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Excursus on Antichrist 
 
1. The background 
 
 The personage called “the man of lawlessness” is certainly identical with the 
personage elsewhere referred to as Antichrist. The earliest literary occurrence of Greek 
ajntivcristo" is in 1 John 2:18, but the word and its significance were already known to 
the readers of that document: “you have heard,” the writer tells them, “that Antichrist is 
coming.” The teachers against whom the writer warns were so many lesser “antichrists” 
who presumably were paving the way for the final Antichrist himself. It is a reasonable 
inference from his language that the final Antichrist would lead a largescale departure 
from God. He does not say from whom or when his readers had heard of the coming of 
Antichrist; it was part of the common stock of early Christian eschatology (see 
Introduction). 
 The rise and development of the expectation of Antichrist were examined in 1895 
by Bousset (The Antichrist Legend). He concluded, from a study of the relevant 
literature, that the Christian expectation was adapted from an existing Jewish 
conception. According to Bousset’s reconstruction of the Antichrist expectation, 
Antichrist would appear among the Jews after the fall of Rome, proclaiming his divine 
status and installing his cult in the Jerusalem temple. He would himself be a Jew, born 
of the tribe of Dan (an idea based on Gen 49:17; Deut 33:22; Jer 8:16). Elijah would 
appear and denounce him, and would be put to death for his pains. Antichrist would 
reign for three and a half years. True believers, refusing to give him the worship which 
he demanded, would seek refuge in the wilderness and be pursued by him there, but 
when they are on the point of being wiped out, he is destroyed by the intervention of 
God (who may use an agent such as Michael the archangel or the Messiah of David’s 
line). 
 All the details in this reconstruction are attested separately in the literature, but 
they do not add up to a picture which can properly be called “the Antichrist legend.” 
Some pieces of evidence do point to the idea of a Jewish Antichrist, but those which 
point to a Gentile Antichrist are more relevant to the NT. The Antichrist expectation was 
held among Jews and Christians alike, but in both communities it took a wide variety of 
forms. 
 A near-synonym of ajntivcristo" is yeudovcristo", which appears in the Olivet 
discourse of the Gospels; during the coming unparalleled time of distress, says Jesus, 
“false Christs and false prophets will arise and show signs and wonders, to lead astray, 
if possible, the elect” (Mark 13:22 par. Matt 24:24). Like the Antichrist of 1 John 4:3, 
these “false Christs” are linked with false prophets who, speaking by the spirit of error 
(to; pneu'ma th'" plavnh", 1 John 4:6), lead their hearers astray (ajpoplana'n, Mark 13:22). 
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 The Antichrist himself does this, but he goes farther than the “false Christs” of the 
Olivet prophecy by claiming divine worship for himself, 
 The attempt by the Emperor Gaius (Caligula) to set up his statue in the temple at 
Jerusalem was fresh in the minds of Jews and Christians when the gospel came to 
Thessalonica, and would be remembered by readers of 2 Thess 2:4, which describes 
the leader of the end-time rebellion as “exalting himself above every so-called god or 
object of worship, so that he takes his seat in the sanctuary of God and proclaims 
himself to be God.” During the critical days of AD 40 some of the disciples of Jesus 
probably thought that his words about “the abomination of desolation standing where he 
ought not” (Mark 13:14) were on the point of being fulfilled by Gaius, and published the 
discourse to which those words belonged so that Christians would know what to do 
when the appalling horror materialized. The parenthesis “let the reader understand,” 
attached to the reference to the abomination of desolation, may have been a direction to 
the reader of this separate leaflet (which was later incorporated in the Gospel of Mark). 
 In any event, Gaius’s statue was not set up in the temple; it proved unnecessary 
for the Judean disciples to “flee to the mountains” on that occasion. But the dismay and 
anxiety of those days remained for long in the memories of those most closely affected, 
and suggested to them what was likely to happen when the abomination of desolation 
did indeed stand “where he ought not.” 
 The phrase “the abomination of desolation” goes back two centuries before the 
time of Gaius. It was the derogatory designation given by Jews to the installation of the 
cult of Olympian Zeus in the Jerusalem temple by the Seleucid monarch Antiochus IV 
toward the end of 167 BC It is applied in 1 Maccabees 1:54 to the altar of Olympian 
Zeus which Antiochus’s agents erected on top of the altar of Yahweh. But in origin the 
bdevlugma ejrhmwvsew" or rather its Hebrew Vorlage µmç ≈wqç (Dan 12:11, etc.), was a 
mocking pun on wymç l[b (“the lord of heaven”), the name by which Olympian Zeus was 
known in the Aramaic-speaking parts of Antiochus’s kingdom (cf Nestle, “Der Greuel der 
Verwüstung”). 
 Antiochus’s title Epiphanes (“manifest”) expressed his claim to be the earthly 
manifestation of his patron deity, Olympian Zeus. It is probably because the god whom 
he allegedly manifested usurped the place of the God of Israel that Antiochus is said to 
“exalt himself and magnify himself above every god, and . . . speak astonishing things 
against the God of gods” (Dan 11:36), language which anticipates what is said about 
the man of lawlessness in 2 Thess 2:4. 
 Three years after the cult of Olympian Zeus was installed at Jerusalem it was 
removed, and the temple was restored to its proper use (a restoration commemorated 
ever since then in the Jewish festival of the Dedication or Hanukkah). The picturesque 



wording used to describe the idolatrous installation was retained and reapplied to 
comparable sacrileges. Jesus, as we have seen, spoke of the setting up of the 
(personal) “abomination [vol. 45, p. 181] of desolation” as a future event which would 
launch the great tribulation of the last days. The Matthaean form of his discourse 
envisages the abomination as “standing in the holy place” (Matt 24:15). This has 
sometimes been thought to point to the Roman legionaries setting up their standards in 
the temple court while the sanctuary was going up in flames at the end of August, AD 
70, and offering sacrifice to them opposite the east gate (Josephus, Bell 6.316). While 
Josephus may have seen a fulfillment of Daniel’s prophecy in this event (cf Bruce, 
“Josephus and Daniel”), the Evangelists probably did not; the temple court was not “the 
holy place,” and there was no demand that the Jews should join in the worship of the 
Roman standards. Besides, by the time that this act of sacrilege took place, it was too 
late for those in Judea to “flee to the mountains.” 
 
2. In the Apocalypse 
 
 Antichrist appears again in the NT in the Apocalypse, although he is not called by 
that name there. The beast from the abyss which kills the two witnesses of God in Rev 
11:7 is introduced more formally in Rev 13. In the first ten verses of that chapter we can 
hardly fail to recognize a more detailed description of the man of lawlessness of 2 
Thess 2, although in Revelation there is some oscillation between the antichristian 
power and the individual in whom that power is vested for the time being. But for John 
of Patmos the antichristian power is unambiguously the Roman Empire which, with 
Nero’s assault on the Christians of Rome in the aftermath of the great fire of AD 64, had 
embarked on the intermittent course of persecution of the church which was to last for 
two and a half centuries. 
 But the fact that the imperial power persecuted Christians would not have 
sufficed to equate it with Antichrist in their eyes. Nero’s attack on them may have been 
capricious, but the real issue between church and empire in the generations which 
followed was a religious one. The imperial power claimed divine honors which 
Christians could not conscientiously accord it. When the emperor claimed the title 
kuvrio" in a divine sense, they were bound to refuse it; to them there was one Lord, 
Jesus Christ, and to grant the title to anyone else in the sense in which they used it of 
Christ would have been high treason against him. The emperor’s claim to the title in that 
sense made him Antichrist, a rival Christ, who treated the refusal of the divine honors 
which he claimed as high treason against him, or against the Roman state. 
 John sees this state of affairs developing until it reaches its climax in the first 
beast of Revelation 13, the ultimate Antichrist. The depiction of this beast represents a 
conjunction of ancient symbols. Some of these were of great antiquity; his seven heads, 
for example, link him with Leviathan, the primeval monster that symbolizes the unruly 



deep, curbed by the Creator’s fiat. His ten horns link him with the fourth beast of 
Daniel’s vision of judgment (Dan 7:7). (The fact that the great red dragon of Rev 12:3 
also has seven heads and ten horns indicates that it is he who energizes the beast, as 
Rev 13:2b states in less pictorial language.) It is not only [vol. 45, p. 182] with Daniel’s 
fourth beast that John’s beast is linked; he incorporates features of all four of Daniel’s 
beasts, and he also takes over the functions of the “little horn” which Daniel saw 
sprouting from the head of his fourth beast; like the “little horn” (Dan 7:21), he “makes 
war with the saints and prevails against them” (Rev. 13:7). Like the man of lawlessness, 
he receives all but universal worship. The duration of his rule (forty-two months) is 
based on Dan 7:25; 9:27; 12:7. 
 In the receiving of worldwide worship, John’s imperial beast is greatly helped by 
the “false prophet,” portrayed as “another beast which rose out of the earth” in Rev 
13:11. It is this false prophet who performs the “mighty works and signs and lying 
wonders” by which, according to 2 Thess 2:9, 10, people are beguiled into worshiping 
the man of lawlessness. Here John may have had in mind the priesthood of the 
emperor-worship which had been established as a popular cult in the province of Asia 
since 29 BC 
 John foresees the end-product of the beast’s regime to be a social and economic 
boycott of all who refuse to worship him, cutting them off from access to the necessities 
of life. But, as in 2 Thess 2:8, the man of lawlessness is destroyed by the Advent of 
Christ, so in Rev 19:20 the beast and the false prophet are consigned to perdition by the 
victorious Word of God at his appearing. 
 In Rev 17 the imperial beast reappears, serving as a mount for the scarlet 
woman, the city of Rome. The beast’s seven heads are interpreted incidentally as the 
city’s seven hills but more importantly as seven emperors, five of whom have come and 
gone, one of whom is currently on the throne, and the seventh of whom will rule only for 
a short time. The eighth emperor, who will succeed the short-lived seventh, will be the 
demonically energized persecuting Antichrist, but in fact he will be one of the seven, 
restored to life. (He is identical with the head which, according to Rev 13:3, had its 
mortal wound healed.) It has been supposed by many commentators that this detail 
reflects the belief in Nero redivivus. The identity of this demonic ruler is not divulged; the 
numerical value of his name is said to be 666, which might point to Nero Caesar (Heb. 
rsq ˆwrn, so spelled in Mur 18.1, dated AD 55/56). Certainly there is clear evidence in the 
generations immediately following that the last Antichrist was envisaged by many 
Christians as a returning Nero. 
 
3. The imperial persecutor 
 
 The Ascension of Isaiah, an early Christian document, incorporates a Testament 
of Hezekiah, in which the ultimate Antichrist appears as an incarnation of Beliar (the 



Greek spelling of Belial, as in 2 Cor 6:15), the spirit of evil in the world. This expected 
incarnation of Beliar, moreover, is identified with the returning Nero, described by King 
Hezekiah as “a lawless king, the slayer of his mother” (AscIsa 4:2)—a reference to 
Nero’s widely suspected responsibility for the killing of the younger Agrippina. This king, 
Hezekiah continues, “will persecute the plant which the twelve apostles of the Beloved 
have planted” (AscIsa 4:3). 
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 From about the same date (late first century AD) some of the Sibylline Oracles 
foretell the domination of Beliar, who will be burned up with “all men of pride, all who put 
their trust in him” (SibOr 3.63–75), and also predict the return of Nero (SibOr 5.137–
154), without apparently identifying the two, for Nero is an impious tyrant while Beliar is 
a false prophet who leads many astray, including “many faithful and elect among the 
Hebrews.” 
 Both these manifestations of Antichrist—the false prophet and the persecuting 
tyrant—are found in early Christian literature. But during the age of imperial repression 
of the church the persecuting tyrant naturally occupied a prominent place in Christian 
thought about Antichrist. The author of the Ep. of Barnabas (circa AD 90) seems to 
have envisaged him as overthrowing the Flavian dynasty of emperors (his interpretation 
of the three “horns” of Dan 7:8, 20) and ruling in their place (4:4, 5). This author was 
also moved to the conviction that the last days had set in by a report that the temple in 
Jerusalem was about to be rebuilt (inevitably, from his viewpoint, an antichristian 
institution). These last days would consummate the epoch of evil, controlled by the 
power variously called “the black one” and “the wicked archon” (2:1; 4:9, 13). 
 Mention has been made above (see comment on 2:2) of the opinion expressed 
(by a Christian named Judas, in a discourse on the seventy heptads of Dan 9:24–27) 
that the severity of the persecution of the church under Septimius Severus (AD 202) 
pointed to the imminent approach of Antichrist. 
 Christian perspective on the subject was naturally changed when the empire 
began to show favor to the church instead of persecuting it. On the other hand, the 
Jews suffered more persecution under the Christian emperors than they had done 
under their pagan predecessors; it is in the post-Constantinian age that Jewish literature 
first presents a Roman Antichrist, in the person of Armillus (probably a corruption of 
Romulus), who is to be slain by the Messiah (TgIsa 11:4, for example, says of the 
“shoot from the stump of Jesse,” that “with the breath of his lips he shall slay the wicked 
Armillus”). 
 



4. The false prophet 
 
 The portrayal of the Antichrist as a false prophet and misleader of the elect rather 
than a persecutor is also attested in the NT writings; indeed, the only explicit NT 
instances of ajntivcristo" relate to false teaching. John in his letters sees the spirit of 
Antichrist manifesting itself in contemporary docetic teaching which denied Christ’s 
coming “in flesh” (1 John 4:2, 3; 2 John 7); those who misled people by such teaching 
he describes as “many antichrists” whose activity was a token that it was now “the last 
hour” (1 John 2:18). 
 While Jude does not use the term ajntivcristo", it is probable that, when he 
denounces certain false teachers as “loud-mouthed boasters” (v 16), he alludes to the 
“little hom” of Dan 7:8 with “a mouth speaking great things” and to the self-willed king of 
Dan 11:36 who “shall speak astonishing [vol. 45, p. 184] things against the God of gods” 
(the Theodotionic version calls those “astonishing things” uJpevrogka, the same adjective 
as is used of the heretics’ boastful words in Jude 16 and 2 Pet 2:18). 
 The perspective of John’s letters reappears in Polycarp’s Letter to the Philippians 
(circa AD 120). “Whosoever does not confess that Jesus Christ has come in the flesh is 
antichrist. And whosoever does not confess the testimony of the cross is of the devil; 
and whoever perverts the oracles of the Lord to his own lusts and says that there is 
neither resurrection nor judgment—he is Satan’s firstborn” (7:1). 
 By “the testimony of the cross” Polycarp perhaps means the witness which the 
passion and death of Jesus bore to his genuine manhood (cf John 19:35; 1 John 5:6–8). 
“Satan’s firstborn” is presumably a synonym for “antichrist”; on a later occasion, when 
Marcion met Polycarp and sought his recognition, Polycarp is said to have replied, “I 
recognize—Satan’s firstborn” (Euseb HistEccl 4.14.7). 
 
5. In Irenaeus and his successors 
 
 The idea that Antichrist will be a Jew is first extant in Irenaeus (circa AD 180). It 
may have been derived from Papias of Hierapolis, but certainty on this is unattainable 
because of the fragmentary preservation of his work. (Some have discerned a still 
earlier reference to the idea in John 5:43, where Jesus says to his critics in Jerusalem, 
“I have come in my Father’s name, and you do not receive me; if another comes in his 
own name, him you will receive”—but this is very uncertain.) 
 According to Irenaeus, the Roman Empire is to be partitioned among ten kings 
(cf Rev 17:12), in whose days Antichrist will arise and lead the final apostasy. He is 
identified with the man of lawlessness (2 Thess 2:3), the abomination of desolation 
(Matt 24:15 par.), the little horn (Dan 7:8), the “king of bold countenance” (Dan 8:23), 
the deceiver who is to come in his own name (John 5:43), the beast from the abyss 
(Rev 11:7; 17:8, etc.). His rule will mark the completion of six millennia of world history; 



his overthrow will be followed by the seventh (sabbatic) millennium. Irenaeus makes 
various attempts to solve the riddle of the number of the beast; Euanthas, Lateinos and 
Teitan are put forward as possible solutions, but he wisely refuses to dogmatize. He 
bases Antichrist’s Jewish origin—more particularly, his derivation from the tribe of 
Dan—on Jer 8:16 LXX: “From Dan we shall hear the sound of the speed of his horses; 
at the sound of the neighing of his cavalry the whole earth shakes; he will come and 
devour the earth and its fullness, the city and those who dwell therein.” These words, 
spoken by the prophet with reference to a Gentile invader, are interpreted of Antichrist; 
“from Dan” is understood not geographically but genealogically, and this, says Irenaeus, 
is why Dan is omitted from the list of tribes in Rev 7:5–8. Antichrist is thus pictured as 
an apostate Jew, sitting enthroned in the temple of Jerusalem, and claiming to be 
worshiped there as God (AdvHaer 5.25–30). 
 Hippolytus’s treatise On Antichrist (circa AD 200) takes over and elaborates [vol. 
45, p. 185] the ideas found in Irenaeus, including the derivation of Antichrist from the 
tribe of Dan. If Jacob says, “Judah is a lion’s whelp” (Gen 49:9), referring to Christ as 
the lion of the tribe of Judah, Moses says, “Dan is a lion’s whelp” (Deut 33:22), referring 
to Antichrist as a counterfeit imitation of the true Christ. And when Jacob says, “Dan 
shall be a serpent in the way” (Gen 49:17), the allusion to the old serpent of Eden 
(Hippolytus thinks) is too evident to be missed. But Jacob also says, “Dan shall judge 
his people” (Gen 49:16). This, says Hippolytus (who would probably have been 
unaware of the play on words in Hebrew), is not (as others thought) a reference to 
Samson, the judge from the tribe of Dan, but to Antichrist as the unjust judge, in which 
role he figures in one of the Gospel parables (Luke 18:2–5). 
 Hippolytus repeats the various identifications of Antichrist made by Irenaeus and 
other predecessors, but he recognizes him further in the Assyrian of Isaiah 10:12–19, 
the Babylonian king of Isa 14:4–21, the prince of Tyre of Ezek 28:2–10. (This joining 
together of distinct enemies of Israel in earlier days and giving them a unitive 
eschatological interpretation is similar to the method of OT exegesis attested in the 
Qumran texts.) Antichrist, according to Hippolytus, is also the partridge of Jer 17:11 (he 
adds a brief excursus on the natural history of the partridge), and the sender of 
ambassadors in vessels of papyrus described in Isa 18:2, carrying his directives against 
the saints. Exegesis has here slipped its moorings to drift in the sea of imagination (De 
Antichristo 7, 14–18, 54–58). 
 Victorinus of Pettau (martyred AD 303), the earliest Latin commentator on the 
Apocalypse, is important not only in his own right but also because he preserves 
material from earlier writers no longer extant, particularly Papias. On Rev 11:7, where 
the “beast that ascends from the abyss” first appears, Victorinus explains this 
designation in terms of the Old Latin translation of Ezek 31:3–9 LXX (which he 
mistakenly attributes to Isaiah, perhaps by confusion with Isa 10:34). In the Greek text 
of Ezek 31, Assur (the Assyrian) is a cypress in Lebanon nourished by the waters (“the 



many thousands of men,” says Victorinus, “who will be subject to him”) and caused to 
grow high by the abyss (which, says Victorinus, “belched him forth”). 
 Victorinus then quotes from 2 Thess 2:7–12, saying that the statement “the 
mystery of lawlessness is already at work” was intended to show that the coming 
Antichrist was the man who was even then emperor, ie Nero (that Nero was not yet 
emperor when the letters to the Thessalonians were written would not have occurred to 
Victorinus). 
 On Satan’s expulsion from heaven in Rev 12:9 Victorinus says: “This is the 
beginning of the advent of Antichrist. However, Elijah must first prophesy and there 
must be times of peace then; so it is after that, when the three years and six months of 
Elijah’s prophesying have been completed, that Antichrist, with all the renegade angels, 
is to be cast out of heaven (to which hitherto he has had the right to ascend). That 
Antichrist is thus raised up from hell is further attested by the apostle Paul when he 
says, ‘unless first there come the man of sin, the son of perdition, the [vol. 45, p. 186] 
adversary, who will exalt himself above everything that is called god or that is 
worshipped.’” 
 There is some confusion here between Antichrist, who is energized by Satan, 
and Satan himself; and it is curious to be told that Antichrist is both cast down from 
heaven and raised up from hell. 
 Following Irenaeus (AdvHaer 5.30.3), Victorinus dates the Apocalypse in the time 
of Domitian (AD 81–96); therefore Domitian, he reckons, is the sixth ruler of Revelation 
17:10 (the “one” who “is”), while the seventh (who “has not yet come”) is Nerva (A.D. 
96–98). The eighth is Nero redivivus, the “head” of Rev 12:3, whose “mortal wound was 
healed.” 
 But Victorinus’s really original contribution to the understanding of Antichrist is his 
combining of Nero redivivus with the expectation of a Jewish Antichrist; Nero will come 
back to life as a Jew, and will indeed demand that all his subjects accept circumcision. It 
is the new name which he is to bear in his reincarnation that will have (in Greek) the 
numerical value of 666: this, says Victorinus, will enable the wise to recognize his 
identity when he appears. He will erect a golden image and require it to be worshiped, 
as Nebuchadnezzar did. This image, the “abomination of desolation,” representing 
Antichrist himself, will stand in the temple of Jerusalem. But he will meet his doom at the 
Advent of Christ, and his dominion will be superseded by the millennial reign of the 
saints. 
 With the peace of the church, which dawned ten years after the death of 
Victorinus, the line of interpretation which he represents died out, until aspects of it were 
revived by Francisco Ribeira in the sixteenth century and again in a fresh form by the 
latter-day futurism pioneered by Manuel de Lacunza and others at the end of the 
eighteenth and beginning of the nineteenth centuries. But a line of interpretation which 
was reasonable while the Roman Empire still existed as a persecuting power loses 



something of its persuasiveness when it has to be stretched on a Procrustean bed to 
make room for a gap of many centuries between the fall of that empire and the rise of 
Antichrist. 
 
6. Later developments 
 
 In the post-Constantinian age the form of the expectation of Antichrist was 
inevitably modified. He was envisaged as an enemy of the Christendom which now 
comprised both church and empire, but opinions continued to differ on whether he 
would arise from without or within. On the one hand he was envisaged as an external 
enemy, like Genseric the Vandal in the fifth century (whose name could be spelled in 
Greek so as to yield the total 666) or Muhammad in the seventh century. On the other 
hand he was envisaged as an apostate individual or group arising within Christendom. 
Such an individual was recognized by some in a pope, like John XII (955–963), or in a 
secular ruler, like Frederick Barbarossa (Holy Roman Emperor, 1155–90). 
 If an individual pope was identified with Antichrist, he was regarded as an 
unworthy occupant of a sacred office, a usurper “taking his seat in [vol. 45, p. 187] the 
sanctuary of God” (2 Thess 2:4). When Joachim of Fiore met Richard Coeur-de-Lion at 
Messina in the winter of 1190/91, he may have had such a development in mind when 
he told him that Antichrist “is already born in the city of Rome and will set himself yet 
higher in the see apostolic” (Reeves, Joachim, 136). But some of Joachim’s disciples, 
notably Gerard of Borgo San Donnino (in his introduction to a collection of Joachim’s 
works, published about 1254 under the title The Eternal Gospel), went farther and 
identified the Papacy itself with the Antichrist. This idea lived on in some circles 
throughout the later Middle Ages and was taken up by Luther, Calvin and other 
reformers in the sixteenth century. It attained confessional status in many churches of 
the Reformation; for example, according to the Westminster Confession of Faith (1646), 
“the Pope of Rome . . . is that Antichrist, that man of sin, and son of perdition, that 
exalteth himself, in the Church, against Christ and all that is called God” (25:6). The first 
Reformed exegete to abandon the identification of the Papacy with Antichrist was Hugo 
Grotius (1644). 
 On the other side, the adherents of the old religion were not slow to recognize 
the features of Antichrist in Luther and his followers. Luther’s name could, with a 
modicum of ingenuity, be made to yield the sum of 666; he himself was identified by one 
exegete with the fallen star which is permitted in Rev 9:1, 2 to unlock the exit from the 
abyss, and another exegete identified the locusts which thereupon emerged from the 
abyss (Rev 9:3–11) with the Lutherans. 
 No identification of the mystery of lawlessness can be acceptable if it would not 
have been intelligible to the Christians to whom 2 Thessalonians was first addressed. 
Individuals or systems figuring in the subsequent course of Christian history cannot be 



considered when the primary application of the apostolic words is being decided. As for 
a possible further application, the best policy might be for everyone who studies the 
matter to ask the question which came to the lips of the disciples in the upper room 
when they were told that one of them was a traitor: “Lord, is it I?” The spirit of Antichrist 
will be strengthened if Christians allow themselves to be seduced by it and to foster it in 
their hearts; it will be diminished and weakened if they individually watch for every 
manifestation of it within themselves, cast it out and wage unceasing war against it, 
confessing Jesus as Lord and Christ not in word only but in deed and in truth. 
 
7. The restraining power 
 
 Unlike the man of lawlessness, the restraining power does not seem to figure in 
any NT writing outside 2 Thess 2:6, 7. There is indeed a figure in the Apocalypse who is 
in a position to exercise restraint in this situation: the “angel of the abyss” whose name 
is Apollyon (Rev 9:11) holds the key by which he can release the demonic locusts from 
the abyss and lock the dragon up there (Rev 20:1–3), so that he could presumably have 
hindered the seven-headed beast from coming up from the abyss (Rev 11:7), but he is 
not said to have done so. 
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 Since the force being restrained is evil, the restrainer might be thought to be 
good. God himself is not the restrainer, for the restrainer is to “be taken out of the way” 
(2 Thess 2:7); yet the restrainer is identified with God by F. J. A. Hort (Life and Letters i, 
213), Strobel (Untersuchungen, 98–116), Ernst (Gegenspieler, 55–57) and Aus (“God’s 
Plan,” 544–552: God’s plan is to; katevcon, God is ultimately oJ katevcwn and it is the man 
of lawlessness who is to ‘be taken out of the way’). At the other extreme the restrainer is 
identified with the devil by Giblin (Threat, 230, 234: the neuter to; katevcon denotes 
“satanic activity”). 
 Among other identifications of the restraining power (apart from those referred to 
in the comments on 2:6, 7) may be mentioned Warfield’s view that it was the continuing 
existence of the (second) Jewish commonwealth “so soon as the Jewish apostasy was 
complete and Jerusalem given over to the Gentiles . . . the separation of Christianity 
from Judaism, which had already begun, became evident to every eye; the conflict 
between the new faith and heathenism, culminating in and now alive almost only in the 
Emperor-worship, became intense, and the persecuting power of the empire was 
inevitably let loose” (“The Prophecies . . .,” 473). 
 This interpretation, however, does not account for the reserve with which the 
restraining power is mentioned, nor does it adequately account for the personal 
restrainer (oJ katevcwn). Warfield, indeed, doubts if the masculine participle “demands 



interpretation as a person,” but if it does, “it might possibly be referred without too great 
pressure to James of Jerusalem” (474). 
 One merit of the imperial interpretation preferred in the comment above, is that it 
accounts at one and the same time for the diplomatic allusiveness of the language and 
for the alternation between the neuter and masculine genders (to; katevcon and oJ 
katevcwn). It may be added that even after the Roman Empire passed away, the principle 
of the wording did not become obsolete, for when the secular power in any form 
continues to discharge its divinely ordained commission, it restrains evil and prevents 
the outburst of anarchy. 
 If, however, Paul meant that the imperial power held back the advent of 
Antichrist, while John the seer identified the imperial power with Antichrist, must it be 
concluded that Paul and John held irreconcilable positions on this matter? Not 
necessarily. Is it conceivable, then, that the restrainer should himself become the 
Antichrist? Quite conceivable—the crisis provoked by Gaius, ten years before this letter 
was written, showed what the imperial power itself was capable of, and what had 
happened then might happen again, without such timely relief as brought that crisis to 
an end. But while civil authority was maintained as it was during the principate of 
Claudius, lawlessness was held at bay and the cause of Christ advanced throughout the 
Roman world. Indeed, to such an extent was good order maintained even under the 
persecuting empire that Tertullian, a century and a half later, believed that Antichrist 
could not appear so long as the Roman state remained intact. 
	


