3 JOHN

TITLE
3 John is the third in a series of three epistles that bear John’s name. 2 and 3 John are the nearest to the conventional form of the Greco-Roman world letter, written from an individual to individuals. 3 and 2 John are the shortest epistles in the New Testament, each containing less than 300 Greek words. Each letter could fit on a single papyrus sheet (cf. 3 John 13).

CONTENT
3 John is about “the elder, who wrote it; Gaius who received it; Diotrephes, who provoked it; and Demetrius, who carried it” (A.M.Hunter)

AUTHOR AND DATE
The author is the apostle John, who describes himself as the “elder,” conveying the advanced age of the apostle, his authority, and eyewitness status. 

The precise date of the epistle cannot be determined, but since the wording, subject matter and circumstances of 3 John closely approximate 2 John (v.1 cf. 2 John 1; v.4 cf. 2 John 4; v.13 cf. 2 John 12; v.14 cf. 2 John 12), a similar date is probable ie. c.95AD, and while John was in Ephesus in the latter part of his life.

BACKGROUND AND SETTING
3 John is probably the most personal of John’s three letters. While 1 John appears to be a general letter addressed to congregations scattered throughout Asia Minor, and 2 John was sent to a specific house church, this third letter names the sole recipient as “my dear friend Gaius” (v.1). The name “Gaius” was common in the first century (eg. Acts 19:29; 20:4; Romans 16:23) but nothing is known of this Gaius beyond John’s greeting, which infers he was a member of one of the churches under John’s spiritual oversight.
As with 2 John, 3 John focuses on the issue of hospitality but from a different perspective. While 2 John warns against showing hospitality to false teachers (vs.7-11), 3 John condemns the lack of hospitality shown to faithful ministers of the gospel (vs.9,10). Reports came back to John that itinerant teachers known and approved by him (vs.5-8) had travelled to a particular congregation and were refused hospitality (lodging and provision) by Diotrephes, who domineered the assembly (v.10). Diotrephes also verbally slandered the apostle John with malicious accusations and excluded anyone from the assembly who dared challenge him (v.10).
EMPHASES

The obligations of Christian hospitality, especially toward approved itinerant ministers

OVERVIEW
This is the shortest letter in the New Testament and so the shortest book in the Bible (actually 25 Greek words shorter than 2 John). Along with Philemon, it is a personal letter; unlike Philemon, it is a private letter as well.

At issue is Christian hospitality, as evidence that one is “walking in the truth.” The recipient, Gaius, perhaps a convert of John (v.4) is a dear friend (vs.1,2,5,11; “dear friend” translates the Greek agapetos = beloved). Along with the truth of the gospel (vs.3,4), Gaius and the elder share the practice of Christian hospitality toward approved itinerants (vs.5-8,11,12).

Between Gaius’ two responses of hospitality toward strangers is the opposite example of Diotrephes, who has a two-fold problem:

 (1) he is self assertive in terms of leadership in the church 
 (2) his way of asserting himself is to reject both a letter from the elder and the approved
      itinerants who were being commended to the church in that letter.

UNDERSTANDING 3 JOHN
In the first century, hospitality toward strangers was considered a virtue, and accommodation was often linked to a temple or a synagogue. The practice was adopted by the early Christians. An approved itinerant minister could expect to receive hospitality within a local church community anywhere in the known world (cf. Luke 9:4,5; 10:5-8). Paul mentions it as an expression of love (Romans 12:13), and it is urged as a form of Christian conduct in Hebrews 13:2. Such hospitality was also be expected of a householder who was also the leader of the church (1 Timothy 3:2), but it could also be the responsibility of any others who had sizeable households (1 Timothy 5:10).
Together, 2 and 3 John show how closely connected a householder, hospitality in his or her house, and the church that met in the house, were in the first century church. Itinerant ministers who claimed to be sharers of the gospel, needed to have letters of commendation (such as 3 John is for Demetrius) in order to be given Christian hospitality in the home that housed a church community. But even when the itinerants were well known (eg. Titus in 2 Corinthians 8:16-24), they often carried a letter of commendation from a leader known to the community to which they were going (Acts 15:23-29; Romans 16:1,2; cf. 2 Corinthians 3:1-3 where Paul is incredulous that he needed such a letter in Corinth).

This cultural phenomenon is crucial to understanding 3 John (as well as 2 John 10,11). In the present case, such a letter from the elder had accompanied some whom he had sent to a church, but Diotrephes had rejected it, refused hospitality, and disfellowshipped those who would like to have shown it. This is the same position the elder himself took in 2 John 10,11, indicating that the touchstone of everything is the gospel of Christ.
These notes have drawn heavily on “How to Read the Bible Book by Book” by G. Fee and D. Stuart (Zondervan 2002, pp.420-422), and to a lesser extent “The MacArthur Bible Handbook” by J. MacArthur (Thomas Nelson Publishers 2003, pp.509-512) and “New Testament Survey” by M. Tenney (W.B.Eerdmans Publishing/Inter-Varsity Press 1997, pp.379,380) 

3 JOHN IN OUTLINE

After the traditional salutation (vs.1,2)

Verses 3-8

These verses are about Gaius who received it, commending him, because of the good report about his faithful “walking in the truth” (vs.3,4), in this case pointing especially to his faithfulness in showing hospitality to some strangers, who went out “for the sake of the Name” (vs.5-8).    
Verses 9,10

These verses condemn Diotrephes, who provoked it, regarding this issue; at the same time there is also some tension over the elder’s authority
Verses 11,12

These verses commend Demetrius, who carried it, urging that he be shown hospitality

Verses 13,14

These verses conclude with words about the Elder, who wrote it
These notes are a full summary of “How to Read the Bible Book by Book” by G. Fee and D. Stuart (Zondervan 2002, pp.422)
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