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The small groups of believers must have been very concerned. Here they were, far from Jerusalem, the founding center of the church and of their faith, dispersed in the regions of Pontus, Galatia, Cappadocia, Asia and Bithynia (what is now Turkey). Did the persecution which was increasing mean that they were on the wrong road? Had they taken a false turning? Had they given their allegiance to Jesus as a false Messiah? If not, then why would these things still be happening?


What’s more, weren’t they in the last days? Hadn’t the death and resurrection of Jesus ushered in the kingdom of God? Then why were pagans still ruling? Why was Jesus himself not on the throne? Why the delay? People were scoffing and ridiculing them. Things seemed to be going on in the world just as before with no difference, said those mocking them. So the believers wondered, Should we be listening to new teachers instead of to the gospel message we originally heard?


In response to this situation, Peter wrote two letters. As is so often the case with ancient letters (and early Christian letters are no exception), we find, at the end, just a flicker of a hint about the actual circumstances of writing. In 1 Peter 5:12-14, we read of “Silvanus” who is taking this letter to the churches in Turkey. Is this the same “Silas” we meet with Paul in Acts, or indeed the “Silvanus” mentioned by Paul as being with him when he was writing 1 and 2 Thessalonians? It may have been quite a common name. Nor can we be absolutely sure when Peter says he is writing from “Babylon” in 5:13 that this is really code for “Rome,” as in the book of Revelation. Mark, mentioned as “my son,” is almost certainly the John Mark we meet in Acts, and again at the end of Colossians, Philemon and 2 Timothy.


Some people doubt that what we call 2 Peter was written by Peter himself, but several parts of it indicate that it is indeed supposed to come from him in some sense, even if he didn’t physically write it himself. In 2 Peter 3:1 he notes explicitly that this is the second letter to this group of believers. We find in 2 Peter 1:13-15 that he knows his own time to die is drawing near. Jesus had warned him of this (John 21:18-19), and 2 Peter 1:14 may refer to a later word which Peter had received. It was important to be sure that his readers would be able to hold on to the truths which he had taught. The death of an apostle must not mean the decline of the apostolic faith.


Then in 2 Peter 1:16-18 we find the only time outside the first three Gospels that anyone refers to the “transfiguration,” the time when Jesus was suddenly radiant with light, talking with Moses and Elijah, and when a voice from heaven proclaimed that he was indeed God’s son. Here Jesus had been revealed to Peter, James and John, as they stood with him on the mount (Mark 9:2-8). This story, Peter insists, is not a “cleverly devised myth.” Presumably by this stage in the early church some of the opponents of the faith were scoffing at the extraordinary tales that were going around about Jesus. Peter insists that it was the truth. He was an eyewitness not just of this but of all Jesus had said and done during their three years together.


All this is based, as much of the letters are, on Peter’s awareness that the sudden dramatic events of the previous few decades—the life, death and resurrection of Jesus, the giving of the Spirit, and the rise and spread of the early Christian movement—has not been a totally new idea, starting from scratch. On the contrary. It is the fulfillment, admittedly in very surprising ways, of the age-old divine plan which the ancient prophets had glimpsed. The prophets were people who stood on the borders between heaven and earth, between our present time and God’s future time. They came to know God so well (a very painful experience, as some of them discovered) that they could discern the shape of his plan: to rescue the world through the sufferings of his chosen one, his anointed, the Messiah, and then to establish the Messiah in “glory,” that is, as the sovereign over the world.


Not only that, Peter’s solid reassurance was based on the rest of Scripture, based on his sense of how God’s purpose was always going to work out and based above all on Jesus himself. Hold on to his death and resurrection, he says. That’s the sheet-anchor. He is the true Messiah, and one day will be publicly revealed as such. This is the true grace of God; stand firm in it. And—the note that we all need, especially when the going is tough: peace. Peace to you from God. Peace to you in the Messiah.


Finally, in this guide, prepared with the help of Dale and Sandy Larsen for which I am grateful, we include the letter traditionally known as Jude (though the name can also be translated as “Judah”). We are not absolutely sure who he is. He describes himself as “brother of James” which probably means James the brother of Jesus. There is a “Judah” who is mentioned among those brothers in Mark 6:3. But, since Jesus was taken from them perhaps three or more decades before, it may seem more natural to speak of himself as brother of the leader who is either still alive or else only recently dead. In any case, he calls himself “slave of Jesus”; even if he, too, was a son of Mary he would not presume to describe himself as Jesus’ brother.


It’s interesting, isn’t it, that we tend to call him “Jude,” thereby distinguishing him from two others who had the same name: Judah the patriarch, the ancestor of Jesus, and Judas Iscariot. Why have we done that? He has a royal and ancient name, and I prefer that he should keep it. So while I have retained the traditional name in the title of this guide to avoid confusion, I have used “Judah” in the text. (For more on all these letters also see my The Early Christian Letters for Everyone published by SPCK and Westminster John Knox, on which this guide is based. New Testament quotations in this guide are from my own translation, published as The Kingdom New Testament by HarperOne in the United States and published as The New Testament for Everyone by SPCK in England.)


Judah told his readers that he had been going to write about “the rescue in which we share”—God’s rescue of us in Jesus the Messiah, the great saving acts which all Christian teachers love to celebrate. But he had to put those plans on hold, because it appeared that the church had been infiltrated with people teaching what was basically a different message altogether. And the ordinary Christians, with no long centuries of experience behind them in the church, were deeply vulnerable. If new teaching sounded exciting and fun, why not give it a try? No, says Judah: it’s time to put your climbing ropes on. These rocks are dangerous and difficult. It’s time to struggle hard for the faith which was once and for all given to God’s people.


Both Peter and Judah note that there are tough things which must be faced. But with our new identity, and with the powerful mercy of God keeping us safe, there is such a thing as sustained and lasting growth in Christian character, faith and life. It is your privilege and birthright, as a follower of Jesus, that you should grow in grace and in the knowledge of our Lord and Savior Jesus the Messiah.


I have a sense that these letters might be a word for our times. If our desire is to bring God glory both now and in the day when his new age dawns, we could do a lot worse than to study them carefully, pray them, take them to heart and put them into practice.




Suggestions for Individual Study




	

1. As you begin each study, pray that God will speak to you through his Word.





	

2. Read the introduction to the study and respond to the “Open” question that follows it. This is designed to help you get into the theme of the study.





	

3. Read and reread the Bible passage to be studied. Each study is designed to help you consider the meaning of the passage in its context. The commentary and questions in this guide are based on my own translation of each passage found in the companion volume to this guide in the For Everyone series on the New Testament (published by SPCK and Westminster John Knox).





	

4. Write your answers to the questions in the spaces provided or in a personal journal. Each study includes three types of questions: observation questions, which ask about the basic facts in the passage; interpretation questions, which delve into the meaning of the passage; and application questions, which help you discover the implications of the text for growing in Christ. Writing out your responses can bring clarity and deeper understanding of yourself and of God’s Word.





	

5. Each session features selected comments from the For Everyone series. These notes provide further biblical and cultural background and contextual information. They are designed not to answer the questions for you but to help you along as you study the Bible for yourself. For even more reflections on each passage, you may wish to have on hand a copy of the companion volume from the For Everyone series as you work through this study guide.





	

6. Use the guidelines in the “Pray” section to focus on God, thanking him for what you have learned and praying about the applications that have come to mind.















Suggestions for Group Members




	

1. Come to the study prepared. Follow the suggestions for individual study mentioned above. You will find that careful preparation will greatly enrich your time spent in group discussion.





	

2. Be willing to participate in the discussion. The leader of your group will not be lecturing. Instead, she or he will be asking the questions found in this guide and encouraging the members of the group to discuss what they have learned.





	

3. Stick to the topic being discussed. These studies focus on a particular passage of Scripture. Only rarely should you refer to other portions of the Bible or outside sources. This allows for everyone to participate on equal ground and for in-depth study.





	

4. Be sensitive to the other members of the group. Listen attentively when they describe what they have learned. You may be surprised by their insights! Each question assumes a variety of answers. Many questions do not have “right” answers, particularly questions that aim at meaning or application. Instead the questions push us to explore the passage more thoroughly.


When possible, link what you say to the comments of others. Also, be affirming whenever you can. This will encourage some of the more hesitant members of the group to participate.





	

5. Be careful not to dominate the discussion. We are sometimes so eager to express our thoughts that we leave too little opportunity for others to respond. By all means participate! But allow others to also.





	

6. Expect God to teach you through the passage being discussed and through the other members of the group. Pray that you will have an enjoyable and profitable time together, but also that as a result of the study you will find ways that you can take action individually and/or as a group.





	

7. It will be helpful for groups to follow a few basic guidelines. These guidelines, which you may wish to adapt to your situation, should be read at the beginning of the first session.




	

Anything said in the group is considered confidential and will not be discussed outside the group unless specific permission is given to do so.





	

We will provide time for each person present to talk if he or she feels comfortable doing so.





	

We will talk about ourselves and our own situations, avoiding conversation about other people.





	

We will listen attentively to each other.





	

We will be very cautious about giving advice.














Additional suggestions for the group leader can be found at the back of the guide.
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