically alien is 

essentially about a grab for power that belongs to “no lasting city.”   On the one hand, to become 

fully assimilated residents is to pander to the opinions of the cultural elites and strip the gospel of its 

power to transform that culture.   On the other, vilifying the majority culture (even the cultures of 

“the West”) may be effective for creating a limited “ethnic” following and for dominating those 

followers, but it is ultimately destructive, having lost re-creative power to influence and transform 

the majority culture.  It’s of no value to be “in the world but not of the world” if you hate that 

world.      

The writer of Hebrews points his readers to a third way, stubbornly maintaining the tension 

between the two cities.  To love the city that hates you is a high calling that finds its meaning in 

Jesus’ cross.  Jesus loved the city that put him to death outside its walls.  Like our true King, we do 

not need to be scared of or seduced by the cities where we reside as aliens.  But we do have to love 

them, bearing “the abuse that he endured.  For here we have no lasting city, but we are looking for 

the city that is to come.”  

Let me conclude by suggesting that both immigrant and majority culture Christians need 

each other in the cities where we all reside as aliens by virtue of our common citizenship.  Majority 

culture Christians can learn from immigrants to confess that they too are foreigners. They can begin 

to see how they have culturally accommodated the gospel and striped it of its unique power.  Most 

importantly, they can learn what it means to “go to him outside the camp and bear the abuse that he 

endured.”  Likewise, immigrants can learn to love the city that hates them and to become a 

constructive, transforming presence in that city as they themselves are loved and accepted by 

majority culture believers as full members of the household of God (Eph. 2:19). 

In this way, immigration becomes a “theologizing experience” (Smith 1978:1175) for all 

those who ultimately ground their identity in the King who was put to death outside the city gates.  

And as such, a community of resident aliens who loves the city that will never love them back is the 
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normative expression of Christian faith.  Only a resident-alien community stands in the present city 

as a sign of that future city, whose architect and builder is God.
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