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 Sometimes life is full of a variety of things.  The good, the bad, and the 

ugly.  E.g., we are reminded of that from a 1966 movie by that title starring Clint 

Eastwood where there were three characters who represented each of the three— 

the good, the bad, and the ugly.  But this was a rough and tumble western about 

fairly secular characters, set in the Civil War time of the 1860s.  E.g., we see the 

good, the bad, and the ugly in modern times too, like in the U.S. where we have 

bad inflation, ugly murder rate— especially in New Orleans— and the good of the 

weather and the good of Tennessee beating Alabama yesterday!  So we see this in 

the world outside the church, but does the good, the bad, and the ugly exist at 

times within the church?  Unfortunately, yes, as we will see in today’s passage.  

So the question naturally comes, what are we to do when the good, the bad, and 

the ugly shows up within the church?  Such is the situation faced in 3 John.

READ 3 John 9-15 (p. 243)

  

  



CONTEXT: The apostle John, as it could well be the Elder, is writing to Gaius, 

who is a role model of Christian excellence.  He is walking in the truth and he is a 

great host to the traveling believers, even those who are strangers to him!

 READ v 9.  “The bad— Diotrephes’ character.  He looks out for number 

one and suffers from unchecked pride.  Cf. Proverbs 16:18.”  The verb here 

φιλοπρωτευ' ω is found only here in Greek literature, it is claimed, and means 

literally “wishing to be first” (e.g., S.S. Smalley, 1,2,3 John, p. 357), though the 

noun form is found.  What exactly is the problem with Diotrephes?  Scholars have 

pondered whether it is an issue with church governance with his role as a leader or 

with church doctrine with him being a heretic.  It seems likely that Diotrephes is 

not a heretic, since the Elder does not mention this, as he did in 2 John with the 

denial of Jesus as coming in the flesh.  It seems he is not living out the faith with 

full maturity and is disrupting the ministry of the church.  He seems to be a power-

hungry church leader who wants to have his own way and is accountable to no 

one.  One cannot help but recall Proverbs 16:18, “Pride goes before destruction, 

and a haughty spirit before a fall.”  Good thing we don’t have church leaders like 

that today, huh?  E.g., I have heard of one pastor who requires those joining the 

church to show their W-2s, which I find very inappropriate.  E.g., I recall a small 

group leader previously at a church I served where I had to confront a small group 

leader about something he was teaching that was wrong, and he did not want to be 

under my authority and left the church.  E.g., I have heard that the Bishop in the 

South Carolina Conference of The UMC who is not allowing any churches to 

disaffiliate.  This is a struggle with which we can all struggle and relate.  E.g., I 

recall earlier in the ministry a lay person asking me why I did not do what he had 

asked me to do, and I had to apologize, I had gotten busy and had forgotten about 

it— but my pride was pricked by the situation of being confronted and the rough 
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way he had handled confronting me, but I knew in the long run it was good for 

me.  These are the types of struggles that Diostrephes had in his bad character.

 READ v 10.  “The ugly— Diotrephes’ actions.  He is knon as a man who 

slanders church leaders and is inhospitable to the traveling believers/teachers.  Cf. 

1 Timothy 5:11-13.”  This is truly an unattractive part of the church.  The verb 

used here is φλυαρε'ω  which means “to talk nonsense”.  Have you ever seen a 

believer slander another believer?  Have you ever been on the receiving end of 

being slandered?  That does not feel good, but unfortunately it happens.  E.g., I 

recall a woman who left one church and wanted to join another, and she was very 

vocal about her not liking the pastor of her previous church, and her new pastor 

was a little apprehensive about her joining his church, but she did, and sure 

enough, there was something about him that she did not like and she ended up 

leaving that church too!  E.g., I appreciate that Bishop Harvey emphasized 

strongly that in the disaffiliation process we should not say disparaging things 

about one another’s character, but recognize our differences and do what we have 

to do.  The situation of hosting the traveling teachers is an important one— and 

probably most resembles traveling missionaries who come to town, and it would 

be certainly ugly if we did not open our doors to them and host them.  E.g., I recall 

you hosting some friends of mine and Elena’s who were missionaries from 

Mexico, and you were wonderful to them!

 READ vv 11-12.  “The good— Demetrius.  He is a man commended by all 

and by the truth.  Cf. 1 Timothy 3:7.”  READ 1 Timothy 3:7 on one of the 

qualifications of a Bishop.  Demetrius is apparently, as is often thought, the bearer 

of this letter and probably in need of being hosted.  The “all” who commend him 

are probably those in the Elder’s church.  Have you ever met someone who was 

commended by other believers?  E.g., I recall someone recommended a brother to 

me who was coming to a church I served, and when I got to meet him we hit it off 
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immediately, and I truly enjoyed fellowship with him and he became a good friend 

to me.  And it is a joy to recommend a brother or sister to a fellow Christian.  E.g., 

I recall when I knew of someone moving to the Houston area I could recommend a 

good church with a great pastor there for him to get to know.

 “The admonition in v 11 is simple and yet profound— it hits at the heart of 

the Christian faith, and answers the question, ‘Who is a stranger to God?“  This 

letter shows us how to handle it when we find in the Church the good, the bad, 

and the ugly.  It seems clear that v 11 is in reference to Diotrephes and his bad 

behavior.  The Elder does not want anyone to resemble him.  It may sound strange 

that he would allude to Diotrephes not having seen God, but what John means is 

that he does not have a close, intimate relationship with God.  In 1 John 3:6 we 

read “No one who abides in him [God] sins; no one who sins has either seen him 

or known him.”  I love the way two scholars put it in their work that it means 

being a stranger to God (M. Zerwick and M. Grosvenor, A Grammatical Analysis 

of the Greek New Testament, p. 737).  This is how Diostrephes was acting.  

Sometimes we can act as if we are strangers to God.  This week we will be tested 

to say something unkind about someone, and we will be tested to think life is all 

about us and getting ahead.  Let us not resemble the bad, nor the ugly, but may we 

resemble the good, the example of Demetrius, and be reflections of Jesus’ 

righteousness.
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