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EBC (AM, 22/10/’17)  GETTING THE BALANCE RIGHT (2 & 3 John)

Introduction How is your sense of balance? I think that mine is OK, but it’s 
nowhere as good as that of the top female gymnasts on the balance beam. Have you 
ever watched them? This morning I want to look at 2 and 3 John in terms of the 
balance which they provide to each other. I also help that this sermon will remind you 
of Pastor Steve’s series on 1 John, since we can see in them some of the teaching of 1 
John being put into practice in particular situations.

2 John So let’s look first at 2 John. We only have to read half a verse before we 
encounter a question – read v.1a. Who are “the chosen lady and her children”? Some 
have taken this literally, but I agree with those who see it as a way of addressing a 
particular church and its members. Fortunately, it doesn’t greatly affect what I want to
say if John is writing to a particular woman and her children. When we read on, it 
quickly becomes clear that the same false teaching is being opposed as in 1 John, and 
John has similar things to say. He calls upon his readers to hold firmly to the truth, 
particularly the truth about Jesus – read vv.4,7. He calls upon them to love one 
another – read v.5. And he calls upon them to obey the commands of God the Father, 
which obviously must include the commands received through the Son – read v.6. He 
continues to echo 1 John in vv. 8 and 9, but in vv. 10 and 11 we come to the 
distinctive and very practical element of 2 John – read vv.8-11. When we read this we 
need to remember that the obligation of hospitality was widely and strongly accepted 
in the first century, among both Jews and Gentiles. For them this was primarily about 
providing accommodation and meals for travellers, rather than our idea of welcoming 
visitors for a few hours. And the obligation was intensified for Christians toward one 
another, as fellow members of the family of God. So John is virtually saying that false
teaching about Jesus is of such importance that the obligation not to support it takes 
precedence over the obligation of hospitality. But what does this say to us? We shall 
probably never be asked to provide accommodation to a false teacher, and would have
no difficulty in saying “no” if we were. I believe that we can draw from this the 
principle that we need to take seriously our confession of Jesus Christ as the Son of 
God come in the flesh, truly human and truly divine. And we need to take seriously 
the threat of attempts to undermine this teaching, or diminish its importance. So 
where will this affect us today? The closest application to the first century situation is 
our making sure that we don’t carelessly support false teaching on fundamental 
Christian beliefs. So we need to be careful about whom we invite to preach, as I 
believe most churches are, but also about whom we invite to speak to other Christian 
meetings, and what emails we pass on, and what books and DVD’s we recommend. 
But there are broader implications. We need to be willing to stand against the 
prevailing idea in our culture that belief is a private matter and that one belief is as 
good as another, but to do so in a gracious and respectful fashion. And taking 
seriously our confession of Jesus Christ as the Son of God is not only about opposing 
false teaching. It is also about being in earnest about our own positive commitment. If
we value the New Testament teaching about Jesus, we shall show this as we read it 
and reflect on it. If we have a high view of the person of Jesus, we shall show this as 
we earnestly endeavour to honour him and obey him in all parts of our lives. Some 
people so emphasise right living as Christians that they see little need for speaking 
about our faith (“proclaim the gospel, and use words if you have to”). This is an 
exaggeration, but it is certainly true that our witness as Christians will be ineffective if
our lives don’t honour Christ.
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3 John This is a much more personal letter than 2 John, and it is clear that it was sent 
to an individual named Gaius. It doesn’t echo 1 John nearly as much as 2 John does, 
but it does more briefly refer both to faithfulness to the truth and to Christian love – 
read vv. 2-8. The interesting contrast with 2 John makes its appearance in the second 
half of this passage. John here positively encourages hospitality, and especially 
hospitality to travelling Christian teachers. We can safely assume, of course, that they 
are not false teachers. And John hasn’t finished with this theme at the end of v.8. 
Having commended Gaius for his hospitality, he now proceeds to condemn 
Diotrephes for his opposition to hospitality – read vv. 9-10. What is going on here? 
We don’t have much detail, but John does tell us that Diotrephes “loves to be first”, 
implying that this motivates his opposition both to John himself and to those who are 
associated with him, and he accuses him of “gossiping maliciously about us”. 
Negatively, I think we can be sure that fundamental Christian beliefs were not at 
stake. John has nothing to say against the orthodoxy of Diotrephes, whereas he must 
surely have said something if Diotrephes were guilty of false teaching. On the other 
side, we can be sure that any travelling teachers endorsed by John were not guilty of 
false teaching. Diotrephes was obviously a powerful figure in the church to which 
both he and Gaius belonged, probably the most powerful. Gaius would have been in a 
difficult position, addressed as “dear friend” by the apostle John and called upon to 
remain loyal to John and those who came in his name, but likely to incur the active 
hostility of the most powerful person in his church if he did so. To my mind, 
Diotrephes serves as a valuable warning to us, and a balance to the message of 2 John.
We should be willing to take a stand against those who undermine faith in the Jesus of
the New Testament. But we should not oppose fellow Christians on selfish grounds, 
even when we disagree with them on doctrines not fundamental to Christian faith. 
More than this, the case of Gaius says that there will be times when we shall have to 
take a stand against people who attack other Christians and offer support to those who
are attacked, even though this might make us unpopular with powerful people. 
Unfortunately, doctrinal issues have often been used as an excuse for personal 
hostility and struggles for power. Throughout the history of the church, some 
prominent Christian leaders have accused other prominent leaders of heresy, when in 
fact their differences over doctrine have been comparatively minor ones. It might be 
tempting to think that this wouldn’t happen among ordinary Christians in a local 
church. But is this so? Aren’t many Christians guilty sometimes of attacking one 
another over theological differences which are not fundamentals of Christian faith? 
Aren’t Christians guilty sometimes of falling out with one another because of 
personality clashes, even if they dress up the conflict in the clothing of important 
theological difference? Aren’t our fights sometimes about power, about getting our 
own way, whatever justification we might offer? 
In Conclusion To get back to John’s letters, I believe that John’s three basic 
principles (as found in 1 John and 2 John) are all crucial. We must hold firmly to 
biblical teaching about Jesus Christ, the Son of God. We must live out our faith in 
Jesus as Lord, sincerely seeking to obey him. We must love one another, as brothers 
and sisters in Christ. And John does not say that any one of these is less important 
than the others, or that two out of three is good enough. All of these are essential. I 
am reminded of a famous saying by a great Christian preacher and writer of the past, 
named Richard Baxter: In necessary things, unity; in doubtful things, liberty; in all 
things, charity. I am confident that the Apostle John would have liked this saying, 
especially that the final word is “love”.


