Who is the Antichrist?
When will he appear?


There is a lot of interest in the Antichrist among Christians of the 21st century.  The 20th century had lots of “wars and rumors of wars”, famines, and earthquakes in various places, just like Jesus predicted (Matt 24:6).  The Gospel of Jesus is now being preached in the whole world (Matt 24:14), just like he predicted.  It is understandable that many people are expecting the end of the world to come soon.

Furthermore, in the 1970’s, a book called The Late Great Planet Earth made the prediction that because the Jews were given a homeland after 1900 years of exile, the nation of Israel would play a part in Jesus’ Second Coming.  And at the beginning of this new century, a series of novels came out describing what it will be like for those who are Left Behind when Jesus returns.  


Both The Late Great Planet Earth and the Left Behind novels make predictions that a ruler will soon arise who will be seen by many as having the answer to earth’s economic problems.  He will be given great powers to rule, but as he rules, he persecutes those who look to Jesus for their salvation.  This is the modern day understanding of the Antichrist by many Christian groups.  But it is a relatively new understanding.  And it is not the understanding Christians had 400 to 500 years ago.  Nor is it the understanding first century Christians had.
It is the purpose of this booklet to see what Scripture really says about the Antichrist, without all the hype and distractions that these recent novels have brought.  You will benefit most from this booklet if you look up the cited passages in the Bible, and understand their context.
What did Jesus say about the Antichrist?


Of all the topics on which Jesus taught, only a small portion of his recorded words are about the end times.  Most of his ‘end times’ teaching is found in Matthew chapter 24.  There Jesus told his followers that at the end of time, “false christs and false prophets will appear”, performing signs and miracles so convincing that even the elect could be deceived (v24).  He also predicted that “standing in the holy place” there will be an “abomination that causes desolation” (v15).  Jesus teaches us two main points:  to be on guard against many who try to deceive, and also against one special abomination “in the holy place.”

The Jews of Jesus’ day were familiar with the term “abomination that causes desolation.”  It is found in the prophecy of Daniel (9:27; 11:31; 12:11).  They understood it to have been already fulfilled by Antiochus Epiphanes in 168 BC, when he erected an altar to the Greek god Zeus on the altar of the Jewish Temple in Jerusalem.  But Jesus was saying that another terrible desecration of God’s holy place will occur before he calls an end to this world.

Although Jesus did not use the term ‘Antichrist’, we can be confident that he warned of false prophets and a future desecration of God’s temple.

What did the apostle John say about the Antichrist?

When John wrote his letters – 1, 2, & 3 John, and the Revelation -- he was probably quite old and had already seen how God had sustained his people over the early years of the Church’s existence.  He warns them against antichrists.  In 1 John 2:18, his words indicate that Christians commonly understood that “the antichrist is coming”, but John is more concerned about warning them that there are “many antichrists.”  One of antichrist’s teachings is denying that Jesus is the Christ (v 22), another is not acknowledging that Jesus came in the flesh as a human being (1 Jn 4:3).  John says “any such person is a deceiver and the antichrist” (2 Jn 7).   In his letters, John identifies anyone who brings false teachings as an antichrist.

In the book of Revelation, God showed John many things about the future of the Christian church in picture form.  These pictures are often difficult to understand, and many a preacher has taken liberties with the words and made them say things that clearly go beyond what is written (see 1 Cor 4:6).  The traditional understanding of this book of prophecy is that each of the visions given to John is a different way of looking at the future of the Church, and the battles our Lord is fighting against evil on our behalf.
The interpretation of Revelation that is so common in some churches today, which says the prophecy is about seven years of tribulation at the end of the age, was unknown until the early 1800’s.  This interpretation has been shown to be false many times over when self-proclaimed prophets have set dates for certain events, only to have their predictions not occur.  In this way they have shown themselves to be false prophets, as Jesus predicted would come.

But not all parts of Revelation are difficult to understand.  In chapter 17 is a picture of a prostitute riding on a beast with seven heads (vv1-3).  In verse 9, we are told that the seven heads are a picture of the seven hills on which the woman sits.  And in verse 18, we are told that the woman is the great city that rules over the kings of the earth.  The early Christians to whom John was writing would instantly recognize the city that sits on seven hills as Rome.  In line with this, both Late Great Planet Earth and the Left Behind novels have the Antichrist initially ruling from the city of Rome.
John was also given a vision in Revelation 13 of a beast that deceives the inhabitants of earth (v14), and controls the economic lives of people, forcing them to submit to its authority in order to buy or sell (v17).  This is the vision where we are told that the number of the beast is a man’s number – 666, which has been the source of endless speculation over the centuries.  Regardless of what a person might believe is portrayed in Revelation 13, there are three indications we can reasonably say John gives us about the Antichrist: 
1. deception and false teaching,
2. city of Rome,
3. earthly power.
What did Paul write about the Antichrist?
Paul never uses the term Antichrist, but speaks often about deceivers and false prophets.  In his farewell address to the elders of the church at Ephesus (Acts 20:29-30), he predicted that after he leaves, false teachers would come and distort the truth and draw away some from their congregation.  When he wrote to the Corinthians (1 Cor 1:12), he warned them against their tendency to consider a preacher’s personality above the message that was being preached, a tendency which divided them rather than united them.  He warns the Romans against people who use smooth talk and flattery to deceive God’s people (Rom 16:18).  He warned the Colossians about the danger of being deceived by fine-sounding arguments (Col 2:4).  In many other places Paul warns God’s people about false preachers (2 Cor 11:1-15; Gal 2:4; 2 Tim 4:3-4; etc.).  Certainly Paul was concerned about antichrists in many forms.
To counteract the appeal of false teachers, Paul repeatedly urges his readers to turn to the clear teachings of God.  To oppose the tendency to follow personalities, Paul reminds the Corinthians (in 1 Cor 1:18) that the gospel has the power of God, regardless of the preacher who brings it.  To oppose the smooth talk and flattery of some, Paul directs them to the teachings they have learned (Rom 16:17).  To Timothy and Titus, young pastors of new congregations, Paul repeatedly urges them to watch their doctrine as well as their life styles (1 Tim 4:16; 2 Tim 1:13; Titus 1:9; 2:1).  Because when doctrine does not agree with God’s Word, here are antichrists and the beginning of rebellion against God’s truth.
Paul’s message in each of his letters clearly states that we are made right before God totally by the work of Jesus, not by our own works, so that no one can boast (Eph 2:9; 1 Cor 1:29; Rom 3:27).  This message was opposed by many Jews, who, even though professing to be Christians, wanted also to hang onto deeds they could do for God, like abstaining from ‘unclean’ foods, keeping the Sabbath, or insisting on circumcision.  These were kind, pious people, who thought they were serving God better by these actions.  But their behavior was boasting, elevating themselves above Christians who considered all foods clean, or who did not keep the Sabbath, or who were not circumcised.  Paul struggled against them, and clearly said his struggle was not just against men, but against Satan himself (Eph 6:12).
We see that when Paul thought of antichrists, he did not think of vicious tyrants of terror, but of people who displayed outward piety and spoke with fine-sounding arguments.  No wonder he said that Satan himself masquerades as an angle of light (2 Cor 11:14).  We too, in our 21st century world, should not be so concerned with looking for a singular, vicious, individual leader who opposes God’s people.  The most dangerous people are those who seem harmless, but who bring a message that is in conflict with the Word of God.
But Paul also speaks of one Antichrist (2 Thess 2:3-12), whom he calls “the man of lawlessness”, and “the man doomed to destruction.”  He identifies this man as coming after the rebellion (v3), as opposing God and as setting himself up in God’s temple (v4), proclaiming himself to be God.  The power of lawlessness was already at work when Paul wrote these words (v7), but was held back by something, until a future time, when the man could come forward.  Jesus will overthrow him with the breath of his mouth (v8).  This man will still be around when Jesus returns, because Jesus will destroy him with the splendor of his coming (v8).
Who can this ‘man of lawlessness’ be?

Four hundred to six hundred years ago, when John Wycliffe, John Huss, Martin Luther, Ulrich Zwingli, John Calvin, and many others tried to reform the teachings of the Church, they clearly saw the man of lawlessness as the man in power in Rome, the Pope.  And, indeed, the papacy at that time was very corrupt, as even the papacy today will admit.  And the papacy at that time was more than just a spiritual organization, it had earthly powers.  Especially from the 1100’s to the 1600’s, the Roman church controlled the commerce of Europe as much as any government.  At various times, the Papacy went to war against those who would not submit to its earthly authority.  The Catholic church has, in its history, banned the reading of God’s Word,  and killed those who belonged to sects which advocated reading and understanding God’s Word without adhering to the ‘official’ teachings of the Roman Catholic church.
Among Christians today the opinion is divided, whether the papacy fits what scripture describes as Antichrist.  Some teach that the marks of the Antichrist are still with the papacy today, others say we must look for a future Antichrist.  As we consider this, we must look to God’s Word for the answers, not to the opinions of people.
The Reformers  take a stand


The leaders of the Reformation in the 1500’s put together five main points which identify the teachings of God’s Church.  These have come to be called the Five Solas of the Reformation.  As we understand these truths of Scripture, it becomes easier to identify teachings which are false.  The five Solas are:
1.  Sola Scriptura  -- Scripture Alone
2.  Sola Gratia -- By Grace Alone

3.  Sola Fide  -- By Faith Alone

4.  Solus Christus  -- By Christ Alone

5.  Soli Deo Gloria  -- To God alone be the Glory

Sola Scriptura:  The teachings of the Roman church of the 1500’s were a mixture of truths taught since the days of the apostles, and ideas added by leaders in the church over the centuries.   Church traditions had become as authoritive as Scripture itself.  Whereas the apostle Paul warned the early church to “not go beyond what is written” (1 Cor 4:6), the Roman church taught many things not found in the Scriptures.  The reformers insisted that only teachings which were found in the Bible could be used as bases of doctrines.  This principle became known as Sola Scriptura.

Sola Gratia:  Paul had written to the Ephesians that it was “by grace you have been saved, through faith, and this not from yourselves, it is the gift of God … so that no one can boast.”  (Eph 2:8-9)  But in the 1500’s the Roman church no longer taught that salvation is a gift from God.  Rather, the church taught that salvation came to those who merited it.  If a person died without enough merits to get to heaven, he suffered a while in purgatory.  Other believers who had more than enough merits, though, could apply their merits to those who were lacking them.  These teachings produced a society where no one was assured of his own eternal life, or of the eternal state of relatives already dead.   To bring comfort to relatives of those already dead, priests would conduct masses on behalf of those who died, to get a loved one out of purgatory and into heaven.  The reformers restored the teaching of the early church that salvation comes to us as a free gift, not on the basis of any merit in us.  This teaching was called Sola Gratia.
Sola Fide:  Paul wrote to the Galatians that we are justified through faith in Jesus, not by following laws.  (Gal 2:16,17)   But the church of the 1500’s taught that Christians could become right with God by buying indulgences, by going on pilgrimages, by saying special masses, and many other ways.  Faith was understood to be the means for the Holy Spirit to dispense grace to a believer, rather than the simple trust in the merits of Christ’s work on his behalf.  The reformers restored Paul’s teaching that in the gospel a “righteousness from God is revealed, a righteousness that is by faith from first to the last.”  (Romans 1:17)  This stand was called Sola Fide.
Solus Christus:  Although Jesus certainly told his disciples that he was conferring onto them the “keys to the kingdom of heaven” (Matthew 16:19), the church of the 1500’s twisted this teaching in such a way that its priests determined how forgiveness of sins could be dispensed to people.  In the early 1500’s, when the papacy was building St Peter’s cathedral in Rome, money was raised by selling indulgences, or pieces of paper declaring that the purchaser’s time in purgatory was shortened.  Whereas Jesus had proclaimed “I am the way, the truth and the life, no one comes to the Father except through me” (John 14:6), the church of the 1500’s usurped that statement and taught that heaven was open only to people within its fold.  The church proclaimed itself the way, the truth and the life.  The reformers restored the teaching of the early church that salvation comes only through faith in Jesus Christ.  There is no other name under heaven whereby we may be saved.  (Acts 4:12)  The reformers’ shift in emphasis away from the visible church, and toward Christ became known as Solus Christus, that is, only through Christ can we be saved.
Soli Deo Gloria:  The popes of the 1500’s lived in luxury in Rome, which they called “the eternal city.”  People from all parts of Christendom made pilgrimages to Rome to have their sins removed.  Money flowed in to the popes from many directions, and they adorned their churches and homes with beautiful art and built impressive buildings.  Popes dressed themselves in the finest clothing, and gave themselves the title Vicarius Christi, which means Vicar of Christ, or the one who is in the place of Christ.  This was in contrast to the advice of the apostle Peter, who wrote that pastors should “serve, not lording it over those entrusted to [them]”  1 Peter 5:3.  The reformers saw the abuse of power that the popes exercised, how they lorded themselves over the laity.
The reformers took steps to restore the office of pastor as being one that was closer to how that office was viewed in the earliest days of the Church.  As an example, pastors of the Reformation churches typically dressed themselves in black robes, in contrast to the gaudy garbs of Catholic priests.  The pastors were allowed to marry, because they were no different than the common people.  The ‘Holy Orders’ were done away with, which had given the impression that some people were closer to God than others.  The congregation was encouraged to sing, whereas in the Roman church the singing was mostly done by choirs.  In these and other ways the reformers taught that all people, clergy and laity, were equal in God’s eyes.  The reformers used the phrase Soli Deo Gloria  -- to God alone be the Glory – to counteract the glory that popes and priests and holy orders had accepted for themselves.
The five ‘Solas,’ as they came to be called, were similar in that each was an attempt to restore the doctrines taught by the first century Christians.  The early Church was a persecuted church, and believers trusted God alone for salvation.  When the persecution ended in the A.D. 300’s, the Church became an earthly institution, and the teaching that “the kingdom of God is within you” was slowly replaced by the teaching that the Roman Catholic church was the kingdom of God.
The reformers also realized that, of the five ‘sola’ teachings, the one that Satan attacks the hardest, is Sola Fide, that we are made right in God’s eyes by faith alone, and not by our own contributions.  This teaching goes against human reason -- each of us wants to believe that somehow we contribute to our salvation.  Many preachers emphasize ‘holy living’ as evidence that we are Christ’s followers, others teach that we must “make a decision” for Christ.  But scripture places the emphasis on what Christ has done for us, not on what we do for God.  He who understands this distinction fully and correctly, is better able to recognize false teaching.
Justification by Faith – the Hardest Teaching of the Bible
As easy as it sounds, the hardest truth of the Bible is that we are made acceptable for heaven simply by the work of Jesus.  Our prideful nature, our sinful logic, our distorted sense of justice, all combine to tell us that getting to heaven cannot be that easy.  Indeed, all non-Christian religions and even most Christian denominations today mix in the works that we do as somehow also being a basis for our entry into heaven.  But let’s consider the clear words of scripture:
John 6:28-29 -- “They asked him, “What must we do to do the works God requires?  Jesus answered, “The work of God is this: to believe in the one he has sent.”

 Rom 3:23,24,27,28 – “for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God, and are justified freely by his grace . . .”  “Where then is boasting?  It is excluded.  On what principle?  On that of observing the law?  No, but on that of faith.  For we maintain that a man is justified by faith apart from observing the law.”
Rom 4:4-5 – “When a man works, his wages are not credited to him as a gift, but as an obligation.  However, to the man who does not work but trusts God who justifies the wicked, his faith is credited as righteousness.”
The idea that we get to heaven simply by trusting Jesus goes against our natural way of thinking.  Ask yourself this question:  Suppose a person violently murders many people for no reason, is caught and sent to prison.  In prison he hears God’s Word and begins to trust Jesus as his Savior, but before he has the opportunity to make any restitution or in any way do anything good to make up for his evil past, he dies.  Will he go to heaven?  Many of us hang onto the idea that there are some atrocities which are too big for God to forgive, without at least some good deeds from us to balance them.  But the Bible teaches that God’s forgiveness covers even the vilest of sins.
We like to think we will get to heaven because we try to live a decent life.  We look around us and see how others live and naturally think that those who also try to live decently will probably also go to heaven, and those who do terrible things will probably go to hell.  Yet the Bible condemns us all as being unworthy of heaven (Rom 3:11-12,23).  The Bible tells us that only through Jesus can we get to heaven. (John 14:6; Acts 4:12; Rom 8:1,10-11; John 3:18)
Who are the antichrists today?

There are many antichrists active in the world today, many who try to make the work that Jesus did insufficient, requiring in their doctrines that a true follower of Jesus must also do something extra to be admitted to heaven.  Paul warned against those who add new teachings to God’s Word.  He wrote in 1 Cor 4:6 – “learn from us the meaning of the saying, ‘do not go beyond what is written.’  Then you will not take pride in one man over against another.”   Paul was addressing their tendency to follow the personalities of those who brought the Gospel (1 Cor 3) rather than the teaching itself.  Another error that Paul contended with in his day was the teaching that despite what Christ had done, it was still necessary to be circumcised in order to truly be a Christian (Gal 5:2-12).  Paul condemns this teaching.  Doing extra things, even something once commanded by God, does not make us better Christians.  Antichrists in our day all teach that we must contribute to our salvation in some way, and the work that Jesus did is only part of what will get us to heaven.
The following are some examples of ways that the antichrists in our day teach that the perfect life and sacrificial death of Jesus was not 100% sufficient to get us to heaven:
1. Some teach that believing is not enough, we must also show signs of our faith, like speaking in tongues.

2. Some teach that we must abstain from alcohol or cigarettes because the Holy Spirit will not live in a body that takes in these substances.

3. Some teach that singleness and celibacy is more holy than being married.  And so to be a certain type of worker in the church, a person cannot be married.

4. Some teach that during certain “holy” times, we must show our devotion to God by fasting.

5. Some teach that observing one day of rest a week is still a requirement to be a Christian, or at least a work that makes one a better Christian.

6. Some teach that Christ’s work was insufficient to get anyone all the way to heaven, it is necessary to light candles, or say prayers, or hold special services for those who have already died to make sure they get to heaven.
7. Some teach that babies cannot believe, and so are automatically considered eligible for heaven until they reach an “age of reason.”  This teaching stems directly from believing that we personally must do something in order to show we are believers.

8. Some teach that “sincere faith” in God is all God is looking for, and so even adherents of non-Christian religions can be saved, as long as they are sincere in what they believe.

9. Some teach that the work Jesus came to do 2000 years ago was not completed, because the Jews rejected the way Jesus tried to set up his kingdom.  Therefore Jesus must come a second time to complete his mission and set up a kingdom that will rule for 1000 years from Jerusalem.

But each of these examples takes away from the work that Jesus did for us, and substitute works we do for God.  Each of these teachings nullify the Bible’s teaching that Jesus is “the Way, the Truth, and the Life.”  The people who hold these ideas include both those who say they are Christians and those who say they are not.
Truly, we who take the Bible seriously and as the very words of God to mankind, must be always on our guard, not like infants in our faith.  We are told to not be swayed by the many ‘winds of teachings’ that try to deceive us (Eph 4:14).  We are told to “test the spirits to see if they are from God, because many false prophets have gone out into the world” (1 John 4:1).  We are to personally be ready at all times to give an answer to those who question the understanding that we have (1 Pet 3:15).
May God give us the wisdom and understanding to stand firm and hold to the teachings of the Bible (2 Thess 2:15) against the assaults of the many antichrists in the world today!

What about the one Antichrist who is coming, the ‘Man of Lawlessness’ of 2 Thessalonians 2:1-12?

Throughout the history of the Christian Church, many have tried to identify the Antichrist.  Some have said it was Mohammed, or Napoleon, or Lenin, or Mussolini.  But Paul says this ‘man of lawlessness’ will set himself up in God’s temple (2 Thess 2:4).  For this reason, many Christians say the Jews in Israel must rebuild the Temple in Jerusalem before the Antichrist comes.  But the Greek word for temple that Paul uses here is the same word he used in 1 Cor 3:16,17; 6:19;  2 Cor 6:16; Eph 2:19-22, where temple means the body of believers.  Scripture teaches, therefore, that this ‘man of lawlessness’ is to be found within and among believers, the Church.  Remember how Jesus, too, said the ‘abomination that causes desolation’ (Matt 24:15) would be set up in the ‘holy place.’  A person outside the church does not fit the description Scripture gives us.


Paul says the Antichrist is the man ‘doomed to destruction’.  The only other place this phrase is used is for Judas (John 17:12).  Judas was one who claimed to be a friend of Jesus, but betrayed him.  It is likely that the Antichrist described is one who also claims to be a friend of Jesus, but who is betraying him instead.

The visions in Revelation 17 of a prostitute riding on a seven headed beast make it clear that this prostitute is the city of Rome.  Therefore we should look to Rome if we want to find the Antichrist.  The Reformers of the 16th century were united in identifying the Papacy as the Antichrist spoken of in 2 Thess 2:3.  The ‘rebellion’ mentioned there they understood as the change in doctrine away from teaching that the work of Jesus alone saves us, to the teaching that indulgences, prayers, fasting, celebrating the mass, and a host of other ‘good deeds’ are also necessary to get a person to heaven.  All these things take the place of the work of Christ and make what he has done insufficient.
But didn’t the Catholic church reform itself in the 1500’s, in the meeting called the Council of Trent?

Certainly, many reforms were made against the abuses of that time, but consider these statements made at that council:

"If anyone says that man is justified either by the imputation of the righteousness of Christ alone, or by the remission of sins alone, to the exclusion of grace and love, which is poured forth in our hearts through the Holy Spirit, and inheres in them, or even that the grace of God by which we are justified is only the favor of God, let him be accursed."  Session VI, Canon 11

"If anyone says that the justification received is not preserved and also increased before God through good works; but that the said works are merely the fruits and signs of justification obtained, but not a cause of the increase thereof, let him be accursed."  Council of Trent, Session VI, Canon 24


Compare the above statements to Rom 3:28 and Rom 9:30-33.  The reforms the Catholic church made in the 1500’s did not change their basic teaching that we must do good works in addition to what Jesus did for us.


In fact, since the 1500’s, the Papacy has continued to make new pronouncements which go beyond what is written in scripture.  Consider that in 1854, Pope Pius IX declared the dogma of the ‘Immaculate Conception’. According to this dogma, Mary was protected from all sin — even original sin — because she had been chosen to become the mother of Jesus. This was the first time in the history of the Catholic Church that a Pope had taken it upon himself to proclaim a doctrine or dogma without first consulting a council.


But what does Mary say about herself in Luke 1:47?  She needs God as her Savior, something she would not need if she was sinless.  What does the Bible say about Mary in Rom 3:23?  She, like all of us, is sinful and falls short of the glory of God.


In 2 Thess 2:4, Paul writes that the Antichrist ‘sets himself up’ in God’s Temple.  A better translation would be ‘takes his seat’ in God’s Temple (NASB).  This is the same Greek root as the root of the word cathedral, the ‘seat’ of a bishop.  Many cardinals and bishops were uncomfortable with the 1854 declaration that Mary was without sin.  But Pope Pius IX pressed on with another doctrine, calling a council of Catholic rulers called Vatican I.  In 1870, this council proclaimed as official Catholic teaching that when the Pope speaks ‘ex cathedra’, (‘from the seat’ or ‘from the chair’) he speaks the very words of God, and is without error.  This is the teaching of ‘Papal Infallibility.’  Certainly this fulfills Paul’s prophecy in 2 Thess 2:4.


Since 1870, there has been only one ex cathedra pronouncement.  It was the teaching called the ‘Assumption of Mary.’  In 1950, Pope Pius XII declared that Mary was ‘assumed’ into heaven shortly after she died.   This means her body did not decay.  


Many Catholics look to Mary for help more often than they look to Christ.  Most believe that she sits with her son Jesus in heaven and dispenses grace with him as the Queen of the Universe.  More miracles have been attributed to Mary than are attributed to Christ.


But what does the Bible say about looking to Mary for help?  Read 1 Tim 2:5.  God Himself tells us there is only one Mediator between us and God, and that man is Jesus Christ.
What about the argument that the Papacy and the Catholic Church have changed since 1965 and Vatican II?


Vatican II was a conference of Catholic church leaders in 1965 which resulted in changes to many aspects of the church.  One of which is greater encouragement toward reading the Bible.  
Another was a change to the law forbidding eating of meat on Fridays.  Still another was a change to the teaching that salvation comes to people only through the church.  Unfortunately, this was replaced by another false teaching.  Consider this quote from the book Documents of Vatican II, pages 367,368:

"Finally, those who have not yet received the Gospel are related to the People of God (i.e. members of the Roman Catholic Church) in various ways.  There is, first, that people to which the covenants and promises were made, and from which Christ was born according to the flesh: in view of the divine choice, they are a people most dear for the sake of the fathers, for the gifts of God are without repentance.  But the plan of salvation also includes those who acknowledge the Creator, in the first place amongst whom are the Moslems; these profess to hold the faith of Abraham, and together with us they adore the one, merciful God, mankind's judge on the last day.  Nor is God removed from those who in shadows and images seek the unknown God, since he gives to all men life and breath and all things, and since the Savior wills all men to be saved (cf. 1 Tim 2:4).  Those who, through no fault of their own, do not know the Gospel of Christ or his Church, but who nevertheless seek God with a sincere heart, and moved by grace, try in their actions to do his will as they know it through the dictates of their conscience--those too may achieve eternal salvation.  Nor shall divine providence deny the assistance necessary for salvation to those who, without any fault of theirs, have not yet arrived at an explicit knowledge of God, and who, not without grace, strive to lead a good life."


In this statement, Vatican II is saying that non-believing Jews and Muslims and those who never heard of Christ are considered qualified as God’s people simply by striving to live a good life.  By this statement, Vatican II proclaims that faith in Jesus is not a necessity.  This is opposed to Jesus’ teaching in John 3:18.  Though it may appeal to our natural sense of right and wrong to say non-Christians who try to live decent lives will also be saved, we must look to scripture for determining correct teachings.  Compare the above Vatican II statements to Acts 4:12 and John 14:6.  Scripture leaves no room for salvation except through knowing and trusting Jesus.

The word Antichrist does not necessarily mean ‘against Christ.’  The Greek prefix ‘anti-‘ means ‘in place of.’  So really, anything or anyone who takes the place of Christ is an antichrist.  This is how John uses the term in 1 John 2:18,19.  It is noteworthy that the official title of the Pope is Vicarius Christi, which means Vicar of Christ, or the one who is in the place of Christ.  In many Catholic writings, the Pope is also referred to as the Vicar of the Son of God, but the Latin of this, Vicarius Filii Dei, is usually avoided, because as was pointed out by the Reformers, using the Roman numeral equivalents of this title (and remember there was no ‘u’ in old Latin, it was a ‘v’), the title adds to 666, the “number of the beast” mentioned in Revelation 13:18.


In identifying the papacy as the Antichrist, we also remember that just as in the Old Testament, God thought of Israel as his wife (cf. Is 54, Jer 3), in the New Testament Jesus refers to the Church as his bride (Rev 21:2,9).  Our relationship to Jesus is like the relationship of a wife to her husband (Eph 5:22-33).   This makes the picture in Revelation 17, where a great prostitute sits on a beast having seven heads and ten horns more understandable.  A prostitute is a woman who is not faithful to a husband, and the prostitute pictured has gone after all the kings of the earth.  Likewise, the Roman Catholic church has claimed earthly power ever since the Roman Empire fell and she took its place.

In Rev 16:6 it says the prostitute is ‘drunk with the blood of the saints’.  There is no doubt historically that the hierarchy of the Catholic church has over the years killed many of its former members simply because they refused to go along with some of its doctrines, or refused to submit to the Pope’s authority.


Therefore, we still identify the Antichrist spoken of in the Bible as the papacy ruling the church from Rome.  In 2 Thess 2:6 we are told that at Paul’s time something was preventing the Antichrist from being revealed.  Today we understand that the power of the Caesars’ rule from Rome prevented the papacy from exerting its influence until the time when the power of the Caesars grew weak and the power of the bishop of Rome began to increase.
What we do not say as we identify the papacy as the Antichrist:

1.  We do not say all Popes have gone to hell.

2.  We do not say all Catholics will go to hell.  In fact, because of the sheer size of the Roman Catholic church, there will probably be more in heaven who were part of this organization than of any other denomination.  God judges what is in our hearts, and many who are in the Catholic church nevertheless do trust Jesus and not their good works to get to heaven.

3. We do not say any one Pope was the fulfillment of this prophecy, rather the institution where doctrines can be changed by councils fulfills the prophecy.  Jesus clearly said we are not to look to any man for the doctrines of our faith (Matt 23:8-12; 1 Pet 5:3).  As Lutherans, we look to the Bible for our teachings, not to councils and traditions of men.
Summary:


We recognize that there are many antichrists, or teachings that take the place of what Jesus did for us.  We must be on guard against all kinds of ideas that contradict what Jesus has told us through the Bible.  We combat false prophets the same way Jesus combated the temptations Satan brought to him in the desert – by knowing and quoting scripture (see Matt 4:1-11).  But as we share scripture, we do so with ‘gentleness and respect’ (1 Peter 3:15), mindful that religious opinions are very personal, and how we express God’s Word is often as important as what we express.

There is one more teaching that scripture makes clear as the proper response to false prophets.  This is found in Romans 16:17 – “watch out for those who cause divisions and put obstacles in your way that are contrary to the teaching you have learned.  Keep away from them.”  Even though we try to share scripture with those who may be following a denomination which teaches false doctrines, and even though we may do this gently, many times people are not convinced.  Rather than continuing to discuss differences with people without resolution, we realize that sometimes it is best to simply keep away from them.  We withdraw ourselves from them, worshipping God as we believe is right, letting them worship as they believe is right, and letting God, who sees the heart, be the Judge.

Keeping away from false teachers does not mean we should set up boundaries that make it difficult for the Holy Spirit to use us as he does his work.  We must always be careful that our practices do not push away any who come to us to learn, unless they come to us just to further their agenda in the place of scriptural teachings. 

In 21st century America, many are those who worship in a congregation where they do not believe everything which is taught by their denomination, but they stay because of family or friends, or church programs, rather than for correct doctrine.  God tells us all to withdraw from false ideas and seek a congregation where we are certain that what is taught is in line with scripture.


Romans 16:17  is also why Lutherans who take the Bible seriously do not participate in the Ecumenical Movement, which seeks to unite all churches outwardly, laying down differences in doctrine and considering outward union as more important than correct doctrinal teachings.  But Jesus said, “if you hold to my teachings, you are really my disciples.”  (John 8:31)
This summarizes the conservative Lutheran position on antichrists and the Antichrist.  We hope you have been benefited by studying this booklet.  Many today do not see the teachings of the Roman Catholic church or any of the many other denominations which add to what God has said in the Bible to be dangerous to their salvation.  But substituting any teaching for the clear words of scripture, or saying in any way that the work of Jesus was not complete for our salvation is a dangerous thing.  May God lead each of us to follow his teachings, and not the doctrines and traditions of men!

This booklet was prepared by Robert Fink of Manitowoc, Wisconsin for your spiritual growth.  Please contact him at rlf54220@yahoo.com if you have any questions. 
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