Small Letters, Big Idea: 3 John
“Simon says …”

SNRBC 5th August 2007

Illustration: Play a game of “Simon says” – Make the point that whether we admit it or not we all follow people in various different ways in our lives – parents, friends, celebrities, culture. Sometimes we are so oblivious to ourselves and those around us that we don’t realise it – you only have to go and live in a different culture for a month or so to realise how much we follow each other.

3 John may be a small letter of only 13 verses but it has important things to say about following others.

Reading 3 John
The book of 3 John was probably written around the time of the books of 1 and 2 John. It is not unreasonable to assume that they were all written by John. Even though 2 and 3 John only announce the writer as the ‘elder’, there are certain similarities between the style of writing and the content of all the three letters of John and the gospel of John which makes this a reasonable assumption.
We saw last week that there difficulties in the community that John was writing to. There were two groups of missionaries moving around the church – false and true.

There were the problems of false teachers who were being welcomed into the church community – they were denying that Jesus had come in the flesh, that Jesus death was not necessary for the forgiveness of sins and this cause confusion and contradicted the gospel which had been handed down by the eyewitnesses of Jesus, the apostles.

In 2 John the church community were encouraged to continue in love towards each other and also to continue in the truth of the gospel. This emphasis on truth meant that the church community shouldn’t welcome or show hospitality to those who taught a false gospel.

Where as 2 John was written to a church, 3 John is written to an individual called Gaius. Gaius was a common name in the Roman Empire and there are numerous different people called Gaius mentioned in the NT so it is impossible to specifically identify who the Gaius is BUT 3 John does give some important indications about Gaius. It seems as if:

· He holds a position of responsibility in the church – John writes things to Gaius which you would only really write to someone who has responsibility in the church.
· Gaius had visiting preachers or evangelists to stay, so he held an important role of hospitality. From the letter (especially v5) we get hints that he even seems to have had the money to do this at his own expense on a regular basis. Gaius welcomed the true itinerant teachers with open arms.
· Gaius was very well respected, especially by John – four times in the letter Gaius is called a dear fried. A term of endearment and admiration. In v3 some brothers had reported back to John about how Gaius was faithful to the truth and living it. In v5 the brothers also reported back that Gaius was strong in love. His reputation truly preceded him!
Gaius was an important guy – to john and to the church community that John was writing to. Gaius was living by the truths that John had written about in 2 John committed to love and committed to truth – this bought John great joy. v4 – John says: “I have not greater joy than to hear that my children are walking in the truth”. Any minister, any preacher will tell you that the most joyful moments of their ministry are not when the sermon goes well, when people laugh or cheer, but the moments when people say things which make you think – ‘YES! They got it!’ They grasped the truth of the God and it is affecting their life for good – they are living it. Those are most joyful moments in ministry as John well knew!
It is in passion of this joy that John spends the first few verses of the letter celebrating the good things that Gaius has done and also he also encourages. He celebrates but encourages Gaius to also go a bit furthers as well – v6  “You will do well to send the itinerant preachers on their way in a manner worthy of God” in other words “good that you are providing hospitality but I encourage you to also make sure that they have what they need for their onward journey as well”. It is good to celebrate things amongst God’s people. 

· In the church we can get so critical at times – we complain when things don’t go well or don’t meet our standards but rarely say ‘well done’ when someone does a good job. (I’m just as guilty as well!) We rarely say to people like John does here ‘What you did was great, it brought me great delight and joy’. 

· In the church we can be discouraging rather than encouraging. When was the last time you said to someone “you’re doing a great job, keep going!”
· Perhaps as Christians we recognise that truth of servanthood – we are doing it not for praise but to serve others, we are doing it not for the praise of others but for God – yet in the midst of the reality that we should not be motivated by praise we forget it is actually good praise people even if we are aiming are not to be motivated by praise!

John celebrates and encourages Gaius. 

One morning I opened the door to get the newspaper and was surprised to see a strange little dog with our paper in his mouth. Delighted with this unexpected "delivery service," I fed him some treats. The following morning I was horrified to see the same dog sitting in front of our door, wagging his tail, surrounded by eight newspapers. I spent the rest of that morning returning the papers to their owners.  

Marion Gilbert in Reminisce, Reader's Digest, February, 1994, p. 12. 

We can think that I won’t encourage or celebrate because like in the story of the dog – they will want more and more and I’ll get stuck with them BUT do you notice what happened with the dog – celebration and encouragement meant that he continued on and even achieved something better. It is good that we celebrate our achievements together. Take time out this week to celebrate and encourage someone – like John tell them “I really appreciate what you are doing, keep on, your doing well.”

Yet even though he celebrated and encouraged Gaius, John was all too aware that there was a danger. John knows that it can all that is good can be blown away in a moment if we start following the wrong people. After the praise and joy expressed in the first part of the letter vv3-8, after the encouragement to keep on keeping on John says watch out …

Verse 11 says “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.”
Be careful of whom you follow. John holds up two people – one bad example of people to follow and one good example.
Firstly the bad example – Diotrephes.

vv9-10 – “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’s problem with Diotrephes doesn’t seem to have been a disagreement about Christian belief or theology. In his letter John doesn’t criticise Diotrephes for teaching the wrong things in 3 John but he does criticise him for his attitudes.

Diotrephes is someone who:

· (v9) Loves to be first – self-centred, he wanted the central place in the church, he wanted the place of power. Because of that he didn’t want anything to do with John in case he got pushed out of the limelight.

· (v10) is gossiping maliciously – the original Greek makes it clear that John says that the gossip is nonsense – it is malicious, cruel and nasty. Diotrophes saw John as a threat to his position in the church and sought to undermine him

· (v10) he wouldn’t even welcome the true itinerant teachers and sought to put out of the church anyone who didn’t agree with him in this
Diotrephes is someone who is more concerned about their own glory and not glory of God.

John is concerned that Gaius would be tempted to follow in Diotrephes’ footsteps which is why he says don’t imitate what is evil but imitate what is good. John then holds us a good example to follow – the example of Demetrius.

We get a total contrast between Demetrius and Diotrephes. Demetrius is someone who has an excellent reputation with everyone. People look at him and see the godliness oozing out of him. We get the impression he was someone whose spirituality shone forth. We meet them occasionally as we go through life people who truly do appear godlike in what they do, the ways in which they relate to others, the ways in which they handle conflict, sin, power and so on.

Demetrius is not only spoken of well by everyone – a good reputation with everyone is not enough in itself. John says that even the truth speaks well of him. In other words when you look at the truth of the gospel, when you look at the truth of how a follower of Christ should think and behave, and then you look at Demetrius the truth does not condemn him in at all. It speaks well of him.
John is holding Demetrius up to be a good guy, a true Christ follower. He even adds in v12 “we speak well of him and you know our testimony is true”. John is saying to Gaius “This guy Demetrius is a real solid guy, a bloke of integrity, you can trust him and what he says. Gaius you know you can trust our judgement. In fact if ever he needs a place to stay don’t hesitate to offer it to him.” (Because after all part of the problems were about hospitality!)
Imitate not what is evil but what is good – so imitate Demetrius not Diotrephes!!

Remember the game we played at the start. Simons says “do this do that, be like me” – Yet just because Simon says it doesn’t mean that we should automatically follow. Watch who you imitate! Imitate those who are godly and not those who are ungodly. 
Perhaps you want to be all spiritual and say I don’t follow earthly people, I follow Christ. Yet in reality we all have people whom we look up to, people whose characteristics we like and try to be like.

Paul even recognised this – In 1 Corinthians 11:1 “Follow my example, as I follow the example of Christ.” Where I follow Christ follow me, where I don’t don’t!
Who are your role models in life, perhaps they are still alive, perhaps they died, perhaps it is someone you know today or perhaps it was someone from your childhood – whoever are your role models make sure that they are living in a godly way before you begin to think of following in their footsteps.

If we choose to imitate the wrong people we can so easily end up going the wrong way without realising. We can so easily end up moving away from God instead of towards him. 

Do we automatically accept what people say and do at face value without even comparing it to the gospel message and the truth of God. John calls us to be discerning in whom we follow. Distinguish right from wrong, good from evil, holiness from sin. One of the dangers for us as followers of Christ is that we become unconcerned about who we are following, we just carry merrily on without thinking about it. Perhaps habitually following people without discernment, not even considering they may be wrong.  
John calls us to be discerning and not asleep in our relationships. Don’t imitate people who love to be first – people who want everything centred on them. Don’t imitate people who say cruel and nasty things to bring others down. Don’t imitate people who don’t provide hospitality, who don’t show love or concern for people with legitimate needs. Why because they person has not seen God (v11) or in other words they have not grasped to truth of who God is. So they are not worth following.

Perhaps an equally important question to also ask ourselves from this letter of John is not just who are you following, but who are you going to be like! When others look to us to be a role model are we Diotrephes OR Demetrius?Are you going to be like Diotrephes who is out for himself and his position OR are you going to be like Demetrius who is so committed to truth that his whole life expresses it.
The direction we decide to live our lives is an important decision – ultimately it is a decision about whether we live for God or not. It is a definite decision that we need to make and then renew every hour of everyday with God’s help. Make the decision about who you are going be – let God determine your identity, your life, your priorities and your love.

May be as you listen you feel that God is saying to you – you’ve been like Diotrephes, now is the time turn your life around to become like Demetrius and Gaius. Now is the time to turn to God and say sorry for the way you’ve been living and now is the time ask for God’s help to be different.

John says in this letter to Gaius – Gaius you are doing well, I celebrate that and encourage you to keep going BUT most of all keep a watch on whom you are following. This is still an important message for us to hear today. Let us pray …
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