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sk people where antichrist is mentioned in the Bible and the response will

likely be, “In the book of Revelation.” What is surprising is that Revelation
does not use that term, and the Greek word antichristos occurs only in the Johan-
nine Epistles (1 John 2:18, 22; 4:3; 2 John 7). Impressions about who or what the
Antichrist might be typically come from popular culture. Doing an internet search
readily yields lists of the current candidates for Antichrist, who are given that label
in order to vilify them as figures who threaten global security. The Left Behind
novels picture Antichrist as the agent of Satan on earth.' The character is named
Nicolae Carpathia: a political leader who reigns during the final seven years of
this present age, seizes control of the global economy, and persecutes those who
refuse to worship him. But in the end Christ returns and destroys the Antichrist

! The series was written by Tim LaHaye and Jerry B. Jenkins. See especially vol. 3, Nicolae: The Rise of
the Antichrist (Wheaton, IL: Tyndale, 1997).

Most people understand “the Antichrist” as a singular figure of evil involved
in the events of the end of the world. But in the Johannine Epistles, from which
the term comes, the antichrist is a multiple and present reality: liars who deny
the person of Christ. By words and actions these liars threaten the beloved
community; these “antichrists” may, at times, even be us!
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at the battle of Armageddon. The plot is standard in popular literature about the
end times.”

Yet this scenario has little to do with 1 and 2 John. A comparison of the way
antichrist language functions in the Johannine Epistles with its use by later writ-
ers can be illuminating. Here I want to consider three questions: First, according
to the Johannine Epistles, what are the traits of antichrist? Second, how do these
Epistles relate antichrist to an eschatological battle? And third, how do the Epistles
either encourage or subvert the polemical use of antichrist language?

THE TRAITS OF ANTICHRIST

Left Behind and books like it can trace their views of antichrist back to Irenaeus’s
Against Heresies 5.25-30 and Hippolytus’s Treatise on Christ and Antichrist, which
were composed in the second and early third centuries. Their goal was to synthe-
size various biblical passages into a unified portrait of antichrist as the great escha-
tological enemy. They took the various references to antichrist in the Johannine
Epistles and combined them with Revelation’s vison of the great seven-headed
beast, who tyrannizes the people of the world, becomes the focus of the ruler cult,
and persecutes the followers of Jesus. A second figure, depicted as the beast from
the land and a false prophet, promotes the ruler cult by working miracles and
marking people with the name and number of the great beast, which is six hun-
dred and sixty-six (Rev 13:1-18). Then Irenaeus and Hippolytus wove in references
to the man of lawlessness from 2 Thess 2:1-12, a figure whose coming is to be her-
alded by signs and wonders. In this scenario the man of lawlessness actually takes
his seat in the temple of God, which fueled speculation that the antichrist might
rebuild the temple, which was destroyed by the Romans in 70 CE. A formidable
adversary indeed.

Apart from the name, however, this composite picture of antichrist has
almost nothing to do with the Johannine Epistles. Those writings mention no
eschatological signs and wonders or violent persecution of the saints. We find
that in these Epistles, antichrist does not make himself the object of worship or
sit in the temple. Instead, antichrist works by negating what the early Christians
believed about Jesus. The Johannine Epistles say that the central confession of the
community is that “Jesus Christ has come in the flesh” (1 John 4:2). Antichrist
negates that belief: “Who is the liar but the one who denies that Jesus is the Christ?
This is the antichrist, the one who denies the Father and the Son” (1 John 2:22).
“The deceiver and the antichrist” does “not confess that Jesus Christ has come in
the flesh” (2 John 7).

What makes antichrist such a threat to the Johannine readers is his sub-
versive quality. Instead of violently persecuting them, antichrist simply drains
their faith of its content. Notably, antichrist does not make himself an alternative

* For an overview and critique see Craig R. Koester, Revelation and the End of All Things, 2nd ed. (Grand
Rapids: Eerdmans, 2018), 18-27.
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focus for worship, as in the scenarios noted above. The problem is suggested by
the ambiguities in the Greek term antichristos itself. The Greek prefix anti- can
mean “against,” as the prefix does in English, so that this figure is indeed “against
Christ.” But the Greek prefix can also mean “in place of,” which might suggest
that he fosters a belief that is a “substitute” for Christ.> The Synoptic Gospels do
warn that in the end times there will be many false messiahs (pseudochristoi) who
will come in Jesus’s name and say, “I am he” (Matt 24:24; Mark 13:6). Yet in the
Johannine Epistles, antichrist is more subtle. He does not say, “Believe that I am
the Christ and Jesus is not.”

We find that in these Epistles, antichrist does not make
himself the object of worship or sit in the temple. Instead,
antichrist works by negating what the early Christians
believed about Jesus.

Instead, antichrist presses for an apparently attractive spirituality that may
identify “Christ” as a lofty ideal but has let go of any meaningful connection with
the particular human being named Jesus. For modern readers that may seem pecu-
liar, since on one level it seems easy to affirm that Jesus was a human Jewish rabbi
who lived in the first century. It is the higher claims about Jesus as Son of God
that in our context seem problematic. But in the Johannine Epistles, the humanity
of Jesus is inseparable from the particularity of Jesus. The Epistles of John are in
the tradition of the Gospel of John, which said that God’s Word was embodied in
a particular human being, Jesus of Nazareth, who revealed God by what he said
and did, and by who he was (John 1:1-18), so that the Word of life could be seen,
heard, and touched (1 John 1:1-5). More scandalously, God’s glory was revealed
in Jesus’s crucifixion, which conveyed the fullness of divine love (1 John 1:7; 4:10).
What antichrist does, however, is to deny that Jesus’s humanity had any salvific
significance, leaving the community with a substitute Christ, a figure they may
equate with the spiritual ideal of divine love without the offensive particularity of
divine love, or the challenge to live out that love in embodied form in their own
community (1 John 4:7-11).*

The way the Johannine Epistles emphasize the embodied and particular
traits of Christ has implications for their depiction of antichrist. We find that the
antichrist—if he is true to his own character—will not assume his own incarnate
form. The later tradition will picture the eschatological adversary as one particular
human being who incarnates evil, and some even speculated about his appear-
ance: eyebrows reaching to his ears, tuft of gray hair on his forehead, a leprous spot
on his hand, according to some ancient accounts. But in the Johannine Epistles,
antichrist has no flesh of his own. The antichrist denies the flesh of Jesus and stops

* Raymond E. Brown, The Epistles of John: A New Translation with Introduction and Commentary.
Anchor Bible 30 (Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1982), 333.
* Brown, The Epistles of John, 505.






