
Sermon Discussion Information 
 
Sermon Series: 1st, 2nd 3rd John: Real Love Casts Out Fear 
Sermon Title: “Struggling Through Disagreement” 
Sermon Text: 3rd John 
Focus Statement: I want my listener to have a clear minded resolve and take the necessary risks to 
remain in any struggle representing an important disagreement until a breakthrough can be achieved. 	
 
Unique Quotes from Sermon:  
 
Today’s teaching concludes a teaching series that began on October 1, 2017 exploring the shorter letters 
of the New Testament seeking to glean wisdom from the struggle, confusion, and debates of these letters 
such that we become clearer minded and generous Christ followers amidst our modern struggles, 
confusion and debates. Next Sunday we begin a new teaching series on the Parables of Jesus, which 
comprises approximately a third of everything that Jesus taught as written down in the four gospel 
biographies of Jesus--Matthew, Mark, Luke and John. The word “gospel” means good news and couldn’t 
we all use a little more good news these days?! 
 
We considered calling the entire shorter letter series “Reading other People’s Mail” because these 
shorter letters are exactly that, written correspondence to specific people and churches in the first century 
and across the Roman Empire. But, that title seemed a bit creepy. And, yet of all of the shorter letters we 
have covered to date, 3rd John, today’s text, feels the most like we are truly reading someone’s personal 
mail in that many consider 3rd John the most nontheological letter in the entire New Testament. It is a 
personal letter between John and a man named Gaius who was likely a personal ally to John amidst a 
significant set of disagreements that John encountered with one of the churches he started in Ephesus, 
that likely went through a split and with a lay leader named Diotrephes creating major problems for John. 
** 
3rd John is a highly personal letter. And, because John mentions names that we know nothing about and 
a disagreement that, at least on the surface, represents nothing more than personal rancor and 
difference of opinion—there is little to discuss here with the exception of John’s sheer determination to 
re-connect to a house church that he likely founded. And, the way he attempted to use his relational 
connections to find a way to break through the standoff.  
 
In the First Century there were no church denominational boards or Catholic, Protestant, Orthodox or 
Coptic Church religious structures to sort out disputes. So, disagreements were settled locally and 
amongst locally designated leaders. Early Church life was connected across churches though, because it 
was the practice of the Early Christians to bestow special authority upon the original apostles who were 
eye witness of Jesus, and then by succession other Christian leaders as time moved forward amongst 
various organically organized churches scattered across various Roman cities and provinces.  
 
The one exception to this informal way of addressing disagreements was a formally gathered ethics 
council recorded in the New Testament book of Acts Chapter 15. The ethics council was convened 
because most of the Early Churches were splintering over the issue of whether or not non-Jewish (or 
Gentile) Christ followers needed to follow Jewish traditions, customs and religious laws. Referred to as 
“The Council of Jerusalem” most of the notable leaders of the Early Church gathered in Jerusalem 
around AD 50 to try and settle this complex matter. The net result of that gathering was the adoption of a 
more inclusive posture in general and the easing of mandates on traditional Jewish religious practices in 
specific.1  
 
The Apostle John’s disagreement with Diotrephes seemed more personal than theological or cultural. 
And, John must have felt that his only hope for re-connecting with the church mentioned in his 3rd letter 
was through his trusted allies connected to the church in question, principally Gaius and secondarily 

																																																								
1 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Council_of_Jerusalem (accessed 2-28-19) 



Demetrius. One scholar notes that Gaius may or may not have been a part of the same house church as 
Diotrephes who had been spreading malicious nonsense about John and his colleagues. But, Gaius 
would have for sure known Diotrephes.  
 
I wonder what Diotrephes was saying about John? “Oh, that John, he wasn’t Jesus’ favorite.” That John, 
just because he knew Jesus thinks he knows Jesus.” That John!”  
 
Whatever Diotrephes was saying, John’s reputation was being smeared. And, John’s strategy, for better 
or for worse… 
 
(…remember, just because it is written about in the Bible doesn’t mean it’s the best way to do things! 
Read the ancient Hebrew texts about Jacob’s lousy parenting skills, King David’s egregious mis-use of 
power, and in the New Testament about even the apostle John and his brother James’ temperaments to 
know what I am talking about. John and James were nick named “Sons of Thunder”, and that was not a 
compliment!) 
 
…John’s strategy—for better or for worse was to work the edges of the conflict with those he trusted so 
that when the right moment presented itself, John would have a credible gathering of other local leaders 
to confront Diotrephes with the goal of attaining a breakthrough in Diotrephes’ dysfunctional and 
exclusionary practices.2   
 
No one knows if John’s plan worked or not. And, ultimately readers of this personal letter are left with a 
simple take away that is this: John had tremendous resolve and was willing to take the necessary risks to 
struggle through what he deemed an important disagreement until a breakthrough could be achieved. 
Resolve and risk in the face of uncertain outcomes was key to his approach.  
 
 
Three Discussion Questions: 
 
1. Describe a time where you were in a sustained disagreement about an important matter? 
 
2. What did learn about yourself during the sustained disagreement? What did you learn about others? 
 
3. What are some healthy practices that you would recommend to others who are going through a 

sustained disagreement? 
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