2 Peter 3:8-13

A look back, a look forward

The scoffer has tried to say that God hasn’t intervened in the past, and won’t intervene in the future.  The scoffer, after all, would much prefer that there were no consequences to his actions and there was nobody to answer to.  That’s not a wise perspective to take on life, is it!  Here is the portion of last week’s passage that introduces the scoffers:

2 Peter 3:3-6 (NASU)

Know this first of all, that in the last days mockers will come with their mocking, following after their own lusts, 4 and saying, " Where is the promise of His coming? For ever since the fathers fell asleep, all continues just as it was from the beginning of creation." 5 For when they maintain this, it escapes their notice that by the word of God the heavens existed long ago and the earth was formed out of water and by water, 6 through which the world at that time was destroyed, being flooded with water. 

So far in 2 Peter 2-3, Peter has been taking us for a look back in order to see examples of God’s intervention and judgment in the past.  He’s been conveying the message, that yes, God has intervened in history, both before and after human beings were on this planet.  Now, beginning in last week’s passage, verse 7, he is turning the readers’ attention toward the future and how it is to be viewed.

2 Peter 3:7 (NASU)

But by His word the present heavens and earth are being reserved for fire, kept for the day of judgment and destruction of ungodly men.

2 Peter 3:8-9 (NASU)

But do not let this one fact escape your notice, beloved, that with the Lord one day is like a thousand years, and a thousand years like one day. 9 The Lord is not slow about His promise, as some count slowness, but is patient toward you, not wishing for any to perish but for all to come to repentance. 

Did this escape your notice in 2 Peter 3:5?  “For when they maintain this, it escapes their notice…”  So Peter has said what escapes the notice of the scoffers, but he is warning his readers not to let this next fact escape the notice of those who believe: “with the Lord one day is like a thousand years, and a thousand years like one day”.  So does this mean that any place we see the word “day’ in Scripture we can replace that with 1000 years in order to get what it means “spiritually” or actually?  What is the context of this set of words?  What is Peter seeking to get across?  He answers those questions in the beginning of verse 9: “The Lord is not slow about His promise, as some count slowness, but is patient toward you…”.   

God is not subject to time and God does not perceive time as we do.  God may intercede within the temporal realm if and when He so chooses, and even enter into it, as He did in Christ (Galatians 4:4).  Scripture conveys that God lives in the eternal present:

John 8:56-58 (NASU)

"Your father Abraham rejoiced to see My day, and he saw it and was glad."  57 So the Jews said to Him, "You are not yet fifty years old, and have You seen Abraham?" 58 Jesus said to them, "Truly, truly, I say to you, before Abraham was born, I AM (egō eimi)."

Though Scripture does not expressly say it in this way, some have said that ‘God lives outside of time’ – that time is a created construct that He made, but that He is not subject to it except in such instances as He allows Himself to be (as in Christ’s coming to earth to be born of Mary).  Since the fundamental definitions of physics involve time, and God created physical bodies to mark our time (Genesis 1), that seems a well-founded assessment.  In Genesis one, there was no day before the first day.

OK, now what does this really mean: “The Lord is…  not wishing for any to perish but for all to come to repentance.”?  Does Peter mean that every single person on the planet will be saved?  Take a look at these passages:

Matthew 23:37 (NASU)

Jerusalem, Jerusalem, who kills the prophets and stones those who are sent to her! How often I wanted (thelō) to gather your children together, the way a hen gathers her chicks under her wings, and you were unwilling (thelō).

So does God exercise His will to the total exclusion of the exercise of human will?  Does God’s desire override human will in the matter of a person’s salvation?  In the statement of verse 9, we should note the specific word chosen, “The Lord is…  not wishing (boulomai) for any to perish but for all to come to repentance.”  The Greek word boulomai expresses that a desire that is not carried to action.  This says that God does not force His will upon human beings.  We can, on the other hand, show Scriptures that declare that God is sovereign (Psalm 103:19).   In the end, God’s sovereignty and His willing and the willing and responsibility of human beings is a mystery that has not been explained for us in Scripture.

2 Peter 3:10 (NASU)

But the day of the Lord will come like a thief, in which the heavens will pass away with a roar and the elements will be destroyed with intense heat, and the earth and its works will be burned up. 

Now the phrase ‘the day of the Lord’ is a time from the Rapture (that one event is also sometimes called, “the day of Christ”), followed by the Tribulation to the very end of this present heavens and earth.  The beginning of that time of the ‘day of the Lord’ will come as a surprise to all, and many will be surprised by subsequent events as well, even though they were predicted thousands of years ago.  Look how the apostle John poetically describes this same terminal event:

Rev 20:11, 21:1 (NASU)

Then I saw a great white throne and Him who sat upon it, from whose presence earth and heaven fled away, and no place was found for them….Then I saw a new heaven and a new earth; for the first heaven and the first earth passed away, and there is no longer any sea.

Of the two authors, Peter describes the terminal event of this present heavens and earth more fully: a roar… intense heat… burned up.  See also verses 11-12.  Likely he does so because his purpose is to show the fleeting temporal nature and absolute end of all that our senses know here.  Even in Peter’s own day, the classic pagan perception of the physical universe was that this present universe is eternal in the past on into the future – more so even than the pagan gods.  Even the Greek philosophers who were not so quick to acknowledge the gods often held to an eternal universe (as did the philosophers to whom Paul spoke in Athens as recorded for us in Acts 17).  So Peter’s sense of this present world and its ephemeral character comes as a new revelation to his readers,         at least compared to the days before they came to know the Lord.

But typical of Peter, who is not just giving a geology or astronomy lesson, he is about to underscore his point with personal application.

2 Peter 3:11-13 (NASU)

Since all these things are to be destroyed in this way, what sort of people ought you to be in holy conduct and godliness, 12 looking for and hastening the coming of the day of God, because of which the heavens will be destroyed by burning, and the elements will melt with intense heat! 13 But according to His promise we are looking for new heavens and a new earth, in which righteousness dwells.
Peter has actually scattered the destiny of this present heavens and earth throughout this section:

2 Peter 3:7 (NASU)

But by His word the present heavens and earth are being reserved for fire, kept for the day of judgment and destruction of ungodly men.

2 Peter 3:10-12 (NASU)

But the day of the Lord will come like a thief, in which the heavens will pass away with a roar and the elements will be destroyed with intense heat, and the earth and its works will be burned up. Since all these things are to be destroyed in this way, what sort of people ought you to be in holy conduct and godliness, 12 looking for and hastening the coming of the day of God, because of which the heavens will be destroyed by burning, and the elements will melt with intense heat!

Peter is pounding the point home – not letting up!  Everything of this present world is done for!  But Peter isn’t doing this just to find out how much his readers will cringe and wince and fall into utter despair…

Here are the portions of the passage that reveal the response that Peter is look to bring out in his readers:

“what sort of people ought you to be [now!] in holy conduct and godliness, 12 looking for and hastening the coming of the day of God [then!]”

“But according to His promise we are [now!] looking for new heavens and a new earth [then!], in which righteousness dwells.”

What Peter is seeking to ‘drive home’ in the minds and hearts of his readers is a time perspective that views things beyond what this present world can see.  Here is the summary:

Peter wants us to live this day, for That Day.

There will be a time, if ‘time’ is quite the right way to express it, when everything that is present in this world, that occupies our time and activities, will all be gone in a flash (and that is not a figure of speech!).  

Peter wants us to see that there are perspectives to hold, lives to live, things to do (and  not to do), in this present world now that will impact our lives in eternity.  He wants us  to have lives this day that are a fore view of that That Day.  He wants us to start living in eternity right now!  We are new creations, created in Christ Jesus and he wants us to be living now like and because we’re part of that New Creation that will fill all the ‘nows’ in the endless ages to come!

Did you notice how Peter ended verses 11 and 12 in this passage?  

“…what sort of people ought you to be [now!] in holy conduct and godliness…    new heavens and a new earth, in which righteousness dwells [then!].”

Now we typically think of things like holiness and righteousness as something abstract.  But in the New Heavens and the New Earth we find both confirmation of the very things Peter wrote about here and confirmation of the presence of the Lord, Who [and that’s a personal pronoun] is holy and righteous by character:

Revelation 21:22-23 (NASU)

I saw no temple in it [the New Jerusalem], for the Lord God the Almighty and the Lamb are its temple. 23 And the city has no need of the sun or of the moon to shine on it, for the glory of God has illumined it, and its lamp is the Lamb.

Revelation 22:11b-13 (NASU)

“…let the one who is righteous, still practice righteousness; and the one who is holy, still keep himself holy." 12 "Behold, I am coming quickly, and My reward is with Me, to render to every man according to what he has done.  13 "I am the Alpha and the Omega, the first and the last, the beginning and the end."

Peter wants us to live this day, for That Day.
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