
The Epistle of 2nd John 
 
Background 
 
The Epistle of 2nd John is the shortest book in the New Testament.  It is only one 
chapter and 13 verses.  The Epistle has the least amount of Greek words in its 
original form (contrast with the Gospel of John which has the most Greeks words 
in its original composition).   

Along with the Gospel of John and the 1st Letter of John & the 3rd Letter of 
John, the epistle comprises what is known as the Johannine Writings. 

 
The Letter is given a date of 100-110 CE due to its concern with Docetic 
teachings.  Docetism and its theological cousin, Marcionism, did not become 
popular teachings within early Christianity until the late 1st Century.  Ephesus is 
presumed to be the location of the letter’s composition. 
 
2nd John is written by “The Elder” and written to “The Elect Lady and her 
children.”  The identities of these two people are not known.   

Theories have ranged from  
The Elder = The Apostle John, The Elect Lady = Mary, Jesus’ mother, 
The Elder = Metaphor for Church Leadership, The Elect Lady = 
Metaphor for the Church 
The Elder = A specific leader within the Ephesus church, and The Elect 
Lady = a woman named, Kyria, who had moved away from Ephesus. 

 
Themes 

• The primary theme of the letter is to encourage the Elect Lady to continue 
raising her children in the faith and keep to the “Love Commandment”.   

o “Let us love one another”   
o The commandment held the position of the community’s highest 

principle.  
 

• The author is very concerned with the rise of Docetism and its influence 
within the church. 

o Docetism = the heretical doctrine that Christ was so divine that he 
could not have been human, since God lacked a material body, which 



therefore could not physically suffer. Jesus only appeared to be a 
flesh-and-blood human; his body was a phantasm.  

o A different strand of Docetism held that Jesus of Nazareth was a 
person in the flesh, but “The Christ” was a separate spiritual entity 
who entered Jesus's body in the form of a dove at Jesus’ baptism, 
empowered Jesus’ to perform miracles, and abandoned Jesus’ upon 
his death on the cross. 

o Both forms of Docetism were deemed heretical by the Council of 
Nicaea. 

 

• The antichrists mentioned in the epistle are false teachers spreading the 
doctrine of Docetism.  They may be better understood as “Anti-Christ” or 
“Non-Christ” teachers and teachings.  

 

• The Epistle concludes with a lovely hope to see each other face-to-face.  
Cannot we relate to that! 

 
 

 
The Epistle of 3rd John 
 
Background 
 
The Epistle of 3rd John is the second shortest book in the New Testament.  
Though depending on the English translation, it can be shorter than 2nd John.  In 
the KJV, 3rd John is shorter than 2nd John by 13 words.   
 
The Letter is usually given a date of 90-100 CE, but a few scholars have it written 
as early as 60 CE due to its themes of evangelism.  The location of the letter’s 
composition is still Ephesus.   
 
3rd John is written by “The Elder” and written to “Gaius.”   The Elder seems to 
have been Gaius’ teacher and perhaps was the person who baptized him.  There 
are other people named Gaius mentioned within the NT, and there is historically a 
Bishop of Pergamon named Gaius, but there is no evidence supporting that the 
Gaius in 3rd John is any of these other people. 
   



Themes 

• The Elder praises Gaius for “welcoming the stranger.”  There seems to have 
been an ethic among the early church that missionaries and evangelists 
were sent out with nothing more than the shirt on their backs.  
Congregations and individual Christians were called upon to provide for 
these travelers when they came to your town.  See Mark 6: 8-9. 

 

• There seems to be a rivalry between the author of the letter and a person 
named, Diotrephes (which means “Nourished by Jupiter). 

o Dr. Raymond Brown (one of the greats of NT scholarship) says this of 
the conflict: 

“Diotrephes is not a particularly common name, but one cannot 
know who he was.  Not even the location of Diotrephes' church 
can be determined from the letter …   
It is debatable whether the antipathy expressed in 3 John is based 
on a theological dispute, a clash of competing ecclesiastical 
authorities, a disagreement about financial responsibilities for the 
mission, or personal dislike.” 

 

• Unlike 1st and 2nd John, 3rd John is light on theology.  It truly is a personal 
letter.  The only theological portion of the letter comes after the author’s 
description of Diotrephes’ actions.   

o Welcoming the stranger = of God, good 
o Expelling the stranger without support = not of God, evil 
o This is consistent with other Middle Eastern moral and ethical codes 

 

• 3rd John seems to be a recommendation letter of sorts for Demetrius.  
Missionaries and evangelists often carried letters from their “home 
congregation” as proof of their legitimate ministry. 

 

• “Peace be with you” is a common “good-bye” adapted from Christianity’s 
Jewish roots.   The rest of the conclusion is an almost verbatim of the 
conclusion of 2nd John adding to the evidence that each was written by the 
same person. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Theology

