SERMON SERIES: A LETTER OF ASSURANCE

“The Time Is Coming Soon”
2 Peter 3:3-15
Over the past few weeks we’ve been working our way through the letter of  2nd Peter in a sermon series entitled “A Letter Of Assurance.”  The first Sunday we saw how Peter encouraged the church to keep growing in their faith.  He told them to hold tight to their doctrines about Christ, and assured them of the trustworthiness of his eyewitness account of Jesus.

Last Sunday, in the second chapter, Peter went into more detail about the false teachers in the midst of those congregations.  We saw how he instructed them to look at the lifestyles of the teachers—to see if they “walked the walk”--and Peter reassured the church that God would not allow the deceptions of the false teachers to continue for long.

Go ahead and turn to this morning’s Scripture reading, 2nd Peter 3:3-15.  Today brings us to the final chapter in the letter where the focus turns to the promised return of Jesus Christ.  It was important for Peter to address this subject since some of the false teachers were saying that Jesus wasn’t come back.  And since he wasn’t returning they could do whatever they wanted.

Peter wrote 3-4First off, you need to know that in the last days, mockers are going to have a heyday.  Reducing everything to the level of their puny feelings, they’ll mock, “So what’s happened to the promise of his Coming?  Our ancestors are dead and buried, and everything’s going on just as it has from the first day of creation.  Nothing’s changed.”
5-7They conveniently forget that long ago all the galaxies and this very planet were brought into existence out of watery chaos by God’s word.  Then God’s word brought the chaos back in a flood that destroyed the world.  The current galaxies and earth are fuel for the final fire.  God is poised, ready to speak his word again, ready to give the signal for the judgment and destruction of the desecrating skeptics.
          At issue here was that some within the congregations were challenging the validity of Christ’s promised return.  They justified this perspective by pointing to the world around them.  “Nothing’s changed for a long, long time.  Our ancestors are long gone.  And there’s still no sign of Jesus coming back.”  In essence they were saying, ‘Why should we believe that some huge cataclysmic event is going to take place when everything is the same as it’s always been?’  

          Those believers made the mistake that a lot of people still make today.  They looked at the world around them--and because it was hard to see the good for all the evil—they concluded that Jesus must not be coming back.  “If there really is a God—and if he’s such a good and loving God—then why all the violence, terror and wickedness?”  So a lot of people today reject God because of that way of thinking.  That’s the exact same line of thinking that Peter was contending with in this letter.

          The early church was convinced it was living in the twilight of history.  They were convinced that Jesus would return immediately.  It wasn’t just “someday” Jesus would come back.  They looked for it and anticipated it every single day.  So the false teachers and mockers manipulated that belief.

          Peter pointed back to Genesis—to the creation of the world—to show how the scoffers had conveniently forgotten that by his word God created the heavens and the earth.  If he could speak its beginning, then he could speak its end…whenever he wanted to.
          So was there really a delay?  What was God waiting for?
          Look at verses 8-9.  Peter pointed out 8-9Don’t overlook the obvious here, friends. With God, one day is as good as a thousand years, a thousand years as a day.  There’s an old joke about this.  A man read this passage and was quite amazed so he talked to God about it.  “Lord, is it really true that a thousand years for us in like one minute to you?”
          The Lord replied, “Yes, it’s true.”

          The man thought about this and then said, “Then a million dollars to us must be like a penny to you.”

          “Well, yes…,” the Lord said.

          The man smiled and asked, “Will you give me one of those pennies?”

          “Alright, I will,” the Lord said.  Wait here a minute.”
          Peter continued…God isn’t late with his promise as some measure lateness.  He is restraining himself on account of you, holding back the End because he doesn’t want anyone lost.  He’s giving everyone space and time to change.  What the troublemakers and false teachers claimed was God’s tardiness or indifference was, in reality, God’s mercy and longsuffering patience.  God was giving people the opportunity to repent.
          This is what the letter of Revelation is all about.  The judgments proclaimed throughout Revelation are not God’s malicious, vindictive temper tantrums.  Rather, they are to provide opportunities for the unrepentant to turn to Christ.
          But, Peter said in verse 10: …when the Day of God’s Judgment does come, it will be unannounced, like a thief.  The sky will collapse with a thunderous bang, everything disintegrating in a huge conflagration, earth and all its works exposed to the scrutiny of Judgment.  From God’s perspective, there was still time to seek him.  But despite what the mockers said, there WOULD BE a judgment.  It would arrive suddenly, without any advance notice, like a thief slipping into your home while you’re away on vacation.
          No doubt Peter drew this imagery from his personal experiences with Jesus.  When Jesus was teaching in the temple shortly before his arrest and trial, he said in Matthew 24:43-44, “You have no idea what day your Master will show up.  But you do know this: You know that if the homeowner had known what time of night the burglar would arrive, he would have been there with his dogs to prevent the break-in.  Be vigilant just like that.  You have no idea when the Son of Man is going to show up.”
          We also know that Peter was familiar with Paul’s writings by this time.  So it’s likely Peter also drew on what Paul wrote in 1 Thessalonians 5:2-3--You know as well as I that the day of the Master’s coming can’t be posted on our calendars.  He won’t call ahead and make an appointment any more than a burglar would.  About the time everybody’s walking around complacently, congratulating each other—“We’ve sure got it made!  Now we can take it easy!”—suddenly everything will fall apart.  It’s going to come as suddenly and inescapably as birth pangs to a pregnant woman.  Since Christ’s return will be unannounced and unexpected we are to be ready all the time.
          Robby Robins was an Air Force pilot during the first Iraq war.  After his 300th mission he was surprised to be given permission to immediately pull his crew together and fly home.  They returned to Massachusetts and then had a long drive to western Pennsylvania.  They drove all night and when his buddies dropped him off at his driveway just after sun-up, there was a big banner across the garage that read “WELCOME HOME, DAD!”

          How did they know?  No one had called ahead.  Even the crew themselves hadn’t been expecting to leave so quickly.  Robins relates that when he walked into his house, his children, half-dressed for school, screamed with delight and rushed to him.  His wife, Susan, came running down the hall and embraced her husband.

          “How did you know I was coming home?” he asked her.  “We didn’t even know until we were surprised with the orders to come back.”
          “I didn’t know,” Susan answered through tears of joy.  “But we did know that once the war was over you’d be home one day.  We knew you’d try to surprise us, so we were ready for you every day!”  Christians are to be ready every day for the return of Jesus--not by sitting and staring at the sky--but by living holy and productive lives.
I am occasionally asked about Christ’s return.  As a pastor, people want to know what I think about the second coming, and when I think it might happen.  My response is “I have no idea!  But what I DO KNOW is that we are to be found living a godly life and doing the things Jesus did”


Peter phrased it this way in verse 14: So, my dear friends, since this is what you have to look forward to, do your very best to be found living at your best, in purity and peace.
We are to live each day in the imitation of Christ, reaching out to the lost, helping those who are hurting, offering the grace and salvation of Jesus.  Our lives should daily reflect the transforming power of Jesus within us.

And we are to be at peace—we do not have to worry or fret over what will happen at the end of the world, or when the world will come to an end.  Our salvation is sure in Christ, sealed by the Holy Spirit, so we do not tremble at the prospect of when things end.  Rather, we wait with patient hope.

The letter of 2nd Peter reminds the church today that we are to make every effort to grow in our faith.  We are to beware of false teachers who promote shaky doctrines or unreliable teachings.  And we are to live in readiness for the return of Christ.

One way we remember and look forward to Christ’s return is through the celebration of the Lord’s Supper.  In this meal we remember what Jesus did for our salvation—the blood that was spilled, the sacrifice that was made.  We also recognize that as we eat and drink together, Jesus is present among us here and now.  And we look ahead.  We look to a future when Christ will return and call his children home.  This meal is a foretaste—a sneak preview—of the great feast that awaits us in eternity.  We acknowledge this in the sacramental liturgy in our hymnal when we declare “By your Spirit make us one with Christ, one with each other, and one in ministry to all the world, until Christ comes in final victory and we feast at his heavenly banquet.”

When will Jesus come again?  None of us know—but until he does, let Soddy United Methodist Church continue to be about the work of God’s kingdom.  Let us be found faithful when he returns.  Please join me by turning to page twelve in your hymnal as we prepare to take part in this meal that is remembrance and recognition, foretaste and freedom…
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