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Chapter 2

The Man of Lawlessness and the Restrainer: Standing Firm Against 

Deception in the Last Days

 

Second  Thessalonians  chapter  2  is  the  most  theologically  demanding  chapter  in  the Thessalonian correspondence — and one of the most discussed, debated, and disputed passages in all of Paul's letters. It addresses a crisis that chapter 1 only implied: someone has  been  claiming,  through  a  supposed  spirit  or  prophetic  word  or  letter  attributed  to Paul,  that  the  day  of  the  Lord  has  already  come.  The  Thessalonians  are  alarmed  and unsettled.  And  Paul's  response  is  not  primarily  to  provide  a  different  timetable  or  a more detailed eschatological schedule. It is to equip the community with the theological discernment  to  recognize  deception  when  they  encounter  it —  to  understand  the character, the career, and the ultimate end of the one who will embody lawlessness in its final  form,  so  that  the  community  cannot  be  shaken  by  false  claims  about  events  that have not yet occurred.

The  chapter  is  structured  around  three  interlocking  realities.  First,  the  restraint: something  or  someone  is  currently  holding  back  the  full  manifestation  of  lawlessness, and this restraint will be removed before the man of lawlessness is revealed. Second, the revelation: when the restraint is removed, the man of lawlessness will be revealed — a figure characterized by self-exaltation to divine status, by the display of counterfeit signs and wonders, and by the deception of those who have refused to love the truth. Third, the destruction: the Lord Jesus will overthrow this figure with the breath of His mouth and destroy him with the splendor of His coming. The power of the deceiver is real but bounded.  The  coming  of  the  Lord  is  certain  and  final.  The  deception  will  not  last because the Deceived cannot ultimately prevail against the One whose coming destroys him.

The figure of the man of lawlessness has generated more eschatological speculation than almost any other passage in the New Testament — speculation that has often obscured the  pastoral  purpose  for  which  Paul  deploys  the  teaching.  Paul  is  not  providing  an eschatological  puzzle  for  the  theologically  curious.  He  is  equipping  a  persecuted, anxious, destabilized community with the theological resources they need to stand firm against the specific deception that is currently threatening them: the claim that the day of  the  Lord  has  already  come.  The  man  of  lawlessness  teaching  functions  as  Paul's argument  that  the  day  has  not  come —  because  the  things  that  must  precede  the  day have not yet happened. The community can resist the false claim by knowing what has not yet occurred.

The  chapter's  second  half  is  the  pastoral  counterpart  to  its  theological  first  half —  the movement from the description of the deceiver and the deceived to the thanksgiving and the prayer for the community that has been chosen for salvation through sanctification of  the  Spirit  and  belief  in  the  truth.  The  God  who  allowed  the  deception  has  not abandoned the community He has chosen. He has called them through the gospel to the obtaining of the glory of the Lord Jesus Christ. And the prayer that closes the chapter — for  comfort  and  establishment  in  every  good  work  and  word —  is  the  prayer  for  the community to be so deeply rooted in the God who chose them that the deception which will shake the world cannot reach the depth where the roots are.




Chapter 2 is the chapter that demonstrates why eschatology is not merely an academic interest but a pastoral necessity. The community that does not understand the character of  the  deception  it  will  face  is  the  community  most  vulnerable  to  being  deceived.  The community that knows that a great apostasy precedes the day of the Lord, that a man of lawlessness  will  exalt  himself  against  God,  that  counterfeit  signs  and  wonders  will accompany a deception designed to sweep away those who did not love the truth — that community is the community that can stand firm when the deception arrives, because they  have  been  told  about  it  in  advance  and  have  been  equipped  by  the  one  who  told them to recognize and resist it.

 

Opening Prayer

Heavenly Father,

We  come  to  2  Thessalonians  chapter  2  asking  for  the  discernment  that 

this chapter is designed to produce. Not primarily the ability to identify 

the  man  of  lawlessness  on  the  prophetic  schedule,  but  the  deeper  and 

more  urgent  discernment  to  recognize  deception  in  its  current  forms —

the false claims about the nature and timing of Your work, the counterfeit 

spiritual experiences that substitute signs and wonders for truth, the drift 

from  love  of  truth  toward  the  comfort  of  whatever  feels  spiritually 

satisfying in the moment.

Give us what the Thessalonians needed: the settled confidence that comes 

from knowing what has not yet happened, what must happen before the 

end, and what the character of the final deception will look like when it 

arrives. Let this knowledge not produce anxiety about the eschatological 

schedule  but  the  stable,  discerning,  truth-loving  watchfulness  of  people 

who have been told in advance what is coming and who therefore cannot 

be surprised by it when it comes.

And give us the thanksgiving and the hope that the chapter's second half 

offers: the knowledge that You chose us from the beginning for salvation 

through sanctification of the Spirit and belief in the truth, that You called 

us  through  the  gospel  to  the  obtaining  of  the  glory  of  the  Lord  Jesus 

Christ. Let that calling be the anchor that holds us through every form of 

the deception that the chapter describes. And let the prayer that closes the 




chapter be fulfilled in us: our hearts comforted and established in every 

good work and word.

In Jesus' name, Amen.

 

2 Thessalonians 2:1–5

Do Not Be Shaken: The Correction of the False Teaching and Its Method

(1) Concerning the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ and our being gathered to 

him,

we          ask          you,          brothers          and          sisters, (2)  not  to  become  easily  unsettled  or  alarmed  by  the  teaching  allegedly  from 

us—

whether  by  a  prophecy  or  by  word  of  mouth  or  by  letter— asserting     that     the     day     of     the     Lord     has     already     come. (3)  Don't  let  anyone  deceive  you  in  any  way,  for  that  day  will  not  come until  the  rebellion  comes  first,  and  the  man  of  lawlessness  is  revealed, the               man              doomed             to             destruction. (4)  He  will  oppose  and  will  exalt  himself  over  everything  that  is  called  God or  is  worshiped,  so  that  he  sets  himself  up  in  God's  temple, proclaiming             himself             to             be             God. (5) Don't you remember that when I was still with you I used to tell you these 

things?

THE CONTEXT

The  pastoral  urgency  of  the  chapter's  opening  is  immediate  and  intense:  we  ask  you, brothers  and  sisters,  not  to  become  easily  unsettled  or  alarmed.  The  community  has been  shaken.  The  Greek  word  for  unsettled —  'saleuthenai' —  suggests  being  tossed about,  destabilized,  disturbed  from  a  settled  position,  like  a  ship  driven  from  its moorings  in  a  storm.  The  alarm  that  accompanies  the  unsettledness  suggests  a  more acute  interior  disturbance —  the  kind  of  fright  that  a  sudden,  credible,  apparently authoritative  threat  to  one's  foundational  beliefs  produces.  Someone  has  told  the Thessalonians  that  the  day  of  the  Lord  has  already  come —  and  the  claim  has  been convincing enough to produce genuine alarm.

The sources of the false claim are carefully specified: a prophecy, a word of mouth, or a letter allegedly from Paul. The careful specification of all three channels is deliberate — Paul is closing every possible avenue through which the false claim might have arrived with  apparent  authority.  And  the  falseness  of  the  claim  is  established  not  by  a  direct denial but by an argument: that day will not come until the rebellion comes first, and the man  of  lawlessness  is  revealed.  The  argument  is  an  argument  from  sequence:  certain things  must  happen  before  the  day  of  the  Lord  arrives,  and  those  things  have  not happened.  The  Thessalonians  can  resist  the  false  claim  by  knowing  what  has  not  yet occurred.

The  man  of  lawlessness  whom  Paul  describes  in  verse  3-4  is  one  of  the  most  striking figures in all of Paul's eschatological teaching. He is 'the son of destruction' — using the same  Greek  phrase  (huios  tes  apoleias)  applied  to  Judas  Iscariot  in  John  17:12 —  a figure  whose  destiny  is  destruction  even  as  he  is  being  revealed.  His  defining characteristic  is  the  ultimate  self-exaltation:  he  opposes  everything  called  God  or worshiped, and he sets himself in God's temple, proclaiming himself to be God. This is the pinnacle of the pride that has characterized every hostile power in the book of Daniel and  throughout  redemptive  history —  the  claim  of  divine  status  for  the  human,  the assertion that the creature is the Creator. And it is the claim that will be most decisively refuted by the Lord's coming.

PLAIN AMERICAN ENGLISH

When it comes to the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ and our being gathered 

together with Him — we urge you, brothers and sisters, not to let yourselves get 

rattled or thrown into a panic over some claim about a prophecy, or something 

someone said, or even a letter supposedly from us, asserting that the day of the 

Lord is already here. Do not let anyone mislead you in any way. That day will 

not arrive until the great falling away from the faith has happened first, and the 

man of lawlessness has been revealed — the one who is destined for destruction. 

He  is  the  one  who  will  set  himself  in  direct  opposition  to  everything  and 

everyone called God or that receives worship, exalting himself above all of it. He 

will actually take his seat in God's temple and declare himself to be God. Don't 

you remember that I told you all of this while I was still with you?

KEY OBSERVATIONS

"Not to become easily unsettled or alarmed by the teaching allegedly from us": This  signifies The  False  Teaching  That  Unsettles  a  Community  Often Arrives Wearing the Authority of the Teacher the Community Trusts. The specification that the false claim arrived allegedly from Paul — through a prophecy, a  word,  or  a  letter  attributed  to  him —  is  one  of  the  most  important  details  in  the passage, because it establishes the mechanism by which false teaching is most effective: it borrows the authority of a trusted source. The community that has received the gospel from Paul and has experienced the transformation it produced is the community most likely to receive a subsequent claim as genuine if it arrives wrapped in Paul's authority. The  falseness  of  the  claim  is  not  self-evident.  It  requires  the  theological  discernment that Paul is now providing — the knowledge of what has not yet happened — to resist it. This is the permanent pastoral lesson about false teaching: it is most dangerous when it is  most  convincing,  and  it  is  most  convincing  when  it  wears  the  face  of  a  trusted authority.

"That  day  will  not  come  until  the  rebellion  comes  first,  and  the  man  of lawlessness is revealed": This signifies The Sequence  That Must Precede the Day  of  the  Lord  Is  Paul's  Primary  Argument  Against  the  False  Claim  That the Day Has Already Come.

Paul's method of refuting the false claim is not a direct denial — he does not simply say the  day  has  not  come,  trust  me.  He  provides  a  theological  argument  grounded  in sequence: certain things must happen before the day arrives, and those things have not happened.  The  rebellion  must  come  first.  The  man  of  lawlessness  must  be  revealed. These  events  are  so  significant  and  so  unmistakable  that  their  absence  is  itself  the refutation  of  the  claim  that  the  day  has  already  come.  This  is  the  pastoral  gift  of eschatological teaching: not the satisfaction of prophetic curiosity, but the equipping of the community with the discernment to recognize what has and has not yet occurred — so that they cannot be deceived by claims about events that the eschatological sequence has not yet reached.

"He  will  exalt  himself  over  everything  that  is  called  God  or  is  worshiped, proclaiming himself to be God": This signifies The Ultimate Form of the Self-Exaltation  That  Has  Characterized  Every  Opponent  of  God  Throughout History Is the Direct Claim of Divine Status. The  man  of  lawlessness  represents  the  culmination  of  the  principle  of  self-exaltation that  has  been  present  in  every  opponent  of  the  living  God  throughout  the  biblical narrative. Nebuchadnezzar on the palace roof — Is not this great Babylon which I have built  by  my  own  mighty  power?  The  little  horn  of  Daniel  7  that  speaks  great  words against the Most High. The king of Tyre in Ezekiel 28 who said in his heart, I am a god. And now the man of lawlessness, who takes this principle to its absolute conclusion: he proclaims  himself  to  be  God,  not  merely  like  God  or  above  human  authority,  but  the identity itself. This is the eschatological endpoint of the pride that the gospel confronts in every generation: the creature's complete and final assertion that it is the Creator, the creature's refusal of the dependence and the worship that the Creator alone deserves.

"Don't you remember that when I was still with you I used to tell you these things?": This  signifies The  Eschatological  Teaching  That  Prepares  a Community Is the Teaching Given Before the Crisis, Not After It. The rhetorical question of verse 5 — don't you remember? — is both a pastoral rebuke and  a  pastoral  reminder.  The  rebuke  is  gentle:  the  Thessalonians  have  allowed themselves to be unsettled by a false claim about events that Paul had already explained to  them.  The  reminder  is  pastoral:  the  teaching  that  would  have  prevented  the unsettledness  was  already  given.  The  community  was  equipped  for  this  moment  in advance.  The  problem  is  not  a  gap  in  the  teaching  but  a  gap  in  the  memory  of  the teaching —  the  failure  to  draw  on  the  resources  that  were  already  provided  when  the crisis arrived. This is one of the most important pastoral observations in the chapter: the teaching that is most needed in the moment of crisis is often the teaching that was given before the crisis, and the community that has not retained and integrated that teaching is the community most vulnerable to being shaken when the crisis arrives.

WHAT THIS MEANS FOR US TODAY

1. Recognize That False Teaching Most Often Arrives Wearing the Authority of  a  Trusted  Source:  The  mechanism  by  which  the  Thessalonian  false  teaching arrived — allegedly from Paul, the most trusted voice in the community's formation — is the  mechanism  by  which  false  teaching  has  always  been  most  effective.  The contemporary equivalent is the false teaching that arrives wrapped in the language, the style, the cultural credibility, or the institutional authority of genuine Christianity. The community that is equipped only to recognize false teaching when it announces itself as false is not equipped. The community that has been formed in the genuine theological substance of the gospel can recognize the false claim because it knows the genuine, and the genuine is the standard against which the false is measured.

2.  Let  Eschatological  Knowledge  Produce  Stability  Rather  Than 

Speculation:  The  eschatological  teaching  of  2  Thessalonians  2  is  given  for  a  specific pastoral purpose: to prevent the community from being unsettled by a false claim. The test of whether eschatological knowledge is functioning as Paul intended is not whether it produces confident answers to prophetic puzzles but whether it produces the stability that the knowledge is designed to give. The community that has received this teaching should be less anxious about eschatological uncertainty, not more — because they know enough about what must precede the day of the Lord to recognize when the day has not yet come. Use the knowledge for stability. Do not use it for speculation.

3. Remember What You Have Been Taught Before the Crisis Arrives — and Draw  on  It  When  the  Crisis  Comes:  The  gentle  rebuke  of  verse  5 —  don't  you remember? —  is  directed  at  a  community  that  has  allowed  crisis-induced  panic  to override the formation that was designed to prevent exactly this panic. The appropriate response  to  the  rebuke  is  not  shame  but  renewed  attention  to  the  substance  of  the teaching:  to  receive  it,  to  retain  it,  to  integrate  it  into  the  interior  life  at  a  level  deep enough that it is available when the crisis that tests it arrives. The teaching that is heard and  forgotten  is  no  more  useful  than  the  teaching  that  was  never  given.  Remember. Draw on what you have been given. The resources are already there.

HOW THIS RELATES TO TODAY

The  mechanism  by  which  the  Thessalonian  community  was  unsettled —  a  false  claim arriving with apparent apostolic authority through multiple channels simultaneously — is  recognizable  in  every  generation's  experience  of  false  teaching.  The  contemporary version  is  the  theological  claim  that  arrives  through  a  combination  of  social  media virality,  celebrity  endorsement,  emotionally  compelling  personal  testimony,  and apparent  scriptural  grounding —  all  channels  that  individually  carry  some  authority, and  that  together  produce  the  same  effect  that  the  prophecy  and  word  and  letter produced  in  Thessalonica:  an  apparently  authoritative  claim  that  is  difficult  to  resist without the specific theological grounding that Paul provides in this chapter.

The description of the man of lawlessness as one who sets himself in God's temple and proclaims  himself  to  be  God  is  also  one  of  the  most  theologically  concentrated descriptions  of  the  final  form  of  human  rebellion  against  God  available  in  the  New Testament.  It  is  the  culmination  of  the  principle  that  the  gospel  confronts  in  every generation: the creature's assertion of its own ultimacy, the human claim to the divine prerogatives  that  belong  to  the  Creator  alone.  Every  generation  produces  its  lesser versions of this  claim — in  ideology,  in political  authority, in  cultural movements that demand  the  ultimate  loyalty  that  belongs to God  alone.  The  man  of  lawlessness  is  the eschatological  endpoint  of  a  pattern  that  is  already  present  and  recognizable  in  its current, partial expressions.

Key  Lesson: The  community  that  knows  what  has  not  yet  happened  is  the 

community  that  cannot  be  deceived  by  false  claims  about  what  has  already 

arrived —  and  the  eschatological  teaching  that  appears  to  be  academic 

speculation  is  in  fact  the  most  practical  possible  pastoral  resource  for  the 

community that is under pressure to believe things that are not true.

2 Thessalonians 2:6–12

 

The Restrainer, the Revelation, and the Deception: What Is Being Held Back and What It Will Do When Released

(6) And now you know what is holding him back, so that he may be revealed at 

the                                     proper                                    time.

(7)  For  the  secret  power  of  lawlessness  is  already  at  work; but the one who now holds it back will continue to do so till he is taken out of 

the                                                                                way.

(8)       And      then      the      lawless      one      will      be      revealed, whom  the  Lord  Jesus  will  overthrow  with  the  breath  of  his  mouth and      destroy      by      the       splendor       of       his       coming. (9) The coming of the lawless one will be in accordance with how Satan works. He will use all sorts of displays of power through signs and wonders that serve 

the                                                                                  lie,

(10)  and  all  the  ways  that  wickedness  deceives  those  who  are  perishing. They  perish  because  they  refused  to  love  the  truth  and  so  be  saved. (11)  For  this  reason  God  sends  them  a  powerful  delusion  so  that  they  will 

believe                                     the                                      lie

(12)  and  so  that  all  will  be  condemned  who  have  not  believed  the  truth but have delighted in wickedness.

THE CONTEXT

This  is  the  most  theologically  compressed  and  the  most  interpretively  challenging section of the chapter — and it is essential to approach it with the pastoral purpose that Paul  had  in  mind  rather  than  the  eschatological  curiosity  that  has  often  driven  its interpretation. The restrainer — the one who now holds back the full manifestation of lawlessness —  has  been  identified  by  interpreters  over  the  centuries  as  the  Roman empire,  the  Roman  emperor,  the  Holy  Spirit,  Michael  the  archangel,  the  preaching  of the gospel, and various other candidates. Paul's original readers apparently knew what he  meant —  the  'you  know'  of  verse  6  implies  previous  instruction  on  this  point.  For contemporary  readers,  the  specific  identity  of  the  restrainer  is  less  clear,  and  perhaps less  important  than  the  theological  reality  the  restrainer  represents:  that  the  full manifestation of evil in history is being restrained by God's sovereign governance of the timing of its release.

The secret power of lawlessness that is already at work in verse 7 is the principle of anti-God, anti-law, anti-truth rebellion that characterizes the human condition under sin — but in a form that has not yet reached its final, unrestrained expression. The lawlessness is already present. Its secret power is already operating. But it is being held back from its  full,  final  manifestation  by  the  restrainer  whose  removal  will  allow  the  man  of lawlessness to be revealed. This is the interim between the already and the not yet: the current age in which the powers of lawlessness are real and active but bounded, in which the man of lawlessness has not yet been revealed, and in which the restraint of the God who governs history is preventing the premature outbreak of what is coming.

The description of the lawless one's coming in verses 9-12 is one of the most sobering passages in the chapter — and it raises one of the most difficult pastoral and theological questions  in  the  New  Testament.  The  coming  of  the  lawless  one  involves  all  sorts  of displays  of  power  through  signs  and  wonders  that  serve  the  lie.  The  deception  is targeted  at  those  who  are  perishing —  and  its  root  cause  is  not  intellectual  error  but moral failure: they perished because they refused to love the truth and so be saved. And the divine response to this refusal is the most severe statement in the passage: for this reason God sends them a powerful delusion so that they will believe the lie. God sends the  delusion.  The  judgment  falls  in  the  form  of  the  belief  of  the  very  lie  that  was preferred over the truth.

PLAIN AMERICAN ENGLISH

Now  you  know  what  is  currently  holding  him  back,  so  that  he  will  only  be 

revealed  at  the  right  time.  The  mystery  of  lawlessness  is  already  secretly  at 

work — but the one who is restraining it will keep doing so until he is removed 

from the scene. Then the lawless one will be openly revealed — the one whom 

the Lord Jesus will destroy with a single breath and eliminate completely by the 

blazing  splendor  of  His  coming.  When  the  lawless  one  comes,  he  will  be 

empowered  by  Satan  himself,  performing  all  kinds  of  fake  miracles  and  signs 

and wonders, using every form of wicked deception against people who are on 

their way to destruction. They are headed there because they refused to love the 

truth —  refused  to  let  it  save  them.  Because  of  that,  God  is  going  to  send  a 

powerful delusion over them so that they believe what is false. This means that 

everyone  who  refused  to  believe  the  truth —  who  actually  found  pleasure  in 

wickedness — will be condemned.

KEY OBSERVATIONS

"The  secret  power  of  lawlessness  is  already  at  work": This  signifies The Lawlessness  That  Will  Reach  Its  Final  Form  in  the  Man  of  Lawlessness  Is Already Present and Active in Its Partial, Restrained Form. The  secret  power  of  lawlessness  that  Paul  identifies  as  already  at  work  in  verse  7 establishes  a  crucial  theological  continuity  between  the  present  and  the  eschatological future: the lawlessness of the man of lawlessness is not a completely new phenomenon that will emerge from nowhere at the end of history. It is the same principle of anti-God rebellion  that  is  already  present  in  the  world,  already  operating  secretly,  already producing  its  effects —  but  currently  restrained  from  its  full,  final,  unrestrained expression.  This  means  that  the  community's  engagement  with  lawlessness  is  not primarily about waiting for an eschatological figure but about discerning and resisting the  principle  that  the  eschatological  figure  will  embody  in  its  fullest  form.  The  secret lawlessness of the present age is the embryonic form of the lawlessness that the man of lawlessness will make manifest.

"Whom  the  Lord  Jesus  will  overthrow  with  the  breath  of  his  mouth": This signifies The  Destruction  of  the  Man  of  Lawlessness  Requires  No  Military Campaign — Only the Word of the Coming Lord. The  effortlessness  of  the  Lord's  destruction  of  the  lawless  one  is  one  of  the  most theologically  important  details  in  the  passage.  The  man  of  lawlessness,  who  will  have performed  all  sorts  of  displays  of  power  through  signs  and  wonders,  who  will  have deceived  the  perishing  with  the  full  power  of  Satan  behind  him,  who  will  have proclaimed  himself  to  be  God  in  God's  own  temple —  this  figure  is  destroyed  by  the breath of the Lord's mouth and by the splendor of His coming. No military campaign. No  extended  conflict.  The  breath  and  the  splendor.  The  ease  of  the  destruction  is proportional  to  the  comprehensiveness  of  the  Lord's  authority  over  the  one  who  is destroyed. The most powerful human expression of anti-God rebellion is overthrown by the breath of the One whose word called the universe into existence.

"They  perish  because  they  refused  to  love  the  truth  and  so  be  saved": This signifies The  Deception  of  the  Perishing  Is  Not  Primarily  an  Intellectual Failure — It Is a Moral Choice About What They Were Willing to Receive. The  most  theologically  precise  and  the  most  pastorally  important  detail  in  the description  of  the  deceived  is  the  diagnosis  of  why  they  are  deceived:  they  refused  to love  the  truth  and  so  be  saved.  The  deception  is  not  the  root  problem —  it  is  the consequence  of  a  prior  moral  choice.  The  perishing  perish  not  because  they  were insufficiently  intelligent  to  recognize  the  truth,  or  because  the  deception  was  too sophisticated  to  penetrate,  or  because  they  lacked  access  to  the  genuine  gospel.  They perish because they refused to love the truth. The love of truth is a moral disposition — the willingness to receive and to be formed by whatever is genuinely true, regardless of whether it is comfortable or convenient. The refusal to love truth is the predisposition that makes the deception possible and the delusion inevitable.

"For  this  reason  God  sends  them  a  powerful  delusion  so  that  they  will believe  the  lie": This  signifies The  Divine  Judicial  Hardening  Is  the  Most Sobering Statement in the Chapter — the Judgment That Falls in the Form of the Belief That Was Preferred Over the Truth. The statement that God sends the powerful delusion is one of the most difficult in the chapter —  and  it  must  be  read  in  sequence  with  what  precedes  it.  The  delusion  is  not God's  arbitrary  imposition  on  unwilling  recipients.  It  is  the  judicial  consequence  of  a prior, sustained, deliberate choice: the refusal to love the truth. God gives them over to what they have preferred — to the lie they chose over the truth they refused. This is the pattern  of  Romans  1,  applied  at  the  eschatological  level:  God  gave  them  over  to  the desires of their hearts (Romans 1:24), to their shameful lusts (1:26), to their depraved mind  (1:28) —  because  they  exchanged  the  truth  about  God  for  a  lie.  The  powerful delusion  of  2  Thessalonians  2  is  the  ultimate  expression  of  this  judicial  pattern:  the persistent choice of the lie over the truth produces, at last, the divinely given inability to believe anything else.

WHAT THIS MEANS FOR US TODAY

1. The  Lawlessness  That  Will  Reach  Its  Final  Form  at  the  End  Is  Already Present  in  Its  Current  Form —  Learn  to  Recognize  and  Resist  It  Now:  The principle of lawlessness — the anti-God, anti-truth, self-exalting rebellion that will reach its ultimate expression in the man of lawlessness — is already at work in the world. Its current  expressions  are  partial,  bounded,  restrained.  But  they  are  recognizable  as expressions  of  the  same  principle  that  will  eventually  produce  its  final,  unrestrained manifestation.  The  community  that  is  discerning  enough  to  recognize  and  resist  the current, partial expressions of lawlessness is the community that is being formed in the discernment that will be most urgently needed when the restraint is removed.

2. Cultivate the Love of Truth as the Primary Defense Against Deception: The diagnosis  of  why  the  perishing  are  deceived —  they  refused  to  love  the  truth —  is  the most  practically  urgent  insight  in  the  passage  for  contemporary  believers.  The  love  of truth is not primarily an intellectual commitment to correct doctrine, though it includes this. It is a moral disposition — the willingness to receive and be formed by whatever is genuinely  true,  even  when  the  truth  is  uncomfortable,  inconvenient,  or  costly.  The community that cultivates this love of truth is the community that is most resistant to deception — not because it is more intelligent than the deceived but because it has the moral  disposition  that  makes  the  genuine  truth  receivable  and  the  false  truth recognizable.

3. Take  Seriously  the  Possibility  That  the  Persistent  Refusal  of  Truth Produces a Judicial Inability to Receive It: The powerful delusion that God sends to  those  who  refused  to  love  the  truth  is  a  sobering  warning  about  the  moral  and spiritual dynamics of persistent truth-rejection. The refusal to receive the truth is not a neutral act that can be reversed at will. It is a morally significant choice that forms the person who makes it in the direction of the choice — away from truth and toward the lie. Every  generation  of  sincere  preaching  has  encountered  people  who  seem  genuinely unable to receive the gospel — who are not merely unconvinced but who appear to be structurally  resistant  to  the  truth.  The  sobering  possibility  that  this  2  Thessalonians  2 raises is that this resistance may be, in some cases, the judicial consequence of a prior, sustained refusal of the truth that was genuinely offered and genuinely refused.

HOW THIS RELATES TO TODAY

The  description  of  the  lawless  one's  coming  as  involving  all  sorts  of  displays  of  power through  signs  and  wonders  that  serve  the  lie  is  one  of  the  most  practically  relevant features  of  the  passage  for  the  contemporary  church —  because  the  contemporary church is more vulnerable to miracle-authenticating claims than perhaps any previous generation  of  Christian  community.  The  cultural  premium  placed  on  spiritual experience,  supernatural  phenomena,  and  miraculous  demonstrations  has  created  a context in which the eschatological deception Paul describes would find fertile ground. The  community  that  authenticates  truth  claims  primarily  by  the  power  of  the accompanying signs and wonders has no internal resistance to a deception that comes, as Paul says, with all sorts of displays of power. The community that authenticates truth claims by the word of God and by the character of the One who is being proclaimed is the community that can resist even the most impressive displays of counterfeit power.

The divine sending of the powerful delusion to those who refused to love the truth is also one  of  the  most  urgently  needed  theological  concepts  in  the  contemporary  church's understanding of mission and  evangelism. The  assumption that  every person who has not yet believed the gospel is simply waiting for a more compelling presentation of it is not supported by the full biblical picture. The persistent, deliberate, informed refusal of the  truth  is  a  morally  significant  act  that  forms  the  person  who  makes  it  in  ways  that cannot  be  simply  overcome  by  a  better  argument  or  a  more  emotionally  compelling appeal.  This  does  not  eliminate  the  urgency  of  proclamation —  it  intensifies  it.  Every presentation  of  the  gospel  is  an  offer  of  the  truth  that,  received,  saves,  and  rejected, forms the recipient further in the direction of the judicial hardening that Paul describes.

Key Lesson: The secret power of lawlessness is already at work, bounded by 

restraint that will be removed before the man of lawlessness is revealed — and 

the community's defense against the deception that will accompany his coming 

is  not  primarily  intellectual  sophistication  but  the  love  of  truth  that  receives 

what  is  genuinely  true  regardless  of  the  cost,  because  the  refusal  to  love  the 

truth  is  the  one  disposition  that  makes  every  subsequent  deception  both 

inevitable and judicially appropriate.

 

2 Thessalonians 2:13–17

Chosen for Salvation, Called to Glory: The Pastoral Counterpart to the Theological Warning

(13) But we ought always to thank God for you, brothers and sisters loved by the 

Lord,

because God chose you as firstfruits to be saved through the sanctifying work of 

the                                                                               Spirit

and          through          belief           in           the           truth. (14) He called you to this through our gospel, that you might share in the glory of                   our                  Lord                 Jesus                 Christ. (15)  So  then,  brothers  and  sisters,  stand  firm  and  hold  fast  to  the  teachings we  passed  on  to  you,  whether  by  word  of  mouth  or  by  letter. (16)  May  our  Lord  Jesus  Christ  himself  and  God  our  Father, who  loved  us  and  by  his  grace  gave  us  eternal  encouragement and                              good                              hope, (17) comfort your hearts and strengthen you in every good deed and word.

THE CONTEXT

The sharp theological turn from the description of the deception and the deluded to the thanksgiving for the beloved community is one of the most dramatic pastoral pivots in the New Testament. The 'but we' of verse 13 is the  conjunction that separates the two groups  described  in  verses  10-12  from  the  community  Paul  is  addressing:  those  who refused  to  love  the  truth  and  are  headed  toward  condemnation  are  not  the Thessalonians. The Thessalonians are loved by the Lord. They are chosen by God. They are being saved through the sanctifying work of the Spirit and through belief in the truth — which is the precise opposite of the disposition that produced the deception and the delusion.  The  community  that  loves  the  truth  is  the  community  that  the  Spirit  is sanctifying. The love of truth and the work of the Spirit  are the two sides of the same salvation.

The  description  of  the  Thessalonians'  salvation  in  verse  13  is  one  of  the  most comprehensive in Paul's letters: chosen by God, saved through the sanctifying work of the Spirit and belief in the truth, called through the gospel, destined to share in the glory of  the  Lord  Jesus  Christ.  The  comprehensiveness  is  deliberate —  Paul  is  placing  the community's salvation within the full frame of divine action, from the choosing before time  to  the  sharing  of  glory  at  the  Lord's  coming.  This  is  the  most  complete  possible contrast  with  the  fate  of  those  who  refused  to  love  the  truth:  where  they  are  headed toward condemnation, the Thessalonians are destined for glory. Where they  are being given over to the lie, the Thessalonians are being sanctified by the Spirit through belief in the truth.

The practical instruction that follows — stand firm and hold fast to the teachings — is the pastoral application of the entire theological section. The community that knows it has  been  chosen  for  salvation,  sanctified  by  the  Spirit,  called  through  the  gospel,  and destined for the glory of the Lord Jesus Christ has every reason to stand firm in what it has received, because what it has received is the truth that saves as opposed to the lie that condemns. The holding fast to the teachings is not the clinging of the fearful to a system of rules. It is the grateful, settled retention of the word that is the instrument of the  Spirit's  sanctifying  work —  the  word  through  which  the  God  who  loved  them  and called  them  continues  to  hold  them  in  the  salvation  He  purposed  for  them  from  the beginning.

PLAIN AMERICAN ENGLISH

But we are obligated to thank God for you constantly, brothers and sisters loved 

by  the  Lord —  because  God  chose  you  from  the  very  beginning  to  be  saved 

through  the  Spirit's  sanctifying  work  and  through  your  belief  in  the  truth.  He 

called you to this through the gospel we brought you, so that you would share in 

the glory of our Lord Jesus Christ. So then, brothers and sisters — stand firm. 

Keep holding tightly to the teachings we passed on to you, whether we taught 

them in person or through a letter. May our Lord Jesus Christ himself and God 

our  Father —  the  one  who  loved  us  and  in  His  grace  gave  us  eternal 

encouragement and genuine hope — comfort your hearts and strengthen you in 

every good work and word.

KEY OBSERVATIONS

"God chose you as firstfruits to be saved through the sanctifying work of the Spirit  and  through  belief  in  the  truth": This  signifies The  Salvation  of  the Community Is Both Divinely Initiated and Humanly Received — Chosen by God, Sanctified by the Spirit, Believed in Truth. The two instruments of salvation that Paul identifies — the sanctifying work of the Spirit and  belief  in  the  truth —  are  the  precise  counter  to  the  two  features  of  the  deception described  in  the  previous  section.  The  deceived  refuse  to  love  the  truth  and  are  given over  to  the  lie.  The  saved  are  sanctified  through  belief  in  the  truth.  The  deceived  are given a powerful delusion. The saved are given the Spirit whose sanctifying work is the ongoing application of the truth they have received. The salvation of the Thessalonians is  not  merely  their  escape  from  the  condemnation  that  falls  on  the  deceived.  It  is  the positive reality of a life that is being formed, day by day, by the same Spirit whose work is the instrument of the salvation God has purposed for them.

"He called you to this through our gospel, that you might share in the glory of our Lord Jesus Christ": This signifies The Gospel Is the Instrument of the Calling,  and  the  Glory  of  the  Lord  Is  the  Destination  of  What  the  Gospel Produces.

The  connection  between  the  gospel  and  the  glory  of  the  Lord  Jesus  Christ  in  verse  14 completes the theological arc that runs from chapter 1's description of the Lord coming to be glorified in His holy people to this chapter's description of the Thessalonians being called  to  share  in  that  glory.  The  gospel  that  arrived  in  Thessalonica  with  power  and Spirit  and  full  conviction  (1  Thessalonians  1:5)  is  the  instrument  through  which  God called  the  community  to  its  eschatological  destiny —  the  sharing  in  the  glory  that  the Lord will display at His coming. The calling through the gospel and the destination of glory are inseparable: the gospel is the call to the glory, and the glory is the destination of the calling. Every act of gospel proclamation is an invitation to the glory of the Lord Jesus Christ.

"Stand firm and hold fast to the teachings we passed on to you": This signifies The Stability of the Community Under Eschatological Pressure Is Grounded in Its Retention of the Apostolic Teaching. The instruction to stand firm and hold fast to the teachings is the pastoral application of the entire theological section — and it is addressed to the specific crisis that the chapter has been addressing. The community that has been unsettled by a false claim about the day  of  the  Lord  needs  to  stand  firm  in  what  it  has  received.  The  holding  fast  is  not intellectual rigidity or  institutional conservatism. It is the grateful, settled retention of the  word  that  is  the  instrument  of  the  Spirit's  sanctifying  work —  the  word  through which the God who chose them and called them continues to hold them in the salvation He  purposed.  The  teachings  are  not  a  human  tradition  to  be  maintained  for  its  own sake.  They  are  the  apostolic  transmission  of  the  word  of  God  through  which  the community was saved and through which it continues to be sanctified.

"Who  loved  us  and  by  his  grace  gave  us  eternal  encouragement  and  good hope": This  signifies The Comfort  That  the Community  Needs  in  the Face  of the Deception Is the Comfort That Is Already Given — in the Love and Grace of God.

The  description  of  God  as  the  one  who  loved  us  and  by  His  grace  gave  us  eternal encouragement  and  good  hope  is  the  most  personally  intimate  statement  in  the chapter's closing prayer — and it is the pastoral counterpart to the theological severity of the section on the man of lawlessness and the powerful delusion. The God who judges the refusal of truth is the same God who loved the community that received truth and who has given them the eternal encouragement and good hope that are the resources for the stability that standing firm requires. The encouragement is eternal — not subject to the fluctuations of circumstance or the unsettling power of false teaching. The hope is good — genuinely grounded in the character of the God who gave it and the reality of the glory toward which it points.

WHAT THIS MEANS FOR US TODAY

1. Receive  the  Election  and  the  Calling  as  the  Foundation  of  the  Stability Being  Asked  For:  The  instruction  to  stand  firm  in  verse  15  is  grounded  in  the theological reality of verses 13-14: God chose you, the Spirit is sanctifying you, belief in the  truth  characterizes  your  reception  of  the  gospel,  and  the  glory  of  the  Lord  Jesus Christ is your destination. The standing firm is not the white-knuckled determination of people trying to maintain their position by willpower. It  is the grounded confidence of people  who  know  why  they  are  where  they  are —  chosen  by  God,  called  through  the gospel, being sanctified by the Spirit — and  who therefore have a foundation for their stability that no false teaching can remove. Stand firm from the foundation, not against it.

2. Hold Fast to the Apostolic Teaching as the Word That Is Currently Doing the  Work  of  the  Spirit  in  You:  The  holding  fast  to  the  teachings  that  Paul commends is not the maintenance of a doctrinal tradition for institutional reasons. It is the  retention  of  the  word  of  God  that  is  the  instrument  through  which  the  Spirit  is currently  sanctifying  the  community.  The  teachings  are  the  content  of  the  Spirit's formation — the word by which the God who called through the gospel continues to hold the community in the salvation He purposed. To hold fast to the teachings is to remain in the stream of the Spirit's sanctifying work. To drift from the teachings is to step out of the stream. Hold fast to what you have received, not because the tradition is important in itself, but because the word it transmits is the instrument of the life you have been given.

3. Let  the Eternal  Encouragement  and Good Hope That God Has Given Be the  Resource  for  the  Comfort  Being  Prayed  For:  The  prayer  for  comfort  and strength in verse 16-17 is a prayer for God to give what He has already given: the eternal encouragement and good hope that are the resources for the stability that standing firm requires.  The  prayer  is  not  asking  God  to  provide  something  new.  It  is  asking  Him  to make effective in the community's experience the gifts that have already been given in the love and grace of the Father  and the Son. The comfort being prayed for is already available — it is the eternal encouragement of the God who loved us and the good hope that flows from the glory to which He has called us. Ask for it. Receive it. Let it be the resource for the standing firm.

HOW THIS RELATES TO TODAY

The  sharp  contrast  between  the  fate  of  those  who  refused  to  love  the  truth  and  the calling  of  the  community  that  received  it  is  one  of  the  most  needed  pastoral clarifications for a church that is increasingly uncomfortable with the particularity of the gospel's claim. The contemporary tendency to soften the exclusivity of the gospel — to present  the  community  of  faith  as  one  spiritual  path  among  many  rather  than  as  the community called to the specific glory of the specific Lord Jesus Christ — has produced a community that is less able to stand firm precisely because the ground of the standing has been compromised. The Thessalonians can stand firm because they know that they have been chosen for salvation, sanctified by the Spirit, called through the gospel, and destined for the glory of the Lord Jesus Christ. The community that is not sure whether it  has  been  distinctly  called  to  a  specific  destination  cannot  stand  firm  with  the confidence that the specific calling provides.

The prayer for eternal encouragement and good hope in the face of the unsettling false teaching is also one of the most needed pastoral models for the contemporary church's engagement with believers who are experiencing eschatological anxiety. The response to anxiety about the end times is not primarily more detailed prophetic information about the  eschatological  schedule.  It  is  the  deepening  of  the  community's  rootedness  in  the love and grace of the God who has already given eternal encouragement and good hope — the resources that are sufficient for every form of the unsettledness that false teaching and cultural pressure can produce.

Key  Lesson: The  community  chosen  for  salvation  through  the  Spirit's 

sanctifying work and belief in the truth has every reason to stand firm and hold 

fast to what it has received — because the word it received is the instrument of 

the  Spirit's  ongoing  work,  the  calling  it  has  responded  to  is  the  calling  to  the 

glory  of  the  Lord  Jesus  Christ,  and  the  encouragement  and  hope  that  are  the 

resources for the standing firm have already been given by the God who loved it 

and called it from the beginning.
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Closing Prayer

Heavenly Father,

We close 2 Thessalonians chapter 2 having been in the presence of some 

of  the  most  theologically  demanding  material  in  the  New  Testament —

the restrainer and the man of lawlessness and the powerful delusion and 

the perishing and the chosen and the glory. We confess that this chapter 

has  stretched  our  minds  and  unsettled  our  settled  readings  of 

eschatology. And we confess that the unsettling is appropriate — because 

the  chapter  was  written  precisely  to  prevent  a  different  kind  of 

unsettledness:  the  panic  that  comes  from  false  claims  about  things  that 

have not yet happened.

Lord,  give  us  the  love  of  truth  that  is  the  primary  defense  against  the 

deception  this  chapter  describes.  Not  the  intellectual  commitment  to 

correct  doctrine  alone,  though  that  is  real  and  necessary.  The  deeper 

moral  disposition —  the  willingness  to  receive  and  be  formed  by 

whatever is genuinely true, even when the truth is hard, even when the 

truth costs something, even when the truth requires us to revise what we 

have  been  comfortable  believing.  Let  us  be  people  who  love  the  truth 

because You are true, and because the truth that You have given through 

the gospel is the word that saves.

And give us the stability of the chosen. The standing firm that comes not 

from  willpower  or  doctrinal  confidence  alone,  but  from  the  settled 

knowledge  that  You  chose  us  from  the  beginning,  that  the  Spirit  is 

sanctifying us through belief in the truth, that You called us through the 

gospel  to  the  glory  of  the  Lord  Jesus  Christ,  and  that  the  eternal 

encouragement  and  good  hope  that  You  have  given  in  Your  grace  are 

sufficient  for  every  form  of  the  unsettledness  that  false  teaching  and 

cultural pressure and eschatological anxiety can produce.

Comfort  our  hearts  and  strengthen  us  in  every  good  work  and word —

not  by  removing  the  pressures  and  the  challenges  that  the  chapter 

honestly describes, but by making the resources already given effective in 

our experience. The love of God. The encouragement that is eternal. The 

hope  that  is  genuinely  good  because  it  is  grounded  in  the  genuinely 

faithful  God  who  called  us  to  the  genuinely  coming  glory.  These  are 

sufficient. They have always been sufficient. Let them be received as what 

they are: the gifts of the God who loves us, given by His grace, held out to 

us  through  every  chapter  of  the  letter  and  every  season  of  the 

community's life.

In the name of the Lord Jesus Christ, whose coming will destroy the man 

of lawlessness with a single breath, and in whose glory the community of 

the chosen will share — in Jesus' name, Amen.

 

Soli Deo Gloria

Glory to God Alone
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