Three Men in a Church #2

“Diotrephes the Intimidator”

3 John 9-10

“Go for the gold!” 

We’ve heard a lot of that over the past two weeks as the Summer Olympics are being played out in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil. As expected, the athletes of the United States are running away with the medal count, leading all other countries in gold, silver, and bronze medals.

But, let’s face it, only the gold medals really count, right?

Athletes are said to “settle” for silver or bronze. This past week a debate arose on sports radio as to whether an American athlete “celebrated too much” after winning a bronze medal! After all, this is America, isn’t it? The land of the first and home of the winner? Consider the following quotes that have become mottos in our culture:

· Winning isn't everything, it's the only thing. (Vince Lombardi)

· Winning isn't everything, but it beats anything in second place. (William C. Bryant)
· Second place is just the first loser. (Dale Earnhardt, Sr.)
First place has become the American way of life.

That’s not a good attitude in the Kingdom of God, however. We are members of the body of Christ. We are called to be companions, not competitors. Gordon MacDonald writes in his book, Restoring Your Spiritual Passion,
When we get absorbed by a sense of competition, we are in danger. Our passion subsides as we spend more and more time jealously looking sideways at the roads others are taking rather than looking ahead at the path God has paved for us.

We’ve all heard of the sprinter who was leading the race, but when he looked to the side to see where his competition was, they passed him. Oscar Wilde, the Irish wit of the past century, author and playwright, was not only a good writer. He was a student of human nature. He loved stories. And he liked to tell the story about the day the devil was traveling across the Libyan Desert and

 happened upon a pack of his imps who were in the midst of giving fits to a rather holy hermit, but without much success. The sainted man shook off all their temptations and suggestions. Lucifer stood back only so long. Finally, after rubbing his chin and coming to certain conclusions about their approach, he said to them, “What you do is too crude. Step back.” Then he whispered in the man of God’s ear, “Your brother has just been made Bishop of Alexandria.” All of a sudden the hermit’s countenance changed and a malignant presence of jealousy clouded the once serene face of the saint. “I mean, the very idea that my brother would be chosen over me.” The devil looked at his demons and said, “Now that is the sort of thing I’d recommend.”

He’s still recommending it today.

As we continue our study in the little letter of 3 John, we have come to verses 9-10,

I wrote to the church, but Diotrephes, who loves to be first, will have nothing to do with us. So if I come, I will call attention to what he is doing, gossiping maliciously about us. Not satisfied with that, he refuses to welcome the brothers. He also stops those who want to do so and puts them out of the church.

What a contrast to Gaius, the recipient of the letter and subject of verses 1-8! This fellow Diotrephes is described by John as one “who loves to be first.” Other translations render this as,

· “Diotrephes, who wants to be the head of everything.” [Phillips]

· “Diotrephes, who loves to be the leader…” [nlt]

· “Diotrephes, who loves being in charge…” [The Message]

· “Diotrephes, who loves to dominate…” [nab] 

· “proud Diotrephes, who loves to push himself forward as the leader of the Christians there…” [tlb]

I would guess that, if he were here today, Diotrephes would object to being the subject of the second sermon in this series—he’d prefer to be first! And when he doesn’t get his way, look out! That’s why I am calling this message “Diotrephes the Intimidator.”

Diotrephes’ Domineering Attitude

The first thing we notice is Diotrephes’ domineering attitude. The name “Diotrephes” is the English spelling of the Greek diotrephēs, made up of Dios (of Zeus) and trephō, “to nourish,” and it means, “Zeus-nursed.” Zeus was the chief of the gods in the Greek pantheon. Now it was the custom in the early Church for a Greek to discard his pagan name and take a Christian name at his baptism, the Christian name often being descriptive of his Christian character, such as is seen in the case of Epaphroditus, whose name means “charming.” But Diotrephes had never changed his name, although he was a professing Christian, and a member of the local church of which Gaius was a member.

To John the problem was neither theological, nor social, nor ecclesiastical, but moral. The root of the problem was sin…and the sin was pride. It’s the attitude that says, “I want to be first, and you’re not running the show—I’m taking charge. I was here before you came and I’ll be here after you’re gone.”
 

There are only two places in the New Testament where the Greek word prōteuōn appears, here in 3 John 9 and in Colossians 1:18 where we read, “And [Christ] is the head of the body, the church; he is the beginning and the firstborn from among the dead, so that in everything he might have the supremacy.” Diotrephes thought more highly of himself than he did of Christ. He could not say with John the Baptist, “He must increase, but I must decrease” (John 3:30).
 Diotrephes did not share the Father’s purpose that in all things Christ should have the supremacy. Nor would he kowtow to ‘the elder’. He wanted the supremacy himself.
 He evidently was not satisfied with the official position he held and its scope of power, but desired to rule the entire church.
 

As mentioned above, Diotrephes was motivated by pride. He had to have the final say-so about everything in the church, and his decisions were determined by one thing: “What will this do for Diotrephes?” The Greek verb indicates that it was the constant attitude of Diotrephes to promote himself.

Clint Gill (who preached here at Texas Christian Church in his college days) calls him “the self-seeking, assertive overlord [who] dominates the congregation.”
 Chuck Swindoll labels this the “church boss complex.” In most churches, he adds, there is at least one.
 Warren Wiersbe writes, 

It seems like many churches have members who insist on “being boss” and having their own way. I must confess that sometimes it is the pastor who assumes dictatorial powers and forgets that the word minister means “a servant.” But sometimes it is an officer, perhaps a longtime member of the church who thinks he or she has “seniority rights.”

Whether seen in a pastor or a parishioner, this domineering attitude delights in throwing its weight around.
 

Diotrephes’ Disruptive Actions

Such an attitude was displayed in Diotrephes’ disruptive actions. First we see that he refused to share the attention. John states in verse 9, “I wrote to the church, but…” There are occasions in the New Testament where we get a hint of a lost letter. Here is one of them. This letter never made it to the church. Somebody, namely Diotrephes, saw to it that that letter did not get received.
 He may have simply tore it up.

What this letter was is not clear. It cannot be the letter he is now writing, so it must be some other letter, not a private message to Gaius, but an official directive addressed to the church as a whole. It can hardly be either the first or second letter of John, since neither recommends the entertainment of traveling missionaries, which evidently was the subject of the letter mentioned in this verse.
 Given that 2 John was written to curb hospitality given to false teachers, perhaps this missing letter was a predecessor to both 2 and 3 John.

At any rate, Diotrephes evidently saw the apostle John as a competitor and intercepted the communication that John had sent to that congregation. Think of it! The people were denied input from one of the beloved disciples of Jesus because one man reduced his relationship with John to the level of competition.

The second disruptive action was that he refused to submit to authority. This is seen in the phrase, “he will have nothing to do with us.” Diotrephes has a problem with authority. He viewed John as a threat, because John had the authority of an apostle, which challenged his right to be dictator in the church.
 Swindoll notes, “This is a classic case of lay-leadership gone wild.”

This refusal was also demonstrated by Diotrephes’ “gossiping maliciously about us.” The word for gossiping (phlyarōn) means in classical Greek to “talk nonsense.” Diotrephes sought to undermine John’s position by slanderous gossip.
 He thought he was a big man in charge, but in reality he gossiped like a little old lady!

Gossip is one of those common, accepted sins within the church. But it is not acceptable to God! Consider Proverbs 6:16-19,

There are six things the Lord hates, seven that are detestable to him: haughty eyes, a lying tongue, hands that shed innocent blood, a heart that devises wicked schemes, feet that are quick to rush into evil, a false witness who pours out lies and a man who stirs up dissension among brothers. 

These are things that God hates (yes, the Bible uses that word!) Notice “a lying tongue” (gossip is usually either an outright lie or a distortion of the truth), “a false witness who pours out lies” and “a man who stirs up dissension among brothers.” Three of the seven are linked to gossip! Further in Proverbs we read:

· With his mouth the godless destroys his neighbor, but through knowledge the righteous escape. Prov. 11:9

· Through the blessing of the upright a city is exalted, but by the mouth of the wicked it is destroyed. A man who lacks judgment derides his neighbor, but a man of understanding holds his tongue. A gossip betrays a confidence, but a trustworthy man keeps a secret. Prov. 11:11-13 

· Reckless words pierce like a sword, but the tongue of the wise brings healing. Prov. 12:18

· A perverse man stirs up dissension, and a gossip separates close friends. Prov. 16:28 

If you thrive on gossip—saying it, hearing it, or spreading it—stop it! God hates it!

Unfortunately, there is an abundance of egotists like Diotrephes in local congregations. They will mistreat any member of the congregation who gets in their way.
 I cannot tell you how many pastors and godly Christian leaders have been devastated by members of their own church family that refuse to submit to authority and instead destroy through malicious words.

Third, he refused to support the associates. Diotrephes would not even receive the other brethren because they were in fellowship with John! It was “guilt by association.” Diotrephes rejected John, and then rejected the believers associated with John!
 He did not honor them for setting out “for the sake of the Name (of Jesus)”; he was more concerned for the glory of his own name. “Personal vanity still lies at the root of most dissensions in every local church today.”

But he went even further. The church members who received John’s associates were run out the church! (The same verb (ekballo) is used in John 9:34 for expulsion from the Jewish synagogue.
) Again, it was guilt by association. 

The New Testament does teach church discipline, and these instructions ought to be obeyed. But church discipline is not a weapon for a dictator to use to protect himself. It is not a pastor “throwing weight around,” or a church board acting like a police court. It is a tool for a congregation to use to promote purity and glorify God. It is the Lord exercising spiritual authority through a local church in order to rescue and restore an erring child of God.
 The goal of church discipline is not intimidation but restoration. Those who run people—whether pastors or parishioners—out of the church in order to maintain their power and get their own way are bullies, not brothers.
Diotrephes’ Direct Admonishing

Finally we see Diotrephes’ direct admonishing at the end of verse 10. John declares that, when he visits the Church of which Diotrephes is a member, he will deal in no gentle fashion with that arrogant man.

John doesn’t mince words in his condemnation of Diotrephes’ unchristian actions. In fact, he is so miffed about it that he hopes to come and confront Diotrephes personally to rectify the situation. Public exposure is John’s plan when he arrives. This is John’s meaning when he writes, “I will bring up what he is doing.” This old “Son of Thunder” can still live up to his nickname!

This is the only way to deal with a Diotrephes in a local church. Gill writes emphatically, “It is time for someone to stand up against the dictatorial demagoguery of Diotrephes and to see to it that proper treatment is afforded the ministers of the Word!”
 He goes on to say,

Such men gain power only when others, through failure to oppose, follow after their evil behavior. The dictators of history have all climbed to power on the backs of good people who simply did nothing to oppose them. To “go along” with such a man is, in effect, to mimic his conduct.

Or, as Edmund Burke stated, “All that is necessary for the triumph of evil is for good men to do nothing.”

Paul instructed Titus in Titus 3:10-11, “Warn a divisive person once, and then warn him a second time. After that, have nothing to do with him. You may be sure that such a man is warped and sinful; he is self-condemned.” Too often divisive people like Diotrephes are allowed to run amok in Christian churches—they need to be stopped! The leadership of church families needs to grow a backbone and stand up to these bullies, before they run all the good folks out!

I would love to say that the days of Diotrephes are over. Wouldn’t that be beautiful? Dr. Richard Seume, in fine work Shoes for the Road, tells us it is not: “Strange as it may seem, there are those who make their personal advancement the one thing in life. Scheming and plotting, blustering and sneaking, trampling on others, and bloating themselves with vain ambition creating their own false and poisonous inspirations by their subtle self-appreciation, all to secure some advantage for themselves. It is not welcome news but it is necessary: Diotrephes’ disease has not yet been eliminated from the body of Christians.”
 

This was demonstrated in the words of Bible scholar A. T. Robertson:

Some forty years ago I wrote an article on Diotrephes for a denominational paper. The editor told me that twenty-five deacons stopped the paper to show their resentment against being personally attacked in the paper!

Modern-day Diotrephes’ are dangerous people but they are easy to recognize. They like to talk about themselves and what they have “done for the Lord.” They also have the habit of judging and condemning those who disagree with them. They are experts in putting labels on other Christians and classifying them into neat little categories of their own intention. They base their fellowship on personalities, not the doctrines that are fundamental to the faith. The tragedy is that these “dictators” actually believe that they are serving God and glorifying Jesus Christ.

It has been my experience that most of the distress and division in local churches, and between churches, has resulted from personalities or preferences more than anything else. If only we would return to the New Testament principle of making the person and work of Jesus Christ our test for fellowship, rather than associations and interpretations of nonessential doctrines. But people like Diotrephes will always have their enthusiastic followers because many sincere but immature and untaught believers prefer to follow such intimidating leaders.
 (Just look at our current presidential campaign!)

Competition may be fine on the playing fields or in commercial markets, but there is no place for it in the family of God. The attitude that “loves to be first” was repeatedly quashed by our Savior when He was on earth, and it needs to be quashed today. No matter the title of authority (or the lack thereof), we are all called to be servants, just like our Lord Jesus Christ.

If you have looked into the mirror of God’s Word and see yourself in the character of Diotrephes, I urge you to repent. If you refuse to share the attention, refuse to submit to authority and refuse to support the associates, there is a big problem inside. And if it goes unchecked, there is a bigger problem awaiting you. Quit your gossiping, stop throwing your weight around, trying to always get your way. This isn’t Burger King—where the motto is “Have it your way”—this is the Kingdom of God—where the motto is “Not my will but Yours be done.” There is only one chief in the church, and that’s Jesus. All the rest are servants of His, and servants of one another.
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