


    Part 2

Focusing on the Divine Nature

from II Peter chapter 1

     

   
    This is the sequel to our earlier discussion on the Epistle of James. Here, we'll explore the first chapter of II Peter, which fits right in with the theme of focus. 

  

    Peter was one of the very first disciples of Jesus. While Jesus's own brother James seemed to be a bit slow to recognise Jesus's role as Messiah, Peter was enthusiastic, following Him from the start. James had probably been studying under rabbis who emphasised the Essence beliefs, so he may have been the more straight-laced type. He once showed up along with his brothers and his mother to try to take Jesus home to rest, saying he had become a bit overheated, while Peter was probably saying, “No way man! He's Christ, the son of the living God!” 

    Later, of course, James did come around. 

    Meanwhile, Peter was the one always overreacting and saying the wrong thing. We could say Peter and James were opposites. But we see that in the end, they both emerged as very effective leaders. James was the leader in the congregation in Jerusalem, whereas Peter helped to facilitate and direct the advance into the rest of the world. 

    Slaves of Messiah

    Jesus said that the leaders were to be the servants of all. Both James and Peter begin their epistles by introducing themselves as slaves of Messiah. 

    2 Peter 1:1 CJB‬‬

    1 From: Shim‘on Kefa, a slave and emissary of Jesus the Messiah 

    To: Those who, through the righteousness of our God and of our Deliverer Jesus the Messiah, have been given the same kind of trust as ours:

    https://bible.com/bible/1275/2pe.1.1.CJB

     

    Many translations use servant in place of slave. Some say bondservant. 

    Bondservant indicates a slave who is one by choice, being so dedicated to his or her master that, instead of accepting emancipation, chooses to remain a slave. 

    That's how both James and Peter signed their epistle. Paul often did the same. 

    Minister used to mean servant, as in to minister to one's needs, but now, that application has been shoved to the background. These days, we use the term minister to apply to those who have made service to God or the church a career choice. Often we even hear “Minister of the Gospel” also used as an honorific title. In government, minister is one of the highest positions in any given department - as far from the original meaning as can be imagined.

    When James, Paul and Peter said “slave”, they meant “slave”. They later proved it by going willingly to their death. 

    Peter does say here, slave and emissary, or in some translations, servant and apostle. In some circles today, “Apostle” is used as a high sounding title, insinuating that one is very high up in the ecclesiastical food chain, or at the top of the pyramid. 

    In the Kingdom of God, only Jesus is the top of the pyramid. The rest of us are servants of each other. An apostle is simply one who is sent, sic a servant. 

    To hear Paul describe it, apostles are the ones who got the dirty end of the stick (2 Cor 11:23ff, 6:4-10). The only visibility it provided was that of a moving target! 

    So much from so little

    The second part of that verse shows us who this epistle was addressed to: Those who have been given the same kind of trust as ours. 

    Who is “us and ours?” The believing Jewish community who first encountered their Messiah. Jesus came as the Jewish Messiah, and with that community, His Kingdom began to take root and grow. Then, beginning with Peter's visit to Cornelious, and gaining force with Paul and others, the Gospel spread to the Gentile community. 

    The first epistle of Peter was written to Jewish believers. You can tell that by how he addresses them: ‭‭To God’s chosen people, living as aliens in the Diaspora… 

    What we now call the second epistle of Peter was actually his first one to the Gentile community. What we now read as chapter three of this epistle was probably a separate letter, his second to the Gentile. There, he says, Dear friends, I am writing you now this second letter… That letter likely got paperclipped to the first one, and was subsequently copied as one longer work. You'll notice it reads like a whole letter on its own, repeating some of the things said in the first part. 

    So, his opening statement, addressing the Gentile believers as those who have been given the same kind of trust as ours, acknowledges what Paul has been saying, that in Messiah, there aren't any distinctions, no Jew nor Greek, no male nor female, slave or free, Irish or Nigerian, etc etc. 

    In those days, this would have been quite a remarkable thing to say. If we were to meet with a Messianic Jewish congregation one day, and after travelling to a different area, meet with a congregation of Gentile believers, we would notice a lot of differences. The Jewish believers knew the Old Testament a lot better. They could repeat all the Bible stories much more accurately than the Gentiles could. They had a lifetime of hearing the Torah and the Prophets being read and taught every Sabbath day of their lives. 

    The Gentiles only knew what the apostle or evangelist managed to teach them in the few months before moving on to plant another church elsewhere. Maybe, a few of the Epistles or Gospels were in circulation by then. Not everyone was literate, so what they received would have been whatever was read aloud in the congregation. 

    Today, most of us are literate, and we all have our printed Bibles containing all the Old Testament scriptures plus as all the Gospels and Epistles including ones they they hadn't seen yet, all in one cover. That was way beyond their wildest dreams. 

    So, the average Gentile believer had a bare minimum of Bible knowledge. Thus, this epistle of Peter to the gentiles shows us how much he expected to happen with so little. That's what makes this epistle so remarkable! 

    So, he goes on:

    ‭‭2 Peter 1:2 CJB‬‬

    2 May grace and shalom be yours in full measure, as you come to a full knowledge of God and Jesus our Lord.

    https://bible.com/bible/1275/2pe.1.2.CJB

    Peter expected them to come to a full knowledge of God and of Jesus. 

    What is knowledge? 

    What he meant by knowledge was obviously not about knowing a lot of facts, nor even being familiar with a lot of scripture passages. With so few resources available, where would they have got that knowledge? 

    It's about knowing God. 

    Of course, this knowledge does come by receiving the Word, but as we saw in our discussion of the Epistle of James, receiving the Word goes a lot farther than just reading away at our printed Bibles. Remember, they didn't have printed Bibles. Many of them couldn't read! 

    How did they receive the Word then? Bits that they remembered being preached to them, passages that were recited from memory, like the Our Father, various Psalms, the sayings of Jesus such as the Beatitudes, prophetic words that were uttered through the Spirit. They mulled these over and over, praying over each phrase and receiving it into their spirits. 

    In those days, before information overload, people's memories were much better than ours. 

    In another way, we have it so much easier today! We can do the same using our printed Bibles - yet, we don't. Nothing in this study is intended to discourage anyone from reading the whole Bible. We have it, it’s the words passed down to us from those who were there, who saw the acts of God, who heard God’s voice in unique ways, so read it with the intention of getting to know God.

    Receiving of the Word increases our knowledge in the form of intimacy with God. 

    A general's little daughter might not know much military strategy, but she knows her papa. As she grows in that, she might one day work side by side with him, learning by experience and personal training. 

    Knowledge is one of the key words in this passage. Another is goodness. Both words appear in the following:

    ‭‭2 Peter 1:3-4 CJB‬‬

    3 God’s power has given us everything we need for life and godliness, through our knowing the One who called us to his own glory and goodness. 4 By these he has given us valuable and superlatively great promises, so that through them you might come to share in God’s nature and escape the corruption which evil desires have brought into the world.

    https://bible.com/bible/1275/2pe.1.3.CJB

    We might not know all the Bible stories, we might not know all the nuances, or the Greek or Hebrew meanings, or the theological opinions, but we have everything we need for life and godliness. At least that's what Peter told the first century gentiles who had far fewer resources than we have today. 

    That, again, comes by knowledge - through our knowing Him who has called us to His glory and goodness. 

    What is goodness? 

    Goodness, here, is sometimes translated, virtue. Those words in English don't tell us much. We either think of being “a good boy” or of some elderly straight laced spinster or a nun being a virtuous woman. We might think of the three monkeys, “see no evil”, “hear no evil”, and “speak no evil”. The word here goes far beyond that. 

    The Greek word arete, translated here as goodness only appears five times in the New Testament. Three of those times are right here in this chapter - thus, one of our key words. It's also in I Peter, and in Phillippians where Paul says, “Think on these things.”

    Here, it's used regarding God Himself. It's a word that the Greeks used to describe their gods in reference to their heroic acts, deliverance from disaster, bringing victory, bringing an abundant harvest etc. In regards to God that we know, it means His attributes of justice and mercy, his generosity and power on our behalf, His promises, His immense beauty. Arete/goodness is a part of His nature. 

    The passage above goes on to say that through His promises, we share in God's nature. 

    God's promises

    In these two verses, we can glimpse the whole sweep of history as shown in scripture, from beginning to end. It's all about God's purpose and goal to dwell among humanity. He created us to be close to him, to fellowship, and to do things together. After the almost complete disaster as described in the first part of Genesis, it's been all about God restoring humanity to what He intended. 

    At this point in that sweep of history, meaning right now, the point that both Peter and us find ourselves in, it's reached the stage where we are getting our feet wet (and our whole bodies wet) in sharing in God's very nature. 

    … superlatively great promises… Promises are about future. You don’t promise something that’s already here. It's a process. It's something that's been promised, and that promise is becoming fulfilled as we come to the full knowledge of God. 

    These days we like to talk a lot about the promises in the Bible. Some Bible teachers specialise in nothing else but pointing out the promises. Dake’s Annotated Reference Bible has a whole section where he just lists all the promises, I forget how many hundreds of them. Mostly they’re about having this or that, living like a king's kid, maybe a healing of a runny nose, or a winter holiday in Tenerife. 

    Remember, they didn't have Dake's Bibles in Peter's and Paul's Time. The promises are really about restoration - about God once again dwelling among humanity. 

    Though Paul, Peter, and James knew their King, going by what Paul described as the life of an apostle, it was not the life of a “king's kid” he was pursuing, but of a slave totally consumed with passion for his master, enamoured by His beauty, willingly brushing with death every day just to see that beauty uncorked and the Kingdom established. 

    The promises were what inspired him. They were promises of the fulfilment of God's purpose to dwell among humanity, the only hope of a Utopia. 

    They were the promises contained in the Beatitudes: that the Kingdom of Heaven is for the poor, and that the meek will inherit the earth. They were the promises alluded to in the Our Father: Your Kingdom come, Your will be done on earth as it is in Heaven. They are found in the other sayings of Messiah: in the world you will have tribulation… but I have overcome the world; I am with you always; I will send the Comforter, the Holy Spirit; and whoever believes in me, the works that I do, he will do, and many more quotations. Those sayings are what the early believers memorised and meditated on when they couldn't read a printed copy of the Bible cover to cover. 

    The promises are geared to seeing us to the end of the age, and about what the end of the age will entail. 

    These days we like to talk a lot about the second coming like it's a future event that will suddenly happen out of the blue, when we least expect, but meanwhile, “enjoy the promises and live like a king's kid”, or “pie in the sky when you die, and stake on the plate while you wait.” 

    To the first century believers, the promises were about enabling us to accomplish God's will on earth as it is in heaven, thus hastening His coming. 

    Peter says it in the last chapter of this epistle - his second letter to the gentiles, … as you wait for the Day of God and work to hasten its coming… 

    His coming is the promised end result, but the promises are also for the time we're in now leading up to that. As we go on the strength of the promises and begin to partake of God's nature, we are hastening His coming to fully dwell among humanity. 

    The promises are for overcoming evil

    While we look for His coming, the promises make available to us His divine nature, enabling us to escape the corruption which evil desires have brought into the world. 

    Evil desires are what resulted from the disaster that happened at the beginning of our history, when our first parents partook of the forbidden fruit. That gave us an acute consciousness of good and evil, an obsession with comparing everything. As a result, we compare what we have with what other people have - ie. “What you have is good, and - Oh dear! What I have is evil! I want what you have!”. It drives some of us to try to take it by whatever means possible, even if it belong to other people; or to seeking a better looking mate, even if it means seducing someone else's; power over other people; and

    
    
    The qualities that enable our sharing in the Divine nature‭‭

    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    Growing and increasing
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You thought it was about minding your tongue, and
making sure your actions lined up with your faith.
It's not...
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