
“THE MAN OF LAWLESSNESS”

I. Introduction

A. As I noted in the previous sermon in this series, this section of 2 
Thessalonians is one of the most important Bible passages for our 
understanding of the figure who is referred to elsewhere as the 
antichrist.

1. While the name ‘antichrist’ is not used in this text, there are a 
number of factors that strongly indicate that this is who Paul 
is talking about here.

2. We will consider those factors later on in this sermon.

3. But before we delve into this text, I want to call your 
attention to what it was that motivated Paul to write to the 
Thessalonians about such things.

4. Paul says in verse 2 that he does not want them to be shaken 
in mind or alarmed.

5. In other words, it was his pastoral concern for these 
Christians that caused him to write about matters of 
eschatology, the category of theology that deals with the end 
times.

6. This is significant, because it shows us that these matters are 
not just for people who like to speculate about obscure 
points of doctrine.

7. Eschatology has practical significance for the Christian life.

B. Here in 2 Thessalonians 2, Paul's’ teaching about the antichrist 
stretches all the way to verse 12.

1. The fact that there is so much to explore in these twelve 
verses has led me to decide to deal with this section in at 
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least two separate sermons.

2. Tonight, we will be looking at the first four verses of chapter 
2, where Paul introduces this man of lawlessness.

3. For our sermon outline, we will be considering three points:  
what Paul has to say about the day of the Lord; what he says 
about the two signs of the end; and what he says about the 
antichrist and his activity.

II. The Day of the Lord

A. The chapter begins with Paul referring to “the coming of our Lord 
Jesus Christ.”

1. In verse 2 he describes this same event as “the day of the 
Lord.”

2. This is a phrase that is frequently used by the Old Testament 
prophets to describe the day when the Lord will come in 
judgment against all who set themselves against him.

3. For example, Isaiah 13:9-11 says, “Behold, the day of the 
LORD comes, cruel, with wrath and fierce anger, to make the 
land a desolation and to destroy its sinners from it. For the 
stars of the heavens and their constellations will not give 
their light; the sun will be dark at its rising, and the moon 
will not shed its light. I will punish the world for its evil, and 
the wicked for their iniquity; I will put an end to the pomp 
of the arrogant, and lay low the pompous pride of the 
ruthless.”

4. The fact that Paul uses the terminology of “the day of the 
Lord” here tells us that he is talking about the same thing 
that he was talking about in the preceding section:  the 
return of Christ at the time of the final judgment.

B. Paul also says that this coming of Christ will involve “our being 
gathered together” to Christ.



3

1. Some interpreters have argued that this is referring to the 
first stage in a two-stage scenario for the second coming of 
Christ, and event that is popularly known as ‘the rapture.’

2. This teaching is promoted by our dispensationalist brethren, 
who claim that Jesus’ second coming will take place in two 
stages.

3. First, there will be a secret coming in which Jesus gathers 
believers to himself.

4. Then, after seven years of great tribulation, Jesus will return 
for the final judgment.

5. Since this teaching was first formulated in the late 19th 
century, it has become a very popular way of conceiving of 
the end times.

6. The problem is that it is sorely lacking when it comes to 
biblical support.

7. There is no biblical evidence for the idea that the second 
coming of Christ will be a two-stage event.

8. All of the passages that our dispensationalist brethren cite in 
support of a rapture simply describe the gathering of 
believers to Christ at the end of history.

C. Here in our text, Jesus will gather his people to himself on “the day 
of the Lord,” which Paul describes in chapter 1 as the day when 
Christ will come to judge his enemies “in flaming fire.”

1. And in 1 Thessalonians 4, the reference to Christians being 
“caught up together… in the clouds to meet the Lord in the 
air” is immediately followed by this statement:  “and so we 
will always be with the Lord.”

2. Take special note of this.



4

3. First Thessalonians 4 is the classic proof-text for the rapture, 
but it says absolutely nothing about a two-stage coming of 
Christ.

4. The reason why it does not do so is very clear:  the second 
coming of Christ will not take place in two-stages.

5. In other words, there will not be a rapture.

6. The gathering of the saints will take place at the same time 
that the day of judgment takes place.

III. Two Signs of the End

A. Paul says that Christ’s return will be preceded by two signs:  the 
rebellion and the revealing of the man of lawlessness.

1. He calls the Thessalonians attention to these signs because 
they had been exposed to some false teaching that said that 
the day of the Lord had already come.

2. While this may seem like an odd claim, there are people 
today who say the very same thing.

3. The Jehovah’s Witnesses believe that Jesus returned in an 
invisible manner and was enthroned over his kingdom on 
October 1, 1914.

4. And others have argued that the second coming happened 
in an invisible and figurative manner in A.D. 70.

5. The confusion about the end times that plagued these first 
century Christians is still present today.

B. Paul responds to these false teachings by saying, “Let no one 
deceive you in any way.”

1. This is a statement that bears serious reflection.
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2. It tells us that individual Christians are responsible for 
guarding against false teaching.

3. We need to listen very carefully to what is taught from the 
pulpit.

4. We need to pay attention to the things that are permitted and 
and promoted by church courts.

5. We need to be like the Bereans, measuring teachings against 
the Word of God.

6. It is certainly true that unfaithful leaders and liberal 
seminaries bear part of the responsibility for the false 
teaching that runs rampant in various branches of the 
church.

7. But we need to remember that there would be no platform 
for false teaching if there was not anyone who was willing to 
listen to it.

8. The responsibility for guarding against false doctrine rests 
upon the shoulders of ordinary Christians.

9. This is made clear in 2 Timothy 4, where Paul tells Timothy 
that the last days will be characterized by the fact that 
“people will not endure sound teaching, but having itching 
ears they will accumulate for themselves teachers to suit 
their own passions.” (2 Tim. 4:3)

C. The first sign that will precede Christ’s return is something that 
Paul calls “the rebellion.”

1. The Greek word here is ‘apostasy’, which describes a falling 
away from the truth.

2. In other words, the second coming will be preceded by a 
wide-scale apostasy among professing Christians.
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3. This first sign is intimately connected to the second sign:  the 
revealing of the man of lawlessness.

4. As we will see in a few moments, he is the one who leads 
people astray.

D. Before we look at the specific things that Paul has to say about this 
man of lawlessness, we need to address a question that arises when 
we read this passage in light of something that is said in Paul’s first 
letter to the Thessalonians.

1. In chapter 5 of that letter, Paul says that “the day of the Lord 
will come like a thief in the night.” (v. 2)

2. It will come suddenly and without warning, so that people 
are not expecting it.

3. But if that is the case, then how can Paul say that Christ’s 
return will be preceded by these two signs?

4. The answer to this question is found by understanding that 
these signs have already begun to be fulfilled but have not 
yet been brought to the point of consummation.

5. There is already a great deal of apostasy among those who 
call themselves Christians.

6. There are already plenty of figures who are forerunners of 
the final antichrist.

7. And there are points in history when these two signs 
escalate to such levels of intensity that God’s people begin to 
think that the end must be at hand.

8. Even though these signs point to the end, they do not enable 
us to predict the exact timing of the end.

9. As Anthony Hoekema explains, “We simply do not know 
how the final antichrist will arise or what form his 
appearance will take.  In our day of rapid change, such a 
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person could rise up in a very short time.  In the meantime, 
we must always be alert to the presence of antichristian 
forces, movements, and leaders in our own day, as one of the 
continuing signs that we are living ‘between the times.’ [The 
Bible and the Future, 162]

IV. The Activity of the Man of Lawlessness

A. We turn now to consider how Paul describes the man of 
lawlessness and his activity.

1. First, we need to address the matter of why most interpreters 
think that this is the same figure who is referred to in John’s 
epistles as the antichrist.

2. Paul does not use that name here, but there are a number of 
parallels between these two figures.

3. Both are mentioned in contexts that have to do with the day 
of the Lord.

4. Both are individual figures at the end of history who have 
forerunners all throughout history.

5. Both do the same thing:  they deceive God’s people and set 
themselves up in place of God.

6. Consider 1 John 2:18, which says, “it is the last hour, and as 
you have heard that antichrist is coming, so now many 
antichrists have come.”

7. Notice the similarity between that and what Paul says in our 
text.

8. He says that the man of lawlessness has yet to be revealed, 
but he also says in verse 7 that “the mystery of lawlessness is 
already at work.”

9. In light of these parallels, we can safely conclude that Paul’s 
man of lawlessness is the same person as John’s antichrist.
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B. In this passage, Paul calls this figure the man of lawlessness and the 
son of destruction.

1. He is lawless because he defies God’s law and replaces it 
with his own laws.

2. There are many ways in which this is being done in the 
church today.

3. There are churches that say that homosexuality and abortion 
are morally acceptable.

4. There are churches that refuse to proclaim that a person can 
only be reconciled to God through faith in Jesus Christ.

5. We need to realize that such teachings come from the spirit 
of antichrist.

6. This is why the man of lawlessness is also called the son of 
destruction.

7. The antichrist and those who follow his teachings are 
destined for judgment and perdition.

C. Paul also says that the man of lawlessness opposes the true God 
and exalts himself over every so-called god and object of worship.

1. He is an adversary to God, to God’s Word, and to God’s 
people.

2. He seeks to consolidate all power in himself.

3. And his ultimate attempt to do so will involve taking his 
seat in the temple of God and proclaiming himself to be 
God.

4. In this context, the word “temple” does not refer to the 
temple in Jerusalem in the first century.
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5. Nor does it refer to a supposed temple that will be rebuilt at 
some point in the future.

6. In Paul’s writings, the church is now God’s temple. 

7. Paul is telling us that this figure will claim authority over 
Christ’s church and will demand the kind of honor and 
obedience that belongs to God alone.

8. This alludes to a prophecy in Daniel 11, where it says this 
about a second century B.C. Syrian king who was one of the 
antichrist’s forerunners:  “Forces from him shall appear and 
profane the temple and fortress, and shall take away the 
regular burnt offering.  And they shall set up the 
abomination that makes desolate.  He shall seduce with 
flattery those who violate the covenant, but the people who 
know their God shall stand firm and take action… And the 
king shall do as he wills. He shall exalt himself and magnify 
himself above every god, and shall speak astonishing things 
against the God of gods.” (Dan. 11:31–32, 36)

9. That prophecy had an initial fulfillment in the second 
century B.C., and it will have a climactic fulfillment just 
before Christ’s return.

10. Under the leadership of this man of lawlessness, there will 
be a great apostasy in the church, and only a remnant will 
remain faithful.

11. In the words of commentator William Hendriksen, “by and 
large, the visible Church will forsake the true faith.” [170]

V. Conclusion

A. This is a sobering passage, or at least it should be.

1. It should cause us to be vigilant.
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2. It should help us to realize that if we are not on guard we 
will be deceived by antichrist and his forerunners.

B. The Lord Jesus really is coming again in glory.

1. So let us stay alert and be ready.

2. For as Paul says in his first letter to these Christians, “you 
are not in darkness, brothers, for that day to surprise you 
like a thief.  For you are all children of light, children of the 
day.  We are not of the night or of the darkness.  So then let 
us not sleep, as others do, but let us keep awake and be 
sober… For God has not destined us for wrath, but to obtain 
salvation through our Lord Jesus Christ.” (1 Thess. 5:4–9) 


