
Lesson Sixty-four 
 

3rd John 
 

 
 

Author:  As in 2nd John, the writer only identifies himself as “the elder.” However, the style of this 
epistle is the same as that in both 1st and 2nd John and there is no credible person who denies 
that the same person is the author of all three. Therefore, it is widely accepted that the apostle 
John, eyewitness to the ministry, death and resurrection of Jesus, is the author of all three of 
these letters.  
 
Audience:  Unlike 2nd John, which we believe was written to a particular church, this letter is 
definitely a personal letter written to Gaius, a Christian whom John loved dearly and referred to 
as his “dear friend.”  
 
3rd John and Philemon are therefore the only two personal letters contained in the New 
Testament. Though some of the other pastoral epistles are addressed to individuals (i.e. 
Timothy, Titus), it is clear they were intended to be used as teaching aids for the church as a 
whole. These two letters are the only two which are strictly personal in nature. 
 
Occasion for Writing: The reason for writing this letter is entirely different than the occasion for 
writing 1st and 2nd John. The purpose for writing this letter was to urge Gaius to show hospitality 
to a newcomer in the church named Demetrius, who was apparently a traveling Christian 
preacher and quite possibly the one carrying this particular letter.  
 
Apparently, John felt the need to urge Gaius to support him because the church was dominated 
by a man named Diotrephes who did not extend a welcome to traveling ministers who passed 
through. In fact, he abused his power and threatened to excommunicate anyone who did show 
hospitality to those who passed through the area. Diotrephes tried to run the church as though it 
were his own. Gaius may have been a man of some means and influence and therefore not 
easily intimidated by Diotrephes. In essence, John was urging Gaius to stand up to Diotrephes 
by offering hospitality to Demetrius.  

 
 



Strengthening or Weakening the Church? 
 

3rd John 1-14 
 

One of the fascinating things about the church is how so many people, from such varied 
backgrounds, can be joined together into one body to accomplish a purpose greater than 
themselves.  People with different interests, different personalities, different gifts and different 
life experiences all come together for the glory of God. At least it should be for the glory of God. 
But that is not always the case. In fact, in reality, there are only two kinds of people in the 
church. Those who strengthen the church and those who weaken it. Both are represented in this 
short letter of 3rd John. Which one are you? 
 
I.  GAIUS – A GOOD EXAMPLE OF SOMEONE WHO STRENGTHENS THE CHURCH 
     A.  Gaius was a good friend of John’s and someone who obviously was an important part of 
the ministry of the church. He demonstrated several qualities of someone whose ministry within 
the church strengthens the fellowship.  
 1.  A person who strengthens the church is strong in their soul  - John used an 
interesting expression when he said, “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.”  In other words, I hope 
your body is as strong as your soul. This is a beautiful expression. Each person should come to 
the church for the sole purpose of strengthening their soul! 
 2.  A person who strengthens the church is consistent in their actions – John 
acknowledged, “it gives me great joy to have some of the brothers come and tell about your 
faithfulness and how you continue to walk in the truth.”  Gaius didn’t just act right when John 
was around. He was consistent in living out his faith everyday. 
 3.  A person who strengthens the church is gracious in hospitality – Gaius apparently 
welcomed in ministers, fed them and took care of them. He treated people with such kindness 
that when they left, they couldn’t wait to tell others what he had done for them.  
     B.  Verse 11 says “do not imitate what is evil, but what is good.” We should try and emulate 
being a person who strengthens the church.  
 
II.  DIOTREPHES – AN EXAMPLE OF SOMEONE WHO WEAKENS THE CHURCH 
     A. Diotrephes, on the other hand, was harming the church by his actions.  
 1.  A person weakens the church when they have to be first – Diotrephes would have 
nothing to do with the apostle John because he loved to be first! Imagine that, his pride led him 
to put himself above the teaching of one of the original twelve disciples! 
 2.  A person weakens the church when they gossip about others – John acknowledged 
that Diotrephes gossiped “maliciously” about him. We don’t know the exact nature of it, but it 
had gotten back to John. Our pride causes us to gossip about others because we think we build 
ourselves up by tearing others down. 
 3.  A person weakens the church by not welcoming others – Diotrephes was just the 
opposite of Gaius. He didn’t want any new people around because he felt like they threatened 
his power. He didn’t want anything to change in the church.  
    4.  A person weakens the church by having a need to be in control – Diotrephes didn’t 
see the church as one body, all working together. He saw it as his own personal little fiefdom 
that he controlled. He forgot that Christ is the head of the body and all the rest of us are just 
equal parts in it. 
     B.  The problem with this letter is that we don’t know the exact church to which John is 
referring, so we don’t know the outcome for them. Did the people follow Gaius’ example, or did 
they follow the example of Diotrephes? 
 
We cannot answer the above question, but we can answer for ourselves today. Are you more 
like Gaius? Or are you more like Diotrephes? Are you strengthening our church, or weakening 
it? 
      


