
The Triumph of the King 2

Psalm 21:1-13, 2 Thessalonians 2:1-12, Matthew 24:10-27

There have been many evil rulers - tyrants, dictators, revolutionaries, megalomaniacs 

- throughout the history of the world, who have persecuted the Christian church. The 

roll call of martyrs is long, and growing longer still. While it may be supposed that the 

martyrs of the church come mainly from the first  few centuries when the Roman 

Empire bitterly persecuted the new and growing faith,  it  remains a fact that more 

people died because of their Christian faith in the 20th century than in all previous 

centuries put together. Martyrdom is still a reality for many Christians today. We have 

to think only of cruelty of ISIS in the Middle East which has made a trademark of 

beheading Christians. Similar stories can be told of other Islamic countries in Africa, 

Pakistan and elsewhere where intolerance and hatred is directed towards the church. 

The persecution of the church is not something that we should be surprised at, since it  

was promised by Christ himself that those who followed him would fall foul of those 

who are still rebelling against his rule. 

In  fact  it  is  more of  a  surprise  that  Christians  are  often  not  persecuted.  In  many 

countries of the world, for someone to be a Christian is a matter of indifference to 

those  around  them,  although  there  are  often  hostile  comments  directed  at 

“fundamentalists,” that handy label of abuse to throw at any person of strong religious 

conviction who may object to the immorality and spiritual confusion around them. 

But even then, the mere fact that someone is a Christian rarely raises as much as an 

eye-brow, let alone marks them out for hostility because of what they stand for. Much 

of the reason for this is that many Christians hardly know these days what they stand 

for, or what they believe, or how this distinguishes them from others who belong to 

other religions. 

It is commonly assumed that it is better for someone to believe in any god at all than 

to be devoid of any overt religious faith, and that somehow we have more in common 

with believers from other religions, simply because they are believers in something. 

The common description of them as “people of faith,” often used in the same way as 

others are described as “people of colour,” conceals the fact that all people do indeed 

have faith of some kind or another, just as all people have some skin tone even if it is 

on the pale side. When the phrase “people of colour” is used I think of the Christian 

speaker  of  Afro-American  ancestry  who  was  introduced  to  an  audience  as  “our 

coloured brother.”  He responded by addressing  the (white)  audience as  “My dear 

colourless  brothers.”   I  hardly  need  to  tell  you what  might  occur  if  in  a  similar 

situation  someone  was  introduced  as  a  “person  of  faith”  who then  addressed  his 
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audience as “faithless people.” The connotations may be biblically accurate in terms 

of their response to God, but hardly a prudent manner of address!

However,  the  fact  remains  that  human beings  are  all  “people  of  faith.”  We were 

created believers, and it is inherent in being human that we will believe in something 

or  someone.  We  are  responsive  and  responsible  people,  and  God  calls  us  all  to 

respond to him in faith. Those who do not respond positively to God are not devoid of 

faith, but are instead directing their inherent believing character towards some other 

object of faith. As the Scriptures teach us, we either believe in God, or we believe in a 

god-substitute, an idol, a fake god, an imitation god, a fraudulent impostor that has 

usurped the place of God in our lives. Those then who do not have faith in God, the 

Creator of heaven and earth, the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, the only living and 

true God, thereby direct their faith towards something else.

The  human  response  of  faith  is  the  deepest  and  most  fundamental  facet  of  any 

person’s life, which guides and directs them in all that they do. Their lives are shaped 

by their faith, and because they are committed to that faith, because it provides the 

legitimacy and authenticity for their lives, any conflict with others over the way we 

should  live,  how  we  should  behave,  is  at  root  a  conflict  of  competing  and 

incompatible faiths. It is no surprise then, that a community where there is a majority 

support for one particular faith, should seek to suppress or persecute those who do not 

conform to that faith. This is not only true of non-Christian faiths, but also sadly true 

of Christians,  who have often been seduced by the world’s ideal of a single faith 

community occupying a particular area. We have seen the results in Northern Ireland, 

and also in times past in Latin America, as well as in other places. But Christians are 

given the clear teaching in Scripture that we are not to seek a uniform community of 

believers in any one place, but instead to spread throughout the world, and in so doing 

to communicate the message that it is possible to live together in peace in spite of 

differing religious convictions. We are called to live together, and to share our faith 

with others, but to allow God to judge between us, rather than seeking to forcibly 

convert or expel from our midst those who believe differently from us. Christians can 

expect  enough trouble from the world without  creating hostility  through trying to 

resolve conflicts  of spiritual  conviction through earthly weapons.  As we see from 

Ephesians  6,  the weapons of  our  warfare  are  not  those  of  this  world,  but  prayer, 

preaching, love, truth, justice and righteous living. Through these means we shame 

others because of their rejection of truth and justice, and entice them to become part 

of a community where these things are held in honour. 

© Chris Gousmett 2015 2



However, those who believe in Jesus can expect suffering to follow. In Matthew 24, 

we read that Jesus promised many signs of distress at the end of the age prior to his 

coming. Those who follow him will be persecuted and killed. Many will turn away 

from the faith and betray those who still believe. There will be many false prophets 

who  will  preach  deceitful  messages  and  lead  the  people  astray.  Wickedness  will 

increase, many of those who believe will let their love for God grow cold, and many 

will suffer enormously. And one of the signs of the end of the age will be the increase 

in those who claim to be Christ, along with many false prophets performing great but 

deceptive miracles, such that even those true to the Gospel might be deceived. There 

will  be many saying that Christ has returned, and is out in the desert,  or in some 

hidden room, but anyone saying such things is not to be believed, since his return will 

be such that nobody will miss it - it will be inescapable, and certainly not compatible 

with him being in hiding in the desert or some secret place. 

How then can we recognise the false prophets that Christ has indicated will arise? And 

how are they connected with the great false prophet whom the Scriptures call  the 

Anti-Christ? Is there even a single figure whom we may call Anti-Christ? After all, in 

the first letter of John we read that there will be many anti-Christs. There are many 

who will  deny the Gospel  not  by repudiating it  outright,  but  by falsifying it,  but 

misrepresenting it, and by distorting it to serve their own purposes. This is something 

that we are all  too familiar  with.  There have been many false teachers who have 

distorted the gospel, including ministers of the church. 

The way in which these Antichrists deny the gospel is to distort it, misrepresent it, and 

teach it in such a way as to confuse and mislead those who hear them as to the true 

nature of the gospel. In the letter of John the antichrist is described as someone who 

denies that Jesus is the Christ, the only Son of the Father. Such a person, according to 

John, does not know God at all. We are all too familiar with those who purport to be 

preachers of the Gospel who have denied that Jesus is the Christ, the incarnate son of 

God. They have denied that Jesus really is divine, that he really said and did what the 

Scriptures say that he said and did. It is a mark of the spirit of Antichrist to reject,  

discredit, distort or deny the plain teaching of Scripture, whether that be by direct 

statement, or through cleverly contrived and seemingly credible academic study that 

actually grows out of unbelief rather than belief in God. Such plausible concoctions 

are a distortion of scholarship, in spite of the claims made that it is the latest, cutting-

edge research that is being presented, if the end result is to undermine faith and create 

doubt about God and his love and care towards us in Christ.
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We know by name those authors and public speakers who reject the resurrection of 

Jesus as a myth, a metaphor, a quaint superstition from the past, anything except the 

truth: that Jesus was raised bodily from the dead as the vindication by God of all that 

he had said and done, and was thus declared before all angels, principalities, powers 

and humans, to be both Lord and Christ. To deny the resurrection, by explaining it 

away altogether, or trying to present it as a purely psychological experience in the 

minds of the disciples, or as a metaphor for new life for those who believe in God, is 

to deny that Jesus is the Christ, the one raised from the dead by God. Such a person is 

therefore according to the Scriptures an antichrist, one who deceives and misleads by 

proclaiming a false gospel. As Paul says in his letter to the Corinthians, “If Christ is 

not risen, your faith is in vain, and we are still in our sins.” To proclaim any amount of 

the Scriptures, while denying the resurrection of Christ, is to defeat the purpose of 

proclaiming the gospel at all. Without the resurrection, there is no gospel. 

There is no hope, no redemption, no promise of forgiveness, no newness of life, no 

new community of love, nothing whatever to commend Christianity to anyone. Its 

promises are empty, futile and worthless, as what it is built on is the single linch-pin 

of the resurrection of Christ. If that did not happen as the Scriptures record, for the 

reasons the Scriptures record, to achieve the purposes the Scriptures record, then we 

would be better  off packing up and going home to pursue some more worthwhile 

activities.  After all,  without the resurrection,  we are simply playing at  church and 

pretending to  be something we are not:  redeemed people,  forgiven people,  loving 

people, God’s own people. None of this is true without the resurrection. 

You can see then that to deny the resurrection is to deny the very nature of the church, 

to deny the content, purpose and validity of the gospel, and to waste everybody’s time 

with a false gospel that will ultimately deprive them of that which they seek to attain 

by  it:  redemption  and  eternal  life.  And yet  there  are  many  who proclaim such  a 

gospel, and unfortunately the church fails to take action to discipline them; it fails to 

remove them from office; and those whose faith is  destroyed because of the self-

indulgent  unbelief  of  such  people  are  expected  to  continue  supporting  them 

financially, and then shoulder the blame for turning away from the church in droves 

because  they  are  offered  nothing  in  return  for  their  money  except  platitudes  and 

modern intellectual and psychological superstitions. 

And it is noticable that such heretical teachers flourish most in prosperous Western 

countries where the risk of suffering for the gospel is greatest for those who oppose 

such false teachers. Those who proclaim such false gospels are on the contrary treated 

as  public  celebrities,  invited  to  speak  on  radio  and  television,  fawned  over  by 
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spiritually ignorant journalists who are unable to tell a heresy from a Hereford. And it 

is not surprising that such heresies are rampant in the prosperous and self-centred 

West,  as such an empty,  shallow and unsatisfying gospel cannot enable anyone to 

withstand persecution from tyrants, dictators and religious fanatics. It is noticable that 

such people are all too capable of falling into step at the behest of persecutors, for 

after all these heresies are simply modifying the gospel to appeal to people without 

any cost  to them, without  requiring them to alter  their  lives,  their  most  cherished 

beliefs, their self-centredness and their sins. This was the sin of the official church in 

Nazi Germany: it overwhelmingly supported the Nazi government, and went so far as 

to provide theological legitimation and justification for its policies, while assisting in 

the persecution of the faithful Christians who spoke out against their perversion of the 

Gospel. Similarly, in South Africa the church for decades supported the policies of 

Apartheid,  and it  is only when the church finally was confronted with an explicit 

statement from its own midst that its theological justification of Apartheid was heresy, 

that the strength of the Apartheid regime began to break. 

It  is  all  too easy for  the gospel  to  be perverted by adapting it  to  the desires  and 

demands of those around who do not believe it, in order to accommodate them instead 

of alienating them. For those who do not want to believe, there is no point in trying to 

remove that  in  the  gospel  which  gives  them offence,  for  ultimately  there  will  be 

nothing left which is in fact truly gospel. In the end, such a truncated gospel is self-

defeating, as it asks nothing of anyone and gives nothing in return. If there is no need 

to change what you believe apart from the gospel, why add on that which actually 

contributes nothing to your life? It has been said that the most that liberal theology 

can do is affirm and support the best which the world is able to offer. But if all it does  

is tell you that what the world is able to offer is sufficient for all your needs, what 

point is there in it? For such a gospel, who would bother getting out of bed in the 

morning, let alone stand up against wickedness and depravity, if all it tells you is that 

what you are already doing is fine and there is no need to change your life in any 

way? We can see the result in the continuing emptying out of the churches, and the 

closing down of congregations as a regular occurrence, for after all, if the church has 

abandoned the gospel, which is all it has to offer that is different to what the world 

has, then there is no longer any point to its existence. 

You can see then why we are warned in the Scriptures against being deceived by the 

antichrists which have gone out into the world. To succumb to their teaching, to be 

charmed by their seductive doctrines and plausible lies, is to risk being shut out of 

God’s kingdom and denied the reward of eternal life through the resurrection of those 

who believe. 
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For if Christ is not raised from the dead, then there is no hope that we too will be 

raised from the dead. And if there is no resurrection from the dead, then there is no 

hope for that is the only way we will overcome death, suffering, sickness, sorrow and 

pain. That is what we have held out for us in the gospel: that at the return of Christ, all 

those who believe in him will be raised from the dead, transformed in immortality and 

glory,  and enter  into his  eternal  kingdom which is  free from all  sorrow and pain. 

Death will be no more, sickness will be no more, there will be an end to disability,  

disease, pain and suffering. To deny the resurrection of Christ is to take away all those 

things. Those who have their hope destroyed have only this life to look forward to, 

and if that life is short and full of suffering, then the gospel has nothing else to offer.  

And what more disheartening message is there to present to a suffering world than 

that? What a distortion, what an abdication of responsibility, what a perversion of the 

calling of the gospel, to shut out from the church those in most need of its message, 

by presenting a fake gospel that fails to satisfy the needs of our society.

Paul warns us, then, in the light of the threat of false gospels proclaimed by those who 

are anti-Christ in spirit, to take care lest anyone deceive us. We are not to be unsettled 

by any purported prophecies that Christ has come or is about to come. We are not to 

see the beginnings of the judgement of God in the natural disasters or the civil unrest 

or  warfare  which  breaks  out  constantly  all  around  the  world.  These  things  will 

happen, Jesus tells us, but they are merely signs of the continuing rebellion of the 

world against God, they are not themselves the irrefutable signs of the end of the age. 

There will be, it seems, a rebellion led by the man of lawlessness which will put all 

other  rebellions  into  the  shade.  Terrible  though many of  the current  events  are,  I 

believe they are as nothing compared to that which will eventuate at the end of the age 

when Christ will return to take his kingdom and to do battle one last time against the 

powers of darkness and wickedness. This final rebellion will be accompanied by false 

miracles  and signs  and wonders,  the  kind  that  deceives  those  who are  perishing, 

because they refuse to love the truth. God has allowed them to be deceived as they 

refuse to believe, and reject the truth. Those who delight in wickedness are abandoned 

by  God  to  delusion,  since  there  is  very  little  else  which  can  be  done  for  them. 

Wickedness and deception go together, as those who reject the truth and are willing to 

believe a lie thereby close themselves off from the righteousness of God, which is 

born out of the truth. Following a lie produces wickedness, as it has ever since the 

deception which resulted in the sin of Adam and Eve. It is the same today as it was 

then: deception leads to wrongdoing, as righteous living requires acknowledgement of 

the truth, which alone can direct us as to the right way to live.
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Can we then tell from the letters of Paul, and the other passages which speak of the 

times of the end of the age, what the Antichrist is like? Will there be one man who is  

Antichrist more so than any of the many antichrists which are at work in the world? 

There have been many who have seized upon these passages and sought to identify an 

individual who seems to meet the description given, vague and indistinct though that 

is. Through the ages many people have been identified as the Antichrist: various kings 

and emperors,  any one of the popes,  or all  popes as the continuing expression of 

Antichrist,  while  the  Catholics  retaliated  by  identifying  the  antichrist  as  Martin 

Luther, John Calvin, or any of the Reformers. Others named have been Mohammed, 

Genghis  Khan,  Napoleon,  Stalin,  Hitler,  Mussolini,  Kruschev,  Henry  Kissenger, 

Saddam Hussein, and so on. The only thing these figures have in common is that they 

all failed to do any of the things prophesied of the Antichrist, so I doubt that any of 

them fit the bill, and virtually all of them are dead, so they cannot now behave in the 

manner described in the Bible. 

Nor do I think it profitable to speculate as to whom this Antichrist might be. After all,  

there may be many more generations before this one figure appears in the world. We 

don’t know the time of the Lord’s return, and any Antichrist will be alive and active 

then, as Paul describes how he will be destroyed at Christ’s coming. And the way in 

which the Antichrist has been identified betrays the mistaken perspective of those who 

indulge in this kind of activity. If you look at the list of contenders for the title of 

Antichrist, most of them have not taught religious deception (with the exception of the 

popes and reformers, as seen from each side of the reformation divide), but have been 

political or military leaders who have threatened the safety and prosperity of the West. 

If there is indeed a single person who can be identified as the Antichrist, he is perhaps 

more likely to come out of the Western nations than threaten them from outside. And 

threatening the hegemony and prosperity of the USA (a common criterion) hardly 

rates as the most significant factor for the kingdom of God. Political allegiances and 

hostilities  have  played  more  than  a  small  part  in  the  whole  sorry  business  of 

speculating who might be the AntiChrist.

Indeed, Paul places more emphasis on the destruction of the Antichrist than on his 

activities and character. It would seem then that it is more profitable for us to follow 

that lead, and look for the coming of the Lord who will destroy whoever it is, and 

afterwards reign in triumph having defeated all his enemies. So then, let us look for 

the coming of the Lord, and trust that he will deal with this figure, whoever he is, 

when he arises to fight against God. In the meantime, we need to take heed to the 

warnings  given by John,  that  there  are  many antichrists  gone out  into the world, 

deceiving and lying, performing miracles and doing wickedness. We need to be sure 
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that we have been well grounded in the truth of the Gospel, so that we can recognise 

deception, betrayal of the truth, heresies, apostasies and false doctrines. There will be 

many more false prophets and deceitful teachers to come. If one thing is certain it is 

that we have not yet seen the last of them. As one dies or fades into obscurity, another 

arises to take his or her place, and yet another battle for the truth of the gospel will be 

initiated.

In the light of this, then, we need to hold fast to the emphasis which Paul makes in his 

letter  to  the  Thessalonians:  all  those  who  follow  the  spirit  of  antichrist  will  be 

defeated by Christ. His truth and glory will overcome all those who prefer to believe a 

lie rather than the truth. His victory is assured, as the truth of God will prevail over 

untruth. The spirit of antichrist breeds deception and delusion, and this will prove its 

weakness, as the lie will always fail to win out in conflict with the truth. Trust then in 

God, hold fast to him in faith, believe the Scriptures, and support those of the faith 

who are suffering for what they believe.  Who knows, at  any time we too may be 

called on to give an account of our faith, and to endure the hostility of sinners who are 

at enmity with God. Paul exhorts the Christians at Thessalonica to “stand firm in the  

faith  and  hold  fast  to  that  which  they  have  been  taught.”  God  has  called  us  to 

salvation, and will strengthen and sanctify us by his Spirit and guide us in the truth, to 

the end that we together with all who trust in him will share the eternal glory of our 

Lord Jesus Christ. To this end then encourage one another and look for the day when 

Christ will return, that glorious day on which he will destroy all those who oppose 

him and who have given themselves to believe a lie. May we be found true to the 

gospel on that day, and firm in the faith which has been committed to us. 

__

A recent article in  Christianity Today helpfully stresses that there is  a difference 

between false teaching, which is inaccurate, one-sided, or partial presentation of what 

Scripture  teaches,  often  by  immature  or  untaught  believers,  and  heresy,  which  is 

deliberate  denial  of  the central  elements  of  the faith,  without  which this  teaching 

ceases to be faithful to Scripture. This sermon should be read with that distinction in 

mind: heresy must be deplored and resisted at every turn; false or inaccurate teaching 

should be corrected so as to show the teacher a better way (Acts 18:26).
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