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LESSON 11: 3 JOHN 

 

Third John has the fewest words of any book in the Bible. It’s also the only New Testament book 
not to mention Jesus Christ by name. The book is a tiny letter that does not contain as much 
teaching as we might want or expect from a piece of scripture. Thus, it usually overlooked in 
most studies. However, there are still some great messages in this book, and so it deserves at 
least one class lesson for study. 

 

x Show hospitality. 
x Take church authority seriously. 
x Imitate what is good. 

 

x What are some uses and abuses of church authority? 

 

Third John is probably not high on your “to-read” list. It’s short and seems to be just a personal 
correspondence from one person (the Elder) to another (Gaius). There isn’t too much direct 
teaching in it. We’re not exactly sure of the situation that prompted the letter. But as one 
author writes,  
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[t]he importance of 3 John lies, however, not in what it directly teaches or whether it 
contains a message that will preach, but in the crucially important issue that it raises. 
The dispute…concerns the question of authority…in a very concrete and specific 
instance. Who has the right to speak to others in the church in matters of discipline and 
doctrine in order to say definitely what is permissible or impermissible, truth or error?17 

The book includes not only rebuke of Diotrephes for his authority problem, but also a 
commendation of Gaiuis for hospitality, as well as a brief mention of Demetrius for faithfulness. 

We might outline the book this way:18 

1. Prescript (1-4) 

a. Address (1) 

b. Greetings (2-4) 

2. Body (5-12) 

a. Petition (5-8) – praising Gaius for his hospitality 

b. Warning (9-11) – criticism of Diotrephes for his lack of hospitality 

c. Commendation (11-12) – of Demetrius for his faithfulness 

3. Closing (13-15) 

a. Deisire for a personal visit (13-14) 

b. Greetings (15) 

 

I. 3 John 1-4 

Read 3 John 1-4 
                                                      

17 D. Moody Smith, First, Second, and Third John, Interpretation (Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 
1991), 58. 

18 Outline from R. Alan Culpepper, The Gospel and Letters of John, Interpreting Biblical Texts (Nashville: 
Abingdon, 1998), 279. 
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The letter begins with a greeting much like 2 John, except whereas 2 John was addressed to 
“the elect lady” (probably the church), 3 John is addressed to a particular person: Gaius. We 
don’t know much about this person outside of this letter. There are other instances of this 
name in the New Testament19 - mainly by Paul, but 3 John was written a generation after Paul’s 
letter to the Romans, one of the last mentions (chronologically) of Gaius by Paul. Thus, the 
Gaius mentioned in 3 John is probably not associated with any other NT person of the same 
name. We’ll look at what we know about this person from 3 John a little later. 

John gives Gaius a warm salutation, praying that he can enjoy good health. As in the previous 
letter, John is thankful for a good report. In the first century, authority figures receiving reports 
from their church members was a common thing. We read about Paul getting good and bad 
reports from various congregations he planted and worked with, and the same thing is 
happening with John. He has received a good report – not just about the congregation, but 
about Gaius in particular – and he wants to praise Gaius for that. 

Then John makes a profound statement: “I have no greater joy than to hear that my children 
are walking in the truth” (v. 4). John here is referring to the church members he has left behind, 
and he is grateful to hear that they are still walking in the truth, despite all the adversity that is 
facing them. 

x What things does John pray for Gaius? Are these things common in your 
prayers? 

x Describe a “good report” you have gotten about a person or group’s faith. 
x For parents: if we take “children” in the literal sense (not how John uses it), 

how does verse 4 resonate with you? Do you indeed have no greater joy 
than to know your children are walking in the truth? (And conversely, is it 
painful when you struggle with children who are not walking in the truth?) 

x For everyone: how has your faith journey affected your family? 
 

II. 3 John 5-10 

Read 3 John 5-10 

Now John turns his attention to an all-out praise of Gaius. Apparently, Gaius has shown 
hospitality to some messengers/emissaries from John (v. 5). Gaius welcomed these brothers, 
even though he didn’t know them. The language suggests that some of these messengers are 
still at Gaius’s house when John’s letter arrives (or that they would return to his house soon), 
because John tells Gaius to “send them on their way in a manner worthy of God” (v. 6). 

                                                      

19 Rom. 16:23, 1 Cor. 1:14, Acts 19:29, Acts 20:4. 
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In verse 7, we’re reminded of the situation of first century traveling teachers. They went out, 
receiving no help from “the pagans” – in other words, they didn’t receive a collection from the 
people to whom they were preaching. Rather, they had to rely on the hospitality of Christians 
like Gaius when they traveled from town to town. And indeed, John closes with the command 
to show hospitality to aid in the cooperative work of spreading the gospel, or “work[ing] 
together for the truth” (v. 8). 

But all is not well. In verse 9 we encounter Diotrephes, “who loves to be first.” Apparently, 
Diotrephes is being inhospitable to John’s messengers and gossiping about John and his 
associates (v. 10). He is “refusing to welcome” John’s messengers, preventing others from 
welcoming them, and “putting them [John’s messengers and/or those who welcome them] out 
of the church.” 

The great irony here, as you may already be noticing, is that in the previous letter, John has 
commanded his readers to do just what Diotrephes is doing: refuse to welcome people. 
However, in the previous letter, John made clear that the reason for such inhospitableness was 
to stop the spread of false teaching. Does Diotrephes now think that John is spreading false 
teaching? Or is Diotrephes, who “loves to be first” (v. 9) just seeking to remove John’s authority 
from the picture so he (Diotrephes) can take over? Or maybe Diotrephes can’t distinguish true 
from false teaching, so he’s just refusing to welcome all traveling teachers. We don’t really 
know. All we know is that Diotrephes has appointed himself to be a leader (and 
excommunicator) without any authority to do so. 

x How can Gaius send the messengers on their way “in a manner worthy of 
God”? 

x What role has hospitality played in John’s letters? 
x What does hospitality look like in our age? How has it changed in the past 

few generations? 
x In what ways do we intentionally or unintentionally seek to be first when 

we shouldn’t do so? 
x What does it mean to “gossip maliciously”? 

 

III. 3 John 11-14 

Read 3 John 11-14 

John moves on to some general commands, but they are perhaps linked to the previous 
discussion of Diotrephes. John writes that Gaius should not imitate evil (perhaps alluding to 
Diotrephes) but should instead imitate what is good (perhaps alluding to himself). In another 
example of someone imitating what is good, John points out Demetrius, who is well-spoken of 
by everyone – even by the truth itself. (John probably uses truth and “Jesus” interchangeably). 
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We don’t really know what was good about Demetrius, but it seems he is a contrast to 
Diotrephes. 

John closes the letter in a similar manner to his previous letter: he has much to write, but wants 
to communicate face to face instead of with pen and ink. 

x What does it look like to “imitate” evil? 
x Should we seek to be “well spoken of by everyone”? What are the dangers 

in this quest? 

 

x How can we avoid being like Diotrephes, shunning all cooperation in order 
to avoid false teaching? 

x What warnings can we take away from Diotrephes regarding how we 
interpret commands in scripture? 

x What is the value of face-to-face communication? How has this mode of 
communication changed in the digital age? 


