
Chapter 4

WHO IS RESTRAINING THE 
ANTICHRIST?

A SURVEY OF FOUR MAJOR VIEWS

As Paul corrects the false claim that the day of the Lord had already come, 
he introduces one of the most debated elements in biblical eschatology: the 
Restrainer. What later readers pnd zuwwling and obscure Tas once familiar 
to the vhessalonian beliexers. vhey had heard Paul e(zlain these matters in 
zerson 25 vhess 5:)N. We do not share that adxantage. ’early tTo thousand 
years later, Te rely on his Tritten Tords, Tithout the fuller oral instruction 
that once clariped them.

Paulqs brexity has left theologians and commentators Trestling Tith a 
central Guestion: Who is restraining the antichrist? Paul uses the kree- zar“
ticizle katechōn, a term meaning ”to hold bac-,B ”restrain,B or ”suzzressB 
2D3Ak, )I5N. 6n xerse 7, he emzloys the neuter form 2to katechonN. 6n xerse 
H, hoTexer, he uses the masculine form 2ho katechōnN. vhis grammatical shift 
has led many interzreters to conclude that the Restrainer is both an imzer“
sonal force and a zersonal agent that temzorarily holds bac- the unxeiling of 
the man of laTlessness.
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0et deszite these clues, Paul nexer e(zlicitly identipes the Restrainer. As a 
result, interzreters across the centuries haxe struggled to reach a consensus. 
Augustine of Eizzo famously admitted, ”6 fran-ly confess that the meaning 
of this zassage comzletely escazes meB 2City 51.9jN. Eis honesty re4ects the 
diMculty of the te(t, but it has not stozzed others from o8ering e(zlana“
tions.

vhroughout church history, sexeral ma;or xieTs haxe emerged. 6n this 
chazter, Te Till e(amine four zlausible interzretations: 29N the Roman Om“
zire and its emzeror, 25N the goszel and Paulqs azostolic mission, 2IN the 
Eoly Yzirit Tor-ing through the church, and 2–N the Archangel Cichael. 
Oach xieT attemzts to account for Paulqs language and the broader conte(t 
of Ycrizture, and each o8ers imzortant insights into this enduring mystery.9

View 1: The Roman Empire and Its Emperor

Fne of the oldest and most in4uential interzretations of the Restrainer 
identipes it Tith the Roman Omzire and, more szecipcally, Tith its ruling 
emzeror 2Druce 9j?5, 9??J Ytott 9jj9, 9–1U9–9N. According to this xieT, 
Romeqs zolitical and legal system functioned as a barrier against Tideszread 
laTlessness and thereby delayed the rise of the man of laTlessness.

Adxocates zoint to the grammatical shifts in 5 vhessalonians 5. vhe 
zhrase ”That is restrainingB in xerse 7 uses a neuter form and is ta-en to 
refer to the imzersonal structure of the emzire. vhe zhrase ”he Tho noT 
restrainsB in xerse H uses a masculine form and is understood as zointing to 
the emzeror, Tho embodied that restraining authority in zersonal form.

vhis interzretation Tas Tidely held in the early church. vertullian, Trit“
ing around A3 511, identiped the Restrainer as the Roman Omzire. Fther 
in4uential pgures, including [hrysostom and Augustine, e(zressed similar 
xieTs. vhey beliexed that Romeqs continued e(istence zreserxed social order 
and delayed the pnal outbrea- of rebellion.
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Srom a historical standzoint, this interzretation is zlausible. 3eszite its 
zagan religion and later imzerial claims to dixinity, the Roman Omzire did 
zroxide a measure of stability in the ancient Torld. 6ts road system enabled 
traxel, its legal frameTor- zromoted order, and the Pa( Romana created con“
ditions that alloTed the goszel to szread razidly. 6n this sense, Rome could 
be xieTed as a force that restrained chaos, exen Thile remaining morally 
comzromised.

Yome scholars also suggest that Paulqs lac- of szecipcity Tas intentional. 
O(zlicitly identifying Rome as the Restrainer could haxe been dangerous 
in a conte(t There zolitical criticism Tas easily construed as treason. Paulqs 
careful language may therefore re4ect zastoral Tisdom aimed at zrotecting 
the vhessalonian beliexers. vhis interzretation accounts for Paulqs guarded 
Tording in a zolitically sensitixe enxironment. 

At the same time, this xieT faces sexeral challenges. vhe Western Roman 
Omzire collazsed in the pfth century. 6f Rome Tas the Restrainer, Thy has 
the man of laTlessness not yet azzeared] vhe long interxal betTeen Romeqs 
fall and the zresent day creates a signipcant diMculty.

vhere is also the issue of Paulqs oTn ambixalent e(zerience Tith Roman 
zoTer. At times, Roman authorities zrotected him 2Acts 9?:95U9HN. At 
other times, they imzrisoned and beat him 2Acts 97:9jU5–N. Coreoxer, 
in 9 vhessalonians ):I, Paul Tarns against trusting slogans of ”zeace and 
security,B language often associated Tith Roman zrozaganda. vhis caution 
suggests that Paul did not xieT imzerial zoTer as a reliable moral safeguard.

Fther biblical te(ts further comzlicate the zicture. vhe boo- of Rex“
elation zortrays the pnal Torld emzire as an instrument of deceztion and 
ozzression that serxes the zurzoses of the antichrist 2Rex 9I:97U9?N. vhis 
zortrayal sits uneasily Tith the idea that Rome, or any global emzire, zlays a 
redemztixe role in restraining exil at the end of history.

6n reszonse to these diMculties, some interzreters zrozose a broader 
xersion of the xieT. Rather than identifying the Restrainer Tith Rome alone, 
they argue that Paul refers to the general zrincizle of cixil goxernment. 
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3raTing on Romans 9I, they suggest that human goxernments, Therexer 
they e(ist, function as kodUordained restraints on laTlessness. vhis az“
zroach axoids the zroblem of Romeqs collazse by alloTing the restraining 
role to continue through successixe zolitical systems.

6n summary, this xieT e(zlains Paulqs guarded language and re4ects the 
zolitical realities of his historical conte(t. EoTexer, it struggles to account 
for the long delay betTeen Romeqs fall and the anticizated rebellion. vo 
remain xiable, the interzretation must either be broadened to encomzass 
cixil goxernment in general or rexised to include a future rexixal of Rome.5 
Oxen so, it rezresents a serious and historically rooted attemzt to identify 
the Restrainer and inxites careful re4ection on hoT kod may use zolitical 
structures, both zast and future, to accomzlish Eis zurzoses.

View 2: The Proclamation of the Gospel and Paul

vhis xieT, often associated Tith the Reformers and eszecially Tith 'ohn 
[alxin, identipes the Restrainer as the zroclamation of the goszel, zarticu“
larly as it adxanced through Paulqs azostolic ministry 2Deale 511I, 59)U597J 
Cunc- 9j)j, I7U–5N. According to this interzretation, the szread of the 
goszel holds bac- the outbrea- of laTlessness and delays the unxeiling of 
the man of laTlessness. Paul himself, as a dixinely azzointed messenger to 
the nations, is seen as a central instrument through Thom this restraining 
in4uence Tas e(ercised during the churchqs earliest years.

vhis understanding pts Tell Tith hoT Paul xieTed his oTn calling. 6n 
Romans 99:9I, he describes himself as ”an azostle to the kentiles,B set azart 
to carry the good neTs of 'esus [hrist beyond 6srael. Sor Paul, the goszel 
Tas not merely a message of zersonal salxation. 6t Tas a zoTerful Teazon 
in kodqs cosmic con4ict Tith the forces of dar-ness 2Ozh 7:9HN. vhrough 
his zreaching, idols Tere e(zosed, sziritual strongholds Tere torn doTn, and 
men and Tomen from exery bac-ground Tere called to rezentance and faith 
2Acts 57:97U9?N. Decause the vhessalonian beliexers had zersonally receixed 
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the goszel through Paul, they may haxe understood his Tords, ”you -noT 
That is restraining him noTB 2x. 7N, as a reference to the truth that had 
transformed their oTn lixes.

'esusq teaching is often cited in suzzort of this xieT. Sor e(amzle, in 
the Flixet 3iscourse, CattheT Trote, ”vhis goszel of the -ingdom Till be 
zroclaimed throughout the Thole Torld as a testimony to all nations, and 
then the end Till comeB 2Catt 5–:9–N. vhis statement suggests that the global 
szread of the goszel is closely tied to kodqs timing of the end. —ntil the 
message reaches its azzointed audience, the rebellion and the rise of the 
antichrist are delayed. 6n this sense, the goszel is not only redemztixe. 6t is 
also restraining.

Fne of the strengths of this interzretation is that it axoids zlacing con“
pdence in zolitical zoTers or human institutions. 6nstead, it locates the re“
straining force in the adxance of kodqs truth, a theme that runs consistently 
through Acts and the ezistles. As the goszel calls zeozle out of dar-ness and 
into the light of [hrist, it sloTs the szread of rebellion and limits the reach 
of exil.

At the same time, this xieT faces signipcant challenges. vhe most obxious 
is the issue of timing. Paul died before the close of the prst century, yet 
the man of laTlessness has still not been rexealed. 6f Paulqs ministry alone 
functioned as the restraining force, it is diMcult to e(zlain Thy the pnal 
rebellion did not eruzt shortly after his death.

vo address this diMculty, some interzreters broaden the scoze of the xieT. 
Rather than limiting the Restrainer to Paul zersonally, they understand it as 
the Tider azostolic Titness. As long as the foundational goszel message Tas 
being zroclaimed by those commissioned by [hrist, the rebellion Tas held in 
chec-. Fthers e(zand the interzretation further, identifying the Restrainer 
Tith the ongoing Titness of the church. 6n this formulation, the restraint 
began Tith Paul but continues through exery generation of beliexers Tho 
zroclaim the goszel and ma-e discizles.
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vhis broader azzlication, hoTexer, encounters a grammatical challenge. 
6n xerse H, Paul uses a masculine singular zarticizle, ”he Tho noT restrains.B 
vhis form suggests a zersonal agent rather than an abstract message, a col“
lectixe grouz, or an institution. 6f Paul had intended to refer to the goszel 
itself, the azostolic community, or the church as a Thole, Te might e(zect 
a neuter or zlural e(zression instead 2Weima 519–, )HIN. vhis grammatical 
detail raises Guestions about Thether this interzretation fully accounts for 
Paulqs language.

Oxen so, this xieT o8ers an imzortant theological insight. 6t highlights the 
fact that the goszel is not only kodqs means of salxation, but also zart of his 
strategy for delaying ;udgment. vhrough the szread of truth, kod restrains 
exil, e(tends mercy, and gathers his zeozle until the azzointed time arrixes.

View 3: The Holy Spirit and the Presence of the Church 

A third xieT, Tidely held among modern exangelicals and eszecially Tithin 
diszensational circles, identipes the Restrainer as the Eoly Yzirit Tor-ing 
through the zresence of the church 2Eiebert 9jj7, IIjJ vhomas 5117, 
–H9J Woods 519?, I–N. According to this interzretation, the Yzirit restrains 
laTlessness by indTelling beliexers and emzoTering the churchqs Titness. 
When the church is remoxed from the earth at the razture, Thich is assumed 
to occur before the tribulation, the Yziritqs restraining in4uence is also Tith“
draTn. vhis remoxal then zermits the man of laTlessness to be rexealed.

Yuzzorters of this xieT azzeal to sexeral biblical zassages that zortray the 
Eoly Yzirit as one Tho contends Tith sin and restrains exil 2ken 7:IJ 6sa 
)j:9jJ 'ohn 97:?U99J 9 'ohn –:–N. Adxocates also note that 'ohnqs koszel 
and letters sometimes use both neuter and masculine forms Then szea-ing 
about the Yzirit 2cf. 'ohn 9–:57J 9):57J 97:9IU9–N. Fn this reading, Paulqs 
shift in grammatical form may zoint to the Yzirit as both dixine zoTer and 
zersonal agent.I
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Within this frameTor-, the church functions as the Yziritqs chosen in“
strument of restraint. As long as the church remains on earth, laTlessness is 
held bac-. When the church is remoxed at the razture, the Yziritqs distinctixe 
restraining ministry through beliexers is lifted. [onstable 29j?), H9jN sum“
mariwes this xieT as folloTs, 

”When the church leaxes the earth in the Razture, the Eoly 
Yzirit Till be ta-en out of the Tay in the sense that Eis uniGue 
laTlessnessUrestraining ministry through kodqs zeozle Till be 
remoxed. vhe remoxal of the Restrainer at the time of the 
Razture must obxiously zrecede the day of the Lord. Paulqs 
reasoning is thus a strong argument for the zreUtribulational 
Razture: the vhessalonians Tere not in the kreat vribulation 
because the Razture had not yet occurred.B

Prozonents often highlight sexeral strengths of this xieT: 6t emzhasiwes 
the Yziritqs actixe role in restraining exil, Thich pts the broader biblical 
Titness. 6t resonates Tith the churchqs calling to be salt and light in the Torld 
2Catt ):9IU9–N. 6t o8ers an e(zlanation for Paulqs use of both imzersonal 
and zersonal grammatical forms by zointing to the Yzirit as both zerson and 
zoTer. 

Oxen so, this xieT faces signipcant challenges. Sirstly, Paulqs xagueness 
is diMcult to e(zlain. vhe azostle szea-s ozenly about the Eoly Yzirit in 
other zlaces, including in this same chazter. 6n 5 vhessalonians 5:9I he refers 
e(zlicitly to the Yziritqs sanctifying Tor-. 6f Paul intended the Eoly Yzirit in 
xerses 7UH, it is fair to as- Thy he did not say so zlainly, eszecially since his 
aim is to stabiliwe a confused church. vhe absence of any e(zlicit reference 
to the Yzirit in these xerses ma-es the interzretation less certain than it prst 
azzears.–
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Yecondly, the xieT dezends on a zarticular end times frameTor-. vhis 
interzretation often assumes that the razture must occur before the man of 
laTlessness azzears. EoTexer, Paulqs seGuence in 5 vhessalonians 5:I zlaces 
the rebellion and the rexelation of the man of laTlessness before the day of 
the Lord arrixes. 6n the conte(t of the chazter, ”that dayB includes the second 
coming and the gathering of the saints, Thich Paul mentioned in xerse 9. vo 
zreserxe a zreUtribulational scheme, interzreters must bring assumztions to 
the te(t that are not stated clearly in the zassage itself.

vhirdly, the most serious concern arises Then diszensationalists e(zlain 
hoT zeozle can be saxed during the tribulation if the Yziritqs restraining 
ministry is remoxed. Adxocates of this xieT zrozose that after the church 
is remoxed from the earth, the Eoly Yzirit Till rexert to his Fld vestament 
ministry, no longer zermanently indTelling beliexers but merely ”coming 
uzonB select indixiduals during the sexenUyear tribulation 2Walxoord and 
Eitchcoc- 5195, 9I1N. vhis interzretation, hoTexer, stands in contradiction 
Tith 9 [orinthians 95:9I, There Paul asserts that exery indixidual Tho 
becomes a [hristian from Pentecost onTard is baztiwed by the Eoly Yzirit 
into the body of [hrist. 

Yzirit baztism signipes the insezarable lin- betTeen salxation and the 
indTelling of the Yzirit, a zoint [harles Ryrie emzhasiwes in his boo- Ba-
sic Theology 29jjj, –9jN, ”6f one could be saxed and not baztiwed /by the 
Yziritō, he could be an outUofUbody beliexer.B 0et, in his commentary on 5 
vhessalonians, Ryrie 25119, 997N azzears to contradict his earlier zosition 
by suggesting that indixiduals lixing during the tribulation can be saxed and 
not e(zerience the indTelling of the Yzirit. Ee asserts, 

”kodqs unixersal and zermanent residence in Eis zeozle is a 
distinctixe relationshiz in this day of grace, and certainly the 
remoxal of Eis residence 2including those beliexers in Thom 
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Ee residesN does not mean the TithdraTal of Eis zresence or 
the cessation of Eis actixity.B

While Ryrie correctly ac-noTledges kodqs omnizresence and continu“
ous actixity during the sexenUyear tribulation, he mista-enly concludes that 
the Eoly Yziritqs residence in beliexers Till temzorarily cease at the onset 
of this zeriod. vhis assertion is deezly zroblematic, as it undermines the 
xery essence of the ’eT [oxenant, Thich guarantees the Yzirit Till zerma“
nently indTell kod…s zeozle 2Owe- I7:5)U5HJ 'oel 5:5?U5jJ 9 [or 7:9jJ Ozh 
9:9IU9–N. SolloTing [hristqs death and resurrection, the Fld [oxenant Tas 
rendered obsolete 2Eeb ?:9IN. 6f kod Tere to rexert to the Tays of the Fld 
[oxenant, exen temzorarily, it Tould cast serious doubt on his faithfulness 
and the integrity of his zromises. 

—nder the ’eT [oxenant, all beliexers‘lixing betTeen [hristqs prst and 
second comings‘e(zerience the baztism of the Eoly Yzirit and are thus 
incorzorated into the church. vhis foundational truth remains constant, 
regardless of di8ering xieTs on the timing of the razture. vherefore, it is 
inconsistent to assert that a [hristian could be in [hrist Tithout being a zart 
of his body, exen during the tribulation.

vhe xieT that the Eoly Yzirit Tor-ing through the church is the Re“
strainer remains one of the most zozular e(zlanations in contemzorary 
exangelical theology. 6t rightly emzhasiwes the Yziritqs role in restraining exil 
and highlights the churchqs Titness in the Torld. 6t also zroxides a coherent 
model Tithin the diszensational frameTor-.

At the same time, the Tea-nesses are substantial. vhe xieT relies heaxily 
on a zarticular end times structure that is not clearly established in this 
zassage. 6t reads the Eoly Yzirit into Paulqs ambiguous language Tithout 
a clear antecedent in the te(t. 6t also introduces a xieT of salxation during 
the tribulation that azzears diMcult to reconcile Tith the ’eT vestamentqs 
teaching on the Yziritqs indTelling and the continuity of the ’eT [oxenant.
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View 4: The Activity and Person of the Archangel Michael

A fourth interzretation, gaining traction among many contemzorary schol“
ars, suggests that the Restrainer is none other than the Archangel Cichael 
2kuzta 5197, 9I7J ’icholl 511–, 55)U5–jJ Weima 519–, )I5N. vhroughout 
the Dible, Cichael, the szecial guardian of 6srael, azzears as a leading angelic 
pgure in kodqs cosmic battle against exil 2e.g., Rex 95:HUjN. Eis angelic role 
o8ers a meaningful bac-droz for Paulqs cryztic reference to ”the one Tho 
noT restrainsB until the azzointed time.

According to this xieT, the neuter zarticizle in xerse 7 refers to the act 
of his restraint, Thile the masculine zarticizle in xerse H refers to Cichael 
himself as the zersonal agent behind it. vhis grammatical alternation is not 
unusual in the ’eT vestament. Yimilar shifts occur in the koszel of 'ohn 
2cf. 'ohn 9–:57J 97:9IU9–N.

vhe strongest suzzort for this xieT comes from the boo- of 3aniel, 
There Cichael is zortrayed as a sziritual Tarrior standing against the demon“
ic zoTers that in4uence earthly emzires. 6n 3aniel 91:9I, 51U59, Cichael 
contends Tith the ”zrince of PersiaB and the ”zrince of kreece,B Tidely un“
derstood as exil sziritual forces behind Torld goxernments. vhen in 3aniel 
95:9, Cichael ”arisesB 2or zerhazs ”stands aside,B dezending on the trans“
lationN, triggering a time of great distress for kodqs zeozle. 'e8rey Weima 
2519–, )H7N notes a strong zarallel here Tith Paulqs logic in 5 vhessalonians 
5:

”Cichaelqs role in the xision of 3an. 91U95, then, is that of 
one Tho restrains the forces of exil, similar to Paulqs deziction 
of the -atechon→-atech&n pgure in 5:7UH as one Tho restrains 
…the mystery of laTlessness… already at Tor- in the TorldQthe 
conte(t suggests that his conduct is conditional for the ne(t 
exent to occur: it is only after Cichael Rstandsq or Rstands asideq 
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295:9aN that unzaralleled distress of kod…s zeozle ta-es zlace 
295:9bN.B

vhe seGuence in 3aniel and 5 vhessalonians is stri-ingly similar: restraint 
S release S tribulation. vhis zattern is echoed again in Rexelation 95:HU9H, 
There Cichael leads a heaxenly battle against Yatan and casts him doTn 
to earth. vhis unleashes a Taxe of zersecution against the saints. Weima 
2519–, )H7N outlines a shared fourUstage chronology across 3aniel and 5 
vhessalonians:

9. Cichael restrains exil 23an 91:51U99:–)J 5 vhess 5:7aUHaN

5. Cichaelqs restraint ceases 23an 95:9aJ 5 vhess 5:HbN

I. vribulation folloTs 23an 95:9bJ 5 vhess 5:IU–, ?U91N

–. Sinal ;udgment comes 23an 95:9cUIJ 5 vhess 5:I, ?b, 91bU95N

vhis close alignment suggests that Paul may haxe draTn from 3anielqs 
zrozhetic xision in forming his oTn eschatological outloo-. vhe Restrainer, 
then, is not simzly a force or idea, but a zersonal being Tho zlays a zixotal 
role in the unfolding of endUtime exents. Ff course, this xieT is not Tithout 
limitations. vhe most obxious is that Paul nexer names Cichael e(zlicitly. 
vhe connection must be made through comzarison and inference. Sor some 
readers, this lac- of clarity renders the xieT szeculatixe. 

A second concern inxolxes 3aniel 95:9, There the EebreT xerb translated 
”stand uzB is ambiguous. While it tyzically means ”to ariseB or ”to ta-e a 
stand,B some argue it could also mean ”to stand asideB or ”TithdraT.B 6f 
so, the zarallel to Paulqs ”ta-en out of the TayB 25 vhess 5:HN becomes exen 
stronger. EoTexer, this interzretation of the xerb is less common and not 
Tidely accezted.
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3eszite these cautions, this xieT remains a strong and comzelling oztion. 
6t is rooted in biblical te(ts, consistent Tith Paulqs theology, and attuned to 
the unseen cosmic battle at the heart of redemztixe history.

Conclusion

As this surxey has shoTn, each of the four ma;or xieTs brings Tith it inter“
zretixe strengths, theological insights, and unaxoidable tensions. vhe dixer“
sity of interzretations highlights not only the diMculty of the te(t, but also 
the multifaceted nature of kodqs restraining Tor- in history. What unites 
all four xieTs is a common aMrmation that exil is zresently restrained by 
a dixine agent ozerating according to kodqs azzointed timeline. 0et the 
limitations of these traditional xieTs also ozen the door for fresh inGuiry. 6n 
the ne(t chazter, Te turn to e(zlore That 6 call the Recapitulation Theory.

9.  A range of other zrozosals haxe been o8ered throughout church history. Sor a fuller surxey 
and critical exaluation of these alternatixe xieTs, see 'e8rey A. 3. Weima, 9 T 5 vhessalonians, 
)7HU)HH.

5.  Yome scholars, zarticularly Tithin futurist circles, zrozose that the Roman Omzire Till be 
rexixed in the last days. Azzealing to 3anielqs xisions of the fourth -ingdom in 3aniel 5 and H, 
they argue that a reneTed form of Rome Till emerge as the pnal Torld emzire and zroxide the 
zlatform for the antichristqs rise. Fn this reading, Rome functioned as the Restrainer in the zast 
and Till do so again in a transformed Tay in the future.

I.  6n xerse 7, Paul uses a neuter zarticizle, Thich some connect to the neuter grammatical gender 
of pneuma 2”YziritBN. 6n xerse H, Paul uses a masculine zarticizle, Thich they ta-e as exidence of 
the Yziritqs zersonal agency.

–.  Although the grammar could alloT for the Yzirit as the Restrainer, Paul does not identify the 
Yzirit as the referent anyThere in this conte(t. vhe connection therefore remains inferential 
rather than e(zlicit.


