Three Men in a Church #1

“Gaius the Integrator”

3 John 1-8

Had I been canonized by the Roman Catholic Church as a boy, I probably would have been the patron saint of the obscure. In my pre-school days, I had a fascination with dead-end streets. I don’t know why—some Freudian psychiatrist would have fun explaining that. When my class learned the fifty states in grade school, I was drawn to Rhode Island, the smallest state. A year or two later, when learning world geography, I chose to write a report on the tiny nation of Liechtenstein, the smallest on the planet at that time.

This tendency followed me as I began studying the Scriptures. My first in-depth study was on the book of Lamentations, because I had never heard anyone preach or teach from that book. I came to love the Minor Prophets—to this day Habakkuk and Haggai are two of my favorite books of the Bible. In the New Testament, I was fascinated with the one-chapter letters of Philemon, 2 & 3 John, and Jude…what Chuck Swindoll calls the “New Testament Postcards.”

I have discovered that the obscure, overlooked sections of the Scriptures hold relevant truth for the Christian today. We might expect that; after all, this is the inspired Word of God. Yet few Christians know about them…probably because few preachers preach from them. As John Phillips notes, 

We should certainly not make the mistake of underestimating their importance simply because they are brief. In the things of God, as we learn from the so-called “minor” prophets, it is a mistake to measure the man by the size of his manuscript; the Holy Spirit doesn’t always inspire long books in order to convey vital beliefs.

For the next three Sundays, I would like to open up one of these obscure letters: Third John. Only fourteen verses long—only 2 John is shorter by one verse (though 3 John has fewer words in the Greek
)—this book takes up only one page in most Bibles. Both 2 and 3 John were brief enough to have been originally written on a single sheet of papyrus.
 If we’re not careful, we’ll pass it up and end up in Revelation. 

The letter has little in the way of theological content, but it is significant because of the insight it provides concerning the life and tensions of an early Christian churches.
 Three men are named in this concise note, and most churches have members who resemble these characters.

One person not named in this letter is the writer. He refers to himself simply as “the elder,” just as he did in 2 John. Scholars agree that the author is John, the son of Zebedee, “the disciple whom Jesus loved.” As Clint Gill observers, “Third John is so obviously from the pen of the author of the other Johannine letters that no comment is required as to its authorship.”

Gaius was Fruitful in his Soul

This letter begins in typical fashion for the ancient world…with a twist. The first verse reads, “The elder, to my dear friend Gaius, whom I love in the truth.” 

When we receive a letter today, we look at the end to see who wrote it. In the ancient world, the author identified himself first. John uses the title, “the elder,” as mentioned above. He may have opted for this moniker because of his age, though he may also use this indicating his position of authority and respect which he holds in the church, so that this is not merely a private letter but rather has the force of an official communication.

The recipient is called “my dear friend Gaius.” The problem is that “Gaius” was the commonest of all names in the first century.
 It was one of eighteen names from which Roman parents could choose a first name for one of their sons.
 It was about as common in the Roman world as the name John Smith is today.

Several men named Gaius appear in the pages of the New Testament—Gaius of Corinth, who after his baptism by Paul became host to the apostle and to “the whole church” (1 Cor. 1:14; Rom. 16:23), and who, according to Origen, was traditionally thought to have been the first Bishop of Thessalonica; Gaius of Macedonia, linked with Aristarchus of Thessalonica as one of Paul’s companions, who suffered in the riot at Ephesus (Acts 19:29); and Gaius of Derbe, who traveled with Paul on his last journey from Greece through Macedonia at least as far as Troas and was probably his church’s delegate for the transmission of the collection for the poor in Judea (Acts 20:4). According to the fourth-century so-called “Apostolical Constitutions,” it was this last Gaius of Derbe to whom the third letter of John was sent and whom John appointed the first Bishop of Pergamum.
 G. Campbell Morgan favors Gaius of Corinth, citing the similarity between the hospitality Paul mentioned and that commended by John.
 This Gaius is said to have been John’s amanuensis (or “secretary”) when he wrote his Gospel, and he may be the recipient of this letter.
 It is probably safer to resist the attempt to identify the Gaius of this letter. As Swindoll notes,

We don’t know where Third John wound up. I’m kinda glad for that. I like it that we can imagine that it was written to our church…we can take it personally. We see a profile of our own lives right here as we work our way through the letter. In that sense it seems good that he left it indistinct.

What we can know is that the author and the addressee were very close. John addresses Gaius as “my dear friend,” which is probably not strong enough to capture the meaning of the Greek word “beloved” (agapetos), a common term found four times in 1 John.
 The same term appears four times in 3 John, all directed toward Gaius.
 

John continues in verse two, “Dear friend, I pray that you may enjoy good health and that all may go well with you, even as your soul is getting along well.” In today’s language, 3 John 2 could read, “I pray that all goes well with you. I hope that you are as strong in body as I know you are in spirit” (Contemporary English Version). This has led some to conclude that Gaius was a sickly person physically.

However, this, too, is a normal facet of ancient letter writing. F. F. Bruce points out that wishing one’s reader good health at the beginning of a letter was so regular that this sort of thing was customarily expressed by the use of initials, S V B E E V (si uales, bene est; ego ualeo, “if you are well, that is good; I am well”). This is the “twist” I mentioned earlier. John adapts the conventional good wishes in a manner all his own: he knows from Gaius’ way of life that his soul is in a healthy condition, and he prays that his bodily health and general prosperity may match the prosperity of his soul.
 It is therefore not necessary to suppose that Gains was ill.
 This statement is not so much a reflection of Gaius’ physical condition as it was his spiritual condition. He was fruitful in his soul.

Before we move on, think about this: How would you look if your outward appearance matched your inward condition? Howard Hendricks observes,

Wouldn’t it be a farce if we dressed people in our churches according to their spirituality? Here’s Brother Smotzgoff, saved all these years, still looking at his fingers, waving his rattle, cooing. Spiritual maturity—we’re talking about people who are growing up!

What’s more important? It’s good to have a sound mind in a sound body; but it is even better to have a sound soul along with the sound mind and body!

Before we move on, I must point out one warning regarding this verse. Many Word-Faith preachers use this second verse of 3 John to promote their health-and-wealth gospel (which, in Paul’s words, “is no gospel at all”). When Oral Roberts first came across this text he excitedly told his wife, “Evelyn, now this means that we’re supposed to prosper.” Roberts then went on to recount how, after discovering this verse, God gave him a brand-new Buick. According to Roberts, “Everything that has happened to us since that day started with that verse of Scripture.” Evelyn enthusiastically agreed with Oral that to prosper “is God’s highest wish for us.”
 That is not what John is saying here! There is absolutely no justification for the contemporary use of this phrase in the prosperity teaching of the Word-Faith preachers.
 The emphasis is on the spiritual well-being of Gaius, not on some false guarantee of perfect health and abundant wealth.

Gaius was Faithful to the Scriptures

The key to Gaius’ spiritual maturity and vitality is seen in verses 3-4,

It gave me great joy to have some brothers come and tell about your faithfulness to the truth and how you continue to walk in the truth. I have no greater joy than to hear that my children are walking in the truth. 

Gaius was faithful to the Scriptures. Unlike the audience of 2 John, who were showing love with little regard for the truth, or the church at Ephesus who were strong on truth but had “left their first love,” Gaius was a balanced Christian. His truth and love were known to all.
  

Notice also that his belief affected his behavior. John commends Gaius on “how you continue to walk in the truth.” John Stott explains,

To walk in the truth is more than to give assent to it. It means to apply it to one’s behavior. Whoever ‘walks in the truth’ is an integrated believer in whom there is no dichotomy between profession and practice. On the contrary, there is in him an exact correspondence between creed and conduct. Such conformity of life to the truth on the part of his children brought John greater joy than anything else. To him truth mattered.

This is what I mean by calling him “Gaius the Integrator.” The term “integrate” means to combine, to assimilate, to put something together. For Gaius—and for every Christian—it is a combination of what we believe and how we behave. There should be no difference between the sacred and the secular; how you act on Sunday should be no different than Monday morning, Tuesday afternoon, or Friday or Saturday night. Consistency is the key to Christian character.

How did he do that? Gaius was a man of God’s Word. It used to be said of an honest person, “He’s a man of his word.” How much better to be known as a man of God’s Word! Gaius read the Word, meditated on it, delighted in it, and then practiced it in his daily life, just as in Psalm 1:1–3. What digestion is to the body, meditation is to the soul. It is not enough merely to hear the Word or read the Word. We must inwardly “digest it” and make it part of our inner persons.
 And then we need to exercise it, putting God’s Word into practice. Just as in the physical realm, our spiritual health is strengthened by proper diet and exercise. We need to feed on the Word and then put it into practice. Lehman Strauss observes, “When some saints sit in church and sing, ‘It is well with my soul,’ they are merely whistling in the dark, deceiving themselves. Gaius’ life expressed the truth he loved.”

Notice the joy such spiritual maturity brought to the apostle. It is a great joy to lead someone to a saving knowledge of the Lord Jesus Christ. It is an even greater joy to get word that they are growing in grace and increasing in the knowledge of God and that they have become useful members of the body of Christ.
 Gaius was faithful to the Scriptures.

Gaius was Friendly to the Saints

Finally, Gaius was friendly to the saints. The general commendation that he “walked in the truth” is made more specific in verses 5-8,

Dear friend, you are faithful in what you are doing for the brothers, even though they are strangers to you. They have told the church about your love. You will do well to send them on their way in a manner worthy of God. It was for the sake of the Name that they went out, receiving no help from the pagans. We ought therefore to show hospitality to such men so that we may work together for the truth. 

That first phrase, “you are faithful,” literally reads, “you do a thing of faith.”
 That’s what it means to put your faith into practice! This “thing of faith” he was doing is called in the Bible “hospitality.” We often think of “hospitality” as entertaining guests in our home for an evening, but in the ancient world of the Roman Empire, it meant much more.

Travelers could spend the night at an “inn,” but we should not think of that as a Holiday Inn or even a Day’s Inn. Chuck Swindoll writes,

In those days, “inns” were seedy little establishments run by shady characters, and they offered only a slightly better alternative to sleeping in the open fields. They were more like a truck stop than a motel, providing modest room and board, as well as relative safety from robbers. They were not the kind of place a man would want to take his wife and children.

Scripture contains numerous allusions to the treatment of guests by hosts, such as foot washing and the preparation of a choice meal (Gen. 18:1-9), the kissing of a guest (Luke 7:45), and the anointing of the head with oil (Luke 7:46). Strangers and friends alike were to be given such a welcome.

The word itself occurs only in the New Testament, in the Greek form of philoxenia, literally, “love of strangers,” and in all instances expresses the typical generosity of ancient Near Eastern culture toward travelers. The English term is derived from the Latin root hospes, “a host,” “one who entertains a stranger,” and thereby extends hospitalitas. Closely related is the hospitium, a lodging or inn where guests were cared for, which became the basis of a peculiarly Christian institution, the “hospital.”

This love for strangers is just what Gaius possessed, for his ministry had been exercised towards “the brothers, even though they were strangers” to him. Gaius’ philadelphia (love of the brothers) and philoxenia (love of strangers) were combined.
 This is a practical example of Hebrews 13:1-2, “Keep on loving each other as brothers [philadelphia]. Do not forget to entertain strangers [philoxenia], for by so doing some people have entertained angels without knowing it.”
For Gaius, this hospitality meant more than providing an occasional dinner or offering a room for a night, although it certainly included these things. The hospitality of which the Elder speaks means financial assistance and support to missionaries of the Christian gospel so that they may fulfill the vocation to which God called them.
 John writes in verse six, “You will do well to send them on their way in a manner worthy of God.” “Sending forth” is frequently used in the New Testament to include financial support; the furnishing of the means of continuing the journey of service.
 Gaius not only opened his home, but he also opened his heart and his hand to give financial help to his guests.
 

John gives three reasons for such generosity. In verse seven he begins, “It was for the sake of the Name that they went out.” Bruce points out that 3 John is the only book in the New Testament that does not mention Christ by name, yet He is referred to here as “the Name.” Just as the Jews used “the Name” in place of the Hebrew Yahweh, so here ‘The Name’ is a synonym for Christ.
 We need to be reminded that Jesus will one day say, “whatever you did for one of the least of these brothers of mine, you did for me” (Matthew 25:40).

Second, also from verse seven, these Christian brothers were “…receiving no help from the pagans.” Where else will Christian ministries receive support? We must do for them what the world will not do. An important principle lies buried here, namely that we Christians should finance Christian enterprises that the world will not, or should not be expected to, support.
 

This leads to the third reason, found in verse eight: “We ought therefore to show hospitality to such men so that we may work together for the truth.” John uses strong terms here. Wuest translates this as, “Therefore, as for us, we ought as a moral obligation to underwrite such as these, in order that we may become fellow-workers with the truth.” 
 There are many good causes that we may support; but we must support our brothers and sisters whom the world does not support. This is a good guiding principle in Christian giving.
 Support of Christian missions is not the responsibility or concern of unbelievers. But for the Christian it is both a Christian duty and an act of Christian love.
 And this begins at home. As Wiersbe writes, “It is unbiblical for church members to send their tithes and offerings all over the world and neglect to support the ministry of their own local church.”

When we do this, we become “fellow-workers” with them. We may not be able to preach ourselves or go overseas ourselves, but we share in their ministry by enabling them to go and do. William Carey compared his missionary work to the exploration of a mine and said: “I will go down, if you will hold the ropes.”
 We also will share in their reward. Jesus said in Matthew 10:41, “He who receives a prophet in the name of a prophet shall receive a prophet’s reward.” Had Gaius been a member of some tight assembly of the saints, where barriers are raised up to keep out the stranger, he would have lost both the blessing of serving and the reward.
 

In closing, I want to challenge you this morning: Are you an integrated Christian? Have you discovered that balance between truth and love? It’s well been said that truth without love is brutality, but love without truth is hypocrisy.
 We are commanded in Ephesians 4:15 to “speak the truth in love.”

Gaius was fruitful in his soul. John could pray that he would be as well physically as he was spiritually. If your physical health mirrored your spiritual health, how much of a difference would there be? Would it be for the better or worse?

Gaius was faithful to the Scriptures. He regularly fed on God’s Word and put it into practice in his daily life. How is your spiritual diet and exercise coming along? Does your behavior match your belief? Does your walk match your talk?

Gaius was friendly to the saints. How open is your heart, your home, and your wallet to the work of the Lord? One day we will give account for how we act toward others, and we will hear our Lord say, “What you’ve done (or haven’t done) for them, you’ve done (or haven’t done) for Me.” What side of that equation do we want to be on?

Needless to say, we need more people like Gaius in the church today. We have some; may their tribe increase! We need more. Will you become an integrated believer?
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