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“Fighting Words” GPPC 2-26-17 

Exodus 24:12-18, 2 Peter 1:16-21 

 When I was growing up we kids used to pick on each other a little. 

We’d tease each other and try to come up with the best insults. I’m 

certain that none of you did this when you were growing up and, of 

course, none of your children do it now. But we were meaner than you 

people, and that’s what we did.  

We called them “cut down fights.” Somebody would say 

something to you and you’d try to come back with an even more 

withering insult and cut that person down to size.  

 There are some classic “cut downs” of course.  

The writer Dorothy Parker was once accosted by a drunk man who 

said, “I can’t bear fools.” Parker answered, “Apparently your mother 

could.”  

Abraham Lincoln, as you might guess, had a gentle, self-

deprecating comeback. During a debate, Steven Douglas called him two-

faced. Lincoln answered, “I leave it to my audience. If I had another 

face, do you think I would wear this one?”  
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And then a member of an audience asked President Calvin 

Coolidge, “What do you think of the singer’s execution?” Coolidge (a 

Presbyterian) answered, “I’m all for it.”  

 Keeping in mind that Jesus warned us not to insult or hate each 

other, maybe he would not mind a little bit of good-natured teasing, 

trash-talking, talking smack, as long as it doesn’t go too far.  

 But things do go too far when we move from playful kidding to 

actual slander. And when an untruthful insult, a slander, is brought 

against God and our faith, then we have an even bigger challenge, don’t 

we?  

 That’s what the writer of 2 Peter was facing. Most Bible experts 

believe that 2 Peter was written late in the first century or early in the 

second. The disciple Simon Peter had already died. So the writer of 2 

Peter is anonymous and gives credit to Simon Peter as an honor, a 

common practice of the time. Scholars are not sure who 2nd Peter’s 

original audience was, but they believe he was responding to what have 

been called “five slanders” against God and the Christian faith. In a 

moment we’ll look at the first two slanders.  
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 We believe that 2nd Peter’s opponents who committed the slanders 

were people who followed Epicurean teaching. As one scholar says, 

“Epicureans taught that the world originated in the random movements 

of atoms in the empty space. They denied any possibility of life after 

death. They also rejected both religious and philosophical accounts of 

the world that understood its order to be based on a divine (or rational) 

intelligence. Therefore they claimed to free humans from ideas of divine 

providence, fate, and myths of divine punishment. Consequently people 

should arrange their lives to have as much pleasure and as little pain as 

possible.” (Pheme Perkins writing in Feasting on the Word, Year A, Vol. 1, 449.)  

 And we’re thinking, wait…what? Wasn’t 2 Peter written almost 

2000 years ago?  

 Go on the Internet and see what you’ll find—people arguing that 

life came about purely by random events. Life on the earth is all you get; 

there’s no life after this one. There’s also no intelligence beyond what 

you and I have between our ears (God help us!). But then again, there is 

no God. And if there is no God, then there is no force who is involved in 

the universe, much less our piddling little affairs. No judgment of our 
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lives. No deeper meaning behind existence. And we might as well avoid 

as much pain as possible and grab as much pleasure as we can. To heck 

with anything else.  

 I like the Huffington Post online, but whenever somebody dares to 

write an article that mentions God or, heaven forbid, Jesus or the 

Christian faith, I have read these very arguments from readers there. The 

commenters act as though people who have any sort of faith, no matter 

how sophisticated or educated, are fools. Have you encountered that 

kind of thinking?  

 This is what 2 Peter is up against and he’s ready to fight. He says, 

“For we did not follow cleverly devised myths when we made known to 

you the power and coming of our Lord Jesus Christ, but we had been 

eyewitnesses of his majesty. For he received honor and glory from God 

the Father when that voice was conveyed to him by the Majestic Glory, 

saying, ‘This is my Son, my Beloved, with whom I am well pleased.’ 

We ourselves heard this voice come from heaven, while we were with 

him on the holy mountain.”  
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 So we can read between the lines and hear the first slander 2 Peter 

fights against. His opponents are denying that Christ will come again in 

majesty, mercy, and judgment. So 2 Peter responds by insisting that he 

and the Christians with him are not following sly, sneaky lies concocted 

by people. Instead, they have witnessed the unspeakable Transfiguration 

of Jesus on the mountain top. Heard the voice of God declare that Jesus 

is Lord. In Jesus they’ve personally encountered a divine presence 

beyond what they can gauge. And this very same divine presence, this 

Jesus will return in majesty, mercy, and judgment.  

 Maybe this all seems irrelevant to our lives in the 21st century, but 

it’s not.  

 When Hitler and the Nazis came to power in Germany, theologian 

Dietrich Bonhoeffer (later martyred by the Nazis) wrote his spiritual 

masterpiece, The Cost of Discipleship. In it he said, “Cheap grace is the 

mortal enemy of our church. Our struggle today is for costly grace.” 

Bonhoeffer sensed with utter clarity that most of the German churches 

had settled for grace without the response of obedience, grace without 

the demand to take up our cross and follow Christ. So those churches 
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were unable to stand against Hitler and his murderous anti-Semitism, his 

hatred of LGBT folks and anyone he deemed undesirable or inferior, his 

unbridled nationalism, his preening vanity, and his demonic thirst for 

personal power and glory at any cost.  

But Bonhoeffer and the German “Confessing Church” (with many 

Christians from our own Reformed theological tradition) stood against 

Hitler and his accommodating “Reich Church” that had become an 

instrument of the state, instead of an instrument of the Living God. 

Bonhoeffer asked, “What does Jesus want from us today? It is not 

ultimately important to us what this or that church leader wants. Rather, 

we want to know what Jesus wants.” (Geffrey B. Kelly, “Christlike Responsibility,” 

Weavings, July/Aug. 2008, 24-25.)   

 Why does it matter whether Jesus will return in majesty, mercy, 

and judgment? Because we have received our lives and the life of the 

world from the God supremely revealed in Jesus Christ. We are called to 

follow the will of that Lord, and no “wannabe” other. And our lives will 

not finally be judged by what our country, our family, our friends, our 

colleagues, or even we believe. No. Our lives will be judged with the 
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overflowing mercy and crystal clear judgment we know in Jesus the 

Christ.  

 If we didn’t believe in the mercy and judgment of God in Christ, 

we might just run hog wild. We might think we could say and do as we 

pleased with no regard and compassion for others, especially the weak, 

the stranger, and the suffering among us. We might imagine we should 

merely seek pleasure and avoid Christian commitment that might be 

painful or difficult. Or we might fall into despair and imagine that life 

has no meaning and evil finally wins the day. Or we could even think we 

were the center of the universe, instead of dust creatures whom God, in 

power and love, has chosen to breathe life into for a time, dust creatures 

placed on the earth to serve God with love and joy. We might think all 

that foolishness.  

 But we don’t, because 2 Peter tells us about Jesus transfigured and 

Jesus coming again in majesty, mercy, and judgment.  

And 2 Peter has a second slander to attend to.  

This past Tuesday, two of us from Guilford Park attended a 

meeting of Salem Presbytery. For those of you who are not 
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Presbyterians, basically this was a meeting of representatives of 

Presbyterian churches covering several nearby counties. We 

Presbyterians work together as part of what we call the connectional 

church. At any rate, there were a couple of hundred folks there, elders 

and ministers. And as part of the day we heard two young people preach 

sermons and present their statements of faith so that we could examine 

and approve them for ordination and to receive their first pastoral 

positions.  

I’m not going to lie. Going over the statements of faith can be a 

dull part of the meeting. By the time they come to us, minister 

candidates have been going to seminary for about three years, learning 

the tradition, taking written and oral exams. As I did 27 years ago, they 

usually present a statement of faith that covers the bases (God, Trinity, 

Jesus, church, sacraments, Bible, sin, suffering, redemption, etc.) and the 

statement is boringly orthodox.  

 But this time, something was a little different. One candidate said 

the Bible is inerrant and infallible, and the other candidate didn’t 

mention the Bible at all. Well, that woke us up. People stepped to the 
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mic and started asking questions and more questions. For example, 

“What about those passages that have been used to oppress women?” 

You get the picture. And the exam went on for a long time, so long that 

it was tedious and we were getting hungry for lunch. Both candidates 

were finally approved unanimously, but only after getting grilled in front 

of 200 people for a while.  

 And that’s a good thing. As 2 Peter says, “So we have the 

prophetic message more fully confirmed. You will do well to be 

attentive to this as to a lamp shining in a dark place, until the day dawns 

and the morning star rises in your hearts…no prophecy of scripture is a 

matter of one’s own interpretation…” In other words, yes, the Bible is 

authoritative, that is it makes a claim upon our lives, because God makes 

a claim upon our lives. And yes, you and I read the Bible on our own 

and interpret it.  

But our individual interpretation is always in conversation with the 

larger church of today and yesterday. Otherwise, each of us might 

imagine that we don’t need the church. We could just figure everything 

out on our own and live the Christian life on our own without the 
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community’s support and correction, and without giving our own 

support and correction to the community either.  

 Professor Fred Craddock says, “I recall years ago hearing a 

preacher use an Old Testament text prohibiting a person born out of 

wedlock from serving at the temple altar to argue that illegitimate 

children could not enter God’s presence; that is they could not go to 

heaven. Within an hour of that sermon the minister was dismissed by the 

congregation.” Craddock says he agreed with the church’s stance, but he 

was curious about what theology or biblical passage drove their verdict. 

He says, “My query was answered by the lay leader, by no means a 

biblical scholar: [he said] ‘We would never do that to those children, and 

we believe that surely God is as Christian as we are, so that preacher was 

wrong in his use of that Scripture.” (Fred B. Craddock, First and Second Peter and 

Jude, 108.)  

We do not interpret the Bible merely by ourselves. Like so much 

of the Christian life, we do it in community. And as we read the Bible in 

community and live together in community, we love and learn to love as 
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we await Christ’s coming. And the day dawns and the morning star rises 

and light, light is all around. Amen. ©Jeff Paschal 


