SECOND PETER
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 Chapter 1.1-2.
Introduction
See chapter 3 verse 1 for a mention of this as Peter’s second letter to these Christians. He was conscious that he might not survive long (1.13, 14). Jesus had made this clear to him. Knowing that, he was all the more eager to help these Christians as much as he could while he was still able. 

Already, false teaching and wrong emphases were spoiling the church. According to the élite, some insights were not given to all Christians. If you like long words, the word for that kind of knowledge is ‘esoteric’. This elite group became known as ‘Gnostics’, or ‘knowing ones’.
By contrast, Peter calls himself “a servant” as well as “an apostle” of Jesus Christ. Humility is a great virtue those who follow Jesus. It improves all the other virtues. (Do you think it would be possible to be proud of our humility?!)
Notice three more things in verse 1. First, Peter adopts the kind of language Paul commonly used: “through the righteousness of our God and Saviour Jesus Christ”. This righteousness is imputed (or reckoned) to us who believe. For that way of describing salvation, see Romans 3.21,22. In fact, Romans 3 is the clearest chapter on that whole theme in the Bible. Read also Romans 4.1-8, Romans 5.18,19, and Philippians 3.9. 

This was also the great re-discovery of the 16th century Reformation led by Martin Luther and John Calvin. We are not saved by our own merit but by the grace of God. Don’t ever lose that teaching!

The church has from time to time lost the sharp edge of good teaching and, as a result, gone into slow decline.  ‘Pride goes before a fall’ as the old saying has it.

Humility and a willingness to be taught go together.

Verse 2 is like the benediction that we often have at the end of church services, the difference being that here it is at the beginning of the epistle. It speaks of abundance of grace and peace, and, when you think of it, these two go together. How can we experience peace with God apart from his grace? And it is abundant grace and peace, not some skimpy, threadbare thing. It is overflowing!  And how do we get it? The answer is clear: it is through knowing God and Jesus. Note that this thought is repeated in verse 3. Salvation is rich and overflowing – or should be! We Christians should be showing the outside world that we have found something wonderful!

Chapter 1.3-11. 
Assurance of salvation
Ours should not be a ‘think-so’ but a ‘know-so’ salvation. What sort of a marriage would it be if a man were asked, “Are you married?” and he replied, “I think so!”? No one would be impressed, would they? Similarly, Christians should have assurance of their salvation.

We shall see that there are tremendous resources and power for us in Christianity. Verse 3 starts with the power. It is divine i.e. it is the power of God in us! And what can it do? Everything we need in the Christian life. A good illustration would be electricity, which can make all sorts of things work in our home or place of business. God’s power is like that. “Everything we need for life and godliness” can be produced by this power. The link-up is knowing God! 
Let us examine that third verse further. A good study method is comparing scripture with scripture. So here are some verses that throw light on this part of 2 Peter:

Ephesians 1.3 includes the phrase “every spiritual blessing in Christ.” If we have Christ, it’s all there included in him.

Romans 8.32: God gave us his own Son, so will he now withhold the things we will need for our life in Christ? Certainly not! All the resources we will need for this journey of faith are there in our beloved Saviour. It’s all in him! Tremendous power and resources…He called us to follow him and will he leave us to struggle along in our own paltry strength?  Certainly not!
There is a link here worth noticing. Seeing tremendous power would do us little good if we had no means of using it in our own experience. The link-thought is “through our knowledge of him”. It is as we get to know Christ through studying the scriptures, through prayer and faith, that we find daily strength to walk the Christian way. He lives in us. And he has told us about the third Person of the Trinity – see Luke 24.49 - “Clothed with power from on high.” Isn’t that great?
Another aspect of living the Christian life is mentioned in verse 4: “His very great and precious promises”. Matthew 28.20 gives us one of the greatest promises there could ever be: “I will be with you always to the very end of the age”.  Just think of that! He is with me now as I write these notes, and with you as you read them. Thank you, Lord. What a wonderful promise!

Back to 2 Peter 1: Two aspects of our life in Christ are mentioned in verse 4. Two key words are “participate” and “escape”. One is positive, and the other is negative. What does it mean to participate in the divine nature, and what does it mean to escape the corruption in the world?
First, Jesus spoke about Christians abiding in him, like a branch abiding in the vine (John 15.1-8). The best explanation for participation in the divine nature is found in 1 John 3.9. Being born of God means we just cannot go on sinning. It will now be against our nature and inclination.  New family traits will appear in us, both negatives (some things we will dislike) and positives (other things we will like). Isn’t that what being a Christian means?

Now Peter adds some virtues to faith – seven, in fact (v.5-7). Here Peter is being very positive. The basis is faith. To this we add goodness, knowledge, self-control, perseverance, godliness, brotherly kindness and finally love. 
We have already had “goodness” in verse 3, describing God himself. Now we are being called to be like him in that quality. He is a good God. Are godly people good? A good tree is expected to bear good fruit.
“Knowledge” has already been commended in the aspect of knowledge of God (verses 2 and 3). Proverbs 1.1-7 is worth reading in this connection. Knowledge can lead people astray, especially worldly knowledge, but there is a knowledge that is godly and upbuilding. For the Christian there is no reward for ignorance - especially ignorance of the scriptures, or of God himself.
Self-control is the third quality of Christian character to be added. See Proverbs 16.32 for interesting comment and high commendation. The next one is perseverance, implying that the Christian race is a long one, and there no prizes for those who drop out half-way. It’s no use starting the race with a tremendous spurt, but failing to get to the finishing post.
Now Peter repeats “godliness” (see verse 3), or we might say ‘devotion’, a sense of God, a longing for God, following him, becoming like him.

Another good trait of character to add is “brotherly kindness” – a Christian’s attitude to other Christians. We are family, after all – brothers and sisters. That, of course, does not exclude outsiders from our affection. Notice that Peter ends his list with one word – “love”. God loved the world, which includes worldly people, so we should do the same (John 3.16).

A further point is added in verse 8. These qualities should grow from day to day and year to year. Note the phrase: “in increasing measure”.  And compare that with 2 Corinthians 3.18: “transformed into his likeness with ever-increasing glory”. I like the English Standard Version’s translation of that: “from one degree of glory to another”.

And this growth, he adds, is the way to avoid being ineffective and unproductive. The two words in that sentence could be helpfully used in assessing the success or otherwise of our church-life!
So, the key thought is growth. No parent would be happy – indeed, far from it – if they noticed that their lovely little baby wasn’t growing. One month – two months – six months – and no change! Still a tiny baby - as it was on the day it was born. Well, adapt that to the Christian life, and newborn Christians. What if there are no signs of growth months later? We should be worried. Don’t you think our heavenly father is glad to see us growing? Here is another way of putting it: The only way to avoid going back is to go forward!

‘Knowledge’ in scripture is not just what we would call ‘head knowledge’. It transforms – or should transform – us, as we have just seen in verses 5-8. Some Christians, even in those early days, did not have these qualities. They might resemble Christians, in the same way that a stone statue resembles a person. A statue, beautiful as it may be, is made of dead stone! Peter says such Christians are short-sighted and blind. Why so? Because they don’t see that they have been born again into an eternal kingdom (11), and are not striving towards that goal mentioned in verse 11. Real Christians look forward to it, for it the summing-up of all that they have been living for. It is their ultimate aim. And such desires and aims prove something, according to verse 10. They prove that our calling and election are real!

So what are the real proofs that someone is a Christian? A changed life!  And looking forward to heaven! Now, be honest with yourself as you think over those two tests. As Peter puts it – make your calling and election sure!

Chapter 1.12-15. 
Final reminders
It’s not that we don’t know them, but we forget so soon. As Peter puts it in verse 13, our memories need to be refreshed. You may know the story of the little boy who was asked, “What is your memory?” “Oh! That’s the thing I forget with!” he replied. We all know what he meant.

Peter (13) says he will keep on reminding them as long as he lives in this “tent” – not a house, you will notice, but a flimsy tent. See 2 Corinthians 5.1 for further details. His aim was to ensure that after he had died they would still remember. And here we are, 20 centuries later, still talking about what Peter said.

Chapter 1.16-18. 
A Divine Person
Peter may have in his mind the false teachers (see 2.1) who did not hesitate to invent stories about Jesus. In chapter 3.2 Peter says that the apostles can be trusted, and, of course, he was one of them. There is a word for those invented stories – ‘apocryphal’ – fanciful and lacking in substance.

Peter knew what he was talking about, for he had been a witness of the majesty of Jesus. That phrase does not mean, of course, that Jesus had the usual trappings of royalty, or that he has been universally respected and honoured. Far from it! His followers were mainly fishermen, with one tax collector – not a respected job in those days. He himself was despised and finally executed.

Verse 17 refers to the great event on the Mount of Transfiguration (see Mark 9.2-13 and parallel passages in Matthew and Luke). It was an event never to be forgotten. Peter was there, of course, and he saw and heard those startling things. He was both an eye-witness and ‘ear-witness’ (16, 18). For them, that Mount became as holy as Mount Sinai had been for the ancient people of God – and no wonder!

That overwhelming evidence kept the apostles steady all their lives in the face of bitter persecution. How could they forget – or deny – what they had seen and heard?

Chapter 1.19-21 
Inspired Scriptures
Peter knew that the events that they had lived through were really fulfilments of the words of the Old Testament prophets.  These men of old looked forward to the life of Jesus and their words were confirmed over and over again in Jesus’ life, starting with his birth in Bethlehem. Luke 24. 25-27 is a good passage in this connection. The same God whom the apostles heard speaking at the transfiguration of Jesus had spoken also through the prophets in former times. There is great solidarity between the Old and New Testaments.

This leads Peter to encourage his readers to study the Old Testament. He repeats it in chapter 3.2 in this epistle. Holy prophets and apostles both brought the word of God. 2 Timothy 3.15,16 is another excellent passage on this theme.

I suppose there are some Christians who read the New Testament almost to the exclusion of the Old Testament. That is a mistake. We can rely on all Scripture, because behind its human authors is God. John Calvin, the famous 16th century Reformer puts it quaintly like this: “They did not blab their inventions of their own accord”.

The light that shone so brightly in the New Testament was foretold by former prophets. It would be worthwhile to take time to read these verses: Luke 1.76-79; Matthew 1.20-23; Isaiah 9.2 with Matthew 4.12-17. Old prophecies about the times of Jesus did not originate in the mind of the prophets themselves, any more than their other messages.
Wouldn’t it be surprising if such an important event as the birth of the Messiah never appeared among the words of the Old Testament prophets? “The true light that gives light to every man was coming into the world” – that is how John describes the coming of Jesus (John 1.9). It is possible that John is introducing his gospel to Greek readers. It should not be absolutely new even to them! In Peter’s words, prophecy is “a light shining in a dark place, until the day dawns and the morning star rises in your hearts” (2 Peter 1.19).
Verses 20, 21. Prophecy does not give the prophet’s own interpretation of events. Its roots were not in men’s decisions to explain events. No! These men were carried along by the Holy Spirit, almost in spite of themselves! You may imagine them, if you like, reading and re-reading what they had just written, wondering what it could mean. Of course, there were men who claimed the title of ‘prophets’ who spoke out of their own wisdom. You can find out more about them in Jeremiah 23.16-22.

Chapter 2.1-3. 
Heresy and harm
Now Peter takes up that theme of prophets speaking out of their own wisdom. Why should he bother? Is he just being critical? Well, yes, he is being critical, but there is a good reason behind it. He has to defend the flock. Jesus himself explained this in John 10.1-18. There are wolves and the true shepherd will want to defend the sheep from them. Don’t forget! History repeats itself! There are wolves today also! Acts 20.29-31 is clear on that. See also 2 Corinthians 11.13-15. Wolves do their work secretly, spoiling the sheep when the shepherd isn’t present. For one possible error see 1 John 2.22.

Note some very significant words used in this short paragraph about false teachers: swift destruction, shameful ways, and greed. You can easily put these together and get some sort of picture of their activities. They don’t often operate openly. They don’t want godly leaders to know what they are doing, but they will eventually be discovered and dealt with.

However, they can do damage in a church or fellowship. Many will follow them, probably men and women who are not well taught. Jesus said, “By their deeds you shall know them” (Matthew 7:20) and that is still true. It will all come out eventually, but not before much damage has been done. They bring the truth into disrepute (2b). There may well be a motive of greed (3) in all this. 1 Timothy 6.10 warns us about this. Eventually, their condemnation will come – and suddenly! People will recognise them for what they are.

Chapter 2.4-10. 
Destruction and deliverance
Peter now expands on that last sentence in verse 3, using a series of ideas beginning with the word ‘if’.

Here is the first: If God did not spare the angels who fell at the time of the Flood (cf. 1 Peter 3.19, 20). Did you realise angels had been implicated in that situation? Is there a hint of that in Genesis 6.1,2?

If God did not spare the ancient world (5) but destroyed it by the Flood, only protecting Noah, his wife and their family (three sons and their wives)…..

The third If occurs in verse 6. This ‘if’ takes us back to another example of God’s anger, the destruction of the cities of Sodom and Gomorrah (Genesis 19). If God destroyed those cities, making them an object lesson of his anger against sin…

The fourth If occurs in verse 7, this time relating to Lot who was distressed by the filthy lives of the men of Sodom. You will be aware that the name of their town lives on as the name for homosexual and depraved behaviour. 

Now Peter concludes his argument. If all that is true – and Peter is in no doubt that it is! – then two things follow (we will take them in reverse order for clarity).

1. God knows how to hold the unrighteous for the day of judgment. In other words, they cannot wriggle out of it! He will be patient and allow time for them to change their behaviour, but inevitably their punishment will follow fit they do not change. What is going to happen? They will not listen to the voice of authority from God (10).

2. At the same time, God knows how to rescue righteous people who are distressed, even tormented and tried by the unrighteous and disgusting behaviour of the wicked.

The question for us is, ‘What will happen if there is no widespread turning from sin to God?’ Remember what the Bible states in Galatians 6.7, 8: “Do not be deceived: God cannot be mocked. A man reaps what he sows. The man who reaps to please his sinful nature, from that nature will reap destruction; the one who sows to please the Spirit, from the Spirit will reap eternal life.” Surely that is plain enough! 

Chapter 2.10b-16. 
Lust and greed

A strange offence is mentioned here and in the Epistle of Jude (verse 9) – slandering celestial beings, probably meaning fallen angels as found in Genesis 6.1-4. Not an easy theme to explain! This slander has to do with matters these people did not understand. Even angels would not do such things. When we are not sure of our ground, it is better to keep quiet. Otherwise we may be destroyed (12)! Peter does not mince his words in the second part of that verse as he describes the nature and destiny of these people.
Next, Peter writes about their carousing in broad daylight (13). Sometimes the Communion service was referred to as the love feast - and that is all right so long as we understand what is meant by ‘love’! Verse 14 mentions “eyes full of adultery”. The rest is let to the reader’s imagination. Unity does not include the sexual unity taught in Genesis 2.24. Nowadays an embrace seems to be accepted in some churches, a handshake in others. Common sense will help Christian people avoid giving offence.
Verse 14 indicates a very serious state of affairs – lust, seducing the unstable – the actual word Peter uses (remember he was a fisherman) is ‘hook’ the unstable. And he adds,”experts in greed”! Is that a reference to what could happen to the weekly offering? It is important that money should be handled with meticulous care. See 1 Samuel 12.3 for the prophet Samuel’s strong protest.

Love gifts for the poor could end up in the wrong pockets. Money can be a problem. Balaam is mentioned as an example of a prophet who was corrupted by money. See Numbers 22.1-7, 16, 17.
One thought occurs to me in the midst of all this. What a mess these churches were in when Peter wrote this epistle! We may be disappointed with some churches we know, but are they as bad as these ones Peter writes about here? Perhaps not.
The only sensible thing in the story of Balaam was when his donkey spoke to him about what he was doing (Numbers 22.28-31). She had more sense than her owner on that occasion because the Lord opened her mouth. Who knows? Perhaps the Lord will open a donkey’s mouth again to teach us Christians some sense!

And read those verses again in 2 Peter 1.15-16. “Beware of cleverly invented stories.” Hold on to good, solid teaching based on the Scriptures. All sorts of strange teachers will come – and have come – to deceive the simple.

Chapter 2.17-22. 
Apostasy

Someone once said, “Heterodoxy is all very novel in the (theological) classroom; it is extremely unsatisfying in the parish”. Verse 17 says three things about such teachers. They are totally unsatisfying (“Springs without water”); they are unstable and passing (“mists driven by a storm”) and, finally, they deserve the blackest darkness.

In verse 18, Peter lists some more aspects of their work: their words are empty (nothing solid in their sermons!) and boastful (were they telling the congregation what great meetings they had addressed elsewhere? – nowadays, photographs of huge audiences do that for some preachers). How do they appeal to the lustful desires of sinful human nature? That is a serious charge that Peter is making. Some so-called ‘Gnostic’ preachers – “gnosis” is the Greek words for spiritual mysteries – were apt to promise freedom, while they themselves were slaves to depraved lusts (19). Bodily lusts and sins were not reckoned as serious by these masters of deception. Two passages of scripture are worth reading in this connection: Romans 6.15-16, and John 8.34-36. A handy rule is ‘Examine everything by scripture’. If we do, we won’t go far wrong. And remember that Satan is first and foremost a deceiver. 
Peter, former fisherman, again uses a word from his old trade (20). He writes about people who have escaped the corruption of the world but become entangled in it again. Using the word ‘entangled’, Peter is thinking of a fishing-net. The final condition of these people is worse than the first (cf. Matthew 12.45). Peter is very frank indeed in verse 21. Think about that. Would you say that? It would be better not to start along the Christian way than to start and then go back. That’s a very strong statement!

Does it mean that there never was a real fundamental change of heart? That’s what the two proverbial sayings in verse 22 really mean, isn’t it? Perhaps preachers should make would-be converts think hard before they make a decision committing themselves to Christ. That is called ‘counting the cost’. In the Gospel of Luke chapter 14 verses 25-35 there is a very strong passage on this subject. Is it often explained to would-be converts? I suspect not. Older readers may have read John Bunyan’s famous book The Pilgrim’s Progress. It is a story of some pilgrims setting out for the heavenly city. Along the way, they come to the Hill Difficulty. I’ll quote a small part of the story in the hope that it may make you want to read more:
“Thus they went on till they came to the foot of the Hill Difficulty, where again their friend Mr Great-heart took an occasion to tell them of what happened there when Christian himself went by.. .. No marvel if they that love their ease more than their souls choose to themselves a smoother way…”
Chapter 3.1-2. 
Reminding

Both of his letters to them, Peter says, were reminders and stimulators to wholesome thinking. Don’t we all need both of those? We are like the little boy who said his memory was the thing he forgot with! I suppose the opposite of wholesome thinking could be sloppy thinking. Peter tries to get them thinking in verse 3 and beyond, as I hope we shall see.

As far as recalling is concerned, Peter has in mind what the prophets and the apostles taught (2). They could be trusted, and their words are the best antidote to false teaching. Why? Because they were faithful to the words of the Lord Jesus, whom Peter calls “our Lord and Saviour”. 
Chapter 3.3-7. 
Scoffing

Verse 3 reminds us that scoffing and self-indulgence are closely related. We have to remember that Peter did not know the timing of the return of our Lord any more than we do. Those days might have been the last days - ours might be also!

The argument of the scoffers is mentioned in verse 4. To us, thousands of years later, it does not look a strong argument, but it obviously appealed to them. “Nothing has changed since the creation,” they said. “The Old Testament Fathers have died and still Christ has not returned.”
Peter sets out to refute their reasoning. He argues that it’s no use looking for another Flood. If we do, we will indeed be puzzled. It’s not going to be that way again. Isaiah 13.9 and 34.4 give us some idea of an even greater catastrophe than a flood. Look what Peter actually says in verse 7: “The present heavens and earth are reserved for fire, being kept for the day of judgement and destruction of ungodly men.”
Chapter 3.8-10. 
Timing and destruction
The day is sure (in spite of our apathy), but the date is uncertain (excluding our wild enthusiasm). God’s calendar is not like ours. A day with him is like a thousand years and vice versa (8). And, if he waits, we must not conclude that he is slow. Rather he is patient, waiting for people to come to repentance. Everyone must be given the opportunity to repent (9). There is a very good parallel verse in Romans 3.25, which speaks of God’s forbearance. 
But do not be deceived by his slowness and forbearance. The day of the Lord will come. Make no mistake about that (10)! Peter says it will come like a thief. Jesus had said that before Peter wrote it here. See Matthew 24.42-44. Now, of course, that does not mean that we will have no idea at all that the great event is about to happen. We are given signs of his coming and of the end of the age in Matthew 24. Why not, if you have time, read that chapter now? For some reason these truths are rarely touched on in many pulpits, but that is no excuse for you – read for yourself!
Peter’s description, though brief, is awe-inspiring (10b quotes Isaiah 34.4). Noise, heat and destruction sum it up.
Chapter 3.11-13. 
Anticipating

What practical effect should all this teaching have on us? Peter sums it up in one sentence:
1. Live holy and godly lives

2. Look forward to the day of God

3. Speed its coming (cf. verse 9). Urgent evangelism!

One extraordinary thought is found in that twelfth verse. We can speed the coming of that great day! “The timing of the advent is to some extent dependent upon the state of the Church and of society… It is intended to be a time of active co-operation with God in the redemption of society” (Michael Green, source unknown). There are other ways in which we can hasten that day – by evangelism, prayer (“Thy Kingdom come”), by Christian behaviour (v.11), and by repentance and obedience (Acts 3.19-21).

The old universe will be destroyed in the fierce heat, and a new universe will emerge – this time the home of righteousness!

Chapter 3.14-16. 
Distorting

The first thought in this paragraph is “looking forward” to the new heaven and the new earth. That made me wonder how many – or how few – of us do that. Peter knows his readers are looking forward (14), and that they will be glad to be told how they should act in view of that great hope. They are to be energetic in their Christianity, endeavouring to be spotless, blameless and at peace with the Lord. How well do we fit that picture of a Christian?

The Lord, he says, is patient, allowing people time to turn to him in repentance and faith – and there Peter mentions Paul’s teaching which is like his own (15). That leads him to make a comment on Paul’s letters which, interestingly, he labels “Scriptures”. He admits, though, that some of Paul’s letters are hard to understand – which most people ever since would agree with! Indeed, says Peter, ignorant and unstable people twist them to their own destruction. (The link with Paul may well have been through Silas. See 1 Peter 5.12).

Chapter 3.17-18. 
Guarding and growing

Finally, Peter warns his readers to be on their guard. There were – and presumably are in our times too – lawless people capable of destroying the church, even toppling mature Christians from their secure position. Compare 1 Timothy 4.1. The solution to that problem is “to grow in the grace and knowledge” of the Lord Jesus. 

When a man or woman stops growing, they are in danger of falling. One might compare that with driving up a steep hill in a car. If the car stops, it is in danger of going back downhill.

The epistle ends with glory to Jesus Christ, our Lord and Saviour, both now and forever! 
