When the bottom falls out 
More and more I seem to be sharing with people for whom the unthinkable has happened. What can one say, and how can one minister to people for whom the bottom of the world has just dropped out? Usually this has come in the form of something that had previously been taken for granted, or considered unshakable,  (like a marriage bond or a theoretically rock solid vision, health or job) dissolving. Simply to trot out the familiar concept of everything being ‘shaken’ seems inadequate in the face of such suffering, whatever its primary cause. But from time to time, and without in any sense becoming 'end-time junkies,’ it is important that we lift our eyes away from our immediate circumstances and measure trends and events against a wider framework. A lot of things only begin to make sense when we grasp that our life has an ultimate destination to head towards.    

There is a delightful moment in the ‘Prince and the Pauper’ film when Jethro, Moses’ father-in-law, takes a thread from a carpet and declares that we need to see things from heaven’s perspective. A single thread does not look much in itself, but it has a vital part to play in the whole – all of which can be a great deal easier said than done when you are in the midst of a spiritual whiteout (with too many pressures thrusting at you at the same time) or a spiritual blackout (when the scale of what you are suffering has made it all but impossible for you sense His presence or leading). 

I heard David Pawson on Christian television this morning claiming that earthquakes are becoming much more frequent in the world these days. He predicted that disasters of tsunami proportion are going to become increasingly common. He explains this in many ways, not least in that God is lifting His restraining hand from over the world and therefore allowing us to experience consequences the have to some extent been shielded from in the past. His judgements can therefore be said to be building across the planet in the sense that we are reaping the consequences of what we have sown, whether in terms of sexually transmitted diseases or green house effect gases. 

To understand where all this is leading to, we need to bear in mind that the Lord Jesus Himself, the Saviour of mankind and the Lamb of God, is the same One who is graphically depicted in the book of Revelation (Rev. 5:2, 9-10, 6:1ff) as breaking the seal to the scroll that only He is able to read. These seals represent a time of intense testing of Christians, as well as a time of unparalled suffering in the world, as well as unleashing the flood of end time woes that culminate in the world as we know it being consumed by fire.  The NIV Study Bible describes them in this way: “The seals closely parallel the signs of the approaching end times spoken of in Jesus' Olivet Discourse (Matt 24:1-35; Mark 13:1-37; Luke 21:5-33). In these passages the events of the last days fall into three periods: (1) the period of false Christs, wars, famines, pestilences, earthquakes, and death, called "the beginning of birth pains" (Matt 24:8); (2) the period of the Great Tribulation (Matt 24:21; NIV, "great distress") and, (3) finally, the period "immediately after the distress of those days," when the sun, moon, and stars will be affected and Christ will return (Matt 24:29-30). This parallel to major parts of Revelation is too striking to be ignored. Thus the seals would correspond to the "beginning of birth pains" found in the Olivet Discourse. The events are similar to those occurring under the trumpets (8:2-11:19) and bowls (15:1-16:21) but they should not be confused with those later and more severe judgments . . . Moreover, in the eschatological reckoning of time (cf. comments on 1:1), the events immediately preceding the end can stretch out over the whole age of the church, from John's time until now, and can still be viewed as "next" (4:1) in the sense that the "last days" began in the first century and are still continuing (cf. 1John 2:18).
  

How will this come about? David Pawson points to the colossal energy that is latent in the matter God has packed into the world. When God releases this energy, it will be countless times more explosive than the colossal power that is achieved through splitting just one tiny atom. That is why Scripture speaks of the present earth and heavens as being reserved for fire  (2 Pet. 3:7, cf 2 Pet. 3:12: ‘That day will bring about the destruction of the heavens by fire, and the elements will melt in the heat’) The OT speaks of fire in the day of the Lord (Ps 97:3; [possibly Isa 34:4]; Isa 66:15-16; Dan 7:9-10; Mic 1:4; Mal 4:1). And Matthew 3:11-12 speaks of the future baptism of fire by the Messiah in which he will destroy the "chaff" (cf. 2Thess 1:7). 
Peter argues that just as in the past God purged the then-existing kosmos by his word and by waters, so in the future he will purge the kosmos by his word and by fire. Whether this will take place before the Millennium or after, Peter does not say. Matthew 3:11-12 supports the former, while the sequence of Revelation 20-21 puts the new heaven and new earth after the thousand years (cf. 2 Peter 3:13).
Peter's fourth argument against the false teachers reaffirms the early church teaching--viz., the day of the Lord will come suddenly. Jesus taught that his coming would be as unexpected as the coming of a thief (Matt 24:42-44). This analogy is commonly repeated in the NT (cf. Luke 12:39; 1Thess 5:2; Rev 3:3; 16:15). The "Lord" in these texts is Jesus in His exaltation and should so be understood here in 2 Peter. In that catastrophic day "the heavens will disappear with a roar." The "roar" is "the noise made by something passing swiftly through the air." Revelation 6:14 says, "The sky receded like a scroll, rolling up," [cf Heb. ]# and Rev. 20:11 portrays the earth and sky as fleeing from the presence of God.
    "The elements" (stoicheia) could be stars (heavenly bodies) or the basic materials that make up the world (cf. TDNT, 7:666-87). It is possible that in this verse Peter is looking at all three realms (the heavens, that of the heavenly bodies, the earth), so the "heavenly bodies" (stoicheia) affected would be those mentioned in other eschatological passages (Joel 2:10; Mark 13:24-26; Rev 6:12-13). Some have seen the splitting of the atom or atomic fusion in this verse, but that is certainly eisegesis – [that is, reading one’s own interpretation into a biblical text]. 
. By any normal process of logic, that would be the end of the story, but in this case we know that it is not: God is equally clear that He is preparing the way for a new heaven and earth. And that is something he would have us look forward to eagerly, for it will be the home of righteousness (2 Pet. 3:13), from which the things that have so marred this world will be specifically barred (Rev. 21:1-5ff).  The Ethical Implications of the Day of the Lord (3:11-16)

In verse 11 Peter makes the impending disintegration of the universe the ground for a personal challenge to his readers. In view of what is in store for the world, Peter asks his readers, "What kind of people ought you to be?" Since the day of the Lord will soon come to punish the wicked and reward the righteous, believers should live "holy and godly lives." Holiness entails separation from evil and dedication to God; godliness relates to piety and worship. Verse twelve shows that another element of godly living is expectation of the future day. 
David Pawson made the point that when God has to make a choice between righteousness and His love for people, God, because He is all good, has to choose righteousness. This is the way by which scrupulous impartiality and fairness is integral to His holiness. Jeremiah sees the Righteous One whose name is "The Lord our Righteousness" (23:5-7; 33:16; cf. Ps 9:8; Isa 11:4-5; 45:8; Dan 9:24) ushering in a kingdom of righteousness that will be ultimately fulfilled in the new heavens and the new earth Peter is speaking of here (cf Is. 65:17-25). John also saw "a new heaven and a new earth" in which there was nothing impure (Rev 21:1, 8. 27). Since there will be perfect righteousness in the new heaven and new earth, we must seek to be righteous in all that we do now. (v. 14). "So, then" (dio) makes the transition to their conduct. "Make every effort" (spoudasate) is a favorite word of Peter's (cf. 1:10, 15 and the related noun in 1:5). Christians are to make intense efforts to be morally pure ("spotless, blameless") like Christ . . . When the Lord comes, all will appear before him. Believers should aim to live so as "to be found ... at peace with him"--i.e., having the peace that results from their efforts to please the Lord. In Revelation 2:16, the risen Christ warns the church to repent or he will "fight against them with the sword of his mouth." Those who are "found at peace with him" have put out of their lives the things he hates.


  That is when the small services we render, and where the hidden sacrifices we offer will all find their full expression. May the Lord be with every one of you now who is going through prolonged times of difficulty or uncertainty, and grant you the nearness of His presence and the certainty of an eternal perspective. 

