Introduction to 3 John


A.  Author.  It is clear from the vocabulary and style of writing that the same person who wrote the Gospel of John, 1 John and 2 John also wrote this letter.  “The bulk of modern scholarly opinion agrees that the same man wrote all three Epistles and the Fourth Gospel.”

B.  Date.  This letter was written about the same time as 2 John and 1 John, circa 90 A.D.  There is no clear indication that this letter preceded or followed the writing of 2 John.  The mention in 3 Jn 9 of a previous letter could refer to another letter, which is not part of the Canon or possibly 1 John.

C.  Canonicity.


1.  External Evidence.



a.  Origen cites neither 2 nor 3 John, although he knew of their existence.  He mentions that all do not admit their genuineness.



b.  Dionysius mentions the second and third epistles as circulating as works of John with the implication that he accepted them as works of John.



c.  Eusebius placed 2 John with 3 John among the disputed books.



d.  Jerome (375 A.D.) ascribed 2 and 3 John to a man named John the Elder rather than the apostle John based upon a statement by Papias (c. 120 A.D.).  However, Jerome quotes from both of them as being from the apostle.  After Jerome both 2 and 3 John were accepted within the Church without question (except in the Syriac church, where it must be assumed that they were added to the Syriac Canon after 411A.D., since they are not in the Peshitta, the earliest Syriac version of the Bible).


2.  Internal Evidence.



a.  The author describes himself as ‘the elder’ as he did in 2 John, which means that he was clearly an authority figure within the Church.



b.  The language, literary style, vocabulary of the gospel of John and the first epistle of John are the same as the author of 2 and 3 John.




(1)  There are identical Greek phrases.




(2)  2 John and 3 John only make sense in some statements if the statements in 1 John are already known.

D.  Destination.


1.  This is a personal letter sent to a man named Gaius, and it is highly unlikely that that he can be identified with any of the other men named Gaius in the New Testament.


2.  Because of the destination of 2 John to a lady in a local church probably in western Asia Minor, this man probably lived in the same area, although the exact city is unknown.

E.  Purpose.


1.  John has apparently sent out some itinerant representatives to see how things are going in the local churches, and they have returned and reported their experiences (verse 3).  They speak highly of Gaius, who entertained them (verses 3, 5).


2.  However, one man, Diotrephes, has not received these apostolic representatives and has banned the members of his congregation from welcoming them.  Diotrephes also maligned John himself (‘gossiping maliciously about us’, verse 10).  He did not acknowledge John’s authority (verse 10).


3.  Diotrephes was in a position of authority in the church, and if Gaius belonged to the same church, then John was writing to a man in the church whom he could trust.  It is also possible that Gaius belonged to a neighboring church, and John writes to warn him about the high-handed activity of Diotrephes.


4.  John also commends Demetrius to Gaius, whom John holds in great regard (verse 12).  Demetrius was probably the bearer of the letter to Gaius, and John commends him to Gaius’ private hospitality, knowing that Diotrephes will not welcome him.
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