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My old teacher, A. T. Robertson, was fond of telling us that when we were in the 

pastorate we must love the people, “warts and all.” Every church has both. It is 

against such a background that we can best understand 3 John. – Herschel H. Hobbs 

 

This little letter gives us a glimpse into an early assembly, its people and its 

problems. As you read this brief letter, you find yourself saying, “Times have not 

changed very much!” We have similar people and problems today!   

- Warren W. Wiersbe 

 

3 John is all about the Elder, who wrote it; Gaius, who received it; Diotrephes, who 

provoked it; and Demetrius, who carried it. – Archibald Hunter 

 

In First John the apostle discusses fellowship with God; in Second John he forbids fellowship with false teachers; 

and in Third John he encourages fellowship with Christian brothers. Following his expression of love for Gaius, 

John voices his joy that Gaius is persistently walking in the truth and showing hospitality to the messengers of the 

gospel. But John cannot commend certain others in the assembly. Diotrephes, for example, has allowed pride to 

replace love in his life, even rejecting the disciplining words of John. Everything that Gaius is, Diotrephes is not! 

John uses this negative example as an opportunity to encourage Gaius. Godly character and loyalty to the truth 

are never easy, but they bring God’s richest commendation—and John’s as well!1 

                                                 
1 Bruce Wilkinson and Kenneth Boa, Talk Thru the Bible (Nashville: T. Nelson, 1983), 495. 

Fast Facts on 3 John 

Written by? John 

Written to whom? “The beloved 

Gaius” (v. 1). 

Written when? A.D. 85-100 

Written why?   

1. To praise Gaius for his 

commendable behavior. 

2. To condemn Diotrephes for his 

conceited behavior. 

3. To honor Demetrius for his 

consistent behavior. 
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Key People in 3 John 

John—wrote to commend Gaius for his generous hospitality (vv. 1–14) 

Gaius—sole recipient of John’s letter; member of one of the churches under John’s spiritual oversight (v. 1) 

Diotrephes—self-centered and domineering member of the church (vv. 9, 10) 

Demetrius—faithful servant and excellent role model in the church (v. 12)2 

 

Why was John so upset about this person called Diotrephes in his third letter? - Some think that Diotrephes may 

either have been a heretical teacher or at least favored the false teachers who were condemned by 2 John. 

However, the epistle gives no clear evidence to warrant such a conclusion, especially since one might expect 

that John would have mentioned Diotrephes’ heretical views. The epistle indicates that his problems revolved 

around arrogance and disobedience, which is a problem for the orthodox as well as the heretic. 

 

John mentioned Diotrephes to Gaius as an example of the kind of negative effect caused by a leader who contradicts 

Jesus’ teaching on servant-leadership in the church (Matt. 20:20–28; Phil. 2:5–11; 1 Tim. 3:3; 1 Pet. 5:3) and who 

violates the standards of hospitality required of Christians. John noted at least six errors in Diotrephes’ behavior 

that form helpful warnings to others: 

 

• He loved to have preeminence (the desire to be first, v. 9). 

• He rejected John’s authority and therefore the authority of God’s Word by refusing to receive John’s letter 

(v. 9). 

• John charged Diotrephes with “prating against us” (a term that conveys the idea of someone talking 

nonsense, v. 10). 

• Diotrephes acted “with malicious words” (his false accusations against John were also evil, v. 10). 

• He “does not receive the brethren” (his hostility extended to other Christians, v. 10). 

• He was even “putting them out of the church” (he was excommunicating those who resisted his authority, 

v. 10).3 

 

THINGS TO REMEMBER ABOUT 3 John4 

 

1. 3 John is the shortest book in the Bible.  

2. 3 John is one of only three personal letters in the New “Testament (2 John, Philemon).  

3. 3 John contains one of the briefest New Testament greetings.  

4. 3 John is the only book in the Bible dedicated entirely to the subject of hospitality.  

1. 5. 3 John is the only New Testament book in which the names ‘Jesus” or , “Christ” do not appear.  

5. 3 John is written with great affection (1:1, 2, 5, 11).  

6. In 3 John, the word “truth” is a key word and is found six times and some twenty times in John’s three 

epistles combined.  

7. 3 and 2 John are the only two New Testament books addressed from “The Elder.”  

 

LIFE LESSONS FROM 3 John5 

 

1. Strive to walk in the truth. It will ensure a spirit of loving hospitality.  

2. Realize Christian teachers, leaders, and missionaries need your support.  

3. Partner with Christian workers in their ministries by supporting them.  

4. Encourage Christian workers so they don’t grow weary in their service.  

5. Be careful not to misuse any leadership position.  

                                                 
2 John MacArthur, The MacArthur Bible Handbook (Nashville, TN: Thomas Nelson Publishers, 2003), 510. 
3 ibid, 511. 
4 Jeff Lasseigne, Highway 66 (Santa Ana, CA: Calvary Chapel Publishing, 2004) 
5 Jim George, The Bare Bones Bible Handbook 
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I. Author - In both 2 and 3 John, the author identifies himself simply as “the elder.” Most likely, “the elder” is John, the 

apostle of Jesus and brother of James. 

 

II. Date - Along with the first two epistles, 3 John is normally dated between A.D. 85-100. 

 

III. Purpose – Like 2 John, 3 John is concerned with the 

reception of itinerant missionaries/teachers. 

However, these letters address different 

problems. 2 John cautions believers about 

receiving false teachers. By contrast, 3 John 

criticizes those who refuse to accept instructors 

of the true gospel. This letter contains three 

personal names— Gaius, Diotrephes, and 

Demetrius. The author applauds the hospitality 

shown by Gaius toward traveling Christians. On 

the other hand, Diotrephes is rebuked for refusing 

to welcome these people. The slight given by 

Diotrephes to these missionaries from John would 

have been scandalous in the first century 

Mediterranean world with their understanding of 

hospitality, honor and shame. Demetrius, who is 

mentioned briefly (v. 12), is also praised, and he 

probably delivered the letter. 

 

Two Problems with Diotrephes6 

1. Speaking Selfishly - For starters, Diotrephes gossips maliciously. The word for “gossip” here is suggestive of the bubbles 

at the top of a boiling pot of water. They look big, but then they pop and are meaningless. Diotrephes’s words are not 

only slanderous and evil, they are nonsense, empty, groundless. These days, we often justify our thoughtless speech 

by pretending that we are merely wanting to “get something off our chest.” We hide behind the idea of self-

expression. But really, no one is built up. Everyone within earshot is only torn down. John tells us to consider what 

our words will do to others. As Christians, we should know better than to speak merely for the sake of self-expression, 

Compelled by the love of Christ, we should always speak carefully and gently with words that build up those around 

us.  

 

2. Living Selfishly - Diotrephes not only makes trouble for the gospel by saying what pleases himself, he does only what 

pleases himself. John says in verse 9, “1 wrote to the church, but Diotrephes, who loves to be first, will have nothing 

to do with us.” Perhaps John had written to the church commending some missionaries he was sending. Yet unlike 

Gaius, who walks in truth and love, Diotrephes rejects the apostle’s authority. He says no. And he does this 

particularly by refusing “to welcome the brothers” (v. 10). You see, Diotrephes’s hostility follows a pattern. He is not 

just hostile to John, he is hostile to everyone who works for the gospel. Unlike Gaius, who welcomes these workers, 

Diotrephes rejects them, as well as John’s instructions to welcome them. In our study of 2 John, we saw that the 

problem was the people’s willingness to welcome false teachers. In 3 John, the problem is the opposite-refusing to 

welcome true teachers. Not only does Diotrephes not welcome these workers, he stops those who do! “He also stops 

those who want to do so and puts them out of the church,” John says (v. 10). He kicks the welcome wagon out of the 

church. He exercises illegitimate church discipline.  

So what is Diotrephes’s problem? Is he sympathetic with false teachers? Has he personally fallen out with John the elder? 

There is much this little letter does not tell us. But it does say Diotrephes “loves to be first” (v. 9). Diotrephes makes 

trouble for the gospel by loving himself first. Gaius loves the brethren; Diotrephes loves himself. Gaius gives out of his 

own for the brethren; Diotrephes wants to make sure things go his way. Maybe he is power-hungry. Maybe he 

enjoys empire building. Certainly, he has ungodly ambition. Certainly, he is selfish and loves to be first.  

How does John respond? “If I come, I will call attention to what he is doing” (v. 10). The Bible says we will all ultimately 

give account to God (Rom. 14: 12). In the meantime, he has given certain church leaders responsibility for exercising 

                                                 
6 Mark Dever, The Message of the New Testament, 509-510. 
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authority (Eph. 4:11-13). A pastor cannot change people. But he can warn them. As biblical scholar I. H. Marshall says, 

“It is not Christian to refrain from exercising legitimate authority when there is need to do so.” Diotrephes reminds 

us of the danger of confusing personal ambition with a zeal for the gospel of Christ. John has made it clear throughout 

his letters that a lack of Christian character is evidence of a lack of true Christian experience. Now, you may be 

amazed that a person like Diotrephes ever sat in a Christian church. But what was true in his day is true in ours as 

well. There will always be problems within the church, as the example of Diotrephes teaches. A. T. Robertson, a 

famous Greek scholar in the early twentieth century, wrote an article about Diotrephes for a denominational 

newspaper, calling him the “church boss.” In the weeks following publication of Robertson’s article, the editor of the 

newspaper received twenty-five letters from angry deacons canceling their subscriptions. All of them thought the 

article was a personal attack against them! It is important for us to think of others first, both with our words and with 

our actions.  

 

3 JOHN 7 – Should money be taken from unbelievers to do God’s work?7  

PROBLEM: John claims here that the brethren took no support for their ministry from unbelievers. Yet when Solomon 

built the temple he accepted gifts from Gentiles (1 Kings 5:10; 2 Chron. 2:13-16). Is it always wrong to take money 

from unbelievers for God’s work?  

 

SOLUTION: As a rule, God’s work should be supported by God’s people. For those who benefit spiritually should share 

materially with their teachers (1 Cor. 9:1-14). On the other hand, it may offend an unbeliever to turn down his gift and 

place an obstacle in the way of his becoming a believer. Moses did not reject gifts from Egypt (Ex. 12:25-36). Nor did 

Solomon reject the gifts and help of the Gentile King Hiram (2 Chron. 2:13-16) or from the Queen of Sheba (1 Kings 

10:10). So, while money should not be sought from unbelievers, neither should it be rejected, unless of course there 

are strings attached. Under no conditions should spiritual or other favors be bought by anyone. Furthermore, it 

should be noted that this passage in 3 John is not prescriptive, but descriptive. It does not say “Never take money 

from unbelievers.” It simply notes that these believers on this journey did not accept help from the heathen. No 

doubt they wanted to refrain from any accept help from the heathen. No doubt they wanted to refrain from any it 

should have been, they depended on other believers to “send them forward on their journey in a manner worthy of 

God” (v. 6). We should expect unbelievers to support the cause of faith.  

 

What guidelines about Christian hospitality are found in 3 John? 

John offers both encouragement and counsel regarding hospitality. He certainly believed that Christians should practice 

the kind of hospitality that could be judged in a “manner worthy of God” (v. 6). First, Christians must show 

hospitality to those who have pure motives. He described these as itinerant missionaries who went out “for the sake 

of the name” (v. 7; Rom. 1:5). They must be doing ministry for God’s glory, not their own. Second, Christians must 

show hospitality to those who are not in ministry for money. Since these missionaries were “taking nothing from the 

Gentiles” (v. 7), the church was their only means of support. Third, when Christians practice hospitality, they become 

participants in the ministry of those to whom they extend a welcome (v. 8).8 

In the early days of Christianity, many of the evangelists were called to an itinerant ministry. This meant that they were 

dependent upon kind and generous believers like Gaius (v. 6) to open their homes and to provide their basic 

necessities, such as a hot meal and a place to sleep. These evangelists would take nothing from the unsaved (v. 7) lest 

they appeared to be peddling the gospel.  

We are told that Jesus himself, when separating the sheep and the goats, will say, ‘’’Whatever you did for one of the least 

of these brothers of mine, you did for me’” (Matt. 25:40). Paul exhorts all Christians to, “Share with God’s people who 

are in need. Practice hospitality” (Rom. 12:13). The writer to the Hebrews exhorts Christians not to forget to entertain 

strangers; by so doing some people have unknowingly entertained angels (Heb. 13:2). And Peter says to some young 

Christians, “Offer hospitality to one another without grumbling” (1 Pet. 4:9).  

 

EXTRA: Hospitality—should be shown to faithful ministers of the Word (vv. 9, 10; Gen. 14:18; 18:3–8; Ex. 2:20; 1 Sam. 9:22; 

2 Kin. 6:22, 23; Job 31:32; Is. 58:7; Luke 14:13, 14; Rom. 12:13, 20; 1 Tim. 3:2; 5:10; Titus 1:8; Heb. 13:2; 1 Pet. 4:9) 

                                                 
7 Norman Geisler, When Critics Ask,  547. 
8 ibid, 511. 


