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“The End”
“The end of all things is at hand.” What an astonishing announcement to open up our Epistle Lesson this morning! I wonder if we even really heard it. I mean I’m sure the words vibrated our ear-drums, and we may even have been consciously aware of what was being said, but when someone makes an announcement like that – that the end of all things is near – shouldn’t that cause us to sit up in our chairs just a little and shake off our drowsiness and listen intently to the rest of what the person has to say? No doubt that was St. Peter’s intent when he originally wrote these words. But the problem is, this is the same lesson we heard last year, and the year before that, and the year before that. For two-thousand years the Church has been hearing this same announcement – that the end of all things is at hand. The question is, Can we really take it seriously any more? 
Critics of the Bible have said that Peter and the other apostles were just wrong. They fully expected Jesus to return in their own lifetimes and to bring about the end of the world. But then it didn’t happen, and they all died. And so then the Church had to come up with a new interpretation of all their predictions – and even Jesus’ predictions – about the imminence, or nearness, of His coming and of the end. And you know the critics would be right, if what Peter and the other apostles meant by “the end” was the physical destruction of the world as we know it. If that’s what Peter meant, he was wrong. Let’s just face it. The world didn’t come to an end in Peter’s lifetime, or shortly thereafter. So what many people in the Church have said is that what Peter meant by “at hand” was not “in the near future,” which is the plain and literal meaning of the phrase, but something that could happen several millennia in the future. I’ve always found it interesting that those who harp most for the literal interpretation of Scripture are the one’s who are least willing to take this phrase “at hand” literally. 
So the question is, if it wasn’t the end of the physical universe that Peter was envisioning would soon come to pass, what end was he talking about?
I think the Church has given us a great help in understanding this passage just by placing it where it does in the Church calendar. Today is the Sunday after the Ascension, and in a very real sense the Ascension of Christ to the right hand of God was the beginning of the end – the end of one age, and the beginning of a new age. It signaled the beginning of the New Covenant age, the New Covenant which makes old the Old Covenant with all its institutions and forms: its city, its temple, its priesthood, its sacrifices. The Ascension signals the beginning of the age of the Messiah ruling the nations from his heavenly throne, which makes the age of Moses, the age of types and shadows, a thing ready to pass away. This is the end the apostle Peter announces to his original hearers is near at hand – the end of the Old Covenant age. 
You see, it’s always important for us to remember that the New Testament epistles were written for us, but not to us. The first epistle of St. Peter was written to a particular audience. Peter was writing to Jewish converts to Christ in the area of eastern Asia Minor - modern-day Turkey – in about 65 A.D. So the question is, What would Jewish Christians in that day have understood by, “the end of all things”? They certainly could not have understood it to mean the end of the physical world, because in the Jewish mind there was only two ages of the world: “this age” and “the age to come.” Their ‘this age” was the age of Moses and the Law, and their “age to come” was the age of Messiah and the New Covenant which was to be an eternal age. “His kingdom shall have no end,” right? Comes from the prophecy of Daniel which prophesies of the Messianic age, which was to be inaugurated in the days of the Roman Empire. So the only way these Jewish Christians could have conceived of “the end of all things” was of the end of their “this age,” the end of the Old Covenant age through the destruction of all its distinctive institutions. 


Jesus himself had prophesied the end of the Jewish nation in Matthew 24 (Mark 13; Luke 21). His prophecy was framed in an interesting refrain: “All these things will come upon this generation,” Mt. 23:36 & 24:34. This word “generation” is the same word used in Mt. 1:1,17 for generation, the people alive at any given time. So when Peter says, “the end of all things is at hand,” he is evoking Jesus’ prophecy regarding the last days of the nation of Israel as a religious and political entity in Palestine. He said the same thing in his sermon on Pentecost, Acts 2:16f.

Hebrews 1:1-2 says, “God, who at various times and in various ways spoke in time past to the fathers by the prophets, has in these last days spoken to us by His Son.” Last days of what? Well, the rest of the book of Hebrews is devoted warning its readers not to go back to forms of the Old Covenant as those things that were becoming obsolete and growing old and ready to vanish away. The ‘last days’ were the last days of the old age.

Peter, Paul, John, James, and Jude each spoke of being in the last days, the last time, or the last hour, Acts 2:17; 2 Tim 3:1; James 5:3; 2 Peter 3:3; Jude 18; 1 John 2:18. The book of Revelation begins on an urgent note of the same kind - “The Revelation of Jesus Christ, which God gave Him to show His servants; things which must shortly take place,” Rev. 1:1. 

One final Scripture will bring us back to Ascension Day, a passage from Jesus’ Olivet Discourse, Mt. 24:30: “Then shall appear the sign of the Son of Man in heaven, and then all the tribes of the earth will mourn, and they will see the Son of Man coming on the clouds of heaven with power and great glory.” 

Note that it is tribes that mourn, not nations. And the word for “the earth” should probably be translated “the land.” Which land full of tribes is He referring to? The Promised Land and all the tribes of Israel, who will mourn when they realize that the Son of Man is not in the tomb where they left Him, but coming from heaven to wage war against them. 

 The sign or signal of the Son of Man in heaven is not a giant cross in the sky, or Pat Robertson televising the Second Coming so everyone can see it. It is when the Jews who rejected Christ saw the armies of heaven encompassing the great city, and would know that God was fighting against them from heaven, and that there would be no deliverance. The end of God’s 2,000 year-old covenant with the Hebrews was at hand when Peter wrote this epistle only some five years before the destruction of Jerusalem, and it is to this fact he is referring.

Therefore, St. Peter wanted his Jewish Christian readers to conduct themselves as people on the cusp of a great deliverance in the “last time” (1 Peter 1:5). The passing of the old Israel would be the sign that the new Israel was being adopted as God’s covenant people. 


You see, if the old Israel was passing from the scene, the new Israel would have to be ready to step up to the plate immediately, and its citizens would have to behave themselves in a decidedly different way than their predecessors.

Prior to the destruction of Jerusalem, the world had seen the Church as a mere Jewish sect. So the end of OT Judaism brought the Church out from under its shadow as an independent entity. So Peter is stressing that Christians will be judged on their own behavior, and it should be exemplary. Our epistle lesson was writing to these Jewish Christians of the first century, but it was written for us as well. 

We are still in need of Peter’s exhortation in these verses: “Be sober and watchful in prayer, have fervent love for one another, love will cover a multitude of sins. So be hospitable to one another without grumbling. As each one has received a gift, minister it to one another, as good stewards of the manifold grace of God. If anyone speaks, let him speak as the oracles of God. If anyone ministers, let him do it as with the ability which God supplies, that in all things God may be glorified through Jesus Christ.”


Do you have the power to do these things? Do you have the power to love one another? Do you have the power to be hospitable to one another without grumbling? Do you have the power to minister to one another as good stewards of the manifold grace of God? Well, again, what does the Ascension tell us? “When He ascended on high, He led captivity captive, and gave gifts to men.” The Ascension looks forward to Pentecost, when Christ, who ascended to the right hand of God to receive the promise of the Father, the Holy Spirit, poured out that Spirit upon the Church to empower each of us with gifts for ministry. “He gave some to be apostles, some prophets, some evangelists, and some pastors and teachers, for the equipping of the saints for the work of the ministry, for the edifying of the body of Christ, till we all come to the unity of the faith and knowledge of the Son of God, to a perfect man (Eph. 4:11-13). 
We do have the power to love one another; we do have the power to be hospitable without grumbling. We do have the power to minister to one another, because we have been filled with the Holy Spirit who has blessed each of us with gifts for ministry. And how much more should we do these things when the world needs to see in us what the “new age” really looks like. We are the people of the new age, not Shirley MacClaine or Marilyn Ferguson. We are the people of the new age of Christ’s kingdom, and the world needs to see in us the difference between those upon whom the wrath of God fell in 70 A.D., and those who claim to be part of God’s new holy nation, His new holy people. The world needs to see covenant faithfulness so that in all things God may be glorified in us upon whom Christ has poured out His Spirit and empowered for holiness. That is what St. Peter’s exhortation means for us now living some 2000 years after ‘the end’ he was envisioning. 

From Peter’s perspective, we live in the age to come. Yes, that age is still to be consummated, when Christ will return physically to the earth, and the dead in Christ will be raise incorruptible, and the whole creation will undergo a kind of resurrection. But in the meantime, let us live as people who reflect the reality that the new age has already, even now, been inaugurated by the Ascension of our Lord to the right hand of God, and by the outpouring of the Holy Spirit upon the Church, to the glory of God Almighty. +
*This sermon is based on a sermon by the Rev. John Campbell, Trinity Reformed Episcopal Church, Hockessin, DE
