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[The truth and love challenge] 

 

It’s important that as we begin our study of 3
rd

 John to keep in mind that the 

context of 3
rd

 John includes 1
st
 and 2

nd
 John. In 1

st
 John, the apostle issues 

three tests of authentic Christianity which have tremendous implications for 

the health of the church: 

1. Doctrinal test: It is necessary for us to have right doctrine especially 

as it relates to Christ.  

2. Obedience test: Our lives must reflect submission to the truth (versus 

hypocrisy, which is neither healthy nor authentic Christianity) 

3. Love test:  We are called to love one another as God first loved us—

healthy relationships are essential for a healthy church that reflects 

authentic Christianity. 

If any of these things are distorted or missing, you cannot have a healthy 

church. You cannot have a healthy church without good doctrine, obedience 

to the truth of God’s word, or healthy relationships. And the chemistry of a 

healthy relationship is the pure concentrate of both truth and love.  

 

2
nd

 and 3
rd

 John were written in response to 1
st
 John as an application of the 

truths I have just mentioned. The apostle is coaching these believers as to 

how they are to apply both truth and love in their response to doctrinal 

teaching.  

 

At the surface, 2
nd

 & 3
rd

 John seem to revolve around the topic of Christian 

hospitality and how it intersects with the advancement or hindrance of the 

gospel. Remember that in those days the gospel was advanced through 

traveling evangelists and teachers who were dependent upon the hospitality 

of local believers for food and lodging to support their ministry.  

 

The underlying issues: 

• Discernment: distinguishing false teachers from teachers of truth; 

this requires a clear understanding of some fundamental doctrine as 

it relates to the Gospel �2
nd

 John. 

• Mature Christian character: a life of uncompromising truth and 

selfless love. Now, we are talking about not only knowing right 

doctrine but having the ability to apply it with wisdom and        

grace. � 3
rd

 John.  

 

John’s aim is that his readers would both provide for the advancement of the 

Gospel through their love and hospitality and protect the truth of the gospel 

by exercising discernment regarding false teachers. And all of this would 

depend on the mature Christian character of generous love and 

uncompromising truth.  

 

This is why we have these two dominant themes of truth and love in 1
st
, 2

nd
 

and 3
rd

 John.  

 

So here’s the thrust of 3
rd

 John: 

We must never allow truth or love to stand alone without the other.  

 

Truth without love damages people. 

Love without truth diminishes the gospel (love without truth is “love” 

without substance).  

 

In other words, mature Christian character requires a full measure of both 

truth and love working together. We might ask the question: “What does a 

person look like if they are mature in Christ?” John 1:14 says that Jesus is 

“full of grace and truth.” Perhaps this is why in Eph. 4:15 Paul made a 

connection between speaking the truth in love and maturity in Christ: 

“…speaking the truth in love we are to grow up in all aspects into Him who 

is the head, even Christ.”  

 

Life Principle: Truth produces love and love clings to the truth.  

 

For example, love will sacrifice many things (self; possessions); But love 

will never sacrifice the truth. Love knows that to exceed the bounds of truth is 

to exceed the bounds of love. On the other hand, when the truth of God’s 

Word truly penetrates our hearts, it bleeds back out in the selfless sacrifice of 

love.  



3
rd

 John is a living portrait of these truths: Here we are going to meet Gaius 

whose life is a healthy reflection of both truth and love. Then we are going to 

see Diotrephes who probably has some truth but no grace/love. Finally, we 

will be introduced to Demetrius, a man of good character whom the church 

should lovingly embrace in the truth with the hospitality of Christian love.  

3
rd

 John scenario: John is probably sending Demetrius out as a Missionary 

and wants Gaius to take him in and care for him while he is there. But John 

is concerned that this character by the name of Diotrephes will intimidate 

and even threaten to persecute Gaius for taking him in. So John is looking 

out for the interests of Demetrius by encouraging Gaius to keep doing the 

right thing even in the face of Diotrephes’ selfish intimidation.  

 

So let’s look at these three examples of the need for truth and love to stand 

together.  

 

1. Gaius the gracious (vs. 3-6) “For I was very glad when brethren 

came and testified to your truth, that is, how you are walking in 

truth. 
4 
I have no greater joy than this, to hear of my children 

walking in the truth. 
5 
Beloved, you are acting faithfully in whatever 

you accomplish for the brethren, and especially when they are 

strangers; 
6 
and they have testified to your love before the church. 

You will do well to send them on their way in a manner worthy of 

God.” 

 

• Walked in the truth (vs. 3-4) 

--not only did he know and love the truth, but his daily 

conduct conformed to the truth. Truth is the pattern of his 

life. Evidently Gaius was a man who gave careful attention 

to the word.  

• Faithful in his ministry to the church (vs. 5) 

He is trustworthy, consistent, dependable—these are the kind 

of people that make the church fruitful week after week.  

• Practiced hospitality to strangers (vs. 5b) who are actually 

missionaries, according to vs. 7-8. 

 

John’s main concern is for those who have gone out in the name of 

Christ as preachers and missionaries, spreading the gospel and 

instructing the churches in the teaching of the apostles.  

He commends Gaius for taking these believers into his home and 

urges him to treat them in a manner worthy of God—that is to care 

for them and provide for them just as if it were the Lord whom he 

was hosting. John says, “we ought to support such men, so that we 

may be fellow workers with the truth” (vs. 8). In other words, 

through his ministry of love, opening his home to these believers, 

Gaius has an essential role in the advancement of the gospel.  
 

• There’s one more thing about Gaius—the church bore 

witness to his love which was especially seen in his 

hospitality.  

 

In Gaius we see truth and love standing together. His mature Christian 

character and his life were so healthy that John prays that God would bless 

him with physical health in proportion to his spiritual health. “Beloved, I 

pray that in all respects you may prosper and be in good health, just as your 

soul prospers” (vs. 2). 

 

By the way, the New Testament calls us to imitate the example of Gaius by 

opening our hearts and homes to those in need of hospitality:  

 

I Peter 4:9 ~ “Be hospitable to one another without complaint.” 

 

Hebrews 13:2 ~ “Do not neglect to show hospitality to strangers, for 

by this some have entertained angels without knowing it.” 

 

I Timothy 5:10 ~ hospitality is listed as a virtue of godly Christian 

women.  

 

Rom 12:13 ~ contribute to the needs of the saints, “practicing 

hospitality.” 

 

I Tim. 3:2; Titus 1:8 ~ elders/overseers are to be given to hospitality. 

 

In the Old Testament, God’s people were not to oppress strangers, 

because they themselves had once been oppressed strangers in 

Egypt. How much more for the church, who are aliens and strangers 

on this earth. 



In 2
nd

 John the apostle issued a warning about opening one’s home to false 

teachers so as not to support their ministry. A knee-jerk reaction to that 

warning would be to say, “I’m just not going to open my heart and home to 

strangers.” But when we take in the whole teaching of the New Testament, 

we are compelled to open our hearts and homes in Christian hospitality 

within the bounds of truth.  

 

2. Diotrephes the demanding (vs. 9-10) “I wrote something to the 

church; but Diotrephes, who loves to be first among them, does not 

accept what we say. 
10 

For this reason, if I come, I will call attention 

to his deeds which he does, unjustly accusing us with wicked words; 

and not satisfied with this, he himself does not receive the brethren, 

either, and he forbids those who desire to do so and puts them out of 

the church.” 

 

Diotrephes is a dangerous man with some measure of truth but no 

love.  
 

• Arrogant & Selfish—loved to be first among the brethren 

(vs. 9). Diotrephes had the mindset of the world—

demanding, self-centered, overbearing, prideful—he loved to 

be first. Diotrephes has the exact opposite mindset of Jesus 

set forth in Phil 2:3-5. 

 

• Not teachable—rejected apostolic teaching and authority 

(vs. 9). Do you allow other people to speak into your life, or 

are you defensive? Without a teachable spirit you will not 

grow.   

 

• Malicious—spreading false accusations with wicked words 

against John and other spiritual leaders (vs. 10a).  

 

• Refused hospitality to the saints and persecuted those who 

did take in itinerant preachers. Diotrephes had his own 

agenda and walked over anyone who got in his way          

(vs. 10b).  

 

• Diotrephes stood on his own authority and refused to be 

accountable. He didn’t appreciate the outside influence of 

John and others. He alone wanted to be in control.  

 

It makes you wonder how Diotrephes ever got to be a leader in the 

church—He probably pushed his way to the front with his own 

demanding ambition.  

 

But notice that John, who was quick to condemn false teachers, did not 

lay this charge at the feet of Diotrephes. He probably had some measure 

of the truth. But without love, whatever measure of truth he had became 

an excuse to posture his pride. Even though John has become known as 

the apostle of love, Diotrephes was too rigid and prideful to receive 

instruction even from the apostle John.  

 

Not enough can be said about the need to develop humility in our lives! 

Pride destroys; humility heals.  

 

What a contrast we see between Gaius and Diotrephes. Both men’s lives 

speak so plainly that John needs only to give us one word by way of 

application: “Beloved, do not imitate what is evil, but what is good. The one 

who does good is of God; the one who does evil has not seen God.” (vs. 11) 

 

Regardless of how spiritual a person may seem, watch their character.  

 

3. Demetrius the delightful.  “Demetrius has received a good testimony 

from everyone, and from the truth itself; and we add our testimony, 

and you know that our testimony is true.” (vs. 12) 
 

• He has a good reputation among everyone 

• His very life was a testimony to the truth 

 

--It could be assumed that by his good and pervasive reputation, that 

Demetrius was a gracious man of love who walked humbly 

according to the truth—a reflection of Jesus who was full of grace 

and truth.  

 

In the end, truth and love must stand together in our lives because together 

they are a true reflection of who God is. Together truth and love are a living 

parable of the gospel. The cross of Jesus Christ is the most profound 

expression of God’s unrelenting and uncompromising commitment to truth 

and His generous display of selfless, sacrificial love.  



• When we only stand for truth without the maturity of love, we 

misrepresent God and the gospel. A message of truth without grace 

is unattainable—it is no gospel (good news). God’s grace is what 

makes His truth attainable in our lives.   

 

• When we only hold out “love”/ grace without the truth, we also 

misrepresent God and the gospel. A message of love without truth 

has no power.   

 

But it is when the truth of God’s righteousness and our sinfulness is 

truthfully told and the solution of God’s grace is extended with love that the 

hope of the gospel penetrates our lives.  

 

So what influence should 3
rd

 John have on our lives today?  

1. Believers need each other. The ministry of contributing to the needs 

of the saints and practicing hospitality is still essential today 

(Romans 12:13). Opening our hearts and homes to each other and 

those who need to experience the warmth of Christian love is 

indispensable. Our homes are the most effective place to reach 

people for Christ and encourage people in Christ. How much more 

should we love on those who visit our church family as we gather to 

worship? 

2. Transformation happens in Christ-centered relationships around the 

Word. We need both grace and truth in our homes as well as in our 

church. Are we speaking the truth in love to our spouse, in our 

parenting, and in our ministries? We need each other and we all need 

to grow in both grace and truth.  

3. Are you teachable?  Will you allow others to speak the truth into 

your life with love? We will never be qualified to speak the truth in 

love to others until we can receive the truth with humility ourselves.  

4. Where do you need to grow the most—in grace or truth? 

Has pride been masked behind a defense of truth? Or has grace been 

the reason to avoid hard realities of truth? We all need to grow in 

humility in an environment where we give and receive love without 

compromising the truth.  

 

 

5. As you continue to press forward to maturity in Christ, don’t allow 

truth or love to stand alone without the other. You won’t grow in 

grace or truth unless you allow the truth of God’s Word to shape you 

until the love of God is what bleeds out of you.  

 

Benediction: Now “grow in the grace and knowledge of our Lord and 

Savior Jesus Christ. To Him be the glory, both now and to the day of 

eternity. Amen.” 


