the readers are to imagine that Christ wants to return but is reluctant to do so
when this would bring condemnation to so many. If Christians are earnest in
evangelism, and if more people are brought to the godliness that comes from
knowing Christ (1:3), then, indeed, the parousia might come.
The Certainty of Judgment
Apparently, the false teachers reasoned that if Christ was not going to return
(at least, not anytime soon), they need not fear divine judgment (3:3–4). To
counter this, the author cites biblical precedents that show God does intervene
violently in history (2:4–6). In fact, God destroyed the world once before, at the
time of the flood (2:5; 3:5–6), and will do so again. This time, however, the end
will come by fire (3:7, 10–12). This destructive judgment will be followed by a
more positive re-creation of a new heaven and a new earth (3:13; cf. Rev. 21:1),
for God not only punishes the unrighteous but also rescues the godly (2:9). Still,
the emphatic point for this letter is that there will be accountability, and this
means that the ungodly will be condemned (2:9–10; 3:7, 16), including the false
teachers and their followers (2:1, 3, 12, 17).
Godliness
The assault on false teaching in 2 Peter
is set within the framework of a call for
Christians to grow in godliness—that is,
to lead lives pleasing to God. The problem, according to this letter, is that the
world is a dark place (1:19); it has been
corrupted by lust (1:4) and is characterized by licentiousness and lawlessness
(2:7–8). Still, it is possible to escape from
this corruption (1:4) and lead a virtuous
life (1:5–9). How? The letter claims that
God’s power provides everything needed
for life and godliness and that this is accessed through knowledge of God (1:2–
3). Thus 2 Peter posits a close connection
between knowing and doing, between
orthodoxy and orthopraxis, between
theology (beliefs, doctrine, ideology)
and ethics (behavior, conduct, practice).
The letter wants to stress both the
prospect for growth and the danger of
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Barren Fig-Tree: Excerpt
from a Sermon by John Bunyan

John Bunyan (author of Pilgrim’s Progress)
preached a sermon in 1673 on Luke 13:6–9,
stressing the limits of God’s forbearance—
a prominent theme in 2 Peter.
Barren Fig-tree, Dost thou hear?
the Ax is laid to thy roots,
the Lord Jesus prays God to spare thee;
Hath he been digging about thee?
Hath he been dunging of thee?
O Barren Fig-tree, Now thou art come
to the point;
if thou shalt now become good,
if thou shalt after a gracious manner
suck in the Gospel-dung,
and if thou shalt bring forth fruit unto
God . . . Well!
But if not, the fire is the last.
Fruit or the Fire!
Fruit or the Fire, Barren Fig-tree!

Major Themes in 2 Peter
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