2 PETER

TITLE
This has always been identified as the second of Peter’s two letters

CONTENT
A ‘farewell speech’ sent by letter, urging Christian growth and perseverance in light of some false teachers who both deny the second coming of Christ and live boldly in sin

AUTHOR AND DATE
The author of 2 Peter was almost certainly the apostle Peter. In 1:1 he states this; in 3:1 he refers to his first letter; in 1:14 he refers to Jesus’ prediction of His death (John 21:18,19); and in 1:16-18 he claims to have been at the Transfiguration (Matthew 17:1-4). 

However critics have generated more controversy over 2 Peter’s authorship and rightful place in the canon of Scripture than any other New Testament book. The church fathers were slow in giving their acceptance. No church father refers to 2 Peter by name until Origen near the beginning of the third century. The ancient church historian, Eusebius, included 2 Peter only in his list of disputed books (along with James, Jude, 2 John and 3 John).
The question of style difference between 1 Peter and 2 Peter is largely answered by knowing that Peter wrote 1 Peter using an amanuensis, Silas (1 Peter 5:12). In 2 Peter, Peter either used a different scribe or wrote the letter by himself. Another factor accounting for the difference in vocabulary between the two letters is their difference in themes. 1 Peter was written to help suffering Christians; 2 Peter was written to expose false teachers. 
There are also remarkable similarities in the vocabulary between the two. The salutation “grace and peace be yours in abundance” is essentially the same in each book. The author uses such words as precious, virtue, putting off, and eyewitness in both letters. Some unusual words used in 2 Peter are also found in Peter’s speeches in Acts – eg. godliness (1:3,6,7; 3:11; Acts 3:12) and wages of iniquity (2:13,15; Acts 1:18 NKJV). Both letters also refer to the same Old Testament event (2:5; 1 Peter 3:18-20).
The difference in themes also explains certain emphases, such as why one letter teaches that the second coming is near, and the other deals with its delay. 1 Peter, ministering especially to suffering Christians, focuses on the imminency of Christ to encourage the Christians. 2 Peter, dealing with scoffers, emphasises the reasons why the imminent return of Christ has not yet occurred.
Some have espoused that a disciple wrote this letter as a ‘testament of Peter’ for the church. It seems incongruous though that falsity would be used to expose false teachers, as is 2 Peter’s purpose. 

Nero died in 68AD and tradition says that Peter died in Nero’s persecution; so the letter would have been written between 64 and 68AD (or later if not written by Peter)

BACKGROUND AND SETTING
Since the time of writing and sending the first letter, Peter had become increasingly concerned about the false teachers who were infiltrating the churches in Asia Minor. Though these false teachers had already caused trouble, Peter expected that their heretical doctrines and immoral lifestyles would result in more damage in the future. So Peter, in an almost last will and testament (1:13-15), wrote to warn the believers about the doctrinal dangers they were facing.
Peter does not say where he was when writing the letter, as he does in 1 Peter (1 Peter 5:13). It is generally thought that Peter wrote 2 Peter from prison in Rome, where he was facing death. Shortly after writing, he was executed on a cross but upside down (according to tradition).

Nothing is said in the salutation about the recipients, although 3:2 may be in part referring to Peter’s first letter. If so, this letter was being written to the same believers addressed in 1 Peter, the scattered believers in “Pontus, Galatia, Cappadocia, Asia and Bithynia” (1 Peter 1:2).
EMPHASES

Concern that God’s people grow in and exhibit godliness; the sure judgement on the false teachers for their ungodly living; the certainty of the Lord’s coming, despite the scoffing of the false teachers
OVERVIEW
The letter is in four parts that focus on godly living in light of the certainty of the Lord’s coming, against the backdrop of those who deny the return with its inevitable judgements, and who live, as a result, like pagans. 

Part 1 (1:3-11) is an exhortation to growth in godliness, and so confirming their “calling and election” (v.10) so as to “receive a rich welcome into the eternal kingdom” (v.11).
Part 2 (1:12-21) is Peter’s testament about the “coming of our Lord Jesus Christ” (v.16), an event that both the transfiguration (vs.16-18), which Peter witnessed, and the reliable word of prophecy (vs.19-21) argue for. 

All of this is set (in part 3) in the context of the greed and licentiousness of the false teachers, whose condemnation is certain (2:1-22). The main thrust of this section is to reaffirm the certainty of divine judgement on those who reject God by rejecting holy living. Several Old Testament examples are mentioned by way of illustration. Jude 4-18 reflects similar concerns and uses some of the same examples from the Old Testament and Jewish apocalyptic literature. These teachers “promise freedom” but are themselves “slaves of depravity” (2 Peter 2:19), who would have been better off, never to have followed Christ than to have followed and then rejected Him (vs.20-22).
The false teaching itself is exposed and argued against in 3:1-18 (part 4). Against those who deny the second coming (vs.3,4) is the certainty of God’s word, and so the certainty of coming judgement, and a biblical view of both ‘time’ and God’s patience (vs.5-10). The conclusion urges readiness, in obvious contrast to the recklessness of the false teachers (vs.11-18).

UNDERSANDING 2 PETER
A constant theme of 2 Peter is knowledge. Because the false teachers were magnifying their knowledge as the basis for their superiority, Peter answers false knowledge with true knowledge. The words know and knowledge are used sixteen times, six times of the knowledge of Christ. Peter explains that true knowledge is bestowed as a gift from God (1:3) and through His promises (1:4). This makes the believer a partaker of the divine nature, and the ensuing growth prepares him for the fuller experience of the heavenly kingdom yet to come (1:11). 
Two interlocking concerns drive 2 Peter (1) the false teachers, and (2) their denial of the second coming of Christ. 
The description of the false teachers in chapter 2 is vivid. Besides their immorality (licentiousness, sexual immorality, disavowal of authority), they are especially criticised for their greed (2:3,14,15) and the exploitation of the unsuspecting and unstable (2:3, 14,18,19). The twin pictures of their rejection of Christ are particularly graphic – a dog returning to its vomit, a washed pig returning to wallow in the mud (v.22). Those on the other side, who eagerly await the coming of Christ, are exhorted to “holy and godly” living (3:11,12).

Regarding the certainty of the coming of Christ, which will include inevitable judgement on those who reject Him by the way they live, the emphasis is on the sure word of prophecy, both the Old Testament and apostolic. This is the point of 1:16-18 and 1:19-21, where the transfiguration of Christ itself was a prophetic foretaste of the future, and where true prophecy is completely reliable. The coming of the “false prophets” is also prophesied (2:1), while the final exhortation (chapter 3) begins by reminding once more of the sure word of the “holy prophets” and the “apostles,” with emphasis on the reliability of God’s word – that the same word that brought the created world into being is preserving it for the day of judgement.
These notes have drawn heavily on “How to Read the Bible Book by Book” by G. Fee and D. Stuart (Zondervan 2002, pp.407-409), and to a lesser extent “The MacArthur Bible Handbook” by J. MacArthur (Thomas Nelson Publishers 2003, pp.487-494) and “New Testament Survey” by M. Tenney (W.B.Eerdmans Publishing/Inter-Varsity Press 1997, pp.366-370)

2 PETER IN OUTLINE

1:1,2 Salutation

The salutation emphasises both the “righteousness” that comes from God and the “knowledge” of God and of Jesus our Lord. These emphases go together and anticipate much that follows.

1:3-11 The Themes Stated: Godliness and the Eternal Kingdom

The major concerns are set out:
(1) God’s power is available for all that is necessary for a “godly life” (vs.3,4)

(2) growth in godliness must be intentional (vs.5-7)

(3) without these qualities of godliness one cannot be an effective believer (vs.8,9)

(4) the readers are thus urged to “make every effort to confirm your calling and election” (v.10) with entrance into the eternal kingdom in view (v.11)

1:12-21 Peter’s Last Testament

Peter’s testament leads to an affirmation of the coming of Jesus, which is assured first by the transfiguration, which Peter witnessed (vs.16-18), and second by the reliable word of prophecy, which has its origin, not in human will, but in God through the Holy Spirit (vs.19-21).

2:1-22 The Indictment of the False Teachers

Following the emphasis on the trustworthiness of the prophets is the prophetic word of Peter about the coming of the false teachers, whose evil purpose and final condemnation are asserted in the beginning (vs.1-3). Next, the judgement on the false teachers and the rescue of the righteous are contrasted by means of Old Testament examples (vs.4-9), concluding (v.10a) with the two specific reasons for their condemnation, namely, living for “the flesh” (“following the corrupt desire of the sinful nature”) and despising authority.
These reasons are then elaborated with a series of images (vs.10b-18a) that concludes by condemning the false teachers for destroying others as well (vs.18b,19). Finally (vs.20-22), they are condemned for having turned their backs on Christ and returning to the “corruption of the world.”

3:1-10 The Nature of the False Teaching: Denial of Christ’s Return

This final section begins with another reference to prophecy, recalling now both the Old Testament prophets and the apostolic predictions about such false teachers (vs.1-4). Their scoffing, based on the lack of past judgement (nothing has changed since creation), is responded to first by a reminder of the certainty of God’s sovereign word (vs.5-7 noting that creation began with water and ends in fire) and second by appealing to God’s forebearance (vs.8-10, noting how v.8 echoes the reliable word of Psalm 90:4).
3:11-18 Exhortation and Conclusion

The preceding warnings against the false teachers are now applied to the readers’ situation by way of warning and exhortation (vs.11-15a); note that after the judgement by fire comes the new heavens and new earth (prophesied by Isaiah 65:17). This is followed by an appeal to similar things said by Paul about patience and salvation (3:15b,16), suggesting that some of the false teaching came about by a distortion of Paul’s teaching. The letter concludes where it began, with an exhortation to grow in grace.
These notes are a full summary of “How to Read the Bible Book by Book” by G. Fee and D. Stuart (Zondervan 2002, pp.409-410)                    © Geoff Wilson 2009
