New Testament Postcards #3

“Balancing Truth with Love”

3 John 1-14
Most of us are familiar with a pendulum. A pendulum is a weight hung from a fixed point so that it can swing freely backward and forward, especially a rod with a weight at the end that regulates the mechanism of a clock. From the first scientific investigations of the pendulum around 1600 by Galileo, the regular motion of pendulums was used for timekeeping, and was the world’s most accurate timekeeping technology until the 1930s. Pendulums are also used in scientific instruments such as accelerometers and seismometers. 

The term pendulum is also used to refer to the tendency of a situation to oscillate between one extreme and another. Human beings tend to do this. We go from one extreme to the other, while more often than not the answer lies somewhere in the middle. 

In our study of the New Testament postcards—the one-chapter letters of Philemon, 2 & 3 John, and Jude—we see the twin virtues of truth and love. In Philemon, Paul urges the use of tact that we defined as “speaking the truth in love.” In the short letters of John we see the pendulum swing between love without truth and truth without love. The answer lies in the balance.

Like the second letter, 3 John is brief enough to have been written on a single sheet of papyrus. A similar problem lies behind both letters, namely the visits of traveling teachers and what treatment is to be given to them. Both letters are therefore concerned with Christian truth and love and with their relation to hospitality. There are differences, however. In the second letter the church is warned not to extend hospitality to false teachers who deny the doctrine of the incarnation, while in the third John commends Gaius for the hospitality he has shown to teachers of the truth, urges him to continue it, and sharply rebukes Diotrephes for his refusal to welcome them and for his opposition to those who wished to. In this way the positive instruction of the third letter is complementary to the more negative instruction of the second.

John opens his third letter in the first verse, “The elder, to my dear friend Gaius, whom I love in the truth.” Unlike 2 John, the apostle addresses the letter to a particular person. The recipient of the letter is Gaius, a common name in the Roman Empire, like “John” or “Jim” today.
 One commentator suggests that Gaius was “‘perhaps the most common of all names in the Roman Empire.”
 Three men in the New Testament bore this name: Gaius of Macedonia, who was with Paul at the riot of Ephesus in Acts 19:29; Gaius of Corinth, who was baptized by Paul and who served as Paul’s host, who may have been the first bishop of Thessalonica; and Gaius of Derbe, who transported a collection of money from his church to the suffering Christians in Jerusalem. According to the fourth-century so-called “Apostolical Constitutions” it was this Gaius of Derbe to whom the third letter of John was sent and whom John appointed the first Bishop of Pergamum. This latter suggestion has attracted some commentators, but it’s more likely that this particular Gaius was an otherwise unknown convert of John.
 

We can be fairly certain that John wrote to a Gaius who was an elder in whatever congregation he served, for the matter of which he wrote was serious and would require overt action. In the New Testament church, such matters were settled by the elders.

What we will discover in 3 John are matters that we still find in local churches today. As we read this brief letter, we find ourselves saying, “Times have not changed very much!” We have similar people and problems today!

Truth should be Basic

The first thing we see in this letter is that truth should be basic. The verses 2-8 are addressed to Gaius:

Dear friend, I pray that you may enjoy good health and that all may go well with you, even as your soul is getting along well. It gave me great joy to have some brothers come and tell about your faithfulness to the truth and how you continue to walk in the truth. I have no greater joy than to hear that my children are walking in the truth. Dear friend, you are faithful in what you are doing for the brothers, even though they are strangers to you. They have told the church about your love. You will do well to send them on their way in a manner worthy of God. It was for the sake of the Name that they went out, receiving no help from the pagans. We ought therefore to show hospitality to such men so that we may work together for the truth. 

John opens this note with the subject of love. Three of the first eleven Greek words with which the letter opens refer to love.
 We would expect this from the so-called “Apostle of Love.” Yet, as we saw in 2 John, the author also emphasizes truth. His genuine declaration in verse 1 of “love in truth” leads immediately into a prayer for Gaius’ welfare—physically and spiritually, in body and soul. John’s concern for Gaius’ physical well-being reveals a superior theology: God is not merely a God of the soul; He’s God of the body as well.

At the same time, those who have recently developed the so-called ‘prosperity gospel’ (that God wills all his children to enjoy health and wealth in abundance) can find in this text only the flimsiest foundation for their position. Consider these points: (1) they depend almost entirely on Old Testament promises of prosperity, where emphasis was more on the physical than on the spiritual; (2) they are insensitive to the poverty and hunger of many believers in developing nations, to whom the prosperity gospel evidently does not apply; and (3) they overlook the New Testament emphasis on adversity rather than prosperity as the chief mark of the followers of the Suffering Servant.
 So do not let someone use this text to say something it’s not.

John mentions the spiritual prosperity of Gaius, pointing out two specific characteristics: “your faithfulness to the truth” in verse three, and “your love” in verse 6. Gaius was a balanced Christian. He held the truth in love and he also loved in truth.
 A balanced life is a healthy and happy life, a life that honors God.

Verse 4 suggests that Gaius may have been one of John’s converts, and, of course, those we lead to faith in Christ are especially precious to us. In particular John rejoiced that his children were continuing to “walk in the truth,” similar to his statement in 2 John 4. Just as in that earlier letter, in Gaius’ case “walking in truth” was synonymous with “walking in love.”
 

God’s truth was “in him” and enabled him to walk in obedience to God’s will. Gaius read the Word, meditated on it, delighted in it, and then practiced it in his daily life. What digestion is to the body, meditation is to the soul. It is not enough merely to hear the Word or read the Word. We must inwardly “digest it” and make it part of our inner persons.

To walk in the truth is more than to give mental assent to it, though. It means to apply it to one’s behavior. Whoever walks in the truth is what John Stott calls “an integrated believer in whom there is no dichotomy between profession and practice. On the contrary, there is in him an exact correspondence between creed and conduct.”

Gaius’ walking in truth was evidenced by the love he showed the visiting preachers as they passed through, described in verses 5-8. As we saw in 2 John, the local churches often received these traveling evangelists and hosted them in their homes while they stayed, then gave them funding when they left to continue their ministry. John commends Gaius for this practice.

It is clear that Gaius’ entire life was wrapped up in the truth. True living comes from the living truth. Jesus Christ, the truth, is revealed in the Word, which is God’s truth. The Holy Spirit is also truth, and He teaches us the truth. The Spirit of God uses the Word of God to reveal the Son of God, and then to enable us to obey the will of God and “walk in truth.”

For every believer, truth should be basic. Truth should be our foundation for everything we think, believe, say, and do. Our faith should not be subjective, dependent upon our feelings or opinions. Objective truth—found in God’s Word—must be basic in our lives.

Truth can be Brutal

Yet truth can be brutal. We see this personified in verses 9-10,

I wrote to the church, but Diotrephes, who loves to be first, will have nothing to do with us. So if I come, I will call attention to what he is doing, gossiping maliciously about us. Not satisfied with that, he refuses to welcome the brothers. He also stops those who want to do so and puts them out of the church. 

John introduces us to Diotrephes, who was probably an elder in the same congregation as Gaius.
 However, Diotrephes appears to have succumbed to personal ambition, arrogance, and pride to the extent that he even set himself up against the authority of the apostle John and the traveling messengers commissioned by John. Instead of working as a team player among equals in the church, he wanted the first place of authority. Part of the purpose of the letter, then, was for John to indirectly urge Diotrephes to repentance through Gaius, backed up by the warning that John will show up in person and, if necessary, cut Diotrephes down to size.

Management experts describe the various styles of leadership as bureaucratic—operating by rules and regulations; laissez faire—permissive; participative—others sharing in decisions; and dictatorial—one-man rule. No question about Diotrephes’ mode—he was an iron-fisted autocrat.
 Warren Wiersbe calls him, “Diotrephes the Dictator,” adding,

It seems like many churches have members who insist on “being boss” and having their own way. I must confess that sometimes it is the pastor who assumes dictatorial powers and forgets that the word minister means “a servant.” But sometimes it is an officer, perhaps a longtime member of the church who thinks he or she has “seniority rights.”

Our Lord’s disciples often argued over which of them would be the greatest in the kingdom (Matt. 18:1ff). Jesus had to remind them that their model for ministry was not the Roman official who “lorded it over” people, but the Saviour Himself who came as a humble servant (Php. 2:1ff). During my many years of ministry, I have seen the model for ministry change, and the church is suffering because of it. It appears that the “successful minister” today is more like a Madison Avenue tycoon than a submissive servant. In his hand he holds a wireless telephone, not a towel; in his heart is selfish ambition, not a love for lost souls and for God’s sheep.

Diotrephes was motivated by pride. Instead of giving the preeminence to Jesus Christ (Col. 1:18), he claimed it for himself. He had the final say-so about everything in the church, and his decisions were determined by one thing: “What will this do for Diotrephes?” He was most unlike John the Baptist who said, “He [Jesus Christ] must increase, but I must decrease” (John 3:30). The Greek verb indicates that it was the constant attitude of Diotrephes to promote himself.

Diotrephes had an intense desire to have preeminence in his church. A literal rendition of the Greek for the phrase who loves to be first is “who loves the presidency (or the chief place).” We might say in today’s English, “He loves to be the boss,” or “He loves to be in charge.” The tense of this word is continuous. His continuous longing for preeminence and rule was the preeminent and ruling motive of his heart. A verbal form of this word in an ancient Greek manuscript was used to convey the idea “to domineer.” Diotrephes’ pride manifested itself in the form of being a bully.
 Unfortunately, local churches have dealt with similar people behind the pulpit or in positions of leadership ever since.

Verse 9 suggests that John had previously written to the church, a letter not preserved in the New Testament. How was it lost? John implies that instead of reading it to the church as a form of continued instruction from their apostolic leader, Diotrephes intercepted the letter. Because he did not accept what the apostle and his messengers said, Diotrephes likely destroyed it. Beyond this, he refused to show hospitality to any of the apostle’s delegates, made up lies about them, and even forbade other members and leaders of the church to show any hospitality toward them. In his self-promoting rage, Diotrephes even put out of the church anybody who tried to restore contact with the apostle’s line of communication.

In this letter, John has some strong criticism for Diotrephes, but it is not the kind of criticism we might have expected. Diotrephes doesn’t seem to be an apostate spreading false theology. In fact, in the verses describing Diotrephes, I notice an absence of reference to any doctrinal error. He could probably split theological hairs with whoever came across his path, but his rigidity in life, his personal agenda, and his actions told others that he wasn’t following the truth.
 It was not doctrinal heresy but personal ambition was the cause of the trouble.

This needs to be a warning for us. We can be right as rain, but if truth is not balanced with love, we can become brutal dictators with the truth. We may be able to quote chapter and verse, but unless we are “speaking the truth with love” nobody will want to listen! Many people (including preachers) have watered down the truth in the name of love, not wanting to offend anybody. This is wrong, but let’s not allow the pendulum to swing to the other extreme where we bash people unlovingly with the truth. Chuck Swindoll notes,

In my life of ministry, I can attest to the fact that an acute case of “Diotrephes Disease,” with those kinds of symptoms, can bring an otherwise healthy church to its deathbed. As strong-minded but spiritually immature people weasel their way into positions of influence, they begin intimidating others to get their way. The problem usually isn’t a matter of bad theology, but pride; not false teaching, but faulty leading. If left untreated, “Diotrephes Disease” can infect a whole congregation, leading to conflict, schism, and the death of a local church.

Truth must be Balanced

This leads us to the last point: truth must be balanced. This is evidenced in yet a third named individual, Demetrius, in verses 11-12,

Dear friend, do not imitate what is evil but what is good. Anyone who does what is good is from God. Anyone who does what is evil has not seen God. Demetrius is well spoken of by everyone—and even by the truth itself. We also speak well of him, and you know that our testimony is true. 

Most likely Demetrius was the person carrying John’s letter to deliver to Gaius.
 Demetrius was certainly fit for the task. John provided three impressive references for him. First, everyone who knew Demetrius vouched for him. Not a soul lacked confidence in his character and integrity. Second, he lived his life in a way that lined up with “the truth itself.”  Unlike Diotrephes, Demetrius lived an exemplary life in terms of doctrine and practice. Like Gaius, Demetrius walked in the truth and obeyed the Word of God. This does not mean that either of these men was perfect, but it does mean that they were consistent in their lives, seeking to honor the Lord.
 Third, John gave Demetrius a personal stamp of approval from his own circle of apostolic leadership.

It is interesting to contrast these two little letters and to see the balance of truth that John presented. Second John was written to a godly woman about her family, while 3 John was written to a godly man about his church. John warned “the elect lady” about false teachers from the outside, but he warned Gaius about dictatorial leaders inside the fellowship. The false teachers in 2 John would appeal to love so that they might deny truth, while Diotrephes would appeal to truth as, in a most unloving way, he would attack the brethren. How important it is to walk “in love and truth” and to hold the truth in love!

Before we think that this was just an isolated problem in a first century church, Greek scholar A. T. Robertson once wrote an article on Diotrephes for a church magazine, portraying him as one who wants to control a church according to his own whims. Subsequently 20 deacons from various parts of the country wrote the editor to cancel their subscriptions because of this “personal attack” made on them!

I’m convinced that many churches have their own Diotrephes—someone who will try to cast a gray shadow across the ministry by unjustly accusing leaders, shutting out people in need, and intimidating church members. Sometimes the Diotrephes Disease spreads to infect a whole group in the church, who strive for dominance and absolute lordship over everyone— members and leaders alike. They may be sound in propositional truth, able to cross their theological t’s and dot their doctrinal i’s, but they lack love for their fellow members within the church and for their brothers and sisters in other churches.

At the same time, I’m encouraged that every church has its own Gaius or Demetrius—those with character and fortitude, who display body-building virtues of love, hospitality, generosity, integrity, and purity. They’re willing to take a stand for truth balanced by love, even if it means getting crosswise with the bullies. They speak out against injustice, confront the lack of grace and mercy, and protect those too intimidated to defend themselves. May their tribe increase!

Times haven’t changed much, have they? Church people today—even those who hold the same truth and live according to the same moral principles—still often jostle for recognition, clamber for position, and break fellowship and ruin friendships to get to the top. Thankfully, most leaders do not behave this way. We have many examples of those who reflect good judgment, sound doctrine, and genuine love toward the brethren. The truth we hold must be balanced with genuine love for others.

As we close this morning, I want to turn to the classic hymn by Isaac Watts, “When I Survey the Wondrous Cross.” The first hymn provides a prescription to prevent the pride of Diotrephes from blossoming in our hearts and in our church:

When I survey the wondrous cross 

On which the Prince of Glory died, 

My richest gain I count but loss, 

And pour contempt on all my pride.

When we turn our eyes upon Jesus (to borrow from another hymn), everything is put in its proper perspective. We will be able to balance truth with love.
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