
Liturgy:

Reading : Luke 17, 20-37                      

Text       : II Thess. 2, 1-6

Ps.     33 : 1,6

Ps. 98 : 4
Hy.    50 : 6,7

Ps.     93 : 1,2,3,4

Hy.    40 : 3,4

Beloved congregation of our Lord Jesus Christ,

Recently in a number of sermons, we have focused on the return of our Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ. Dealing with 1 Thess. 4, 13-18, we learned that when Christ returns the Christian living and the Christian dead will be together again. It will be the day of the great reunion, when together with our loved ones, whom at present we miss due to an empty place on earth, we will rejoice in being with the Lord and this forever. What a great day this will be, something really to look forward to. In a next sermon we focused on 1 Thess. 5, 1-11, from which we learned that our present life is already connected with this great day, since we are children of the Day, hence we ought to live accordingly, always being ready to meet our Saviour, since He can return any time.

Any time – is this indeed true? Can we indeed expect the Lord Jesus to return any moment, so even tonight, or are there still things that need precede His return on the clouds of heaven?  Doesn’t Scripture teach in more than one place that prior to Christ’s return first the church will go through a very hard time? Isn’t this what we read also in the text chosen for this morning’s sermon, “for that day will not come, unless the falling away comes first, and the man of sin is revealed, the son of perdition."
 Is this something still to come, or are we perhaps living already in the midst of it, so that we can indeed expect the Lord Jesus Christ to return any moment? In this morning’s sermon, we will try to find an answer to this question.

I minister the Word of God to you under the following heading,

THE APOSTLE PAUL

ALERTS THE CONGREGATION AT THESSALONICA 

TO THE COMING OF THE MAN OF LAWLESSNESS 

WHICH IS TO PRECEDE THE RETURN OF CHRIST 

We will deal with two questions

1) who is this man of lawlessness

2) has he already come or is he still to come

I
As I mentioned it before, in his second letter to the congregation at Thessalonica, the apostle Paul comes back to a point he had dealt with also in his first letter, namely the imminent return of Christ. Apparently, what he had written about this in his first letter had given rise to disquietness and confusion. Some commentaries say, because of what Paul had written in his first letter certain members within the congregation at Thessalonica had become so pre-occupied in their mind with Christ’s return, that it had a disrupting influence on their daily life. These commentaries refer to Ch. 3, 11 of this second letter, where we read about people who had stopped working, idling their time away in a disorderly manner. Yet the apostle himself does not lay any link to this idleness mentioned in Ch. 3 and those members of the congregation who thought that the day of the Lord had already come.
  

The same commentaries also say, the reason for writing a second letter to the congregation at Thessalonica was that the apostle Paul wanted to rectify certain things. From Paul’s first letter one indeed gets the distinct impression that the return of Christ was imminent, to be expected very soon. Yet since this had given rise to disquietness in the congregation, Paul now writes in his second letter, that people should not overreact, for first there will come a falling away, whilst also first the man of sin is to be revealed.
 In other words – so these commentaries say – by writing a second letter, Paul wants to make clear that Christ’s return was less imminent than some of the Thessalonians thought, after having read Paul’s first letter.

This interpretation of 2 Thess. 2, Br. & Sr., is very common. One meets it in most of the commentaries. Yet is this indeed a logical reasoning? For this would mean that somehow Scripture would contradict itself. In his second letter, Paul then would correct what he had written in his first letter. Yet our confession regarding the infallibility of Scripture makes this conclusion impossible. 

However, this leaves us with the question what then does the apostle Paul mean when he writes before Christ returns first certain things must happen,? When reading the words of our text in their wider context, Br. & Sr., the answer to this question is not so difficult to find.

As regards the wider context of our text, we should start with Ch. 1, where we read upon His return Christ will take vengeance on those who do not know God, and on those who do not obey the gospel. These shall be punished with everlasting destruction, whilst in that same hour the saints will be glorified.
 The question now is when will this be? 
Answering this question – with brings us to Ch. 2 – the apostle does not speak first of all about how long all this still will take, but instead he highlights the character of the time preceding Christ’s return. Speaking about this time, Paul writes the time preceding Christ’s return will be characterized by all kind of lying and deceit. It will be a time – as Christ Himself once said – in which “false christs and false prophets will rise and show great signs and wonders to deceive, if possible, even the elect.”
 A time in which, “many will come in My name – says Christ – saying, ‘I am He’ and ‘The time has drawn near.”
 

Apparently, this had happened also in the congregation at Thessalonica. Voices representing themselves as prophetical spirits had spoken about the day of the Lord as if this day had already come. All this had caused quite some confusion within the congregation at Thessalonica. Well, says Paul now in vs. 3 of Ch. 2, “…” With these words, the apostle does not come back on what he had written in his first letter about Christ’s imminent return, but he warns the congregation at Thessalonica not to believe that this day had come already.

This warning, Br. & Sr., surely has not lost its significance. It remains a timely warning also for today. Repeatedly throughout the ages, the eschatological anxiety of the Maranatha call has often given rise to unspiritual excitement. Even today, many sects think they can foretell exactly the date on which Christ will return. When hearing about it, we too should not become confused or be deceived. Since Scripture teaches quite clearly, “Of that day and hour no one knows.”

In our text the apostle Paul says, “Let no one deceive you by any means, for that day will not come, unless the falling away comes first, and the man of sin is revealed, the son of perdition.”  This falling away refers to a falling away from God and His commandments, which in turn will cause lawlessness, sin. These two always go together, whilst the man of sin triggers it. The man of sin or as it can also be translated ‘the man of lawlessness’.

This brings us to the first question we want to answer in this morning’s sermon, namely who is this man of lawlessness. Do these words refer to one specific person, who will appear towards the close of the age? In light of other passages of Scripture, the answer is ‘No’. I think here once again of Matthew 24, from which I quoted also earlier. In this chapter, Christ speaks about the signs of the times and the end of the age. Says Christ, one of the signs will be that false prophets will arise who will do their utmost – if possible – even to lead the believers astray causing them to fall away from the truth. All this will clear the way for the man of lawlessness, the son of perdition. This last name highlights what will come from those who follow this man of lawlessness. This man seeks nothing else but man’s destruction. He aims at the destruction in particular of those who belong to Christ. I think here of vs. 4, where we read what this man of lawlessness shall do. He will oppose and exalt “himself …” (quote the whole verse)
The temple of God – that is in the New Dispensation the congregation of Christ. Yet vs. 4 is phrased in such a way that thought must be given also to the temple in Jerusalem, especially in view of what had happened about 12 years before Paul wrote this letter. In the year 37AD, Caligula had become Caesar of the Roman Empire. This Caligula was much crueler than his predecessors were. He indulged in unrestrained behavior. In year 39 AD, he even demanded that a statue of him be placed in the temple at Jerusalem. He thus wanted to sit as God in the temple of God, showing himself to be God.
 This planned action brought such an upheaval among the Jews that the Roman governor in Syria refused to carry out this command, since he knew that this would inevitably lead to a fierce revolt in the region he was in charge of; even Agrippa, who in other instances was very servile, tried to intervene in this issue. Finally, the whole plan lapsed since God Himself called the actions of this lawless Roman emperor to a halt by his death in 41 AD.

No doubt, reading what Paul writes in vs. 4, the Thessalonians will have linked this with this event that had happened 12 years ago. Moreover, it might well be that just because of this event some had concluded that the day of the Lord had already come, especially when linking it also with some of the prophecies of the OT.
  Yet this was a wrong conclusion. For no matter how lawless Caligula had been, at God’s time he had left the scene. Nevertheless – as I read it somewhere –it showed so to speak that the volcano was already smoking.
 As Paul also points it out in the continuation of this chapter when he writes, “the mystery of lawlessness is already at work,”
 and all of a sudden it may receive a leader, like it did in Caligula, and also later on throughout the ages, when men (plural) of lawlessness arose. Yet repeatedly God called them to a halt. Thus, the volcano is smoking and at certain moments, it does indeed spit lava: think of Caligula, or to mention another Roman emperor, once could refer also to Nero. In this same context, I also think of a men like Stalin and Hitler in the previous century. Yet there still is restraint. However, one day God will no longer restrain the man of lawlessness in coming to full power. However – according to vs. 8 – this will coincide with Christ’s return, who in that day will consume this man of lawlessness with the breath of His mouth, destroying him with the brightness of His coming. I will say more about this in the second point of the sermon. For as yet we have not finished with vs. 4.

Thus far, we have linked the expression ‘the temple of God’ only to the temple in Jerusalem and to what happened in year 37 AD. However, as I said before, in the New Dispensation the temple of God is the congregation of Christ, the church. Well, it is in particular the church, against which the man of lawlessness will exalt himself trying to lead people astray, by attractive slogans, for example. Thus, the apostle Paul will warn also us. A warning, Br. & Sr., of which we should not make light, lest we close our eyes for the dangers that may threaten also us.

Let me try to make this a bit clearer. When speaking about the return of the Lord Jesus Christ, sometimes one hears the remark, “Before He comes first things must grow worse,” whereby people often think of fierce persecution. This can leave the impression as if the time we live in today is yet not that bad. We still live in freedom, under a government, which yet does not interfere with church life. We are not yet pressed against our will. When all these things come, yes, then it really shows that the end of the age has come. 

However, Br. & Sr., it’s quite remarkable that in his second letter to the Thessalonians the apostle Paul, referring to the return of Christ, does not speak first of all about persecutions. In fact, at the time of writing this letter the Thessalonians suffered persecution already. You can read about this in Ch. 1, 4. The man of lawlessness, however, will not come persecuting the church but with great signs and lying wonders, vs. 9. He will pretend to be a benefactor and redeemer. Yet in doing so, he is deceiving people. This, beloved, might be worse than fierce persecution. 

We all know living in a world full of temptations constitutes great danger. Yet when thinking about the antichrist we often have different dangers in mind. Often the thought is the church will really suffer, when brute force is used against us. However, one wonders whether this perception does justice to what Scripture teaches. Take the congregation at Thessalonica. They suffered persecution already, but the apostle now warns them that time will grow worse when the man of lawlessness comes. 
This thought is confirmed elsewhere in Scripture. I think of what we read in Rev. 12, which first speaks about the dragon pursuing the woman who had borne the male child. This woman represents the church in the New Dispensation. Yet when these attempts of the dragon have no success, since God provides the woman a place in the wilderness, he tries something else. In Rev. 12, 15 it reads, “The serpent spewed water out of his mouth like a flood after the woman, that he might cause her to be carried away by the flood.” This flood of water symbolizes the pleasures of this present world, by which Satan tries to tempt God’s faithful children. The woman receives from God a place in the wilderness, like Israel when it was on its way to the Promised Land. In the wilderness, God provided for His people, by water from the rock and manna from heaven. However Satan now says, I can provide water as well. You need not to be completely depended on God. That’s the picture Rev. 12 portrays us. 
In symbolic language, this tells us something about the tactics of the evil one, who at times tries to lure children of God away with attractive slogans, deceiving them that there is nothing wrong with this or with that. Sometimes the devil does so even using the Bible; for example, when people quote Scripture, yet totally out of context. That’s how the evil one tries to make himself strong, and he laughs when we fall for it, give in, and in the process are lured away from God. 
This happens, for example, when church members say, “each can have his opinion, who says that you are right?” In cases like these, mostly there is an unwillingness to submit oneself to the Word of God unconditionally. We want it our own way, but often it is a lawless way, a sinful way. We claim freedom to make our own choices. Today’s society speaks very highly of this personal freedom. It’s the climate we live in and it is affecting also life within the church, to the extent that the truth of the Bible is undermined, undermined by critical questions like: “Why can’t I have my own opinion on this or that matter? Why am I always hassled about my way of life? I still love the Lord?” Yet the undercurrent is people want more freedom than God’s Word allows us.

Beloved, let us be on guard so that we may recognize the dangers that threaten the church, dangers, which might be far worse than times of fierce persecution. Throughout the course of time, the lying propaganda of the man of lawlessness has made more victims among church members than times of fierce persecution. Well, with the end of the age drawing near the evil one will only become more cunning in these tactics. Let us pray, therefore, that the Lord will make us steadfast in love and faithfulness towards Him, so that we are not carried away by the deceit of the man of lawlessness.

The words chosen as text for this morning’s sermon thus teach us not to be mistaken as if the worst scenario for the church would be a time of fierce persecution. For when Satan does not succeed in destroying the church by brute force, he will use the man of lawlessness who by great signs and lying wonders will lead astray, where possible, even the elect. 
Yet all this is not written to discourage us, for when the man of lawlessness comes, Christ’s return will be imminent and when He comes He will consume this man of lawlessness with the breath of His mouth, destroy him with the brightness of His coming. This brings us to the second point of the sermon.

II
In the verses chosen as text for this morning’s sermon, the apostle Paul alerts the congregation at Thessalonica to the coming of the man of lawlessness, which is to precede the return of Christ. From the first point of the sermon, we learned that God called the final coming of this man of lawlessness repeatedly to a halt, so that he could not yet fully wield his power. That time will come when Christ’s return is imminent. Does this mean, therefore, that the full power of this man of lawlessness is still to come? 

Answering this question, we should not overlook what we read in vs. 7, where Paul warns the Thessalonians, “Nevertheless, the mystery of lawlessness is already at work.” To use the image I used before, Paul says here, the volcano is smoking already and at times, it even spits lava. From a historical perspective I can say, throughout the ages, Satan has brought to the scene a man of lawlessness already many times. In the first point of the sermon, I mentioned the names of two Roman emperors: Caligula and Nero. I also mentioned the names of Stalin and Adolph Hitler. However, since the time of Christ’s return had not yet come God called these cruel men to a halt, using other powers in this world to break their lawlessness. In the WO II, for example, God used the force of the United States of America and their allies to break the cruel power of Hitler and the German empire. After the WO II, God used the balance of power between East and West to restrain the triumph of communist dictators like Stalin and others, which finally also led to the fall of the Berlin Wall.
As regards this restraining work of God, we read in vs. 6, “…” Many translations include in the first part of this verse the word ‘him’: “And now you know what is restraining him.” Who is this ‘him’? In most of the commentaries you will find that this ‘him’ is spoken about as the man of lawlessness. Yet again, this solution does no justice to the context. For in the previous verses the apostle Paul wrote about what restrains the coming of Christ. Writes Paul, before Christ can return first there will come a falling away, whilst also first the man of lawlessness must be revealed, vs. 3. Well, in the following verses the apostle Paul comes back to this. 
In vs. 5 he writes, “…” Apparently already during his stay in Thessalonica Paul had spoken about these things, namely that towards the close of the age apostasy and lawlessness would increase. Therefore, vs. 6, “You know what is restraining Him – Him with a capital letter i.e. the Lord Jesus Christ – that He may be revealed in His own time,” i.e. at the time appointed by the Father. Thus, the ‘him’ of vs. 6 does not refer to the man of lawlessness, but also in this verse Paul speaks about the coming of Christ. 

There is another argument that confirms this exegesis. In vs. 6 it reads, “that he may be revealed in his own time.”  If indeed the man of lawlessness was spoken about here, he would come in his own time. However, the lawless one has no time of his own, since God is the one, who determines the time. 

Summarizing in vs. 6 Paul writes about what restrains the coming of Christ. He says, “And now you know what is restraining Him.”  For first there must come a time of falling away, a time of great apostasy.

I already mentioned that the Lord Jesus Himself also has spoken about this time of apostasy, which was to come. Christ did so in particular in His speech about the signs of the times and the end of the age, Mt. 24.  In this speech, Christ says amongst others, first the gospel of the kingdom must be preached throughout the whole world, i.e. the gospel of salvation in Jesus Christ. Yet before the end comes, also the response to the gospel must be revealed. In this context we must think of a twofold response: faith and repentance, but also unbelief and a hardening of the heart. Well, these are the things which still restrain the return of Christ and that is the reason that until now many times God called the powers of lawlessness repeatedly to a halt. God will continue to do so until this earth will be ripe for harvest.

This still leaves us with the question when will this be? Before Christ returns, must lawlessness in this world still grow worse or are we at present already right in the middle of the high days of the man of lawlessness? 
To be able to answer this question, first we have to address another question, namely whether the gospel has already been preached throughout the whole world. This last question is difficult to answer. Perhaps it is not very difficult to point to tribes and people who as yet have not heard the gospel of salvation in Jesus Christ. Missionaries still go out to the ends of the earth. Yet, who can say whether at certain places where now the gospel is preached > who can say whether never before the gospel has been preached in these places, whether perhaps in the past there has been a falling away, apostasy that erased all traces of the preaching of the gospel? I think here of certain areas in Asia Minor and Northern Africa where flourishing congregations of the Lord Jesus Christ were found in the early history of the church. However, due to apostasy creeping in, due to leaving the first love, Christ took the lampstand away. In other words, we have to be careful when we say Christ cannot yet return for the gospel hasn’t been preached everywhere. 

Well, the same applies to the measure of apostasy and lawlessness. One shudders, when he sees and hears how in today’s society God and His Christ are mocked at.  Moreover the number of faithful Christians is becoming smaller and smaller. One may indeed wonder is this still to grow worse? Is this perhaps a sign that the man of lawlessness has already come or is he still to come?

I have already pointed out that throughout history there have been many of these men. Yet repeatedly their power was broken by anti-powers sent by God. From this, one could conclude: thus, we are still waiting for the coming of the final man of lawlessness, yet who and when? Say once again there will come such a man wielding his antichristian power and that power will not be broken within a shorter or longer span of time, will that then be the man our text is referring to, the man in whom Satan concentrates all his energy and lawlessness? Br. and sr., who is able to say beforehand, “This is he!” The power of a man like Hitler, for example, lasted for more than a decade.

Concluding this morning’s sermon, we must say in 2 Thess. 2 the apostle Paul points us to the signs, which are preceding the return of Christ, yet he does not do this in such a detailed way that we can figure out exactly when Christ will return. In vs. 6 Paul simple writes, “He will be revealed in His own time,” i.e. Christ will return at the time appointed by God. When will this be? Nowhere does Scripture give us an exact answer to this question. What Scripture does teach is that we should be watchful, lest Christ’s return will take us by surprise like a thief in the night. 

Christ will indeed come in His own time. Whenever that time will be, He expects us to be ready. That’s why He has taught us to watch God’s clock. The hands on this clock are indeed rapidly progressing towards Christ’s return. The signs of the times show that the hour of truth is close. However, when it still will take time, let us not become impatient, nor slacken in faith. Instead, beloved, remain watchful. Keep watching God’s clock, so that when Christ comes you are indeed ready to meet Him, any time, even tonight.

Amen.
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