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Following After Christ, Part 1 
 
Christ our Example 
Christ was/is the perfect man.  Coming into the world, Jesus not only affected salvation, He provided a 
pattern for us when it comes to our humanity: 
 

1 Peter 2:21b, “…Christ also suffered for you, leaving you an example [a copy/pattern] for you to 
follow in His steps.” 

 
Paul exhorted us this way: 
 

Philippians 2:5, “Have this attitude [mind] in yourselves which was also in Christ Jesus.” 
 
Truly, the fall involved much more than just man disobeying God. It was man turning his back on God’s 
created order such that in our fallenness we have become as animals.  The Scriptures call the one given 
over to their sin “unreasoning animals” (2 Peter 2:12; Jude 10).  And this is well-stated, for after man 
turned their back on God the Lord gave mankind over to their sin: 
 

Romans 1:26-27, “For this reason God gave them over to degrading passions; for their women 
exchanged the natural function for that which is unnatural, and in the same way also the men 
abandoned the natural function of the woman and burned in their desire toward one another, men 
with men committing indecent acts and receiving in their own persons the due penalty of their 
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error.” 
 
Christ’s coming impacted this. Accordingly we receive from Christ NOT ONLY… 
 

• Redemption, reconciliation, and so salvation.   
• Restoration of the moral image of God (Ephesians 4:23; Colossians 3:9-10). 

 
BUT ALSO the pattern as to what we will/must be if we are to grow as image bearers and so embody the 
moral image of God.  Hodge put it this way, speaking of Christ: 
 

As He assumed our nature, and thereby purified and exalted it, we are to partake of that purity and 
glory.1

 
 

Yet Christ no longer walks among us. He has gone into the heavens and so sits on the throne of the 
universe.2

 

 Does this mean that we no longer have a visible pattern of what constitutes humanity? 
Absolutely not! 

Part and parcel of salvation is the entering of Christ into the hearts of man (2 Corinthians 13:5; 
Colossians 1:27).  Accordingly, the call remains today for us to follow Christ’s example as it is manifested 
in the lives of His people. 
 

1 Corinthians 11:1: Paul said, “Be imitators of me, just as I also am of Christ.” 
 
Yes, Christ has gone up in glory. Yet He still walks amongst us in His people. 
 

2 Thessalonians 3:7: “For you yourselves know how you ought to follow our example, because we 
did not act in an undisciplined manner among you.” 

 
Rather, Paul reflected Christ!  And today as we endeavor to grow in our salvation and so our humanity, 
we follow the example of men and women who embody the pattern of Christ.  Yet the calling to follow 
others as they follow Christ is fraught with landmines.  First, there is the temptation to neglect the 
salvation of Christ and so focus on the example of Christ.  This is what the Liberals did in the 1890s in the 
US.  They said, “Forget justification… forget the cross! The focus of Christianity is doing what Jesus did.”  
And so beginning with such books like Charles Sheldon's In His Steps, written in 1896, the emphasis is  
NOT on what Jesus taught, BUT on what He did.3

 
 

But there is a second error when it comes to following other people as they follow Christ;  what if we 
follow the wrong example? 
 

• What happens if the one we choose to follow is NOT a man or woman of Christ?   
• What if they are a Pharisee? Or worse, a deceiver?   

 

                                                      
1 Romans, page 285. 
2 Compare Romans 8:34; Ephesians 1:20; Colossians 3:1 
3 The expression, “What would Jesus Do?” and the bracelet containing the letters, “WWJD” did not come from the 1990s. It 
began in the US a century before that. 
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Dr. James M. Boice put it this way: 
 

Christian people must be careful who it is they imitate. Even in Christian circles there are bad 
examples… So choose your example carefully…4

 
 

Third John is an epistle written to a disciple of the Lord- Gaius- who was being persecuted for 
righteousness sake. Yet the persecution did not come from the fallen world in which he lived. Rather, it 
came from Gaius’ own pastor and church. And that brings us to the heart of the Epistle of 3 John.  Yes! 
False disciples have gone out into the world and are in the church! 
 
Accordingly it behooves us not only NOT to give them a hearing; that is the message of 2 John, BUT ALSO 
NOT to be snookered into following them; that is the message of 3 John!   
 
But how do you know?  How do you know a genuine servant from the false?  How do you know that 
which constitutes a worthy example of Christ? 
 
The Call To Follow Christ 
 
We behold the answer to these questions beginning in 3 John 11 and following after Christ.   
 

3 John 11a, “beloved, do not imitate what is evil, but what is good.” 
 
This is one of two commands in this epistle5

 

 and it is rather significant when you consider the context.  
Remember in 2 John when the church was threatened by false teachers? John’s response was to give a 
detailed description of what constitutes a false teacher/a deceiver.  Well here Gaius was being 
persecuted by his own pastor. Accordingly John gave in this epistle a detailed description of a false 
shepherd. Yet the emphasis and focus of this pericope is NOT on the description of the false shepherd, 
BUT on the call for Gaius not to emulate Diotrephes. Again, notice the command: 

3 John 11a, “beloved, do not imitate what is evil, but what is good.” 
 
Why is this John’s exhortation?  
 
Again, when it comes to conflict with church leadership it is natural to assume that they are right and we 
are wrong. Accordingly, “what they do, ought to be what we do.” That’s the inclination in a relationship 
of submission. If Gaius therefore did what is natural, it wouldn’t be long before he was opposing the 
work of Christ as was his pastor, Diotrephes.  That is why the focus of John’s exhortation in this epistle 
revolves around the example we ought to follow as Christians. And here we must use great discernment! 
 
The Need for Discernment 
 

3 John 11b, “the one who does good is of God; the one who does evil has not seen God.” 
 
The bottom line when it comes to Christ examples is NOT… 

                                                      
4 The Epistles of John, p. 175. 
5 The other being v. 14, “Greet the friends by name.” 
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• What is said.   
• How it is said.   
• What one confesses or professes.  
• How one looks. 

 
Did you get that?  
 
In our media-crazed and entertainment-crazed society the basis for a fitting example when it comes to 
following Christ will tend to be the look and speech of the individual- the packaging! And so if they 
sound godly, look godly, act godly… the conclusion for most people in the church is that they must be 
godly. What a perfect environment for Satan’s workers of deception who are described in Matthew 7:15 
as “wolves in sheep’s clothing.” 
 
You must see the Bible’s focus is completely different when it comes to what constitutes men and 
women of God. Listen to the following passages. 
 

Hebrews 13:7, “Remember those who led you, who spoke the word of God to you [indeed, the 
doctrine of a potential example is important and so ought to be considered, yet the bottom line 
revolves around another test…]; and considering the result of their conduct, imitate their faith.” 

 
We must choose our heroes with caution and great care. The bottom line, the final line, is the fruit of 
their ministry.  In fact, when you think of one qualified to minister in the body of Christ, what are the 
areas to be examined? What areas did Paul give in 1 Timothy 3?  Paul emphasized the minister’s speech, 
conduct, love, faith, and purity.6

 
   Paul emphasized the fruit of their ministry. 

• 1 Timothy 3:4-5: If they are married, is his wife cared for? What has been the impact of his 
pastoral care in her life?   

• 1 Timothy 3:4-5: If they have children, what is the fruit of his ministry in their lives?   
• 1 Timothy 3:7: as workers, has God used them and how has He used them in the work place? 

 
Now if the qualification for an elder is their life, lip, AND FRUIT, ought this not to be the bottom line 
when it comes to any we might be tempted to emulate?   
 

1 John 3:10: “By this the children of God and the children of the devil are obvious: anyone who does 
not practice righteousness is not of God, nor the one who does not love his brother.” 

 
Fruit is the bottom line!  In the context of a series of warning about deceivers, Christ said this two times: 
 

Matthew 7:16, 20, “You will know them by their fruits.” 
 
We are not blindly to follow any man or woman placed in a leadership role in our lives. Don’t ever forget, 
Satan got an “A” in marketing. No! The emphasis and focus of a leader worthy of emulation is the fruit of 
their ministry. And so the primary exhortation that John gave to Gaius in this epistle was this: 
 
                                                      
6 Compare 1 Timothy 3:1-3; Psalm 101:6b 



 
 

5 
 

   

3 John 11: “Beloved, do not imitate what is evil, but what is good. The one who does good [which 
obviously is measured from the perspective of the Kingdom of God] is of God; the one who does evil 
[once again, this must be measured against the Kingdom of God] has not seen God.” 

 
From all of this it should be obvious that when it comes to Following Christ we must be discerning! We 
must never allow ourselves either to be dazzled or put off by appearance or speech. The bottom line is: 
How would they be evaluated in the Kingdom of God?  By Christ Himself? The only way to answer that is 
by looking at their fruit. 
 
You say… 
 

• What are the characteristics of an ungodly example?   
• And what are the characteristics of a godly example?   
• What ought we to follow and what are we not to follow? 

 
John was mindful of this question and so he devoted the remainder of this epistle to giving the answer.  
In 3 John 9-12 the Apostle gives the characteristics both of an ungodly minister and a Godly ministry 
such that we have here what amounts to a case study when it comes to candidates for our emulation. 
 
Case Study 
 
Notice the first case study of the characteristics of an ungodly minister. 
 

3 John 9, “I wrote something to the church; but Diotrephes, who loves to be first among them, does 
not accept what we say.” 

 
The implication behind this statement is that John heretofore had written an epistle intended for the 
body of believers; to be read as many of Paul’s letters were read to the congregation on the Lord’s Day. 
Yet Diotrephes refused his congregation access to this epistle. Now, it is one thing to refuse to read a 
letter that you or I might write.  But to refuse the writings of an apostle, one who held an office by which 
God added to the Canon, is to reject the word God.7

 
    

In this regard it is important to note that Diotrephes is not charged here with heresy. He was not 
unorthodox in his views of Christ, salvation, and the like. Rather his problem was that he was selective in 
those portions of God’s word to which he submitted.   
 
From this we behold the first characteristic of an ungodly minister: he is selective when it comes to his 
submission to the word of God: 
 

• If it is convenient or serves his own agenda, he willingly submits.   
• But let it cross his will, and he will conveniently forget the command or calling. 

 
In contrast a genuine servant of Christ; a man worthy of emulation, is one who longs to submit to the 
word of God regardless of how it is spoken, who spoke it, and the implications.  He does not “despise 
prophetic utterances” (1 Thessalonians 5:20) which implies a rejecting of the word of God on account of 
                                                      
7 Compare  2 Thessalonians 3:14 
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the package of the minister who brought it.  No! His passion and longing is to submit to it! 
 
Power and Prestige 
 
That is what we look for when it comes to following the example of Christ in other people.   
 

3 John 9b, “I wrote something to the church; but Diotrephes, who loves to be first among them.” 
 
The language here suggests a self-promoted demagogue rather than a constitutional presbyter or bishop.  
It is possible that Diotrephes was a duly elected elder serving as a bishop who was then corrupted.  
However, the language suggests that Diotrephes took the office by will. And yet, it doesn’t stop here.  
This word, preeminence, carries with it a love and so a longing to be in the limelight, the center of 
attention, the focus. It is related to the word used for Christ in Colossians. 
 

Colossians 1:18: “He is also head of the body, the church; and He is the beginning, the first-born 
from the dead; so that He Himself might come to have first place in everything.” 

 
The clear implication in our text is that in Diotrephes’ church, Christ wasn’t first place, Diotrephes was!  
And yet you must see that the teaching that is given in the Bible concerning the qualification for the 
office of elder lends itself to such an abuse.  In 1 Timothy 3, Paul wrote this to Timothy: 
 

1 Timothy 3:1, “It is a trustworthy statement: if any man aspires to the office of overseer, it is a fine 
work he desires to do.” 

 
Part and parcel of the qualification for an elder is the notion of “aspiring.” The man who is qualified to 
shepherd a flock of God must be one who himself aspires to the office.  Yet this easily can be twisted by 
the sinful heart such that it amounts to nothing more than ambition. If I have the desire to hold the 
office, it must mean that I am called.  Stephen Smalley wrote, speaking of Diotrephes: 
 

“…he assumed a position of leadership in his congregation because of an egocentric lust for power, 
which he had confused with zeal for the gospel.”8

 
 

Family of God, Paul in 1 Timothy 3 is NOT talking about the desire or love of leading, directing, or 
dictating. Rather, understood in the light of Scripture, “aspiring to the office” denotes the passion to 
care for the soul of another. That’s the aspiration we look for in an elder.   
 
In contrast, the focus when it came to Diotrephes was on a love of leadership and so a love of being first. 
His attitude utterly defied the New Testament teaching on servant leadership.  Christ put it this way: 
 

Matthew 20:25-27, “You know that the rulers of the Gentiles lord it over them, and their great men 
exercise authority over them. It is not so among you, but whoever wishes to become great among 
you shall be your servant, and whoever wishes to be first among you shall be your slave.” 

 
A Slanderous Tongue 
 

                                                      
8 1, 2, 3 John, WBC, p. 356. 
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And so find a man or woman who loves the limelight, who loves being first, and John would say, “Don’t 
emulate this man or woman! And don’t be bothered when they growl and bite when they aren’t the 
focus!” Notice a third characteristic a tongue given to slander. 
 

3 John 10a, “for this reason, if I come, I will call attention to his deeds which he does, unjustly 
accusing us with wicked words.” 

 
Malicious words, wicked words, words that caused pain to an individual is the definition of slander.  
Slander is an interesting word in the Bible. When used it means simply, “to speak against” (cf. Ephesians 
4:31; Colossians 3:8; 1 Peter 2;1, 12) with the emphasis being NOT on the validity of the words spoken, 
BUT on the manner of what is spoken.   If what is spoken is true and yet is spoken in a way that violates 
the Biblical process for correcting another (cf. Matthew 18:15-20; Gal. 6:1-5; 1 Corinthians 5:4-7), it is 
slander. 
 
So if you sin, I see it, and then I share it with the body, that’s slander. The Biblical process would require 
me to go to you in private.  Such was the issue for Diotrephes. Rather than addressing his problems with 
John in private (cf. Matthew 18:17; 1 Corinthians 5:4-5), he took it public.   
 
Now you must see that John is being sarcastic here. The word for “unjustly accusing” means “to talk 
nonsense.” The Greek word comes from a root that was used of the sound of water boiling up and 
throwing off bubbles. Since bubbles are empty and useless, the verb eventually came to mean 
“indulgence in empty or useless talk.” Accordingly, not only did Diotrephes violate the Biblical path for 
correcting a brother/sister, but the substance of his concern as it related to John was vanity! 
And yet that doesn’t mean that it didn’t hurt. No doubt it did for Diotrephes used “wicked words.” Why 
did he do it? When it comes to all demagogues, words are a powerful means of elevating self and 
degrading others.  Dr. John MacArthur wrote this: 
 

Character assassination is an all too common ploy of those who seek to elevate themselves. They 
gain people’s trust not positively by manifesting a godly character but negatively by destroying 
people’s trust in other leaders.9

 
 

Opposition to Kingdom Work 
 
Such is another characteristic which disqualifies someone from being an example of Christ for us. If 
gossip and slander is named among them, they are not worthy of emulation. Notice a fourth 
characteristic; opposition to kingdom work. 
 

3 John 10b, “and not satisfied with this, neither does he himself receive the brethren.” 
 
Recall that THE primary way that God’s kingdom was extended in Biblical times was through the prayer 
and support of the local body.  Missionaries didn’t raise support and then go.  They arrived to a city 
unannounced and so sought out a Christian family. It was expected that this family would feed, house, 
and so support the missionary endeavor. 
 
This was God’s way of expanding His kingdom in the first century. One of many such verses that reflect 

                                                      
9 3 John, MNTC, p. 10. 
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this practice is in 3 John itself. 
 

3 John 8, “For they went out for the sake of the Name, accepting nothing from the Gentiles. 
Therefore we ought to support such men, that we may be fellow workers with the truth. 

 
Well, John had sent out many such missionaries; men and women who went out in the name of Christ 
unto the glory of God and the furtherance of His Kingdom. Yet Diotrephes, driven out of love of self, 
power, prestige, and honor, refused to support these men. And in so doing, he became an opponent of 
the Kingdom of God.  Kistemaker put it this way: 
 

Not only are Diotrephes’ words vicious; his deeds are equally reprehensible. He willfully breaks the 
rules of Christian hospitality by refusing to receive missionaries sent out to proclaim the gospel. By 
denying them shelter and food, he hinders the progress of the Word of God. In brief, Diotrephes is 
thwarting God’s plans and purposes and consequently faces divine wrath.10

 
 

This is a sad commentary on our sinful heart and many a ministry.  In many places, God’s servants are in 
competition with one another such that when the Kingdom is expanded there is not joy but jealousy!  
Yet I hope you see that the man of God worthy of emulation is not named among them.   Listen to the 
heart of Paul: 
 

Philippians 1:18, “What then? Only that in every way, whether in pretense or in truth, Christ is 
proclaimed; and in this I rejoice, yes, and I will rejoice.” 

 
Find a man or woman who is jealous when it comes to the ministry of God’s kingdom… find one who 
doesn’t rejoice when the work of God’s kingdom is accomplished, and I’ll show you someone you ought 
not to emulate. 
 
A Passion for Control 
 

3 John 10c, “and he forbids those who desire to do so.” 
 
Diotrephes wasn’t content simply with opposing the work of God’s kingdom. He couldn’t live in a world 
where those around him furthered a ministry that he personally rejected. Accordingly, he took control of 
the situation such that he “forbade” others to minister to the visiting missionaries. Now don’t miss it, 
there is a place for a leadership to “control” aspects of a congregation- yet the control is always 
ministerial and declarative. This means it is always done as a servant and so for the benefit of the 
congregation.  It is always done in submission to the word of God. If it is not addressed in Scripture, then 
it cannot be bound. 
 
Beyond that, we all are charged to encourage the body of Christ to minister according to their own 
conscience.  
 

Philippians 3:15-16, “Let us therefore, as many as are perfect, have this attitude; and if in anything 
you have a different attitude, God will reveal that also to you; however, let us keep living by that 
same standard to which we have attained.” 

                                                      
10 James and I-III John, NTC, pp. 9-10. 
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Diotrephes violated this principle and so took responsibility not simply for what God’s word taught, but 
also the conscience of his congregation. The result was an unbiblical control of the thoughts, words, and 
conduct of the church. In fact, it was so bad, Diotrephes effectively excommunicated any and all who 
disobeyed his rulings. 
 
The Abuse of Power 
 

3 John 10d, “and he forbids those who desire to do so, and puts them out of the church.” 
 
I can’t tell you how serious this was. To excommunicate someone is to “to deliver [them] to Satan for 
the destruction of [their] flesh, that [their] spirit may be saved in the day of the Lord Jesus” (1 
Corinthians 5:5). It is an act NOT of the individual, BUT a lawful church court. When an excommunication 
takes place, the following is being stated, “Because of this, you will go to hell unless you repent.” 
 
This is what is behind “the keys of the Kingdom” in Matthew 16. After following the Biblical process of 
discipline, Christ grants to a church court the power of excommunication. Understandably, the process 
ought never to be hurried or to be in haste. It should be done prayerfully, humbly, and with sobriety. In 
fact, you consider the process as outlined in God’s word and it is unthinkable that someone could be 
excommunicated from a church with any rapidity. It necessarily is a long, brutal process. 
 
But such was not the case when it came to Diotrephes and his response to those who didn’t see eye to 
eye with him. He believed a person should be delivered over to Satan.  He believed that a person would 
go to hell,  if they simply violated not a command of Scripture, but one of his own making. What is this? 
Nothing less than a grave abuse of power! 
 

• To whom will you give your heart when it comes to ministry?   
• What example will you follow? 

 
Part and parcel of ministry is exercising a level of divine authority. Find a man or woman who misuses 
this authority and you’ve found someone who ought not to be emulated!   
 
Next week we are going to consider the second Case Study presented here by John; that of a godly 
minister.  However, before we close, I want to pause for the purpose of application.  It has been said, 
“No life is totally wasted; you can always be a bad example.” 
 
In this regard Diotrephes is a poster child of the bad example when it comes to ministry.  He shows us 
the results of serving the Lord in the flesh.  Accordingly, I dare say that some of the elements which 
characterized Diotrephes have been named among us as well. And if they haven’t, they will.  What do 
you do about that?  
 
Let me give you five suggestions.  First, let us begin by recognizing how weak and ignoble we are as 
servants of Christ! 
 

2 Corinthians 4:7, “But we have this treasure in earthen vessels, that the surpassing greatness of the 
power may be of God and not from ourselves.” 
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When I look at my ministry and see some of the same characteristics that John levels here against 
Diotrephes, I am humbled.  Truly, the ministry is not executed by noble, strong, and capable stewards; 
but sinners.  Accordingly, our well-being as servants of Christ must NOT be in the work of our hands, BUT 
in the Lord! 
 

2 Corinthians 3:4-5,  “And such confidence we have through Christ toward God. Not that we are 
adequate in ourselves to consider anything as coming from ourselves, but our adequacy is from 
God.” 

 
Family of God we must stand before one another and God on the basis of the righteousness of Christ 
and His good pleasure to use us.  The ministry therefore is not about me, and so: fulfillment, pleasure, 
fun, excitement, and the like. Rather, the ministry is about Christ.  This is why Paul could say this: 
 

2 Corinthians 12:8-9, “Concerning this I entreated the Lord three times that it might depart from me. 
And He has said to me, ‘My grace is sufficient for you, for power is perfected in weakness.’ Most 
gladly, therefore, I will rather boast about my weaknesses, that the power of Christ may dwell in 
me.” 

 
Truly a “weak” minister is a strong minister!  In the words of John Newton:  “The more vile we are in our 
own eyes, the more precious Christ will be to us!”  Let us therefore trust Christ for any and all results 
when it comes to our service. 
 
Aside from our own sinful heart, that which will trip us up in the ministry more than anything is thinking 
that we personally are responsible for the results.  My worth as a servant of Christ is predicated upon 
the return.  This is a cancer to any and all service. Listen! Our job is NOT results, BUT simply faithfulness! 
 

1 Corinthians 3:5-7,  “What then is Apollos? And what is Paul? Servants through whom you believed, 
even as the Lord gave opportunity to each one. I planted, Apollos watered, but God was causing the 
growth. So then neither the one who plants nor the one who waters is anything, but God who 
causes the growth.” 

 
Let us be quick to confess our sin when our service is tainted.  Let us not defend, excuse, or down play 
any sin.  Where we resemble Diotrephes, let us be quick to repent!  If we  harden our heart in this regard 
it is to risk disqualification.  Let us watch over our hearts with diligence, lest our service in anyway 
resemble that of Diotrephes. 
 

Proverbs 4:23, “Watch over your heart with all diligence, for from it flow the springs of life.” 
 
If Diotrephes is the poster child of ministry done in the flesh, then let us allow his bad example to 
sensitize us to error in ministry.  At the first hint of degradation, let us run to Christ.   
 

1 John 1:9, “If we confess our sins, He is faithful and righteous to forgive us our sins and to cleanse 
us from all unrighteousness.” 
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About Bethel Presbyterian Church  
The Bethel Presbyterian Church Ministry of the Word is published regularly.   It is distributed via the 
internet. 
 

VISIT US WHEN IN Broomfield, COLORADO  
Feel free to visit Bethel Presbyterian Church when in Broomfield, Colorado. Bethel Presbyterian Church 
meets at Broomfield High School, Eagle (10th Street) and Main, Broomfield, Colorado. The telephone 
number of the church is 303-469-6912. The worship services are at 9:30 a.m. and 6:00 p.m. each Sunday. 
Bethel Presbyterian Church is a member of the Orthodox Presbyterian Church.  
  
All our sermons can be accessed via the World Wide Web.  The recording for this sermon (the last few 
minutes were not recorded because of a power outage during the sermon) and these notes can be 
found at   Abusive Leadership.  The web address for all sermons at Bethel Presbyterian Church can be 
found out as follows: http://bethelpresbyterian.sermonaudio.com  

About the Preacher  
Greg Thurston preached this sermon on July 28, 2009.  Greg is the preacher at Bethel Presbyterian 
Church. 
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