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The Proper Practice of the Church, Part 1 - 2 John 1-6 

Scripture Reading: 2 John 1-13 

Introduction 
As we return to our study of John’s epistles this morning it might be helpful to begin with a short review. 

John wrote his first letter to the church in Ephesus to deal with the issue of false teachers that had arisen in the church 

and led some of its members astray. 

Those false teachers claimed to have received deeper, secret revelation from God while they, in fact, denied the bodily 

incarnation and/or deity of Christ. 

And when they were confronted concerning their errors and refuted, they had left the church and taken some of the 

body with them - presumably to form their own churches. 

Without a doubt, the people to whom John wrote were confused and hurt so John wrote them a letter to remind them 

of the fellowship believers share with God and each other and the need to remain holy in their conduct. 

John appealed to his apostolic witness as he repeatedly reminded his readers to recall the truth that they already knew; 

truth that they had heard from the beginning of their Christian walk. 

The best defense against anything counterfeit is to be so familiar with what is real that one cannot be fooled so he 

exhorted them to cling to the truth of the gospel and not be swayed by new teachings. 

Nothing has changed in the intervening centuries since John penned that letter and churches today still need to cling to 

the truth as it’s found in God’s Word, they still need to love God and each other, and they still need to lead holy lives. 

What was essential to maintaining health in the first century church is still essential today. 

With that brief review out of the way, this morning we are going to begin a two-week study of 2 John. 

2 John is the second shortest book in the Bible. 

It’s just 245 words in the original Greek and 300 words in our ESV translation and John would have been able to write it 

on a single standard sheet of papyrus. 

Some scholars think John wrote it as a follow-up to the longer 1 John while others think it may well have been a cover 

letter that accompanied the longer letter. 

Either way, it was likely written at roughly the same time and it covers many of the same themes and addresses the 

same issue of false teachers in the church only in a more succinct manner. 

The particular subject of 2 John concerns hospitality to traveling missionaries. 

The establishment of the Roman Empire had made travel much safer and easier than it had ever been. 

Rome was responsible for building roads that served all the territory they controlled and the Roman military enforced 

was is known as the pas Romana or peace of Rome and the early spread of the gospel owed much to those advances. 

Lodging for travelers was another matter though. 

There weren’t any hotels and motels as we know them - there was no Tom Bodett of the first century making sure to 

keep a light on for weary travelers at the local Motel 6. 

The inns that did exist weren’t much different than houses of ill-repute. 

They was notoriously dirty and bug-infested and the profession of innkeeper was largely a dishonorable one as surviving 

copies of Roman law often mentions their infamous character. 

Consequently, Christian travelers were often welcomed into the homes of the members of the local churches. 

We see that in the case of Paul who lodged in Lydia’s home in Philippi, and was welcomed by Jason in Thessalonica, 

Gaius in Corinth and others in other cities. 
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One can easily see how such a system could be abused - especially with false teachers wandering about - so John 

addresses how one can discern between a true and false teacher and how to handle the arrival of a false teacher. 

Many local churches still house visiting missionaries in much the same way but I don’t think that’s the best parallel for us 

to draw. 

At Brick, our missionaries have been thoroughly vetted to ensure their doctrinal and theological beliefs and their 

ministerial practices are compatible with ours and we regularly check in with each to ensure nothing has changed. 

So, you can be virtually certain that, should you house one of our missionaries, you aren’t welcoming a false teacher into 

your home. 

I think our greater concern should be the possibility of welcoming false teachers into our homes by way of the internet, 

TV, radio, books, articles, and the like. 

False teachers and unbiblical churches abound today so we need to look at what John as to say on the subject and apply 

it to our lives just as much as his original audience did. 

The letter divides neatly into two main sections. 

This week we will be looking at verses 1-6 which contain the salutation and the first half of the main body and we’ll take 

up the remaining verses next week. 

Let’s begin by considering the salutation found in verses 1-3. 

I. The Salutation 
Unfortunately, many people read right past these first three verses without giving them a whole lot of attention. 

However, they contain so much information we could park right here and spend our entire time this morning plumbing 

their depths. 

Straight away, we see that John is going to be dealing with the subject of truth as he uses the word four times in this 

brief salutation. 

Before we get to that, though, we need to acknowledge the difficulty in identifying the author and recipients of the 

letter. 

There is no serious doubt that John wrote the letter but he doesn’t identify himself by name choosing instead to refer to 

himself as “the elder.” 

It’s evident that his original audience would have recognized him by this title and the authority it represents. 

Remember, John was an old man when he wrote this letter and likely the last living apostle. 

But his referring to himself in this manner also speaks to his relationship with the original recipients. 

It would be akin to a local church today receiving a letter from their pastor who was away on a trip and having him sign 

it simply as “Your pastor” - it conveys a sense of warmth and familiarity with the recipients. 

The identity of the recipients, however, isn’t quite so settled. 

Whereas I believe the best interpretation is that the “elect lady and her children” refers somewhat poetically to a local 

church and her members, others see it as an individual woman along with her children. 

The Greek phrase is elelkta kyria [slide] and some scholars go so far as to say that one or the other refers to a proper 

name for this woman - either Elekta or Kyria. 

I don’t want to delve into the different arguments and their rationales but only say that John’s language, tone and 

subject matter doesn’t seem to fit a conversation with an individual woman. 

Furthermore, it’s common for authors to refer to local churches using female terminology in the Bible - consider Paul’s 

use of the bride of Christ imagery and Peter’s “she who is in Babylon” [1 Peter 5:13] for just two examples. 
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It seems best to me to view John’s language as figurative speech directed at a Christian community and not an individual 

home within it - however, I encourage you to hold whichever position you choose as loosely as I do. 

Truly, it makes no difference to the understanding of the letter and one doesn’t do true damage to the text by choosing 

either option for the identity of the elect lady and her children. 

Whichever you choose, we see that John states next that he loves the recipients truly as do all who know the truth. 

And the reason for the love is “because of the truth that abides in us and will be with us forever.” 

As Christ-followers, we are commanded to love those around us and even our enemies [Matthew 5:44]. 

But we enjoy a special bond as spiritual brothers and sisters in Christ that is grounded in the truth we possess. 

Most people love those with whom they find some compatibility; those they are naturally drawn to by some 

characteristic but true Christian love doesn’t rely on those things. 

And that’s a good thing because we soon find those feelings and attractions don’t exist between us and all other 

believers. 

We’re a mixed lot of often very different and even incompatible temperaments and personalities. 

We love one another because of the truth that we don’t just know in some objective sense but have as a present 

indwelling force that lives in each of us and will be with us eternally. 

John may be alluding here to Christ who is the very embodiment of truth [John 14:6] who dwells in believers by the Holy 

Spirit. 

If that’s his meaning, it would be further encouragement for church members who were unsettled by the false teachers. 

Either way, it amounts to roughly the same thing because one can’t know the truth without knowing Christ. 

John’s point is that the love between believers is founded upon biblical truth. 

And that informs us against attempts to get us to water down truth for the sake of unity. 

Yes, we may well be called “unloving,” “divisive,” and “unaccepting” when we stand on biblical truth. 

However, true Christian love and unity will never be increased by diminishing the truth which we hold in common and 

compromising on the truth is actually an unloving thing to do because it’s the basis of love. 

The salutation comes to a close in verse 3 with the words [2 John 3]: 

Grace, mercy, and peace will be with us, from God the Father and from Jesus Christ the Father’s Son, in truth and love. 

Letters of John’s day conformed to an accepted pattern that typically included the identity of the writer and his 

recipients followed by the word, “greeting.” 

Paul was fond of “Christianizing” the customary greeting by replacing it with some form of “grace to you and peace from 

God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ” as a prayer for his recipients. 

And John’s greeting here is similar to Paul’s but we must notice that it’s not a prayer or a wish. 

It’s a confident affirmation of truth that “grace, mercy, and peace will be with” John and his recipients. 

In this affirmation we see the essence of the gospel. 

Grace is God giving us what we need but do not deserve, mercy is God withholding what we do deserve, and peace is 

the outcome as God grants us reconciliation through his Son. 

In reverse order then, we see the character of salvation - peace with God, our need, and God’s free provision. 



4 

 
While John’s words “from God the Father and from Jesus Christ” are almost identical to Paul’s greetings, John adds the 

designation of Christ as “the Father’s Son” emphasizing the deity of Christ and his equality with the Father. 

For John, the Father and the Son are equally the source of all blessing and Jesus is not only the Messiah but also the 

Father’s only Son making this another refutation of the claims of the false teachers. 

Finally, John ends his salutation with the words, “in truth and love.” 

It’s unclear whether John means we will experience grace, mercy, and peace only if we remain in truth and love, or that 

grace, mercy, and peace find their expression in truth and love. 

But whether truth and love are conditions or consequences, John indicates that they are essential marks of the Christian 

life. 

The fellowship of the church is created by truth and exhibited in love so that each qualifies the other. 

Truth and love for the believer are inextricably intertwined and we need to avoid extremes when it comes to either. 

Therefore, our love is always to be informed by the views and actions of others and whether they align with the truth. 

At the same time, while truth makes our love discriminating, love should temper our expression of the truth. 

Love without truth devolves into mushy sentimentality whereas truth that isn’t expressed in love can result in harshness. 

Scripture commands us to love one another in the truth and to hold the truth in love and, as Jesus taught in Matthew 

10:16, we are to wise as serpents and innocent as doves in our relationships. 

In the remaining three verses of the first half of the letter, John expands on the proper practice of the church in the 

areas of truth and love and in verse 4, John takes up the subject of walking in the truth. 

II. Walk in the truth 
Whether John had encountered some of the members of this particular local church or whether he had simply heard the 

news, John begins by saying he rejoiced greatly to find some of the members walking in the truth. 

To walk in the truth means to live in accordance with the truth and includes believing it and conforming one’s life to it. 

It’s a lifestyle of obedience. 

Deviating from revealed truth, then, isn’t simply an unfortunate error but disobedience. 

In Deuteronomy 28, the truth is likened to a path which should be followed and not deviated from and God said through 

Moses that there would be a penalty for turning off the path [Deuteronomy 28:14]. 

And Isaiah, following the same thought prophesied that the day would come when the Teacher, presumably the Holy 

Spirit, would direct the faithful so as to keep them on the right path [Isaiah 30:21]. 

As much as we may wish it were otherwise, God has not left it to us to believe or disbelieve his revealed truth. 

Nor has he left it to our discretion whether or not to obey it. 

He has revealed the truth and the revelation brings responsibility. 

Baptist minister and evangelist Vance Havner is quoted as saying, “What we live is what we really believe. Everything 

else is just so much religious talk” and I think we can all agree with the rightness of that statement. 

But he also said, “Most church members live so far below the standard, you would have to backslide to be in fellowship 

with them” - Ouch! 

I don’t know if he’s correct in saying “most” church members deviate from the truth but I can agree that his statement 

could be said of “many” members of churches today as many do indeed hearken to other authorities and alternate 

“truths.” 
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Basically, we have four sources of authority to which we will submit: 

We will either submit to reason - what we think, tradition - what we’ve always done, emotion - what we feel, or 

revelation - what God says. 

John was clear about the source of his spiritual authority and his life’s power. 

God had revealed himself and his truth in the person of his Son and in his written Word; the matter was settled and 

wasn’t up for debate. 

Whether John was indicating that some of the members of the church who originally received his letter had deviated 

from the truth or whether he was merely rejoicing over the good news he had heard without further implication is 

unclear. 

But looking around today it would not be a surprise to hear that some in that same church were not walking in the truth. 

Sadly, for many who fill the seats in churches today things aren’t so cut and dried as they were for John and I believe 

that’s why many members, churches, and even entire denominations are awash in spiritual and moral confusion. 

They have left God’s truth in favor of some other “truth.” 

The late astronomer, Carl Sagan, who was certainly not a Christ-follower, said it well when he said: 

“The truth may be puzzling. It may take some work to grapple with. It may be counterintuitive. It may contradict deeply 

held prejudices. It may not be consonant with what we desperately want to be true. But our preferences do not 

determine what’s true.” 

We may not like every truth that we find in God’s Word but our job is to obey and walk in it as God reveals it. 

And obedience is the subject of the next two verses as John turns his attention to the command to love one another. 

III. Love one another 
Let’s look again at verse 5 [2 John 5] together: 

And now I ask you, dear lady—not as though I were writing you a new commandment, but the one we have had from the 

beginning—that we love one another.  

This is the sixth and final time John mentions the command to love one another in his epistles. 

The other mentions are all in 1 John namely 3:11; 3:23; 4:7; 4:11; and 4:12. 

John may well have been harkening back to Jesus’ discourse in the Upper Room when he said in John 13:34 -  

A new commandment I give to you, that you love one another: just as I have loved you, you also are to love one another. 

And again in John 15:12 - This is my commandment, that you love one another as I have loved you. 

John here is not laying a new commandment on his readers - in fact, he’s not commanding them at all. 

Notice that he is making a request of the church that he and they continue in mutual love for one another and how, in so 

doing, they are obeying the commandment that they have heard from the beginning. 

Faith, which is believing and walking in the truth, and love are signs of new spiritual birth as we see John state clearly in 

1 John 5:1 so we can safely say that being a Christ-follower not only involves believing in Christ but loving one another. 

Without a doubt, John had the right to command his readers to love one another but he chose to make a personal 

request based on the old command that was laid on them by Jesus. 

Some people object that love and belief aren’t things that can be commanded because they aren’t subject to discipline. 

They protest that they can’t be expected to believe things they don’t believe or love people they don’t love. 

And the solution to their problem lies in the nature of biblical faith and love because it’s only when faith is regarded as 

an intuition and love as an emotion that they can be said to lie outside the sphere of duty. 
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However, the Bible clearly states that faith is an obedient response to God’s self-revelation in Christ - and that’s a matter 

of the will. 

Placing one’s faith in another implies subjecting oneself to them so people reject the Son, meaning they choose not to 

believe in him, because they don’t want to obey him. 

We read how Jesus himself explained the phenomenon of unbelief in John’s gospel. 

Look with me at John 3:19-21 where Jesus taught – 

And this is the judgment: the light has come into the world, and people loved the darkness rather than the light because 

their works were evil. For everyone who does wicked things hates the light and does not come to the light, lest his works 

should be exposed. But whoever does what is true comes to the light, so that it may be clearly seen that his works have 

been carried out in God. 

Then look a little further down in John 3:36 where Jesus equates belief and obedience saying – 

Whoever believes in the Son has eternal life; whoever does not obey the Son shall not see life, but the wrath of God 

remains on him. 

The fact that belief is volitional is why unbelief is sin and the unbeliever is condemned already [John 3:18]. 

In a similar way, biblical love is an action we choose and not an emotion we simply feel. 

It’s not an involuntary, uncontrollable response to some outward condition or stimulus. 

Biblical love, the love we are commanded to show to each other, is a deliberate choice to subordinate one’s own good 

for another and engage in unselfish service to another just as Christ gave up everything to serve us. 

And in verse 6 [2 John 6], John shows the reciprocal bond between obedience and love: 

And this is love, that we walk according to his commandments; this is the commandment, just as you have heard from 

the beginning, so that you should walk in it. 

When Jesus was asked to name the greatest commandment he responded [Matthew 22:37-40] 

“You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind. This is the great and 

first commandment.39And a second is like it: You shall love your neighbor as yourself. On these two commandments 

depend all the Law and the Prophets.” 

Having heard Jesus’ words it’s impossible to separate love and obedience - each involves the other. 

Love is expressed in obedience isn’t it? 

Jesus said it quite clearly in John 14:15, “If you love me, you will keep my commandments.” 

And again in John 14:21 he said, “Whoever has my commandments and keeps them is he who loves me.” 

And in his first letter he brings all this together saying in 1 John 5:2-3  

By this we know that we love the children of God, when we love God and obey his commandments. For this is the love of 

God, that we keep his commandments. And his commandments are not burdensome. 

So, in the final analysis, law and love are not incompatible; they are inseparable. 

  

http://biblehub.com/matthew/22-39.htm
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Conclusion 
We live in a day when people want to believe that truth is relative and personal. 

You can have one truth that’s true for you and I can have a completely different truth for myself. 

However, the Bible makes clear that truth is objective, absolute, and knowable and it’s found in the person of Jesus 

Christ and God’s written word. 

And truth is the foundation of unity and fellowship among Christ-followers. 

One cannot deny the truth of the gospel and rightly be called a Christian. 

Liberal theology sacrifices truth on the altar of love and says we must accept whomever no matter what they might 

believe or do. 

They subordinate truth for the sake of unity and acceptance. 

However, people love to ride on the pendulum and live on the extremes and there are many fierce fundamentalists who 

will fight over the most minor points elevating the truth over love. 

Both are grievous errors. 

On our recent drive to El Paso and back, Kathy and I saw some of the longest trains we’ve ever seen. 

I actually measured one that was stopped using my odometer and it was just over 3 miles long. 

Like all trains, those long trains ran on two rails. 

Let me ask you, which of those two rails do you think is the most important? 

It’s an absurd question isn’t it? Both are necessary. 

Truth and love are the rails on which Christianity rides and, just as it is with a train, both rails are equally important. 

Standing firm on God’s truth may well lead to accusations that you are being unloving. 

In some cases, that accusation might have merit if indeed you are unloving in your defense of the truth. 

Principles and people are of equal importance - we can’t elevate either over the other. 

People don’t tend to be won over by beating them over the head and our job is to win people to Christ not to win 

arguments. 

But the solution isn’t to compromise on, weaken, or deny the truth because that in itself is unloving. 

Rather, having accepted the truth of the gospel and accepted the sacrifice of the Son, we should strive to learn as much 

as we can about the truth that God has revealed in his Word and live with such love that people are drawn to us. 

And then lovingly present the truth with gentleness as one would give aid to someone who was ill. 

Let’s pray. 

 

 


