14th August 2011
3 Jn

A letter to Gaius

Thank you!

One of my enduring memories from the period just after Christmas was trying to get the children to knuckle down and write thank you letters for the presents they had received.  Eventually they were written but it was always a bit of a struggle. Whilst they were grateful it just seemed to them to a bit of a chore especially when the process involved was a bit like a production line.   

They are now both of an age now to sort it out themselves. But I read a recent article that seems to suggest the majority of such letters are now sent by e-mail or even SMS. We seem to be moving away from the ‘letter’ and onto much shorter forms of communication. But it is still a joy when a ‘proper’ letter arrives. A friend when she sent a letter always started it – ‘time for coffee’ which reflects that we need to take some time to sit and linger over the news the letter contains.
Over the next few weeks we will explore together some personal letters written by the apostles John and Paul. This week we examine the last of John’s letters, perhaps the most personal of them.

Learning by example

Jerome one of the early Church Fathers tells us that when the apostle John was very old and had to be carried into his congregation at Ephesus he would say, ‘Little children, love one another.’ When questioned why he kept repeating this – John replied, ‘Because it is the Lord’s command and if this is all you do, it is enough.’ This is the sentiment that runs through the tone of this letter.
If we look at what he says to each of the three people mentioned in the letter we can see the importance of what John is talking about. The letter was sent to one of the churches in the province of Asia where the situation within the fellowship was causing concern to the apostle. Many of the letters in the NT were written to correct some wrong attitudes of doctrine and this letter is no exception.

Encouragement

It is always nice to receive words of encouragement or affirmation and it wouldn’t be unreasonable to think that Gaius would have been pleased to receive this letter. As we read, it is plain that John holds Gaius in high regard. We don’t know the exact relationship – he may have been brought to the Lord by John but we are not told. 
But what is apparent is that John draws attention to Gaius’ spiritual well being – ‘I pray that you may enjoy good health…even as your soul is getting along well.’ (v 2) and that he is full of – ‘faithfulness to the truth’ (v 3)
Together with his spiritual growth, reports from travelling evangelists despatched by John also bear testimony to his welcoming of these Christians into the fellowship at some considerable risk to himself as is made plain later in the letter. 

In contrast to the itinerant philosophers and religious experts of the time who made a good living out of those who bought their services, these Christian evangelists relied solely on the generosity of their hosts. They took literally Jesus’ instruction – ‘freely you have received, freely give.’ (Mt 10:8) 
John finishes these opening verses by encouraging Gaius that by his actions he is – ‘work[ing] together for the truth.’ Gaius has recognised that it is a privilege for him to be involved in this work. The NT evangelists were concerned primarily with obedience to Jesus and lived out the Great Commission in Matthew. 
We don’t need a ‘call’ before we act in this way but rather in response to what Christ has given us. This may be hard but it doesn’t negate the commission that each of us has been given.

A warning

John now turns his attention from his ‘dear friend’ to someone altogether different. It appears that John had already written to the church and had raised some concerns with Diotrephes who he plainly says – ‘will have nothing to do with us.’ (v 9) 

It would appear that he had all the wrong motives and was displaying behaviour that had little to do with John instructions to - ‘love one another.’ Diotrephes appears to be putting himself first and trying to take the church as a whole down that path. He is obviously a strong character who had enough influence to stop others welcoming these evangelists and actually put them out of the church. In addition, so as to reinforce his own power base he slanders the apostle.

We aren’t told of the origins or motives of this behaviour but Diotrephes is doing nothing to keep the church unified both within the fellowship and with his brothers and sisters elsewhere. Diotrephes is engaging in the type of behaviour that Jesus drew attention to in relation to the religious people of his time who took prominent places and drew attention to themselves because of their position.
The actions of this man serve to be a check list for us to see if we are suffering from the ‘Diotrephes syndrome’ – a disease that will spread its poison in the body and eventually destroy it. This syndrome is in complete contrast to being faithful to the truth.

Help is on the way!

John as he concludes his letter is not prepared to engage in a war of words but rather contrasts good and evil; a theme that occurs through his writings. If Diotrephes is bad then Demetrius will model what is good. We are not sure of Demetrius’ position but it thought likely he was the bearer of the letter and was being sent to the church in preparation for John’s promised visit.
John’s endorsement of Demetrius reinforces the Biblical principle that a genuine Christian life can’t remain hidden. In any case we can’t keep hidden our true nature or motivation for long; something is bound to leak out. 

Demetrius’ arrival must have cheered and encouraged Gaius – at last here is someone who will help out in this rather difficult relationship that had developed with Diotrephes and his faction.
This letter teaches us to guard both as individuals and as a church against the destructive nature of what it describes. This is not just a 1st century problem.

Something to aim for 

Recent research
 found that churches that exhibit the following things are more likely to be genuinely following what Jesus calls Christians in community to act and think like.
· ‘Churches where God is a the centre, rather than the minister, programme or growth targets

· Churches that nurture authentic friendships rather than ‘insipid’ fellowship or institutional belonging

· Churches that are self critical, alert to destructive interpersonal dynamics and that are working towards healthy community practices

· Churches that treat adults as adults and encourage spiritual development rather than spoon feeding their members

· Churches that foster dialogues rather than monologue and participation rather than performance
· Churches that welcome questions, eschew simplistic answers and affirm the dimensions of mystery in authentic spirituality

· Churches that encourage expressions of doubt, anger and lament as well as joyful certainty

· Churches that are attuned to the pressures of daily life and do not place unrealistic demands on their members

· Churches that engage creatively and sensitively with contemporary cultural and social issues

· Churches that that equip members for the world at work and discipleship beyond the congregation

· Churches that embrace a holistic understanding of mission and have realistic expectations as marginal communities in post – Christendom.’
This is a long list but the sentiments are not a million miles away from the situation John addresses in his letter to his dear friend Gaius.
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