Disdainful Pride and Dishonorable Deeds

In 3 John 8-9, John tells Gaius about one who has made himself an adversary:
Diotrephes. As Diotrephes is not mentioned anywhere else in the Scriptures, or in any other
literature, it is extremely “difficult to say what the basis of this animosity is."! The possible
causes are “a disagreement over polity, a difference over doctrine, or ...a combination of the
two.”? But, doctrine is not the issue, because “3 John does not mention doctrine at all.””> As Stott
says, “If the truth of the gospel were at stake, ‘the elder’ would surely not have hesitated to
expose the error in the same uncompromising [and specific] language which he had used in the
first and second letters [of John].”* Therefore, it is better to understand Diotrophes’ wandering
from the truth not as heterodoxy, but as heteropraxy—falling short of right behavior. As John
wrote in another place, “But whoever has the world’s goods, and sees his brother in need and
closes his heart against him, how does the love of God abide in him? Little children, let us not
love with word or with tongue, but in deed and t7uth” (1 John 3:17-18, emphasis added). The
subsequent descriptions of Diotrephes make his wickedness plain. John makes six charges of sin
against Diotrophes: two regarding his pride and four regarding his deeds.

Disdainful Pride (2 John 3:9)

The first two charges John makes are about Diotrophes’ sinful attitude. John “wrote
something’ to the church,” which was a specific local assembly of believers, but apparently,
Diotrephes did not accept its instruction. And thus, as a warning, John begins to tell Gaius about
his sin.

Diotrophes “loves to be first among them.” 6 pihonpmTed®V ATV is prepositive to
Awotpégng, thus highlighting Diotrephes” “desire to be first.”® The word “pilompotedov” only
occurs once in the NT; it has been define variously: “personal aggrandisement,”” “a penchant for
controlling others,”® to desire “the supremacy himself,” or most literally, “who loves to have
first place” (HCSB). The word is rightly understood as general description of a proud person, for
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pride leads to all the other sinful behaviors of self-elevation, self-love, selfish ambition, desire to
lord it over others, rejection of legitimate authority, and particularly, a “refusal to accede to the
elder’s written request that he provide hospitality to those whom the elder recommended.”!?

But pride always has an audience. Diotrephes is said to love being first among avt@v,
most likely a reference to the church John wrote to. This means that, somehow, in his pride
Diotrephes had exalted himself over the church, probably aggregating authority that he did not
deserve, and holding influence that exceeded his godliness.

The second charge John makes is that Diotrephes “does not accept what we say.” Most
significantly, Diotrephes rejected apostolic authority. While o0k €émdéyxeton udc has been
translated various ways,!! the most straight-forward rendering is “[he] does not receive us”
(HCSB, NKIJV), for it parallels the usage of “émioéyetan” in verse 10 (see below). The word
“gmoéyeton” appears only twice in the NT, both in 3 John, and means “to receive into one’s
presence in a friendly manner.”!? Thus to refuse to receive someone in this manner is to
completely reject them. Diotrephes didn’t merely fail to be hospitable; he scorned believers.

John says that Diotrephes “does not receive us,” indicating that rejecting his letter and the
commended brethren is “the same as rejecting the elder himself”!*—yet, not only him, but
“us,”!* that is, a rejection of all those who are associated with John, those who submit to the
truth.'> By such a sinful, rebellious attitude, Diotrephes had set himself as diametrically opposed
to the children of God.

Dishonorable Deeds (2 John 3:10)

The next charges John makes against Diotrophes are his sinful deeds: “(i) malicious
gossip about the elder and his community; (i) refusal to welcome the orthodox missionaries; (iii)
preventing others from doing so; and (iv) putting out of the church those who defied him in this
matter.”!

First, Diotrephes was using “wicked words [Adyoig movnpoig]“ to disparage John and his
associates. The verb “@Avap@dv” literally means “talking nonsense™!” but carries the connotation
of disparaging and malicious words.'® A good rendering is “slandering us with malicious words”
(HCSB).!” While John does not tell Gaius the contents of the slander, by using this specific verb,
he patently rejects the slander as empty nonsense.?’ Those who love to exalt themselves will
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invariably seek, by any means possible, to subject all perceived competitors to themselves;?!
Diotrephes is no exception.

Secondly, Diotrephes was refusing to “receive the brethren.” This is the second usage of
“gmoéyeton”’; by using the word twice in two verses, John says that just as Diotrephes did not
receive John’s letter, but instead rejected it, he also does not receive the brethren hospitably, but
instead rejects them. The “brethren” most naturally refers to the same brethren mentioned in v.
5.22 This again heightens Diotrephes guilt, for it contrasts him to Gaius. Diotrephes failed in
everything that Gaius succeeded in; he did not “send them on their way in a manner worthy of
God” (v. 6), was hindering the work done “for the sake of the Name” (v. 7), and was forsaking
being a “fellow worker[] with the truth” (v. 8). These are merely the bad fruits of pride; as Stott
says, “Self-love vitiates all relationships.”?

Thirdly, Diotrephes was forbidding those who wanted to be hospitable from carrying out
that hospitality.?* The verb koAvet is used only once in John’s writings, which “frequently is
used in the NT to connote the wrongful obstruction of the progress of something that ought not
be opposed.”* and provides a chart detailing all the times the verb means “to hinder.”2¢ All of
the usages of the verb in relation to persons signify strong opposition.?’” By condemning
Diotrephes with this word, John calls him an opposer of God Himself. The proud heart seeks to
steal the very glory of God.

Fourthly, Diotrephes puts the believers who desire to be hospitable “out of the church.”?®
While Kruse writes that “[i]t is not clear whether this constituted an official act of
excommunication or not,”* John’s choice of words is telling. In v. 10, “éxBdAAer” is paired with
“gK”; this same construction is used in John 2:15. Five other times in the gospel of John, he uses
a similar construction.?® In each of these six instances, the sense is that someone was “force/d] to
leave, drive[n] out, [or] expel[led].”*! This provides strong evidence that Diotrephes was not
following the formal process of church discipline,?? but instead had “arrogated to himself the
task of “expulsion,” and was actually driving people out of the congregation”?* with his own
self-appointed authority. What devastating irony; he who was commanded to receive the
brethren was casting the brethren—and all who desired to serve them—out of the church!
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Conclusion
John the apostle wrote a letter to the church where Diotrephes was, asking him to be
hospitable to the brethren that traveled to him. But Diotrephes refused, rejecting John’s apostolic
authority and the brethren sent by him—and thus the entire community of the truth. His problem
was not doctrinal per se, but his pride, his love to be first above all and the deeds that flow from
such a sinful heart. This is the devastating of pride in a leader: it consumes and corrupts all love
for God and love for neighbor.
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