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Observing
Believers live in light of God’s promises.

2 THESSALONIANS 2:1-12 
The object of the shell game is for one person to keep his eyes on the 
shell that has a ball in it while another person moves three shells 
around. The key to winning is staying focused on the shell with the 
ball while shutting out the distracting chatter of the person moving 
the shells. We encounter lots of chatter in our world about the end 
of time that can distract us and cause us to lose focus. Paul warned 
the church at Thessalonica to observe and stay focused on what they 
knew to be true.

What kind of chatter might a person use to distract someone playing the 
shell game? How does the shell game chatter compare to the chatter that 
causes a person to lose focus in their spiritual lives?
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UNDERSTAND THE CONTEXT
2 THESSALONIANS 2:1-12
Paul had taught the Thessalonians about the day of the Lord in his 
first letter (1 Thess. 5:1-11). He told them that it would come like a 
thief in the night; therefore, it was important to be ready.  

In his second letter to the congregation, Paul returned to the 
subject of the day of the Lord. The second coming apparently 
was a popular target for the false teachers, making it a particular 
concern for the church. So, Paul provided detailed teaching about 
Jesus’s return to clarify any misunderstandings (2:1-12). Paul didn’t 
necessarily give his readers new information, but he did clarify the 
truth, which would allow the Thessalonians to embrace God’s plan. 
His words would also help them reject the messages proclaimed 
by any heretics who were intent on upsetting the Thessalonian 
congregation. Paul encouraged the church to live in light of the 
promises God had made to them. 

Read 2 Thessalonians 2:1-12 in your Bible and note the events associated 
with the day of the Lord. What promises are made to believers as it 
relates to Christ’s return?

EXPLORE THE TEXT
REMEMBERING (2 THESS . 2:1-5)
1 Now concerning the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ and our 
being gathered to him: We ask you, brothers and sisters, 2 not to 
be easily upset or troubled, either by a prophecy or by a message 
or by a letter supposedly from us, alleging that the day of the 
Lord has come. 3 Don’t let anyone deceive you in any way. For that 
day will not come unless the apostasy comes first and the man 
of lawlessness is revealed, the man doomed to destruction. 4 He 
opposes and exalts himself above every so-called god or object 
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of worship, so that he sits in God’s temple, proclaiming that he 
himself is God. 5 Don’t you remember that when I was still with 
you I used to tell you about this?

VERSES 1-2

Paul had just finished sharing how God would care for His people 
when Jesus returned to earth (2 Thess. 1:5-10). Now, he turned his 
attention to some specific truths about the coming of our Lord Jesus 
Christ, which is also known as the parousia. This was necessary 
because opponents were creating problems in Thessalonica, sharing 
misinformation about the second coming.

Paul told the church to stay calm about the return of Christ. God 
had promised to send Christ back to gather His people to Himself. 
Paul called the church to not be easily upset or troubled. Easily upset 
relates to a state of emotional unrest. The word translated troubled is 
associated with living in a state of fear. Paul’s instruction to them was 
to stop living in this state of unrest. The only way for them to succeed 
in living out this command was to remember the promises of God.

The apostle used three terms that suggest how the false teachers 
were spreading their false message. Prophecy generallyrefers to 
divine revelation. The false teachers may have been claiming personal 
inspiration and the authority of the Spirit for their teaching. Message 
typically relates to verbal or written teaching that is based on logical 
arguments, similar to how Paul often taught. A letter suggests that the 
false teachers may have composed a fraudulent epistle in Paul’s name 
to deceive the people. Rumors have a way of causing others to become 
emotionally upset and to live in a state of fear. If, however, someone 
knows the truth, the rumor quickly loses its power over them. 

DID YOU KNOW?

Parousia is the transliteration of a Greek word that means “coming” 
or “appearing.” In theology, the term is used to refer to the events 
surrounding the second coming of Christ—the parousia of Christ. 
(See 1 Thess. 2:19; 3:13; 4:15; 5:23; 2 Thess. 2:1,8.) 
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What are some tactics false teachers might use today to stir up or 
upset believers? 

VERSES 3-5

Paul wanted the church to not be deceived by •the man of lawlessness. 
In verses 4 and 9-12, the man of lawlessness is presented as the 
ultimate enemy of Christ who would actively try to draw people away 
from following God and make them his followers instead. Paul said 
that the man of lawlessness had not been revealed. 

This character was doomed to destruction, presumably when 
Jesus returns. A characteristic of the man of lawlessness is that he 
will continually proclaim himself to be God. He will not say he is like 
God, but rather that he is God. The man of lawlessness will promote 
himself as the incarnate God. He will not only reject God, but he will 
also try to replace God. He will enthrone himself in God’s temple 
while making this proclamation. 

The word translated deceive in verse 3 means to intentionally 
and actively lead someone away from the truth. Paul’s desire for the 
church was that no one would lead them away from God’s promises 
and perfect timing in regard to Christ’s return. If the church 
remembered God’s promises and trusted in His timing, then fear and 
anxiety would be eliminated.

Paul challenged the believers to remember what he had already 
taught them. Many people have a certain fear when it comes to 
learning something new. We know how to work a phone or computer 
in its current system. But we have a sense of fear when it comes to the 
dreaded update. Paul had taught these truths in the past, and there 
was nothing new to add. Instead, he assured them that it was going 
to be okay. Jesus had not yet returned. The rumors were not true, and 
the signs of the times around them, or lack thereof, gave testimony to 
the truths that he had previously taught them.

of worship, so that he sits in God’s temple, proclaiming that he 
himself is God. 5 Don’t you remember that when I was still with 
you I used to tell you about this?

VERSES 1-2

Paul had just finished sharing how God would care for His people 
when Jesus returned to earth (2 Thess. 1:5-10). Now, he turned his 
attention to some specific truths about the coming of our Lord Jesus 
Christ, which is also known as the parousia. This was necessary 
because opponents were creating problems in Thessalonica, sharing 
misinformation about the second coming.

Paul told the church to stay calm about the return of Christ. God 
had promised to send Christ back to gather His people to Himself. 
Paul called the church to not be easily upset or troubled. Easily upset 
relates to a state of emotional unrest. The word translated troubled is 
associated with living in a state of fear. Paul’s instruction to them was 
to stop living in this state of unrest. The only way for them to succeed 
in living out this command was to remember the promises of God.

The apostle used three terms that suggest how the false teachers 
were spreading their false message. Prophecy generallyrefers to 
divine revelation. The false teachers may have been claiming personal 
inspiration and the authority of the Spirit for their teaching. Message 
typically relates to verbal or written teaching that is based on logical 
arguments, similar to how Paul often taught. A letter suggests that the 
false teachers may have composed a fraudulent epistle in Paul’s name 
to deceive the people. Rumors have a way of causing others to become 
emotionally upset and to live in a state of fear. If, however, someone 
knows the truth, the rumor quickly loses its power over them. 

DID YOU KNOW?

Parousia is the transliteration of a Greek word that means “coming” 
or “appearing.” In theology, the term is used to refer to the events 
surrounding the second coming of Christ—the parousia of Christ. 
(See 1 Thess. 2:19; 3:13; 4:15; 5:23; 2 Thess. 2:1,8.) 

103Se ssion 11 :  O b s er v ing

© 2021 Lifeway Christian Resources



How does the promise of Christ’s return help relieve the stress of living 
in a fallen world?

TIMING (2 THESS . 2:6-8)
6 And you know what currently restrains him, so that he will be 
revealed in his time. 7 For the mystery of lawlessness is already at 
work, but the one now restraining will do so until he is out of the 
way, 8 and then the lawless one will be revealed. The Lord Jesus 
will destroy him with the breath of his mouth and will bring him 
to nothing at the appearance of his coming.

VERSES 6-7

God’s timing is always perfect. Even when things feel out of 
control, nothing can catch God by surprise. It is always reassuring 
to remember this when it feels like everything and everyone is out 
of control.

Satan and those he leads also must accept God’s perfect timing. 
This fact is revealed in that Paul pointed out that the lawless one is 
being restrained. The idea here is to put someone or something in a 
hold that cannot be broken. The one being restrained is subservient to 
the restrainer. 

When Paul penned this statement to the church at Thessalonica, 
he mentioned the restraint two times. In both occurrences, he stated 
that this was a continual and ongoing reality. The outcome of this 
is that it does not matter when Satan wants to reveal the man of 
lawlessness, he will not be revealed until God allows Satan to do so.

KE Y DOCTRINE:  Last Things

God, in His own time and in His own way, will bring the world to its 
appropriate end. (See Matt. 24:37; Luke 21:27-28.)
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VERSE 8

Not only is God’s timing perfect in restraining the man of lawlessness, 
His timing is also perfect concerning when Christ will return for the 
church. Paul wanted the church to know that Jesus is coming back, 
and when He does He will appear in all of His glory and splendor. 

Paul assured the church that Jesus would be victorious over Satan 
and his forces. Paul taught that Jesus would destroy the man of 
lawlessness with the breath of his mouth. The man of lawlessness has 
zero chance. All Jesus has to do is speak, and it will be over. Jesus will 
take His rightful place, and He will be the only King left standing.

Let’s place ourselves in the Thessalonians’ circumstances. Things 
felt like they were spinning out of control, and the mystery of the 
man of lawlessness was at work. Paul, aware of this, offered hope and 
encouragement. This hope and encouragement is not built on false 
assumptions but rather on the perfect timing of God. It would be wise 
for all of us to remember these truths the next time it feels like our 
world is out of control.

How should the list of events given by Paul impact a person’s belief about 
the return of Christ?

DECEIVING (2 THESS . 2:9-12)
9 The coming of the lawless one is based on Satan’s working, 
with every kind of miracle, both signs and wonders serving the 
lie, 10 and with every wicked deception among those who are 
perishing. They perish because they did not accept the love of the 
truth and so be saved. 11 For this reason God sends them a strong 
delusion so that they will believe the lie, 12 so that all will be 
condemned — those who did not believe the truth but delighted 
in unrighteousness.

VERSES 9-10

Deception requires an instigator or deceiver. Paul identified the 
deceiver as Satan himself. Satan’s cohort in this deception is the 
lawless one, and he will use false miracles and signs and wonders. 
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The man of lawlessness will be relentless. He will use multiple 
miracles, multiple signs, and multiple wonders.

Satan and the man of lawlessness will be continually working. 
The verb translated working shows an ongoing process. Satan will be 
relentless in his effort to deceive others to believe in him as opposed 
to following Christ.

Seeking to actively deceive others reflects Satan’s nature. Jesus 
said that Satan “was a murderer from the beginning and does not 
stand in the truth, because there is no truth in him. When he tells a 
lie, he speaks from his own nature, because he is a liar and the father 
of lies” (John 8:44). Deception is always founded in a lie, and Satan is 
the father of lies. 

Satan’s end goal for those who are deceived is that they would 
perish. This further reveals that he is at the heart of the deception 
because he was a murderer from the beginning. Those who perish, 
however, do bear responsibility because they rejected the love of the 
truth that would have led to their salvation.

How is a love for the truth connected to a person’s salvation? 

It is important to remember that God 
never relinquishes His sovereignty. 

VERSES 11-12

The wicked who choose to reject the truth will experience God’s 
judgment. Paul said it is for this reason God sends them a strong 
delusion. This does not mean that God is responsible for an 
individual’s decisions. Paul’s use of for this reason connects the 
delusion to people’s rejection of the gospel in verse 10. Because they 
scoffed at God’s offer of salvation, the only path left for them was to 
be fooled by the false claims of the lawless man. 

Some scholars believe that the delusion was not simply a state of 
confusion but a specific reference to the work of the lawless one. In 
other words, God will allow the man of lawlessness to arise and deceive 
those who reject the gospel. At some point, God will allow them to 
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go their own way. When He removes His restraining hand, the full 
power of the deception will take root, and individuals will follow along. 
However, it is important to remember that God never relinquishes His 
sovereignty. The lawless one has no true power of his own and cannot 
act beyond what God allows. Whatever the exact meaning of delusion, 
the results will be devastating. Those who choose the false messiah will 
be condemned because they have rejected the only way of salvation. 
While they had a chance to believe the truth, they instead delighted 
in unrighteousness. Rather than following the example of the true 
Messiah, they imitated the man of lawlessness, the false messiah.

Why might a person willfully accept a lie when the truth is available? 

How should the coming of Christ and the coming of the lawless one 
influence our approach to sharing the gospel today?

BIBLE SKILL:  Compare passages on the same subject. 

Compare Paul’s comments in both of his letters to the Thessalonian 
believers. Review 1 Thessalonians 4:13–5:11 and 2 Thessalonians 
2:1-12. Identify common themes, words and phrases, and concepts 
found in both passages. What does the comparison of the two 
passages tell us about the false teachings being presented 
in Thessalonica?  
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APPLY THE TEXT
• Believers can relax knowing that God is in control.
• Jesus will conquer all evil at His return.
• Rejecting Jesus leads to deception and judgment.

Identify the things that are bringing stress into your life. How do the 
things you listed relate to a failure to trust in God? Ask God to help you 
trust Him more in these areas. 

Thank God for the promise that all evil will be conquered one day. How 
does this promise impact how you view events taking place in our world? 

Discuss with your group the ramifications of failing to accept the love of 
the truth and so be saved. What actions can your Bible study take so that 
others in your community and beyond are able to hear about the love 
of Christ?

PRAYER NEEDS
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