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      “The epistles of 2 Peter and Jude are unjustly and unwisely neglected. This book shines a floodlight on their richness and importance. It features clear organization, careful exegesis, interaction with scholarship, and theological focus. Harmon offers explanations that are often profound but not complicated or obscure. Whether in church or classroom, this book is an excellent summary of the harrowing yet hope-filled message of these short epistles written by firsthand observers of their main subject: Jesus.”

      Robert W. Yarbrough, Professor of New Testament, Covenant Theological Seminary

      “Set in the broader theological context of Scripture, Matthew Harmon usefully summarizes the main theological contributions of these neglected letters. He outlines the considerable theological overlap in the books at the same time as he highlights the distinctive emphases of each letter.”

      Douglas J. Moo, Kenneth T. Wessner Professor of Biblical Studies, Wheaton College

      “Matthew Harmon has written a carefully organized biblical-theological exposition of 2 Peter and Jude from his conservative evangelical perspective.”

      Peter Davids, Chaplain, Our Lady of Guadalupe Priory; author, A Theology of James, Peter, and Jude

      “Matthew Harmon’s treatment of Jude and 2 Peter balances rich biblical-theological connections with pastoral wisdom and insight and helps readers understand how these two short letters at the end of the New Testament fit within the Bible’s great story of redemption. His work will help Christians reengage these important letters to the great benefit of the church!”

      Darian Lockett, Professor of New Testament, Talbot School of Theology, Biola University
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      Series Preface

      There are remarkably few treatments of the big ideas of single books of the New Testament. Readers can find brief coverage in Bible dictionaries, in some commentaries, and in New Testament theologies, but such books are filled with other information and are not devoted to unpacking the theology of each New Testament book in its own right. Technical works concentrating on various themes of New Testament theology often have a narrow focus, treating some aspect of the teaching of, say, Matthew or Hebrews in isolation from the rest of the book’s theology.

      The New Testament Theology series seeks to fill this gap by providing students of Scripture with readable book-length treatments of the distinctive teaching of each New Testament book or collection of books. The volumes approach the text from the perspective of biblical theology. They pay due attention to the historical and literary dimensions of the text, but their main focus is on presenting the teaching of particular New Testament books about God and his relations to the world on their own terms, maintaining sight of the Bible’s overarching narrative and Christocentric focus. Such biblical theology is of fundamental importance to biblical and expository preaching and informs exegesis, systematic theology, and Christian ethics.

      The twenty volumes in the series supply comprehensive, scholarly, and accessible treatments of theological themes from an evangelical perspective. We envision them being of value to students, preachers, and interested laypeople. When preparing an expository sermon series, for example, pastors can find a healthy supply of informative commentaries, but there are few options for coming to terms with the overall teaching of each book of the New Testament. As well as being useful in sermon and Bible study preparation, the volumes will also be of value as textbooks in college and seminary exegesis classes. Our prayer is that they contribute to a deeper understanding of and commitment to the kingdom and glory of God in Christ.

      Matthew Harmon’s volume, The God Who Judges and Saves, looks at two of the most neglected books in the Bible, namely, 2 Peter and Jude. Despite their brevity and unenviable location near the end of the canon, Harmon demonstrates the remarkably comprehensive teaching that the two letters contain and its uncanny contemporary relevance. From the inspiration and sufficiency of Scripture to the history of redemption and coming day of the Lord, 2 Peter and Jude offer a full and fresh exposition of the good news of the gospel of the Lord Jesus Christ. Harmon also shows how this theology, with its attention to false teaching and judgment, perseverance and obedience, is a clarion call to living faithfully as a follower of Jesus in our day.
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      Introduction

      If you were to ask Christians to name their favorite books of the Bible, it is unlikely that 2 Peter or Jude would make the top of many lists. They are short letters, tucked away toward the back of the New Testament. In contrast to the four Gospels and Paul’s letters, many believers rarely read, let alone study, these two letters. Jude and 2 Peter also contain content that strikes many contemporary readers as strange, even referring to events and writings not found in the Old Testament. As a result, many Bible readers conclude that 2 Peter and Jude are best treated like a distant relative that one sees occasionally but never goes out of the way to spend any significant time getting to know.

      But as contemporary Christians we neglect 2 Peter and Jude to our own peril. Despite being almost two thousand years removed from when Peter and Jude wrote these letters, the contemporary church faces many of the same challenges. Critics from both inside and outside the church question the authority, inspiration, and inerrancy of Scripture. Christians are condemned as judgmental for believing that God will one day render judgment on those who persist in their disobedience to him. False teachers openly question God’s word and twist it for their own selfish gain, seeking to lead others away from the true gospel through lives of immorality. Those who seek to be faithful to Jesus find themselves under constant pressure from the surrounding culture to abandon “the faith that was once for all delivered to the saints” (Jude 3). Scoffers dismiss as a naïve fairy tale our belief that one day Jesus will indeed return for his people and usher in a new heavens and a new earth. Understood this way, the church today has much to learn from 2 Peter and Jude about how to live faithfully as followers of Jesus.

      The starting point for seeing how 2 Peter and Jude help us faithfully follow Jesus today is to first understand (to the best of our ability) the historical situations that Peter and Jude address when writing. To that end we should briefly summarize what I have discussed at further length in my work in the ESV Expository Commentary series.1

      Despite questions about its authenticity, 2 Peter was written by “Simeon Peter, a servant and apostle of Jesus Christ” (1:1). As a key leader in the early church, Peter preached the gospel throughout the Roman Empire, including Corinth (1 Cor. 1:12) and Syrian Antioch (Gal. 2:11) among others. Facing an imminent death at the hands of Nero sometime in the mid-60s (2 Pet. 1:12–15), Peter writes to an unspecified group of Christians (though perhaps the same recipients as 1 Peter; see 2 Pet. 3:1) to leave them a tangible reminder of the truth of the gospel and call them to pursue growth in godliness as they await Christ’s return and the arrival of the new heavens and new earth. Standing in their way are false teachers who deny Jesus Christ as their Lord and Master through their immoral lives (2:4–22) and dismissive scoffing at the promise of Christ’s return (3:1–13).

      The epistle of Jude has also faced questions about its authenticity throughout the history of the church. But a strong case can be made that the author is Jude the half-brother of Jesus (Matt. 13:55), even though he simply identifies himself as “Jude, a servant of Jesus Christ and brother of James” (Jude 1). Although Jude appears to be writing to a specific church or group of churches, he does not specify who they are. Given the fact that Jude expects his audience to be familiar with Jewish apocryphal literature/traditions, his audience is likely Jewish believers (though one should not rule out a mixed congregation of Jews and Gentiles). These believers (perhaps living in a Gentile city somewhere in Palestine) had been infiltrated by false teachers who promoted their own authority on dreams while at the same time rejecting the authority of God, and perhaps church leaders as well (8, 11–13). Because they rejected God’s authority, they indulged in sexual immorality and were motivated by greed (7–8, 11–13). These actions produced division in the church and led to vulnerable members within the church being led astray (16, 19, 22–23).

      Based on that foundation, we can identify the theological concepts that the author articulates as well as the underlying theological convictions that inform what the author says. Although written by two different men, 2 Peter and Jude can be discussed together in light of the extensive overlap of shared material in the two letters. But we must be careful that this shared material not distract us from the different emphases in each letter. Although a theology of 1 Peter is treated in a separate volume in the series, from time to time we will draw in material from 1 Peter to help shed light on 2 Peter when helpful.

      Each chapter of this book identifies a key theme that is present in both 2 Peter and Jude. Inevitably, because many of the themes discussed are tightly interconnected, there will be some measure of unavoidable repetition at points. While I have attempted to explain how each theme is developed within 2 Peter and Jude, an important element of biblical theology is to set that theme within the scope of the rest of Scripture. Both Peter and Jude were men whose worldview and conceptual frameworks were profoundly shaped by previous Scripture. In that sense, this book shares a similar approach to that of James Hamilton, who defines biblical theology as “the interpretive perspective reflected in the way the biblical authors have presented their understanding of earlier Scripture, redemptive history, and the events they are describing, recounting, celebrating, or addressing in narratives, poems, proverbs, letters, and apocalypses.”2 He goes on to explain why this task is so important. “Our aim is to trace out the contours of the network of assumptions reflected in the writings of the biblical authors. If we can see what the biblical authors assumed about story, symbol, and church, we will glimpse the world as they saw it. To catch a glimpse of the world as they saw it is to see the real world.”3

      That then is the goal of this short book on the theology of 2 Peter and Jude—to catch a glimpse of the world as they saw it so that we today can see the world as it really is. With that in mind, why not take a moment to pray for God to open your eyes to see wondrous things from his word (Ps. 119:18)?

    

    
      
        1  Matthew S. Harmon, “2 Peter,” in Hebrews–Revelation, ed. Iain M. Duguid, James M. Hamilton, and Jay Sklar, vol. 12, ESV Expository Commentary (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2018), 363–410; and Matthew S. Harmon, “Jude,” in Hebrews–Revelation, 503–24.

      

      
        2  James M. Hamilton, What Is Biblical Theology? A Guide to the Bible’s Story, Symbolism, and Patterns (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2014), 16.

      

      
        3  Hamilton, What Is Biblical Theology?, 19; emphasis added.
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      The Word of God

      The Bible from beginning to end shows us that God is a speaking God. Indeed, Genesis 1 emphasizes that God creates by speaking, with each of the six days beginning with the expression “And God said” (Gen. 1:3, 6, 9, 14, 20, 24). Revelation concludes with the risen Jesus announcing, “Surely I am coming soon” (Rev. 22:20). In between these two biblical bookends (seemingly on almost every page!) the Bible recounts God speaking in some shape or form.

      Yet alongside this pervasive theme of God speaking is an important related theme that runs from the beginning to the end of the Bible: the enemies of God seek to undermine or dismiss God’s word. The very first words of the serpent when attempting to deceive Eve were “Did God actually say?” (Gen. 3:1). As the final step before ushering in the new heavens and the new earth, God casts the devil, who deceived humanity, into the lake of fire, along with all who rejected the truth of God’s word (Rev. 20:10, 15; 21:6–8). In the entire period between Eden and the new Eden God’s enemies actively seek to discredit or dismiss the word of God.

      Against that backdrop, it should not surprise us that in our own day there are many who seek to undermine the truthfulness and reliability of God’s word.1 Both Peter and Jude faced opponents who in some fashion attacked the word of God, and rather than back down in fear Peter and Jude enthusiastically defended Scripture from a variety of different angles. More than that, they unapologetically used Scripture to make and illustrate their points.

      To help us organize what 2 Peter and Jude tell us about God’s word, we will approach the subject under three separate (but related) headings. First, we will explore how Scripture is sufficient for life and godliness. Second, we will examine how Scripture is both a human and a divine product. Third, we will explain the nascent twofold structure of Scripture. And before concluding the chapter, we will look briefly at what books were considered Scripture.

      Scripture as Sufficient for Life and Godliness

      The sufficiency of God’s word for life and godliness has its roots in the garden of Eden. Following the pattern of Genesis 1, God speaks humanity into existence:

      Then God said, “Let us make man in our image, after our likeness. And let them have dominion over the fish of the sea and over the birds of the heavens and over the livestock and over all the earth and over every creeping thing that creeps on the earth.” So God created man in his own image, in the image of God he created him; male and female he created them. (Gen. 1:26–27)
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