2 Peter 3:17-18

Closing with a warning and an encouragement

We have come to the final two verses of this second letter of Peter.  He is not leaving the theme of diligence that we discussed last week, but is rather expanding on it, pressing it home, and making sure that the great importance of diligence is understood.  Peter gives them a sort of “Ye be warned” statement.  He is reiterating the importance of this information.  For the last two weeks we have seen how Peters message is to encourage us to walk continually in our position, abiding in Him and letting Him live His life in us.  Peter accentuates how practical this revelation is.  None of it goes in the “I'm glad I know that” file, it all goes in the “daily usage file.”  It is not enough just to read God's word, nor is it enough to go deeper and study God's Word; it is all for naught if the word is not applied to our lives.  

2 Peter 3:17 (NASU)

17 You therefore, beloved, knowing this beforehand, be on your guard so that you are not carried away by the error of unprincipled men and the fall from your own steadfastness.

Beforehand Knowledge

Peter starts off alluding to something that his readers are knowing.  What could that “knowing” be about.  The verb “knowing” here translates the word proginosko this word could literally be translated “fore-know” but translators thought it clearer to expand it to the phrase “knowing this beforehand”.  We do see the concept of God “fore-knowing” in Scripture but very little of us getting to foreknow. But here WE get to do some foreknowing!  What we know ahead of time is the things that God has chosen to reveal to us.  We should never go chasing after fortune tellers or horoscopes to foreknow the things that God has chosen not to reveal to us, but that which he has revealed to us is important for our growth and movement towards maturity for which he has put us in Christ and in the Church.  


This is very similar to something that Paul said to the elders of Ephesus in Acts 20:27-28:  “For I did not shrink from declaring to you the whole purpose of God.  Be on your guard for yourselves and for all the flock, among which the Holy Spirit has made you overseers, to shepherd the church of God which he purchased with His own blood.”  So here again we see an apostle teaching and encouraging the believers there to be sure to be applying that truth to their lives, because it is equipping them, not just joining an idle body of knowledge that has no daily application.

En Garde!

This is a military word, in its origin.  It draws to mind a steadfast soldier being ordered to guard the camp and not fall asleep on duty.  It is an exciting truth that we are being told to be steadfastly watching the horizon and evaluating the information that is incoming.  Just as in a military situation the stakes are high.  If one person falls asleep on watch the whole camp can be put at risk.  In the Church we find that false teachers can poison an entire congregation and take from them their means of growth (by undermining their confidence in the Word of God), their peace (by undermining their understanding of eternal security), and even their looking forward to the blessed hope (by teaching some sort of Amillennialist system). The stakes are very high!


Another potent Greek insight about this word is that it is in the present tense, which lets us know that this is to be something that is to be continuing.  It is also in the middle voice, meaning that the one taking the action is initiating the action and receiving the result back upon himself.  Finally, this is an imperative.  This is an appeal to the will.  So to expand the translation in this word to bring the Greek more literally in the English may sound something like “You yourselves are to be, right now and continuing into the future, careful to be constantly on guard!”  This is a choice that we have to make every day, and we can make the choice to not be on guard and reap the consequences of that, or be on guard and continue to grow and mature in the Lord.  Peter is saying that the choice is to be made constantly in the direction of being on guard.  It is a choice, but it is not one of us simply selecting among options.

Carried Away

The phrase “carried away” translates the Greek word sunapago.  This is a compound word combining the word for “together” and the word for “to lead astray.”  So it is not simply that the teachers will carry you away, but the danger is there of being carried away with them.  This is also, interestingly, in the passive voice.  We are being taught that the believer who is off guard will not carry him or herself away, but rather that it will be done to him or her.  There is an incredibly important contrast here between actively being on guard and passively being carried away.  We find that if we do as we are told then we will be able to stand firm in the faith, however omission of obedience on this point will result in our being carried away passively.  


What we will be carried away by is the “error of unprincipled men.”  The word translated “error” here carries with it the idea of wandering or straying about.  The word translated “unprincipled men” has the idea of someone who violently breaks free of the law in order to fulfill every lust of his flesh.  “Fall” is in the active voice as well.  It is a situation where not making a choice is still making a choice.  If we choose not to be on guard the result will be that we are passively carried away and that act of will against staying on guard is making an active choice to fall from our steadfastness, which Vines defines as “firm condition, steadfastness of mind.”

2 Peter 3:18 (NASU)

but grow in the grace and knowledge of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ. To Him be the glory, both now and to the day of eternity. Amen.

Spiritual Miracle Grow

This verse starts out with the conjunction “but.”  There are two Greek words that are brought across by our English word “but” (three if you count kai, but it is less commonly brought across into English that way): de which denotes a soft contrast or a subtler change in direction and alla, which denotes a strong contrast.  In this instance “but” translates de = a change in direction.  It may seem like a soft contrast is out of place given that we are moving on to growth from all of the talk about being carried away.  However, it would seem that the second part of verse 18 is a parenthetical comment to clarify the consequences for not being on guard.  Peter is assuming that the believers will be on guard and that is the main thrust of the previous verse.  So starting from watchfulness, spiritual growth is not a strong contrast, but is rather a change in direction.  


It is interesting to see that the word “grow” here is in the active voice and it is an imperative!  How does that work?  It brings to mind the image of a gardener standing over her prize tomatoes chanting “Grow! Grow!” or a child who feels too short for the basketball team drinking extra milk and hanging from his ankles hoping to stretch his body for that extra few inches of height in order to make a better showing at tryouts the next day.  Is it fair of Peter to command us to do something that is usually something that simply happens when a living thing is healthy?  No, this is not fair at all.  However, the key to understanding this command is found in Peter's first letter: “like newborn babies, long for the pure milk of the word, so that by it you may grow in respect to salvation,”1 Peter 2:2 (NASU)


This word “grow” is the same in both verses.  In 2 Peter 3:18 we find this word in the imperative; we find the imperative in 1 Peter 2:2 in the command to “long for.”  We are commanded to long for the word because that is the instrument of growth in our lives.  How amazing!  Bible study is God's plan of growth for us!  We are grown by the word just as a plant is grown by fertilizer and a baby is grown by milk!  God's word is His tool for us to grow in the grace and the knowledge of Jesus Christ!  Praise the Lord!

To Christ be the Glory

This brings us to an understanding of where this is all heading.  As we grow in the grace and knowledge of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ we will be giving Him glory.  Our every action based upon trust and reliance upon Him will result in eternal reward at the Bema Seat Judgment, which we will turn around immediately and use to glorify Him with all the more.  We find that the place we were made to be is before Jesus adoring Him, giving Him glory, honor and praise forever and ever.  We will spend all of eternity giving Him the glory that He made us to give Him.  Here is the exciting thing: we don't have to wait!  We have been blessed to be a part of this wonderful purpose and it starts right now!  Today, tomorrow and on into eternity we get to be tools to bring glory to the Lord Jesus Christ.  It is not something that we have to grow into, or will be able to do, or must wait until a time when we are more mature.  He is to be the focus and purpose of every believer's life, every day!  How quickly the world will melt away and show itself for what it really is when we gaze lovingly at our Lord and remember that everything is for His glory, not for ours.  How insignificant the pains, rewards and luxuries of this world when we think that Jesus is going to share His glory with us!

Amen!

How appropriately Peter ends this wonderful letter with a resounding: “Amen!” This is a word that was taken by the Christians from the Hebrew custom, ending with a firm and resolute: “So it is!”  Or “So be it!”  It reminds us as we finish up the last verses of this book that this is Truth, and though our minds may sometimes get fogged with the mess and stress of this world and it may seem like reality strongly contradicts the Bible we realize that we walk by faith and not by sight!  On days or weeks when we have walked in the flesh and it would feel as if God has given up on us we need to realize that The Bible is where the Truth is, and not in our feelings and experience.  Regardless of how things seem at the time we should always rely on the divinely revealed facts.  
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