Lesson 11

The Day of the Lord

2 Thessalonians 2:1-12

Introduction

Many Thessalonians were overwhelmed with despair due to a false prophecy claiming that the Lord had
already returned, causing them to fear that they had missed His return and, consequently, lost their
salvation. In addressing this error, Paul provides a complex explanation, unique to this passage, about
why this prophecy could not be accurate. He clarifies that certain events had to precede the Lord's
return, which had yet to occur. The primary objective here is to reassure and comfort his readers. This
section, though challenging to interpret due to its unique details and lack of depth in explanation,

ultimately enriches our understanding of the events before Christ’s return.

2:1-2 - The False Report

In the first 12 verses of this chapter, we read of the day of the Lord** and the return of the Lord Jesus
Christ. Paul had already addressed this a few months earlier in 1 Thessalonians 4, but here, he writes

with a different focus.

The Thessalonians had been impacted by false teaching, allegedly from Paul, claiming that Jesus had
already returned. Many feared they had missed the gathering of saints and were left to face divine wrath.
Paul insisted that any such message did not come from him, noting that prophecies were common in the
early church but needed to be carefully evaluated. He emphasized the importance of verifying teachings
against the scriptures, much like the Bereans did (Acts 17:11), demonstrating the necessity of being
grounded in scripture rather than swayed by charismatic and misleading teachings. What happened here
highlights the need for discernment and a robust and scripture-based foundation in our faith and

practice.

If "the day of the Lord" had already occurred, it would suggest that God's plan in history was complete.
For the Thessalonian Christians, who were a small, persecuted group mourning the loss of loved ones,
this would be a dire and disheartening scenario. It would mean that their anticipated redemption and
glorification, which Paul discusses in his earlier writings (1:5-10), would never occur. They would be left
without the hope that God would continue and complete the work He started in them. This would leave
them in a pitiful state, much like how Paul described it in 1 Corinthians 15:19. So his immediate goal in
the verses in this section is to reassure them that this is not the case, aiming to restore their hope and

clarify their understanding of God's ongoing mission.
2:3-5 - The Apostasy and the Man of Lawlessness
The Apostasy
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Paul pushes for skepticism in response to the false information the Thessalonians received. He identified
the claim that the day of the Lord has already occurred as deceitful, likening it to the serpent's deception
of Eve. To emphasize the importance of rejecting this falsehood, Paul uses a strong double-negative,
effectively telling the Thessalonians not to be deceived by anyone under any circumstances. This

emphasizes his urgent call to vigilance against such deceptive teachings.

What is the Apostasy?

Interpreters often view the "apostasy” mentioned in this passage as a future event—examples cited are
usually a significant doctrinal departure from the church or a civil uprising, indicating the imminence of
the Lord’s return. While this can be possible with the language used, Paul suggests elsewhere that he saw
this rebellion, or "apostasy,” as already occurring in his time*. The term "rebellion" is translated from the
Greek word apostasia, which is frequently used to describe a sinful departure from the worship of God.
This meaning of turning away from divine worship is the context intended here, particularly when

considering further elaborations in the text.

Paul refers to the concept of "rebellion" in other scriptures, indicating it as a current reality in his time,
evident in passages like 1 Timothy 4:1 and 2 Timothy 3:1. However, to fully grasp Paul's use of
"rebellion," it is crucial to consider his concern over the rejection of the gospel by some Jews, as
discussed in 1 Thessalonians 2:14-16 and Romans 9-11. This rejection was a significant issue for Paul
and his contemporaries, as early Christians believed that Jesus fulfilled God’s promises to Israel, and the

widespread disbelief among Jews posed a considerable challenge.

This would resonate strongly with the Thessalonians, especially if they had experienced persecution
from Jewish opponents of the gospel, as described in Acts 17:5-9. Thus, Paul’s reference to "rebellion”

connects directly to their experiences, providing a clear and relevant explanation for the opposition they

faced.

The Man of Lawlessness

The concept of the "man of lawlessness" is commonly seen by scholars as a future event, envisioning the
emergence of a primary adversary of the Lord at the end of this age. This figure is thought to be currently
held back by some force or being. While some Jewish groups from Paul's time anticipated the arrival of
such a one, the references to this figure in intertestamental literature could have addressed specific
contemporaneous opponents of God’s people. However, the critical issue is how Paul uses the term “is
revealed.” This phrase raises the question of whether Paul is speaking about the historical emergence of

this figure or if he intends a different meaning altogether.

The "man of lawlessness" identity is widely debated among scholars and is typically seen as a historical
political figure who epitomizes human rebellion against God. However, there has yet to be an explicit
consensus about who this figure represents. Some interpretations have suggested that the man of
lawlessness could refer to the Roman government or emperor, considering the existing Roman rule
during Paul's time. Others suggest that this prophecy could relate to the destruction of Jerusalem,
viewing it as a preliminary event to Christ’s return rather than a direct indication of its immediacy.

Martin Luther controversially identified the man of lawlessness with the pope, reflecting his personal
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conflicts rather than a widely accepted theological stance. Today, the prevailing view remains that the
"man of lawlessness" is an undefined future figure whose emergence will signal the imminent return of
the Lord.

The traditional interpretation of the "man of lawlessness" as a historical political figure is challenged by
the empbhasis in verse 4 on his present activities. The description of his deeds as extremely wicked,
alongside New Testament references to Christ's ultimate defeat of Satan and his forces, suggests that the
"man of lawlessness"” symbolizes Satan himself, orchestrating all rebellion against God. The term
"revealed"” in this context underscores that the final realization of Christ's victory involves the entire

disclosure of Satan as the mastermind behind humanity’s rejection of God’s will.

The term "man of lawlessness" effectively captures this notion. In Paul’s writings, "law" typically
describes the boundaries of God’s people, so "lawlessness"* broadly characterizes the force opposing
God’s intentions for humanity (referenced in Romans 6:19; 2 Corinthians 6:14; Titus 2:14; 1 John 3:4).
While the Greek word man anthropos usually means a human, here it likely serves a more indefinite role,
focusing not on the individuality of the "man" but on the nature of his "lawlessness." Similarly, the Greek
word for "son," huios, is used here not to emphasize human qualities but to underscore the descriptive
aspect of "destruction.” This interpretation aligns with terms like "the mystery of lawlessness" and "the
lawless one" later in the text, indicating a broader, more allegorical understanding of these forces as

embodiments of evil rather than as strictly human figures.

Finally, in verse S, Paul reminds the Thessalonians of the teachings he previously delivered orally while
with them, as indicated by references in 1 Thessalonians and 2 Thessalonians. He expected the readers
to be familiar with this, emphasizing their importance through continual verbal reinforcement. This
repeated instruction likely covered vital themes such as the inevitability of persecution for believers (1
Thessalonians 3:4), the impending divine wrath upon unbelievers (1 Thessalonians 1:10; 2:16), and the
final judgment against those opposing God and His people (2 Thessalonians 1:6-10). Here, Paul uses
apocalyptic language to address these themes, perhaps to counter the dramatic imagery used in the false

report that alarmed the Thessalonians.

2:6-10 - The One Who Restrains Succeeds

Paul reminds the Thessalonians that they are already familiar with the identity of the one who restrains
the man of lawlessness, a detail he likely shared with them orally during his time in Thessalonica. While
not explicitly documented, this information is part of the broader instruction on the gospel that the
Thessalonians had previously received. Paul's mention of this restrainer suggests a reminder rather than
new information, reinforcing the understanding that evil and the Evil One may seem to prevail in the
current age, but only until Christ returns. This ties into the overall theme that despite the apparent

dominance of evil forces, they are ultimately temporary and will be overcome at Christ’s second coming.

In Paul's writings, the term "revealed” typically does not signify the commencement of the man of
lawlessness's activities but rather the ultimate unveiling that the great Evil One orchestrates all resistance
against God and His followers. In this context, the phrase "his time” does not imply a period when this

figure will gain more power—as he is already prevailing—but instead points to the time of his eventual
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destruction, as highlighted in verses 7-8. Paul emphasizes that the power wielded by the man of
lawlessness is still within the bounds of God’s sovereign control. Despite appearances of rampant evil
suggesting that God might be losing grip, Paul reassures that God’s ultimate plan includes the final
revelation and destruction of this adversary. This final act is presented not just as an event but as the
intended outcome of the current dominion of evil, clarifying that the purpose of this dominance is

ultimately to bring about its end.

Paul explains that the "mystery of lawlessness" is already active but emphasizes that its influence is
temporary, lasting only until the force that currently restrains it is removed. This key point assures that
the dominance of the man of lawlessness, though presently felt, would not persist indefinitely. It will end

when the Lord returns, which will be elaborated upon in verse eight.

Verse eight explicitly links the revelation of the man of lawlessness to his ultimate judgment. It is
essential to clarify that this "revelation” does not imply an increase in activity; instead, the text suggests
that any period of intensified evil activity, if it exists, would occur between this revelation and the Lord's
subsequent return. Paul uses masculine pronouns to personify the lawless one, emphasizing the
revealing of the evil entity responsible for the lawlessness of this era. Here, we see a thorough eradication
of the lawless one's influence: (a) he will no longer exert control in the world; (b) his true nature will be

exposed to everyone; (c) he will be incapacitated entirely from any further misdeeds.

Paul consistently teaches that Satanic activity, already at work in the world, underlies the rise of the
lawless one, as described throughout the New Testament®. This activity is seen in the lawless one’s
operations, which are like Satan's deceptive nature. Paul’s use of a present-tense verb to emphasize the
ongoing nature of these activities highlights this, suggesting that the lawless one’s influence is already

apparent.

The concept of deceptive miracles (verse nine) has deep roots in Scripture. Examples include Pharaoh’s
priests who replicated Moses’s miracles (Exodus 7 and 8) and warnings in Deuteronomy 13 about false
prophets who perform signs to promote the worship of false gods. Jesus further discusses this in the
Olivet Discourse (Matthew 24, Mark 13), relating it to false prophets who would emerge before His
return. Revelation 13 also depicts the beast performing false miracles. These deceptive acts are meant to

mislead and draw people away from true faith.

Paul’s reference to the deceptive powers—described as “power and signs and wonders of a lie”—Ilinks
back to biblical examples of both divine and devilish acts, emphasizing their purpose to mislead. He uses
the term parousia to describe the coming of the lawless one, mirroring the term used for Christ’s return
but in a deceitful context. While commonly signaling a future event, this term points to a current
ongoing deception, likened to an unwelcome visit by a dignitary. Paul urges the Christians to recognize
this deceptive presence for what it truly is, maintaining their faith until the true nature of Christ’s
visitation is revealed. Paul emphasizes that Christians are already aware of the deceptive workings of
Satan, identifiable through false signs and wonders that mimic divine acts. This "work of lawlessness"
spearheaded by the "man of lawlessness" is essentially Satan's covert operation in this era, aimed at

undermining God's purposes.
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In 2 Thessalonians 2:10, Paul discusses the outcomes of following the man of lawlessness, describing it
as "every sort of evil that deceives." He uses the phrase "all deceit of unrighteousness" to capture the
broad scope of evil tactics that lead people away from salvation towards destruction. This extends
beyond false miracles to encompass all deceitful practices that lure individuals into error. Paul highlights
that those deceived are not merely unfortunate victims; their destruction is a consequence of their
deliberate choice to reject the truth and, thus, salvation. He notes that by refusing to embrace "the love
of the truth," these individuals have forsaken any commitment to truth, effectively choosing deception
over divine truth. Paul underscores the dire state of those who reject the gospel using the present

participle, indicating that their spiritual demise is ongoing.

Paul's description enforces a clear, dualistic view of humanity divided into two distinct groups: those
who are saved and those who are perishing. He asserts that there is no ambiguous middle ground,
marking a stark division based on one's response to the gospel. Those in Christ need to see the severe

consequences of rejecting truth and the deceptive power of lawlessness at work.

2:11-12 - God’s Subsequent Actions

Paul clarifies that while Satan's deceptive activities are significant, they do not compromise human
responsibility or challenge God's sovereignty. This dynamic interplay is evident throughout Scripture,
such as the hardening of Pharaoh’s heart, which is attributed to both Pharaoh's own decisions and God's
actions as a divine response to his stubbornness. Similarly, Saul's torment by an evil spirit is seen as a

judgment from God due to Saul's disobedience.

We also see this in Paul's writings, particularly in Romans 1:18-32, where he explains that God allows
humanity to fall into idolatry and moral decay due to their rejection of Him. While God may initiate
conditions that lead to further sin, it is fundamentally a response to human actions, reflecting the

preservation of divine control and human accountability.

God's allowance of Satan's deception is the means of letting humans fully experience the repercussions
of their choices. This is all part of God’s larger purpose of judgment and redemption. Despite Satan’s
apparent temporary successes, he remains under God’s authority, serving paradoxically to implement
divine judgment upon those who reject God. Ultimately, Satan's role in the divine plan does not signify a
failure of God’s governance but demonstrates how divine justice operates by allowing the consequences
of human choices to unfold. This perspective reaffirms that all earthly and spiritual powers are ultimately

subject to God's rule, even as they play a role in the judgment and redemption story.

Paul emphasizes the theme of rejecting the truth in verse 12, echoing his earlier points about the
judgment falling upon those who refuse to believe the truth. Instead of embracing truth, these
individuals have chosen to delight in wickedness, a decision Paul describes as “approving of
unrighteousness.” This term, unrighteousness, is used to remind us of the lawlessness promoted by the
man of lawlessness (v. 7). Paul’s overarching message is that the deceptive works of Satan are ultimately
utilized by God within His providential plan to execute judgment. While Satan is the deceiver, his
actions unfold under God's allowance, serving the divine purpose of manifesting the severe

consequences of rejecting salvation.
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The purpose of verses 9-12 extends beyond merely correcting the Thessalonians' misconceptions about
the Second Coming. By linking unbelief to Satan’s deception and its dire outcomes to divine judgment,

Paul addresses a pressing concern within the small, persecuted church: why the gospel fails to convince

every listener. This explanation clarifies the nature of the cosmic struggle between belief and unbelief. It
strengthens the Thessalonians' commitment to the gospel, sharply denoting the divide between

followers of the truth and its rejecters.

What's in this for us?

Verify and Validate Teachings: Just as a false prophecy misled the Thessalonians, Christians today
must exercise discernment. Like the Bereans, who diligently examined the Scriptures to verify Paul’s
teachings, we should base our faith and beliefs on a solid understanding of Scripture, not merely

persuasive teachings or feelings.

Recognize the Influence of Deception: Paul’s discussion of the "man of lawlessness” and the
"rebellion" reminds us that deception can infiltrate even the faithful. Christians should be vigilant against
teachings and influences that oppose biblical truths, recognizing that such deceptions are tools used by

Satan to undermine our faith.

Steadfastness Amid Persecution: The reality of persecution and the challenges believers face from
external opposition and internal apostasy should be seen here. In response, we are called to remain
steadfast in our faith, upholding the gospel’s truth against falsehood and drawing strength from the

Word and its promises of God’s ultimate justice and redemption.

Conclusion

Paul's response to the Thessalonian church's distress over a mistaken prophecy demonstrates the
necessity of scriptural literacy, discernment, and steadfast faith. By closely examining and verifying
teachings against Scripture, we can guard against deception and clearly understand God's plan and will
for the future.

Furthermore, we must recognize the dual forces at play—human agency and divine sovereignty—in the
interplay of spiritual forces in worldly events. This will help fortify us against despair and confusion,

building a resilient faith prepared to face persecution and trials while awaiting Christ's return.

Ultimately, we must remain committed to the truth of the Gospel, living out our faith with vigilance and
integrity. We have been called to embody the principles of truth and righteousness, upholding the light

of Christ in a frequently tumultuous world.
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For Discussion

1. How can we distinguish between true and false teachings in today’s information-saturated world,

like how a false prophecy misled the Thessalonians?

2. How can we emulate the Bereans' approach to Scripture to verify the teachings we hear in church or

from other sources?

3. What does Paul’s response to the Thessalonians teach us about handling despair and confusion

within our spiritual communities?

4. How can understanding the sequence of events described in biblical prophecy about the end times

influence our perspective on current world events?

5. How does the concept of the "man of lawlessness" challenge our understanding of evil’s role in the

world and its ultimate purpose according to divine providence?

6. Discuss the importance of the theme of God’s sovereignty in the face of human rebellion and satanic

deception. How does this influence our trust in God’s plan?

7. How can the church today prepare believers to face persecution and deception without deviating
from the faith?

8. What are the implications of Paul’s teachings on the "rebellion" and the "man of lawlessness" for our

understanding of apostasy within the church?

9. How does anticipating Christ’s return impact how we live our daily lives and interact with the world?

10. Reflect on the ways Paul uses encouragement and correction in his letters. How can we effectively

apply these methods in our ministry or community?
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3% In the New Testament, the Day of the Lord often refers to “the end,” i.e., the day when final victory will come for God’s
purposes in the world.

35 See 1 Timothy 4:1; 2 Timothy 3:1. It is also possible that Paul was thinking of the Jewish rebellion against God as most of
them had rejected the gospel (1 Thessalonians 2:14-16; Romans 9-11). Weatherly writes: “For early Christians who
proclaimed that through Jesus they had received the fulfillment of God’s promises to Israel, the unbelief of so many in Israel
demanded an explanation. Part of that explanation is probably implied here: Jewish refusal of the gospel is a manifestation of
the expected end-time rebellion. So here Paul uses “rebellion” as it is used in the Old Testament, to refer to the falling away of
those who are ostensibly God’s people. If the Thessalonians had undergone persecution prompted by Jewish opponents of
the gospel (Acts 17:5-9), Paul’s meaning would be entirely clear and relevant to them.”

36 Lawlessness has been defined as "a comprehensive description for one who opposes God's work for his people and inspires
rebellion against him."

372 Corinthians 11:14; 1 Timothy 3:1-9; Romans 1:18-32; 1 Corinthians 2:8
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