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Between 138 and 133 BCE, the Pergamene king 

Attalus III undertook a successful military campaign 

against an enemy whose identity has been lost to history. 

The inhabitants of Pergamum interpreted this victory as a 

benefaction for their city, for which the civic council and 

citizen-body met to decide how to demonstrate their 

appreciation. After deliberation, Pergamum’s government 

determined to honor Attalus in five ways and to engrave 

their decision on a marble inscription over sixty-two lines 

long.1 The council and the citizen-body voted: (1) to crown 

Attalus with a golden crown; (2) to erect a cultic and an (3) 

honorary statue of the monarch; (4) to sacrifice daily to 

Zeus on behalf of the king; and (5) to commemorate the 

day of Attalus’s triumphant entry into Pergamum after his  

______________________ 
* A form of this article was read at 2018 Annual Meeting of the Society 

of Biblical Literature in Denver, CO, November 17-20, 2018. I am 

grateful to Jerry L. Sumney, Professor of Biblical Studies at Lexington 

Theological Seminary, for his astute comments and observations about 

my paper that have only served to improve my argument and for his 

encouragement to publish it. I, not Prof. Sumney, am responsible for  
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any mistakes found herein. 

 

military victory with a yearly procession.2 It is the second 

of these honors that concerns me, the decision to erect a 

cultic statue of Attalus. The Pergamene government 

decreed that a five-cubit tall cultic statue of the monarch 

depicting him standing atop the spoils of war was to be 

dedicated (καθιερῶσαι; kathierōsai) in Asclepius’s temple 

“so that he might be a temple sharer with the god” (ἵνα ἦ[ι]| 

σύνναος τῶι θεῶι; hina ē[i] sunnaos tōi theōi) (OGIS 332 = 

IPerg 246.8-9). The council and citizen-body of Pergamum 

further decreed that Attalus’s temple sharing image should 

have an epigraph inscribed on its base with the following 

words: “The people (honor) king Attalus, son of the god 

Eumenes the savior, the one who loves his mother, 

benefactor, conqueror of his enemies, because of his valor 

and bravery in every battle” (OGIS 332 = IPerg 246.21-

23).  

This historical episode and the inscription 

commemorating it both introduce and illustrate the Greco-

Roman practice of royal and imperial temple sharing 

(σύνναος; sunnaos), which was a politico-religious honor 

that Greek cities bestowed, of their own volition, on their 

rulers to demonstrate appreciation for benefaction of some 

kind. In the above example, the munificent act in question 

was Attalus’s military victory and the Pergamene 

government met and determined, under no compulsion, to 

honor the king with temple sharing to show the city’s 

gratitude for it. The fullness of the epigraph highlights this 

fact as part of it calls the honors that the Pergamene council 

and citizen-body decreed, including temple sharing, 

“worthy gifts” (τὰς καταξίας χά|ριτας; tas kataxias 

charitas), “repaying (the king)” (ἀποδιδόντες; apodidontes) 

and the inscription on Attalus’s temple sharing image calls 

the monarch a “benefactor” (εὐεργέτην; euergetēn).  
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In addition to being an honor that cities willingly 

bestowed on autocrats for benefactions, royal and imperial 

temple sharing acknowledged, in a literal manner, divine 

approval of the monarchs’ regime. The statue of Attalus 

standing atop the spoils of war was set up near Asclepius’s 

cultic image in the cella of the god’s temple showcasing 

that the deity was ultimately responsible for the king’s 

victory. One portion of the epigraph notes that Asclepius’s 

treasury funded the sacrifices accompanying the yearly 

procession commemorating the king’s triumphant entry 

into Pergamum after his military campaign. Another part of 

the inscription indicates that when Attalus enters the city 

during this procession, the priests are to open the temples 

of the gods and to pray and sacrifice to them for the king’s 

“safety, victory, and military might both on land and sea” 

(ὑγίειαν σωτηρίαν νίκην|κράτος καὶ [ἐπὶ γῆ]ς κα[ὶ κατὰ] 

θά[λατταν]; hyieian sōtērian nikēnkratos kai [epi gē]s ka[i 

kata] tha[lattan]  [OGIS 332 = IPerg 246.30-31]).3  

In this article, I argue that Attalus’s temple sharing 

and other cases of royal and imperial temple sharing from 

the Hellenistic and Roman periods shed light on the 

apocalyptic scenario concerning the Man of Lawlessness in 

2 Thess 2:3-12. More specifically, archaeological and 

epigraphic data related to royal and imperial temple sharing 

indicate that 2 Thess 2:4’s reference to the Man of 

Lawlessness “seated in God’s temple” refers to this 

practice. Given that there are no records of honorific or 

metaphoric temple sharing in the early Roman Empire and 

virtually all human temple sharers in the early Principate 

are Roman principes, the Man of Lawlessness is a Roman 

princeps who would erect a statue of himself in God’s 

literal temple in Jerusalem. While there is evidence for 

Julio-Claudian and Nerva-Antonine imperial temple 

sharing, to date there is none for the Flavian period. The 
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import of these findings suggests that 2 Thess 2:4 was 

probably written while the Jerusalem temple still stood 

during the Julio-Claudian period. While this by no means 

proves the authenticity of 2 Thessalonians, it suggests that 

the document pre-dates the temple of Yahweh’s destruction 

in 70 CE, making Pauline authorship more probable.  

 

1. Seated in God’s Temple 

 

In 2 Thessalonians 2, Paul, Silvanus, and Timothy 

address the timing of Christ’s parousia and the signs that 

herald it.4 It appears that the church in Thessalonica has 

received a prophetic utterance, a message, or a letter—the 

authors themselves are unsure—indicating that the Day of 

the Lord has already arrived (2 Thess 2:2).5 To convince 

their converts otherwise, Paul, Silvanus, and Timothy 

remind them that certain events must occur in the 

eschatological time-table before the Day of the Lord and 

their gathering to him (2 Thess 2:1b-2).6 A rebellion must 

happen first, during which time an apocalyptic figure 

known as the Man of Lawlessness, Son of Destruction, and 

the Lawless One will be revealed (2 Thess 2:3, 8). The 

authors describe this figure as one who “opposes and exalts 

himself above every so-called god or object of devotion so 

that he is seated in the temple of God, thereby showing 

publicly that he is (a) god.”7 Paul, Silvanus, and Timothy 

remind the Thessalonian Christ-confessors that they are 

aware of this event and even who or what currently 

restrains the Man of Lawlessness’s appearance (2 Thess 

2:5-11).8 The part of this apocalyptic scenario that concerns 

me is the meaning of the Man of Lawlessness’s session in 

God’s temple, which Paul, Silvanus, and Timothy describe 

as the Man of Lawlessness “seated” in it (ὥστε αὐτὸν εἰς 

τὸν ναὸν τοῦ θεοῦ καθίσαι; hōste auton eis ton naon tou 
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theou kathisai). In the process, I address the identity of the 

temple, how the Man of Lawlessness is seated in it, who 

the Man of Lawlessness is, and the meaning of his session.  

While there are no scholarly consensuses about 

these issues, there are four reigning hypotheses about the 

identity of the temple, some of which are connected to 

issues of Pauline (or non-Pauline) authorship of 2 

Thessalonians. The first proposal is that the temple is the 

church. This argument, which was popular among some 

Church Fathers and Catholic and Reformation era 

Reformers, has only a few followers today. The evidence 

for this position is the use of ναός (naos, temple) for the 

church local (1 Cor 6:19-20) and universal (Eph 2:21; 4:16) 

in the Pauline corpus. Based on this usage they identify 2 

Thess 2:4’s temple as the church. Charles H. Giblin 

proposes that in addition to the identification of ναός (naos) 

in Paul’s letters the verb describing the Man of 

Lawlessness’s session, καθίζω (kathizō, to sit), has lost its 

locative sense in 2 Thess 2:4. Therefore, this figure’s 

enthronement in the temple/church is not literal, but 

functional, showcasing that the Man of Lawlessness 

exercises his authority vis-à-vis the church and making the 

figure a Christian teacher or judge of some kind.9  

The second hypothesis is that the temple is God’s 

heavenly abode. The evidence for this position are the Man 

of Lawlessness’s supposed connection to the so-called 

Antichrist tradition similar to what is found in Revelation 

12, purported lack of analogies to the enthronement of 

someone in God’s temple in biblical and Second Temple 

Jewish documents, and references to God’s celestial temple 

in the Hebrew Bible (Ps 11:4; 18:7; Mic 1:2; Hab 2:20; Isa 

66:1). Scholars following this interpretation tend to identify 

the Man of Lawlessness as a supra-human evil entity. 

James Everett Frame posits that 2 Thess 2:4’s temple refers 
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unconsciously to the ancient tradition about the Dragon 

storming heaven (later reflected in Revelation 12) at the 

end of the age.10 

The third proposal is that the temple of 2 Thess 2:4 

is metaphoric and that the Man of Lawlessness’s session in 

it stresses extreme rebellion. Scholars who hold this 

position tend to argue that 2 Thess 2:4 draws on the 

depiction of arrogant sovereigns in biblical and Second 

Temple tradition such as the kings of Babylon (Isa 14:3-21) 

and Tyre (Ezek 28:11-19), Antiochus IV Epiphanes (Dan 

11:36-39; 1 Macc 1:41-61; 6:7), Pompey the Great 

(Josephus, Ant. 14.72), and Gaius (Caligula) (Philo, Legat. 

esp. 188, 203, 207, 254, 337, 346; Josephus, Ant. 18.257–

304; J.W. 2.184–203; Tacitus, Hist. 5.9) to showcase that 

the Man of Lawlessness is the culmination of these 

hubristic monarchs. The focus of 2 Thess 2:4 is not on the 

figure’s identity and his literal enthronement in God’s 

temple, but on his arrogance and attempted coup d’état of 

the divine realm. For instance, Abraham J. Malherbe argues 

that Antiochus IV Epiphanes is behind Paul’s apocalyptic 

language here and that the Man of Lawlessness’s 

“usurpation of the temple of God as the locus for claiming 

himself to be God symbolizes the gravest act of defiance 

imaginable.”11 

The final hypothesis overlaps with the previous one 

in that some scholars interpret the Man of Lawlessness’s 

session as both metaphoric and literally occurring in the 

Jerusalem temple. The evidence for this proposal are the 

literal meaning of ναός (naos, temple) in Greek sources, 

which are legion,12 and the repetition of the definite article 

in 2 Thess 2:4, τὸν ναὸν τοῦ θεοῦ (ton naon tou theou), 

“the temple of the God.”13 Scholars who hold this position 

disagree about the Man of Lawlessness’s identity. Some, 

particularly those of the early twentieth century, reject any 
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notion that this figure is royal. Wilhelm Bousset concludes 

that the Man of Lawlessness has “nothing whatever to do 

with the Roman Empire.”14 Wilhelm Wrede argues that 

“the entire portrait does not have any political character 

whatsoever, and an earthly ruler has not been described 

here.”15 And, Ernest Best proposes that there are no 

“‘royal’ characteristics” of the Man of Lawlessness and “no 

reason to think of him as ‘royal.’”16 Instead, Bousset, 

Wrede, and Best posit that the figure in question is a supra-

human figure of some kind. 

More recent exegetes posit that the Man of 

Lawlessness is a Roman princeps. Bruce Winter argues that 

the language of 2 Thess 2:4 resembles terminology used in 

inscriptions in the Greek East describing “the divinity of 

the emperors,” thereby identifying the Man of Lawlessness 

as a Roman princeps.17 James R. Harrison proposes that 

Gaius’s attempt to erect his statue in God’s temple in 

Jerusalem is “a precursor of the final Satan-inspired 

Antichrist” who would be like Gaius.18 Douglas Campbell 

believes that the Gaian affair is the background for the Man 

of Lawlessness in 2 Thessalonians and he uses this datum 

as a linchpin to date Paul’s time in Thessalonica, either 

during or immediately after the crisis in question in the 

early 40s CE.19   

  One difficulty common to the above hypotheses is 

their datasets, which consist almost exclusively of literary 

evidence, whether it be the Hebrew Bible, Paul’s letters, 

and/or Second Temple literature.20 Since one’s dataset 

determines in large part one’s outcome and conclusions, 

this reliance on literary texts results in an interpretative 

impasse. In fact, one of the reasons that Wolfgang Trilling 

notes that the Man of Lawlessness’s session “is hard to 

interpret” (es schwer zu deuten ist) is the lack of analogies 

to it in Jewish literature of the period.21 Therefore, this is 
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one of the strongest arguments against interpreting God’s 

temple in 2 Thess 2:4 as literal. For example, Frame 

comments:  

The difficulty with the reference to the 

temple in Jerusalem is that the evidence 

adduced for this interpretation is not 

convincing. Neither Antiochus who erected 

a heathen altar on the altar of burnt-offering, 

and presumably placed thereon a statue of 

Zeus Olympios . . . nor Caligula who order-

ed Petronius to set up his statue in the 

temple . . . is conceived as sitting or attempt-

ing to sit in the sanctuary of God.22  

Even those scholars who identify the temple as the one in 

Jerusalem point out that a drawback to their interpretation 

is the lack of historical and philological parallels to 2 Thess 

2:4. Leon Morris admits:  

Most commentators draw attention to the 

attempt by Caligula to set up an image of 

himself in the temple of Jerusalem . . . It 

may well be that Paul has this incident in 

mind in writing these words, but we should 

bear in mind that what he says goes beyond 

anything Caligula attempted. The Man of 

Lawlessness is not pictured as setting up a 

statue of himself but as taking his seat in 

person.23 

There is, however, a historical analogy that expli-

cates partly the Man of Lawlessness’s session in God’s 

literal temple in Jerusalem, royal and imperial temple 

sharing. The reason why scholars have overlooked this as a 

background to the Man of Lawlessness’s enthronement in 

God’s temple in 2 Thess 2:4 is that almost all the evidence 

for the practice is non-literary, i.e., archaeological, epi-
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graphic, and numismatic.24 When these data are brought to 

bear on the problem of the temple in 2 Thess 2:4, it is clear 

that the Man of Lawlessness is a Roman princeps who sets 

up his statue in God’s literal temple.  

 

II. Seated in God’s Temple: My Proposal 

 

Temple sharing is defined as the placement of a 

statue of a being (human or divine) for cultic purposes 

inside of an existing temple near or next to the cultic statue 

base of the temple’s main deity.25 Most often this practice 

appears explicitly in ancient Greek literary, inscriptional, 

and papyrological sources with the Greek term σύνναος 

(sunnaos), literally “with temple,” but also it is found 

implicitly with some form of the καθ- (kath-) root (meaning 

to dedicate) in conjunction with the dative of place. 

Turning to the example that opened this article, Attalus III 

of Pergamum became a “temple sharer with the god 

(Asclepius)” (σύνναος τῶι θεῶι; sunnaos tōi theōi) when 

the king’s temple sharing statue was “dedicated” 

(καθιερόω; kathieroō) “in the temple” (ἐν τῶι ναῶι; en tōi 

naōi). In addition to written sources, the material record 

attests to implicit cases of temple sharing. The discovery of 

statue bases inside cellae of Greek temples next to the 

cultic images of main deities can but does not always imply 

the sharing of temples. Often times, the main gods’ statue 

bases have been altered or modified to accommodate for 

another statue and the temple sharer’s image is smaller than 

that of the main deity’s. For instance, Arrian describes in 

the second century CE work Periplus ponti Euxini the 

process by which he made a local deity or hero, Philesius, a 

temple sharer of Hermes in Trapezous (in modern-day 

Turkey). He notes that Philesius’s statue is one foot smaller 

than Hermes’s (Arrian, Periplus ponti Euxini 2.1-2).26  
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While gods shared temples with each other since the 

Greeks adopted them, Greek cities began to make autocrats 

temple sharers as early as the Hellenistic period, like the 

example that opened this article, in a practice that I term 

royal and imperial temple sharing. Royal and imperial 

temple sharing was practiced widely in the eastern 

Mediterranean in Greece, Asia Minor, and even the Levant, 

albeit with local nuances. Zooming in on the Roman 

Empire, imperial temple sharing was common during the 

Julio-Claudian period (31 BCE- 68 CE). Every Julio-

Claudian princeps and some of their wives shared at least 

one temple of a god in the Greek East during their 

lifetime.27 Direct sources attesting to Flavians (70-96 CE) 

as temple sharers appear to be non-existent. During the 

Nerva-Antonine dynasty (96-192 CE), however, imperial 

figures sharing temples are attested in the ancient sources. 

This lack of evidence for Flavian temple sharing may be 

due to one of two factors. The Flavians were the first 

imperial dynasty to deviate from the Julio-Claudian 

precedent of establishing provincial temples and cults to the 

princeps and a god, most often Roma.28 The practice of 

having a joint cult in a provincial imperial temple is 

something to which Trajan, early in the Nerva-Antonine 

dynasty, returned.29 Given that the Roman princeps and 

senate in Rome oversaw provincial temples and their cults, 

cities in the empire may have emulated these temples and 

cults and established civic imperial temples and cults to 

Flavians without any divine companion. The other factor to 

consider is that evidence for Flavian imperial temple 

sharing has not survived. Once again, it is clear that 

imperial temple sharing is attested during the Nerva-

Antonine dynasty until the 190s CE, however. 

Consequently, it appears that the first option is the most 

probable.   
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To provide an example of imperial temple sharing, 

the princeps Nero remitted taxes for Greece and declared it 

autonomous in 67 CE.30 To show appreciation for these 

benefactions, the local government of a city in Greece, 

Acraephia, voted to honor the princeps and his wife Statilia 

Messalina with temple sharing. According to the decree 

that Acraephia’s council and citizen-body passed:  

Since the Lord of the entire world, Nero . . . 

repaid and reverenced our gods who stood 

by him always for his care and safety . . . He 

returned and freely gave back our native and 

indigenous freedom that we had from long 

ago and which was taken formerly from the 

Hellenes. He restored the pristine state of 

our autonomy and freedom. He added to this 

great and unexpected gift, tax exemption, 

which none of the former Augusti have quite 

completely given. For all these reasons, it 

was decreed by the archons, the councilors, 

and the citizen-body . . .  to dedicate a cultic 

statue of Nero Zeus the Deliverer and a 

cultic statue of the goddess Augusta 

Messalina in the temple of Apollo Ptous 

beside all our ancestral gods so that when 

these things are thus accomplished, our city 

might appear to have fulfilled completely 

every act of honor and piety towards the 

house of our Lord Augustus Nero.31 

Acraephia’s grant of temple sharing resembles Pergamum’s 

bestowal of the honor on Attalus III in three ways. First, it 

was a local decision on the part of Acraephia’s government. 

Second, the granting of temple sharing to Nero was to show 

appreciation for benefactions, specifically autonomy and 

tax exemption. Third, the imperial couple’s temple sharing 
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showed divine approval of their reign. Acraephia concluded 

that by placing Nero’s and Messalina’s cultic statues beside 

the images of Apollo and their ancestral gods they 

showcased that their “gods stood by him” (θεοὺς ἡμῶν 

παριστανομένους; theous hēmōn paristanomenous). 

I contend that royal and imperial temple sharing is 

the most appropriate historical analogy for the Man of 

Lawlessness’s session in 2 Thess 2:4. Conceptually, the 

practice best fits with the evidence. Some of the inscrip-

tions that refer to royal and imperial temple sharing 

describe the enthronement of the monarch’s statue as if it 

were the ruler literally seated in the temple. The island 

polity of Aigina made Attalus I a temple sharer of the god 

Aiacus by setting up his statue in the god’s temple. The 

inscription commemorating this act says, “They will make 

him a temple sharer . . . with Aiacus” (π̣οιήσουσιν δὲ καὶ 

σύνναον καὶ . . . [Αἰακῷ]; poiēsousin de kai sunnaon kai… 

[Aiakō]).32 The island-city of Calymnus near Cos made 

Gaius (Caligula) a temple sharer of Apollo in 37 CE and 

the epigraph on the base of his statue speaks as if Gaius 

himself is sharing the god’s temple. “The citizen-body of 

Calymians dedicated Gaius Caesar [G]e[rma]nicus beside 

Apoll[o] [De]lian the Guardian of Calymnus because of his 

piety . . .” (Ὁ δᾶμος ὁ Καλυμν[ί]|ων συνκαθιέρωσε| 

Ἀπόλλ[ω]νι [Δ]αλίῳ| Καλύμ[ν]ας μεδέοντι| Γάϊον Καίσαρα 

Γερ[μα]|νικὸν εὐσεβ[είας ἕνε]|κεν . . . . ; Ho damos ho 

Kalumn[i]ōn sunkathierōse Apoll[ō]ni [D]aliō Kalum[n]as 

medeonti Gaion Kaisara Ger[ma]nikon euseb[eias 

hene]ken…).33 Finally, use of the accusative case in 

epigraphs on statue bases to denote the identity of the 

person or deity depicted in the image is commonplace in 

Greek epigraphy, as in the case of the previous inscription 

where Gaius’s statue is called by the princeps’s name in the 

accusative case, Γάϊον Καίσαρα Γερ[μα]|νικὸν (Gaion 



Seated in God’s Temple                                                                        81 

 

 

Kaisara Ger[ma]nikon). Art historian Peter Stewart even 

notes, “Greek dedications . . . routinely identify the subject 

in the accusative, ‘labeling’ the image that has been 

created.”34 This epigraphic convention resembles the 

language of 2 Thess 2:4, where Paul, Silvanus, and 

Timothy, using the accusative case, describe the Man of 

Lawlessness’s session as if he were to be seated literally in 

God’s temple: “so that he (αὐτὸν; auton) is seated in the 

temple of God.” Therefore, the masculine accusative 

pronoun, αὐτὸν (auton), probably refers to the Man of 

Lawlessness’s statue that Paul, Silvanus, and Timothy say 

will be erected in God’s temple.  

There are two specific philological reasons 

supporting my proposal that 2 Thess 2:4 refers to royal and 

imperial temple sharing. The first is the choice of term for 

the location of the Man of Lawlessness’s session, ναός 

(naos, temple). Royal and imperial temple sharing always 

occurs in a deity’s ναός (naos), not in the larger sanctuary, 

ἱερόν (hieron), in which the ναός (naos) is located.35 In 

fact, there are only two occurrences of the Greek term 

συνίερος (synieros), literally “with sanctuary,” in the 

historical record and they do not refer to a royal figure 

sharing a sanctuary of a god.36 Royal and imperial temple 

sharing always occurs in the temple proper and there is no 

indication that temple sharing was honorific or metaphori-

cal until the third century CE when, in Greece and Asia 

Minor, it began to be used to honor noteworthy civic and 

provincial officials.37 Therefore, Paul’s, Silvanus’s, 

Timothy’s use of ναός (naos) in 2 Thess 2:4 to describe the 

location of the Man of Lawlessness’s co-enthronement is 

deliberate and refers to God’s literal temple.  

The second philological reason why 2 Thess 2:4 

refers to royal and imperial temple sharing is the verb that 

Paul, Silvanus, and Timothy use to denote the Man of 
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Lawlessness’s session, καθίζω (kathizō, to sit). The καθ- 

(kath-) root appears in inscriptions associated with royal 

and imperial temple sharing, describing the setting up of 

the monarch’s statue in the cella of the temple. For 

example, the inscription relaying Attalus III’s temple 

sharing that opened this article uses καθιερόω (kathieroō) 

to describe the erection of the king’s image in Asclepius’s 

temple (OGIS 332 = IPerg 246.8-9). When the city of 

Sardis set up a statue of Gaius Caesar in the temple of his 

adoptive father, making him a temple sharer of Augustus, 

the city used the verb συνκαθιερόω (sunkathieroō; IGR IV 

1756 = Sardis VII,1.8.13). An epigraph referring to Livia’s, 

Augustus’s wife, temple sharing with Athena Polias in 

Cyzicus indicates that the empress’s image was “dedicated” 

(συγκαθιερόω; sugkathieroō) beside that of the goddess’s 

(IGR IV 144.4-5). The inscription on the image base of 

Gaius’s temple sharing statue that was set up in the temple 

of Delian Apollo on Calymnus employs the verb 

συγκαθιερόω (sugkathieroō) to describe its dedication.38 

The same root, συνκαθειδρύω (sunkatheidruō), is used in 

the dedication of Nero’s and Messalina’s temple sharing 

images beside Apollo Ptous and all Acraephia’s ancestral 

gods in the above example (IG VII 2713 = ILS 8794 = Syll3 

814.50-51). And, Josephus uses the καθ- (kath-) root three 

times to describe Gaius’s attempt to erect his image in 

God’s temple, indicating that he (or his sources) interpreted 

the event as attempted temple sharing.39 In sum, contrary to 

scholarly protestations that there are no philological 

analogies to the Man of Lawlessness being “seated in 

God’s temple,” epigraphic evidence testifies that 2 Thess 

2:4 refers to the erection of a statue of a princeps in God’s 

literal temple.40  

Not only are the authors of 2 Thessalonians 

referring to the Man of Lawlessness sharing the temple of 
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Yahweh, but also the members of the Christ-group in 

Thessalonica probably interpreted his session in that way. 

To date, six epigraphic dedications that refer to “temple 

sharing gods” (σύνναοι θεοί; sunnaoi theoi) have been 

discovered in Thessalonica, all of which date from the 

second century BCE to the second century CE.41 These 

inscriptions do not refer to royal or imperial temple sharing, 

but there is archaeological evidence that principes may 

have shared temples of the gods in Thessalonica. In 1936, 

archaeologists discovered a temple on the western side of 

modern-day Thessaloniki that was dubbed the Archaic 

temple because it was made of older building material. 

Inside the temple, they found marble statues of Hadrian and 

Roma, identifying the temple as a site of imperial cultic 

activity. In 2000, archaeologists re-excavated the Archaic 

temple and found two more marble statues, one of Zeus 

Aigochus, which dates to Hadrian’s reign, and another 

image identified as Nero.42 Provided that the temple was 

dedicated to Roma or Zeus and these three statues were set 

up in the Archaic temple during Hadrian’s reign, the 

princeps may have shared the temple with Zeus and Roma. 

It is even possible that the Archaic temple was a place of 

imperial temple sharing during Nero’s reign. Given that the 

identification of the statue of Nero is correct and that the 

temple was dedicated to Roma or Zeus even in the mid-first 

century CE, then Nero may have shared the temple. In 

short, the members of the Christ-group in Thessalonica 

were aware of the practice of temple sharing and also may 

have been cognizant of imperial temple sharing. Therefore, 

they probably interpreted 2 Thess 2:4 to refer to the 

practice occurring in the Jerusalem temple.43  

Paul’s, Silvanus’s, and Timothy’s presentation of 

the Man of Lawlessness’s enthronement in God’s temple 

deviates from royal and imperial temple sharing in one 
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major way, however. As noted above, the practice is the 

reward that cities bestowed on beneficent monarchs to 

show appreciation and to demonstrate that the gods 

approved of their regime. In 2 Thessalonians, the Man of 

Lawlessness takes the initiative and enthrones himself in 

God’s temple. The focus on the Man of Lawlessness’s 

agency in his co-exaltation in God’s temple possibly results 

from our authors’ most immediate contact with royal and 

imperial temple sharing, Gaius’s attempt to erect his statue 

in God’s temple.44 It is also possible that Paul, Silvanus, 

and Timothy are aware of the processes that lay behind 

grants of imperial temple sharing. Either of these 

possibilities explain why they highlight the Man of 

Lawlessness’s extreme arrogance: “he opposes and exalts 

himself above every so-called god and object of devotion... 

thereby proclaiming publicly that he himself is a god” (2 

Thess 2:4).45 Given that the princeps is not Satan, but his 

servant, it is unclear if the authors intend that the Man of 

Lawlessness knows his role in the eschatological drama. 

Like Gaius who tried to set up his statue in God’s temple, 

he may not comprehend fully the implications of his 

actions.46 This conclusion notwithstanding, Paul, Silvanus, 

and Timothy indicate that the Man of Lawlessness’s temple 

sharing with Yahweh is the sign par excellence of the 

apostasy’s beginning.  

Finally, provided that 2 Thess 2:4’s reference to the 

Man of Lawlessness’s session in the Jerusalem temple is 

imperial temple sharing, my proposal sheds light on the 

dating of 2 Thessalonians. In 1903, William Wrede 

demonstrated, to the satisfaction of many, that 2 

Thessalonians is literally dependent on 1 Thessalonians and 

thus probably a pseudepigraphic document written at the 

end of the first century or the beginning of the second 

century CE.47 However, he acknowledged that if 2 Thess 
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2:4 refers to the literal temple in Jerusalem, this was a 

problem for his theory. To address it, Wrede proposed that 

the author of 2 Thessalonian either envisaged the rebuilding 

of the temple or that his description of the Man of 

Lawlessness’s session in the temple relied on a document 

written while the temple still stood. He opted for the second 

option: “[I]t appears to me that the most likely assumption 

would be that the writer wrote the words about the Temple 

simply because his document contained them (i.e., without 

at all thinking about the destruction of the Temple).”48 This 

conclusion strains credibility. It is hard to imagine that an 

author composing a pseudepigraphic letter would 

uncritically use a written source, especially if he knew that 

the temple mentioned in it no longer existed. In addition, I 

have shown that all recorded instances of royal and 

imperial temple sharing relate to the literal erection of a 

statue of a monarch in a literal temple. In short, to temple 

share, there must be a temple.  

 This conclusion notwithstanding, it cannot be taken 

to the extreme. My proposal neither proves that Paul (and 

Silvanus and Timothy) composed 2 Thessalonians. Nor, 

given how prevalent imperial temple sharing was in the 

Julio-Claudian period, does 2 Thess 2:4 provide a linchpin 

for dating Paul’s tenure in Thessalonica.49 Rather, provided 

that the Man of Lawlessness’s session refers to imperial 

temple sharing, the letter must have been written before the 

temple’s destruction; otherwise the reference to the temple 

would have made no sense to readers and auditors. 

Therefore, my hypothesis provides a narrower window for 

the composition of 2 Thessalonians: after the writing of 1 

Thessalonians, which probably occurred around 49 CE, but 

before 70 CE. While my proposal by no means settles the 

complex matter of Pauline authorship of 2 Thessalonians, it 
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provides a bit of overlooked evidence that can be used for 

making the case of the letter’s authenticity more probable.  

 

III. Conclusion 

To summarize, for conceptual and philological 

reasons, 2 Thess 2:4’s enigmatic reference to the Man of 

Lawlessness’s enthronement in God’s temple refers to the 

Greco-Roman practice of royal and imperial temple 

sharing, which consists of the erection of statues of 

Hellenistic kings and Roman principes in temples of the 

gods. Most cases of royal and imperial temple sharing 

follow a similar pattern. The autocrat benefits the city. The 

city in turn demonstrates appreciation for the munificent act 

and that its gods stand by and approve of the monarch’s 

reign by erecting a statue of the sovereign in a temple next 

to or near the temple’s main cultic image. Therefore, 2 

Thess 2:4 envisages that the great rebellion begins when a 

Roman princeps commands that his statue be set up in 

God’s temple. Consequently, the authors allow that pagan 

rulers can share temples of the gods, but the beginning of 

the end occurs when one attempts to share the temple of the 

one and only God in Jerusalem. Finally, since imperial 

temple sharing was always in a literal temple, 2 Thess 2:4’s 

reference to the practice means that the temple must be 

standing when the letter was composed, making Pauline 

authorship more probable. 

_________________ 

 

Endnotes 

 
1 “[B]ecause no one surpasses the king’s benevolent acts 

fitting honors were decided for him so that the citizens may 

acknowledge the king’s abundant good things and repay him for the 

worthy gifts of military successes and benefactions: for good success. It 

seemed good to the council and the citizen-body . . .” (οὐδενὸ]ς τὸμ 
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βασιλέα εὐνοίαι ὑπερτ̣ι̣θε̣μ̣[ένου εἰ]ς̣ ἑα̣υ̣τ̣όν, ψηφίζεσ|[θ]α̣[ι] τ̣ὰς 

πρεπούσας αὐτῶι τιμάς, ὅπως ἐπὶ τοῖς γεγενημένοις ἀγαθοῖς τῶι 

βασι|λεῖ ἐκτενεῖς οἱ πολῖται φαίνωνται καὶ ἀποδιδόντες αὐτῶι τὰς 

καταξίας χά||ριτας τῶν εὐημερημάτων καὶ τῶν εἰς ἑαυτοὺς εὐεργεσι̣ῶ̣ν 

ἀγαθῆι τύ|χηι δεδόχθαι τῆι βουλῆι καὶ τῶι δήμωι·) (OGIS 332 = IPerg 

246.1-6). All translations, including those of inscriptions, are my own 

unless otherwise noted. 
2 “It seemed good to the council and the citizen-body: to 

crown the king with a gold crown of valor, to dedicate an armored 

cultic statue to him that is five cubits tall standing atop the spoils of war 

in the temple of Asclepius the Savior so that he might be a temple 

sharer with the god, and to set up a golden equestrian honorary statue 

of him on a marble plinth beside the altar of Zeus the Savior so that the 

honorary statue might be in the most distinguished place in the agora. 

Every day let the bearer of the crown, the priest of the king, and the 

president of the games offer frankincense on the altar of Zeus the 

Savior for the king. Now on the eighth day [of the month], (that is the 

day) on which he entered Pergamum is to be holy for all time. On it 

every year the best solemn procession is to be arranged by the priest of 

Asclepius from the town hall to the sanctuary of Asclepius and the king 

with the accustomed persons taking part in the procession. Let the 

archons gather in the temple after the offering has been presented and 

sacrificed. Now for the offering and their assembly fifty silver 

drachmas are to be given by the treasurer of the funds that cannot be 

secularized from the provisions of Asclepius. Let the temple wardens 

manage the offering and the reception . . .” (δεδόχθαι τῆι βουλῆι καὶ 

τῶι δήμωι· στεφανῶσαι τὸμ βασιλέα χρυσῶι στε|φάνωι ἀριστείωι, 

καθιερῶσαι δὲ αὐτοῦ καὶ ἄγαλμα πεντάπηχυ τεθωρακισμέ|νον καὶ 

βεβηκὸς ἐπὶ σκύλων ἐν τῶι ναῶι τοῦ Σωτῆρος Ἀσκληπιοῦ, ἵνα ἦ[ι]| 

σύνναος τῶι θεῶι, στῆσαι δὲ αὐτοῦ καὶ εἰκόνα χρυσῆν ἔφιππον ἐπὶ 

στυ||λίδος μαρμαρίνης παρὰ τὸν τοῦ Διὸς τ̣οῦ Σωτῆρος βωμόν, ὅπως 

ὑπάρχηι ἡ| εἰκὼν ἐν τῶι ἐπιφανεστάτωι τόπωι τῆς ἀγορᾶς, ἑκάστης τε 

ἡμέρας ὁ στε|φανηφόρος καὶ ὁ ἱερεὺς τοῦ βασιλέως καὶ ἀ̣γωνοθέτης 

ἐπιθυέτωσαν λιβανωτὸν| ἐπὶ τοῦ βωμοῦ τ[ο]ῦ̣ Διὸς τοῦ Σωτῆρος τῶι 

βασιλεῖ. τὴν δὲ ὀγδόην, ἐν ἧι παρεγένετο| εἰς Πέργαμον, ἱεράν τε εἶναι 

ε̣[ἰ]ς ἅπαντα τὸν χρόνον καὶ ἐν αὐτῆι ἐπιτελεῖσθαι κατ’ ἐνι|| αυτὸν ὑπὸ 

τοῦ ἱερέως τοῦ Ἀσκληπιοῦ πομπὴν ὡς καλλίστην ἐκ τοῦ πρυτανε[ί]|ου 

εἰς τὸ τέμενος τοῦ Ἀσκληπιοῦ καὶ τοῦ βασιλέως συμπομπευόντων τῶν 

εἰ|θισμένων. καὶ παρασταθείσης θυσίας καὶ καλλιερηθείσης 

συναγέσθωσαν| ἐν τῶι ἱερῶι οἱ ἄρχοντες, δίδοσθαι δὲ εἴς τε τὴν θυσίαν 
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καὶ τὴν σύνοδον αὐτῶν| ὑπὸ τοῦ ταμίου τῶν ἀμετοίστων προσόδων 

ἀπὸ τοῦ πόρου τοῦ Ἀσκληπιείου ἀρ||γυρίου δραχμὰς πεντήκοντα, τὴν 

δὲ θυσίαν ̣[ἐπ]ὶ τῆς ὑποδοχῆς ἐπιμελείσθωσαν| οἱ ἱερονόμοι) (OGIS 332 

= IPerg 246.5-21).  
3 One of Pergamum’s motivations for inscribing of this decree 

was theological, to keep the king’s victories and generosity present 

before the gods for eternity: “Now so that the [su]ccess[e]s of the 

ki[n]g in the struggles of battle might be declared for [all] t[i]m[e] and 

[hi]s [ge]nerosity might be pre[sent] before all [our] gods” (ἵνα̣ δὲ τὰ 

γε|γενημέ̣να̣ [ἐπιτ]εύγμα[τ]α̣ τ̣ῶ̣ι̣ β̣α̣σ̣ι̣[λ]ε̣ῖ̣ ἐν τοῖς κατὰ πόλ̣ε̣μον ἀγῶσιν 

ἐκφανῆ| δι’ α̣ἰ[ῶ]ν[ος πᾶσιν] ὑπάρχ[η]ι καὶ ἡ̣ [διὰ αὐτ]οῦ 

[μεγ]α̣λομ̣έ̣ρε̣ια προ[σοῦσα] ὑπὸ πάν|των θεῶν ̣ [ἡμῖν], ἀναγρ[άψαι] τ̣ὸ 

ψήφισμα εἰς στήλην μαρμαρίνην καὶ στῆσαι|| ἐν τῶι το[ῦ] Ἀσκληπιοῦ 

ἱερῶι πρὸ τοῦ να̣οῦ (OGIS 332 = IPerg 246.56-60). 
4 I consider 2 Thessalonians as authentically Pauline and for a 

defense of Pauline authorship see Abraham J. Malherbe, The Letters to 

the Thessalonians: A New Translation with Introduction and 

Commentary, AB 32B (New York: Doubleday, 2000), 349-75. I 

interpret 1-2 Thessalonians to be the product of Paul with Timothy and 

Silvanus as his co-authors. For a discussion of co-authorship of 1-2 

Thessalonians see Jerome Murphy-O’Connor, Paul the Letter-Writer: 

His World, His Options, His Skills (Collegeville, MN: The Liturgical 
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2013), 81-113.    
5 For discussions of the uncertainty of how the Thessalonians 

received the message that the Day of the Lord had already arrived see 

George Milligan, St Paul’s Epistles to the Thessalonians: The Greek 

Text with Introduction and Notes (London: Macmillan and Co., 1908), 

96-97; B. Rigaux, Saint Paul les épitres aux Thessalonciens (Paris: J. 

Gabalda, 1956), 649-52; F. F. Bruce, 1 & 2 Thessalonians, WBC 45 

(Waco, TX: Word Books, 1982), 163-64; Malherbe, Thessalonians, 

415-17. 
6 “The parousia of our Lord Jesus Christ and our gathering to 

him” (τῆς παρουσίας τοῦ κυρίου ἡμῶν Ἰησοῦ Χριστοῦ καὶ ἡμῶν 

ἐπισυναγωγῆς ἐπ᾿ αὐτὸν) is probably a reference to the Second Coming 

described in 1 Thess 4:13-18 and specifically the fact that resurrected 

Christians are “snatched up” (ἁρπάζω) on the clouds to “meet” 
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τετράπουν. οὐ γὰρ ἀπὸ τρόπου δοκεῖ μοι σύνναος καὶ σύμβωμος 

ἔσεσθαι τῷ προπάτορι, καὶ ὅ μέν τις τῷ Ἑρμῇ, ὅ δὲ τῷ Φιλησίῳ, ὅ δὲ 

καὶ ἀμφοῖν θύσει παριών. χαριοῦνται δὲ καὶ οὕτοι κἀκεῖνοι τῷ τε Ἑρμῇ 

καὶ τῷ Φιλησίῳ. τῷ μὲν Ἑρμῇ, ὅτι τὸν ἔγγονον αὐτοῦ τιμῶσιν, τῷ δὲ 
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ἀρχαιό|τητα τῆς αὐτονομίας καὶ ἐλευθερίας, προσθεὶς| τῇ μεγάλῃ καὶ 

ἀπροσδοκήτῳ δωρεᾷ καὶ ἀνεισφο||ρίαν, ἣν οὐδεὶς τῶν πρότερον 

Σεβαστῶν ὁλοτελῆ| ἔδωκεν. δι’ ἃ δὴ πάντα δεδογμένον εἶναι τοῖς τε 

ἄρ|χουσι καὶ συνέδροις καὶ τῷ δήμῳ . . . καὶ ἀγάλμα||τα ἐν τῷ ναῷ τοῦ 

Ἀπόλλωνος τοῦ Πτωΐου συνκαθει|δρύοντας τοῖς [ἡμῶν] πατρίοις θεοῖς 

[[Νέρωνος]] Διὸς| Ἐλευθερίου καὶ Θεᾶς Σεβαστῆς [[Μεσσαλίνης]] ἵνα| 

τούτων οὕτως τελεσθέντων καὶ ἡ ἡμετέρα πόλις| φαίνηται πᾶσαν 

τειμὴν καὶ εὐσέβειαν ἐκπεπληρω||κυῖα εἰς τὸν τοῦ κυρίου Σεβαστοῦ 
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