New Testament Postcards #2

“Balancing Love with Truth”

2 John 1-13
“Don’t judge a book by its cover,” goes the old saying. I would add, “…or its size.”

Last week we began a series of studies in what we are calling the New Testament Postcards—brief letters consisting of one chapter each. In our previous message we looked at Paul’s letter to Philemon and learned the importance of tact—“speaking the truth in love.” Today we move on to John’s second letter, where we will find similar themes emphasized.

The second and third letters of John are the shortest documents of the New Testament—shorter even than the letter to Philemon and the letter of Jude, the only other New Testament letters consisting of but one chapter. Each of John’s second and third letters contains less than 300 Greek words.
 These letters, along with Philemon, are the nearest we approach in the New Testament to a conventional piece of first-century correspondence. Their length indicates that they were probably written on a single sheet of papyrus; their content, that they are dealing with a particular set of circumstances and therefore have a specific destination.
 

As we saw in Philemon, this letter begins by identifying the author and the audience. Yet in this case neither is named. This note was written by “the elder” and addressed to “the chosen lady and her children.” So who wrote the letter, to whom, and why the intrigue?

Virtually all scholars agree that “the elder” is a reference to John the apostle. In his later years, according to church history, John functioned as an elder of the Ephesian church.
 The Greek term for “elder” is presbyteros, which has the basic meaning “being relatively advanced in age.” It can also refer to an official in a civil or religious office—as in an elder of a guild, synagogue, or church. (This is where the term “Presbyterian” came from.) In that instance, the primary focus would have been on the person’s office as a community leader, not on his age. However, these two meanings of presbyteros aren’t mutually exclusive. Generally, the leaders of civic or religious organizations would have been the more senior members of the community.
 Probably, because of his age and because he is the last survivor of the original apostles, John uses this designation.

So how do we know that this is the apostle John? The same fingerprints of the author of 1 John are all over 2 John, in terms of writing style, themes, and vocabulary. And the book of 1 John likewise shares numerous similarities with the Gospel of John. Because we know the author of the Gospel of John to be the aged disciple of Jesus—John, son of Zebedee —we can identify the author of 2 John as the same person. This is confirmed by the language and style of John that indelibly mark this letter.

In fact, the similarities between 1 John and 2 John are so great, it is possible that 2 John served as a cover letter, sent along with 1 John, to include personal greetings from the Elder to a specific individual or congregation in his care. It is also possible that 1 and 2 John were intended for different audiences: 1 John was circulated in the Elder’s immediate vicinity, while 2 John was sent to those at a distance, whom the Elder could contact only by letter (2 Jn 1:12) or by messenger (2 Jn 1:4). In any case, it is safe to say that the two letters illumine each other and are so obviously written with the same situation in view that each may be used to interpret the other.

Next, who is the “chosen lady”? Two main views have been held from earliest days by commentators on this letter. One sees the phrase “chosen lady and her children” as a reference to a particular church (figuratively called a “chosen lady”) and the individual members of the church (figuratively called “her children”).
 However, John switches between the second-person singular (“you”) in verses 4, 5, and 13 and the second-person plural (“you all”) in verses 6, 8, 10, and 12. If the singular addresses the whole church, whom is the plural addressing? And if the plural addresses all the members of the church, whom is the singular addressing?

Another view, which I have adopted, is that John has a particular person in mind when he uses the term “chosen lady” and employs the second-person singular. This seems to make the most sense of John’s very personal tone in the letter. John’s other personal references (“lady,” “your house,” and “your chosen sister”) lead me to this conclusion. Like Lydia in Acts 16, perhaps this lady was a gracious hostess who opened her home for the sake of the ministry.

Some commentators have understood the Greek word translated “chosen” (eklektos) as a proper name, thus “Lady Electa.”
 Likewise, the Greek word translated “lady” (kyria) could be a proper name. In fact, the Aramaic equivalent of “Kyria” is “Martha,” the name of a well-known figure in the New Testament. Could it be that John was writing a letter to the same Martha, the sister of Mary and Lazarus, mentioned in the book of John? Could the “chosen sister” mentioned in verse 13 be a reference to Martha’s sister, Mary? As intriguing as these speculations are, they are just that. We have no way of knowing who the “elect lady” was. Nor does it matter for our understanding the message of this letter.

For whatever reason, John carefully hides his identity and that of his addressee. We can only guess why. But perhaps because persecution was by no means a thing of the past, John likely had no desire to attract unwanted attention to himself, nor did he wish to expose his friend to enemies of the faith, especially enemies who sat in high places.

The main themes of this brief letter are set in the very first verse: “The elder, to the chosen lady and her children, whom I love in the truth…” Love and truth—the major concerns of John’s first letter are the same in his second.

John used the word truth four times in the first three verses, so it is an important word. Basically, it means “reality” as opposed to mere appearance, the ultimate that is the basis for all that we see around us.
 Truth is the unchanging standard by which we measure if something is “true.” As we will see, the very existence of truth is being denied by our culture today.

Verse three is a normal greeting, seen in one form or another in many of Paul’s writings: “Grace, mercy and peace from God the Father and from Jesus Christ, the Father’s Son, will be with us in truth and love.” The notable change is the inclusion of “truth and love” and the end. Whether truth and love are the conditions or the consequences, or merely the accompaniments, of our receiving grace, mercy and peace, they are clearly essential marks of the Christian life.
 And it introduces John’s emphases in the remainder of his note.

Love should be Gracious 

John first writes that love should be gracious. We read in verses 4-6, 

It has given me great joy to find some of your children walking in the truth, just as the Father commanded us. And now, dear lady, I am not writing you a new command but one we have had from the beginning. I ask that we love one another. And this is love: that we walk in obedience to his commands. As you have heard from the beginning, his command is that you walk in love.

The apostle first commends his readers for “walking in the truth.” As elsewhere in the Bible, “walk” is a common metaphor for “live.” To “walk in the truth” means to obey it, to permit it to control every area of our lives.
 So it naturally follows that John brings up a truth to obey—a command from the Father. But this is not a new command but one from the very start: Love one another. And how do we love one another? By obeying God’s commands! “To walk in truth” and “to walk in love” are identical. To love is to be true to God’s Word.
 The reason for love is the truth in us, and which will be with us into eternity.

Truth is the ground of reciprocal Christian love. We love each other not because we are temperamentally compatible, or because we are naturally drawn to one another, but because of the truth that we share. So long as the truth endures, in us and with us, so long shall our love also endure. Moreover, since Christian love is founded upon Christian truth, we shall not increase the love that exists between us by diminishing the truth that we hold in common. In contemporary movements towards church unity we must never compromise the very truth on which alone true love and unity depend.

Is it possible to command love? Yes, when you understand what Christian love really is. Many people have the mistaken idea that Christian love is a feeling, a special kind of “religious emotion” that makes us reach out and accept others. Certainly emotion is involved, but basically, Christian love is an act of the will. In fact, it is possible to love people that we really do not “like.”
 Love is not a feeling or emotion, but a way of life that manifests itself concretely in its concern for others in obedience to the commandments of God.

Love can be Gullible

In verses 7-11, though, John warns that love can be gullible. 

Many deceivers, who do not acknowledge Jesus Christ as coming in the flesh, have gone out into the world. Any such person is the deceiver and the antichrist. Watch out that you do not lose what you have worked for, but that you may be rewarded fully. Anyone who runs ahead and does not continue in the teaching of Christ does not have God; whoever continues in the teaching has both the Father and the Son. If anyone comes to you and does not bring this teaching, do not take him into your house or welcome him. Anyone who welcomes him shares in his wicked work.
Understand that these early churches did not have printed copies of the New Testament available to them. Many would have had some of the Hebrew Scriptures (our Old Testament) and perhaps one of the Gospels or a letter from an apostle. But as the church spread throughout the Roman Empire, and as the original apostles died out, Christian congregations relied upon traveling prophets who would bring them the word of the Lord. They welcomed these traveling prophets, providing comfortable lodging, sustaining them, and honoring them as messengers from the Lord. However, the kind of love and respect shown by churches to authentic apostles and prophets began to attract impostors. As the first century progressed, not all of the roving “reverends” were worthy of their room and board. False prophets and teachers, claiming to be sent by God, would show up occasionally to cash in and lead small, unsuspecting churches astray. Even secular writers attested to their abuses:

Lucian, in his work called the Peregrinus, draws the picture of a man who had found the easiest possible way of making a living without working. He was an itinerant charlatan who lived on the fat of the land by traveling round the various communities of the Christians, settling down wherever he liked and living luxuriously at their expense.

This kind of threat from false prophets and teachers seems to be the background of John’s brief dispatch to the “chosen lady” and “her children.” The dear lady’s practice of hospitality demonstrated open-armed love, but in the face of the reality of false prophets and teachers, such hospitality needed to be checked by the important task of protecting doctrinal truth. While affirming her charitable spirit, John sent the “chosen lady” an urgent message: Balance unconditional love with discerning truth.

Sentimental love might prevent such a warning. It is much more popular to be tolerant of error than to try to correct it. John demonstrates, in his firmness motivated by love, that the sort of kindness called “tolerance” today is not a manifestation of real Christian love in the presence of error. This warning of love against error grows out of John’s firm persuasion that there is such a thing as objective truth, and that that truth has been revealed in Jesus. All else is false. It is within the sphere of this reality that John proclaims his love. Such dogmatic convictions concerning truth and falsehood are, in our day, to say the least unpopular. It is very typical of our culture to say that truth is relative; nothing is absolute.
 The Christian church cannot agree.

Love must be Grounded

Rather, we believe that love must be grounded in truth. Those who walk in the truth should be people who love others. John links truth with love. But love without truth is dangerous! Every cult I have ever heard of promotes love. They envelop you with affection and support, but they fail to teach the truth about Jesus Christ. Truth without love is equally dangerous, especially when someone claims to be representing God. Much damage has been done to the reputation of the body of Christ through those who hammer points of theology or morality without covering their words and actions in the love that comes from God. These two facets of faith are so inextricably linked that the church refuses one if it stands without the other. There is no genuine love apart from the truth, and vice versa.

Our love for others is not to undermine our loyalty to the truth. On the other hand, we must never champion the truth in a harsh or bitter spirit. Those who are “walking in the truth” need to be exhorted to “love one another.” So the Christian fellowship should be marked equally by love and truth, and we are to avoid extremism that pursues either at the expense of the other. Our love grows soft if it is not strengthened by truth, and our truth hard if it is not softened by love. Scripture commands us both to love each other in the truth and to hold the truth in love.
 Thus, John says, we must take seriously how we balance unconditional love with discerning truth in this life. If we allow the truth to be compromised (even in the name of love), then we open ourselves up to being led astray, which can have serious consequences.

And what of the charge of intolerance? It is the church’s responsibility to teach people and to nurture them in faith, righteousness and love. As a church, it must draw the lines that exclude teaching and practice it deems out of harmony with the revelation of the Scripture. It has this right and responsibility. To be sure, in the effort to guard truth with zeal, some churches draw the lines harshly and narrowly. But in the effort to exhibit Christian charity and tolerance, some churches refuse to draw the line at all.

Although only thirteen verses long, 2 John contains three principles we can spend the rest of our lives putting into practice. These aren’t complicated, but they are difficult, because navigating between unconditional love and discerning truth will always be a challenge for believers striving to live a balanced Christian life.

First, loving others is a fundamental expression of authentic Christianity. The chosen lady and her children were excellent examples of this kind of loving hospitality and welcoming spirit. Nowhere does John seek to downplay or dismiss the need for this kind of open-armed love. One of the greatest witnesses we can have in a world of hate is to show love and charity toward both the family of God and those outside the church. Therefore, let’s walk in love.

Second, embracing the truth is equally essential. The one who loves you the most is the one who tells you the truth. If I’m engaged in destructive behavior, I would hope somebody loves me enough to tell me. It isn’t loving to let a person go to hell because we don’t want to offend them. This means we need to know the truth, grow in the truth, and study Scripture and sound theology for the rest of our lives. If you don’t know what you believe and why, you won’t know where to stand on any doctrinal or moral issue—at least not with any solid conviction. Therefore, take time to study and be strengthened in the truth.

Third, when error is discerned, love must be kept within its bounds. The challenge today is to know the truth and to take a stand for it without backtracking, compromising, or downplaying. At the same time, we need to be gracious and winsome in our witness. We must always be ready “to make a defense to everyone” regarding the hope that we embrace, but we do this “with gentleness and reverence” (1 Pet. 3:15). We must stand for the truth, but at the same time, we must extend love and walk in grace. We must love within the banks of truth and discernment…and learn to live in the dynamic tension between grace and truth. Therefore, learn the language of “speaking the truth in love” to both believers and unbelievers.

What an important message for us today! Our own twenty-first-century church faces charges of hatred when believers stand for the truth…and faces temptations to fudge on doctrinal and moral issues in the name of tolerance and acceptance.
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