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Next week is the end of the Christian year. As we prepare to celebrate
our Gratitude Sunday next week, we prepare for a celebration that
includes opportunities to (1)give thanks for what God has done in our
community, (2)to pray over the support we have pledged for the ministry
God has placed in our midst, and (3)to celebrate the work of good
people. While these three things are worthy purposes for worship, they
stand a bit at odds with what is traditionally the last service of the
Christian year.

Next Sunday is Christ the King Sunday when we will celebrate the
eventual return of Christ in glory. It is a time of celebration and we will
celebrate in worship, but I do not want to miss out on the opportunity to
ask the simple question that has been on the edge of our focus for the
past few weeks.

On All Hallows’ Eve we talked about our fear of death. On All Saints’
Sunday we gave thanks for the people who have gone before us. It
seems only natural to now ask what we leave behind when we die. If
we celebrate the return of Christ next week with pomp, joy, and
crescendos, then what celebratory notes do we seek to play during the
last movement of our songs before we rest?

For the Apostle John, the final days of his life were intriguing. Church
tradition held that John outlived every other disciple to the extent that
the Gospel of John ends in the 21st chapter with Peter discussing
John’s long life with Jesus. When John eventually did die, the church
was actually thrown off and confused because they felt as if John was



meant to never die. Many believed that Jesus was supposed to return
before all of the apostles died. For this reason, John 21:20-24 says in
the NRSV:

20 Peter turned and saw the disciple whom Jesus loved following
them; he was the one who had reclined next to Jesus at the
supper and had said, “Lord, who is it that is going to betray you?”
21 When Peter saw him, he said to Jesus, “Lord, what about him?”
22 Jesus said to him, “If it is my will that he remain until I come,
what is that to you? Follow me!” 23 So the rumor spread in the
community that this disciple would not die. Yet Jesus did not say
to him that he would not die, but, “If it is my will that he remain
until I come, what is that to you?”

If you live so long that people begin to think you may never die, there’s
a good chance that you have lived a long life. John did eventually die,
which raises a question for us. What did John do during his long life of
waiting for Christ’s return?

Although many modern scholars believe that the letter of John to Gaius
was written by a different individual from the Apostle John, tradition
held that the author of this letter was the same John as the one who
walked with Jesus as one of the twelve disciples. Regardless of his
precise identity, indications are that the John of our letter wrote all
three of the Johannine letters of 1, 2, and 3 John while possibly living
in a church in Ephesus.1

Yes, living in the actual church. One of the defining marks of the early
church was hospitality and it was not uncommon for leaders of the
early church (including the apostles like John) to live in the church.
This was especially true during a time when a community setting aside

1 Perkins, P (2010) New Oxford Annotated Bible [Kindle Version], pg.2147.



funds to build and maintain a separate building just for church was
beyond the economic scope of most early church communities.

While it might seem strange to us today, throughout much of Christian
history it was common for a priest or a pastor to live in a church. I live
in a parsonage that is disconnected from the church building, but many
people know that the parsonage that existed before our current
parsonage was right next door to the church. All of that to say that it
was as common for John to live in the church as it is for a minister to
live on church property today.

I bring up hospitality because it is at the heart of John’s letter. As
John’s years passed, John lived a life where he continually shared the
gospel with the people around him. John spoke about Christ, taught
what he knew of Christ, and encouraged others to go out and share
the good news. Like many of the disciples, a community sprung up
around John that was all the more influential as the other apostles
were martyred or moved far from the Mediterranean roots of the
church.

John taught what he knew to others, who went out to teach others
what he knew. Until the scriptures themselves were written down and
widely copied, this was the primary way that the church taught about
Jesus, learned about Jesus, and grew in their faith. The sending out of
missionaries was as practical as it was effective. Without sending out
people to share the stories, they would not have been shared.

It is in the middle of living out this life of service when John finds
himself abruptly challenged. John was sending out his “friends” to
share the stories of Christ and to teach the gospel way, but the church
to which his friend Gaius belonged was rejecting those friends because
of one person.



The friends showed up to the church with stories to tell about Jesus,
perhaps advice shared by other churches, and news of what is
happening across the church founded upon Christ, but those friends
were turned away by an influential man named Diotrephes. These
friends came to share the good news taught by John and learned by
others, but they were met with accusations and a closed door. What’s
worse is that Diotrephes kicked out the folks who wanted to be
hospitable. They were removed from the community and the church for
supporting John’s friends.

John was appalled at the behavior and to be entirely honest, the
behavior as recorded by John was at odds with what is known of the
early church. When the Holy Spirit pours down at Pentecost, the
people who accept the Good News become a part of a community that
seemingly immediately made sure that everyone had what they
needed. When Paul’s missionary journeys were recorded, they shared
stories of upset communities that sought to expel or kill Paul, but those
communities were seemingly never the church communities. Even as
Paul was hounded by everyone from silversmiths to local synagogue
leaders, the believers responded to Paul by providing for his needs
and often his escape. Radical hospitality is extended to other church
members by the early church even if it meant danger.

The wild hospitality that is seen elsewhere throughout the gospels, the
book of Acts, and the other letters is seemingly absent from Diotrephes
and this bothered John greatly. John was bothered to the extent that he
was prepared to go and deal with Diotrephes personally. To be honest,
if you spend a lot of time with Paul in your scriptures, this may be a bit
off-putting. Paul wrote letters until he might have been blue in the face,
but his journeys were often far more personal and spirit-led. John
appears to have had enough of Diotrephes.John wrote a letter to the



church already and now he was willing to confront him face to face.
Diotrephes had better watch out, because John was going to have him
catch John’s spiritual hands.

I personally find this moment in scripture fascinating for several
reasons. For one, nobody knows what happened when and if John
came face to face with Diotrephes. You would assume that even
someone described by John as self-important and full of false
accusations would still acknowledge that John was the one with
authority, but who knows? Perhaps Diotrephes really felt that he knew
better than John and it became a huge and dramatic affair. I joked a
minute ago about John throwing a punch, but weirder things happened
throughout church history.

For two, I find it fascinating that John gets to the point of his challenge
and tells us why. In verses 13-14, John says: “I have much to write to
you, but I would rather not write with pen and ink; instead I hope to see
you soon, and we will talk together face to face.”

John would use and at times did use both paper and pen to express
himself, but John would rather talk to his friend Gaius face to face.
John could have written a long account of what should happen with
intricate and exhaustive details, but John would rather spend his time
looking his friend in the eye.

This is especially interesting when we compare it to Diotrephes. From
what we read, Diotrephes rejected the authority of others, rejected the
common understanding of hospitality, and rejected the people who are
coming to bless the community with stories and news. From what is
written, it seems that Diotrephes would rather see a door closed on
those he disagreed with than look them in the eye. John is seemingly
the opposite. Who wants to look at paper when one can look a friend in



the eye? Who wants to write a letter when they can hug a friend with
those same arms and fingers? Apparently not John!

This moment in scripture is fascinating to me because of these two
aspects of the story. We do not know what comes next in the story and
we do not know how these different individuals acted if and when they
met next. It just drops away and we are left asking questions about
what happened. We may walk away with John’s exhortation to imitate
good things instead of evil things, but we also walk away with
questions about what happened next.

Honestly, there’s no solution to this conundrum. I would love to tell you
that pastors have access to the book of Fourth John, but we do not
have that book. Either the manuscripts were lost, were not considered
worthy of inclusion in the Bible, or were never recorded in the first
place. For all that we know, for the rest of John’s life he may never
have come face to face with Diotrephes. The curtain on both lives may
have closed before any such moment.

So, what are we left with? Well, we know that the apostles were not
perfect people. They argued while following Jesus, struggled with
inclusion of Gentiles during the earliest days of the church, and were
seemingly competitive about who would live the longest.

John may have been completely misrepresenting Diotrephes, but we
do not know one way or another. What we do know is this: one of
books that has inspired wars, conflicts, schools of theology, philosophy,
and literary study tells only one side of the story. This holy book known
as the Bible, which is the best selling book of all time, says that
Diotrephes was self-important and acting like an ungrateful
inhospitable meanie who needed a good talking to and that’s all we’ll
know about Diotrephes until we are face to face with Jesus.



Diotrephes’ story is unfortunately finished. You may go to church the
rest of your life and never hear another word preached on this obscure
figure in the scriptures. I have never heard a sermon preached on him
before and doubt I will ever write another one. His story is finished,
which brings us to the heart of the matter.

If today ended up being the last story recorded about your life, what
would it say? If the diary of your life were to conclude tonight, what
would the words say? I am not trying to present the doom and gloom
side of the gospel with these questions. If you want to think about such
things, feel free, but that’s not what I am trying to focus on in this
moment. People like Diotrephes show us that the last word written
about us or at least the lasting word written about us can be written
with or without our input. So if that word were written today, what would
it say?

To be fair to both sides of this matter, this is also the last scriptural
account of John’s life. John comes off as someone who invites others
to imitate what is good and avoid imitating what is evil. John shares
words about supporting people who have set out to share the good
news without a fortune in order to help the church. John records a
letter where he not only praises people for their faithfulness but
encourages them to continue to walk in God’s way day by day. If
Diotrephes’ last account in the scripture is a description of a cad, then
John’s last account in the scriptures is an account of someone who is
encouraging, supportive, and generous. John comes out looking pretty
good when this letter remains behind.

His good behavior does not answer or explain away our questions any
more than Diotrephes bad behavior. Did John ever see Gaius face to
face? I don’t know, but I can appreciate the attitude of wanting to



spend time with a person rather than reaching out from a distance
constantly. Even if he did see Gaius, it does not change the fact that
this ordinary letter from an exasperated John to his friend Gaius is the
final word we have on this person’s life. It is doubtful that he knew this
would be the letter that gave a final word about his life. For all of the
good things we can say, unfortunately the last record of John’s life is
one of an exasperated John who has had enough of Diotrephes.

One of the simple truths of life is that none of us really know what the
final word will be about our life in this world. We do not know the length
of our days or when they will come to an end, so perhaps it is best if
we take the advice of John.

If someone were to write a final note about me today, I pray that the
note would be one that shares clearly the story of a person trying to do
his best. Maybe if will say how I was hospitable to others. How do I get
that final note about my life to say that? I act hospitable.

You can be the best sailboat captain in the world, but you probably will
not be remembered as such if you spend all of your time in the desert.
If you wish to live out your days as a good person, follow John’s advice
and imitate what is good while not imitating what is evil. Every once in
a while, the message is just this simple: If you want to be remembered
as a good person, try to do good things! Conversely, if you do not want
to be remembered as a self-important person like Diotrephes, then do
not act like Diotrephes!

Perhaps there is no simpler way to address the question at hand than
to simply say: “Live the way that you want to be remembered.” A close
second would probably be that if you want to be remembered as a
good child of God then love the Lord your God with all of who you are



and love your neighbor as yourself, but that’s a good focus for another
sermon on another day.

As for myself, I will seek to live closer to the example of John than the
example of Diotrephes. May I open more doors to the good news and
slam fewer doors in people’s faces. May I be excited about seeing old
friends, but never so excited that I forget to write them a note saying
that I am thinking about them. May I not only believe in the people
around me, but may I gladly say good and truthful things about them
when I am writing to our mutual friends. I pray that I seek to be more
like John and seek even more than that to be like Jesus. Who will you
be today?

Let us pray…


