The Assurance of Hope #13

“Know What You Know”

2 Peter 1:12-21
“How can you be so sure?”

We’ve probably all faced that challenge at some time in our lives. State any fact, belief, conviction, or opinion with certainty and someone will ask that question. How do you know what you know?

For the past few months we have been working our way through the two letters of Peter under the heading “The Assurance of Hope.” Those words sound like antonyms, since most people use the word “hope” with little if any amount of assurance. But in the Biblical sense, hope carries with it absolute certainty of what hasn’t happened yet.

But how can we be so sure?

In a world that is so uncertain, surrounded by people who are cynical and wary of anything that hints of confidence, this is an important question to answer. In our text this morning, Peter provides that answer.

The aged apostle is concerned that his readers might be led astray by religious counterfeits running amok in his day. His second letter was written for that very purpose. As Warren Wiersbe points out, “The Christian who knows what he believes and why he believes it will rarely be seduced by the false teachers and their devious doctrines.”

The Durability of the Scriptures

Peter begins this section in verses 12-15 with the durability of the Scriptures:

So I will always remind you of these things, even though you know them and are firmly established in the truth you now have. I think it is right to refresh your memory as long as I live in the tent of this body, because I know that I will soon put it aside, as our Lord Jesus Christ has made clear to me. And I will make every effort to see that after my departure you will always be able to remember these things.

Preachers can learn a lot about ministry from this paragraph. Notice the emphasis Peter makes on reminding his readers of what they already knew. Three different times he speaks of “reminding,” “refreshing,” and “remembering.” The false teachers were offering “new revelation,” but Peter stuck with the never-changing truth of God’s Word.


We should be wary today of those who arrive with a new or different Christian message—one that is more attractive or “relevant.” Methods can change, but the message never does. We have to be humble enough to recognize that we are not creators of the Christian message. The task—the vital task—is to keep reminding people of it.


Peter admits that his time is short. Whether or not he is imprisoned at the time of this writing is unclear; he does not mention it if he is. But he is aware of the growing persecution of the Christians under Nero, and he remembers the prophecy Jesus foretold in John 21:18, “I tell you the truth, when you were younger you dressed yourself and went where you wanted; but when you are old you will stretch out your hands, and someone else will dress you and lead you where you do not want to go.” History records that Peter was crucified as part of Nero’s persecution.


Peter knew that he was going to die, so he wanted to leave behind something that would never die—the written Word of God. After his death, his two letters became a part of the inspired Scriptures, and they have been ministering to the saints for centuries. Men die, but the Word of God lives on!
 


The church today needs to remember this. We tend to gravitate toward celebrities, much like the Corinthian church did between Paul, Apollos, and Peter. Local churches become identified with a particular preacher, and when that preacher leaves, many people of the church leave with him! That is never a sign of a healthy church.


I would like to propose a new motto for this congregation: “Texas Christian Church, where Jesus Christ is the Lone Star!” We don’t need celebrities; we need a Savior. Preachers have come and gone (and will continue to do so), but as long as our foundation is none other than Jesus Christ, based on His Word, the church will live on!  We can be sure of what we know because of the durability of the Scriptures.

The Dependability of the Scriptures


Secondly, Peter addresses the dependability of the Scriptures in verses 16-21,

We did not follow cleverly invented stories when we told you about the power and coming of our Lord Jesus Christ, but we were eyewitnesses of his majesty. For he received honor and glory from God the Father when the voice came to him from the Majestic Glory, saying, “This is my Son, whom I love; with him I am well pleased.”﻿﻿ We ourselves heard this voice that came from heaven when we were with him on the sacred mountain. 

And we have the word of the prophets made more certain, and you will do well to pay attention to it, as to a light shining in a dark place, until the day dawns and the morning star rises in your hearts. Above all, you must understand that no prophecy of Scripture came about by the prophet’s own interpretation. For prophecy never had its origin in the will of man, but men spoke from God as they were carried along by the Holy Spirit.

Remember that Peter is defending the Christian faith against false teachers, about whom we will learn in chapter two. Whenever false teachers arise, they must first tear down the accepted faith before they put forth their own ideas. Cults do this in our own day; they will try to cause doubts regarding the Bible so that people will be more accepting of their teachings. Only as we know the dependability of the Scriptures can we withstand the onslaught of these false teachers.


Peter begins by stating, “We did not follow cleverly invented stories…” Contrast this with his description in 2:3, “…these teachers will exploit you with stories they have made up.”  The Greek word “sophismenos” (“cunningly contrived”), could be rendered by the English word which it generated, “sophisticated,”
 and the word rendered “stories” is literally “fables” or “myths.”
 This is true of false teaching today as well: It sounds logical, even scientific—but there is no truth! Yet Paul warned Timothy that the time would come in the church when professed Christians would not want to hear true doctrine, but would “turn away their ears from the truth, and…be turned unto fables [myths]” (2 Tim. 4:4).


Christianity, on the other hand, is dependable. Why? It is based on eyewitness evidence and revealed truth. Peter himself was there to behold the magnificence of Jesus Christ. He was present at Jesus’ miracles as well as His teaching. He was there when Jesus turned water into wine, when He fed thousands with a small lunch, when he cured the sick, healed the blind, and even raised the dead. But the one incident from the life of Christ Peter highlights here is the transfiguration, when Jesus in His humanity took on the glory of God Himself. Peter, James, and John had a front row seat, and what they saw was a breathtaking display of Jesus’ “majesty” (megaleiotētos). That is a remarkable word of very high honor, speaking of divine rather than human majesty.
  This one event, more than any other except the resurrection itself, struck at the heart of the Gnostic heresy Peter was combating, which claimed that Jesus was neither fully God nor fully man. But he knew better, because he saw it with his own eyes and heard the voice of God with his own ears.


If that were not enough, Peter goes on in verse 19 to write, “And we have the word of the prophets made more certain…” What does he mean by this? John MacArthur explains,

This translation could indicate that the eyewitness account of Christ’s majesty at the Transfiguration confirmed the Scriptures. However, the Greek word order is crucial in that it does not say that. It says, “And we have more sure the prophetic word.” That original arrangement of the sentence supports the interpretation that Peter is ranking Scripture over experience. The prophetic word (Scripture) is more complete, more permanent, and more authoritative than the experience of anyone. More specifically, the Word of God is a more reliable verification of the teachings about the person, atonement, and second coming of Christ than even the genuine first hand experiences of the apostles themselves.


Again, we need to hear this today! So many are caught up with their subjective experiences that they neglect the objective truth of God’s Word. Yes, we may undergo incredible, exciting events in our lives, but that does not make our Christianity authentic. In fact, many will dismiss our experiences with the words, “Well, I’m glad that works for you…” We need to have something more, something objective for them to believe in.


In verses 20-21 Peter provides one of two important Scriptures affirming the divine inspiration of the Word of God. (The other is 2 Timothy 3:14–17.) Peter affirmed that the Scriptures were not written by men who used their own ideas and words, but by men of God who were “moved by the Holy Spirit.” The word translated moved means “to be carried along, as a ship is carried by the wind.”


The phrase “no prophecy of Scripture came about by the prophet’s own interpretation” has caused some confusion through the ages.  This verse of Scripture has been given three major inter​pretations. The first is that the Catholics use it to prove that the church, not the individual, is to interpret the Bible. Some Protestants use it to prove that no prophetic passage is to be interpreted in isolation from other passages. And the third is that it has nothing to do with prophetic interpretation at all, but with the divine origin of prophecy.  Both the Greek language used and the immediate context point toward the third option, that Peter is speaking about the inspiration of Scripture rather than its interpretation.
  He simply states that the Bible is not the invention of man but the inspiration of God.


Another passage that is helpful in understanding how the Bible came about is 1 Corinthians 2:10-16,

God has revealed it to us by his Spirit. The Spirit searches all things, even the deep things of God. For who among men knows the thoughts of a man except the man's spirit within him? In the same way no one knows the thoughts of God except the Spirit of God. We have not received the spirit of the world but the Spirit who is from God, that we may understand what God has freely given us. This is what we speak, not in words taught us by human wisdom but in words taught by the Spirit, expressing spiritual truths in spiritual words. The man without the Spirit does not accept the things that come from the Spirit of God, for they are foolishness to him, and he cannot understand them, because they are spiritually discerned. The spiritual man makes judgments about all things, but he himself is not subject to any man's judgment: “For who has known the mind of the Lord that he may instruct him?” But we have the mind of Christ. 


Here Paul describes the three successive steps in the transmission of truth from the heart of God to the heart of man. These are, revelation, the act of God the Holy Spirit imparting to the Bible writers, truth incapable of being discovered by man’s unaided reason (10–12); inspiration, the act of God the Holy Spirit enabling the Bible writers to write down in God-chosen words, infallibly, the truth revealed (13); and illumination, the act of God the Holy Spirit enabling believers to understand the truth given by revelation and written down by inspiration (14–16).

How can we be so sure of our Christian faith?  How can we know what we know? Our certainty rests on the truth of God’s Word. He has revealed Himself and His truth to us through the Old Testament prophets and New Testament apostles, those who saw and heard and faithfully recorded it in a way that we could understand it centuries later.

The Devotion to the Scriptures

Finally, Peter challenges us to the devotion to the Scriptures in verse 19,

And we have the word of the prophets made more certain, and you will do well to pay attention to it, as to a light shining in a dark place, until the day dawns and the morning star rises in your hearts [emphasis added].

Since we have God’s truth revealed to us in the Scriptures, we need to pay attention to it! Hebrews 2:1 tells us why: “We must pay more careful attention, therefore, to what we have heard, so that we do not drift away” [emphasis added]. Peter uses the image of a light shining in a dark place, and in this world we are living in spiritual darkness!

Yet how many Christians are functionally illiterate when it comes to the Bible? Do we know where to find various books in the Bible? Do we know the basis for our beliefs as Christians? If someone came knocking at your door this afternoon, challenging your long-held Christian beliefs, could you defend what you believe?

Even worse, are we putting into practice what we read and hear of God’s Word? Or are we content to filling our minds with the truth, even to the point of being able to repeat some of it back, but without any real connection to the way we live?

MacArthur warns, 
A person who does not use information will lose it; and spiritual truth is no exception. Spiritual truths that we ignore and neglect will become less and less remembered and meaningful. Nothing causes us to ignore God’s truth more than not living it. A sinning Christian is uncomfortable in the light of God’s truth. He either turns from his fleshly behavior or he begins to block out God’s light. Only when we put aside “﻿malice and all guile and hypocrisy and envy and all slander﻿”—that is, the flesh—are we able to “﻿long for the pure milk of the word﻿” and “﻿grow in respect to salvation﻿” (﻿1 Pet. 2:1–2﻿).

That takes a devotion to the Scriptures beyond five or ten minutes we may call “devotions.”  It requires that we take God seriously, take His Word seriously, and work at understanding and applying what we learn. We need to know what we know, and we need to live what we know as well.

We sing “Blessed Assurance” from our hymnals; do we possess it in our hearts and minds? We can—the Bible promises the assurance of hope to those who are in Christ. We have God’s Word that is durable and dependable; let us be devoted to learning it and living it until the Lord returns or we are called into His presence.
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