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Who (or What) Is the Restrainer?

Second Thessalonians 2:6–7 indicates that the “lawless one” is currently being restrained
by someone or something that eventually will be removed. The Thessalonians knew who or
what this restrainer was (2:5–6). Interpreters since then have had to guess:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

God or God’s power
the Holy Spirit
Satan
the angel Apollyon (Rev. 9:11)
the archangel Michael (Jude 1:9; Rev. 12:7)
the Christian church
some prominent Christian leader (Paul himself or James of Jerusalem)
the gentile mission, which had to be completed first (cf. Mark 13:10)
the Roman Empire and/or the emperor (cf. Rom. 13:1–7)

Such ideas are sometimes combined: 2:6 seems to speak of a restraining force (“what is
now restraining him”), while 2:7 seems to speak of a person (“the one who now restrains”).
In the fifth century, Augustine’s comment on 2:6–7 was, “I must admit that the meaning of
this completely escapes me” (The City of God 20.19). Modern scholars have fared no better
than Augustine in their analysis of this puzzle.

yet been removed; therefore, the lawless one has not been revealed; therefore,
the day of the Lord has not arrived.
There are a few points of contact between what is presented here and in
other New Testament writings. The “lawless one” described in this passage
may be analogous to the antichrist referred to in the Johannine Letters (1 John
2:18; cf. 1 John 2:22; 4:3; 2 John 7) and to the beast mentioned in Revelation
(Rev. 11:7; 13:1–18), though all these figures seem to be distinctive in some
aspects. The idea that people in the last days will be deceived by satanic signs
and wonders resonates with some ideas presented in the Synoptic Gospels
(Matt. 24:24; Mark 13:22), as does the claim that the end-times scenario will
involve a great act of apostasy in the temple (Matt. 24:15; Mark 13:14). The
unique element in 2 Thessalonians is the reference to someone or something
that restrains the lawless one until the appointed time (2:7–8)—a point that
apparently is not made elsewhere.

signs and wonders:
spectacular acts
(miracles) performed
by people who access either divine or
demonic supernatural power.

The Problem of Idleness
The author of 2 Thessalonians addresses a problem of idleness that was
mentioned in the first letter addressed to this church (2 Thess. 3:6–12; cf. 1 Thess.
4:11; 5:14). This time a command is given: “Anyone unwilling to work should
not eat” (3:10). It was common in those days for Christians to share a common meal together (see Acts 2:42, 46; 1 Cor. 11:33; Gal. 2:12), and some lazy
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