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Tonight we will have a classic evening service sermon in the sense that this will be a teaching sermon.
My goal tonight is to clarify a difficult part of scripture. Not only is this passage difficult, it’s a passage that
Christians from different traditions disagree about. | want to give you the Reformed perspective, our
perspective, on these things. | want to do this because how you read these passages matters. It affects the
way we live in the world.

The question at the center of the sermon is: what will God do with the physical world at the last
judgment? When Jesus returns, what will happen to this earth that we live in? | will now read our two Bible
passages. Listen to them with that question in mind. What do these verses say about the earth at the end of
history? As you listen, you may notice that the two passages might seem to give different answers to that
question.

Read Romans 8:18-21. So, what does Romans seem to say about creation at the end times? It says that
creation will be liberated from its bondage to decay and brought into the glory and freedom of the children of
God. Creation will be renewed and set free from it’s curse, set free from decay. Now let’s hear 2 Peter 3.

Do you hear the tension with the Romans passage? In Romans it sounded like God was going to
preserve and restore the earth; now it sounds as though God is going to burn everything up. “The elements
will be destroyed by fire, and everything will be laid bare.” “The elements will melt.” How should we
understand these two passages? Can they be reconciled? What will God do with this world at the end?

You’ve probably heard good Christian people give very different answers to that question through the
years. For example: You’ve probably heard many voices suggesting that at the end of history, the earth will be
destroyed. | remember when | was a much younger man, sitting in a Christian Reformed Church and hearing a
minister say, “Don’t worry about the things of this world too much! Don’t get caught up in earthly concerns
(and by that | think he meant politics and issues) because it’s all going to get burned up anyway.” This minister
was taking what theologians would call an annihilationist approach, the belief that the world is going to be
annihilated at the end of time. Completely consumed.

That approach is also behind the words of some hymns that maybe you sang when you were younger.
You know the hymn, “When the Roll is Called Up Yonder”? | admit | kind of like this hymn. It’s a banger. We
used to sing it as kids. It has the line, “On that bright and cloudless morning when the dead in Christ shall rise
and the glory of his resurrection share; When his chosen ones shall gather to their homes beyond the skies,
when the Roll is called up yonder, I'll be there!” | actually like this hymn, but behind those words you can hear
an annihilationist perspective. After the last judgment we will be gathered to our homes beyond the skies,
because this world and its skies will be no more. We will have a new home in another place, because the
world will have been consumed.

Here’s another voice. This is what John MacArthur, the famous preacher who died a couple of weeks
ago, says about the end of the world — and this comes from a sermon he did on 2 Peter 3: “The universe will
go out of existence. God will uncreate it. It will go out of existence in an atomic implosion and then God will
create a new heaven and a new earth.” You can hear the annihilationist view, right?

Though many good and sincere Christians have taken this position, you need to know that this has not
been the position of our tradition. This wasn’t the way | was taught to read 2 Peter 3. In our tradition, we
certainly believe that the last judgment will be violent and it will involve destruction and fire — either
metaphorical fire or real fire. But we don’t believe that this is a fire of destruction that completely consumes
the earth; we think it’s a purifying fire. We think it’s a cleansing fire that rids the earth of sin and impurity so
that this earth can be restored. We aren’t annihilationists; we are restorationists.



What’s our basis for that belief? Because, on first reading, 2 Peter seems to say otherwise. Let me give
you 4 reasons why we disagree with the annihilationists and believe that the new earth will be this earth
restored.

First, | think the overall teaching of the Bible points in the direction of restoration. When God created
the world, he created it good. He valued the physical creation. And then, throughout the Old Testament, when
the prophets prophesy salvation and rescue for Israel, that salvation is never just about the people, it’s also
about the creation being restored. The wolf will lie down with the lamb. The desert will burst into bloom. The
trees of the field will clap their hands. The earth - this earth - is part of what is redeemed. Which completely
fits with Paul’s very clear teaching in Romans 8. The creation, the natural world, is groaning under the weight
of sin and it’s waiting for the day when it will be liberated from its bondage to decay and brought into the
glory and freedom of the children of God. And then, at the end of the story, in Revelation 21, in John’s vision,
the New Jerusalem comes down to earth. It seems to be this earth where the Holy city resides. It seems to be
this earth that has the streams of living water and the trees whose leaves are for the healing of the nations.

Second, | think a close reading of the 2 Peter passage pushes against the view that everything is
destroyed in the last judgement. There’s no doubt that 2 Peter teaches that there will be a lot of destruction
at the end, but | think Peter is prophesying a purifying destruction rather than one that destroys completely.
Why do | say that? First because he makes an analogy with Noah’s flood. That doesn’t appear in the part of
the passage | read, but right before our passage, in verses 6-7, Peter says, that in the flood the world was
destroyed by water, but at the end the destruction will be by fire. The flood had a lot of destruction, but it
wasn‘t a complete removal of the earth. This earth, this creation was purified and ultimately renewed. That
suggests the fire at the end will purify, but not completely destroy the earth.

That perspective is also suggested by the word Peter uses for ‘new’ when he talks about a new heaven
and a new earth. In the Greek there are two words for new. There is the word neos which means completely
new. If something is neos, it’s brand new. It didn’t exist before and now it does. The other word for new is
kaine. Kaine has more the sense of something new in quality, it has the sense of something renewed and
restored. The word used for new creation in 2 Peter is kaine. God will make a kaine heaven and a kaine earth.
It’s not a completely new thing; it’s this world remade and restored.

Here’s a way to understand the destruction language in 2 Peter. We are redoing the church offices. I'm
sure you noticed. They are being made new. The renewal process has included a lot of destruction. Rooms and
offices were swept away. Walls came down with a roar; there was a lot of banging and clanging. The buzz of
many power tools filled this building this week. If you peek past the plastic that’s been hung up, the old office
has been laid bare. In three months (or so) the offices will be made new, but that newness will not be a neos
new, it will be a kaine new. It won’t be a completely new office in some other location; it will be this church
building restored. That’s the kind of renewal prophesied by the Bible for this earth.

Another way to think of it, and this is my third point, is to compare it to what will happen to the earth
is similar to what will happen with our physical bodies at the end of time. When Jesus was resurrected from
the dead, he got a new resurrection body, but it wasn’t completely new. It was certainly different than his pre-
resurrection body. For one thing, it was an eternal body, it was not subject to decay like our bodies. Jesus has
been living with that body at the right hand of Father for 2000 years. Jesus’ resurrection body was new in that
it could walk through doors and suddenly disappear. But there was also continuity between Jesus’ earthly
body and his new body. His new body could be touched and squeezed. Jesus’ new body was recognizable; the
disciples knew who he was. Jesus’ new body could eat fish on the beach with the disciples. So, Jesus’ old body
wasn’t completely destroyed, but it was radically renewed. There was continuity and discontinuity.

The fourth and final point against annihilationism is this point that Anthony Hoekema makes in his
classic book, The Bible and the Future. He writes, “If God would have to annihilate the present cosmos, Satan
would have won a great victory.” If God has to completely destroy the world he made, his victory over evil
would not be complete. In the beginning God set about to save human beings and his creation, but it turns out
he could only save human beings; the earth was too damaged by evil, it was beyond redemption, so he had to



trash it and build a new one. Under the annihilationist story, while Satan failed in his attempt to take away
human souls from God, he did manage to take down the physical earth. Needless to say, that does not fit the
picture of God and his sovereignty in the rest of the Bible. When you put those four considerations together,
we come to our belief that when God sends fire on the earth at the end of time, he will not completely destroy
everything; instead, he will purify the world. He will redeem it.

Why does this matter? Does it make any difference if we are annihilation people or redemption
people? | think it does for a couple of reasons.

First: | think that if you come to the annihilationist position, if you believe that the physical earth is
ultimately going to be trashed, it can lead you to disregard the natural world. Think about it: if you are living in
a house that you know is going to be condemned, are you motivated to take care of it and keep it clean?

Do you know the name Mark Driscoll? Ten years ago he was one of the most influential pastors in the
country. His star has fallen, but he still has a lot of clout. In a sermon he gave in 2008 he said this as a way to
discount Christians who promoted creation care. “I know who made the environment, and He’s coming back
and going to burn it all up. So yes, | drive an SUV.” He’s basically saying since God is going to destroy the
world, why worry about the environment. To be clear, I’'m not saying that everyone who drives an SUV doesn’t
care about the environment. Kristy Manion, my dear friend and colleague and all-around wonderful person,
drives an SUV AND she cares about the environment. By contrast, Reverend Driscoll’s is saying that care for
the physical world is no big deal and he’s grounding it in his annihilationist perspective.

By contrast, we would say, this world matters. God made it good and he intends to save it. Part of why
Christ died on the cross was so this world could be liberated from its bondage to decay. If we understand that
God intends to renew this world and restore it, we will be much more inclined to be careful with it and to care
for it.

The second reason this matters has to do with our attitude not just towards the physical world, but
towards life in general. If you believe that God is determined to restore and renew this world, you will have a
restoration and preservation mindset. If you believe that God doesn’t give up on broken things, but works to
restore them, you will not be quick to give up on life’s messy places and life’s messy people. Even if a person is
very damaged and very broken, you will believe that they could be made new.

This week | had a long conversation with Lisa Baumann and Elizabeth Scholtens who run our Kids Hope
tutoring program at Congress School. They talked about the challenges they face. Things can be pretty messy
in that world. There is instability in the classrooms, children transfer in and out. There are LOTS of absences
from school which makes it hard to keep instruction effective. There are a high percentage of families that are
under-resourced. There is high teacher turnover. The principal keeps changing. It can feel like you are running
against the wind. It would be easy to give up on those schools. It would be easy to say, ‘this is hopeless.’
Elizabeth and Lisa don’t do that and we don’t do that. Volunteers keep going into those schools to mentor. We
keep sowing hope in that institution and in the lives of those children.

Do you see how that is tied to what we believe our God is doing in this world? Do you see how that ties
into our conviction that the Bible shows us a God who loves his people and loves his world and who refuses to
give up on them, a God who will make people and his world new, even if it kills him?

Brothers and sisters, our hope is an unshakeable thing. Because we belong to God who does not give
up. We belong to a God who does not give up on his children. We belong to a God who does not give up on his
world. We belong to a God who brings life from the dead. We belong to a God who will make everything new.
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