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Doctrines of Civil Government
Session #13
The Beast

In this final session, I would like to focus on the relationship of the church and state in regard to Biblical prophecy - how this age will end and the role of civil government. In the Old Testament prophetic book of Daniel, the pagan King Nebuchadnezzar is given a prophetic vision of four empires arising on earth, and he sees them as a glorious statue of man.

· The head of gold - Babylon

· The breastplate of silver – Persia

· The belly and thighs of bronze – Greece

· The legs of iron – Rome

Years later, Daniel also sees a vision of these empires, but as the man of God, Daniel sees them for what they truly are, Beasts
· The winged lion – Babylon

· The bear – Persia

· The leopard – Greece

· The dreadful and terrible beast with 10 horns – Rome 

This final beast is described as extremely strong and having large iron teeth.  It devoured and crushed and trampled down the remainder with its feet.  

Then there will be a fourth kingdom as strong as iron; inasmuch as iron crushes and shatters all things, so, like iron that breaks in pieces, it will crush and break all these in pieces. In that you saw the feet and toes, partly of potter’s clay and partly of iron, it will be a divided kingdom; but it will have in it the toughness of iron, inasmuch as you saw the iron mixed with common clay. As the toes of the feet were partly of iron and partly of pottery, so some of the kingdom will be strong and part of it will be brittle. And in that you saw the iron mixed with common clay, they will combine with one another in the seed of men; but they will not adhere to one another, even as iron does not combine with pottery.  (Daniel 2:40–43)
This prophecy doesn’t end with the ancient Roman Empire. As the Statue of Nebuchadnezzar was divided into two legs, the Roman Empire was split into the Western and Eastern Empires. The Western Empire fell in AD 476; the Eastern Empire fell in AD 1453.  As a man's legs are divided into ten toes, the Roman Empire was eventually divided into at least ten main European countries.  Corresponding to this, the fourth beast is also seen as having ten horns. Students of Scripture have tried to identify these ten nations.  Even the 17th-century French physicist, Blaise Pascal, wrote an extensive treatise on this subject.  Prophetic Bible teachers today often identify the ten-nation confederacy with the European Union. Given that this is Biblical content, these ten people groups are likely ten nations from among the seventy family divisions described in Genesis 10.  Only God knows the labels they operate under today.  

The message in the book of Revelation is that this “Beast” comes back to life – possibly some type of revived Roman Empire.  There seems to be an ethnic connection between the ancient Roman Empire and this future empire. By the way, the “Beast,” as described in the prophecies, can refer to both the empire and the anti-leader.

I saw a beast coming up out of the sea having ten horns and seven heads, and on his horns were ten diadems, and on his heads were blasphemous names.  (Revelation 13:1)

The beast that you saw was, and is not, and is about to come up out of the abyss and go to destruction. And those who dwell on the earth, whose name has not been written in the book of life from the foundation of the world, will wonder when they see the beast, that he was and is not and will come. (Revelation 17:8)

What we are seeing in Biblical prophecy is the rise of an anti-god global empire, embraced and worshipped by people around the world.  This will be an empire and a world leader empowered by Satan himself.

And the great dragon was thrown down, the serpent of old who is called the devil and Satan, who deceives the whole world; he was thrown down to the earth, and his angels were thrown down with him. (Revelation 12:9)
And the beast which I saw was like a leopard, and his feet were like those of a bear, and his mouth like the mouth of a lion. And the dragon gave him his power and his throne and great authority.  (Revelation 13:2) 

At the end of this age, human government, which is the combined power and the will of man, will be taken over by the realm of the demonic.  Satan is the god of this world (2 Corinthians 4:4).  Jesus called him the ruler of this world (John 12:31).  In the Temptation of Christ, Satan said, all these kingdoms have been handed over to me (Luke 4:6).  Satan’s goal is to get humanity on his side, and he facilitates this through the power of government. 
Although this topic may seem to belong strictly to the doctrine of eschatology, it is part of the doctrine of civil government. Christians must be aware that a day is coming when, in our allegiance to Christ, we must resist, oppose, and disobey human government.

Given the nature and ideology of this prophesied global empire, our opposition should be obvious; but in case there is any doubt, God clearly communicates how His people must respond.  Christians are not to identify with this empire; hence, they must refuse to take the mark or the insignia of the empire

If anyone honors the beast, and receives the mark of the beast, he will drink of the wine of the wrath of God, which is mixed in full strength in the cup of God’s anger. (Revelation 14:9-10)
Failing to practice civil disobedience is not an option.  Our stand for Christ will be demonstrated by our opposition to this humanist, global empire.

Undoubtedly, even though these prophetic texts refer to the future, there is a timeless application for the church in every century.  In every age, Satan has infiltrated and used government for evil, and Christians have had to stand against such states.  As the apostle John writes, “You have heard that antichrist is coming, even now many antichrists have appeared” (1 John 2:18).  Throughout the church age, rather than Kings and magistrates being righteous ministers of God, avengers who bring wrath on the ones who practice evil (Romans 13:4), many, in their rebellion to God, they have gone over to the side of the evil one (to various degrees).  We are certainly experiencing this currently in many governments pursuing a secular humanistic, immoral agenda.  The prophecy is that all this will reach its climax at the end of this age.   This age will end in a great outbreak of evil.

Now, this view of Biblical prophecy is not without detractors, especially during the Protestant Reformation, when post-millennialism was popular.   The prevailing view was that by the power of the Gospel, the church would Christianize the world, then Christ would come to receive His kingdom.  

As one example, the American Theologian Jonathan Edwards (1702-1758) taught that the church was about to experience a latter-day glory. With the decline of Roman Catholicism, many believed the age of the Antichrist had ended.  Hence, Christ’s millennial kingdom of peace would soon be realized through church evangelism.  Edward based this eschatology on texts such as 

· The Gates of Hell would not prevail against the church (Matthew 16:18)

· God will not bring to birth and fail to deliver (Isaiah 66:9)

· No weapon formed against you will prosper (Isaiah 54:17)

But even with his post-millennial view, Edwards had to admit, from His reading of Revelation chapter 20, that at the end of a realized millennium on earth, Satan would be released for a little while and the world would rebel against Christ’s rule. 

When the thousand years are completed, Satan will be released from his prison and will come out to deceive the nations which are in the four corners of the earth, Gog and Magog, to gather them together for the war; the number of them is like the sand of the seashore. And they came up on the broad plain of the earth and surrounded the camp of the saints and the beloved city, and fire came down from heaven and devoured them.  (Revelation 20:7–9)
Edward writes in a piece entitled, A History of the Work of Redemption

I now come to speak of the great apostasy there should be toward the close of this period, and how the church should, for a short time be threatened by her enemies . . . it shall again be a dark time.  Satan shall again begin to set up his dominion again in the world; and this world shall again become a scene of darkness and wickedness.  (Works of Jonathan Edwards, Vol. 1, p. 611)

It is instructive that almost every eschatological system (pre-millennial, amillennial, and even post-millennial) agrees that preceding the second coming of Christ, there will be an outbreak of evil at the end of this age.  The only debate is the texts referenced and the degree of evil.  Certainly, Jonathan Edwards did not anticipate the sudden ascendancy of Secular Humanism in the 20th century. It is as if the progressive dominion of Christianity in the first three centuries has been completely reversed.

Exposition of 2 Thessalonians 2

To understand this reversal, we must turn to Paul’s prophetic word in 2 Thessalonians chapter 2

Now we request you, brethren, with regard to the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ and our gathering together to Him, that you not be quickly shaken from your composure or be disturbed either by a spirit or a message or a letter as if from us, to the effect that the day of the Lord has come. Let no one in any way deceive you, for it will not come unless the apostasy comes first, and the man of lawlessness is revealed, the son of destruction.  (2 Thessalonians 2:1–3)
The church at Thessalonica mistakenly believed that the Day of the Lord (the apocalypse) had arrived.  Paul corrects them, stating that the Day of the Lord has not come, as it will not until two events occur: the apostasy and the arrival of the man of lawlessness.

The Apostasy First

The text states, “the apostasy comes first” (πρῶτον prṓton), which suggests a chronological order.  A very common, but unfounded prophetic assumption is that the apostasy (and anti-Christ) appear on day one of the apocalypse - the seven-year tribulation. Given what we know about the historical rise of lesser anti-Christ figures such as Antiochus, Nero, Stalin, and Hitler, it is more reasonable to assume the anti-Christ will be a recognizable world leader long before the apocalyptic judgments unfold.  I am not specifically teaching a Pre-, Mid-, or Post-tribulation rapture of the church, but merely pointing out that the church will likely see some signs and troubles before the actual apocalyptic timetable.  As Jesus taught in the Olivet discourse, “When you see all these things, recognize that He is near, right at the door” (Matthew 24:3), and as Paul taught in 2 Thessalonians, two signs precede the Day of the Lord – the apostasy and the man of lawlessness.

The main point to note is that the apostasy precedes the anti-Christ; and hence, the apostasy is likely the catalyst that ushers in the anti-Christ.  There must first be a dramatic, worldwide, ideological/theological shift before the world is ready to embrace this demonic empire.  Rather than assuming this social change is immediate, it may be a gradual process that begins decades before the apocalypse begins.  The prophesied apostasy may explain the explosive growth of atheistic secularism over the last century. 

The Apostasy Involves All Humanity
It is unfortunate that the word “apostasy” (the Greek word ἀποστασία - apostasía), has taken on a strictly religious meaning.  Hence, the text is interpreted to solely mean that there will be a great doctrinal falling away in the visible church.  Certainly, that is true; the Great Harlot in the book of Revelation looks like false religion – an impostor Bride of Christ (Revelation 17:1).   However, in the Roman world, the word “apostasía,” meant a rebellion, usually in the context of a civil uprising. The prophecy refers to a worldwide rebellion against God.

But we may ask, “Hasn’t the world always been in rebellion against God?”  True, there is always sin, but generally, the nations have abided by the law of nature and nature’s God.  God was not explicitly regarded as the enemy.   God was the good guy; Satan was the bad guy. But over the last generation, there has been a paradigm shift.  Social leaders are depicting God’s natural law as an oppressive human construct. And if mankind is to be free, every value associated with God must be overthrown. The public is even rebelling against the biological reality of Gender.  There used to be an unspoken respect for natural law – a standard of righteousness outside of ourselves to which we must conform, but that belief is being called oppression. But now, honesty, virtue, and authenticity are about you being you.  Don’t let anyone tell you what to do. 

This ideology is a revival of first-century Gnosticism, which is the undisguised creed of Satan.  Gnosticism teaches that in the garden, Satan was the good god who sought to give man knowledge, freedom, and exaltation; Jehovah God was the bad god who wanted to oppress and control mankind.  From the very beginning, this was Satan’s argument against God, and now, through the doctrines of demons, Lucifer is getting mankind to side with him in overt Satanism.

This is what the world is being awakened, or “becoming woke” to.  Don’t miss the significance that the ideology in the last days is a return to the original lie of Satan in the garden.  God’s authority and laws are deemed oppressive.  The apostle Paul's prophecy in 2 Thessalonians concerning the apostasy has been given to prepare the church for what is to come, and it is incumbent upon the church to identify and expose the error.  The ungodly policies of governments are prophetic signs of the time.  The world must be put on notice, and thereby, a few souls, seeing the evil, may turn to Christ.

The Man of Lawlessness
According to 2 Thessalonians 2:3, two signs precede the coming of Christ.  The first sign to look for is an ideological shift, a great rebellion against the Law of Nature and Nature’s God.   Satan has been working toward this goal, having planted many seeds which have taken root and are now bearing fruit.  The second sign is physical – a coming individual called the Man of Lawlessness.  He is the personal embodiment of the apostasy, what might be considered an impostor incarnation, where Satan possesses a human body in order to connect with the human race.  The text goes on to explain in verse 9, “He is the one whose coming is in accord with the activity of Satan.”  Revelation 13:4 states that the serpent gave his authority to the beast.  The Man of Lawlessness certainly looks like a demonically possessed individual
In 2 Thessalonians 2:4, we discover that the Man of Lawlessness displays himself as being God.  

Who opposes and exalts himself above every so-called god or object of worship, so that he takes his seat in the temple of God, displaying himself as being God. (2 Thessalonians 2:4)
Here, we have to understand the subtleties of Satanic worship; it isn’t limited to Satanic rituals.  Exalting oneself above God includes an adoration of humanism, a faith in man’s perfectibility and advancement, a trust in a statist humanistic utopian vision, and a belief in man’s autonomy from His creator.

Now the prophecy continues with the apostle providing two crucial points Christians need to apprehend  (1) How this will happen (2:5-9), and (2) Why does this happen (2:10-12).  In many ways, Christians may err in these two points.
How Will This happen? 

The Christians will naturally ask the question, “How can evil take over the world?”  Don’t we have the promise of the Holy Spirit to convict the world (John 16:8)?  Don’t we have the power of the Gospel (Romans 1:20)?  Hasn’t all authority been given to Christ, and the gates of Hell will not prevail against the church? (Matthew 16:18)?   Has the church failed?

To clear up any misconception, the apostasy specifies that the Man of Lawless is only be able to come on the scene because God removes his restrain.
And you know what restrains him now, so that in his time he will be revealed. For the mystery of lawlessness is already at work; only he who now restrains will do so until he is taken out of the way. Then that lawless one will be revealed . . . (2 Thessalonians 2:6–8)
There has been much debate over the identity of the restrainer.  Paul considers it so obvious that he doesn’t feel compelled to mention who it is.  The early church fathers, Tertullian, Irenaeus, Jerome, and Augustine, believed it was the Roman Empire – a reference to the restraint of government. That conclusion does fully account for God’s restraint.  The Roman Empire was hardly the means by which God was preventing the rise of the Antichrist; in fact, the empires of men will facilitate it.  This we do know, regardless of whatever secondary means God uses, God is the only one who can restrain evil.
The main point in the text is that the only reason unregenerate men have generally submitted to the law of God throughout the church age is not that mankind is intrinsically good.  God's spirit has been restraining mankind’s natural proclivities. The unsaved world has submitted to the Christian worldview not because Christians were so numerous and convincing, but by the restraint of the Holy Spirit.  The true church has always been a small minority, maybe only one or two percent.  Christians are not going to outvote the unsaved.  Any outward submission to moral law had to be by the Spirit of God.  But with the removal of the Spirit’s restraint, unbelievers will wake up and wonder, why have we been following these Christian values?  This is not in us!

A common mistake is in assuming that the early church Christianized the Roman Empire because those early Christians were super spiritual.  On the contrary, the early church was a mess. The salt and light influence the church was by the restraining power of the Holy Spirit. However, in the final days before the coming of Christ, the world will reject Christianity and return to paganism, not because of the failure of the true church; God simply removes His restraint.  That is the whole point being made in the 2 Thessalonians 2:6-7 prophecy.
The prophecy also points out that, with the removal of God’s restraint, the anti-Christ will bring upon the world a deceptive lie – a false ideology.

That is, the one whose coming is in accord with the activity of Satan, with all power and signs and false wonders, and with all the deception of wickedness for those who perish, because they did not receive the love of the truth so as to be saved. For this reason God will send upon them a deluding influence so that they will believe what is false.  (2 Thessalonians 2:9–11)
Why Does This Happen?

If God desires all men to be saved, why would he allow the Anti-Christ to deceive?  This is the doctrine of Judicial Blindness.  As the prophecy points out, these are people who already do not love the truth so as to be saved.  They have already rejected God's authority, and therefore, God gives them a venue through which they can display their rebellion.  The lie is in looking to the anti-Christ and his government for deliverance. They believe what is false despite rational thinking because their love for their godless ideology blinds them to natural, common-sense survival instincts.  Common sense is already on loan from God.  All God needs to do is remove common grace from unbelievers, and they will believe anything.

Paul concludes by explaining why this world will end with a great outbreak of evil.  

In order that they all may be judged who did not believe the truth, but took pleasure in wickedness. (2 Thessalonians 2:12)
Recognize that all the delusions and ensuing wickedness which will break out in the world are not their victory but their judgment.  We must include this message in our evangelism. Their temporary success is not a sign that history will be on their side, but a sign of their coming judgment.
Although Biblical prophecy teaches that the institution of human government will eventually be taken over by Satan, we certainly should not surrender or check out. The church can thrive, and there can be a great harvest of souls for Christ right up until the end.  God will crush all of the Kingdoms of men, but until then, God will be recruiting citizens for His Kingdom.
In the days of those kings, the God of heaven will set up a kingdom which will never be destroyed, and that kingdom will not be left for another people; it will crush and put an end to all these kingdoms, but it will itself endure forever. (Daniel 2:44)  
And I end on this final verse of the Bible, which is both a prayer and an encouraging promise.
He who testifies to these things says, ‘Yes, I am coming quickly.’ Amen. Come, Lord Jesus. The grace of the Lord Jesus be with all. Amen. (Revelation 22:20–21)  
Discussion Questions - Session #13 – The Beast
Part 1- How this age will end  (0-10:30)
1. Why does King Nebuchadnezzar see world empires as a glorious statute of man while Daniel sees them as beasts?
2. According to the prophecy, the fourth Empire is divided into how many nations?
3. Who empowers the anti-Christ and his globalist empire?
4. Why does Satan work to take control of human government?
5. How are Christians to respond to the anti-Christ government?  (Revelation 14:9-10)
6. What timeless applications can be drawn from the prophetic warnings concerning the future anti-Christ government?
7. How will the current age end?   Do all theologians agree?
8. What was Jonathan Edward eschatology concerning the future of America?

Part 2 – Exposition of 2 Thessalonians 2 (10:30-24:25)
9. What was the eschatological mistake within the church of Thessalonica?

10. Which two signs precede and foreshadow the coming Day of the Lord? 

11. Why must the apostasy come before the Man of Lawlessness arrives?

12. What is the meaning of the word “apostasy”?  Is it a reference solely to the church?

13. Is the Man of Lawlessness, Satan?
14. The rise of the anti-Christ is attributed to who or what?   What does this say about the human condition?

15. Who is the restrainer mentioned in 2 Thessalonians 2:6-7?

16. Why was the early church so successful in Christianizing the known world?

17. If God wants all to be saved (1 Timothy 2:4), why does He allow the Antichrist to deceive unbelievers? 
18. How should the church respond to the prophesied outbreak of evil?
Additional Studies and Discussion Questions for Session #13 – The Beast

(1) It is fascinating to read Jonathan Edwards’ Post-millennial views in his piece, A History of the Work of Redemption, Period III, Part VIII.  After speaking about the glories of the earthly millennial, Edward writes, “I now come to speak of the great apostasy there will be toward the close of this period . . .”  Reading and discussing this piece from Edwards is helpful.  

Another piece would be Jonathan Edwards’ Thoughts on Revival of Religion in New England, Part II, Section I, part 2 – The probability that the latter-day glory will begin in America.  Edwards writes, “The beginning of this great work of God must be near. And there are many things that make it probable that this work will begin in America.”  Edward’s conclusions are a reminder that our interpretation of prophecy is often influenced by the times in which we live.  Both articles from Edwards can easily be found online. 

(2) Consider the writings of Irenaeus, an early church father (c. AD 130). In his work Against Heresies, he believed the church will be put to flight by the future Kingdom of the Beast 
In a still clearer light has John, in the Apocalypse, indicated to the Lord’s disciples what shall happen in the last times, and concerning the ten kings who shall then arise, among whom the empire which now rules [the earth] shall be partitioned. He teaches us what the ten horns shall be which were seen by Daniel, telling us that thus it had been said to him: “And the ten horns which thou sawest are ten kings, who have received no kingdom as yet, but shall receive power as if kings one hour with the beast. These have one mind, and give their strength and power to the beast. These shall make war with the Lamb, and the Lamb shall overcome them, because He is the Lord of lords and the King of kings.” It is manifest, therefore, that of these [potentates], he who is to come shall slay three, and subject the remainder to his power, and that he shall be himself the eighth among them. And they shall lay Babylon waste, and burn her with fire, and shall give their kingdom to the beast, and put the Church to flight. After that they shall be destroyed by the coming of our Lord.

Irenaeus of Lyons. (1885). Irenæus against Heresies. In A. Roberts, J. Donaldson, & A. C. Coxe (Eds.), The Apostolic Fathers with Justin Martyr and Irenaeus (Vol. 1, pp. 554–555). Buffalo, NY: Christian Literature Company.

(3) The social elites of our day believe the problems of the world can be solved by globalism.  Without God, they see no other solution but the combined power of man.   Their love for globalism also stems from a disbelief in human corruption.  Not believing that “power corrupts and absolute power corrupts absolutely” (Lord Acton), they reject the Tower of Babel mandate for a separation of powers among the nations.  Discuss how this political, theological, and moral ignorance will usher in the anti-Christ.

(4) The Gnosticism attacking the early church came in various forms, but the basic premise reflected Satan’s original cosmology and arguments against God.  A short presentation on Gnostic beliefs would help Christians refute modern, end-of-days ideology.
