
485Historical Background

A primary purpose of the letter is to warn readers about 
false teachers and to counter the effects of “destructive 
opinions” (2:1). A comparison of 2 Peter with Jude reveals 
that the people spreading dangerous ideas in both contexts 
appear to have several things in common:

•	 they	are	members	of	the	Christian	community	who	
have gone astray (2 Pet. 2:15, 21–22; Jude 12);

•	 they	operate	surreptitiously	in	a	manner	that	shows	
no respect for authority structures (2 Pet. 2:1, 10; Jude 
4, 8);

•	 they	profit	from	what	they	are	doing	and	so	may	be	
governed by a love for money (2 Pet. 2:3; Jude 11);

•	 they	entice	or	flatter	people,	fooling	them	into	think-
ing that they have their interests at heart (2 Pet. 2:14, 
18; Jude 16);

•	 they	exhibit	a	lifestyle	marked	by	shocking	moral	
laxity (2 Pet. 2:10, 13; Jude 8, 18);

•	 they	lure	people	into	licentiousness,	which	may	very	
well involve sexual exploitation (2 Pet. 2:2, 10, 14, 18; 
Jude 7–8, 16).

The author of 2 Peter also adds a couple of new allegations 
regarding his opponents that go beyond what is said of the 
troublemakers encountered in Jude:

•	 they	scoff	at	the	promise	of	Christ’s	coming	and	seem	to	reject	out	of	
hand the notion that God will intervene in the world’s affairs or bring 
judgment (2 Pet. 3:3–9);

•	 they	appear	to	rely	upon	idiosyncratic	interpretations	of	scripture,	twisting	
Old Testament prophecies and certain obscure passages in Paul’s letters 
to garner support for their ideas (1:20–21; 3:16).

Scholars struggle to connect the false teachers in 2 Peter with some identifi-
able group known to us from history. Two suggestions have been offered:

 1. Christians influenced by Gnosticism (see pp. 39–41). Gnostics used crea-
tive mythologies to promote their ideas (cf. 1:16) and also were known 
for collecting the letters of Paul and interpreting them in ways that sup-
ported their way of thinking (cf. 3:15–16). Some gnostics were given to 
moral libertinism, based on a spiritualized notion of resurrection that 

Box 26.3 

2 Peter as a Testament

The New Testament letter called 

“2 Peter” contains the four key ele-

ments of a Jewish testament:

•	 A	heroic	person	offers	a	pré-

cis of his teaching or ideas (cf. 

1:3–11).

•	 The	hero	announces	that	his	

death is near (cf. 1:14).

•	 The	hero	urges	readers	of	the	

testament to remember his 

message after he is gone (cf. 

1:12–13, 15).

•	 The	hero	predicts	what	will	hap-

pen after his death, describing 

circumstances that have be-

come reality for readers of the 

testament, and offers advice 

for how his ideas will apply in 

those circumstances (cf. 2:1–3; 

3:1–4).
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