
Receiving Nothing from the Gentiles  
 

7 ὑπὲρ γὰρ τοῦ ὀνόματος ἐξῆλθον μηδὲν λαμβάνοντες ἀπὸ τῶν ἐθνικῶν. 8 ἡμεῖς οὖν ὀφείλομεν 
ὑπολαμβάνειν τοὺς τοιούτους, ἵνα συνεργοὶ γινώμεθα τῇ ἀληθείᾳ. 1 
 
This text is a description of the work of an unknown group of itinerant missionaries who have “gone 
out” for the name of Christ.   
 
Let’s begin with the question of who the εθνικοσ are. The word is only used four times in the NT, thrice 
in Matthew and once here.  It is unlikely that John is referencing rank, unbelieving pagans.  No one 
would expect them to give to the work of these missionaries, and thus there would be no reason to 
mention the fact that they are not giving. It is more likely that John is referencing the non-Jews who 
have listened to, and become associated with the work of the missionaries. BAG defines εθνικοσ this 
way, “In the New Testament only, as substantive, ο εθνικοσ, the Gentile in contrast to the Jew.”  (p. 
217)  It then lists all four NT appearances of the word.  The best translation is probably, non-Jew.  
 
If this is true, there may be at least five reasons the missionaries are not receiving anything from the 
Gentiles.  First, I want to clarify that, λαµβανοντεσ is a present participle.  There is no command, no 
imperative contained in this text.  It is simply a description of what is taking place.  The missionaries are 
receiving nothing from the Gentiles.  We may speculate as to why not: 1. The Gentiles were unwilling.  2. 
They were unable. 3. They were ignorant of this possibility. 4. The missionaries told them not to give lest 
the Gospel message be confused. 5. The missionaries refused gifts that were offered lest the work of the 
Gospel be tainted with money from unbelievers.   
 
It is largely speculation, and perhaps a dangerous speculation, to assume which of these five, (perhaps 
more) lies behind not receiving.  Nonetheless, I will speculate.  A combination of numbers 3 and 4 seems 
most likely for missionaries who are working in the Gentile world.  In this way they would have been 
much like Paul, who when working with Gentiles immature in the faith, preached the Gospel free of 
charge, (II Cor. 11:7). In fact, Paul points out to the Philippians, “And you Philippians yourselves know 
that in the beginning of the gospel, when I left Macedonia, no church entered into partnership with me 
in giving and receiving, except you only.”  (Php 4:15)  This account could be very similar to what was 
happening with the III John missionaries.  On the other hand, when the congregation was more mature 
Paul was certainly willing to receive gifts from them. (II Cor. 11:8) 
 
The scenario that seems most unlikely is number 5.  If the missionaries were refusing gifts, and John 
wanted to make a point of it as an example to be followed, he could have stated it much more clearly 
than simply saying, “they are receiving nothing.”  If the missionaries were working among the non-
Jewish populations, and the listeners wanted to give for the sake of the laborers, it also seems unlikely, 
and counter-productive for the missionaries to have declared money from such listeners to be unclean.   
 
In addition, there seems to be a play on words in this text.  Verse 7 says that the missionaries receive, 
(λαµβανω) nothing from non-Jews.  The ουν of verse 8 suggests that verse 7 has built the case for the 
conclusion contained in verse 8.   Verse 8 concludes that since they are not receiving anything from the 
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non-Jewish audience we (the Church) should (υπολαµβανω) receive them all the more.   The point of 
this text is not about receiving money from non-Jews.  Rather, it is John’s argument that since these 
men are receiving nothing from the non-Jews with whom they may be working, the Church, (we) should 
support them.  
 
Furthermore, there is grave danger in turning a descriptive text into a prescriptive text.  Turning 
descriptions into prescriptions is a common error of the evangelical world.  The primary example might 
be Acts 4:32  “Now the full number of those who believed were of one heart and soul, and no one said 
that any of the things that belonged to him was his own, but they had everything in common.”  This 
description has been used by many, through the ages, to demand the Christians live a communal 
lifestyle.  There is no such command contained in these words.  
 
Likewise, there is no command not to receive money from unbelievers in III John 7.  This text commands 
nothing.  It simply describes what took place among these missionaries at that time.  
 
Turning III John 7 into a prohibition of receiving money from unbelievers binds men’s consciences 
without a clear Word of God.  What are the results?  The argument seems to be that the unbelieving 
nature, the unrepentance, the sin of the giver somehow adheres to the money.  If that is the case, how 
many transactions are required before the sin wears off?  Should Christians be prohibited from working 
for unbelievers lest tainted money be used for the work of the Church?   Should congregations be 
prohibited from taking loans from banks because they are owned and run by Gentiles?  Should 
congregations be prohibited from taking in-kind donations for fund-raisers from local businesses 
because they are owned or staffed by unbelievers.  How could any congregation, especially large 
congregations defend passing the offering plate, knowing that any number of guests and visitors could 
be unbelievers putting money into the plate?    This is what happens when we add to the Word of God 
by turning a descriptive text into a prescriptive text.  
 
One caveat may be in order.  What about receiving money from institutions that are clearly at odds with 
the work of the Church, for example Planned Parenthood?  One might defend not receiving such 
offerings, but not on the basis of the theory that such money is sinful, or dirty.  I Corinthians 10:26 tells 
us that even meat offered to idols is not, of itself, tainted by the sin.   The reasoning could be that there 
may be an offense at the public association of the Church with such an institution.  In such cases each 
judge is likely to draw the line at a different place on the spectrum of public offense.   
 
In conclusion, it is my judgment that III John cannot be used as a prohibition against receiving money 
from unbelievers for the work of the Church.  Public offense may be admitted as a reason, but that 
would be an implication from other verses, not this one.  
 
 


