
Living in Light of the Lord’s Return #14

“Staying Calm about Christ’s Coming”

2 Thessalonians 2:1-17

No Christian doctrine elicits more curiosity than the return of Jesus Christ. Ever since He promised His disciples that He would come back for them, speculation about that event has produced more commotion—and confusion—than anything else. Folks often react to the topic with fascination or fear…or both.

The same happened to the first-century church at Thessalonica. While he was still present with them, Paul had taught the new believers about the Old Testament teaching, “the day of the Lord,” a terrifying time of judgment and wrath. But after his forced departure, the church had become confused about the timing, fearing that the tremors of trials and tribulations they were experiencing at the hands of their persecutors were the quaking of God’s final judgments. As we will see, false or misguided teachers were adding to this problem.

In 2 Thessalonians 2, Paul braces their doctrinal legs that were weakened because of their misunderstanding of the end times and their misinterpretation of current events. How like our own day, with its prophecy hacks and end-times quacks wrongly setting dates, misidentifying prophetic fulfillments, and foolishly naming innocent nominees as “Antichrist.” It’s time for us to let Paul set the record straight.

As Warren Wiersbe puts it, 

The purpose of Bible prophecy is not for us to make a calendar, but to build character. Paul emphasized this fact in both of his Thessalonian letters, and our Lord warned us not to set dates for His coming. Date-setters are usually upsetters, and that is exactly what happened in the Thessalonian assembly.

Paul encourages his first-century readers—and his twenty-first century readers—to stay calm about Christ’s coming. 

A Caution against Prophetic Hysteria

He begins by issuing a caution against prophetic hysteria in verses 1-3,

Concerning the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ and our being gathered to him, we ask you, brothers, not to become easily unsettled or alarmed by some prophecy, report or letter supposed to have come from us, saying that the day of the Lord has already come. Don’t let anyone deceive you in any way, for that day will not come until the rebellion occurs and the man of lawlessness is revealed, the man doomed to destruction.
Paul speaks of “the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ and our being gathered to him” in verse one. Some see these as distinct events, separated by as much as seven years, although they reverse the order. However, Leon Morris points out that these two ideas are combined under one article; thus “the two are closely connected and are parts of one great whole.”
 The word “coming” is the translation of parousia, a term used by Paul four times in 1 Thessalonians and three times in our text this evening. Eighteen of the 24 New Testament occurrences of the word refer to the return of Jesus. The phrase “being gathered” is a fascinating word in Greek, episynagōgē, combining the word “synagogue” with the prefix “epi—” meaning, “together.” The only other place this Greek term is found in the New Testament is in Hebrews 10:25, of the gathering of Christians for worship. In fact, the verse could be rendered in English, “Let us not give up churching together.” There it refers to the gathering together of believers on earth; here it refers to the gathering together of believers in the air.

Without going into a lot of detail, the “day of the Lord” in the Old Testament did not refer to a 24-hour period of time, but rather the time of God’s coming in judgment to establish justice on earth. I do believe that Jesus will return in the clouds and receive all believers—dead and alive at that time—to Himself. Then God’s wrath will be poured out on the unbelievers on earth at that time, culminating in the return of Jesus Christ to earth (with His saints accompanying Him) to establish His throne.

We know that Paul dealt with this matter in the first letter. At that time, the Thessalonians were troubled that Christ’s return had not come quickly enough, since some of their friends had died before it had taken place; now their problem was that it had come too quickly, for some teachers were saying that the day of the Lord has already come.

Paul cautions them not to become unsettled (literally “shaken,” which can refer to a literal shaking, as in an earthquake (Acts 16:26), or to describe the psychological result of people who are stirred up or agitated (Acts 17:13). The Thessalonians had been shaken up, agitated, stirred to confusion by “a prophecy or a message or a letter” claiming to come from those with apostolic or prophetic authority—perhaps even from Paul or Silas themselves. Whoever it was, they decided to spread the rumor that the day of the Lord had come, that the Tribulation had commenced, that any rescue Christ had promised to those who were awaiting Him had passed, and that the Thessalonians had been left to face the judgments and wrath of the end times.
 

I remember when I was young, a movie entitled “A Thief in the Night” came out, set in the end times. A song from that movie was “I Wish We’d All Been Ready,” and it ended with the lines, “There's no time to change your mind; the Son has come and you've been left behind.” That was the gist of what the Thessalonians were being told. Paul tells them to let the teachings of these people go in one ear and out the other. Their doctrine of the day of the Lord was completely false.

A Course of Proper Sequence

To set the record straight, Paul provides a course of proper sequence in verses 3-12,

3 Don’t let anyone deceive you in any way, for that day will not come until the rebellion occurs 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 with you I used to tell you these things? 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 the work of Satan displayed in all kinds of counterfeit miracles, signs and wonders, 10 and in every sort of evil that 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.
Paul insists that, before Christ’s coming, some things must first take place. The first is that the rebellion (or “apostasy”) must take place. The Greek word, apostasia, can mean either political revolution against a king or religious rebellion against God. F. F. Bruce notes, “Since the reference here is to a worldwide rebellion against divine authority at the end of the age, the ideas of political revolt and religious apostasy are combined.”
 
This rebellion will be led by an individual whom Paul calls both “the man of lawlessness” in verse 3 and “the lawless one” in verse 8. Presumably this means that he will be defiant of all law, both the moral law (asserting that there are no such things as moral absolutes) and the civil law (advocating anarchy in the name of freedom).
 Though he does not use the term, Paul is speaking here of the Antichrist, named in John’s letters and described more fully in Revelation. The Greek prefix anti has two meanings: against, and instead of. Satan not only opposes Christ, but he wants to be worshiped and obeyed instead of Christ. Satan has always wanted to be worshiped and served as God. He will one day produce his masterpiece, the Antichrist, who will cause the world to worship Satan and believe Satan’s lies.

This Antichrist will not only arrive on earth before Christ returns; he will be revealed. Verse 4 shows how he will be revealed: “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.” This world dictator will demand worship as a god, and will hunt down all those who refuse to do so.

Verses 9-10 describe how he will accomplish this: “The coming of the lawless one will be in accordance with the work of Satan displayed in all kinds of counterfeit miracles, signs and wonders, and in every sort of evil that deceives those who are perishing.” Satan will try to imitate the ministry of Jesus, right down to the miraculous signs. And the people will be deceived.

What is keeping all this from happening now? Paul explains in verses 6-7, “And now you know what is holding him back, so that he may be revealed at the proper time. 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.” Something—or someone—is restraining the power of Antichrist from taking over. In verses six Paul refers to the “restrainer” in the neuter gender, suggesting a “restraining force,” but in verse seven he uses the masculine, which would seem to indicate a personal restrainer. Some interpret this to mean the Holy Spirit, the Church, or the rule of law. Despite the lack of clarity regarding the identity of the “restrainer,” the verb is intended to emphasize the function of holding back, hindering, and preventing the revelation of the man of lawlessness, the Antichrist.

At some point, though, the restraint will be removed and the Antichrist will take over on earth…for a time. At no point will Satan be in control. This is God’s program. History is not a random series of meaningless events. It is rather a succession of periods and happenings that are under the sovereign rule of God, who is the God of history.
 

Those whom the Antichrist will deceive are described in verse 10 as “those who are perishing.” Paul goes on to write,

They perish because they refused to love the truth and so be saved. For this reason God sends them a powerful delusion so that they will believe the lie and so that all will be condemned who have not believed the truth but have delighted in wickedness.
In this paragraph, Paul taught a sobering truth: a person can so resist the truth that he finally becomes deluded and has to believe a lie. There can be no neutral ground: either we believe the truth or we believe a lie. To reject the truth means to receive the lie.

Does this mean that God is to blame for a man’s rejection of Christ? No more than God was to blame for Pharaoh’s spiritual condition when Moses was bringing the plagues on Egypt. Pharaoh heard God’s Word and saw God’s wonders, yet he refused to bow to God’s will. Pharaoh occasionally relented and gave lip service to God’s will; but he always resisted in the end and refused to obey God. He hardened his heart so that he could not believe the truth, and this led to God’s final judgment of the land of Egypt.

God uses the evil consequences of sin in his punishment of the sinner. These consequences are not simply the result of the operation of an impersonal process; Paul can say that God gave people up to the consequences of their sin. God’s hand is in the process whereby the sinner receives the fitting compensation of sin.
 We have the power to choose, but God retains the power over the consequences of our choices.

A Challenge to Persistent Standing

Paul doesn’t stop with setting doctrine straight, though. He concludes with a challenge to persistent standing. He writes in verses 13-17,

But we ought always to thank God for you, brothers loved by the Lord, because from the beginning God chose you 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, stand firm and hold 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 encourage your hearts and strengthen you in every good deed and word.
Paul begins this section with the word “but,” marking a significant change of direction. He goes from speaking of the Antichrist and his destruction, along with all those who believe his lies, to thanking God for the Thessalonian Christians. Why is he thankful? Because God chose them to be saved by calling them through Paul’s gospel so that they might share in the glory of Jesus. 

Does this mean that God chose them to be saved while He chose others to be lost? Absolutely not! God is not an arbitrary, capricious Being who saves only His pets while predestining all others to go to Hell. Instead, His call is universal to every man, woman, and child. All are chosen by Him for salvation. But not all are saved! Why? Because they choose turn their backs on God. Their lostness is not the fault of our heavenly Father! They have only themselves to blame.
 In the same way, we are saved by God’s grace—His doing—through faith—our choosing. Paul acknowledges this at the end of verse 13. 

Based on this, Paul tells them in verse 15, “So then, brothers, stand firm and hold to the teachings we passed on to you, whether by word of mouth or by letter.” Instead of being “easily unsettled or alarmed,” as in the beginning of the chapter, Paul wants them to become stable in their faith. Stability is a coveted quality in every sphere of human life. Governments talk about stabilizing the economy. Builders endeavor to construct stable houses, and carpenters stable furniture. Aircraft and ships have “stabilizers,” to counteract turbulence and the ocean swell. And we admire people who have a stable personality, character and convictions.

How do we stand firm in our faith? By holding onto the truth—what we now have as the completed Scriptures. When it comes to staying calm about Christ’s coming, we need to avoid the prophetic hysteria that does not line up with God’s Word, and understand (to the best of our ability) what He has revealed about His plan for the end.

Paul concludes in verses 16-17, “May our Lord Jesus Christ himself and God our Father, who loved us and by his grace gave us eternal encouragement and good hope, encourage your hearts and strengthen you in every good deed and word.” Once again we are reminded that our spiritual state is not dependent upon our own efforts, but on God’s strength and goodness. 

Paul did not avoid the subject of Christ’s coming, and neither should we. There’s no need to be upset or scared about it, but rather it is something to be anticipated and welcomed. Prophecy is not given to satisfy our curiosity, but to motivate us to action. That’s what living in light of the Lord’s return is all about.

Sure, times are bad…and they’re going to get worse. But our God is greater than the evil around us. Nothing can separate us from His love. Even death is simply the path to His presence. We can’t lose! 

I’d like to close by praying the last two verses of our text this evening:

May our Lord Jesus Christ himself and God our Father, who loved us and by his grace gave us eternal encouragement and good hope, encourage your hearts and strengthen you in every good deed and word. Amen.
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