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2 Peter 3:8-15a: Do not ignore this one fact, beloved, that with the Lord one day is like a thousand years, and a thousand years are like one day. The Lord is not slow about his promise, as some think of slowness, but is patient with you, not wanting any to perish, but all to come to repentance. But the day of the Lord will come like a thief, and then the heavens will pass away with a loud noise, and the elements will be dissolved with fire, and the earth and everything that is done on it will be disclosed. Since all these things are to be dissolved in this way, what sort of persons ought you to be in leading lives of holiness and godliness, waiting for and hastening the coming of the day of God, because of which the heavens will be set ablaze and dissolved, and the elements will melt with fire? But, in accordance with his promise, we wait for new heavens and a new earth, where righteousness is at home. Therefore, beloved, while you are waiting for these things, strive to be found by him at peace, without spot or blemish; and regard the patience of our Lord as salvation.

Advent is a peculiar season. Sometimes we act as if we’re still waiting for Jesus to be born in Bethlehem. Other times we say we’re waiting for him to come back. But then we add that he never really left. After all, we’re the Body of Christ aren’t we? He promised he’d be here whenever two or three of us gather in his name. He said he’d be with us all the way to the end. We believe all that, or we say we do, but even so, we’re still waiting for something more. 
Sometimes it sounds like, no matter what happens, we’re just not going to be satisfied. God came to us in Jesus Christ; God comes to us today in Jesus Christ and through the Spirit makes us Christ’s very Body. What more could you ask for? And yet we’re not satisfied. Every year we devote four weeks to waiting for something more. We sing “O come, O come, Emmanuel,” “Come thou long-expected Jesus”—and today we sang “we long to see your day arise, whole and wise, whole and wise.” We’re just not satisfied. We still long for more.
But, well, why shouldn’t we? I mean, it’s not like we’re being greedy. We look around and see a world full of conflict and anxiety. Our country’s war on terror seems to be producing a whole new generation of terrorists. People near and dear to us may be fighting overseas—and they’re fighting people equally near and dear to others. People near and dear to us find themselves suddenly out of work. Maybe you’re out of work, or wondering if you’re going to be. Or maybe you had to decide to lay somebody off, and you hate being put in that position. It’s a world full of conflict and anxiety. 
Sure, some amazing things happened in the last election—a woman running for Vice President, and African American elected President. Some barriers were finally broken, and lots of us can’t help celebrating—maybe not all of us, but quite a few of us. But we look at things spiraling out of control and we wonder how any President can bring us through this. So why shouldn’t we “long to see [God’s] day arise, whole and wise”? Long ago God promised a new heaven and a new earth, and the one thing we know for sure is that it doesn’t look any closer today than it ever did. Why shouldn’t we long to see that promise kept?
We’re not the first generation to notice this. People were noticing it when 2 Peter was written. The Christians back then lived in a conflicted world and were starting to wonder if things would ever be any different. They had met the risen Jesus. They were sure that Jesus’ resurrection meant that a totally new heaven and earth was just around the corner. St. Paul was sure of it. Even Jesus expected it any day, though he admitted he really didn’t know the day or the hour. Everybody thought it couldn’t be much longer. They didn’t even bother to write things down at first, because they didn’t think anybody would be around long enough to read it. Then the first generation started dying off, and it was time to start trying to make sense of that.
That’s what 2 Peter is trying to do. By the way, we’re not sure who wrote that letter. It says that Peter wrote it, but that may have been what today we would call a literary device. It sounds like it was written for a later generation. It wasn’t a fraud. It’s like if you opened your paper today, and on the opinion page you found a letter addressed to Barack Obama from Franklin Delano Roosevelt: “Dear Barack, here’s what I would do about this financial meltdown.” You and just about anybody else would know that it wasn’t written by Roosevelt himself. You’d guess it was written by somebody who knew what Roosevelt might say if he were still alive, but you’d know it’s not the original FDR, and you wouldn’t have any objection to somebody writing something like that. 2 Peter sounds like that kind of letter—a letter written in Peter’s name to a generation that came after Peter.
This later generation was starting to ask, “Where is the promise of [Christ’s] coming? For ever since our ancestors died, all things continue as they were from the beginning of creation” (2 Peter 3:4). They were disillusioned. You can hear voices just like them today: Our parents joined this church because it was supposed to make everything different. It was supposed to bring in a new day where justice and peace would flourish. Now our parents are dead and gone, and as far as we can tell they were wrong. Nothing’s changed. Nothing ever changes. Life is just one pointless thing after another. God never did anything new—not with Moses, not with Jesus, and God isn’t ever going to do anything new with us. So let’s forget all this religious stuff. Stop waiting for a God who never does anything. Let’s go get drunk instead. You’ve heard that line before, right? Maybe you’ve thought it yourself, or thought about thinking it.
What we heard today is Peter’s answer to all that. (I’m going to keep calling him Peter because that’s what he asked us to call him.) Life is not just one pointless thing after another, says Peter. In the long run God’s work looks pretty dramatic. Just look at what must have happened to produce a universe like this! And some day this universe will undergo a makeover just as dramatic as when God made it the first time. Everything we know will be dissolved and made new, no matter how long it takes. Some day we’ll see “new heavens and a new earth, where righteousness is at home.”
Peter admits that the first generation of Christians may have been mistaken to think all this would happen in their own lifetimes. After all, he says, God’s timetable is different from ours. It’s really different! Since God has forever to keep working at things, a thousand years might seem like a single day. It’s not our timetable, it’s God’s, and a fifty-year delay by our reckoning isn’t such a big deal. Even a couple of thousand years isn’t such a big deal. Maybe it’ll take a couple of million years, or a couple of billion, before we see a new world where righteousness is at home. Who knows? 
Now I don’t know about you, but my first reaction has always been that I don’t like that answer very much. The first time I read this I thought Peter was saying that God is way off somewhere else, not really concerned about our worries because God sees the big picture. It may be torture for us, but it’s no big deal for God.
But that’s only half of what Peter said. The whole truth is that God isn’t far off at all. God is way more involved with us than we can imagine. God sees all the little pictures just as clearly as the big picture. Psalm 90 says that “a thousand years in [God’s] sight are like yesterday when it is past” (90:4). But Peter wasn’t satisfied with that. Peter had to add that in God’s sight a day could just as easily be like a thousand years. God sees the little picture just as clearly as the big one. Every moment, no matter how brief, matters to God. It matters just as much as a thousand years!
In fact, says Peter, the reason God is taking so long isn’t that God doesn’t care. It’s that God cares about everybody! God doesn’t want to see anybody left behind. You and I might want to see the people who’ve wronged us finally get their comeuppance. It’s pretty clear that Peter wants to see that—just read the rest of his letter. But then Peter finally remembers that, oh yeah, God loves my opponents as much as God loves me. Rats! 
It’s finally beginning to dawn on Peter that the God who comes to us in the life, death and risen life of Jesus is not at all like the God we’d like to have. The God we’d like to have would take our side against all our opponents. But the God who comes to us in Jesus takes everybody’s side. The God who comes to us in Jesus tells us that none of us is totally in the right. We’re all overdue for a makeover. And God has promised to take however long it takes to get through to every one of us. Everybody matters to God as much as you matter to yourself.
With us, God longs for a new world where righteousness is at home. God longs to see that day arise, “whole and wise.” But God is not willing to sacrifice anybody in order to get us there. Not anybody, no matter how much you or I think they deserve it. So don’t be surprised that it’s been nearly 2,000 years. From the looks of things, we’ve barely gotten started. I have a feeling that 1,000 years from now our descendents will still be singing their own versions of “Come thou long expected Jesus.”
Well, fine. But what do we do in the mean time? Peter says there’s nothing stopping us from living as if that day had already arrived. “Therefore, beloved, while you are waiting for these things, strive to be found by him at peace, without spot or blemish; and regard the patience of our Lord as salvation.” What we can do in the mean time is start learning to be as patient with one another as God is with us. To be patient with one another is the most Godlike thing any of us can practice. To be patient with one another is to let God’s patience find us and start making us over. It’s to join with God in loving the whole world so much that nobody gets sacrificed.
Live God’s patience now. It’s not just something to do to pass the time while we wait for salvation. God’s patience is our salvation! What’s stopping us? Live God’s patience now. Amen.
