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Preface

apocalyptic literature takes its name from the book of revelation in the new 
Testament. “apocalypse” means “revelation,” but the name is reserved for revelations 
that deal either with eschatology (the end of history and the fate of the dead) or the 
heavenly and infernal regions, or both.

This kind of literature first appears in Judaism at the end of the Old Testament 
period, in the book of daniel. The main corpus of Jewish apocalypses (books of 
enoch, 4 ezra, 2 baruch, etc.) was not included in the hebrew bible and was mainly 
preserved by Christians in translation in various languages (latin, syriac, Old Church 
slavonic, ethiopic). The view of the world that is characteristic of apocalypses, how-
ever, was also found more broadly in other genres. The dead sea scrolls, for example 
are to a great degree informed by an apocalyptic worldview. This worldview is charac-
terized by eschatological expectation and by the prominence of supernatural agents. 
it is also often characterized by dualism and determinism, and by the use of mytho-
logical symbolism. The genre died out in Judaism after the failure of the Jewish revolts 
in the late first and early second centuries bCe, but it was revived to some degree in 
the Middle ages.

The new Testament is also informed by an apocalyptic worldview, although 
revelation is the only new Testament book in the form of an apocalypse. it has even 
been claimed that “apocalyptic is the mother of Christian theology.” again, the main 
body of Christian apocalypses is found outside the canon, in the apocryphal and 
pseudepigraphic literature of the early centuries of the common era. The genre con-
tinued to flourish in Christianity down through the Middle ages. The apocalyptic 
worldview, however, has been adapted and adopted by conservative Christians in the 
modern world, especially in north america.

apocalyptic literature has been studied extensively. There was a spate of confer-
ences around the turn of the millennium, which produced volumes of essays on the 
topic. Most of these volumes, however, were not systematic treatments of the topic, 
but somewhat random collections of essays. The exception was the Encyclopedia of 
Apocalypticism, in three volumes, edited by John J. Collins, bernard McGinn, and 
stephen stein (Continuum, 1998), which described the entire history of apocalyptic 
thought in the Western world, from ancient iran to modern fundamentalism, with 
some attention also to the islamic tradition.

The present proposal differs from the encyclopedia in two ways. first, in scope, the 
handbook will be restricted to ancient Judaism and Christianity, down to approxi-
mately 500 Ce, and will attend to other traditions (near eastern, hellenistic, iranian) 
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only insofar as they impinge on Judaism and Christianity. second, whereas the 
approach of the encyclopedia was historical and descriptive, with articles on particu-
lar corpora of literature, the approach in this volume will be thematic and analytical, 
with articles on various aspects of apocalyptic literature, and different ways in which 
it can be construed. These include the following:

The literary and phenomenological context:  apocalyptic literature in relation to 
other categories, such as prophecy and wisdom, to which it is related, or with 
which it overlaps.

social function, and questions raised by postcolonialism.
literary aspects of this literature, especially apocalyptic rhetoric.
The theology or thought world of apocalyptic literature: The role of dualism and 

determinism, but also the place of apocalyptic thought in relation to the domi-
nant theological traditions in both Judaism and Christianity.

finally, the modern legacy of apocalypticism, and how the phenomenon of apoca-
lypticism has been transformed in its latter-day adaptations.

This kind of thematic and analytical study is intended to complement the histori-
cal overview that is already available in the Encyclopedia of Apocalypticism.

i am grateful to elisabeth nelson, who initiated the project, Theo Calderara, who 
saw it through to publication, and Cathleen Chopra-McGowan, who helped with the 
editing.

John J. Collins
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ChaPTer 1

whAt iS 
Apo cAlyptic 
liter Ature?

JOhn J. COllins

The word “apocalyptic,” or rather the corresponding German nominal form 
Apokalyptik, was introduced into scholarly discussion by Gottfried Christian 
friedrich lücke in 1832, in the context of an introduction to the apocalypse of John, 
or book of revelation (lücke 1832). Prompted in part by the recent publication of the 
ethiopic book of enoch, lücke grouped together such works as 1 enoch 1, 4 ezra and 
the sibylline Oracles to reconstruct a literary context for the Christian apocalypse. 
The corpus would be enlarged in the following century, as more ancient “apoca-
lypses” were discovered in a range of ancient languages, including Greek, syriac, and 
Old Church slavonic. some of these texts are actually labeled “apocalypses” or “rev-
elations” in the manuscripts, but many are not (smith 1983). “apocalypse” and “apoc-
alyptic” are modern analytical categories that coincide only partially with ancient 
generic labels. There was little sustained generic analysis in either ancient Judaism or 
early Christianity.

A literary genre

from the beginning, it was not clear whether Apokalyptik designated a literary genre 
or a kind of theology. While the word invariably indicated some degree of resem-
blance to the book of revelation, the actual resemblance was often no more than a 
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shared motif. Only in the 1970s was there a systematic attempt to impose order on 
the usage of the term. klaus koch argued that “if we are to succeed at all in the future 
in arriving at a binding definition of apocalyptic, a starting point in form criticism 
and literary and linguistic history is, in the nature of things, the only one possible” 
(1972: 23). koch did not deny that apocalypticism could also be discussed from his-
torical and sociological perspectives, and he offered preliminary demonstrations of 
both “apocalypse” as a literary type and “apocalyptic” as a historical movement, but 
he made a basic point about the need to clarify what literary evidence we are talk-
ing about. in the wake of koch’s work, Paul hanson proposed distinctions between 
“apocalypse” as a literary type, “apocalypticism” as a social ideology, and “apocalyptic 
eschatology” as a set of ideas and motifs (1976). both apocalypticism and apocalyptic 
eschatology could find expression in other genres besides apocalypses. The use of 
“apocalyptic” as a noun was largely abandoned in american scholarship, although it 
persists in the United kingdom (Grabbe 2003).

The attempt to define a literary genre that would serve as the touchstone of what 
might be called “apocalyptic” culminated in the publication of a definition and mor-
phology of the genre in the journal Semeia, in 1979 (Collins 1979; compare Collins 
1998: 2–9). an “apocalypse” was defined as

a genre of revelatory literature with a narrative framework, in which a revelation is 
mediated by an otherworldly being to a human recipient, disclosing a transcendent 
reality which is both temporal, insofar as it envisages eschatological salvation, and 
spatial insofar as it involves another supernatural world.

This definition was based primarily on Jewish and Christian writings from the period 
250 bCe to 250 Ce, but also included analysis of Gnostic, Greco-roman, Persian, and 
some later Jewish writings. Moreover, the analysis distinguished different types of 
apocalypses. The most important distinction was between “historical” apocalypses, 
of the type known from the book of daniel, that survey a broad sweep of history cul-
minating in a final judgment, and otherworldly journeys, involving visions of heaven 
and hell, that are associated with enoch in Jewish tradition but that come to predomi-
nate in early Christianity after the new Testament period.

This definition has won wide acceptance (diTommaso 2007; reynolds 2012: 28–32; 
Murphy 2012), but it has also been, and continues to be, controversial in some 
respects. To begin with, there is ongoing controversy in literary circles as to how, or 
even whether, genres can be defined at all.

Carol newsom, who has written the most intelligent and helpful critique of the 
project, characterizes the approach as “one of definition and classification,” which 
was “characteristic of genre studies of the time” (2005: 438). This approach to the 
study of genres has encountered resistance in literary circles.

One objection arises from acute appreciation of the individuality of every text, 
and the fear that this individuality will be lost if a work is viewed as a member of 
a genre. Jacques derrida allows that “a text cannot belong to no genre,” but would 



What Is Apocalyptic Literature?   3

prefer to “speak of a sort of participation without belonging—a taking part in with-
out being part of, without having membership in a set” (2000: 230). newsom com-
ments that this kind of approach “accommodates better not only the multigeneric 
nature of many apocalypses but also their irreducible particularity” (2005: 439). The 
objection seems to me to apply, not to classification as such, which i think is simply 
unavoidable, but to rigidity in its application. To say that a text is an apocalypse is not 
to exclude the possibility that it may be simultaneously something else; or to put it 
another way, the fact that a text can be profitably grouped with apocalypses does not 
exclude the possibility that it may be also profitably grouped with other texts for dif-
ferent purposes. it is also true that every text has an individual character, and conveys 
its meaning in large part through the ways in which it modifies generic conventions 
(fowler 1982: 24).

some scholars object to classification on the basis of a list of characteristics, which 
they see as simply a list of things that happen to be found in apocalypses. This objec-
tion was often brought against older treatments of “apocalyptic” such as that of 
Philipp Vielhauer (1965). newsom invokes George lakoff ’s idea of an “idealized cog-
nitive model”: “ ‘elements’ alone are not what trigger recognition of a genre; instead, 
what triggers it is the way in which they are related to one another in a Gestalt struc-
ture that serves as an idealized cognitive model. Thus the elements only make sense 
in relation to a whole. because the Gestalt structure contains default and optional 
components, as well as necessary ones, individual exemplars can depart from the 
prototypical exemplars with respect to default and optional elements and still be rec-
ognizable as an extended case of ‘that sort of text’ ” (newsom 2005: 444; cf. lakoff 
1987: 68). but as she also notes that the analysis of the genre apocalypse in Semeia 14 
was not based just on a list of elements, but on something like a Gestalt notion of the 
way these elements related to each other. Many elements in the grid against which 
the texts are measured are optional, but some bear structural weight, as they shape 
an implied view of the world. These were the elements singled out in the definition, 
by reference to the manner of revelation and to the transcendent reality, both spatial 
and temporal. The content of the genre implies a distinctive worldview. (Compare 
Vines 2007, who emphasizes the “temporal and spatial unboundedness of apoca-
lypse,” which “affords a divine perspective on human activity.”)

Perhaps the most widespread objection to the kind of definition offered in Semeia 
14 rests on the assumption that genres cannot actually be defined, although we may 
know one when we see it. at the end of Uppsala conference on apocalypticism, a 
resolution contra definitionem, pro descriptione was carried (hellholm 1983: 2). This 
was not, however, the outcome of systematic discussion; it was simply a diplomatic 
evasion of the issue at the end of a stimulating but exhausting conference. There is, 
however, resistance to definitions in literary criticism on more principled grounds. 
appeal is often made to Wittgenstein’s idea of family resemblance, although the phi-
losopher did not have literary genres specifically in mind. Wittgenstein argued, with 
regard to the category “games,” that there is no essential common element, but “we 



4  John J. Collins

see a complicated network of similarities overlapping and criss-crossing: sometimes 
overall similarities, sometimes similarities of detail” (1958: 31–32). This approach was 
adapted to the study of genres by alastair fowler: “literary genre seems to be just the 
sort of concept with blurred edges that is suited to such an approach. representatives 
of a genre may then be regarded as making up a possible class whose septs [clans or 
classes] and individual members are related in various ways, without necessarily hav-
ing any single feature shared in common by all” (1982: 41–42).

but this approach has also encountered criticism. in the words of John swales, 
“a family resemblance theory can make anything resemble anything” (1990: 51). 
The Oxford english dictionary definition of games, “a diversion of the nature 
of a contest, played according to rules, and decided by superior strength, skill or 
good fortune,” fits the vast majority of games quite well, although there is some 
unaccounted-for residue in the case of children’s games. The crucial point to note 
here is that any definition is an abstraction, and the higher the level of abstraction, 
the more material will fit. Of course, a definition may be so abstract as to be useless, 
and that is a matter of judgment. but it is not the case that genres or categories can-
not be defined on the basis of shared features. it is rather the case that most defini-
tions of genres, and of categories, admit of some problematic borderline cases. This 
is certainly true of the genre apocalypse as we defined it. There is a difference, how-
ever, between saying that a genre admits of borderline cases and denying that it is 
possible to define a genre at all. “family resemblance” is too vague to be satisfactory 
as a basis for genre recognition, but the discussion highlights a persistent problem 
with attempts at classification: the difficulty of drawing a clean line between a genre 
and closely related works.

The most successful attempt to address this problem, insofar as i am aware, is “pro-
totype theory” developed in cognitive psychology. as described by John frow:

the postulate is that we understand categories (such as bird) through a very concrete 
logic of typicality. We take a robin or a sparrow to be more central to that category 
than an ostrich, and a kitchen chair to be more typical of the class of chairs than a 
throne or a piano stool. rather than having clear boundaries, essential components, 
and shared and uniform properties, classes defined by prototypes have a common 
core and then fade into fuzziness at the edges. This is to say that we classify easily at 
the level of prototypes, and with more difficulty—extending features of the prototype 
by metaphor and analogy to take account of non-typical features—as we diverge from 
them. (2006: 54)

Membership in a category may be a matter of degree. it should be noted that pro-
totypical exemplars of a genre are not necessarily historical archetypes: classic works 
that became models for later writers. late exemplars may also be prototypical, if they 
exemplify especially well the typical features of the genre.

This approach to genre has considerable appeal. in the words of swales: “it allows 
the genre analyst to find a course between trying to produce unassailable definitions 
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of a particular genre and relaxing into the irresponsibility of family resemblances” 
(1990: 52; compare newsom 2005: 443).

as newsom recognizes, the analysis of the genre apocalypse in Semeia 14 has much 
in common with the prototype model. it started from a list of apocalypses that were 
regarded as prototypical, and distinguished between central and peripheral char-
acteristics. The main difference is that prototype theory would refuse to establish a 
strict boundary between texts that are members of the genre and those that are not. it 
rather distinguishes between texts that are highly typical and those that are less typi-
cal. and this, i think, is an improvement that might have saved us some agonizing 
about boundary cases.

The definition offered in Semeia 14 identified apocalypses on the basis of both 
form and content. Other scholars have argued for a purely formal definition. so, for 
example, Christopher rowland writes, “to speak of apocalyptic . . . is to concentrate 
on the theme of the direct communication of the heavenly mysteries in all their diver-
sity” (1982: 14). Other scholars have argued for a thematic definition. e. P. sanders 
(1983: 447–59) would define “apocalyptic” as a combination of the themes of revela-
tion and reversal (of the fortunes of a group). since definitions are analytical tools, 
the question is not whether one is uniquely right, but which is more useful, and which 
captures better the nature of the corpus evoked by the term “apocalyptic.” in fact, the 
classic Jewish and Christian apocalypses are characterized not only by the theme of 
revelation but also by the prominence of the supernatural world and of eschatology. 
eschatology is not only concerned with the end of the world or history in the manner 
of the historical apocalypses, but also with the fate of the dead. The pervasive impor-
tance of the latter concern is sometimes missed by critics who think of “eschatology” 
only in historical terms (e.g., fletcher louis 2011: 1578–79). eschatological concerns 
are not adequately described as the theme of reversal.

the Question of Function

The aspect of Semeia 14 that was most controversial at the time was the failure to spec-
ify a function for the genre. as david hellholm asked: “Why were apocalypses ever 
written?” (1986: 26). The omission was intentional. Our conviction was that function 
was best discussed at the level of individual texts, in their specific contexts, and that 
the commonly accepted idea that apocalypses were intended to comfort and exhort 
a group in crisis (so hellholm 1986: 27) did not necessarily hold true in all cases. 
a follow-up volume Early Christian Apocalypticism, in Semeia 36 (1986), emended 
the definition by adding that an apocalypse is “intended to interpret present, earthly 
circumstances in light of the supernatural world of the future, and to influence both 
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the understanding and the behavior of the audience by means of divine authority” 
(Yarbro Collins 1986: 7). This formulation is considerably more abstract than the idea 
that an apocalypse is addressed to a group in crisis. here again, the level of abstrac-
tion makes a difference, and one has to decide what level of abstraction is most help-
ful for one’s purpose.

The question of function has also figured in theoretical discussions of literary 
genre. John swales contends that “the principal criterial feature that turns a collection 
of communicative events into a genre is some shared set of communicative purposes” 
(1990: 46). The real issue here is whether there is a simple correlation between form 
and function, and i would argue that there is not. an obvious consideration here is 
the possibility of parody or ironic usage: think for example of the parodies of lucian, 
or of the Testament of Abraham, which includes a heavenly journey that is formally 
similar to the journeys of enoch but serves a very different purpose. More funda-
mentally, literary forms are adaptable. Many of the Jewish and Christian apocalypses 
are subversive and revolutionary (Collins 2002), and resistance to empire, whether 
seleucid or roman, figures prominently in some major apocalypses, notably daniel 
and revelation (Portier-Young 2011). but there is also what bernard McGinn has 
called an imperial apocalypticism, in which the coming judgment reinforces the 
authority of imperial power (1979: 33–36). This appears especially in the Middle ages, 
but the journey of aeneas to the netherworld in the sixth book of the Aeneid, with 
its promise of glory for rome, may perhaps qualify as an early example. apocalypses, 
like other genres, could be bent to more than one purpose, even if some functions are 
more typical than others.

the Broader category of Apocalyptic 
literature

in the present volume our concern is not so much with the genre apocalypse nar-
rowly defined as with the broader category of analogous literature. in this context, 
the significance of the genre is that it provides a reference point for the analogies. 
Other material may be called “apocalyptic” insofar as it bears some resemblance to 
the core features of the genre apocalypse. This point is not universally appreciated. 
it is still not uncommon to find “apocalyptic” treated as “a theological concept” in 
which the thought of Jesus or Paul takes precedence over the literary apocalypses 
(e.g., sturm 1989: 37. sturm regards much of the noncanonical apocalyptic literature 
as “abstruse and fantastic”). That way only confusion lies. The range of material that 
can be regarded as apocalyptic by analogy with the apocalypses is confusing enough 
without making the use of the word completely arbitrary. More broadly, many schol-
ars associate “apocalyptic” or “apocalypticism” exclusively with the historical type 
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of apocalypse that is focused on the end of history. Michael stone, who has contrib-
uted more than most to the study of apocalyptic literature, argued early in his career 
that “there are some books which are conventionally regarded as apocalypses which 
are for all practical purposes devoid of apocalypticism” and that “truly apocalyptic 
apocalypses are the exception rather than the rule” (1976: 440, 443). but this too is to 
invite semantic confusion. “apocalypticism” and “apocalyptic” are recognized only 
by analogy with the apocalypses, and there is no reason to limit them to the historical 
type of the genre.

The extension of the adjective “apocalyptic” to other material besides the formal 
apocalypses presupposes that the genre has a distinctive conceptual structure, in 
which supernatural revelation, the heavenly world, angels and demons, and escha-
tological judgment play essential parts. This conceptual structure may reasonably 
be said to constitute a worldview. The distinctiveness of this worldview in ancient 
Judaism and early Christianity is sometimes disputed. lester Grabbe (2003: 22) con-
siders apocalyptic/apocalypses a subdivision of prophecy. There is no doubt that 
there is continuity between biblical prophecy and apocalypticism, but there are dif-
ferences too. The differences pertain especially to the degree to which the vision-
ary has access to the supernatural world. isaiah or Jeremiah may have stood in the 
council of the lord, but there are no descriptions of ascents of prophets through 
the heavens such as we find in the case of enoch. Most crucially, the apocalypses 
are distinguished by the belief in the resurrection and judgment of the individual 
dead, a hope that is first clearly attested in the hellenistic period, in the books of 
enoch and daniel. (stephen l. Cook, in this volume, argues for the emergence of a 
belief in resurrection already in the Persian period, and if this were accepted it would 
blur the line between prophecy and apocalypticism.) More surprising than Grabbe’s 
position is the argument of richard horsley that there are “no defined boundaries” 
between wisdom literature, as exemplified by ben sira, and apocalyptic literature as 
exemplified by enoch and daniel (2007: 4). horsley argues that symbolic visions are 
not distinctively apocalyptic (although they are entirely lacking in the wisdom litera-
ture), and he denies that a belief in the judgment of individuals after death was of any 
significance (2007: 198–99), claiming that it was “vague and elusive” (250). for him, 
both sapiential and apocalyptic literature are indiscriminately forms of anti-imperial 
resistance. it is difficult to argue with someone who denies that a belief in a meaning-
ful afterlife (as opposed to shadowy existence in sheol or hades) makes a difference 
to one’s worldview: it only determines the goal of life and the basic values by which 
one should live in the present. horsley’s preoccupation with anti-imperial resistance 
(which is far more prominent in apocalyptic than in sapiential literature) seems to 
render him oblivious to the literary and conceptual nuances of the ancient literature.

in fact, both the literary genre and the worldview that it articulated were quite 
novel in ancient Judaism, and stand in sharp contrast to the traditional worldview 
of covenantal nomism. in the formulation of seth schwartz: “The covenant con-
stituted only one of the central ideological axes of Judaism in the first century; the 
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other intersecting ideological axis was constituted by a mythological complex that 
received its classic literary formulation in some of the so-called apocalyptic books” 
(2001: 74–75). schwartz refers to his complex as “the apocalyptic myth.” it was not 
peculiar to Judaism. both historical apocalypticism and otherworldly journeys are 
well attested in Persian tradition, and the otherworld journeys are found in both 
Greco-roman and ancient near eastern sources. The present volume, however, is 
not concerned with the historical spread of these themes and motifs, although lines 
of development can certainly be traced, at least in the Western world. (for a wide-
ranging historical overview see Collins, McGinn, and stein, 1998.) rather we are 
concerned with a phenomenon that has persisted, in manifold forms, from antiquity 
to the present, and that cannot be entirely explained by the influence of the classical 
apocalyptic texts.

myth

schwartz’s reference to “the apocalyptic myth” draws attention to another aspect of 
ancient apocalypticism that is germane to the question of genre, although it does 
not figure in the structural or morphological analysis presented in Semeia 14. This 
is the use of mythic paradigms, and more generally the use of symbols drawn from 
ancient myths. This aspect of apocalypticism was noted already by hermann Gunkel 
at the end of the nineteenth century (Gunkel 2006). Much light has been shed on the 
books of daniel and revelation by the recovery of ancient myths from babylon and 
Ugarit, which depict a great conflict that is resolved by the victory of a particular god 
(Marduk in the babylonian texts, baal in the Ugaritic. On the mythic background of 
revelation see Yarbro Collins 1976). These mythic patterns are most obvious in the 
“historical” type of apocalypse, and they are not an invariable feature of the genre. 
(see reynolds 2011: 378–79 for a list of “non-symbolic apocalypses.”) nonetheless, 
because of their prominence in the canonical apocalypses of daniel and revelation, 
they have had far-reaching influence.

it is not the case that all apocalypses draw their myths from one cultural tradition. 
The ancient near eastern combat myths from Ugarit and babylon are one major 
source of apocalyptic imagery, although they differ in details. The dualism of the 
two spirits found in the dead sea scrolls is a distinctly different myth, derived from 
Zoroastrianism. More important than the specific cultural tradition is the pattern 
of the myths, which suggests that the world conforms to a metanarrative, in which 
the forces of light and goodness ultimately triumph over evil and darkness. Much 
of the emotional force of the historical apocalypses comes from the evocation of 
these myths, which suggests that the trials of the day are not just mundane events but 
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reenactments of a cosmic pattern, whose outcome is inevitable. The mythic language 
serves to magnify the significance of historical events and provide a perspective that 
transcends the limitations of history.

entailed in the use of mythic patterns is the sense that the course of history is not 
controlled by human actions but by greater, supernatural, forces. This may heighten 
the terror of history, but it does so to cathartic effect, since it also reassures the reader 
that the outcome is assured. at the end, deliverance and vindication are guaranteed. 
at least some of the ancient myths spoke already of triumph over death and some 
form of resurrection, even if only on the part of a god (baal, in the Ugaritic texts, who 
triumphs over Mot, death). Most important is the definitive nature of the triumph, 
which again transcends the limitations of history.

finally, it should be noted that mythic patterns preserve a sense of mystery in his-
tory. Myths are by nature multivalent. They admit of multiple fulfillments, and any 
literal decoding of them is of necessity provisional. Consequently, ancient apoca-
lypses like daniel and revelation retain a literary quality that engages the imagina-
tion long after the events to which they originally referred have receded in history.

modern Apocalypticism

The genre apocalypse in its classic form presupposed some form of ancient cosmol-
ogy, with various layers of heavens and otherworldly abodes for the blessed and the 
damned (Wright 2000; Yarbro Collins 1997). The rise of modern science undermined 
this view of the cosmos. Yet the apocalyptic heritage lives on, although the analogies 
with the ancient apocalypses are often attenuated.

Perhaps the most obvious way in which apocalypticism persists in the modern 
world is the recurring expectation of an imminent end of history or of the world itself. 
Calculation of the end, whether of an immediate crisis or of history as a whole, is at 
most a minor motif in the ancient apocalypses, but there is a fateful precedent in the 
book of daniel, which calculates the time remaining as a specific number of days. in 
the context of daniel, the “end” in question is the end of the profanation of the temple 
and persecution of the Judeans by antiochus epiphanes. Moreover, daniel offers not 
one but several calculations of the remaining time, even juxtaposing contradictory 
numbers: “from the time that the regular burnt offering is taken away and the abomi-
nation that desolates is set up, there shall be one thousand two hundred ninety days. 
happy are those who persevere and attain the thousand three hundred thirty-five 
days” (dan 12: 11–12). The simplest explanation of the two numbers is that the first 
one passed and the author recalculated, a phenomenon well known in the case of 
modern predictions (Collins 1993: 401). daniel also offered a broader schema for 
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calculating the duration of history, in the form of a prediction that the time from the 
destruction of Jerusalem by the babylonians to the “end” would be seventy weeks of 
years, or 490 years. The author evidently believed that this time would be fulfilled in 
the Maccabean era, around 164 bCe. his calculation was off by almost seventy years.

daniel’s calculation was already an allegorical reinterpretation of the prophecy 
of Jeremiah that Jerusalem would be desolate for seventy years. later interpreters 
applied a similar method to daniel’s predictions, often reinterpreting days as years. 
by such a calculation the upstate new York farmer William Miller calculated that the 
world would end about the year 1843. (he interpreted dan 8: 14, “two thousand three 
hundred evenings and mornings,” as 2,300 years, and, somewhat arbitrarily, took 
458 bCe, the mission of ezra, as his point of departure.) When 1843 came and went, 
some of his followers settled on a new, more specific date, October 22, 1844. The fail-
ure of this prediction became known as “The Great disappointment.” his followers 
eventually gave rise to the seventh day adventist movement. Paul boyer has argued 
that Miller’s calculation was an archaism in its time, and that he became an example 
of the perils of date-setting (boyer 1992: 82). nonetheless there have been several 
high-profile calculations in recent years, notably harold Camping’s prediction that 
the world would end on May 21, 2011 (Camping 2005) and the much-publicized end 
of the Mayan calendar on december 21, 2012.

The main “apocalyptic” tradition in modern america is premillennial dispensa-
tionalism, which is based on a system formulated by John nelson darby, the founder 
of the Plymouth brethern. it is based not so much on the classic apocalyptic texts 
as on all of scripture construed as prophecy about the end time, and the continual 
attempt to identify and decode biblical proof-texts. hal lindsey’s best-selling book, 
the Late Great Planet Earth (1970), is a classic formulation, which has been revised 
through multiple editions without any apparent loss in credibility among its readers. 
The mindset was popularized in the Left Behind series of novels. The main tenets of 
dispensationalism are characterized as follows by Paul boyer:

according to this scheme, as history nears its climax, probably very soon, a series of 
“signs” will alert the faithful that the end is near. Wickedness and natural disasters 
will increase. The founding of the state of israel in 1948 and israel’s recapture of the 
Old City of Jerusalem in 1967 are considered prophetic signs of the first importance. 
These signs will culminate in the rapture, a doctrine drawn from 1 Thessalonians 
4:16. in this event of cosmic import, set to occur at some unknown future time . . . all 
true believers will join Christ in the air. (1999: 151)

in the eyes of the secular world and of liberal Christians and Jews, and indeed of any-
one who accepts a modern scientific view of the world, dispensationalism, which is 
often accompanied by political and social conservatism, appears as irrational super-
stition. Many people tend to equate it with apocalypticism at large. is this equation 
fair to the ancient texts?
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dispensational “prophecy belief ” is in some crucial respects a highly reductive 
variant of apocalypticism. While hal lindsey and the Left Behind series look for-
ward to life in heaven (“how many times,” asks hal lindsey, “have we wondered what 
heaven will be like, ” 1970: 167) and so may be said to affirm the apocalyptic hope for 
transcendence of death, they are mainly preoccupied with the signs of the end. Their 
writings lack the allusive depth of mythic symbolism, or the imaginative range of the 
ascent apocalypses. The literalistic decoding of biblical passages seems simplistic. 
Where the ancient apocalypses often arose out of crisis and persecution, their mod-
ern counterparts often seem smugly self-congratulatory on the part of a presumed 
elect. They lack the sense of anomie and existential angst that characterizes the clas-
sic apocalyptic texts (Wilder 1971: 440).

That said, there are points of continuity too. from the dispensationalist perspec-
tive, the world is in crisis, although that perspective may seem paranoid to outsid-
ers. decoding interpretation, which “involves presenting the meaning of the text in 
another, less allusive form, showing what the text really means, with great attention 
to the details” (kovacs and rowland 2004: 8), has a long history, dating back to the 
pesharim in the dead sea scrolls and even to the book of daniel. it has proven imper-
vious to falsification over the centuries. The ancient apocalypses, too, are prone to 
dualism, to the division of the world between the elect and the damned, and are often 
gleeful in their anticipation of eschatological vindication. Undeniably, the ancient 
writers too pinned their hopes on divine intervention that did not materialize when 
they expected that it would.

Consequently, some modern commentators see apocalypticism as a tradition 
beyond redemption. rejecting amos Wilder’s affirmation of “the healthy function 
of genuine transcendental apocalyptic” 1971: 440), lorenzo diTommaso writes that 
“apocalypticism is an unhealthy worldview, particularly in its biblical form. it is 
inimical to a mature vision of human destiny, or any social order founded on human-
istic ideals. it is hostile to life on earth, especially in light of the nature and needs 
of contemporary society” (2011: 236). Critics are especially troubled by the violence 
of apocalyptic rhetoric, which does not directly incite violent action but is widely 
perceived as promoting polarization and intolerance. “The apocalypse,” writes Tina 
Pippin, à propos of Mark 13, “is to occur by mass murder and destruction; what-
ever it takes . . . why did i ever think that this apocalypse was ethically acceptable?” 
(1995: 166). david frankfurter dismisses arguments that the violence in revelation 
was “directed either to spark revolutionary justice for the subaltern or to rail against a 
tyrannical roman empire—reading the text in either case as advocating justice, equal-
ity, and hope rather than brutality, misogyny and vengeance” is an attempt to “ratio-
nalize” it, and “canonical special pleading for a very problematic text” (2007: 121).

Critics like frankfurter and Pippin are right to object to the revisionist exegesis 
that tries to salvage canonical apocalypticism by denying or minimizing its poten-
tial for violence. (for a recent example, see hays and alkier 2012.) This is indeed 
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problematic literature. but it is also reductive to see only “brutality, misogyny and 
vengeance” in apocalyptic literature. This is a complex tradition that has contributed 
to Western culture in manifold ways.

The argument that texts like revelation advocate justice and hope (not always 
equality!) is not without substance. as elisabeth fiorenza has argued, the author of 
revelation was “clearly on the side of the poor and oppressed” (1981: 173; cf. fiorenza 
1985). she charges that those who are critical of the violence in the apocalypse 
“do not suffer unbearable oppression and are not driven by the quest for justice” 
(fiorenza 1981: 84–85). even a critic like scott appleby, who is much less sympathetic 
towards apocalypticism than fiorenza, grants that “apocalyptic or millenarian fervor 
takes on a decidedly therapeutic role in the lives and imagination of the ‘modern 
anti-modernists.’ The anticipated reversal of ‘ordinary history’ is a source of great 
comfort for millions of true believers living in conditions of squalor, relative depriva-
tion, or moral decadence. The fundamentalists’ present suffering is but a prelude to a 
profoundly satisfying reward for their perseverance, whether they live in the putrid 
refugee camps of Gaza or southern lebanon, or amid the relative affluence of the 
spiritually sterile suburbs of dallas” (appleby 2002: 75). in many cases, apocalyptic 
visions, which affirm a radical reversal of the present order, give hope to people who 
otherwise would have no hope at all. if these visions are violent, they are at least hon-
est in bringing to expressions feelings that are almost inevitable for people who have 
suffered at the hands of a conquering power. anger and fantasies of violence may be 
life-giving for the powerless. This is not to deny that they may also be brutally violent. 
in the postmodern world we should have learned that human actions are seldom 
entirely pure, and that justice and brutality all too often go hand in hand.

not all applications of apocalyptic fantasies, however, are violent in nature. 
Christopher rowland writes about another kind of “radical Christianity” that also 
has apocalyptic roots: “Throughout Christian history—and particularly at times of 
crisis and social upheaval—there have emerged writings which, reflecting the val-
ues of the kingdom, have engaged in searching critiques of the political order and 
promoted change in social and economic relations, most commonly by advocating 
or enacting equality of wealth, power, gender, or status” (bradstock and rowland 
2002: xvi; compare rowland 1988). This too is part of the effective history of biblical 
apocalypticism, as exemplified by Gerrard Winstanley and the diggers (rowland 
1988: 102–14). it is easy enough to see why the expectation of an imminent end of this 
world should inspire a view of radical equality. Consider the so-called apocalypse of 
isaiah, one of the late prophetic texts that anticipates the themes of cosmic destruc-
tion in the apocalypses:

now the lord is about to lay waste the earth and make it desolate,
and he will twist its surface and scatter its inhabitants.
and it shall be, as with the people, so with the priest;
as with the slave, so with his master;



What Is Apocalyptic Literature?   13

as with the buyer, so with the seller;
as with the lender, so with the borrower;
as with the creditor, so with the debtor.
The earth shall be utterly laid waste and utterly despoiled. (isa 24: 1–3)

Or the advice of Paul to the Corinthians:

The appointed time has grown short; from now on, let even those who have wives 
be as though they had none, and those who mourn as though they were not mourn-
ing, and those who rejoice as though they were not rejoicing, and those who buy as 
though they had no possessions, and those who deal with the world as though they 
had no dealings with it. for the present form of this world is passing away. (1 Cor 
7: 29–31)

if the world as we know it is passing away, then the social distinctions of the present 
order lose their significance.

it remains true that belief in an imminent eschaton has not always led to the 
abolition of earthly distinctions. even communities that share possessions are 
often highly authoritarian and hierarchical, as can be seen already in the dead sea 
scrolls. but here again apocalyptic traditions are open to more than one kind of 
interpretation.

Perhaps the most far-reaching legacy of apocalypticism, however, is in the store 
of images and motifs that it bequeaths to the imagination both in art (e.g., seidel 
1998; Mennekes 2007) and in literature. images of beasts rising from the sea persist 
from the ancient myths to modern times because they articulate the sense of a world 
beyond human control. Modern “apocalyptic” novels, such as Cormac McCarthy’s 
The Road, often focus on desolation and destruction. There is a long tradition, going 
back at least to Qoheleth, of writers who try to “shrink” apocalyptic eschatology to 
make it fit our mundane experience. (see sherwood 2002.) but as amos Wilder 
(2007) noted more than forty years ago, the full apocalyptic scenario should include 
salvation as well as judgment, the new age. The persistence of apocalyptic themes, 
however, even in secular writings, should warn us against any dismissal of this tra-
dition as something humanity has outgrown. apocalypticism is born of fears and 
hopes that are endemic to the human condition.

it is perhaps unfortunate that apocalyptic literature is so often invested with theo-
logical authority, with an eye to coded messages and instructions, rather than being 
read as an exuberant product of the human imagination. even more unfortunate is 
the modern proclivity to reduce the symbolic to propositional truths. in the hands 
of literalists, apocalyptic literature distorts human experience and may be ethically 
dangerous. but the tradition is too rich and multiform to be left to the literalists. it is 
a resilient tradition that continues to haunt our imaginations and remains an indis-
pensable resource for making sense of human experience.
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The rubric apocalyptic prophecy makes some biblical scholars raise their eyebrows. 
serious puzzlement and even passionate debate continues over this terminology and 
over the relationship of apocalypticism and prophecy (see, e.g., stephens 2011: 48–50; 
Polaski 2001: 49–51). is this nomenclature meaningful and useful? in what sense can 
we speak of “apocalyptic prophecy” within the hebrew bible?

Prophetic texts such as ezekiel 38–39, isaiah 24–27, Joel, and Zechariah differ from 
recognized apocalypses such as 1 Enoch and daniel (see, e.g., Collins 2003: 47, 49–50). 
at the same time, these exilic and postexilic works stand out from preexilic prophecy. 
here, good and evil clash at a primal level. The focus is far from this or that piece 
of history, ideological program or movement, no matter how significant (against 
all zeitgeschictliche, history-moored interpretations, e.g., that of horsley 2010: 1–4). 
Core tensions of existence emerge in black and white, come to a head. The long-range 
purposes of God, demanding resolution, come into their own. “The ultimate con-
cern,” Jindo writes, is “not history as such, but the predetermined ending of world his-
tory, i.e., the reign of God” (Jindo 2005: 413). What are we to make of such material? 
The deeper one probes, the more the adjective “apocalyptic” appears to fit.

the Apocalypse genre and “Apocalyptic” 
literature

Within the hebrew bible, the book of daniel (especially  chapters  2, 7–12) is the 
primary apocalypse (Cook 2003:  124–47). The book, in its final form, dates from 
the tail end of the bible’s composition history (the years leading up to 164 b.C.e.; 
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Portier-Young 2011: 229–33). it understands the seleucid leader antiochus iV as evil 
incarnate. it fits the genre “apocalypse” (on this genre, see Collins 1979). The seer 
daniel, like the visionary heroes of other apocalypses, relies on angels’ help to grapple 
with a transcendent reality parallel to human experience and on a collision course 
with history.

daniel’s book is a type of writing attested more fully in the wider Jewish and 
Christian world of hellenistic and Greco-roman times. Outside the hebrew bible, 
some generally recognized apocalypses include revelation, 1 Enoch 1–36, 2 Enoch, 2 
Baruch, 3 Baruch, Jubilees 23, 4 Ezra, the Apocalypse of Abraham, the Testament of Levi 
2–5, the Testament of Abraham 10–15, and the Apocalypse of Zephaniah. like daniel, 
these writings expose embedded, transpersonal evil, uncover primal conflicts of exis-
tence, and evoke humanity’s awe before God. The Greek verb apokalyptein, which 
means “unveil,” “reveal,” “disclose,” provides a fitting rubric for such texts, since they 
grant readers entrée, even immersion, in the absolute.

immersion in the absolute, however, was not something radically new in israel 
with the rise of the apocalypses. Prophetic texts from before daniel’s era such as first 
Zechariah (chs. 1–8; 520–518 b.C.e.) likewise peer past quotidian reality, glimpsing 
the veiled beyond. (On the particular relevance of prophecy in apocalypticism’s rise, 
see, e.g., sweeney 2005: 239–40). from the start of his vision cycle, Zechariah peers 
into “the deep” (nJPs), into a transcendent realm outside the created order (Zech 
1:8). from this startling vantage point, his gaze penetrates farther than the perspec-
tive of traditional prophecy, piercing obscure darkness, even discerning colors “in 
the night.” Only angelic interpreters are able to explain the mysteries that he sees 
(Zech 1:9; 2:3–4; 4:1, 5; 5:5).

Zechariah increasingly apprehends the world’s immediate future on a collision 
course with the transcendent. The absolute is penetrating the world through cosmic 
gateways (Zech 6:1). Thus, the world should brace for God’s fiery presence (Zech 2:5; 
4:2), God’s war chariots (Zech 6:1–8), and an ideal david, the “branch” (Zech 3:8; 6:12).

Zechariah’s book and similar late prophetic texts display a lively apocalyptic imagi-
nation but lack the standardized genre-features of the hellenistic apocalypses (Childs 
1993: 317–18; cf. the approach to revelation’s genre of bøe 2001: 40–41). These texts pre-
suppose a cognitive grid for interpreting the world where the contested reign of God 
verges on manifesting itself in open power, breaking in from above, ushering in a trans-
formation of existence. Their eschatological hope centers on God’s realization of the 
world’s destiny. They await the imminent flowering of God’s ideals for embodied life.

again, the question confronts us: What makes these prophecies “apocalyptic”? 
They envision a fundamental change in reality—a physical change. it is imminent, 
not far-flung. it ushers in a marvelous world beyond anything that humans have 
known (see, e.g., Zech 14:6–7; isa 25:8; 26:19). before these visions, few indeed have 
glimpsed God’s resurrected world (but see 2 kgs 2:11–12). Up until now, even proph-
ets have struggled to accept a vision of sheol’s defeat (but see 2 kgs 2:16–18).
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naturally, some scholars’ primary interest is the hellenistic genre apocalypse. even 
these scholars, however, may refer to related, sometimes earlier material using the 
cognate adjective “apocalyptic.” The later term may refer to texts or other communi-
cations that resemble the apocalypses in significant respects. The defined contours of 
the hellenistic genre need not, and should not, confine our discussion of the many 
apocalyptic perspectives found within biblical history. scholars such as John J. Collins 
who focus on the apocalypse genre do not dispute this. (some new Testament schol-
ars, such as J. louis Martyn, use the word “apocalyptic” without considering the 
apocalypses at all. some readers find this confusing.)

even though John the baptizer penned neither an apocalypse nor any surviv-
ing literature at all, he did adopt the cosmological and eschatological perspective 
of the apocalypse genre (Madigan and levenson 2008: 8–10). Members of the new 
Testament guild debate the historical probability of an “apocalyptic Jesus.” however, 
they do not contest the meaningfulness and propriety of the debate. Jesus wrote 
no apocalypse proper, but approximately half the guild currently affirms the histo-
ricity of Jesus’ apocalyptic preaching of the reign of God (Madigan and levenson 
2008: 11–20; Cook 2003: 148–67).

definitions, Scope, and 
“mythopoeic” nature

Consider some of the epistemological, theological, and even psychoanalytic issues 
at play in the debate over the propriety of the idea of “apocalyptic prophecy.” One 
may hesitate to bring disciplines other than historical-critical scholarship into our 
discussion. scholars will continue to talk past each other about “proto-apocalyptic” 
texts, however, until they come clean on some foundational issues at stake (on the 
term “proto-apocalyptic,” see, e.g., Carey 2005: 50; Polaski 2001: 1 n. 2, 6; Carter 
1999: 318).

To understand the apocalyptic worldview on its own terms, critics must imagine 
the viability of certain presuppositions about existence and knowing. Chief among 
these is a supposition of the reality of a preternatural beyond, an assumption of a 
transcendent realm truly separate from the empirical world. Only rarely do most 
human beings consciously experience this alternate reality. it may reveal itself 
through our shared “mythologems,” through the archetypes of the collective uncon-
scious and their symbolic expression in dreams and mythologies (boadt 1996: 217–
18; Cook 2004).
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apocalypticism relies heavily on the images and oppositions of mythology. One 
might justly call it “mythopoeic,” since it insists on applying language of mythological 
proportions to a new work of God. apocalyptic prophecy actively portrays a literal 
divine re-creation on its way, which recapitulates and extends God’s primeval work 
(Endzeit gleicht Urzeit; see boadt 1996: 219; Polaski 2001: 288; hibbard 2006: 63; Jindo 
2005: 413).

The work of Jesuit theologian karl rahner (1904–1984) is particularly illuminating 
of the above remarks. rahner is keenly concerned with transcendence, powerfully 
aware of “the infinite counterpart of this earthly emptiness,” of “the frail and nar-
row frame of . . . present existence” (rahner 1999: 48, 57). he explains that the truths 
of transcendent reality have a backdoor entrée into perception via the archetypes 
known to comparative religion and psychoanalytic study. in his philosophy, arche-
types are a prethematic, “natural” witness to the transcendent plane. if this is true, no 
wonder apocalyptic literature avails itself of them as windows or openings out into 
the absolute.

rahner’s thinking correlates well with Carl Jung’s depth psychology and Mircea 
eliade’s phenomenology (see steinmetz 1998). for these trailblazers, mythic symbol-
ism is of no mere antiquarian interest. it is of pressing relevance, because, as eliade 
puts it, the images provide openings into the transhistorical world. They have a tran-
scendental quality that extends humans beyond themselves (steinmetz 1998: 75).

rahner articulated particularly well the thought of a transcendent reality beyond 
the pale of the quotidian world. he described normal human knowledge as but a 
tiny floating island adrift in a vast unknown sea. The sea represents infinite mystery 
and the island is borne by it. so is all life and consciousness on the island (rahner 
1978: 22). The lamp of observation and common sense illuminates the island in a 
relatively acceptable manner. Most people live primarily or exclusively by this light, 
but it can reveal little of the sea that undergirds the island. The apocalyptic vision-
ary plunges into the sea of mystery, observes how things look from the perspective 
of transcendence, and is shaken to discover a coming impact of transcendence on 
history.

The apocalyptic visionaries of the scriptures assert extraordinary illumination in 
understanding the world and its fate. (Unlike mystics, they illumine this world. Their 
interest is the corporeal, material transformation of life, not escape from physical 
reality into fantasy or ethereal bliss.) They claim vision far clearer than even the lamp 
of prophecy allows. Their gaze penetrates obscuring darkness; they even see in color 
“in the night” (Zech 1:8). They communicate their insights (again, unlike the mystic).

Prophets take up the role of sentinels or coast guards, burdened with warn-
ing island inhabitants of storms (cf. Jer 6:17; ezek 3:17–21; 33:7–9; hab 2:1). Unlike 
apocalyptic visionaries, however, prophetic watch keepers do not claim to be aqua-
nauts. The prophets have not labored at developing sea legs or producing ocean 
charts.
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The aquanauts of scripture (the apocalyptic visionaries) have laid eyes on the cos-
mic deep (Abgrund) and have discovered it churning (isa 27:1; dan 7:2). The winds 
have whipped up a great storm, whose waters will engulf the island. note the differ-
ence from a utopian perspective, where visions concern a far-flung future, not an 
imminent shaking of earth and heaven. The cosmic shaking of proto-apocalyptic 
texts such as haggai 2:6 and 2:21 contrasts markedly with the “one-fine-day, not-now” 
perspective of a utopian passage such as Micah 4:1–5, where the final verse calls us 
back into banal life.

The sovereign finality of absolute reality will imminently prove incontestable, 
apocalyptic visionaries believe. earth’s fragility, afloat amid the crashing breakers, is 
apparent to the seer. its prospects are nil for riding out the storm. Just “one moment 
yet” (nab), the hebrew idiom of haggai 2:6 specifies, and God shakes the sky and 
the earth, the sea and the dry ground. “i am about to shake the heavens and the 
earth,” God reiterates in haggai 2:21. isaiah 56:1 sounds the same note: salvation is 
“soon.” Joel 2:1 echoes the theme: “The day of the lOrd is about to come. indeed, it 
is near!” (neT).

island reality stands no chance; the cosmic deep scoffs at all tokens of resistance, 
such as sandbags and pumps. submerged and baptized by the sea, the world of the 
island will soon completely invert—literally! exiles will return, and Wickedness 
will be exiled (Zech 5:5–11). eunuchs will take their place in the sacred congrega-
tion (isa 56:3). foreigners will become levites and priests (isa 66:21). This is all 
unheard of.

The light of the apocalyptic lamp reveals the prototypical spirits and archetypal 
dimensions that infuse all God’s worldly enemies. The foes of God typically appear 
in apocalyptic literature as a sinister horde swarming against Zion (the Völkersturm, 
see ezek 38:9, 16; Zech 12:3, 9; 14:2). “The vats overflow, for their wickedness is great” 
(Joel 3:13). here we are up against the “either-or” of good and evil as it is known from 
the binary world of myth, the polar opposition so apparent in the contest of baal and 
Mot, of Marduk and Tiamat, and of Gandolf and sauron.

apocalyptic prophecy is “mythopoeic,” that is, myth creating, in its new creative 
visioning of mythic archetypes come to physical life in the end times. “Mythic real-
istic” entities—archetypes that are tangibly real, not symbols of something else or 
ideal types—emerge on the earth (on “mythic realistic,” cf. Collins 1984: 6; Cook 
2003b: 102–3). by way of illustration, consider two examples: Zechariah 6:1–8 and 
ezekiel 39:11–16.

in Zechariah 6:1–8, several symbolic temple structures morph into cosmic-scale 
realities. The prophet sees sun chariots associated with Jerusalem’s temple (see 2 
kgs 23:11) transfigure into preternatural war machines. hitched to God’s horses 
(cf. Zech 1:7–17), they enter the world of history through twin peaks on earth’s 
horizon, freshly mutated from temple pillars (see 1 kgs 7:15–16). Particularly in the 
north, the fabled terrain of evil (cf. Zech 2:6; ezek 39:2; Joel 2:20), they “vent the 
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anger of [God’s] spirit” (v. 8; nrsV, “set my spirit at rest”). They win apocalyptic 
victory.

an earlier visionary observed the Valley of hinnom at Jerusalem morph into 
a cemetery for God’s archetypal-yet-real foe, Gog. ezekiel’s book calls the freshly 
mutated locale the “Valley of the departed dead/Obarim” (ezek 39:11; see Pope 
1981: 171). The verb ʿābar behind the name may signal passing on to the grave (see 
Job 33:28; 33:18; cf. block 1998: 469). ezekiel 16:21, 20:26, 23:36–42 all use the verb 
ʿābar to describe passing children to the beyond at the Valley of hinnom (alluded to 
in 39:11, see Odell 1994: 485). Gog’s apocalyptic horde thus consists of “passers-on,” 
those traversing the boundary between earth and underworld. They travel to a city 
on the Other side called hamonah / “Crowd Town” (39:16), a name reflecting sheol’s 
immense population (cf. isa 26:15; see hays 2011: 324, 326, who translates the final 
colon, “You have expanded all the boundaries of the underworld”). fascinatingly, a 
Ugaritic text (kTU 1:22 1:12–17) links ʿbrm with mlkm, that is, with living shades of 
departed kings (rephaim).

Upon reflection, it appears fully natural that an apocalyptic imagination first arose 
in israel within the ezekiel group and its wider circle of adherents (e.g., Zechariah; 
sweeney 2005: 239–40, 243). richly educated for duty as a Zadokite central priest, 
ezekiel exhibits sweeping familiarity with world cultures and archetypes. Powerfully 
perceptive and right-brained, his prophetic vision characteristically peers beyond 
observable reality to recognize transhistorical structures and truths (cf. boadt 
1996: 219).

ezekiel even describes a “likeness” or “semblance” of God (ezek 1:26; cf. ezek 8:2 
lxx), an affront that would horrify other biblical authors (see isa 40:18, 25; 46:5). in 
his visionary travels to Jerusalem (chs. 8–11), ezekiel sees the un-see-able. at 8:3 he 
peers across time to observe an asherah that king Manasseh set up (2 kgs 21:7) but 
that was removed by his own time (2 kgs 23:6). his visionary gaze penetrates the 
depths of the underworld (ezek 32:17–32). he finds assyria relegated to the deep-
est, uttermost recesses of the Pit (32:22–23; cf. isa 14:15). long before the hellenistic 
apocalypses, ezekiel knew that the wicked have a distinctive fate set aside for them 
after death.

The observation should give us pause, since it dispels a commonplace schol-
arly notion. let the misunderstanding cease that the hebrew scriptures assume 
an undifferentiated afterlife with all souls haphazardly consigned to sheol. Many 
scholars now dispute this (see barr 1992: 29–30; Johnston 2002: 79–83; levenson 
2006: 67–81; Cook 2007). sheol is best viewed as the fate of lives gone awry. sinister 
people end up there, not the godly (though when in dire peril the latter may feel 
sheol-bound). rarely, if ever, do the biblical texts imply that all humanity is fated 
for sheol’s imprisonment.
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the Variety of writings of 
Apocalyptic, millennial groups

apocalyptic writings bear a family resemblance to each other. Characteristic literary 
motifs go hand in hand with overlapping material features, including overlapping 
and crisscrossing concepts of cosmology, otherworldly salvation, and the consum-
mation of history. The ideas of apocalypticism are hardly secondary in understand-
ing the phenomenon. apocalyptic revelations transmit specific content from the 
beyond, unveiling the churning sea of mystery about to engulf our island world.

a thought-complex is central to the phenomenon of apocalypticism, which has 
proved capable of manifesting itself outside of the genre apocalypse. The War scroll 
of Qumran is no apocalypse, but surely exhibits an apocalyptic “symbolic universe” 
or “imagination.” a  family resemblance to the thought-world of the apocalypses 
also appears in late prophetic texts, such as Zechariah and Joel. They are surely 
proto-apocalyptic literature, although, like Qumran’s sectarian documents, they do 
not fit the consensus definition of the genre apocalypse proper.

such conclusions find solid confirmation in a social-scientific approach, which 
compares the biblical apocalyptic visionaries with what anthropologists term millen-
nial (or millenarian) groups and movements (Grabbe 1989; Cook 1995). Cross-cultural 
comparison reveals that such groups use a great variety of literary and oral forms to 
express an apocalyptic imagination. That is not to say that millennial groups across 
cultures have avoided the genre apocalypse. They do indeed produce apocalypses.

Confirming our assumptions about the modus operandi of biblical visionaries, 
millennial groups may pen both apocalypses and a variety of other texts as expres-
sions of a literal belief in a fast-approaching judgment and salvation of this world. it is 
hard to underestimate the significance of this evidence. it justifies us in applying the 
adjective apocalyptic to millennial prophetic groups, such as the prophetic circles of 
ezekiel and Zechariah, even though they never seem to have penned an apocalypse 
per se.

Grabbe provides two clear examples of millennial groups expressing their world-
view in both apocalypses and other literature (Grabbe 1989: 30, 37–38). he cites an 
apocalypse by rabbi nathan of Gaza, associated with the millennial movement sur-
rounding the seventeenth-century C.e. Jewish messiah, sabbatai Zvi. Jumpstarting 
the sabbatian movement, rabbi nathan penned a pseudepigraph describing revela-
tions of a celestial mentor to an aged rabbinic sage named abraham from four centu-
ries earlier. These revelations identified sabbatai Zvi as the true messiah who would 
subdue the chaos dragon and usher in an eternal kingdom on earth. beyond writing 
this apocalypse, nathan expressed his apocalyptic message through many alternative 
vehicles, including conversations, preaching, letters, and commentaries.
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Grabbe also describes the apocalypses of the seneca native american figure 
known as handsome lake. The code of handsome lake’s millennial movement, the 
Gaiwiio (“Good Message”), records certain commissioning visions of the prophet 
that fit the apocalypse genre proper. in these visions, which occurred between June 
1799 and february 1800 C.e., handsome lake tours heaven and hell with three beau-
tiful messengers acting as guides and interpreters. The guides summon him to preach 
repentance to his people, based on a coming fiery end of the earth. beyond its sec-
tions on handsome lake’s visionary journeys, the apocalyptic content of the Good 
Message takes other forms than the genre apocalypse. it contains moral teaching 
on social life, ceremonial regulations, and a great deal of the biography behind the 
prophet’s visions.

the Question of persian influence

scholars have long wrestled with the role played by Zoroastrianism in the rise of 
Jewish and Christian apocalypticism. from the beginning of the twentieth century, 
researchers have recognized the possibility of Persia’s influence on Western scriptural 
traditions (e.g., lawrence Mills, George Carter, hubertus Von Gall). The history of 
religions school adopted the position that such influence was thoroughgoing. The 
view is far from dormant today, although not as widespread as in the 1950s (Polaski 
2001: 3).

We should not dismiss out of hand the thesis of an iranian shaping of israelite 
apocalypticism. apocalyptic beliefs, such as a dualism of good and evil, a coming 
resurrection of the dead, and an eschatological judgment of every human individual, 
appear to have characterized Zoroastrian religion already during israel’s restoration 
era. Central to the logic and coherence of its religious system, such ideas appear inte-
gral to Zoroastrianism, not late accretions. significantly, Plutarch, in the first century 
C.e., attests to apocalyptic Zoroastrian thinking, and he attributes his understanding 
of the religion to the fourth-century b.C.e. historian Theopompus (see, e.g., Collins 
1998: 31).

Other Greek writers corroborate the legitimacy of using Theopompus as a source 
of knowledge about early Zoroastrianism. Persian apocalypticism, it would appear, 
was early enough to have influenced the development of apocalypticism in the 
Judeo-Christian tradition. There were many opportunities for it to have done so 
too, for religious and cultural contacts with Zoroastrian belief would have been 
inevitable in the second Temple period, when Jews and Persians interacted at many 
levels.
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it makes little sense to isolate apocalypticism’s rise from the influences of its milieu, 
including a Zoroastrian stimulus. To take one example, it is fairly easy to imagine 
Zoroastrianism’s vision of a fiery purification of all souls at the eschaton exerting 
an influence in the presentation of smelting/purgation in Zechariah 13:7–9 (cf. Mal 
3:2–3). We should probably assume that Persian imagery came to mind for many of 
this text’s first readers, as its authors may have intended. Would Zechariah’s authors 
not have wanted to drive home their message in the vibrant idiom of the contempo-
rary religious milieu?

The real possibility of stimulus does not, however, warrant a thesis that scripture 
has “lifted” or “borrowed” chunks of alien theology without discrimination. 
Zoroastrianism’s distinctive understanding that fiery purgation is a stage in the res-
urrection experience of each soul is conspicuous by its absence in Zechariah 13:7–9 
and Malachi 3:2–3. The biblical visionaries stick to their own alternative eschatologi-
cal scheme, betraying no interest in iranian patterns of faith. What is more, the bibli-
cal writers had reason to feel at home with the idea of purification by smelting. The 
Zechariah authors had the image in their own Zadokite traditions of the Torah (see 
num 31:23, a text of the Zadokite holiness school strand). Using this motif in no way 
betrayed their heritage.

some biblical scholarship asserts that the hope of bodily resurrection in the 
early Jewish apocalypses is discontinuous with preceding biblical tradition. it 
is not found in so-called apocalyptic prophecy. Contact with Zoroastrianism 
is sometimes posited as the impetus behind resurrection faith (e.g., see lang 
2008). This particular hypothesis, however, is unnecessary (see hays 2011:  331; 
levenson 2006).

The idea that the dead can rise is native to israel, as preexilic stories of individual 
resurrections show (1 kgs 17:17–24; 2 kgs 4:18–36; 13:20–21). More than one near 
eastern deity was able to raise the dead, including some of the ones with whom the 
lord is compared. The lord is the one with true power to kill and make alive, even 
in sidonian territory—baal’s backyard. note further a telling observation of John 
Collins. he notes that “resurrection” in several early Jewish apocalypses entails eleva-
tion to life with the angels. such astral/angelic resurrection does not derive from 
Zoroastrianism.

The Judeo-Christian notion of a resurrection of interred bodies is not found in 
Zoroastrianism, which shuns the burial of corpses as potentially defiling of the earth. 
The Persians did not imagine the rising of buried corpses, but a recreation of bod-
ies from the bare elements of nature. Three centuries before a Jewish apocalypse 
describes a resurrection, herodotus attests to the Zoroastrian practice of exposing 
dead corpses to be picked clean by vultures and dogs (Hist. 1.140).
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the rise of resurrection Faith 
in israel

The roots of resurrection faith, at least in poetic potential, are arguably discover-
able in proto-apocalyptic literature. Texts such as isaiah 26:19; 53:11 (see niV, 
dss); and Psalm 22:29 (see nab) all appear ripe and ready to birth the doctrine. 
israel was comfortable with the idea of resurrection by the time of the exile, long 
before Theopompus’s era and even long before Palestine first began to settle into 
achaemenian rule (hays 2011: 331). Take the example of ezekiel 37, which stems from 
babylonia around 580 b.C.e.

ezekiel 37 makes a figural presentation, but the ramifications of ezekiel’s use of 
resurrection even as a figure are nothing short of startling (levenson 2006: 156–65). 
The prophet clearly assumed his audience would relate to his figure and perhaps be 
inspired by it. he would hardly have chosen resurrection as the imaginative vehicle of 
his message if the idea would have proved little more than a foreign and unintelligible 
distraction to his compatriots. ezekiel’s use of resurrection language is symbolic, but 
it demonstrates how rising from death was not an anomalous idea in his era.

from a later, postexilic time, isaiah 24–27 again speaks of the dead rising to life 
(hays 2011: 328, although hays dates this passage to preexilic times). according to 
26:14–15, God will squash the enemy dead (as also in isa 29:4). in 26:19, by contrast, 
the dead who rely on God are saved and will rise and stand (hays 2011: 331). isaiah 26 
shows marked resonances with the phrasing and hope of daniel 12, where reference 
to individual, bodily resurrection is clear-cut.

isaiah 26 is more mythopoetic and imagistic than daniel 12, of course, but that 
does not obviate the larger point of the similarity. Jon levenson mounts compelling 
arguments against thinking of a mere metaphor of the nation “rising” from exile here 
(levenson 2006: 197–200). no, a people forlorn, up against insurmountable sterility, 
powerlessness to infuse israel’s family tree with life, are encouraged: “but friends, 
your dead will live!” Their loved ones, dead and buried, hear the command: “Wake 
up! sing!”

daniel 12:1–4 did not interpret isaiah 26:19 as mere politics, sensing instead the 
expansive, potent valence of its poetic language. for isaiah 26, the rules of the old age 
are collapsing; the land of shades is catching its first rays of sun. rising to life, it is giv-
ing birth to the dead. The exuberant poetic mood of the text resists dissection, pushes 
back against distinctions between rebirthing israel and rebirthing individual bodies. 
The point is the radical passing away of the present age, including death’s silent, dusty 
darkness.

The reference to “rephaim” at v. 19’s end is significant. in the wider semitic world, 
the “rephaim” were group founders, royal patrons. in their persons, individual and 
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group interests coincided. To think about group identity and hope was necessar-
ily to think about the fate after death of these individuals. isaiah 26 also likely finds 
communal and individual prospects to be coincident (cf. Madigan and levenson 
2008: 198). Compare how nT texts bend over backwards to insist that Jesus’ resur-
rection was both an individual and a collective phenomenon (Matt 27:51–53; 1 Cor 
15:20; Col 1:18).

One concern of isaiah 26 is repatriation from exile, but it would be reductionist to 
reify 26:19 as bare politics. God’s salvation in isaiah’s book—even in the preapocalyp-
tic second isaiah—goes well beyond political dimensions. it encompasses a stupen-
dous flourishing of both nature and human vitality. This salvation is a true miracle, 
one that embraces fundamental human and ecological transformation. second isaiah 
envisions God’s deliverance as life springing up from the earth (44:3–5). isaiah 26:19 
repeats this very language, but goes much farther. it presents a shockingly literal 
reading. The earth, awash in God’s dew, will push up nothing other than israel’s 
buried dead.

isaiah 26:19 also builds on and transforms another theme of second isaiah, that of 
daughter Zion’s astonishment at her new preternatural fecundity. as hibbard argues, 
the joyful shouting (rānan) of the resurrected in isaiah 26:19 is an intertextual allu-
sion to isaiah 54:1, where Zion, no longer barren, shouts for joy (hibbard 2006: 151). 
Joy at effortless fertility in isaiah 54 becomes joy at apocalyptic victory over sterility 
and death in isaiah 26. israel must rejoice at the ultimate victory of the God of life 
over dusty, barren death’s threat to lush, verdant human community. daughter Zion 
is in labor (isa 26:17), and miracle children will be (re)born. The God of history and 
nature is about to triumph decisively.

as Madigan and levenson write, “death . . . is one of the enemies, or even the 
ultimate enemy . . . , and no victory of . . . God can be complete until this lethal foe is 
finally eliminated” (Madigan and levenson 2008: 188). Thus, the proto-apocalyptic 
vision of isaiah is God’s eventual destruction of death’s torrid, parched plague. death 
will not forever cast its shroud over the joy of human, embodied togetherness. isaiah 
25:8 declares that death, well known for a voracious appetite (cf., e.g., isa 5:14; hab 
2:5; hays 2011: 122), is about to get its payback. it is going to be swallowed up forever.

apocalyptic beliefs, including beliefs in resurrection, are attested by ethnographic 
study as arising autochthonously. Thus, Trudy Thomas’s thorough study establishes 
the growth of the millennial Ghost dance tradition out of native religious build-
ing blocks, especially archetypal symbols of creation (Thomas 1988: 3, 191, 201–2; cf. 
Cook 2003b: 103–4). That is not to say that foreign influences never come into play 
within millennial movements. They do, and the instances of bricolage are fascinat-
ing to observe. however, the Ghost dance, with its vision of a messiah on earth and 
a resurrection of ancestors, initially developed indigenously (for the anthropological 
debate, see Cook 1995: 70). in parallel fashion, israel’s developed faith in resurrection 
grew up from roots in native apocalyptic prophecy.
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the origins of the Apocalyptic 
imagination in israel

apocalyptic prophecy emerged in israel when the transcendent potentials of israel’s 
traditional theological ideals and symbols finally came into their own. intimations 
of otherworldly salvation embedded in biblical tradition now asserted their tension 
with mundane reality in the starkest possible fashion and with shocking immediacy. 
Contradictions aplenty surfaced as a series of unbearable antitheses. finally, lines got 
drawn in the sand. a rising apocalyptic imagination bore the germs of a fundamen-
tal refusal to tolerate this world’s ugliness, sterility, and strife. Moltmann writes, “in 
apocalyptic the whole cosmos becomes interpreted in the light of truth learned from 
God’s revelation in israel’s history” (Moltmann 1967: 137).

The first appearances of apocalyptic prophecy date to the exilic and postexilic eras. 
The exilic period, when israel’s entire world was inverted, brought an intense, focal 
concentration of israel’s eschatological hopes. it reawakened israel’s primal fears and 
poetic dreams, and it provoked a new orientation toward israel’s archetypes of cre-
ation and divine blessing. at this time, the traditional expectations and spiritual goals 
of israel’s Torah, the classical prophets, and the sapiential literature blossomed under 
the new, imaginative “sheltering canopy” of apocalypticism.

facilitating all this, the postexile era saw the emergence of a new medium of rev-
elation that relied on the mantic study and cross-referencing of scripture (Polaski 
2001:  4–5, 9–12, 22). a  corpus of authoritative, sacred writings was in place by 
postexilic times, to which israel’s new apocalyptic visionaries made ready refer-
ence. apocalyptic prophecy forged a compelling new imagination from allusions 
to the corpus. allusions “play a key role in every proto-apocalyptic text” (sweeney 
2005: 240).

hibbard (2006) shows how isaiah 24–27, for example, reaches into the new sacred 
corpus to reuse earlier texts such as hosea 4:9, amos 5:2, and isaiah 17:6. God’s purposes 
are received as constants, but now extend in a radically totalizing fashion. i cite the exam-
ple of isaiah 24–27, since we just saw how isaiah 26:19 was inspired by isaiah 44:3–5. On 
this mantic foundation, it included resurrection within israel’s restoration hope. so too, 
we saw that isaiah 26:19 reaches back to isaiah 54:1 in building a vision of Zion’s end-time 
labor pangs and subsequent birthing of new miracle children, israel resurrected.

social-scientific study of millennial groups reveals that their apocalyptic imaginations 
may coalesce in many varieties of social arenas (Cook 1995). apocalypticism emerges in 
eras of calm and in eras of disruption, in stable societies and amid the encounters and 
clashes of cultures, in peripheral or colonized peoples and in dominating or colonizing 
powers. The sixth-century b.C.e. apocalyptic texts of haggai and Zechariah 1–8 arose in 
a milieu of international calm and Persian benefaction. Persia’s tolerant patronage was 
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appreciated in Yehud for decades. When Persia and Greece later clashed, the writers of 
deutero-Zechariah found it natural to take Persia’s side (Zech 9:13).

Throughout the Persian-i period Yehud’s population was very small (ca. 10,850), 
Jerusalem’s was tiny (ca. 500). The community was decimated, fractured, and striv-
ing to survive under adverse circumstances (finitsis 2011). The new stability under 
darius and a new influx of returnees from babylonia suggested new possibilities. 
What is more, learned study of Jeremiah 25:11–12 and 29:10 left no doubt that God’s 
prescribed seventy years of exile were concluding, that God was now coming into 
Jerusalem’s midst (hag 1:13; 2:4–7; Zech 8:3). all this supported an apocalyptic proc-
lamation, but an even more significant stimulus was present.

as the new temple rose on its foundations, the people of Yehud might expect the 
transcendental potentials of its iconography to finally reveal themselves in power. 
now, the temple menorah might actually emerge in literal truth as the cosmic tree 
(Weltbaum), a tangible conduit of divine presence and bounty (Zech 4; cf. dan 4:12). 
Oriented around it, the community could become children of bounty, “children of 
fresh oil” (Zech 4:14, my translation).

earthshaking events sometimes stimulate apocalyptic thinking and arouse apoc-
alyptic hopes. Millennial groups may experience heightened expectations when 
members observe powerful omens presaging the end or witness outbreaks of chaos 
heralding God’s final duel with evil. some within haggai’s audience may have been 
waiting for signs or disruptions before rebuilding the temple to usher in God’s reign. 
They were saying, “The time has not yet come to rebuild the lOrd’s house” (hag 1:2). 
Their language of “timing” is emphatic in the hebrew; they are determined to align 
any rebuilding efforts with the eschatological consummation. Proper synchroniza-
tion would ensure that their efforts paid off in radical blessing.

international turbulence surely fueled the apocalyptic fervor of Zechariah 9–14 
and Malachi. at their time of composition, the Greco-Persian wars were upturning 
the world. Persia’s defeats at Marathon in 490 b.C.e. and at salamis in 480 b.C.e. shook 
the empire and called the present order into question. egypt revolted in the 450s. it 
must have felt as if God had begun to “shake all the nations” just as haggai 2:7 had 
anticipated.

the Varied group provenances of 
Scripture’s Apocalyptic literature

The priestly, Zadokite theology of the holiness school thoroughly infuses the book of 
ezekiel, and the apocalypticism of ezekiel 38–39 relies on it. reliance on the holiness 
school source is apparent in expansions of the Gog oracles in ezekiel 38:18–23 and 
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39:11–16 that reflect a radical apocalyptic excitement. in these verses Gog’s attack 
entails a collapse of cosmic order (ezek 38:20; cf. Joel 2:10, 30; Zech 14:4–5) and, in its 
aftermath, an ordeal of burying and removing enemy dead from the holy land (ezek 
39:12–15). holiness school traditions stand behind the emphasis on the defiling effect 
of corpses (lev 21:1; num 5:2–3; 9:6; 19:11, 13). so too, the stress on how God’s indwell-
ing holiness lays claim to the entire land evinces a close reading of holiness school 
texts (num 35:34).

The early apocalyptic book of Malachi comes from an entirely different priestly line. 
it lies squarely within the tradition stream of deuteronomy and the elohist (e) strand 
of the Pentateuch, which many scholars associate with the levitical priesthood. The 
levites are the heroes of the e strand, as texts such as exodus 32:26–29 (e) show. 
deuteronomy is a remarkable advocate of the levites (e.g., deut 12:12, 19; 14:27; 17:18; 
18:6–8; 26:12), and Jeremiah, whose book strongly connects with deuteronomy, 
seems to have been a levitical priest.

Malachi 3:1–6 exemplifies the book’s expression of apocalyptic eschatology from 
the viewpoint of deuteronomy and e. first, the passage announces the imminence of 
a coming angel/messenger preparing for God’s advent. This is the same angel whom 
the e strand describes leading the israelites on the exodus from egypt (exod 14:19; 
23:23; 32:34; num 20:16; cf. Josh 5:14). Marked verbal parallels between our text and 
exod 23:20 and 33:2 betray Malachi’s reliance on e in describing the angel.

The presence of the lord is manifest in the angel, yet the angel’s mission is merely 
preparatory. Malachi 3:1 stresses the sudden, momentous arrival of the lord in a dis-
tinct epiphany, which generates e’s desired human response of reverent “fear” of God 
on earth (see Mal 3:5; cf. Gen 20:11 [e] ; 22:12 [e]; 28:17 [e]; deut 4:10; 5:29; 8:6).

in addition, the passage announces the arrival of a third eschatological figure, 
“the messenger of the covenant” (Mal 3:1). he plays the role of the Mosaic prophet 
described in deuteronomy 18:15–19 and numbers 12:6–8 (e). such a messenger guides 
the people as they encounter God’s numinous appearance, which fills all mortals with 
dread (see deut 5:26; 18:16). The overpoweringness of God’s appearance requires a 
mediator to offer guidance and protection; it is a day of “a refiner’s fire” (Mal 3:2).

The apocalyptic prophecies within isaiah’s book have held special interest for the 
investigation of the rise of apocalypticism in israel since Paul hanson’s study of isaiah 
56–66 in The Dawn of Apocalyptic (1975). schramm (1995) has mounted an impres-
sive case against hanson’s view that pitted these chapters against a hostile priestly 
elite. he has shown how the isaiah tradition allies itself instead with the priestly tra-
ditions of the Pentateuch in combating an age-old syncretism of Yahwism and poly-
theistic religion.

i would extend schramm’s argument and link Third isaiah to the circle of aaronide 
priests that stands behind the Priestly Torah source (see Cook 2008). in texts such 
as Genesis 28:1–2, 6 and numbers 25:6 within the Priestly Torah we have the self-
same opposition to cultic syncretism that reappears in isaiah 57:4–8; 59:12–13; 65:3–5; 
and 66:17. The authors of the Priestly Torah are surely aaronides, since this corpus 
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identifies israel’s official priests as all the living descendents of aaron. This includes 
full priestly rights for the line of ithamar, which is separate from the Zadokites’ lin-
eage (exod 28:1; lev 10:12; cf. 1 Chr 6:1–8). The holiness school, by contrast, subordi-
nates ithamar’s line to that of eleazar, the ancestor of Zadok.

isaiah 66:18–24, a sample text of nascent apocalypticism in Third isaiah, bears 
obvious marks of the Priestly Torah’s characteristic thought. Universal awe before 
God’s glory is history’s goal in this text (vv. 18–19), a notion foreign to the holiness 
school and ezekiel but conspicuous in the Priestly Torah strand (see exod 8:16–19; 
9:8–12; 14:17; 16:7). at God’s reign, old hierarchies topple and foreigners become 
priests (v. 21; cf. isa 56:6), a development barely conceivable within the tradition of 
the holiness school and ezekiel (see ezek 44:7, 9; num 18:1–10, 22) but fully in line 
with the Priestly Torah’s propensity to level artificial distinctions (e.g., Gen 17:27). 
a universal congregation bows to the lord at the eschaton (v. 23), an eventuality 
in keeping with the Priestly Torah’s vision of Jacob spawning a cultic assembly of 
nations (Gen 35:11).

These probes of proto-apocalypticism among the Zadokites, levites, and aaronides 
are merely illustrative of the variety of apocalyptic prophecy that arose during and 
after the exile. Without a doubt, we must reckon with a diversity of provenance and 
streams of tradition behind israel’s earliest apocalyptic literature.
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ChaPTer 3

the inheritAnce 
oF prophecy in 

Apo cAlypSe

hindY naJMan

in this essay i want to consider two intertwined theses that shape the way scholars 
think about the transition from prophecy to apocalypse. i will refer to these two the-
ses as (1) the genre thesis and (2) the chronological thesis. after i explain each of these 
theses, i will explain how each can be understood as linked to the other. Then i will 
consider maintaining the genre thesis while modifying and even at times suspending 
the chronological thesis.

the genre thesis

Many scholars will agree that it is helpful to classify the texts composed in ancient 
israel and ancient Judaism as belonging to distinct genres or categories. some would 
go so far as to suggest that this is not only a retrospective classification, but that writ-
ers conformed to generic and literary expectations regarding compositional form 
and worldview. for the purpose of this essay, i will refer to the specific view that 
prophecy and apocalypse are distinct genres of ancient Jewish literature as “the genre 
thesis” (on prophecy: koch, 2000; Wahl, 1994; on apocalypse: Collins, 1979b).

Prophecy is often identified with forms of prophetic speech, such as unmediated 
revelation from the lord; oracle or inspired speech, reported by the phrase “thus 
says the lord”; prophetic announcement; dialogues where prophets speak with 
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God (Westermann, 1991; Peterson, 2002; sweeney, 2005)  additionally, the figure 
is often named and characterized as a divinely appointed navi’. form critics have 
distinguished subtypes by context (e.g., oracle of doom). Visions are also common, 
with subtypes such as symbolic vision, for example, Jeremiah’s vision of the stick in 
 chapter 1; or mythic-realistic vision, for example, ezekiel’s throne vision in  chapter 1. 
Prophecy is primarily concerned with divine judgment, leading either to salvation 
or to destruction in this world and is less concerned with other worlds or heavenly 
journeys.

The genre “apocalypse” is defined by a different set of features. (see Collins 1979a, 
1979b and Yarbro Collins 1986.) Typically apocalypse includes revelation that is 
mediated. angels, heavenly visions, and other worldly journeys often play a role 
in the narrative. John Collins describes two axes of transcendent reality within the 
genre of apocalypse, one spatial and the other temporal. The spatial axis concerns 
the transcendent reality whereby God rules the visible world, while the temporal 
axis concerns the end of days, at which time justice will be done and divine rule 
will become visible (Collins, 1979a). While prophetic visions are often developed in 
apocalypses (koch, 1989; niditch, 1983), we no longer find prophetic oracles. We also 
find new forms of otherworldly journeys, which are not to be found in the prophetic 
corpus. While these new forms can be said to be developing the heavenly ascent rep-
resented in the prophetic corpus (e.g., they might include a throne vision), the new 
otherworldly journeys in apocalypses are developed in new and innovative ways. 
There are also dialogues in apocalypses that are far more elaborate (e.g. 4ezra) than 
the dialogues found in the prophetic corpus. With respect to content, apocalypses are 
also largely concerned with judgment and consequences in this world, but also with 
the judgment of the individual after death, which is not found in the prophets. The 
formal features of apocalypse are often characterized deliberately in contrast with 
those of prophecy.

the chronological thesis

some of the significance of the genre thesis comes from its association with what 
i will call the “chronological thesis”: the thesis that, as prophecy came to an end, 
apocalypse increasingly flourished. Thus apocalypse—along with scribalism and 
interpretation—may be seen as a successor to prophecy or as “the child of prophecy” 
in h. h. rowley’s phrase (rowley, 1963).

Clearly, the chronological thesis presupposes some version of the genre thesis. 
if there were no distinction of genres, there would be no point in saying that one 
declined as the other ascended. however, the genre thesis does not presuppose a 
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chronological divide. There might be a purpose served by generic distinction even if 
no large-scale tendency were discernible. indeed, the genre thesis, as stated, does not 
necessarily claim that distinct genre classifications are mutually exclusive. a single 
text may exhibit some features of both genres.

The genre thesis enjoys general consensus, although there may be disagreement 
about the details. in recent years, however, the chronological thesis has been chal-
lenged by many scholars on a variety of grounds. in what follows, i want first to 
consider reasons for revising the chronological thesis. i will then consider the impli-
cations of this revision for the genre thesis.

pluriformity and the current 
revolution

Challenges to the chronological thesis—and, more generally, to various versions 
of “the end of prophecy”—should be seen in the context of the revolution, brought 
about by study of the dead sea scrolls, in our understanding of late ancient Jewish 
text- production and of the development of scripture. it is now clear that it is anach-
ronistic to speak of “the bible”—and, accordingly, of “apocryphal” or nonbiblical 
texts and traditions, and of “rewritten bible”—during the second Temple period, and 
probably until some point in the rabbinic or early Christian periods, certainly after 
the bar kokhba revolt.

There was no generally accepted canonical list of scriptural books in the second 
Temple period (najman, 2012). additionally, the traditions that would later become 
the bible and the apocrypha did not exhibit textual fixity or canonical fixity. instead, 
the situation has been characterized in terms of “pluriformity” (García Martínez, 
2013). Moreover, it has been forcefully argued that this was not only a feature of 
sectarian Jewish life, as if the texts found at Qumran were all to be assigned to a 
marginal group, while uniformity was to be found at some Jerusalem-based center. 
rather, pluriformity characterized the textual situation in general, and no clear 
boundaries between center and periphery may be demarcated (García Martínez, 
2013). Thus, for example, Mladen Popović has shown that the eventual form of 
the biblical book of ezekiel was shaped in part by the so-called Pseudo-ezekiel 
fragments (Popović, 2010). it is also notable that important features of prophecy 
and the production of revelatory literature continued well into the late second 
Temple period as exhibited by many of the dead sea scrolls (brooke, 2005 and 
2006; Jassen, 2007).



The Inheritance of Prophecy in Apocalypse   39

at the same time, this did not mean that, in the second Temple period, “anything 
went.” On the contrary, it is equally clear that there was a notion of authoritative 
scripture, even if that notion was not applied exclusively to a canonized and fixed set 
of texts (najman, 2012). scriptural traditions were regarded as worthy of quotation 
and interpretation, and a principal way of composing new texts involved “rewrit-
ing” or, more generally, imitating textual traditions to which authority was already 
attached. not every community may have agreed on a list of these traditions, let alone 
on their textual form, but there appears to have been a considerable amount of over-
lapping consensus.

One of the greatest challenges confronting scholars is to maintain both of the fruits 
of dead sea scrolls research: the pluriformity of textual traditions and the scriptural 
authority of many of these traditions. since the texts classified as prophetic in genre 
were all eventually included in the hebrew and Christian bibles, and since most of 
the texts classified as apocalyptic in genre were not included, the question arises 
whether the chronological thesis has been influenced by the anachronistic assump-
tion that prophetic texts were earlier and central, while apocryphal texts were later 
and marginal, flourishing only after some supposed event of canonization and tex-
tual fixation.

One aspect of the genre thesis, and thereby of the chronological thesis, is directly 
affected by the current revolution. There is no longer good reason to assume that, in 
general, texts that did not find their way into the bible are later and less authentic than 
texts that did. Consequently, there is no simple way to apply the distinction between 
pseudepigraphic works, some of which are apocalyptic, and prophetic works. That 
said, it is undeniable that all of the texts classified as apocalypses in semeia 14 are later 
than the prophetic books in the hebrew bible, even if one thinks that some of the 
prophetic books were modified in the final centuries or even decades of the second 
Temple period. Of course, it is a formative discovery in biblical studies that biblical 
books themselves developed over time, and that at least some portions of the pro-
phetic books must have been added after the death of the original prophetic figures. 
in short, so-called pseudepigraphy is to be found both in texts that have been classi-
fied as prophetic and in texts that have been classified as apocalyptic. indeed, even if 
it were possible to identify the oldest, “original” core of a certain prophetic tradition, 
this could hardly show that the alleged Urtext was written by its purported prophetic 
author, rather than by someone writing in his name. Thus, pseudepigraphy is not a 
defining feature that could distinguish prophecy and apocalypse. rather it is a feature 
that both classifications share.

still, it is possible to revise the chronological thesis. for it is extremely striking that, 
from the vast array of newly accessible texts, no new prophetic names emerge. even if 
writing in the name of a prophet is an old practice, it is highly noteworthy that, in the 
late second Temple period, texts continued to be produced in the names of venerable 
and long-established prophets, while no texts—at any rate, no extant Jewish texts—
were produced in the names of more recent or contemporaneous figures claiming to 
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be prophets. apparently, new texts could be presented as authoritative only insofar as 
they actively inherited the authority of established figures and traditions. One could 
claim to inherit established authority by quotation and interpretation. but one could 
also stake one’s claim by means that seem more problematic to contemporary read-
ers, who tend to assume that authorial identities and textual traditions are to be con-
served, and that those who tamper with them are guilty of imposture or even fraud. 
in other words, one could claim authority by writing in the name of a established 
prophet, or by recasting an established textual tradition in a way that incorporated 
one’s preferred legal or theological position. better yet, one could do both.

There may have been no rupture marking “the end of prophecy,” but there were 
certainly discernible trends, and it is reasonable to speak of an increasing emphasis 
on old figures and texts as sources of authority during the second Temple period. 
similarly, although angelically mediated revelation may be found in some early texts, 
we may discern a trend towards mediated revelation and otherworldly visions and 
journeys, and a corresponding movement away from prophetic claims to serve as 
divine mouthpieces for direct revelation. in a process whose limits are hosea and 
amos as the earliest and 4ezra and 2baruch some of the latest in the first century Ce, 
there is a gradual decline in emphasis on some characteristic features of prophetic 
literature and an increased emphasis on the forms that are more characteristic of 
apocalyptic literature.

in short, the prophetic project in which humans served as the means whereby 
God spoke to the people with which God was bound by covenant, continued. but it 
increasingly relied on strategies of inheritance, and it is in the context of such strategies 
that the relationship between prophetic and apocalyptic texts should be seen. One is 
in need of strategies of inheritance precisely when a legacy is not straightforwardly 
bequeathed, but must be actively won against all odds.

daniel 7–12

daniel 7–12, dating to the second century bCe, is the only full-scale apocalypse 
within the hebrew bible (Collins 1979b). To be sure, as Collins points out, there are 
Jewish apocalypses that predate daniel and that are not included in the hebrew bible 
(e.g., apocalypse of Weeks and the book of the heavenly luminaries).

Was daniel a prophet? daniel 9:24 claims to fulfill an earlier prophecy of Jeremiah. 
“seventy weeks have been decreed for your people and your holy city until the mea-
sure of transgression is filled and that of sin complete, until iniquity is expiated, 
and eternal righteousness ushered in; and prophetic vision ratified, and the holy 
of holies anointed.” Whether daniel’s vision should also be considered prophetic is 
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unclear. it is notable that koch argued that the book of daniel was originally regarded 
as a prophetic book and whose status and classification was altered later as reflected 
by rabbinic discussions (koch, 1985; see also barton, 1986).

Yet texts from the dead sea scrolls down to Josephus ascribe prophetic status to 
daniel. among the dead sea scrolls, we find, for example, 4Q174 ii.4: “This is the 
time of which it is written in the book of daniel, the prophet.” in Antiquities 10.11.4 
[249]), Josephus writes, “darius . . . took daniel the prophet, and carried him with 
him into Media, and honored him very greatly, and kept him with him.” later in 
the same passage, Josephus continues: “that all things happened to him in a mar-
velously fortunate way as to one of the greatest prophets . . . and whereas the other 
prophets foretold disasters . . . daniel was a prophet of good tidings (Antiquities 
10:11.7 [266, 268]) The biblical book of daniel seems to have been included in the cat-
egory of the prophets often referred to as “the law and the prophets” (barton, 1986). 
Only at some later point was the book of daniel classified as one of the nonprophetic 
“writings” in the tripartite collection of rabbinic Judaism. in the Christian tradi-
tion, however, daniel retained his prophetic status. even then, the classification was 
hardly unequivocal. a Talmudic passage (bT Megillah 3a) states that daniel was not 
a prophet, but in a context where daniel is ascribed a greater visionary capacity than 
the prophets accompanying him. On the question whether daniel is included among 
the forty-eight prophets and seven prophetesses who prophesied to all israel, the rab-
binic commentators are divided. (bT Megillah 14a mentions all of the prophetesses; 
seder Olam rabbah, ch. 20 mentions daniel, but also baruch and Mordechai, so it 
is fairly inclusive; see also PT berachot 7:3 [13a], where daniel is mentioned along 
with Moses and Jeremiah.) in any event, there is no earlier evidence that daniel was 
denied prophetic status.

let us now consider the relationship between daniel and the generic features of 
apocalypse. The most pertinent chapters, 7–12, are generally regarded as later than 
the first six. The earlier chapters are written in the third person, anonymously, and so 
the question of pseudepigraphy does not arise. in light of what was said above, how-
ever, it would be hard to argue that this distinguishes the book from works classified 
as prophetic.

daniel experiences revelation, not as prophetic oracles, but in visions (e.g., 9:1) 
and through angelic mediation (e.g., 8:15). This certainly distinguishes daniel from 
some portions of Jeremiah and isaiah, among others. Yet it is notable that Jeremiah 
also experiences visions (e.g., Jeremiah 1), which must then be interpreted, and that 
angelic mediation is also found in prophetic writings, for example, Zechariah. again, 
it is certainly reasonable to speak of a trend from immediate to mediated revelation 
as a significant change. so, while mediated revelation becomes more common, it is 
nevertheless the case that both modes of divine access seem to have coexisted from 
the beginning, and the absence of immediate revelation in daniel does not signify 
any rupture. There is demonstrable use of older prophetic texts, which are then given 
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new meanings. Thus, there is both continuity and discontinuity between prophecy 
and apocalypse in the book of daniel.

Transcendent reality, both spatial and temporal, is the topic of much of the book 
of daniel. but, even here, the use of imagery from earlier texts may indicate, not only 
that the visionary or writer is working within a tradition, but also that this text is 
claiming authority through its association with acknowledged scripture. Thus, for 
example, daniel 7:9–10, in which daniel sees the ancient of days upon the throne, 
“belongs to the tradition of biblical throne visions, attested in such passages as 1 kgs 
22: 19; isaiah 6; ezekiel 1; 3: 22–24; 10:1 and paralleled in writings of the hellenistic 
period such as 1En 14: 18–23; 60: 2; 90:20” (Collins, 1993: 300) similarly, the vision of 
the end time in daniel 12:1–4, the time when “the wise will shine like the splendor 
of the firmament, and those who lead the common people to righteousness like the 
stars forever and ever,” (12:3; cf. 11:32) draws upon isaiah 52–53. as the reference to 
“the wise” suggests, the apocalyptic theme of transcendent reality also alludes to—
and perhaps inherits authority—from earlier wisdom texts. it is worth noting that, 
as ben Wright has recently argued, the claim to wisdom and the claim to prophetic 
status could go together, as they did in the case of ben sira (Wright, 2009 and 2010b). 
it is notable that Von rad and more recently lange have argued for the derivation of 
apocalypse from wisdom (Von rad, 1965 and 1972).

My point here is not to challenge the identification of daniel 7–12 as exhibiting the 
generic features of apocalypse. nor do i want to deny that daniel may be seen as a 
prototype for later apocalyptic texts, or that there is a discernible tendency towards 
mediated revelation and an increasing preoccupation with transcendent reality that 
starts with daniel and culminates in revelation. What i want to emphasize, however, 
is that the apocalyptic genre is, in a variety of ways, an inheritance of prophecy and, 
to that extent, a continuation of the prophetic project (Wright 2010a).

Jubilees

Must a text fit into only one genre? here the example of Jubilees is helpful and illumi-
nating. formally, Jubilees has the features of apocalypse. its content, however, with 
the important exception of  chapter 23, focuses mainly on law and calendar within the 
framework of the lives of the patriarchs, and not on transcendent reality. Jubilees is a 
useful test-case for determining what one thinks the status of genre is (Wright, 2009; 
Collins, 2011; najman, 2009). To my mind, Jubilees is deeply engaged in strategies of 
inheritance. That it did not simply claim authority for its preferred legal and calendri-
cal positions on the basis of immediate revelation tells us a great deal about the time 
in which it was written. so anxious was Jubilees about its own authority in an age of 
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crisis, that it employed multiple strategies where other texts employed only one. let 
us consider the Prologue to Jubilees:

These are the words regarding the divisions of the times of the law and of the testi-
mony, of the events of the years, of the weeks of their jubilees throughout all the years 
of eternity as he related (them) to Moses on Mt. sinai when he went up to receive the 
stone tablets—the law and the commandments—on the lord’s orders as he had told 
him that he should come up to the summit of the mountain.

Thanks to this Mosaic attribution, Jubilees presented itself as the Torah given at sinai. 
however, Jubilees departed from pentateuchal portrayals of sinai by depicting Moses 
as an authorized amanuensis, transcribing the divine revelation dictated to him by 
the angel of the presence. The divine encounter was still accessible, but it was now 
mediated by an angel. at the same time, Jubilees betrayed the anxiety of its writers 
about legitimacy by deploying no less than four self-authorizing strategies. not only 
did it express the divine encounter at sinai, not only did it claim to be transcribed 
by Moses, and not only did it purport to follow the instruction of the angel of the 
presence, but it also claimed to present laws and teachings inscribed on the heavenly 
tablets (najman 1999). in any event, the mediated character of revelation is a fea-
ture suggesting the classification of Jubilees as an apocalyptic text. at the same time, 
Jubilees attaches itself pseudepigraphically to the revelation given at sinai to Moses. 
While deuteronomy, on which Jubilees’ strategy is based, is not usually classified as 
prophetic, Moses is surely the prophet par excellence (deut. 34:10) and Jubilees was 
surely claiming prophetic status for itself by associating itself with the figure of Moses 
and the text of Mosaic Torah.

it is in the light of Jubilees’ strategies of inheritance that we should see its rela-
tionship to what it calls “the first law.” i have argued elsewhere that, like its model, 
deuteronomy, Jubilees does not seek to supplant or replace the earlier version of 
the revelation of sinai. rather, the relationship is reciprocal: Jubilees provides earlier 
traditions with their proper interpretive context, and the earlier traditions, already 
acknowledged as authoritative, provide Jubilees with authority. Thus it is no acci-
dent that the most extensive reference to “the book of the first law” (6:22) occurs 
when Jubilees is giving its interpretation of the significance and date of the holiday of 
shavuot. This was clearly a very controversial issue in the second Temple period, and 
Jubilees needs all the help it can get.

embedded in the book of Jubilees, in  chapter 23, is what scholars have called an 
apocalyptic text (Collins, 1979; kugel, 1994). here alone does Jubilees exhibit the 
content-related features of apocalypse. departing from its general preoccupation in 
grounding its interpretation of laws in the retelling of patriarchal narratives, Jubilees 
describes “the day of the great judgment”—although, even here, the preoccupation 
shows itself in the prediction that, when the worst is over, “the children shall begin to 
study the laws.”

Certainly, Jubilees has elements of apocalypse. but it also exhibits prophetic ele-
ments and no doubt elements of other classifications too. how should the situation 
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be characterized? To suggest that Jubilees is ironically employing the genre of apoc-
alypse in order to subvert it (hanneken, 2012) would only be warranted if there 
were some evidence that the idea of an apocalyptic genre was consciously known 
by the writers of Jubilees, in the way that the idea of tragic and comic genres was 
consciously known by writers in ancient Greece (Collins, 2011). someone who sub-
mitted a play for performance at the dionysian festival had to conform to certain 
norms. Tragedies were submitted to the archon. Only if he accepted the submission 
was a chorus granted for performance. (see aristotle’s Poetics, 1449b.) To submit a 
comedy for performance as a tragedy would have shown the author’s incompetence. 
To submit a hybrid tragicomedy could perhaps have been an ironic act. but, in 
ancient Judaism, we have no evidence of any such genre-enforcing institution. The 
ideas of genre with which we work are results of our scholarly classification. even if 
ancient writers and their readers may be said to have been aware in some sense of 
generic norms, they need not have been consciously aware of them as such, and they 
may not have regarded them as strict rules—in the way that speakers of a language 
may be said to be aware of grammatical norms, although they may not be able to 
formulate them explicitly and although they may often “break the rules” without 
becoming unintelligible. John Collins writes, “The conventions, expectations and 
intentions of ancient authors are certainly a worthy subject of investigation, but 
there was no systematic reflection on literary genre in ancient Judaism. such genre 
labels as we find are quite inconsistent . . . so, while i do not dispute the value of 
emic analysis of the self-presentation of texts, this does not invalidate the use of 
analytic categories, based on the commonalities we now perceive between ancient 
texts, whether their authors perceived them or not” (Collins, 2009: 3). accordingly, 
to say that a work that meets generic expectations in some ways but not in others is 
ironic, is like saying, on encountering one’s first black swan, that it is being a swan 
ironically. To my mind, what Collins has called the “hybrid” case of Jubilees shows 
that genres are fluid (Collins, 2010). Generic features often occurred in clusters. 
but they were not bound together by any golden cord. Creative writers could reas-
semble features into new clusters in order to meet their needs. The mark of their 
success lay, not only in whether the resulting texts were treated as scripture by some 
communities, but in whether they were imitated, giving rise to new scriptures.

4ezra

for my final example, i turn now to 4ezra, recognized as apocalyptic literature in 
much of the scholarly literature (Collins, 1979; henze, 2011). The fifth and sixth visions 
of 4ezra also demonstrates a profound and explicit connection with the apocalyptic 
material in the book of daniel. Throughout the seven visions there is language of 
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end time, vision, and otherworldly journey in ezra’s dialogue with the angel Uriel, 
along with extensive discussion of eschatological upheaval. but there are also many 
important aspects of 4ezra that call upon the prophetic tradition of the past and that 
are inserted into the present.

The key to 4ezra’s strategies of inheritance is the naming of the protagonist, who is 
repeatedly named “ezra.” Yet there are frequent allusions, both explicit and implicit, 
to other figures. as in the case of Jubilees, association with earlier prophetic figures 
serves both to authorize 4ezra and to render divine encounter accessible in an age of 
anxiety. Written after the destruction of the second temple, the text imagines an ezra 
who lives in the aftermath of the destruction of the first temple. even in the absence of 
new prophetic figures, even in a period where the institution of prophecy had ceased, 
it was still possible to renew the covenant and to participate in the prophetic project. 
indeed, 4ezra makes this point in its opening lines, which inherit ezekiel 1 in order to 
express the possibility of revelation in exile.

in the thirtieth year of the collapse of our city. i, shealtiel, who is ezra, was in babylon. 
and as i lay on my bed i was disturbed, and thoughts rose upon in my heart. because 
i saw the devastation of Zion and the prosperity of the dwellers of babylon. and, my 
spirit was quaked. and with fearful words, i began to invoke the Most high. (4ezra 
3.1–3.3)

The material within 4ezra’s vision sequence draws from wisdom traditions and pro-
phetic traditions, as well as daniel 7–12. however, in the midst of the daniel-like 
revelations and interpretations (4ezra 12.42), “ezra” is explicitly called a prophet. 
in fact, ezra is referred to as a prophet in a manner that likens him not to Jeremiah 
or daniel, but to Moses. The community fears that when “ezra” steps away to 
receive divine revelation, they will lose him: “Only you are left to us from among 
the prophets.” This recalls the israelites’ loss of faith when Moses left the israelites 
to receive the law at sinai. “ezra” is not only a prophet. he is an echo of the prophet 
par excellence.

“ezra” becomes the figure of Moses while awaiting not only the first Torah, but also 
the esoteric regifted law of Moses. Through the merging of ezra and Moses, the sinai 
pericope is deliberately conflated with nehemiah 8:1–8, in which ezra regives the 
Torah to the people who have returned from exile. ezra participates in the genre of 
apocalypse but also calls upon the long-established tradition of prophets who receive 
esoteric traditions, whether it is the flying scroll of Zechariah  chapter 5, or isaiah of 
 chapter 8.

The twelfth through fourteenth chapters of 4ezra continue to invoke both 
Mosaic and ezrean elements, while insisting that the new “ezra” is himself a 
prophet.

“for your law has been burned, and so no one knows the things which have been 
done or will be done by you. if then i have found favor with you, send the holy spirit 
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into me, and i will write everything that has happened in the world from the begin-
ning, the things that were written in your law, so that people may be able to find the 
path, and that those who want to live in the last days may do so.” he answered me 
and said, “Go and gather the people, and tell them not to seek you for forty days. but 
prepare for yourself many writing tablets, and take with you sarea, dabria, selemia, 
ethanus, and asiel—these five, who are trained to write rapidly; and you shall come 
here, and i will light in your heart the lamp of understanding, which shall not be put 
out until what you are about to write is finished. and when you have finished, some 
things you shall make public, and some you shall deliver in secret to the wise; tomor-
row at this hour you shall begin to write.” Then i went as he commanded me . . . “but 
let no one come to me now, and let no one seek me for forty days.” (4ezra 14:21–36)

here we see an emphasis on textuality that is typical, not of prophetic texts in the 
narrow sense, but of second Temple and post-70 Ce texts, written at a time when 
revelation was understood as mediated.

in the fifth and sixth visions, it is as if ezra is taken on a tour of daniel’s earlier 
visions, but this time ezra is told that he will understand them. now, 4ezra,  chapter 12 
is clearly related to daniel.

Make me strong and let your servant know the meaning and the explanation of this 
vision that i saw so that you can give comfort to my soul completely. (4ezra 12.8)
This is the interpretation of the vision that you saw: The eagle you saw who came up 
from the sea: this is the fourth kingdom that was shown in a vision unto your brother 
daniel. but it was not interpreted to him as i am interpreting to you now or as i have 
interpreted to you. (4ezra 12.10–12)

The explanation of the vision continues:

look! The days are coming and there will arise a kingdom upon the earth and it will be 
more fearful than all the kingdoms that were before it. There will rule in it 12 kings one 
after the other but the second when he will reign he will hold a time longer than the 12 
of them. This is the interpretation of the 12 wings that you saw. (4ezra 12.13–16)
and when you saw a voice who was speaking and did not come out from the head 
of the eagle but from the middle of his body this is the word: because in the midst 
of the time of that kingdom there will be many divisions and danger and it will fall 
but it will be re-established for its first headship. and as to the fact that you saw eight 
little wings that were under his wings, this is the word: there will arise in it eight kings 
and their times will be small and their epochs will be hurried and two of them will be 
destroyed. (4ezra 12.17–20)

i want to highlight three things: (1) There is an explicit reference to an older scripture 
that is subject to interpretation. (2) The subject of inspired interpretation here is not the 
figure or personality of daniel, but rather the text of daniel’s revelation. (3) Unlocking 
earlier scripture with angelic instruction provides divine access, albeit at a remove, 
even in or after the time of destruction. This is essential to the claim that “ezra” makes 
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throughout the text: there are angelic and divine visions, communications and signs. 
relatedly, the kind of inspiration invoked by the authorial voice of 4ezra is authorized 
by being linked in a secondary way to an already authorized scripture (najman, 2007; 
2009). What we see in 4ezra is a persistent revelation. however, it presents itself, not 
as entirely new but rather as already established and yet relevant to the present. Thus 
the protagonist derives his own authority from the scriptural authority of the past. The 
textualization that occurs in ancient Judaism might be said to effect a kind of closure 
(kugel, 1986), but it ends revelation by continuing to realize it, even and especially in 
the face of destruction. The presence of these prophet-like figures throughout 4ezra 
aspires to forge continuity between the prophetic past and the apocalyptic present.

Throughout  chapters 9–10 of 4ezra (the fourth vision) ezra must learn to mourn 
for the temple. “ezra” is at once a prophet, a writer, and an angel. he is a prophet inso-
far as he is like Moses at sinai, like ezekiel receiving revelation after the destruction of 
the temple, and like Jeremiah, who learns how to lament. he is a writer insofar as he 
is a divine amanuensis, like Moses in Jubilees, or baruch who wrote for Jeremiah and 
God. and he is an angel insofar as he is fused with Uriel and is ultimately, according to 
the syriac version of the seventh vision, “taken up with the ones who resemble him” 
like enoch and elijah. This fusing together of multiple biblical personalities creates 
a new and redefined, authoritative figure, retrospectively creating a new precursor 
(najman, 2007). Moreover, this fusing invokes the past and reinforces a connected-
ness to scriptural authority that at once reinforces the past texts in an authorized and 
definitive context and creates a new scriptural work that responds to the newest crisis.

in the seventh vision there are numerous allusions to the visions given to prior 
figures, but now the message is delivered to ezra.

On the third day, while i was sitting under an oak, suddenly a voice came out of a bush 
opposite me and said, “ezra, ezra!” and i answered, “here i am, lord,” and i rose to 
my feet. Then he said to me, “i revealed myself in a bush and spoke to Moses when 
my people were in bondage in egypt; and i sent him and led my people out of egypt; 
and i led him up on Mount sinai, where i kept him with me many days. i told him 
many wondrous things, and showed him the secrets of the times and declared to him 
the end of the times. Then i commanded him, saying, ‘These words you shall publish 
openly, and these you shall keep secret.’ and now i say to you: lay up in your heart the 
signs that i have shown you, the dreams that you have seen, and the interpretations 
that you have heard; for you shall be taken up from among humankind, and hence-
forth you shall live with my son and with those who are like you, until the times are 
ended . . .” (4ezra, vision 7: 14.1–48)

The above excerpt demonstrates extensive invoking of the earlier biblical figures and 
traditions that the text of 4ezra inherits, transforms, and invokes in a manner that 
continues the prophetic trajectory with conviction and creativity.

in closing, i return to the generic thesis. it is clear, i think, that it is worthwhile 
to study genres in ancient Jewish literature, and that prophecy and apocalypse are 
among these classifications. semeia 14 and the subsequent literature on the genre of 
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apocalypse have helped to define what was remarkable and distinctive about the apoc-
alyptic imagination of ancient Jewish communities. however it is important to note 
that features associated with the prophetic project continue well into the late second 
Temple period as well as in post-70 Ce literature. Many of the features associated 
with apocalypse have a precedent within prophetic literature, albeit many of these 
generic features are changed in the hands of the apocalyptic writers. so, for example, 
one could perhaps argue that accounts of resurrection and judgment draw on pro-
phetic language, but change the meaning. To take this argument one step farther, one 
might argue that the prophet in the heavenly council or a vision of the divine throne is 
extended and continued in the motif of the heavenly journey in apocalyptic literature.

Thus the prophetic and the apocalyptic classifications should be understood as 
internally related (Wright, 2010a). apocalypse is one way of inheriting the prophetic 
project and continuing that project in the face of the destruction of what would have 
appeared to be its necessary conditions. To neglect the continuity between prophetic 
and apocalyptic literature—to focus exclusively on the distinctions between them—
would be to misrepresent the ancient Jewish self-understanding. according to that 
self- understanding, the past continued to live in and inform the present, even after 
the destruction of the first and second temples, and it did so in such a way that the 
present could channel and thus re-present the past (najman, 2012). The apocalyptic 
deployment of figures and themes from prophetic literature was part of a deliberate 
strategy of inheritance, intended to sustain the relevance of prophecy. This is one 
of many strategies that contributes to the composition and dissemination of apoca-
lypses in the late second Temple and post-70 Ce periods.

While the institution of prophecy came to an end, prophetic figures and narra-
tives continued to shape literature and later forms of Judaism (himmelfarb, 1986; 
Vanderkam, 2000a). This has been discussed in many recent studies of late second 
Temple works such as the apocryphon of Jeremiah C (Tigchelaar, 2012), ben sira 
(Wright, 2012), Pseudo ezekiel (brady, 2005; Popović, 2010), and the broader category 
of rewritten bible (brooke, 2005). To understand how later Jewish writers could employ 
earlier texts and attribute their works to earlier figures is also to understand these writ-
ers’ commitment to make sense of a Judaism that never succumbed to the destructions 
of the past, but that also never fully overcame them (najman, 2011; brooke, 2012).1

note

 1. Many thanks to sonja anderson, Joel baden, John Collins, steven fraade, Paul franks, 
florentino García Martínez, kathryn lofton, ishay rosen-Zvi, konrad schmid, Myles 
schoonover, eibert Tigchelaar, benjamin Wright iii, robin Young.
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introduction

in 1857 ludwig noack, a professor at the University of Giessen, described apocalypti-
cism as originating out of a kind of “Weisheitslehre” of the hellenistic period (noack 
1857: 240). affinities have been observed for a long time between the apocalyptic 
and sapiential traditions. Contemporary scholarly reflection on the issue, however, 
begins with Gerhard von rad (1965). he argued in the 1960s that apocalypticism is 
a child of the wisdom tradition, not prophecy. Von rad’s claim, which he first laid 
out in a brief and unsystematic fashion in his Old Testament Theology, has spawned a 
great deal of scholarly discussion (for surveys see García Martínez 2003; diTommaso 
2007: 374–81; Goff 2009: 386–88). There is even an ongoing working group of the 
society of biblical literature (of which i am a member) that is devoted to wisdom, 
apocalypticism, and their intersections (Wright and Wills 2005). The value of von 
rad’s thesis is not its veracity. Most scholars have rejected it. rather, at a time when 
the dead sea scrolls sparked renewed interest in apocalyptic literature, and the late 
second Temple period in general, von rad’s bold formulation spurred scholars to 
think about the origins of apocalypticism, its affinities with the wisdom tradition, 
and the relation between them. such issues have also had a significant impact on 
the study of the new Testament, in particular the sayings source Q and the view, 
championed by John kloppenborg, that it should be understood as a kind of sapien-
tial text. in this essay i will sketch out von rad’s ideas and how they have impacted 
scholarship with regard to both early Judaism and the new Testament. Wisdom and 
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apocalypticism are distinct traditions. There is, however, no inherent aspect of either 
genre that prevents one of these traditions from influencing the other. Moreover, in 
the late second Temple period both wisdom and apocalypticism are shaped by the 
same broad intellectual currents of the hellenistic age.

Apocalypticism and Apocalypse

Wisdom and apocalypticism are modern scholarly terms intended to classify a range 
of diverse ancient texts. The term “wisdom” can signify both the form and content of 
a text. “apocalypticism” and “apocalyptic” are employed to characterize the content 
of the text and the related term “apocalypse” denotes a literary genre.

The term “apocalypse” literally means “uncovering.” This highlights the centrality 
of supernatural revelation in the genre apocalypse. Typically in apocalypses a vision-
ary purports to receive knowledge from a heavenly source, such as an angel. The 
description of the genre provided by the sbl taskforce led in the late 1970s by John 
Collins, published in Semeia 14 (1979), is still important. They defined the apoca-
lypse as a “genre of revelatory literature with a narrative framework” that had both 
a temporal dimension focused on eschatological salvation and a spatial dimension 
concerned with the supernatural or heavenly world (Collins 1998: 5). apocalypses are 
often pseudepigraphic, attributed to a venerable figure from the past, such as enoch 
or ezra. ancient Jewish texts routinely categorized as apocalypses include 1 Enoch, 
daniel, 4 Ezra, 2 Baruch, the Apocalypse of Abraham, 3 Baruch, and 2 Enoch. There 
are also Christian apocalypses, the most well known being the new Testament book 
of revelation.

The term “apocalypticism” is used to characterize the content of ancient texts 
of various genres (not only apocalypses). such texts are said to have an apocalyp-
tic worldview. an apocalyptic worldview includes not only appeals to supernatural 
revelation, but also motifs such as eschatological judgment, life after physical death, 
and a concern with the angelic world (Collins 1998: 12–14). a concern with angels 
or revelation is often not driven solely by an abstract or intellectual curiosity about 
the heavens but rather by the conviction that the world is somehow out of balance or 
overrun by destructive or evil forces. The visions that are revealed typically provide a 
theological backdrop against which reality should be understood, according to which 
God will distribute recompense to the wicked and the righteous in the eschatologi-
cal future. an apocalyptic worldview is evident, for example, in the book of daniel, 
which is an apocalypse, and in the Qumran War scroll, which is not. The latter com-
position can be said to have an apocalyptic worldview since it provides a detailed 
account of an eschatological clash between the forces of light and darkness, at which 
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time the dominion of belial, a supernatural opponent of God, and his Gentile min-
ions, is overthrown.

wisdom

Wisdom as a marker of content has a broad semantic range. it can signify some-
thing that is learned or a desire to acquire knowledge, either in a general sense or a 
specific kind of learning. The book of exodus employs the term חכמה (“wisdom”) to 
describe the expertise of bezalel and Oholiab, who are skilled in crafts such as met-
alworking, wood carving, and embroidery (35:30–35; cf. 28:3). Wise king solomon 
famously possesses encyclopedic knowledge on various topics, including flora and 
fauna (1 kgs 5:13 [eng. 4:33]). Wisdom in this expansive sense is found in both sapi-
ential and apocalyptic texts, not to mention other genres. ben sira encourages stu-
dents to acquire wisdom from the Torah. The texts that comprise the apocalypse 1 
Enoch describe the heavenly revelation transmitted by enoch as wisdom (e.g., 82:2–3; 
104:12). illustrating the wide range of content that can be classified as wisdom in 
both sapiential and apocalyptic literature, Collins divides wisdom into five catego-
ries of material: (1) wisdom sayings, the aphorisms of the sort one finds in Proverbs; 
(2) theological wisdom, including reflection on creation of the world and concerns 
such as theodicy; (3) nature wisdom, such as the interest in the elements of the natural 
order in Job 38–41; (4) mantic wisdom (divination and dream interpretation, as in 
dan 1–6); and (5) higher wisdom through revelation, as one finds in the apocalypses 
(1997a: 388; see also below).

as a formal term, “wisdom” is used to classify several books of the hebrew bible—
Proverbs, Job, ecclesiastes, and, in the apocrypha, ben sira and the Wisdom of 
solomon. One could speak loosely of wisdom as a genre, but it is perhaps better to 
speak of wisdom as a broad category that encompasses a variety of literary forms. 
The wisdom texts can be understood as “instructions,” in that they were designed for 
pedagogical purposes. Wisdom comprises specific literary forms, including exhorta-
tions, proverbs, and admonitions that serve the overarching pedagogical goal of the 
material—the instruction of students by teachers. Understanding the literary forms 
that constitute wisdom literature thus also relates to the issues of function and social 
setting. The link between the literary classification of wisdom and its pedagogical 
function is explicit in the case of ben sira, whose exhortations extol the value of 
wisdom in part to attract students (24:34; cf. 51:23–28). The didactic speeches uttered 
by Woman Wisdom in Proverbs likewise encourage people to acquire wisdom and 
study under her (e.g., 2:2; 8:10–11).
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Crenshaw’s definition of biblical wisdom literature, originally put forward in 1981, 
is still influential: “formally wisdom consists of proverbial sentence or instruction, 
debate, intellectual reflection; thematically wisdom comprises self-evident intu-
itions about mastering life for human betterment, gropings after life’s secrets with 
regard to innocent suffering, grappling with finitude and quest for truth concealed 
in the created order and manifested in dame Wisdom” (2010: 12). This definition 
emphasizes that sapiential literature exhibits a distinct worldview—that the world 
is coherent and has regular patterns, both at a cosmological and social level, and 
that human wisdom comprises the individual’s intellectual capacity to discern these 
structures and live in harmony with them, allowing him or her to lead a successful, 
long, and fulfilling life (Crenshaw 2010: 11). Job and ecclesiastes famously engage this 
worldview, which is best represented by the book of Proverbs, by expressing skep-
ticism about the extent to which attaining wisdom reliably results in this-worldly 
benefits. Crenshaw’s definition understands the term “wisdom” by appealing to both 
form and content. he asserts that “when a marriage between form and content exists, 
there is Wisdom literature” (Crenshaw 2010: 12). The literary forms of wisdom litera-
ture, in that they are pithy and didactic, are understood as themselves expressive of 
a sapiential worldview.

wisdom literature and the dead  
Sea Scrolls

The dead sea scrolls enrich and complicate our understanding of wisdom litera-
ture (Goff 2007, 2010; kampen 2011). The scrolls include some texts that are widely 
recognized as sapiential, such as 4Qinstruction (1Q26, 4Q415–18, 4Q423), 4Q184, 
4Q185, and 4Q424, but there is no solid consensus among scholars regarding how 
many Qumran texts should be considered sapiential. When the dead sea scrolls 
are incorporated into our knowledge of the wisdom literature of ancient Judaism, it 
is no longer clear that a “sapiential worldview” can be viewed as the ingredient that 
binds all wisdom texts together, as Crenshaw argued with regard to biblical sapiential 
literature. The Qumran texts commonly regarded as wisdom have a variety of world-
views (Collins 1997b). 4Q424 contains exclusively practical advice about kinds of 
people who should be hired or not. The text is fully consistent, in terms of worldview 
and form, with Proverbs 10–30. 4Qinstruction similarly contains extensive teach-
ings on practical topics that resonate with Proverbs, such as marriage and the pay-
ment of debts. however, unlike both 4Q424 and Proverbs, the pedagogical ethos of 
4Qinstruction resonates much more with the apocalyptic tradition than does biblical 
wisdom. This composition is the longest wisdom text of the dead sea scrolls and 
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the last major work from the Qumran corpus to be published, appearing in 1999 
(Goff 2003; 2013). 4Qinstruction is widely and justly regarded as sapiential in terms 
of genre. The composition is explicitly pedagogical, written by a teacher to a student, 
who is called a mebin (“understanding one”), and its literary style is characterized 
by didactic admonitions. While much of the text is consistent with traditional wis-
dom, at the center of 4Qinstruction stands the raz nihyeh, which can be translated 
the “mystery that is to be.” The student is repeatedly (over twenty times) urged to 
study and contemplate this mystery, a focus that has no parallel whatsoever in the 
book of Proverbs. God created the world by means of the raz nihyeh (4Q417 1 i 8–9; 
cf. Prov 3:19). The phrase signifies the inherent order of the cosmos and the deity’s 
dominion over it. The raz nihyeh is the means by which the mebin acquires wisdom, 
the knowledge and acumen needed to be successful in the world (4Q417 1 i 6–7). The 
mystery that is to be is much more in line with the apocalyptic tradition than tradi-
tional wisdom. While the trope is alien to biblical wisdom, the apocalypses and other 
early Jewish texts use the term raz to denote revealed, supernatural knowledge. not 
unlike 4Qinstruction, daniel 2 repeatedly uses the term to denote heavenly revela-
tion in the story of nebuchadnezzar’s dream, and the word has a similar function in 
the aramaic enoch scrolls (4Qenc 5 ii 26–27; 1 En. 106:19; cf. 1Qs 3:23; 1Qphab 7:4–5). 
4Qinstruction also includes other themes that are more in keeping with apocalypti-
cism, such as eschatological judgment, an addressee with elect status, and a concern 
with the angelic world (e.g., 4Q416 1; 4Q418 69 ii; 4Q418 81). The composition is the 
best example available of a wisdom text with an apocalyptic worldview. While 4Q424 
accords with Crenshaw’s understanding of a sapiential worldview, 4Qinstruction 
does not.

Collins, observing the diversity of worldviews in the Qumran wisdom texts, 
quips that Crenshaw’s “marriage between form and content,” his key to defining 
wisdom literature, “seems to end in divorce” (Collins 1997b: 280). The coherence 
of the category wisdom literature, when one includes the dead sea scrolls in the 
analysis, is not to be found in a consistent worldview evident in all the relevant 
texts but rather in their function “as instructional material” (Collins 1997b: 281). 
reflecting a pedagogical intent, the texts of this corpus encourage one to love learn-
ing and search for knowledge, as in biblical wisdom (e.g., 4Q298 3–4 ii 3–6; 4Q418 
221 2–3). Moreover, compositions classified as wisdom engage extensively in what 
can be called sapiential discourse—they draw from and reformulate ideas, liter-
ary forms, and terminology transmitted in the sapiential tradition of ancient israel, 
as represented by the book of Proverbs (Goff 2010: 299). ben sira, the Wisdom of 
solomon, 4Qinstruction, and Job all, for example, in different ways reformulate and 
utilize material in Proverbs.
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the late wisdom of gerhard Von rad

for most of his career Gerhard von rad was not known for his views on wisdom 
vis-à-vis apocalypticism but rather for his “historical credo,” as presented in his 
famous 1938 essay “The form-Critical Problem of the hexateuch.” he understood 
the statement in deuteronomy 26:5–9 that “a wandering aramaean was my father” 
to be the oldest layer of tradition in the hexateuch (the Torah plus Joshua), around 
which other blocs of tradition were assembled in the compilation of the text. Von 
rad presented this “credo” and others, such as deuteronomy 6:20–24 and Joshua 
24:1–13, as cultic recitals of israel’s history. history thus becomes a sort of confes-
sional category, in that the liturgical articulation of past events is the means by which 
ancient israelites expressed their commitment to and worship of God. This perspec-
tive dominates volume 1 of von rad’s Old Testament Theology (1962; German, 1957).

The wisdom literature of the hebrew bible is given substantial treatment in 
von rad’s Theology, in a section entitled “israel before Yahweh (israel’s answer)”  
(1962: 1.355–459). The inclusion of the sapiential literature of the hebrew bible under 
the rubric of historical theology is somewhat surprising, given that this material 
shows scant interest in israel’s national traditions. Von rad himself came to realize 
the flaws in a historical approach to the faith of ancient israel as a means to explicate 
the wisdom literature. in 1964 he observed that it was too “einseitig” (“one-sided”) to 
approach the theology of the Old Testament exclusively in a historical vein (cited in 
Clines et al. 2003: v-vi).

The final stage of von rad’s scholarly career is devoted to wisdom literature. his 
last major book, Wisdom in Israel (1970; eT 1972), seeks to establish the place of sapi-
ential literature in the Yahwistic piety of ancient israel. Crenshaw credits the popu-
larity of this book as a major factor in the rise of interest in wisdom literature during 
the past generation (2010: 1). in Wisdom in Israel von rad argues that sapiential texts 
construe creation, not history, as the medium by which God was known and affirmed 
in ancient israel. The sages who produced these texts thus become not simply teach-
ers who espouse practical instruction on debts and moderation with food. They are 
profound theologians who ponder the nature of existence. Through reflection upon 
the natural world one comes to understand God better. The contemplation of reality 
becomes a sort of pious act. Today von rad is known more for his contribution to 
wisdom literature than his historical credo. a conference, for example, that com-
memorated his posthumous one hundredth birthday in 2001 focused on sapiential 
topics and never substantively engaged the credo (Clines et al. 2003).

Von rad never gave the relationship between wisdom and apocalypticism exten-
sive treatment. in volume 2 of his Theology, in a chapter on daniel and apocalyp-
ticism, he argues that it “is completely out of the question” that apocalypticism 
should be considered “a child of prophecy” (2.303). in his opinion the two traditions 
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have completely different conceptions of history. The prophets are concerned with 
Heilsgeschichte (salvation history), the manifestation of God’s special relationship 
with israel in history (as evident, for example, in second isaiah’s appropriation of 
the exodus event). by contrast, apocalyptic literature is concerned with eschatology, 
focusing on the last generation of israel rather than its full history (2.304). in the fifth 
edition of his Theology, which remains untranslated, he observes that apocalyptic 
literature is also concerned with history in a broader sense, as evident in the stages 
of world history in the visions of daniel 2 and 7 (2.322). nevertheless for von rad 
knowledge, not history, is the key to apocalyptic literature. it is its “nerve-center” 
(eT 2.306). Von rad characterizes Jewish apocalypticism as the “eschatologization of 
wisdom” (“eschatologisierung der Weisheit”), a product of the sages who developed 
the wisdom literature (4th German ed.; 2.329). Their thought evolved over time, he 
argued, and they eventually directed their thirst for knowledge to the final stage of 
history.

in Wisdom in Israel von rad develops the theme of the eschatologization of wis-
dom in an excursus on “the divine interpretation of times” (1972: 263–83). he begins 
with the traditional sapiential idea that the wise person knows the right time to carry 
out a particular action. ecclesiastes develops this motif theologically, in the book’s 
famous poem in  chapter 3 about God having established the right times for various 
events (264; cf. 1965: 2.307). The instruction of ben sira attests further elaboration 
of this trend, in its emphasis that God decreed “from the beginning” what will hap-
pen (39:25; cf. 23:20). The sage espouses the idea that creation unfolds according to a 
divinely preordained plan. Von rad goes on to assert that core apocalyptic texts such 
as daniel and 1 Enoch (citing also Jubilees and the Treatise of the Two spirits [1Qs 
3:13–4:26]) are “later didactic writings” that appropriate the deterministic concep-
tion of history found in ben sira and apply it to the final stage of history (268; cf. 278).

the reception of von rad’s thesis

Von rad’s views on wisdom and apocalypticism engendered a great deal of scholarly 
reflection. in 1972 hans-Peter Müller attempted to nuance von rad’s argument by 
suggesting that mantic wisdom (defined above), rather than wisdom in a general 
sense, is an important source of apocalypticism (1972: 268–93). it is difficult to deny 
that mantic or divinatory knowledge influenced apocalypticism (compare daniel 2 
and 7), but such material is not a major element of the sapiential tradition. learning 
of this sort is not in Proverbs and is in fact rejected by ben sira (34:1–8). Müller’s 
emphasis on mantic wisdom is not that helpful in terms of understanding the inter-
relations between the sapiential and apocalyptic traditions.
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Michael stone, discerning von rad’s emphasis on knowledge and learning in apoc-
alypticism, argues that catalogs of specific fields of knowledge, such as astronomy, 
geography, and meteorology, are fundamental to the apocalypses (1974). 2 Baruch 
59:5–11, for example, contains an elaborate list of cosmological and eschatological 
phenomena, revealed by God to Moses (cf. 1 En. 60:14–22; 2 En. 40:1–13 [J] ). stone 
speculates that such lists in apocalypses may derive from “interrogative Wisdom for-
mulations,” evident in texts such as Job 38 and ben sira 1, which reflect the sapiential 
tradition’s interest in the structure of the world and the cosmos (1974: 435, 438). stone 
stresses, however, that specific lines of development from wisdom to apocalypticism 
cannot be sufficiently reconstructed.

in the 1970s John Collins contributed to this debate with an article on the Wisdom 
of solomon (1997a: 317–38). Von rad never gave this sapiential text substantive treat-
ment when he described the relationship between wisdom and apocalypticism. This 
is presumably because its late date, probably circa 40 Ce, weakens its value for the 
thesis that apocalypticism is a child of wisdom. nevertheless the Wisdom of solomon 
is quite germane to the discussion. it is a sapiential text that not only proclaims escha-
tological judgment but also imagines wisdom as a divine spirit that pervades the 
universe, reflecting the conviction that the cosmos expresses the will of God, who can 
thus be experienced and contemplated through comprehension of the natural world 
(e.g., 3:7; 1:7). The text’s emphasis on the natural order is not only in continuity with 
the creation theology of Proverbs (ch. 8) but is also compatible with the apocalypses, 
as evident in 1 Enoch 2–5, which stresses that the regular motion of heavenly bodies 
should be attributed to God.

in 1975 Jonathan Z. smith offered a comparativist perspective of the issue, focus-
ing not on Jewish apocalypses but ancient near eastern materials from babylon and 
egypt (1993: 67–87). Wisdom and apocalypticism should both be viewed as “essen-
tially scribal phenomena” (85). The two genres originated out of a scribalist “trajec-
tory,” with roots in royal propaganda and the interpretation of oracles and sacred 
texts by scribes. The development of apocalypticism is presented as a consequence of 
the radicalization of such scribal circles, triggered by the demise of native kingship in 
the ancient near east during the hellenistic period. This is evident, smith suggests, 
in the egyptian Potter’s Oracle. apocalypticism is for him “wisdom lacking a royal 
patron” (81). 4Qinstruction by no means supports his view that sapiential authors 
have royal patrons, since the composition is written to an addressee who is poor and 
marginalized (e.g., 4Q416 2 iii 2, 8; 4Q417 2 i 17–18). smith’s analysis of texts from 
disparate cultures would have also benefited from clear definitions of the literary 
categories wisdom and apocalypse.

The reception of von rad’s views demonstrates that a thesis can have a substantive 
and positive impact on scholarship, even when there is a solid consensus that it is 
wrong. Most scholars have rejected von rad’s thesis, as originally formulated (for an 
exception, see lange 1995: 306). The view that one should choose wisdom rather than 
prophecy to understand the origins of apocalypticism problematically minimizes 
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the view that the prophetic tradition is foundational in the development of apoca-
lypticism. Postexilic prophecy shows a marked interest in eschatological judgment 
(e.g., Joel 2:1–11; isa 65:17–25) and visions (Zech 1–8), both of which are central in the 
apocalypses. Moreover, it is not clear that one must choose wisdom over prophecy as 
the “mother” of apocalypticism; it draws on multiple traditions, including postexilic 
prophecy, near eastern myth, and Persian religion (Collins 1998: 23–34).

Moreover, the opinion that apocalypticism comes out of wisdom does not hold 
up well given what has been learned about ancient Judaism since von rad. as dis-
cussed above, he understood apocalyptic literature as the elaboration of sapiential 
concerns and motifs found in ecclesiastes and ben sira. The apocalypses were for 
him “later didactic writings” in relation to these texts. in 1976, a few years after von 
rad’s death, Józef Milik published aramaic fragments from Qumran of scrolls that 
attest early versions of enochic writings. They established that the oldest Jewish 
apocalypses, the Book of the Watchers and the Astronomical Book of 1 Enoch, should 
be dated to the third century bCe. This dating is incompatible with the view that 
apocalypticism originates as a development of sapiential ideas attested in ben sira 
(ca. 180 bCe).

the Fluid Boundaries of wisdom and 
Apocalypticism

While the wisdom and apocalyptic traditions can be recognized as distinct genres, in 
terms of content they can overlap. They have much in common. Von rad was right 
to emphasize the centrality of knowledge and learning in the apocalypses. Wisdom 
and apocalypticism are both the product of learned men. both genres endorse and 
transmit “wisdom,” in the broad sense of the term. ben sira describes himself as 
an educated scribe who encourages students to seek wisdom and to acquire learn-
ing, primarily through the study of the Torah. daniel is ranked among the wise men 
of the babylonian court and the text emphasizes his education and his erudition, 
portraying him as a courtier who is not only skilled in dream interpretation but, 
like solomon, endowed with the intelligence to be a leader in state administration 
(2:48; 5:29). enoch is hailed in 1 Enoch as a legendary scribe of the antediluvian age 
(e.g., 12:4; 15:1), who receives knowledge of the cosmos and history through revela-
tion. The acquisition of knowledge is stressed in apocalyptic literature, as in wisdom 
literature, although the media by which it is obtained (typically angelic revelation) 
is quite different from traditional wisdom. This distinction collapses somewhat in 
the late second Temple period since some wisdom texts from that era, most nota-
bly 4Qinstruction, emphasize supernatural revelation (see further below). in both 
wisdom texts and apocalypses one finds an imperative to contemplate and study the 
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natural world. This theme is paramount in Proverbs and ben sira, and 1 Enoch, as 
mentioned above, begins with a call for people to study the regularity of the motion 
of heavenly bodies as a way to become obedient to God’s will (2:1).

Wisdom and apocalypticism can influence one another. This is illustrated by 
4Qinstruction, the best example available of a wisdom text with an apocalyptic 
worldview. The text, as reviewed above, extensively combines practical instruction 
that is in continuity with Proverbs 10–31 with an emphasis on supernatural revela-
tion that is much more in keeping with apocalyptic literature. elgvin argues that the 
composition was originally a work of practical instruction that was later expanded by 
apocalypticists, who added themes such as supernatural revelation and eschatologi-
cal judgment (2000). The redactional critical approach posits the separation of the 
two traditions, but their presence together in 4Qinstruction demonstrates the exact 
opposite point—that elements from the sapiential and apocalyptic traditions can be 
combined in a single text. Wisdom and apocalypticism are complementary influ-
ences in 4Qinstruction. While the two comprise distinct literary categories, there 
is a priori no reason why they cannot influence and inform one another or take on 
characteristics from still other traditions.

trajectories of wisdom: raz and torah

aside from 4Qinstruction there are other examples of early Jewish wisdom texts with 
features that are more in keeping with apocalypticism than traditional wisdom. in 
the Wisdom of solomon themes such as eschatological judgment are prominent, as 
mentioned above. ben sira includes assertions of divine judgment of a sort not found 
in older wisdom (e.g., 5:7; 16:17–21); however, a key example from the text may be 
secondary (36:1–22; argall 1995: 211–47).

The dead sea scrolls include several wisdom texts with apocalyptic themes apart 
from 4Qinstruction. The book of Mysteries (1Q27, 4Q299–301) can be considered 
an instruction although it shows little interest in the practical instruction that char-
acterizes Proverbs (Goff 2007: 93–99). Mysteries begins, as do 4Qinstruction and 1 
Enoch, with an eschatological judgment scene (1Q27 1 i 1–12). The text is one of two 
compositions outside of 4Qinstruction that attests the phrase raz nihyeh (the other 
being the Community rule, 1Qs 11:3–4). Mysteries also asserts that its elect audience 
has access to supernatural revelation (4Q299 8 6). similarly, the Treatise on the Two 
spirits (1Qs 3:13–4:26) is an instruction but shows little interest in commonsensical 
advice. The work hinges upon several types of dualism, including an opposition of 
light and darkness, angels who encourage humans to be righteous or wicked, and dia-
metrically opposed eschatological fates for these two types of people. These dualisms 
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are consistent with the dichotomy in traditional wisdom between wise and foolish 
people. but the Treatise’s teaching on the nature of humankind, with its emphasis on 
eschatological judgment and a concern with the heavenly world, is permeated with 
an apocalyptic worldview. Other Qumran sapiential texts also accord more with the 
apocalypses than traditional wisdom. 4Q184, for example, betrays a conception of life 
after death for the elect and 4Q185 asserts the inevitability of final judgment (4Q184 
7–8; 4Q185 1–2 i 8–9; Goff 2007: 115). 4Qinstruction, as a wisdom text with apocalyp-
tic themes, is not an isolated case.

These examples allow us to posit that one major type of wisdom in the late second 
Temple period is characterized by substantial influence from the apocalyptic tradi-
tion. 4Qinstruction is the best example of this broader type, which is also represented 
by Mysteries and the Treatise. This mode of wisdom is different from another kind, 
known before the scrolls, that is characterized by significant engagement with the 
covenantal tradition. The parade example of this type is ben sira, with its emphatic 
praise of the Torah as a source of wisdom. Other examples of this form of wisdom 
are baruch (3:9–4:4) and 4Qbeatitudes (4Q525), both of which explicitly identify 
wisdom and Torah (cf. 11QPsa 18:11–12). The other type of wisdom also employs the 
Torah (see, for example, the use of Genesis 2–3 in 4Q423 1). but texts in this category 
do not exhibit the kind of Torah piety that is prominent in ben sira.

Sapiential influence on the Apocalypses

The porous boundaries of wisdom and apocalypticisms are evident not only in the 
influence of the latter on the former. There are also instances of apocalypses draw-
ing upon the wisdom tradition. The parade example of this phenomenon is in the 
Similitudes of Enoch (1 En. 37–71). The trope of wisdom personified as a woman is 
central in Proverbs, ben sira, and the Wisdom of solomon. she makes a brief yet 
significant appearance in 1 Enoch 42. This chapter states that she cannot find a per-
manent home on earth and then returns to heaven to live with the angels. This asser-
tion directly contradicts sirach 24:8–12, which states that she found a permanent 
home in israel. Unlike Wisdom, the figure of iniquity, a trope that may appropriate 
dame folly from Proverbs 9, has no problem locating a dwelling on earth (1 En. 
42:3). The chapter bears some resemblance to Job 28, which also asserts that wisdom 
is unavailable on earth. illustrating the sapiential emphasis on the human search for 
knowledge, the Joban chapter highlights people seeking items of great value, such as 
gems and gold deep in the earth, and their unsuccessful search for wisdom, which 
is more valuable than jewels (Prov 3:14–15). The Similitudes of Enoch, by contrast, 
emphasizes in 1 Enoch 42 a concern with the heavenly world that is characteristic of 
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the apocalypses, focusing not on the human pursuit of wisdom but rather the earthly 
journey of personified, otherworldly wisdom and her return to heaven.

The apocalypses also contain examples of literary forms that resonate with the wis-
dom tradition. sapiential sayings are placed in an apocalyptic context in book 2 of the 
Sibylline Oracles (ll. 56–148). a Christian redactor added a substantial excerpt from 
Pseudo-Phocylides, a hellenistic-Jewish collection of didactic and moral sayings 
that has affinities with traditional Jewish wisdom (Collins 1997b: 394). The Epistle 
of Enoch (1 En. 92–105) includes literary forms such as admonitions and rhetorical 
questions with a pedagogical bent (93:12–14). enoch is portrayed as a teacher who cel-
ebrates the wise and rebukes fools. he urges people to retain and practice his teaching 
(94:4), using exhortations that are often consistent with the book of Proverbs. 1 Enoch 
98:9, for example, reads: “Woe to you, fools, for you will be destroyed because of your 
folly. You do not listen to the wise; and good things will not happen to you, but evils 
will surround you” (cf. 94:1; 99:13). This statement would not seem out of place if it 
were placed in the mouth of Woman Wisdom in her rebuke of fools in Proverbs 1 (esp. 
vv. 26–32). also, there are sequences of beatitudes in 2 Enoch and the form is found 
in other apocalypses (2 En. 52; 1 En. 99:10). such formal parallels are not necessarily 
evidence of sapiential influence in apocalyptic texts, but this remains a possibility.

wisdom, Apocalypticism, and Q

The assessment of wisdom and apocalypticism also bears on Q, the putative say-
ings source of the synoptic gospels (Goff 2005). as is well known, John kloppenborg 
argues that the original layer of Q comprises six wisdom instructions, which include 
texts such as 6:20b–23b, 9:57–60, and 12:2–7 (1987: 342–45; 2000: 146). The second 
layer of Q in his estimation is characterized by eschatological judgment (e.g., 3:16b–
17; 11:29–32). kloppenborg avoids describing the first layer of Q as sapiential and the 
second as apocalyptic, on the grounds that utilization of these categories introduces 
theological confusion, whereas the redaction criticism of Q should be based on rigor-
ous literary analysis (2000: 380). Other scholars illustrate that kloppenborg’s conclu-
sions have indeed been taken in unfortunate directions. burton Mack, for example, 
has argued that the thesis that the oldest layer of Q is sapiential indicates that the 
historical Jesus should not be thought of as an apocalyptic figure (1993: 37–38). such 
conclusions rely upon an overly rigid notion of wisdom and apocalypticism as mutu-
ally exclusive categories. but one need not agree with kloppenborg’s avoidance of the 
genre labels wisdom and apocalypticism, as if they were incompatible with literary 
or redactional criticism.

The categories wisdom and apocalypticism can indeed contribute to the study 
of Q.  it is useful to understand Q, or at least its putative formative layer, as a 
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sapiential instruction against the backdrop of the wisdom and apocalyptic tradi-
tions of early Judaism. if one grants kloppenborg’s redaction criticism, there is 
a mixture of the two traditions in both of Q’s putative strata. There is imminent 
eschatology in each of his layers of the sayings source (10:9–11; 11:29–32). The 
first includes a belief in life after death, a motif in keeping with apocalypticism 
not traditional wisdom (6:23). The motif of personified wisdom, expressed by 
having the wisdom of God itself speak, appears in his second layer (11:49–51). 
kloppenborg’s six instructions are clearly pedagogical. They provide teaching on 
specific topics, such as judging people and speech (6:37; 12:2–4). The text offers 
admonitions that give moral advice on issues that include loving others (6:32–35). 
beatitudes and didactic parables are deployed for pedagogical purposes (e.g., 
6:20b, 39–42).

kloppenborg describes the content of Q as “the wisdom of the kingdom,” a charc-
terization that emphasizes the document’s decisive break with traditional wisdom 
(1987: 319). Q does indeed constitute a departure from the instruction of Proverbs. 
The sayings source contains an ascetic call to focus on heavenly affairs rather than 
the basic necessities of this world. One should “not keep striving for what you are to 
eat and what you are to drink” but instead “strive for his kingdom and these things 
[such as food] will be given to you as well” (12:29, 31). Proverbs, by contrast, encour-
ages one to be practical and self-sufficient with regard to basics such as food and 
shelter. in this book meeting one’s basic material needs is compatible with piety. The 
abundant practical instruction of the document is prefaced by the assertion that the 
fear of the lord is the beginning of wisdom (Prov 1:7). The statement in Q 14:26 that 
one cannot follow Jesus without hating family and “even life itself ” is antithetical to 
traditional wisdom, in which one of the central rewards of attaining wisdom is long 
life (Prov 3:18).

While the “wisdom of the kingdom” of Q is indeed sharply divergent from Proverbs, 
the sayings source is in continuity with a type of early Jewish wisdom represented by 
4Qinstruction. This composition provides a precedent for Q, as a sapiential text that 
prominently espouses eschatological judgment and a conception of the elect. also, 
both 4Qinstruction and Q understand their audience as poor (6:20; 4Q416 2 iii 8, 
12). The Qumran text’s intended audience includes farmers (4Q418 103 ii 2–9), and 
there is scant evidence that elite scribes were among the group’s members. This is 
consistent with Q’s focus on commonplace images and agricultural imagery, such as 
the production of grapes and figs, and bread baking (6:44; 13:18–21). One should not, 
however, overemphasize the affinities between the two texts. Q, for example, never 
gives prominence to the study of heavenly mysteries in a way that accords with the 
role of the mystery that is to be in 4Qinstruction. The Qumran text encourages the 
poor person to be financially stable, not to ignore basic concerns about food and 
shelter. nevertheless, Q was likely shaped by the trajectory of early Jewish wisdom 
best represented by 4Qinstruction.
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wisdom and Apocalypticism in the 
hellenistic Age

One legacy of von rad is a tendency to approach affinities between wisdom and apoca-
lypticism as a question of one tradition influencing the other. While there are clearly 
instances in which this is the case (e.g., Woman Wisdom in 1 Enoch 42), parallels 
between the two traditions should not necessarily be explained in this way. The intel-
lectual currents of the hellenistic age impact both wisdom and apocalypticism. The 
theme of revelation, for example, is a widespread motif in this era. it is attested not only 
in Jewish texts identified as sapiential or apocalyptic. hengel has argued compellingly 
that “higher wisdom through revelation” is found throughout the hellenistic era, in 
both Greek and near eastern texts (1974: 1.210–17). The iranian Oracle of Hystaspes, 
for example, revolves around the eschatological interpretation of a dream by a Median 
king (named hystaspes) and the hellenistic Palestinian philosopher Menippus of 
Gadara (the namesake of Menippean satire; fl. 300 bCe) parodies the myth of the 
otherworldly journey, an indication that the trope was well known (1974: 211; Collins 
1998: 34–35).

determinism, the view that reality unfolds according to preordained divine plan, 
is another motif that was widespread in the hellenistic period. ben sira construes 
the natural order in deterministic terms, as does 4Qinstruction, and this perspective 
is presupposed in the visions of daniel. The determinism of the Treatise of the Two 
spirits is comprehensive, asserting that God ordained the plan for all things before 
they take place (1Qs 3:15). similar assertions of the divine stewardship of the natural 
order are not only found in Jewish literature. a demotic wisdom text from hellenistic 
egypt known as Papyrus insinger, for example, attests a deterministic perspective, 
frequently asserting the refrain “The fate and the fortune that come, it is the god 
who sends them.” stoicism is a major philosophical school of the hellenistic age and 
it puts forward a compatible conception of the natural order. The stoic Cleanthes, 
for example, proclaims in his Hymn to Zeus that the entire cosmos obeys Zeus, who 
directs “the universal reason (koinon logon) which runs through all things,” not 
unlike the conception of wisdom in the Wisdom of solomon (1:7). The cosmos is 
designed according to and guided by Zeus’s will. Wisdom and apocalypticism in the 
late second Temple period have similarities not only because the two traditions influ-
ence one another but also because they are both informed and shaped by broader 
intellectual currents of the hellenistic age.
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wisdom and Apocalypticism today

scholarship today offers two different approaches to the study of wisdom and 
apocalypticism, with one perspective represented by John Collins and the other 
by George nickelsburg, and the related work of the sbl program unit on wisdom 
and apocalypticism, which he helped found. The key issue is whether one’s focus 
should be on clarifying or problematizing the categories of wisdom and apocalyp-
ticism. Collins understands the two as distinct genres, while stressing that there is 
no inherent incompatibility between them and that there is abundant evidence of 
sapiential material in apocalypses and vice versa (1997a: 393–401). he is also aware 
that when approaching the topic it is important to understand that the two genre 
types, while rooted in the ancient texts, are literary categories developed by mod-
ern scholars. While useful as heuristic models, a pure stream of either wisdom 
or apocalypticism never existed in antiquity. nickelsburg takes up the point that 
wisdom and apocalypticism are modern categories and expresses serious doubts 
about their viability (Wright and Wills 2005: 17–37; cf. horsley and Tiller 2012). in 
his programmatic essay that helped launch the sbl group on the topic, he asserts 
that we should approach the issue in effect by talking about neither wisdom nor 
apocalypticism—they are “flawed categories” (36). his point is that since our con-
ceptions of genre are imposed on the material, such categories are simply not use-
ful or even misleading when we try to understand the texts. Thus, he argues, we 
should not focus on the question of genre but rather the social location of texts, a 
more tangible topic, presumably, than literary categories. The topic of social set-
ting has remained a focus of the sbl group.

in my own opinion, wisdom and apocalypticism are helpful categories. i would 
revise nickelsburg’s claim that they are “flawed categories” and emphasize not that 
they are flawed per se but that they are categories, developed by scholars to help make 
a wide range of various texts understandable (Goff 2010: 304). it is reasonable to posit 
that there was in ancient israel a pedagogical tradition we call sapiential, but we do 
not have a precise sense of how ancient readers and writers understood the category. 
in contrast to the classical world, no ancient rhetorical manuals survive that con-
tain clear definitions of distinct kinds of literature. There is no Quintilian of ancient 
hebrew. We are forced to rely upon analysis of the texts themselves to develop our 
categories and conceptions of types of ancient Jewish literature. We can forge intel-
ligible genre classifications that are not wholly imposed upon the material but based 
on patterns and assemblages evident in the texts. One must, however, honestly admit 
that the categories are modern constructs. This does not mean that they should be 
abandoned but rather employed with an awareness of this fact. One should conse-
quently be cautious and careful in terms of how using these categories affects one’s 
interpretation of ancient texts. One should not, for example, automatically assume 
that texts placed in the same genre reflect the same Sitz im Leben, contrary to classic 
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form criticism, as articulated by Gunkel. affinities or claims of direct dependence 
between texts understood to belong to the same genre should be argued, not assumed 
on the basis of their literary classification.

While it is reasonable to understand wisdom and apocalypticism as distinct tra-
ditions, one must also acknowledge that the boundaries between are fluid and that 
there is no inherent reason that one genre can incorporate content from the other. 
both traditions are also exposed to traditions and ideas that circulated widely in the 
hellenistic period. Wisdom and apocalypticism are different kinds of literature that, 
in terms of content, can overlap.
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Scriptur Al 
interpretAtion 
in eArly JewiSh 

Apo cAlypSeS

alex P. Jassen

Apocalypse and interpretation in the 
context of early Jewish Scriptural 

interpretation

Jewish apocalyptic literature from the second Temple period is infused with lan-
guage, imagery, and themes drawn from the sacred scriptures of Judaism (on the cor-
pus of apocalyptic literature, see Collins 1998). it shares with other second Temple 
period Jewish literature a basic claim: the sacred scriptures are not static literary 
artifacts. rather, through creative reinterpretation, these ancient texts continue to 
divulge important meaning about God, the world, and humanity. Jews in the second 
Temple period engage in this interpretative process primarily through rewriting 
their sacred texts (Crawford 2008). for example, narrative and legal texts such as 
the book of Jubilees and the Temple Scroll appropriate and rewrite the Mosaic books 
to offer a new and improved law and to respond to myriad literary, exegetical, and 
theological issues. notwithstanding the implicit nature of the exegesis in rewritten 
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texts, one can clearly discern the exegetical motivation and techniques at play as 
the new texts rewrite the old texts. at the same time, explicit exegesis appears in the 
second Temple period as an emerging medium of scriptural interpretation. here, 
commentaries and proof texts isolate a specific scriptural passage and provide it with 
meaning while retaining the textual and structural integrity of the interpreted scrip-
tural passage.

scholars have long observed a similar pervasiveness of scriptural interpretation 
in apocalyptic literature (hartman 1966; 1979; nickelsburg 1995; henze 2012). at the 
same time, scriptural interpretation in apocalyptic literature should be distinguished 
from broader second Temple period trends in its ideological assumptions, content, 
and methods. as in other second Temple literature, apocalyptic texts are presented 
as if they were composed by illustrious figures of the past (e.g., enoch, Moses, ezra). 
Pseudepigraphy in apocalyptic texts goes beyond merely co-opting an ancient celeb-
rity and harnessing his authority. it is part of a broader claim to offer new meaning 
for old revelation. apocalyptic literature presents itself as divulging mysteries about 
the world and especially its end time that were not fully revealed to israel’s prophets 
of old—or, at the very least, never fully understood. The employment of scriptural 
language and imagery in a new apocalyptic setting claims for apocalyptic writers 
knowledge of the full meaning of ancient revelation. Moreover, by harnessing the 
prestige and authority associated with ancient prophets, the new revelation granted 
to the apocalyptic seers—whether directly from God, through angelic mediators, or 
via heavenly books—is framed as part of the same chain of human access to divine 
mysteries (cf. najman 2012).

even as scriptural language and imagery is pervasive in apocalyptic literature, 
it rarely takes on the explicitly exegetical character that is found in other second 
Temple period texts. Thus, rather than trying to interpret the scriptural language and 
imagery, it appropriates this language and imagery in a new setting. as observed by 
John Collins, “allusiveness encircles the language by building associations and analo-
gies between the biblical contexts and the new context in which the phrase is used” 
(Collins 1998: 18; cf. nickelsburg 1995: 334; henze 2011: 113–15). some of these features 
can be explained as an attempt in apocalyptic literature to preserve its own literary 
fiction. for example, when a text identifies enoch as its author, it obviously cannot 
refer to the scriptural texts associated with the chronologically later Moses. but there 
is a deeper assertion at work here. apocalyptic works claim to offer a revelation that 
far exceeds the quality of anything in israel’s past. This revelation is not based on a 
written text, but on direct revelation from God, angelic mediation, or heavenly books.

There are two ways that these texts engage in scriptural interpretation. The most 
prevalent method involves the use of allusive scriptural language and imagery. 
literary forms, keywords, and terminology establish intertextual connections, which 
serve wider functions in the context of the literary and ideological framework of 
these apocalyptic texts. at the same time, some apocalyptic texts reflect a more overt 
interpretation of scripture. The broader goal of infusing ancient revelation with new 
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meaning is still very much at play in this setting. Yet, in so doing, the authors more 
clearly demonstrate their reliance on older scriptural traditions.

The entire enterprise must also be framed by our renewed understanding of 
the fluid nature of scriptural formation and scriptural interpretation in second 
Temple Judaism. interpretation does not merely happen once a text and canon is 
finalized. rather, these processes often occur alongside one another and are mutu-
ally enriching. The claim of “fresh revelation” (nickelsburg 1995: 348) by the apoca-
lyptic seers is equally a claim for inclusion in the very scriptural heritage that they 
transform.

Allusive pseudepigraphy

apocalyptic works typically claim as their author a hero from ancient israel’s past. 
There are clear reasons for the choice of the individual pseudonym. for example, 
enoch is a prime candidate to speak authoritatively on the inner working of the heav-
ens, its angelic retinue, and God’s plan for the world because Gen 5:21–24 imagines 
him as having been taken up to the heavens (Vanderkam 1984). so too, baruch and 
ezra are good pseudepigraphic ciphers for apocalypses written in response to the 
destruction of the second temple. each of these figures lived in the aftermath of the 
destruction of the first temple, and thus the authors of these texts can fashion their 
responses to the destruction of the first temple as a cipher for the present situation 
(najman 2012).

Many apocalyptic works engage in a feature that i refer to as “allusive pseudepig-
raphy.” Particular scriptural keywords or images relate the apocalyptic seer to other 
scriptural figures. allusive pseudepigraphy seeks to draw attention to particular 
characteristics of the apocalyptic seer and further anchor them in the ancient tradi-
tion of israel’s prophets.

The originally independent compositions that comprise the book of 1 Enoch pro-
vide a rich body of material to explore the apocalyptic interpretation of scripture 
(hartman 1966; 1979; 1983; nickelsburg 1995; Vanderkam 2001; alexander 2002; 
knibb 2009). Much of the research has focused on the interpretation of the story of 
the fallen angels (Gen 6:1–4) in 1 en 6–11 (esp. dimant 1974; nickelsburg 1995, 334–37; 
Vanderkam 2001, 131–40). The introduction to the Book of Watchers (1 en 1–36) and 
the apocalypse of Weeks (1 en 93:1–10; 91:11–17) provide a good example of allusive 
pseudepigraphy in their presentation of enoch as a new Moses and balaam.

The Book of Watchers, one of the oldest sections of 1 Enoch, opens with a superscrip-
tion and introduction that was added as some point late in its literary development, 



72  Alex P. Jassen

perhaps even after the Book of Watchers had been combined with other enochic writ-
ings (see nickelsburg 2001: 25):

The words of the blessing with which enoch blessed the righteous chosen who will 
be present on the day of tribulation, to remove all enemies; and the righteous will 
be saved. and he took up his discourse and said, enoch a righteous man whose eyes 
were opened to God, who had the vision of the holy One and of heaven, which he 
showed me. from the words of the watchers and holy ones i heard everything; and as 
i heard everything from them, i also understood what i saw. not for this generation 
do i expound, but concerning one that is distant i speak. and concerning the chosen 
i speak now, and concerning them i take up my discourse. (1 en 1:1–3//4Q201 1 i 1–4; 
translation following nickelsburg 2001)

as an introduction to the Book of Watchers and perhaps further enochic writings, it 
is striking that this passage opens with little biographical data on enoch. We would 
expect some reference to the mysterious description in Gen 5:21–24 as a background 
to his identity (cf. 1 en 12:1–2; 70:1–4). instead, enoch’s identity is framed by scriptural 
language drawn from two other famous ancient prophets: Moses and balaam.

The opening expression “the words of . . . ” is commonly employed as a superscrip-
tion for prophetic books (e.g., Jer 1:1; amos 1:1). its appearance in 1 en 1:1 frames the 
content that follows as based on revelation and the literary collection as a whole as 
continuing the legacy of the ancient writing prophets. More specifically, following the 
literary fiction of enochic authorship, it becomes one of the oldest written records of 
revelation. as noted by many scholars, the superscription draws from the blessing of 
Moses in deut 33:1: “and this is the blessing, wherewith Moses the man of God blessed 
the children of israel before his death” (hartman 1966: 112–14; Vanderkam 1984: 115; 
nickelsburg 2001: 135–36). The allusion to deut 33:1 is appropriately modified for its 
apocalyptic setting. Thus, the object of enoch’s blessing is the “chosen” rather than 
the more universal “children of israel.”

The imagery alludes not to Moses the lawgiver as found for example in the pseud-
onymous Mosaic identity in the prologue to Jubilees, but rather to Moses the prophet. 
deuteronomy 33:1 refers to Moses with the prophetic title “man of God.” The author of 
the enochic superscription likely saw an allusion to the fact that enoch is described in 
Gen 5:24 as walking with God and being taken by God—hence he is now a man of God. 
Moreover, deut 33 is understood as Moses’s testament to the people of israel before his 
death. as in other scriptural testaments, later readers understood deut 33 as Moses’s 
predictions for the future israel (see Testament of Moses; cf. Gen 49 and the Testament 
of the 12 Patriarchs; 1 en 91:1–10, 18–19). Thus, deut 33 and Moses’s testament become 
the model for enoch’s testament. further allusions to deut 33:1–2 in 1 en 1:1–5, 9 rein-
force this association (see hartman 1966: 112–14; nickelsburg 2001: 143–44).

The use of scriptural language from deut 33:1 to make a connection between 
enoch and Moses and the latter’s final testament fulfills a much broader set of goals. 
The superscription seeks to prioritize enoch’s revelation over that of Moses. here 
again, Jubilees is an instructive parallel. Whereas Jubilees claims to be the rest of the 
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revelation granted to Moses on sinai, the Book of Watchers and other enochic writ-
ings claim to be older and more exclusive revelation. both Jubilees and the Book of 
Watchers simultaneously subvert and appropriate the central Mosaic revelatory 
claims. The Book of Watchers adopts the Mosaic voice to lend a potent authority to 
enoch and his claim to have received revelation far before Moses. This strategy has 
the result of inverting the presumed literary dependence of the Book of Watchers 
on Mosaic writings. enoch’s testament becomes the “oldest” testament, and Mosaic 
revelation becomes another stage in God’s revelation. in this sense, enoch’s revela-
tion does not replace Mosaic revelation, as suggested by some scholars, but rather is 
intended to stand alongside it (on this issue, see Collins 2011).

in addition to the connections made with Moses, the enochic writings repeatedly 
align enoch with balaam (see hartman 1966: 112–14; Vanderkam 1984: 115–19, 153; 
Jassen 2007: 265–66). in particular, enoch is described as “taking up his discourse” 
in the introduction to the Book of Watchers cited above (1 en 1:2–3). This particular 
expression is a recurring formula in balaam’s oracles (num 23:7, 18; 24:3, 15, 20, 21, 
23). nickelsburg observes how the twofold use of this expression at the beginning and 
end of 1 en 1:2–3 serves as bookends for a range of allusive language in these verses 
drawn from num 24:15–17 (nickelsburg 2001: 137–38). The allusive use of balaam 
language appears again in the introduction to the apocalypse of Weeks as preserved 
in aramaic, which employs a similar twofold use of the formula “take up his dis-
course” (4Q212 1 iii 18–22//1 en 93:1–3; the ethiopic has “read from the books”).

The formulaic language from balaam’s oracles in the introductions to the Book 
of Watchers and the apocalypse of Weeks frames the description of the nature of 
enoch’s receipt of heavenly knowledge and its content. 1 enoch 1:2 describes enoch 
as having his eyes opened by God, experiencing a vision of the holy One, and hear-
ing everything from the watchers and the holy ones. 1 en 1:2 recounts how enoch was 
shown a vision of heaven, learned everything from the watchers and the holy ones, 
and read everything in the heavenly tablets. enoch is introduced as the recipient of 
exclusive divine and heavenly knowledge. balaam too is described as one who hears 
God’s speech through visions (num 24:6, 16) and has his eyes opened (num 24:4, 
16; see Jassen 2007: 243–45). The literary points of contact with balaam authenticate 
enoch’s own revealed wisdom by appeal to a visionary whose own receipt of wisdom 
is strikingly similar (Vanderkam 1984: 116–18; Jassen 2007: 266).

The enochic writers likely also saw connections between the content of balaam’s 
oracles and enoch’s words. in num 24:14, balaam claims to report on israel’s expe-
rience in the “latter days,” a term that in this context merely refers to the future. 
second Temple period texts generally construe the term “latter days” as escha-
tological; hence, the common translation “end of days.” balaam’s oracles were 
therefore understood as directed at eschatological circumstances (Vanderkam 
1984:  117–18). This matches closely the distinctly eschatological orientation of 
much of the content attributed to enoch in both the Book of Watchers and espe-
cially in the apocalypse of Weeks. Thus, in the same way as balaam does, enoch 
“takes up his discourse” to predict the unfolding of the eschatological future. 
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enoch’s eschatological predictions are closely tied to the testamentary nature of 
his words and the broader connections to Moses’s testament. in this sense, enoch 
is not merely a new Moses and a new balaam; he is a pseudepigraphic amalgama-
tion of both prophetic-visionary figures.

Allusive Anthologizing

apocalyptic texts seek to present the “fresh revelation” offered by the apocalyptic seers 
as renewing older prophetic oracles and pronouncements. as in the examples treated 
above, this renewal is achieved through allusive scriptural language and imagery. 
The examples treated in this section differ in their employment of a broader patch-
work of scriptural language, themes, and motifs—a phenomenon Michael fishbane 
describes as the “anthologizing of old prophetic pronouncements.” This approach 
fashions a “coherent formulation of an apocalyptic programme out of many earlier 
prophetic pronouncements” (fishbane 1985: 515).

allusive anthologizing appears in two particular approaches. in the first approach, 
one finds a web of scriptural material sprinkled throughout particular apocalyptic 
passages. This disparate scriptural material is unified by its role in the new apoca-
lyptic setting. in a second approach, the anthologizing is much more focused. The 
apocalyptic text may narrow its pool of allusive language and imagery to one or two 
ancient israelite prophets or even a limited set of scriptural passages. in so doing, the 
new apocalyptic framework is more explicitly identified as the renewal of a particular 
ancient prophet or prophetic experience. in many cases, however, one finds the broad 
anthologizing of allusive scriptural language woven together with the more narrow 
anthologizing approach.

immediately following the introduction, the Book of Watchers describes a theoph-
any in which a transcendent God comes into the world in order to execute judgment 
on the wicked and to bless the righteous (1 en 1:3b–9). This passage utilizes a dizzying 
array of scriptural language and imagery in its description of the divine theophany. 
no doubt some of the theophanic language results from simple incorporation of 
stock language for divine theophanies and is not the product of explicit engagement 
with scriptural material. at the same time, this passage shows evidence of the allusive 
use of language from the divine theophanies in exod 19; deut 33:1–3; Jer 25:30–31; Mic 
1:3–4; hab 3:6, 9 (hartman 1966: 114–18; 1979: 23–26; Vanderkam 2000; nickelsburg 
2001: 143–44). To highlight a few examples of this allusive language:

1 en 1:3: “The Great holy One will come forth from his dwelling.”
mic 1:3: “for lo! The lord is coming forth from his dwelling-place.”
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1 en 1:5–6: “all the ends of the earth will be shaken, and trembling and great fear will 
seize them unto the ends of the earth. The high mountains will be shaken and break 
apart, and the high hills will be made low.”
hab 3:6: “When he stands, he makes the earth shake; when he glances, he makes 
nations tremble. The age-old mountains are shattered; the primeval hills sink low. his 
are the ancient routes.”
1 en 1:6: “The high hills will be made low and melt like wax before the fire.”
mic 1:4: “The mountains shall melt under him and the valleys burst open—like wax 
before fire, like water cascading down a slope.”

The theophany outlined in 1 en 1:3b–9 could easily fit alongside any of the scriptural 
theophanies from which it draws. God’s emergence from his dwelling place is coupled 
with a portrait of the earth experiencing profound physical upheaval. What distin-
guishes the theophany in the Book of Watchers is its allusive anthologizing of earlier 
scriptural content, recast to fit the book’s apocalyptic goals. several of the scriptural 
theophanies are framed as prophetic predictions of God’s future arrival to judge the 
wicked and vindicate the righteous (e.g., Mic 1; hab 3). The weaving together of these 
theophanies to fashion the theophany outlined in 1 en 1:3b–9 serves to renew these 
ancient prophetic pronouncements for a distinct time and purpose. The allusive scrip-
tural imagery is reoriented to the eschatological future in which God will appear in a 
decisive way to vanquish the wicked and provide everlasting reward for the righteous. 
Moreover, the allusive theophanic language exemplifies well the core themes outlined 
in the introductory material to the Book of Watchers—themes that run throughout 
the Book of Watchers and the enochic writings. The scriptural theophanies no longer 
apply to their ancient contexts, but rather speak to the “distant generation” (1 en 1:2) 
and underscore how God will “remove the enemies” and “save the righteous” (1 en 1:1).

allusive anthologizing is also commonplace in the book of daniel (Ginsberg 1953; 
fishbane 1985: 482–524; knibb 1993; henze 2012; Teeter 2012). This is especially appar-
ent in dan 10–12, daniel’s last vision containing a detailed ex eventu prophecy of world 
history. This vision can be divided into two broad sections: (1) a narrative summary of 
daniel’s vision (10:1–11:1) and (2) the report of the vision itself (11:2–12:4). The scriptural 
allusions sprinkled throughout these chapters frame daniel’s new apocalyptic vision 
as the realization of ancient prophecies. at the same time, the allusive anthologizing in 
these chapters evinces a tight focus on a narrow body of scriptural material. The narra-
tive summary is indebted to the books of isaiah and ezekiel. The vision report continues 
to draw on isaiah, while also showing secondary influence from other scriptural oracles.

The narrative summary draws heavily on the call narratives of isaiah and ezekiel. 
for example, the report that daniel receives a vision (dan 10:1) follows similar lan-
guage from isaiah (isa 6:1) and ezekiel (ezek 1:1). similar to ezekiel’s vision by the 
river Chebar (ezek 1:1), daniel experiences his vision by the Tigris river (dan 10:4). 
The incredible appearance of the angel seen by daniel (dan 10:5–6) closely matches 
the similarly remarkable images of the heavenly beings seen by ezekiel (ezek 1:4–14; 
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9:2–3). daniel falling and being lifted up by an angel (dan 10:9–10, 18) follows a simi-
lar experience by ezekiel (ezek 1:28–2:1; 3:23). similarly, an angel touches daniel’s lips 
(dan 10:16) just as happens with isaiah (isa 6:7). similar to the allusive pseudepigra-
phy treated above, this approach makes daniel the apocalyptic seer the heir to these 
two great prophets and daniel’s visions the continuation of ancient prophetic revela-
tion. isaiah and ezekiel are powerful models of precursors to the apocalyptic seer. 
each has his prophetic experience uniquely shaped by angels and obscure visions. 
This explains why much of the literary correspondence with daniel centers on the 
angelic experience in isaiah and ezekiel (cf. nicol 1979). notwithstanding these con-
nections, dan 10:1–11:1 does not follow the structure of the prophetic call narrative 
of isa 6 and ezek 1. rather, daniel’s visionary experience is presented as new and dis-
tinct. The allusive anthologizing of the call narratives of isaiah and ezekiel make the 
claim for continuity even as the ancient prophecies are reinscribed for a new setting.

The vision report in dan 11:1–12:4 broadens the scriptural fabric from which it 
draws. The influence of isaiah, however, remains central. andrew Teeter follows a 
host of earlier scholars in referring to isaiah as “the structural scaffolding for the nar-
rative whole” (Teeter 2012: 171). Throughout this final vision, the oracles of isaiah are 
recast as the visions of daniel and refashioned for their new apocalyptic setting. for 
example, allusive anthologizing in dan 11:36 conflates two oracles from isa 10:22–26:

isa 10:22–23: “even if your people, O israel, should be as the sands of the sea, only a 
remnant of it shall return. Destruction is decreed; retribution comes like a flood! for 
my lord God of hosts is carrying out a decree of destruction upon all the land.”

isa 10:25: “for very soon my wrath will have spent itself, and my anger that was bent 
on wasting them.”

dan 11:36: “The king will do as he pleases; he will exalt and magnify himself above 
every god, and he will speak awful things against the God of gods. he will prosper 
until wrath is spent, and what has been decreed is accomplished.”

The first oracle in isa 10:22–23 outlines the divine destruction of the northern king-
dom of israel. isaiah 10 had earlier asserted that this destruction is accomplished 
through the agency of the assyrians (cf. isa 10:5–6). Yet assyria is described as over-
stepping its role as divine agent of destruction and thus it too will be destroyed (isa 
10:7–19). The oracle in 10:24–26 indicates to the people of Judah that the rage of God 
will soon subside. assyria’s oppression is likened to that of egypt (10:24), and as he did 
the egyptians, God will utterly destroy the assyrians (10:26). daniel 11:36 draws on the 
language of isa 10:22–23 (as marked by italics) in order to portray antiochus’s oppres-
sion as divinely ordained and devastating—matching the description of assyria in 
isaiah. as in isaiah, however, the oppression is temporary. daniel 11:36 employs the 
key phrase from isa 10:25 (as marked by underlining) indicating that God’s wrath has 
a determined endpoint. Thus, antiochus’s reign of terror will similarly end at the time 
ordained by God. in isaiah, the ancient prediction of assyria’s demise is conceptualized 
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as reenacting the divine destruction of egypt, the paradigmatic foe of israel. in a simi-
lar way, dan 11:36 views isa 10:22–26 as programmatic for the eventual downfall of 
israel’s present archenemy—the seleucids (cf. dan 9:26–27, discussed below).

daniel 11:36 is representative of the broad and sustained lemmatic reuse of isaiah 
found throughout dan 10–12. at the same time, dan 10–12 builds upon the isaianic 
scaffolding with further scriptural allusions. in three places, for example, dan 10–12 
alludes to habakkuk’s oracle of reassurance that the end time is near and that one 
must wait patiently for it:

hab 2:3: “for there is still a vision for the appointed time; it speaks of the end, and 
does not lie. if it seems to tarry, wait for it; it will surely come, it will not delay. look at 
the proud!”
dan 10:14 (the angel speaking): “and (i) have come to help you understand what 
is to happen to your people at the end of days. For there is a further vision for 
those days.”
dan 11:27:  “The two kings, their minds bent on evil, shall sit at one table and 
exchange lies. but it shall not succeed, for there remains an end at the time 
appointed.”
dan 11:35: “some of the wise shall fall, so that they may be refined, purified, and 
cleansed, until the time of the end, for there is still an interval until the time appointed.”

habakkuk 2:3 affirms that God is not blind to the suffering of israel; the present suf-
fering will be reversed at the appointed time. This same measure of consolation is now 
directed at the danielic audience suffering from antiochus’s oppression (fishbane 
1985: 492). The prophetic appeal to a predetermined end time would have been espe-
cially attractive for the apocalyptic author of daniel. indeed, fishbane suggests that 
readers would have regarded daniel’s visions of antiochus’s destruction as the real-
ization of habakkuk’s vision of the long-anticipated end time (492). in this sense, the 
ancient prophetic pronouncements of both isaiah and habakkuk merge in their refash-
ioned apocalyptic setting to outline the downfall of antiochus and the rescue of israel 
from its oppressors. To return to my use of fishbane’s language to describe allusive 
anthologizing: daniel fashions a “coherent formulation of an apocalyptic programme” 
from the “prophetic pronouncements” in isaiah, ezekiel, habakkuk, and others.

reproduction of Scriptural “history”

Many apocalypses are termed “historical” in the sense that their contents envision 
the apocalyptic seers recounting past historical events or outlining the future course 
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of history (Collins 1998: 6–7). in the latter case, these outlines are generally written 
after the fact, but placed in the mouth of an ancient figure and are thus presented as 
predictions of the future (vaticinia ex eventu). in crafting these broad sweeps of his-
tory, apocalyptic texts commonly draw their historical material directly from events 
and figures found in scriptural traditions. in some cases, the apocalyptic texts contain 
clear allusions to these events or figures. in other cases, the apocalyptic texts employ 
highly symbolic imagery to represent the scriptural material. in all settings, however, 
the scriptural source material is not simply replicated. rather, as we have seen in 
the examples treated above, content drawn from scriptural traditions is infused with 
apocalyptic meaning.

scriptural history is reformulated as a highly schematized march toward the end 
time, a feature not found in the scriptural material itself. specific historical events—
especially those from the beginning of time (e.g., the flood)—reappear at particular 
points in apocalyptic history to emphasize the cyclical nature of human action and 
divine response. This notion of time becomes a blueprint for the movement of apoca-
lyptic history toward its predetermined endpoint. Moreover, the historical content 
from scripture is schematized into identifiable periods (see Collins 1998:  63–65, 
155–57, 238–40). as noted by Collins, these periodizations serve a dual purpose: to 
establish a deterministic sense of history and God’s control over it and for readers to 
be able to locate themselves in relation to the final redemptive phase of history (64).

1 enoch 85–90 (part of the Book of Dreams) contains a highly symbolic outline of 
world history from creation until the hellenistic period, in which humans are depicted 
as diverse types of animals—hence, its identification as the animal apocalypse (Tiller 
1993). as noted by many scholars, the animal apocalypse divides history into three 
clearly defined eras (hall 1991: 66–68; Tiller 1993: 15–20; nickelsburg 2001: 354–56). 
The first era spans from creation until the flood (1 en 85:1–89:8), while the second 
extends from the flood the present age (1 en 89:9–90:27). The final era envisions 
the future renewal of Jerusalem (1 en 90:28–42). in spite of the symbolic imagery 
of the text, one can see the degree to which the author of the animal apocalypse 
draws upon scriptural events and figures in order to craft this symbolic historical 
outline (cf. nickelsburg 1995: 340–42). for example, the passage, “and that black calf 
struck the red one and pursued it over the earth” (1 en 85:4) clearly refers to Cain’s 
murder of abel in Gen 4. This very example, however, highlights the deliberately 
selective nature of the author as he draws on Genesis to craft his prediluvian his-
tory. by ignoring the story of adam and eve in the Garden of eden from Gen 3, the 
animal apocalypse makes murder the first act of human sin. The violence found in 
this first human sin is then typologically attached to the ensuing march of history, in 
which violence dominates and ultimately leads to the divine judgment of the flood 
(nickelsburg 2001: 371).

The periodization of scriptural history into distinct eras in the animal apocalypse 
generates observable connections between past scriptural history and the present 
situation. The first two historical eras are presented as mirror images of one another. 
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The prediluvian first era is marked by ongoing human and angelic sin and its divinely 
orchestrated endpoint via the flood. The author of the animal apocalypse presents 
the march of history in the postdiluivian era as mimicking the themes of the cyclical 
nature of human sin and suffering and the assumption of a predetermined endpoint. 
in so doing, he assures his readers that notwithstanding the present widespread sin 
and suffering, this second era of history will end in the same way as the first. God will 
expel evil from the world and alleviate the suffering of the righteous just as he previ-
ously did in the generation of the flood.

2 Baruch employs scriptural material in a similar way in its historical overview 
(hall 1991: 68–75; henze 2011: 266–78). in 2 bar 53, baruch experiences a vision of a 
cloud that emerges from the sea full of black and white waters and with lightning on 
top of it. The cloud eventually covers the entire earth as the dark waters predominate. 
bright waters sporadically emerge, but each time the dark waters overwhelm the 
bright waters. This process is repeated twelve times until even darker waters mixed 
with fire rain down upon the earth and bring utter devastation. at that point, the 
lightning on top of the cloud seizes it and casts it down to earth. The lightning then 
shines brightness over the earth and heals its devastation. Twelve rivers come from 
the sea and become subject to the lightning.

The cloud vision evokes scriptural language and imagery—particularly from dan 
7 (henze 2011: 269–70)—and thus provides a further example of the extension of 
scriptural prophecies through allusive anthologizing. The interpretation of the 
vision, however, engages in more overt scriptural interpretation. The angel ramael 
explains to baruch that the vision encodes “the courses of times that have passed and 
those that are yet to pass” (2 bar 56:2; cf. 14:1; 20:6). ramael interprets each element 
of the cloud vision as part of a schematized course of scriptural history. Unlike the 
animal apocalypse, the scriptural events and figures in the cloud vision are clearly 
identified. The initial black waters on the cloud refer to the sin of adam (56:5). The 
even greater darkness that dominates upon the waters alludes to the fallen angels 
(56:10–15). human and angelic sin at the beginning of time is typologically applied 
to all of history.

but sin does not predominate in human history. it is balanced by an equal measure 
of righteousness and ongoing divine salvation. The twelve alternating dark and bright 
waters are identified with specific events and figures found in scriptural material. 
beginning with the flood generation (the first black water) and abraham (the first 
bright water), 2 Baruch schematizes scriptural history as part of an alternating cycle 
of sinfulness and righteousness (chs. 56–69) (see henze 2005). in each case, sinful-
ness leads to destruction while righteousness leads to reward. 2 Baruch adapts the 
well-known deuteronomic model of sin-exile-redemption for its apocalyptic setting.

This observable pattern from scriptural history becomes critical for the explana-
tion of the final devastating dark waters and rehabilitating brightness. The utter dev-
astation outlined in 2 bar 70 is expected based on the course of history and is divinely 
orchestrated. The notice in 2 bar 70:2 that “behold, the days are coming” situates 
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the reader at this point in the schematization of history. in spite of the despair that 
engulfs the world, the imminent turn to righteousness and salvation as outlined in 2 
bar 71–74 is assured based on the evidence of scriptural history.

catalogs of Scriptural examples

Catalogs of scriptural examples represent another instance of overt interpretation in 
apocalyptic texts. This technique is well known from other second Temple period 
literature across diverse genres (dimant 1988: 392–95). These catalogs consist of a 
carefully crafted list of paradigmatic individuals from scripture who are introduced 
alongside elements from their scriptural “biography.” scriptural referencing is usu-
ally done through isolated keywords that evoke larger scriptural passages. The lists 
and the highlighted “biographical” details lend rhetorical support to the broader lit-
erary goals of the text in which these catalogs appear.

4 Ezra provides a good example of the employment of catalogs of scriptural exam-
ples in apocalyptic literature. 4 Ezra, as with 2 Baruch, grapples with the destruction 
of the temple and the justice of God. Much of 4 Ezra consists of dialogues between 
ezra and an angel, reminiscent of Job. in 4 ezra 7:100–15, ezra and the angel consider 
whether an individual’s salvation is determined solely on one’s merits or can be vouch-
safed through intercessionary prayer. This question strikes at the heart of the divine 
rubric employed for human reward and punishment. in the dialogue, the angel asserts 
that on the future day of judgment all humans shall be judged on their own righteous-
ness or sinfulness, thereby rendering intercessionary prayer powerless (4 ezra 7:105).

ezra appeals to scriptural authority to bolster his argument by calling attention to 
a catalog of righteous individuals from scripture. in each case, a specific individual is 
named followed by the instance in which he prayed for others. some of these refer to 
well-known scriptural events. for example, abraham is described as praying for the 
people of sodom (Gen 18), while elijah intercedes in response to a drought (1 kgs 
18) and to revive the dead (1 kgs 17:21–23). This catalog fulfils an important rhetorical 
role in ezra’s argument: if the intercessionary prayer of the righteous is effective in the 
present sinful and corrupt world, why will it not be in the future more perfect world? 
(4 ezra 7:111). as noted by Michael stone, the angel’s answer turns ezra logic on its head 
(stone 1990, 249). The ability of the righteous to intervene in this world is indicative 
of its imperfection and the intermittent presence of God. The day of judgment marks 
the transition to a new world in which the glory of God is permanent and all individu-
als answer for their own righteousness or sinfulness (4 ezra 7:112–15). in so doing, the 
angel uses the very catalog of scriptural examples furnished by ezra to make his point. 
These individuals and their actions belong to a world with a much different model of 
reward and punishment than the one that will emerge after the day of judgment.
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The apocalypse of Weeks (1 en 93:1–10; 91:11–17) and 2 bar 56–69 provide further 
examples of catalogs of scriptural examples in apocalyptic texts. in these passages, 
the catalog is expanded beyond righteous individuals to also include wicked ones. 2 
bar 56–69 schematizes scriptural history as a series of alternating exemplary and sin-
ful individuals. each individual is introduced with specific elements drawn from his 
scriptural stories. The apocalypse of Weeks follows a modified version of this model 
in its schematization of history. although the catalog draws on scriptural figures, the 
apocalypse of Weeks preserves the sense of literary chronology mandated by enochic 
revelation. The list of righteous and wicked is anonymous because it cannot refer 
explicitly to later scriptural history. for example, in the third week, a “man will be cho-
sen as the plant of righteous judgment.” The chronology here suggests that this man is 
abraham, and indeed the reference to him as “chosen” alludes to the similar identifica-
tion of abraham as “chosen” in neh 9:7 (cf. Jub 12:19; 4 ezra 3:13; ap. ab. 14). in both 
the apocalypse of Weeks and 2 Baruch, the catalog of righteous and wicked scriptural 
examples underscores the ordered and predetermined course of human history (see 
henze 2005; 2011: 274–75). Moreover, the righteous individuals become exemplary 
models for the elect to ensure their own status as righteous and to secure their salvation.

isolated explicit exegesis

The least commonly encountered method of interpretation in apocalyptic texts—
as in second Temple literature more broadly—is explicit exegesis. explicit exegesis 
singles out a specific scriptural word, phrase, or passage and provides it with meaning 
through interpretation. in contrast to rewriting and allusion, explicit exegesis main-
tains a clear differentiation between the text that is the object of interpretation and the 
interpretation itself. Yet this method of interpretation shares with other approaches 
the same basic assumption that deeper meaning inheres in scriptural texts and that 
the interpreter has a unique ability to uncover this hidden meaning.

The most famous example of explicit exegesis in apocalyptic texts is the interpreta-
tion of Jeremiah’s seventy weeks prophecy in dan 9 (see fishbane 1985: 482–90; Jassen 
2007: 214–21). daniel is described as finding in the sacred books Jeremiah’s prophetic 
message that the desolation of Jerusalem would last seventy years (dan 9:2). While the 
specific scriptural passage is not cited, dan 9 likely has in mind Jer 25:9–12. The expla-
nation of the prophecy by the angel Gabriel follows similar interpretive approaches 
encountered in apocalyptic literature. Gabriel asserts that the seventy years should actu-
ally be understood as seventy weeks of years (dan 9:24). Jeremiah’s prophecy affirms 
that the restoration will happen 490 years after the exile (contra 2 Chr 36:18–21). This 
rereading locates the final redemptive phase of history at the time of the danielic author 
in the second century bCe, thereby renewing the prophecies of old for the present time.
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daniel 9 is also a good example of the apocalyptic periodization of history. in addi-
tion to rereading Jeremiah as referring to seventy weeks of years, the total of 490 years 
evokes the jubilee cycle in lev 25, which is understood as seven weeks of years, hence 
forty-nine years (lev 25:8; cf. 11QMelch 2). The framing of history as ten complete 
jubilees further adds to the sense of an ordered and predetermined course of history 
with an identifiable endpoint (for other similar examples, see Collins 1993: 352–53). 
as further noted by Collins, the jubilee year requires that land be returned to its 
ancestral owners and that indentured slaves be freed (352). The tenth and final jubilee 
would no doubt be assumed to affirm these same redemptive qualities. Moreover, 
dan 9:25–27 schematizes the seventy “weeks” into identifiable periods. sixty-two 
weeks (434 years) of relative calm will be followed by devastation and oppression—
referring to antiochus’s persecutions. but the end of the seventy weeks—the time 
frame of the author and audience—represents the predetermined endpoint for both 
the devastation and the oppressor.

daniel 9:26–27 also evinces another example of allusive anthologizing as the lan-
guage of isa 10:23 is reformulated to describe the anticipated downfall of antiochus 
(fishbane 1985: 489–90). as in the use of isa 10 in dan 10–12, dan 9 asserts that the 
isaianic word first articulated regarding the downfall of the assyrians finds its full 
meaning as applied to the seleucids, the current oppressors of israel. Though dan 9 
employs different methods to explicate the meaning of the ancient words of Jeremiah 
and isaiah, the end result is the same: these ancient prophetic words are recast as 
applying to the circumstances of the second century bCe.

conclusions

early Jewish apocalypses, as with second Temple period literature more broadly, 
reflect a deep engagement with older scriptural traditions. Creative reinterpreta-
tion ensures the adaptability of ancient israelite literature to manifold new contexts. 
apocalyptic texts share with other second Temple Jewish literature the basic claim 
that scripture preserves a hidden set of meanings only available to enlightened exe-
getes, but they evince a distinct set of interests and interpretive strategies. apocalypses 
on the whole engage with scripture through the allusive adaptation of scriptural lan-
guage and imagery. They lay claim both to renewing the ancient prophecies for their 
own time and to possessing far greater authority and prestige than the very scriptural 
traditions that they adapt. furthermore, apocalyptic texts are uniquely interested in 
reframing scriptural content to inform particular apocalyptic ideas and ideologies. 
scripture is mined for the many ways it can inform apocalyptic understanding of the 
nature of the end time, good and evil, and reward and punishment. This motivation 
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stands behind the widespread schematization and periodization of scriptural history. 
in this context, scripture both explains the present suffering that often stands behind 
apocalypses and confirms to the apocalyptic audience that the end of the oppression 
is near.
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ChaPTer 6

Apo cAlyptic 
liter Ature And 

the Study oF 
eArly JewiSh 

mySticiSm

ra‘anan bOUsTan and  
PaTriCk G. MCCUllOUGh

Under the influence of Gershom scholem in the mid-twentieth century (scholem 
1954, 1965), work in the field of early Jewish mysticism has been informed by the 
hypothesis that there existed within ancient Judaism a continuous tradition of 
ecstatic mysticism. scholem traced a direct historical trajectory from the second 
Temple apocalypses to the early rabbinic teachings in the Mishnah, Tosefta, and 
Palestinian Talmud about the divine chariot-throne (merkavah) and, finally, to 
hekhalot literature of late antiquity. Yet, over the past three decades, this powerful 
paradigm has gradually come unraveled, due in no small part to contemporane-
ous developments in the study of the apocalyptic texts from the hellenistic and 
early roman periods. rather than approaching these various textual corpora as 
evidence for a single, unbroken tradition of Jewish mysticism, many scholars now 
emphasize the significant linguistic, formal, and conceptual differences among 
them (e.g., halperin 1980; schäfer 1984b, 2009; himmelfarb 1988, 1993, 2006; 
boustan 2007, 2011; Mizrahi 2009).

This fundamental reassessment of the dynamics of continuity and innovation 
in the exegetical, speculative, and ritual traditions surrounding ezekiel’s vision of 
the merkavah has gone hand-in-hand with a decidedly historicist, discursive, and 
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materialist “turn” within the study of religion more generally. in the wake of criti-
cal inquiry into the popular and scholarly genealogy of the concept “mysticism” (de 
Certeau 1984; katz 1978; Proudfoot 1985; sharf 1998), specialists in the field of Jewish 
mysticism have increasingly questioned the assumption that the literatures they study 
are best interpreted as a Jewish variant of a universal “mystical” experience or state 
of consciousness. indeed, it has been suggested that, for scholem and many others in 
the field, the term mysticism represents an ideologically and even theologically laden 
category masquerading as a generally applicable analytical term (huss 2007, 2012).

in this essay, we consider what is at stake in studying apocalyptic literature within 
the framework of “early Jewish mysticism.” We explore how this analytical frame-
work continues to inform scholarship on apocalyptic literature and its relationship to 
subsequent forms of Jewish revelatory and ascent traditions from late antiquity, even 
as some have begun to question its applicability and utility. We argue that comparison 
of early Jewish and Christian apocalyptic writings with rabbinic and hekhalot mate-
rials ought to be carried out under the sign of difference, rather than as an operation 
aimed at demonstrating the essential unity of the religious phenomena supposedly 
behind the texts (smith 1990, 36–53; 2004, 230–322).

The essay begins by analyzing the thoroughgoing impact that critical scholarship 
on the modern genealogy of mysticism has exerted in recent years on the field of early 
Jewish mysticism. We then consider a number of alternative approaches taken in the 
field to the patterns of similarity and difference between early Jewish and Christian apoc-
alyptic literature and Jewish ascent texts from late antiquity, especially hekhalot litera-
ture. scholars have variously reconstructed the social location of the producers of these 
diverse corpora. The social imaginary of these bodies of texts differs in basic ways, and 
we believe that this points to significant changes in the institutional contexts out of which 
the texts emerged. These shifts in the institutional settings of apocalyptic, rabbinic, and 
hekhalot literatures align with differences in the forms of textual production and author-
ity, suggesting important developments in the core aims and functions of these different 
corpora. Thus, we end the essay by examining the analytical implications of examining 
textual production and literary representation in apocalyptic and hekhalot texts.

1. Apocalyptic literature and the 
discourse of “mysticism” in religious 

Studies

in recent years, scholars of religion have become increasingly sensitive to the con-
cern that many of their interpretative tools are in fact parochial normative categories 
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and not legitimate analytical terms. in this section, we trace this reevaluation as 
it relates to the concept of “mysticism” in religious studies generally. Precise rela-
tionships proposed between apocalyptic literature and hekhalot texts depend on 
how one considers “early Jewish mysticism” as a discursive category. “Mysticism” 
typically denotes ecstatic religious experience. as such, when academics apply 
the category to these two corpora, they often seek to identify how their common 
motifs indicate shared experiential practices. Yet consideration of the ideological 
assumptions embedded within the category of “mysticism” raises potent challenges 
to any simplistic account of the commonalities between apocalyptic literature and 
hekhalot texts.

The category of “mysticism,” as it has long been used within the discipline of reli-
gious studies, belongs to the history of modern european theology and philosophy. 
The term at its most general refers to a private, interiorized, and unmediated encoun-
ter with the divine, thereby valorizing individualized, anti-institutional, and indeed 
anticlerical forms of piety. as recently as 1980, Margaret smith could define mysti-
cism as “the most vital element in all true religions, rising up in revolt against cold 
formality and religious torpor” (1980, 20). This definition is, of course, only the latest 
reflex of the two-century-old approach inaugurated by friedrich schleiermacher, 
who saw the essence of religion as “neither thinking nor acting, but intuition and feel-
ing” (1996, 22). it was this tradition of post-enlightenment liberal theology that per-
manently severed the “mystical” from its ancient and medieval antecedents, which 
had centered on communal rituals of initiation into the “mysteries” (Gr. mystēria, 
myeō), often with the promise of postmortem salvation. influenced by the empha-
sis on subjective individual consciousness in schleiermacher, William James at the 
dawn of the twentieth century helped to crystallize the scholarly study of mysticism 
as philosophical and psychological inquiry into the private realm of “experience” 
(James 2012).

These classic conceptions of “mysticism” that inaugurated the field have under-
gone radical reevaluation in the past three decades by both philosophers and histo-
rians of religion. Most damningly, a growing chorus of scholars has argued that the 
study of mystical experience itself constitutes an ideological exercise: not only does 
the language of mystical union (unio mystica) naturalize the forms of piety valorized 
in post-reformation and post-enlightenment Christianity, but its application to the 
so-called world religions is part and parcel of the history of european missionizing 
and colonialism (king 1999, 7). This deconstructive tendency reflects the discursive 
approach of scholars such as Talal asad, who has argued compellingly that “there can-
not be a universal definition of religion, not only because its constituent elements and 
relationships are historically specific, but because that definition is itself the historical 
product of discursive processes” (1993, 29). Moreover, Wayne Proudfoot and others 
have diagnosed the inner contradiction of using the notion of religious or mystical 
“experience” to stipulate an object of academic inquiry. for, if “experience” is defined as 
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purely private and unmediated, it cannot be studied. and, as soon as a mystical experi-
ence should lose these features, it ceases to be an experience so defined. The discourse 
of “experience” thus intentionally evades critical analysis, while also establishing the 
experiential as the very “essence” of religion that underwrites the discipline’s institu-
tional position in the academy (sharf 1998, 95; see also katz 1978; de Certeau 1984).

The academic study of Jewish mysticism has followed much the same arc, from 
the universally applicable “essences” of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries 
to the deconstructive critiques of the late twentieth. scholem generated a “myth of 
neglect” on the part of his nineteenth-century forebears toward mysticism and magic, 
although many of them were the first to publish these materials in critical editions 
and to subject them to scholarly analysis (Myers 2008). but, despite his exaggera-
tions, as early as the 1920s, scholem correctly sensed that the time was ripe to chal-
lenge the excessive reliance in Jewish studies on normative categories and traditions. 
indeed, his voluminous studies demonstrated beyond a shadow of a doubt that even 
the most “marginal” magical, mystical, apocalyptic, hagiographic, or paraliturgical 
text does not simply draw on more authoritative textual traditions, but represents 
constitutive elements of those traditions.

scholem’s studies of Jewish sources from antiquity sought to recover the roots of 
a specifically Jewish mystical experience with its own distinctive features. by locat-
ing a shared network of images, symbols, and themes across apocalyptic, rabbinic, 
and hekhalot literatures, he believed he had unearthed the experiential substrate 
behind these corpora. scholem thus hoped to “rescue” discussions of mysticism 
“from the welter of conflicting historical and metaphysical arguments” preceding 
him (1995, 3). scholem saw early Jewish mysticism developing across three histori-
cal stages, connected by their interest in ascent to heaven, the merkavah (ezekiel’s 
chariot-throne), and related motifs: “the anonymous conventicles of the old apoca-
lyptics; the Merkabah speculation of the Mishnaic teachers who are known to us by 
name; and the Merkabah mysticism of late and post-Talmudic times” (1995, 43). The 
simplicity of scholem’s narrative belies the complexity with which he understood the 
inner dialectic between the mystical and halachic-normative dimensions within a 
single but multifaceted Judaism. nevertheless, his three-stage schema delimited the 
contours of the field of “early Jewish mysticism”—and continues to do so even for 
those skeptical of its methodological underpinnings.

scholem’s legacy has inspired scholars interested in maximizing commonali-
ties across the various textual corpora that purportedly represent the history of 
“early Jewish mysticism.” for example, Christopher rowland and Christopher 
Morray-Jones explicitly articulate their maximalist aims: “One function of this 
work is to seek to consider together that which scholarship has often kept apart” 
(2009, 3). rowland and Morray-Jones acknowledge that a typical understanding 
of mystical union, along with traditional readings of new Testament texts, may 
lead many to believe that hardly any mystical union might be found within the 
nT texts. Yet these authors prefer a broad view of mystical union, in which it is 
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for Christians “about identification with, infusion with, or being clothed with, the 
divine Christ. it is a divine enfolding or indwelling, in which human and divine 
worlds meet, and is mystical in its intensity and conviction” (6). Thus, rowland and 
Morray-Jones blend together mysticism and apocalypticism, employing a sweep-
ing and inclusive conception of “mystical union” broadly linked to the visionary 
imagination. such projects continue scholem’s legacy of studying diverse genres 
and textual corpora within an analytical frame heavily invested in the concept of 
mysticism.

Others have sought to reevaluate scholem’s legacy, validating some elements of 
his paradigm while questioning others. Moshe idel has been critical of scholem’s 
emphasis on the speculative or theosophical aspects of Jewish mysticism, emphasiz-
ing instead the centrality of embodied praxis within the tradition (e.g., 1988, 2005), 
though he has largely affirmed the early roots and continuity of the Jewish mystical 
tradition. More fundamental still has been elliot Wolfson’s emphasis on the herme-
neutical dimension of mystical experience. for Wolfson, Jewish mysticism repre-
sents a continuous tradition in which “each mystic receives something from his or 
her predecessor, but that legacy is enriched by personal experiences” (1994, 53). he 
adds, moreover, that, “the imagination produces symbols of the spiritual entities that 
act as interpretive filtering screens through which these entities appear in human 
consciousness” (1994, 62). Wolfson’s hermeneutics of imagination resists the reduc-
tion of mysticism either to a nondiscursive private experience or to a public script 
governed by linguistic or literary conventions. he thus brilliantly deconstructs the 
regnant dichotomies that have plagued analysis of early Jewish mystical literature, 
such as the distinction between the “psychological” and the “real” or between “exe-
getical activity” and “ecstatic experience.” in that respect, Wolfson attempts to iden-
tify a “genealogy” for the Jewish mystical tradition, while also questioning simplistic 
paradigms of mystical experience itself.

Philip alexander, for his part, continues to define mysticism in experiential terms, 
but questions the placement of apocalyptic literature within the development of early 
Jewish mysticism. instead, alexander gives the Songs of the Sabbath Sacrifice found 
among the dead sea scrolls and at Masada pride of place as the earliest precursor 
in the “genealogy of Christian as well as of Jewish mysticism” (2006, 143). he claims 
that the Songs represent evidence of mystical practice as true experience, and not 
mere literary construction. indeed, alexander’s very definition of mysticism relies on 
experience: “the experience of a transcendent divine presence which stands behind 
the visible, material world” (2006, 8). While alexander does argue that Jewish mysti-
cism began at Qumran, he does not include apocalyptic literature in this progression. 
he simply states in a single footnote that “although apocalyptic may testify indirectly 
to mysticism, it is not in itself mystical” (2006, 11n5).

Peter schäfer’s analytic interventions represent perhaps the most thoroughly 
revisionist perspective on scholem. schäfer does find a common denominator 
undergirding the various literatures typically used to study early Jewish mysticism 
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(ezekiel, ascent apocalypses, hekhalot literature, Qumran texts, Philo, and the rab-
bis), namely, an image of a God who remains approachable in his heavenly sanctuary 
to those deemed worthy and who continues to care for his earthly community. at the 
same time, such common themes should not indicate a progression originating in 
ezekiel and reaching their culmination in the merkavah mystics of hekhalot litera-
ture. according to schäfer, interpreters must learn to accept “the polymorphic and 
even chaotic evidence that our sources confront us with” (2009, 354). early Jewish 
mysticism—as found in these texts—should be viewed as the variegated application 
of similar themes and literary forms within particular historical situations. Yet, while 
schäfer problematizes the title of his own book (The Origins of Jewish Mysticism), he 
largely remains within the conventional parameters of the field as it has been consti-
tuted since scholem. it, therefore, remains to be seen whether the field will radically 
reconfigure its own evidentiary contours and conceptual framework, as scholars 
debate whether to reconsider its definition(s) of “early Jewish mysticism” or whether 
to discard the category altogether.

2. continuity and rupture in the Jewish 
discourse of heavenly Ascent

at the center of debates regarding the unity of the field of “early Jewish mysticism” 
stands a diverse set of literary motifs that have been taken as evidence for or against 
historical and phenomenological continuity. in this section, we offer an overview of 
these motifs and explore how patterns of literary similarity or difference have served 
as proxies for claims regarding continuity in religious practice and experience. in 
particular, we consider how the theme of ascent to heaven—in which a visionary 
(usually pseudonymous) is given access to the heavenly realm—has figured in schol-
arly discourse concerning the development of early Jewish mysticism.

The centrality of heavenly ascent within the hekhalot corpus and early Jewish 
and Christian apocalyptic literature has led some to view both groups of sources 
as literary expressions of a common tradition of ecstatic mysticism (scholem 1954, 
40–79; Gruenwald 1980; Morray-Jones 1992, 2002; elior 2004). in addition, both 
build upon ezekiel’s vision of the merkavah (ezek 1, 10). Moreover, ezekiel’s vision 
exerted an influence on such second Temple texts as the Songs of the Sabbath Sacrifice 
and Pseudo-ezekiel (4Q385 and other fragments). some early rabbinic texts like-
wise address ezekiel’s vision of the merkavah (e.g., m.  .Hagigah 2:1). finally, Hekhalot 
Rabbati, Hekhalot Zutarti, and other texts from the hekhalot corpus display further 
developments of the merkavah vision. Thus, scholem and those following him have 
seen in these visions of the merkavah, amid such diverse evidence from different 
periods, a trajectory of mystical experience termed “merkavah mysticism.”
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Yet fundamental methodological objections have been raised to the reading prac-
tices and historical assumptions upon which this line of scholarship has constructed 
its claims of literary, sociological, and even phenomenological continuity. in a pro-
grammatic essay on the problem of comparison, Peter schäfer argues that literary 
motifs or themes in hekhalot texts cannot be properly understood outside of the 
specific—and often shifting—literary context(s) and thought-system(s) in which 
they are deployed. he, therefore, suggests that scholars should resist the temptation 
to make use of decontextualized literary parallels as positive evidence of continu-
ity between sources, practices, or groups far removed from each other in space or 
time (1984b). below, after a discussion of relevant literary similarities and how they 
are deployed in scholarship, we highlight the work of Martha himmelfarb in her 
attempts to better contextualize these similarities and differences.

The description of an ascent in 2 (Slavonic) Enoch contains many of the motifs 
one might use to highlight the continuity between apocalyptic and hekhalot litera-
tures. as with other apocalyptic and hekhalot works (e.g., 1 En. 14; 1 En. 60, 71; Test. 
Levi 5; Apoc. Abr. 18), the vision of God in 2 Enoch evokes the spectacular merkavah 
(throne-chariot) vision of ezekiel 1 and 10 (cf. dan 7). in addition, andrei Orlov has 
suggested that there may be angelological traditions especially linked to the tradition 
of Metatron that also point to lines of continuity between this early Jewish apoca-
lypse and subsequent hekhalot traditions in which Metatron is more fully developed 
(Orlov 2005). Though the date of 2 Enoch is uncertain, the work appears to have origi-
nated relatively early, perhaps among alexandrian Jews in the first century C.e. long 
before its translation into Old Church slavonic and its transmission in the russian 
Orthodox tradition, versions of the text circulated in other languages and among 
other communities during late antiquity (Orlov et al. 2012, 37–126).

in this work, “two huge men” come to enoch as he lies on his bed asleep. attempting 
to assuage his fears, the two men inform enoch that the “eternal God has sent us to 
you. and behold, you will ascend with us to heaven today” (1.8; trans. andersen 
1983). These men guide enoch on a heavenly journey until the throne of God is vis-
ible, leaving enoch there to enter into a new phase in his journey:

and on the 10th heaven, aravoth, i saw the view of the face of the lord, like iron 
made burning hot in a fire and brought out, and it emits sparks and is incandescent. 
Thus even i saw the face of the lord. but the face of the lord is not to be talked about, 
it is so very marvelous and supremely awesome and supremely frightening. and who 
am i to give an account of the incomprehensible being of the lord, and of his face, 
so extremely strange and indescribable? and how many are his commands, and his 
multiple voice, and the lord’s throne, supremely great and not made by hands, and 
the choir stalls all around him, the cherubim and the seraphim armies, and their 
never-silent singing. Who can give an account of his beautiful appearance, never 
changing and indescribable, and his great glory? and i fell down flat and did obei-
sance to the lord. and the lord, with his own mouth, said to me, “be brave, enoch! 
don’t be frightened! stand up, and stand in front of my face forever.” (22.1–5)
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at this point, Michael lifts enoch up in front of God’s face, where God invites him to 
“join in” with “the lord’s glorious ones.” Michael strips enoch of his “earthly cloth-
ing,” according to God’s instructions, and enoch notices his transformation: “and 
i looked at myself, and i had become like one of his glorious ones, and there was no 
observable difference” (22.10).

This account of enoch’s ascent in 2 Enoch displays the core themes and motifs that 
many scholars have used, with varying degrees and emphases, to trace a trajectory of 
“early Jewish mysticism” from apocalyptic literature to hekhalot texts. These include 
a vision of God enthroned, certain terminology associated with that throne, enoch’s 
participation in the angelic liturgy, his angelification, and, finally, his enthronement 
(“and i placed for myself a throne, and i sat down on it”; 25.4).

The ascent narrative of 2 Enoch also highlights the journey and transformation 
of the pseudepigraphic seer, a theme shared in both apocalyptic and hekhalot lit-
erature. apocalyptic literature typically uses biblical heroes (e.g., enoch, abraham, 
levi), while hekhalot texts utilize early rabbinic figures (e.g., rabbi ishmael, rabbi 
akiva, rabbi nehunya ben ha-Qanah) as merkavah visionaries. Through a series of 
interactions with otherworldly beings, the figure ascends to the throne of God, while 
receiving revelations of cosmological and eschatological significance. Upon enter-
ing the throne room, the seer observes and participates in the angelic liturgy (“their 
never-silent singing”), is transformed into angelic form (“i had become like one of his 
glorious ones, and there was no observable difference”), and sits upon a throne (“and 
i placed for myself a throne, and i sat down on it”). some consider this transformation 
the heart of the “mystical” experience. elliot Wolfson has refined this position, sug-
gesting that the “enthronement” of the seer represents “a form of quasi-deification or 
angelification,” what “most precisely qualifies these texts as mystical” (1994, 84; also 
1993). Wolfson sees the enthronement of the visionary as a common link between 
apocalyptic and hekhalot texts.

following scholem’s basic paradigm, the pervasiveness of shared themes and 
motifs (e.g., merkavah, ascent, angels and angelification, liturgy, enthronement, 
related terminology) indicates for many scholars a continuous tradition of ecstatic, 
mystical experience. Christopher rowland, for example, suggests that the reinterpre-
tation of ezekiel’s merkavah vision was “probably not just the subject of learned study 
but a catalyst for visionary experience, in which expounders saw again what had 
appeared to the prophet, but in their own way and in a manner appropriate for their 
own time” (2010, 347). for rowland and others, the goal of apocalyptic literature is 
to record the actual mystical experiences of the visionary, and the goal of hekhalot 
literature is to record and prescribe how to repeat those experiences; both groups of 
texts essentially represent the same experiential paradigm, which is democratized in 
hekhalot works.



Apocalyptic Literature and the Study of Early Jewish Mysticism   93

in contrast to those who find a continuous trajectory of ecstatic experience, 
but fully cognizant of these patterns of similarity, Martha himmelfarb offers a 
close reading of ascent narratives as variegated literary traditions. himmelfarb 
has made the powerful case that there are significant differences and shifts from 
one body of literature to another—and sometimes even within those bodies of 
literature. in her reading, the ascent accounts found in ezekiel, enochic litera-
ture, and hekhalot texts differ fundamentally in their details. early apocalyptic 
works narrate the hero’s passive rapture. hekhalot literature, on the other hand, 
instructs the hearer on how to actively embark on the treacherous journey to 
the heavenly chariot—explicitly developing ritual language and thematizing 
the ritual recitation itself. himmelfarb notes that, in mentions of ascent (or 
descent), hekhalot texts “only occasionally” discuss heavens and generally 
lack “a full-scale narrative that describes the process of ascent”—distinguish-
ing them from ascent depictions in apocalyptic literature. himmelfarb con-
tends that 3 Enoch remains an exception to this rule (1988, 80). Conversely, 
features common in hekhalot texts—hostile angelic gatekeepers and instruc-
tions on the use of seals with these gatekeepers—are quite rare in apocalyptic 
literature (the Ascension of Isaiah is a notable exception). Thus, angels generally 
serve as guards in hekhalot literature, while they typically serve as guides in 
apocalyptic texts.

furthermore, differences exist not only between the two corpora (apocalyptic 
and hekhalot), but also within the bounds of each corpus itself. for example, some 
ascent apocalypses contain visions of multilayered heavens (e.g., 2 Enoch, Apocalypse 
of Abraham), while others only depict a single heaven (e.g., Similitudes of Enoch, 
Apocalypse of Zephaniah). While some apocalypses idealize the visionary hero (e.g., 
Book of the Watchers), the Apocalypse of Zephaniah depicts its hero as imperfect, 
making foolish blunders, “an ordinary soul that can serve as a model for all read-
ers” (himmelfarb 1993, 55). for himmelfarb, outlining the cumulative differences 
between various ascent texts allows us to observe major structural shifts between 
them. such shifts indicate rich literary strands amid both apocalypses and hekhalot 
them, between which she sees no tannaitic bridge.

The field remains divided over how to explain the patterns of similarity between 
apocalyptic literature and the hekhalot corpus—whether the two constitute a 
continuous trajectory, and whether the texts represent literary strands or witness 
to actual ecstatic experience. While the question of actual experience remains 
fundamentally unanswerable, the commonalities between these texts raise legiti-
mate questions of continuity. at the same time, the rich diversity of these texts 
requires that any explanation of literary continuities must account for their very 
real discontinuities.



94  Ra‘anan Boustan and Patrick G. McCullough

3. textuality and textual practice in the 
Study of early Jewish mysticism

as we have seen, some scholars of Jewish and Christian apocalyptic literature 
and the later ascent materials found in the hekhalot corpus have grown wary of 
approaching these texts as representations of private religious experience or even 
as straightforward prescriptions for ritual practice. for this tradition of scholar-
ship, attention to the closely related issues of textual production and literary repre-
sentation challenges the study of apocalyptic literature as “early Jewish mysticism.” 
hekhalot literature not only presents a conception of heavenly ascent different 
from that found in earlier apocalyptic writings, but also offers a markedly distinct 
approach to esoteric knowledge and textual practice. hekhalot texts underscore 
proper ritual recitation as a means by which prospective seers might navigate the 
dangerous journey of heavenly ascent or, at times, highlight textual recitation of 
the journey as a ritual practice in itself. apocalyptic texts, on the other hand, envi-
sion the public dissemination of the seer’s vision as revealed proclamation from the 
divine king.

even the most casual reader of early Jewish and Christian apocalypses will note 
the heavenly book or tablet as a recurring image. The motif appears across various 
near eastern literatures, including the hebrew bible, as well as in other types of early 
Jewish and Christian literature (nickelsburg 2001, 478–80; baynes 2012, 27–61). by 
the second century b.C.e., heavenly writings had come to play a pivotal role within 
the apocalyptic genre as a central object—indeed, medium—of revelation. Thus, in 
what appears to be the earliest extant apocalyptic work, The Astronomical Book (1 En. 
72–82), the angel Uriel instructs enoch to look

“at these heavenly tablets, and read what is written on them, and learn every individ-
ual (fact).” and i looked at everything on the heavenly tablets, and i read everything 
that was written, and i learned everything. . . . all the deeds of men and all the sons of 
flesh that will be upon the earth until the generations of eternity. . . . and then i said, 
“blessed is the man who dies righteous and pious, concerning whom no book of iniq-
uity has been written, and against whom no guilt will be found.” (1 En. 81:1–4; trans. 
nickelsburg 2001, 333)

This passage provides early and clear evidence for the textualization of revelation that 
is at the heart of so many apocalyptic works. as elsewhere in apocalyptic literature 
(dan 7:10, 10:21, 12:1; rev 3:5, 20:12–13; 4 Ezra 6:20; 2 Bar. 24:1), the heavenly tablets 
revealed to enoch record the verdicts—either favorable or condemnatory—to be 
meted out at the final judgment. This book of deeds is similar to the more determin-
istic books of fate that also figure in second Temple literature (Jub. 1:26–29, 5:13–18; 
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4Q180 1, 3–4; 1Qha ix.24; 4Q417 2 i.14–18), although infrequently within the apoca-
lyptic genre itself (baynes 2012, 109–34).

in addition to utilizing the heavenly book as a means of textualizing revelation, 
several apocalyptic and related works also glorify the scribal process that is imagined 
to produce such heavenly books of deeds. in the Testament of Abraham, a work more 
akin to apocalypses than to other “testaments” (Mueller 1992, 43), abraham is treated 
to the scene of the heavenly tribunal in which a pair of angels records the righteous 
and sinful deeds of souls in two books during the patriarch’s otherworldly journey to 
the places of judgment (Test. Abr. 12:4–13:14 a; cf. Test. Abr. 10:7–11 b). significantly, 
a parallel scene found in the second recension of the Testament assigns the task of 
recording the deeds of those being judged to enoch (Test. Abr. 11:1–10 b). The image 
of enoch serving in the same role elsewhere assigned to an angelic scribe echoes the 
long-standing characterization of the famous seer in The Book of the Watchers, where 
he is likewise described as “scribe of righteousness” (1 En. 12:4, 15:1; also Jub. 4:23–24). 
The notion that a human might serve scribal functions in heaven, as he issues written 
communications among God, the angels, and human beings, complements the thor-
oughgoing association between visionary activity and scribal expertise embodied in 
the figure of daniel (esp. dan 5, 9:2, 12:4). The skills of writing, reading, and interpre-
tation—alongside imagery associated with prophetic and priestly activity—are thus 
integral to the idealizing portraits of the visionary heroes of early apocalyptic works 
(himmelfarb 1993, 23–25).

some apocalypses develop this association between scribal expertise and access to 
secret knowledge recorded in heavenly books, scrolls, or tablets one step further by 
describing the process whereby their heroes produced written records of their other-
worldly travels. Particularly noteworthy is the repeated mention in 2 Enoch of enoch’s 
writings in which “he wrote about his marvelous travels and what the heavens look 
like” (2 En. 23; cf. 2 En. 33:5–9, 64:5; 4 Ezra 14:19–26, 43–48). These books, written in 
the handwriting of the visionary and transmitted from generation to generation by 
their families and followers (2 En. 33:5–9), are undoubtedly meant to resemble the 
very apocalypses that readers hold in their hands. The veracity of the knowledge 
revealed in heaven to the scribal visionary is in this case transferred to the earthly 
text, which offers an authoritative account of specific elements of revealed knowl-
edge. Ultimately, then, most early apocalypses do not demonstrate an interest in—
and, in some cases, are deeply wary of—inviting the reader to imitate the visionary’s 
journey, let alone to speculate about his private experience (reed 2005, 24–57).

several apocalypses in fact thematize their own status as publicly transmitted 
scripts that are to be read performatively before their audiences. such directions 
for public recitation are reminiscent of the prophetic representation of the oracular 
utterance as a “royal” decree issued by God. Thus, habakkuk announces, “the lord 
answered me and said: Write the vision; make it plain on tablets, so that a runner 
may read it. for there is still a vision for the appointed time; it speaks of the end, and 
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does not lie. if it seems to tarry, wait for it; it will surely come, it will not delay” (hab 
2:2–3; cf. Jer 36; bar 1). The prophet delivers the divine message to an audience, which 
must in turn respond to it properly. This pattern is perhaps most pronounced in the 
prologue to the new Testament book of revelation (1:1–8), which frames itself as 
well as the “letters” to the seven churches in asia that it contains (1:11, 2:1–3:22) as a 
prophecy to be read out loud: “blessed is the one who reads aloud the words of the 
prophecy, and blessed are those who hear and who keep what is written in it; for the 
time is near” (rev 1:3). revelation also constructs its seven “letters” as a collection of 
“proclamations” in the style of imperial edicts. The book thus imagines a communal 
setting in which a reader recites the text before an audience as public proclamation 
and as part of collective worship (aune 1997, 28–29, 126–30). similarly, the author 
of 4 Ezra stresses the transmission of the visionary’s writings to his contemporaries, 
although here the books are to be divided between those intended for the general 
community and those restricted to the “wise” (4 Ezra 14:19–26, 43–48). While most 
apocalypses do not index their performative function as divine messages intended 
for public recitation, this literature, broadly speaking, presents itself as texts to be 
read rather than ritual scripts to be enacted. it is, therefore, essential for scholars to 
recognize the fundamental difference between the practices of writing and public 
recitation that inform the discourse of textuality in the apocalypses, on the one hand, 
and ritual practices intended to induce ecstatic or mystical states of consciousness, 
on the other.

as we have noted, scholem sought to bridge the divide between the hekhalot cor-
pus and the early apocalypses in an effort to root the Jewish mystical tradition in the 
oldest stages of Judaism. scholars of second Temple Judaism and early Christianity, 
however, have most often begun with the analytical challenges presented by apoca-
lyptic literature and moved forward in time to hekhalot literature in search of support 
for their “experientialist” interpretations. stated differently, if hekhalot literature can 
be read as instructions for praxis aimed at achieving heavenly ascent, angelification, 
enthronement, and even divinization, then this corpus might serve as “background” 
to the mysticism of the early apocalypses. but two significant obstacles stand in the 
way of this comparative enterprise. first, like the apocalypses, hekhalot literature 
presents the scholar with the epistemological problem of moving from literary arti-
fact to embodied practice and experience. second—and perhaps more interest-
ingly—close attention to the specific rhetoric of writing, reading, and recitation in 
hekhalot texts reflects the significant historical developments in the textual culture 
of Judaism that had occurred in the course of late antiquity.

The hekhalot text that most closely resembles the earlier apocalypses is 3 (Hebrew) 
Enoch (§§1–80 in schäfer 1981 = Synopse; trans. alexander 1983). The introductory 
frame of this composition (Synopse §§1–3) employs technical vocabulary (e.g., hek-
halot = heavenly palaces) and characters (e.g., rabbi ishmael ben elisha the high 
Priest) characteristic of hekhalot literature. Yet, apart from its opening, the text 
is dominated by many of the central features of the apocalyptic genre, taking the 
form of a heavenly tour led by an angelic guide who reveals hidden knowledge 
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concerning the historical fate of israel (Collins 1979). Moreover, the text seems to 
be in dialogue with older enoch traditions and perhaps even incorporates textual 
materials from The Book of the Watchers (reed 2001). 3 Enoch, therefore, represents 
a kind of hybrid form, integrating motifs from hekhalot literature into the apoca-
lyptic form (himmelfarb 1988, 98; kuyt 1995, 161–63; boustan 2005, 43–45).

in light of the unusually dense use of apocalyptic forms in 3 Enoch, we ought not 
to be surprised that it is here, in this text, that we find the closest affinities to the 
conception of heavenly books characteristic of the earlier apocalypses. Thus, this 
rather atypical hekhalot text offers the following vision of the heavenly courtroom 
described by Metatron to rabbi ishmael:

above the seraphim is a prince . . . radweri’el YhWh is his name, and he is in charge 
of the archives. he takes out the chest of writings in which the book of records (sefer 
zikhronot) is kept, and brings it into the presence of the holy One, blessed be he. he 
breaks the seals of the chest of writings, opens it, takes out the scrolls and puts them in 
the hand of the holy One, blessed be he. The holy One receives them from his hand 
and places them before the scribes, so that they might read them out to the Great law 
Court which is in the height of the heaven of ‘aravot, in the presence of the heavenly 
household. (Synopse §43; trans. alexander 1983, 281–82)

Much like the heavenly courtroom scenes in several early apocalypses discussed 
above, this passage offers the visionary—and thus the reader—a glimpse into the 
process of divine judgment in which angelic scribes record the righteous and sinful 
deeds of humanity in books to be used at the time of final judgment. indeed, only 
several paragraphs later, 3 Enoch connects its vision of the heavenly courtroom to the 
(by then) authoritative version of such scenes in the book of daniel, explicitly citing 
the phrase “a court was held, and the books were opened” (dan 7:10).

such heavenly trial scenes and their interest in the scribal activities of God’s angelic 
courtiers are found virtually nowhere else in hekhalot literature, the other notable 
exception being the equally atypical “martyr-narrative” found in Hekhalot Rabbati 
(Synopse §§107–21). but, in both of these cases, these scenes are largely constructed 
from preexisting building-block materials found in either late rabbinic midrashim or 
contemporaneous hebrew narrative literature (boustan 2005, 182–97). Thus, despite 
the formal and thematic continuities between early Jewish and Christian apocalypses 
and early medieval texts like 3 Enoch, we find this pattern of similarity precisely in 
that strand of hekhalot literature least reflective of its novel emphasis on ritual tech-
niques for achieving proximity to the divine.

by contrast, in those strata of the hekhalot corpus that would seem to describe 
those forms of “mystical praxis” that some scholars wish to see behind the earlier 
apocalypses, we find a starkly different approach to such “textual practices” as writ-
ing, reading, and recitation. here, scholastic or scribal activity is no longer situated 
primarily in the context of the heavenly realms, but represents ritual techniques 
transmitted with a community of initiates. This novel discourse of ritual power 
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participates in the broader scribalization of Jewish “magic” in late antiquity (bohak 
2008, 183–96, 283–85). Moreover, this conception of the acts of writing or, in other 
cases, recitation as ritually efficacious likely reflects the emergent scholastic norms 
that were increasingly coming to define the nature of religious authority and ritual 
expertise in late antiquity (swartz 1996; Vidas 2013).

The detailed description of the “mystical” fellowship (ḥavurah) found at the heart 
of Hekhalot Rabbati (Synopse §§198–268) is perhaps the best-known articulation 
of this new emphasis on the transmission of esoteric knowledge as indispensable 
for successful access to the heavenly realms (schäfer 2009, 268–82). embedded at 
various points in this composite account are brief narrative vignettes that purport 
to describe the historical context in which the master of secret lore rabbi nehunya 
ha-Qanah transmitted this knowledge to his various disciples. scribal activities fig-
ure prominently within this imaginatively constructed social world.

as the narrative progresses, for instance, the reader learns that rabban simeon 
ben Gamaliel has accused his colleague rabbi ishmael of having failed to transmit 
from their master a key piece of information necessary for completing the heavenly 
journey, that is, the names of the angelic guardians of the last of the seven palaces 
that make up the divine realm (Synopse §238). Greatly distressed by this accusation, 
rabbi ishmael seeks out his teacher, rabbi nehunya ha-Qanah, who implies that he 
has waited until now to reveal these names because of their special potency (Synopse 
§§239–40). The master then reconvenes the disciples to whom he had taught most 
but not all of the necessary information, instructing them as follows:

“come stand on your feet, and each and every one of you—when the name of each 
[of the guardians of the seventh palace] goes forth from my mouth—kneel and fall 
upon your faces.” immediately, all the heroes of the fellowship and all the leaders of 
the academy came and stood on their feet before r. nehunya ben ha-Qanah. and 
(when) he speaks, they fall upon their faces, while the scribes record. (Synopse §240; 
our trans., following Ms Vatican 228; cf. T.-s. as 142.94 in schäfer 1984a, 76–81)

There are several notable features of this account that differ fundamentally from what 
we find in apocalyptic literature. instruction within the disciple-circle is imagined 
to be oral, in keeping with its fictionalized rabbinic setting. Moreover, the group of 
scribes (soferim) tasked with recording the master’s instructions appear to stand 
outside the inner circle of disciples. indeed, on the whole, hekhalot literature does 
not describe its rabbinic heroes as scribes or otherwise celebrate scribal identity, 
as do the early apocalypses (e.g., enoch as prototypical scribe). instead, this nar-
rative seeks to demonstrate that ritual prescriptions can be recorded in writing and 
thus preserved for posterity. The instructional materials that make up the rest of the 
ḥavurah-account are authorized not because they come from heaven, but because 
they successfully lead to heaven, as rabbi nehunya ha-Qanah’s own journey to the 
merkavah demonstrates.
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Other passages in the hekhalot corpus present this literature not so much as a tran-
scription of efficacious ritual techniques, but as texts to be recited. Thus, himmelfarb 
has argued that, for the creators of hekhalot literature, “[t] he actual performance 
of the acts is attributed to a mythic past, the era of the great rabbis of the Mishnah; 
recitation itself has become the ritual” (himmelfarb 1993, 113). The introductory 
framework of the poorly redacted text known as Hekhalot Zutarti exemplifies this 
particular “register” of ritual discourse.

if you wish to single yourself out in the world, so that the mystery of the world and 
the secrets of wisdom are revealed to you, recite this teaching (mishnah) and be care-
ful with it until the day of your passing. do not (seek to) comprehend what is after 
you and do not examine the sayings of your lips; (seek to) comprehend that which 
is in your own heart and keep silent, so that you may be worthy of the beauty of the 
divine chariot-throne (merkavah). be careful with the glory of your Creator and do 
not “descend” to it. but if you do “descend” to it, do not take enjoyment from it—your 
fate will be to be driven from the world. The glory of God: conceal the matter [Prov 
25:2, in adapted form], lest you be driven from the world! (Synopse §335; our trans., 
following Ms Oxford 1531)

according to this programmatic statement, most people will never merit direct expe-
rience of the divine; and even those few who, through correct practice and proper 
discipline, do successfully encounter the glory of God are enjoined to keep their 
heavenly knowledge secret, or suffer the consequences. but the text—part warning 
label and part advertisement—also integrates a promise of power into its threat of 
danger. knowledge of divine secrets and the power this knowledge confers are the 
fruit of ongoing and repeated engagement with hekhalot texts. The passage’s shrewd 
juxtaposition of the language of revelation with the rhetoric of secrecy is deftly cali-
brated to lend an air of authority and authenticity to the larger literature of which it 
is a part.

significantly, however, this passage does not instruct the reader to engage in any 
of the ritual practices that are otherwise so characteristic of hekhalot literature. The 
passage instead invests the very act of textual recitation with ritual power. The pas-
sage is thus striking for the way it points to the literariness of the hekhalot texts 
themselves. This self-reflexive gesture suggests that, in the course of its literary evolu-
tion, hekhalot literature took an interest in the potential ritual applications of its own 
textuality.

in this regard, hekhalot units like this one broadly resemble the introductory 
instructions for communal recitation found at the opening of the apocalypse of 
John. Yet there is no indication in apocalyptic texts that the public disclosure or read-
ing of their narratives will serve as a ritual technique for ascending to the divine 
realm. While both groups of texts often convey a similarly consoling message regard-
ing God’s abiding presence in heaven and his enduring concern for his people, it is 
difficult to locate in the early apocalypses a comparable interest in ritual practice 
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as a path for encountering the divine. Thus, even if we think it productive to study 
hekhalot literature through the analytical lens of mysticism—a matter very much 
open for debate—it seems wholly unwarranted to apply that category (even at its 
most expansive) to apocalyptic literature.

4. conclusion

This essay has highlighted and explored the persistent—and vertiginous—gap 
between the literary artifacts that make up apocalyptic and hekhalot literatures, on 
the one hand, and ritual practice and religious experience, on the other. We have 
suggested that accounts of continuity between the two corpora must be balanced 
by attention to differences in literary form and rhetorical aims. rather than begin 
with a priori assumptions about the essential nature of mystical thought and practice, 
comparative work ought to give due weight to the shifting institutional and cultural 
contexts that produced these literatures and to fine-grained analysis of the concep-
tual and formal features that characterize specific works.

Yet, provided that appropriate care is taken with the textual evidence, scholarship 
need not confine itself to formal literary analysis. as public and socially meaningful 
expressions of Jewish and Christian piety, all of the texts discussed in this essay emerged 
from and participated in the creation and maintenance of specific religious cultures. in 
that respect, they must be studied not only as more or less authoritative texts, but also 
in relation to nontextual forms of religious life. Thus, we ought neither pit texts against 
practice nor ignore the literary texture of written artifacts in the search for the “lived 
experience” that supposedly lies beneath their surface. The textual practices that pro-
duced these literary artifacts offer historians of ancient Judaism and Christianity pre-
cious evidence for the dynamic process through which authoritative traditions as well 
as the norms and aspirations they encode were made and remade in the course of their 
reception and transmission. The integration of formal textual analysis with attention to 
the entire range of nontextual forms of expression, such as public reading and recitation, 
regimes of ascetic discipline, and architectural contexts and iconographic programs, 
can help to account for the capacity of these textual traditions to endure over time.

Bibliography

alexander, Philip s. (1983). “3 (hebrew apocalypse of) enoch.” in Apocalyptic Literature and 
Testaments. Vol. 1 of The Old Testament Pseudepigrapha, edited by James h. Charlesworth, 
223–315. new York: doubleday.



Apocalyptic Literature and the Study of Early Jewish Mysticism   101

—— (2006). The Mystical Texts:  Songs of the Sabbath Sacrifice and Related Manuscripts. 
new York: T. & T. Clark.

andersen, f. i. (1983). “2 (slavonic apocalypse of) enoch.” in Apocalyptic Literature and 
Testaments. Vol. 1 of The Old Testament Pseudepigrapha, edited by James h. Charlesworth, 
91–221. new York: doubleday.

aune, david e. (1997). Revelation 1–5. nashville: Thomas nelson Publishers.
baynes, leslie (2012). The Heavenly Book Motif in Judeo-Christian Apocalypses, 200 B.C.E.–

200 C.E. leiden: brill.
bohak, Gideon (2008). Ancient Jewish Magic:  A  History. Cambridge:  Cambridge 

University Press.
boustan, ra‘anan s. (2005). From Martyr to Mystic: Rabbinic Martyrology and the Making of 

Merkavah Mysticism. Tübingen: Mohr siebeck.
boustan, ra‘anan s. (2007). “The emergence of Pseudonymous attribution in heikhalot 

literature:  empirical evidence from the Jewish ‘Magical’ Corpora.” Jewish Studies 
Quarterly 14: 18–38.

—— (2011). “rabbinization and the Making of early Jewish Mysticism.” Jewish Quarterly 
Review 101: 482–501.

Collins, John J. (1979). “introduction: Towards the Morphology of a Genre.” Semeia 14: 1–20.
de Certeau, Michel (1984). The Practice of Everyday Life. Translated by s. f. rendall. 

berkeley: University of California Press.
elior, rachel (2004). The Three Temples: On the Emergence of Jewish Mysticism. Translated by 

david louvish. Oxford: littman library of Jewish Civilization.
Gruenwald, ithamar (1980). Apocalyptic and Merkavah Mysticism. leiden: brill.
halperin, david J. (1980). The Merkabah in Rabbinic Literature. new haven, Conn.: american 

Oriental society.
himmelfarb, Martha (1988). “heavenly ascent and the relationship of the apocalypses and 

the hekhalot literature.” Hebrew Union College Annual 59: 73–100.
—— (1993). Ascent to Heaven in Jewish and Christian Apocalypses. new York: Oxford.
—— (2006). “Merkavah Mysticism since scholem:  rachel elior’s The Three Temples.” in 

Mystical Approaches to God: Judaism, Christianity, and Islam, edited by Peter schäfer, 19–
36. Munich: Oldenbourg.

huss, boaz (2007). “The Mystification of the kabbalah and the Myth of Jewish Mysticism” 
(hebrew). Pe‘amim 110: 9–30.

—— (2012). “The Theologies of the research of Jewish Mysticism.” in Jewish Thought and 
Jewish Belief, edited by daniel lasker, 33–54. be’er sheba: ben Gurion University Press.

idel, Moshe (1988). Kabbalah: New Perspectives. new haven, Conn.: Yale University Press.
—— (2005). Enchanted Chains:  Techniques and Rituals in Jewish Mysticism. los 

angeles: Cherub Press.
James, William (2012). The Varieties of Religious Experience. Oxford: Oxford University Press.
katz, steven T., ed. (1978). Mysticism and Philosophical Analysis. Oxford:  Oxford 

University Press.
king, richard (1999). Orientalism and Religion: Post-colonial Theory, India and “The Mystic 

East.” new York: routledge.
kuyt, annelies (1995). The “Descent” to the Chariot: Towards a Description of the Terminology, 

Place, Function, and Nature of the Yeridah in Hekhalot Literature. Tübingen: Mohr.
Mizrahi, noam (2009). “The supposed relationship between the Songs of the Sabbath Sacrifice 

and hekhalot literature: linguistic and stylistic aspects” (hebrew). Meghillot 7: 263–98.



102  Ra‘anan Boustan and Patrick G. McCullough

Morray-Jones, Christopher r.  a. (1992). “Transformational Mysticism in the 
apocalyptic-Merkabah Tradition.” Journal of Jewish Studies 43: 1–31.

—— (2002). A Transparent Illusion: The Dangerous Vision of Water in Hekhalot Mysticism. 
leiden: brill.

Mueller, James r. (1992). “abraham, Testament of.” in The Anchor Bible Dictionary, edited by 
david noel freedman, 43–44. new York: doubleday.

Myers, david n. (2008). “Philosophy and kabbalah in Wissenschaft des Judentums: rethinking 
the narrative of neglect.” Studia Judaica 16: 56–71.

nickelsburg, George W.  e. (2001). 1 Enoch 1:  A  Commentary on the Book of 1 Enoch, 
Chapters 1–36; 81–108. Minneapolis: fortress.

Orlov, andrei a. (20050. The Enoch-Metatron Tradition. Tübingen: Mohr siebeck.
Orlov, andrei, Gabriele boccaccini, and Jason Zurawski, eds. (2012). New Perspectives on 2 

Enoch: No Longer Slavonic Only. leiden: brill.
Proudfoot, Wayne (1985). Religious Experience. berkeley: University of California Press.
reed, annette Yoshiko (2001). “from asael and Šemihazah to Uzzah, azzah, and azael: 3 

enoch 5 (§§7–8) and Jewish reception-history of 1 enoch.” Jewish Studies Quarterly 
8: 105–36.

—— (2005). Fallen Angels and the History of Judaism and Christianity: The Reception of Enochic 
Literature. new York: Cambridge University Press.

rowland, Christopher (2010). “apocalypticism.” in Eerdmans Dictionary of Early Judaism, 
edited by John J. Collins and daniel C. harlow, 345–48. Grand rapids, Mich.: eerdmans.

rowland, Christopher, and Christopher r. a. Morray-Jones (2009). The Mystery of God: Early 
Jewish Mysticism and the New Testament. leiden: brill.

schäfer, Peter, ed. (1981). Synopse zur Hekhalot-Literatur. Tübingen: Mohr siebeck.
——, ed. (1984a). Geniza-Fragmente zur Hekhalot-Literatur. Tübingen: Mohr siebeck.
—— (1984b). “new Testament and hekhalot literature: The Journey into heaven in Paul and 

in Merkavah Mysticism.” Journal of Jewish Studies 35: 19–35.
—— (2009). The Origins of Jewish Mysticism. Tübingen: Mohr siebeck.
scholem, Gershom G. (1954). Major Trends in Jewish Mysticism. 2nd ed. new York: schocken.
—— (1965). Jewish Gnosticism, Merkabah Mysticism, and Talmudic Tradition. new York: Jewish 

Theological seminar of america.
schleiermacher, friedrich (1996). “second speech:  On the essence of religion.” in 

On Religion:  Speeches to Its Cultured Despisers, edited by richard Crouter, 18–54. 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

sharf, robert h. (1998). “experience.” in Critical Terms for Religious Studies, edited by Mark 
C. Taylor, 94–116. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.

smith, Jonathan Z. (1990). Drudgery Divine: On the Comparison of Early Christianities and the 
Religions of Late Antiquity. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.

—— (2004). Relating Religion:  Essays in the Study of Religion. Chicago:  University of 
Chicago Press.

smith, Margaret (1980). “The nature and Meaning of Mysticism.” in Understanding Mysticism, 
edited by richard Woods, 19–25. new York: image books.

swartz, Michael d. (1996). Scholastic Magic: Ritual and Revelation in Early Jewish Mysticism. 
Princeton: Princeton University Press.

Vidas, Moulie (2013). “hekhalot literature, the babylonian academies, and the tanna‘im.” 
in Hekhalot Literature in Context: Between Byzantium and Babylonia, edited by ra‘anan 
boustan, Martha himmelfarb, and Peter schäfer, 141–76. Tübingen: Mohr siebeck.



Apocalyptic Literature and the Study of Early Jewish Mysticism   103

Wolfson, elliot r. (1993). “Yeridah la-Merkavah: Typology of ecstasy and enthronement in 
ancient Jewish Mysticism.” in Mystics of the Book: Themes, Topics, and Typologies, edited 
by robert a. herrera, 13–44. new York: Peter lang.

—— (1994). Through a Speculum That Shines:  Vision and Imagination in Medieval Jewish 
Mysticism. Princeton: Princeton University Press.



ChaPTer 7

dreAmS And 
ViSionS in eArly 

JewiSh And 
eArly chriStiAn 

Apo cAlypSeS And 
Apo cAlypticiSm

franCes flannerY

dreams and visions appear in the majority of early Jewish and early Christian texts 
commonly identified as apocalypses. apocalyptic visionary materials elaborate on 
traditional functions of dreams and visions—imparting extraordinary knowledge, 
divine sanction, or healing—in a distinctive matrix of meaning. Through a dream or 
vision, the favored dreamer/visionary in apocalyptic literature gains special access to 
the presence of divine beings, receiving revelation that provides consolation about 
the present plight of the righteous.

in “apocalyptica,” (i.e., apocalypses and closely related texts, without reference to 
precise boundaries of the genre “apocalypse”; diTommaso 2007: 242), this special 
access to divinity is the result of an expansive use of “dream logic” or “vision logic,” 
in which the dreamer or visionary is freed from the temporal, spatial, and physi-
ological constraints of the ordinary world. apocalyptically oriented texts explore 
this freedom by creating new motifs of the oneiric and visionary experience, includ-
ing sweeping revelations of eschatological and/or primordial secrets (the tempo-
ral dimension), elaborate soul journeys or otherworldly journeys (the spatial and 
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physiological dimensions), and transformations of the dreamer/visionary into an 
angel (the physiological axis of reality).

apocalyptically oriented literature also stresses the intensity of oneiric/visionary 
experiences to a greater extent than do many antecedent and contemporary sources, 
save for a few influential biblical visionary examples, (isa. 6, ezek. 1–3, 8–10, 40–48, 
and Zech. 1–8). The potency of the dreamer’s or visionary’s experience is empha-
sized by including descriptions of strong physiological and psychological effects of 
the dream or vision, interactions with angelic messengers and interpreters of dreams 
and visions, and the performance of visionary rituals similar to those practiced in 
pagan incubation cults.

a significant trend in scholarship on early Jewish and Christian apocalyptic litera-
ture explores whether the oneiric/visionary descriptions reflect genuine experiences 
to some degree (diTommaso 2007: 263–65; stone 2011). such investigations mainly 
focus on resemblances between textual descriptions in apocalyptically oriented 
visionary texts and evidence from neurophysiology, psychology, and investigations 
of cultic practices from the ancient near east and Mediterranean world. by high-
lighting the importance of dreams and visions in apocalyptic literature, some schol-
ars have suggested that the origins of the apocalyptic worldview may lie in visionary 
practice.

dream and Vision traditions in the 
Ancient near east and mediterranean

While we post-freudians generally think of dreams and visions as private, subjec-
tive, false experiences much like hallucinations, ancient peoples did not. for them, 
dreams and visions constituted a privileged contact with the divine realm that tes-
tified to the veracity of the information relayed in the oneiric/visionary episodes. 
ancient near eastern and Mediterranean peoples held that divinely sent dreams 
and visions communicated factual truths about the future or otherwise unknowable 
information, such as matters pertaining to death, normally undisclosed realms like 
the underworld, and dispensations of the gods (butler 1998: 15–24). literary accounts 
of dreams and visions are well attested throughout cultures of the ancient near east 
and Mediterranean, as are incubation reports for royalty and priests. however, the 
source material for folk incubation in the ancient near east is rarer by comparison 
and depends on location. incubation was clearly practiced at Mari by nonroyalty, 
and dan’el practices incubation in the Ugaritic Legend of Aqht (butler 1998: 219–20). 
by the hellenistic age, dream incubation cults for healing and oracles that practiced 
visionary incubation flourished on both official and folk levels of society throughout 
the hellenistic empire (avalos 1995: 41–46).
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ancient near eastern and Mediterranean peoples viewed dreams and visions 
as existing on a continuum of hypnagogic, altered states of perception, all of which 
allowed one to “see” a divine reality that was not ordinarily perceptible. since dreams 
and visions were considered to be actual communications from the divine, one did 
not subjectively “have” a dream or vision, as we would commonly say. rather, in 
antiquity one “saw” a dream or vision, as one would see a thing that was objectively 
existent (butler 1998: 31, 36). for instance, in egypt, “a dream,” rswt, derives from 
the root rs “to awaken,” suggesting that a dream is something seen upon awakening 
during sleep, “or is perhaps the very state of being aware, while asleep” (szpakowska 
2003: 16).

some cultures thought of dreaming as an activity in which one hovered between 
sleep and waking, as conveyed by the akkadian term munattu, meaning something 
like “waking dream” and “early morning,” the time when one would be most apt to 
dwell between sleep and wakefulness (butler 1998: 32–33). some reports describe a 
“dream” seen while asleep, often in bed, while others specify that a “vision” is some-
thing seen while awake. Generally, however, ancient near eastern and Mediterranean 
cultures view these as closely related phenomena, and the terms are often used inter-
changeably within the same text to denote a hypnagogic state of visual perception 
of divine matters (butler 1998: 31–35; szpakowska 2003: 20). This is also true in the 
hebrew bible, when daniel expresses a visionary experience by grouping together 
the roots for “dream” ח.ל.מ, “to see” ר.א.ה, and “vision” ח.ז.נ, when the hero “saw a 
dream” (ḥēlem ḥăzāh) and “visions of his mind” (wĕḥezwê rēʾshēh) (dan. 7:1).

Oppenheim identified several categories of dreams in the ancient near east that are 
consistent across many cultures, including israel (Oppenheim 1956). These catego-
ries have influenced later scholars, with emendations (flannery-dailey 2004; husser 
1999; butler 1998: 15–20), although some note that the typology is not without impre-
cision (noegel 2001: 47). in the main, these dream types also obtain for literary and 
cultic materials of ancient Greece and rome (flannery-dailey 2004: 57–110; harris 
2009: 41–46). in a message dream a deity, or more rarely, a deceased person, appears 
and stands by the head of the dreamer to impart a clear, readily understandable mes-
sage. although these highly standardized, culturally constructed dream types may or 
may not reflect the content of actual dreams, many extant ancient near eastern mes-
sage dream reports in historical texts purport to be genuine records of dreams seen 
by important men, especially kings, priests, and heroes. such records may function as 
propaganda (Oppenheim 1956: 186; noegel 2001: 47–49). in a variety of Greek types 
of literature, both men and women receive message or “epiphany dreams” that feature 
deities or the dead as messengers (harris 2009: 41–44).

Symbolic dreams required decoding by an expert such as a priest or priestess, both 
to provide an interpretation and for apotropaic purposes. extant professional Dream 
Books for egypt, babylon, and assyria organized real people’s dreams into thematic 
categories, with accompanying interpretations (noegel 2001: 51; butler 1998: 97–102). 
symbolic dreams are more prevalent in Mesopotamian sources than are message 
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dreams and appear mostly in epic literature, as opposed to historical records (noegel 
2001: 49). The majority of dreams recorded for women in the ancient near east were 
symbolic dreams (Oppenheim 1956: 186–90), although men had them as well (butler 
1998: 19).

Vision types seem to parallel these traditional dream types, including message 
visions, in which a deity appears in order to impart a clear message, and symbolic 
visions, consisting of symbols that require deciphering by an expert. Other visions 
in literature are more straightforwardly oracular, such as in the Odyssey when the 
mantis Theoclymenus foresees Penelope’s suitors spattered in gore (Ody. 15.525–34). 
in such cases, the seer does not interpret his own vision (flower 2004: 78).

Oppenheim also identifies another category, the Wecktraum or “waking dream,” 
a kind of liminal hybrid between a dream and vision (Oppenheim 1956: 189). in this 
dream type, a deity or representative of the deity (such as a minor god) appears and 
utters the dreamer’s name in order to wake him/her, so that the message may con-
tinue plainly in a visionary waking state. such categories are helpful for illustrating 
the diachronic development of certain literary forms and concepts but should not be 
viewed rigidly, since  dreams and visions overlapped in antiquity.

Taken as a whole, the divinely sent dreams or visions that appear in cultic and 
literary materials of the ancient near east and Mediterranean, including both 
prose and poetry from Greece and rome, function in surprisingly consistent ways. 
divinely sent dreams and visions impart extraordinary knowledge (usually of the 
future), dispense healing (or the converse, illness), or convey divine sanction for the 
dreamer/visionary (or the opposite, divine punishment) (flannery-dailey 2004: 38, 
53, 76, 93; noegel 2001: 55). since dreams and visions communicated divine mes-
sages, dream interpreters of some cultures also engaged in other kinds of divination. 
in Mesopotamia, the same priest or priestess appears to have been responsible for 
dream interpretation as for libanomancy, necromancy, augury, and other divination 
(flannery-dailey 2004: 30–32; noegel 2001: 54).

Two important traits distinguish dreams and visions of the ancient near east and 
Mediterranean on the one hand, and the hebrew bible on the other. Whereas the 
ancient near east and Greco-roman sources sometimes portray the Underworld 
or the God of dreams as the source of dreams, the hebrew bible only portrays God 
as the source (butler 1998:  22; noegel 2001:  55). also, ancient near eastern and 
Mediterranean sources rarely portray the deceased as messengers in dreams, but the 
hebrew bible never does (hasan-rokem 1999: 214; flannery-dailey 2004: 27–28, 49, 
65–67, 90–93). a few exceptions appear in later non-canonical Jewish literature (e.g., 
2 Macc. 15), but a grave unease with any communication with the dead still generally 
stands even in late second Temple Judaism.

The singular case of ovot or necromancy in the hebrew bible, wherein the medium 
of endor conjures an apparition of the dead prophet samuel, may or may not have 
been considered to be a vision and thus deserves special consideration (1 sam. 
28:3–23). hasan-rokem interprets this scene as an apparition marked by a strange 
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sensory separation in which only the conjuror sees the dead figure, while the client 
saul can only hear the ghost (hasan-rokem 1999: 214–15). however, since necro-
mancers “chirp and mutter” (isa. 8:19) and “inquire on behalf of the dead” (deut. 
18:9–12), saul may be “hearing” samuel through the medium’s voice, channeled in 
a divinatory perceptual mode distinct from a regular vision (1 sam. 28:13–14). in 
any case, the hebrew bible considers the practice of necromancy to be illicit (e.g., 
isa. 19:3), distinguished from divinely sent dreams, and forbidden by saul, even as 
he himself seeks it out in a desperate moment (1 sam. 28:6-9). Perhaps this is one 
reason why Genesis and daniel take pains to distance israelites’ mantic wisdom of 
true dream interpretation from foreign practices of magic (noegel 2001: 55; e.g., 
Gen. 40–41, dan. 2, 4).

incubation, or the ritualistic attempt to provoke divinely sent dreams or visions, 
particularly by sleeping in a sacred space, is well attested for kings in a range of 
ancient near eastern cultic sources, including the sumerian king Gudea, the hittite 
king Murshili, the baylonian king nabonidus, the akkadian king naram-sin, a 
priest in the stead of the assyrian king assurbanipal, and the egyptian king sethos 
(Oppenheim 1956: 188–250; leibovici 1959: 80–81; flannery-dailey 2004: 35; for an 
exception at Mari, butler 1998: 17). The account of king solomon of israel incubating 
a dream at the shrine at Gibeon places him squarely in this tradition (1 kings 3:5–15; 
cf. husser 1999: 172–75).

in Greece, incubation dream cults existed at least by the sixth century b.C.e., 
preceded by even earlier oracles, such as those of amphiaros and Trophonius 
at lebadeia, which also practiced incubation (Wacht 1998: 184–87). dream and 
vision incubation cults rose in popularity in the fifth century b.C.e., and by the 
hellenistic era, they filled the empire (harris 2009: 41; betz 1983: 577). in fact, 
asklepios alone was worshipped at hundreds of cultic sites in the hellenistic 
world; at many of these sites supplicants could sleep in the hopes of obtain-
ing a dream of this god of healing and mantic wisdom, or at least a dream of 
his companion dog or totemic snake (lidonnici 1995; avalos 1995). at rome, 
asclepius was worshipped for at least six centuries (renberg 2006: 88), well into 
late antiquity.

The hebrew bible shares much with the dream and vision traditions of the ancient 
near east, including the types of dreams and visions as well as the belief that they are 
genuine communications from the divine. in pre-exilic biblical texts, message and 
symbolic dreams are usually short and simple in nature (e.g., Gen. 37:5–9, 46:4; 1 sam. 
3:2–15; num. 22:9–13), and the place incubation is likewise basic (e.g., 1 kings 3:5–15). 
some symbolic visions in the hebrew bible are closely related to divination, such as 
when ordinary objects are infused with a new, divinatory meaning in prophetic texts 
such as amos 8:1–3 (niditch 1980:12–18).
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dream and Vision traditions in the 
early Jewish and christian Apocalyptic 

literature

biblical visions resemble apocalyptic dreams and visions in several ways,  including 
the relative length of the vision report, the close attention to sensory perception, the 
detail of the scene—especially of the interaction with angels—and the indication of a 
visionary transport that allows the prophet to see extraordinary scenes unfolding in a 
divine locus. although isaiah 6 stems from the assyrian period, it shares these features 
with three postexilic biblical texts that deeply influence apocalyptic visionary tradi-
tions: ezekiel 1–3, 8–10, 40–48; Zechariah 1–8; and daniel 7–12. ezekiel and daniel 
impressively expand on the theme of visionary transport in complex ways that also 
allow access to the divine throne, while Zechariah describes intricate visions in which 
the seer encounters angelic figures of a variety of types (niditch 1980:73–175, 215).

early Jewish and Christian texts of the hellenistic and roman periods, includ-
ing examples from the apocrypha, Jewish and Christian pseudepigrapha, Qumran 
scrolls, and several texts in the new Testament, share a deep interest in dreams and 
visions with these passages from isaiah, ezekiel, daniel, and Zechariah. This fasci-
nation is apparent in the number of dreams and visions, their complexity, and their 
elaboration on earlier motifs.

all of the early Jewish texts identified as apocalypses in Semeia 14 prominently 
 feature dreams or visions, including “The book of the Watchers” in 1 En. 1–36; “The 
book of the heavenly luminaries” in 1 En. 72–82; “The dream Visions” in 1 En. 83–90; 
The “apocalypse of Weeks” in 1 Enoch 93; 91:12–17; “The Parables of enoch” in 1 En. 
37–71; dan.; 2 Bar.; 3 Bar.; 4 ezra; Apoc. Abr.; 2 En.; Greek T. Levi, T. Abr., Apoc. Zeph., 
and Jubilees (J. J. Collins 1979: 28; 2001: 28). Twenty of twenty-four commonly identi-
fied early Christian apocalypses also contain dreams or visions, including texts such 
as Apoc. Peter, Shep. Hermas, 5 Ezra, Test. Isaac, Apoc. Paul, and Apoc. Mary. however, 
the book of revelation has by far been the most influential on a global, historical 
scale (a.Y. Collins 1979: 104). numerous other texts in the “apocalyptica” also con-
tain dreams or visions, including several texts from Qumran (4QEn., 4QAram. Levi; 
4QVis. Amram, 1QGen. Apocry., 4QJub., 11Q Targ. Job, 4QBk. Giants, 4QVis. Sam.), 
other Jewish pseudepigrapha (e.g., “The epistle of enoch,” esp. 1 En. 106, 108) and sev-
eral texts of debatable provenance (e.g., T. Napht., add. esther, T. of Job, Jos. and Asen. 
and Ezek. Trag). notably, only a handful of Gnostic apocalypses contain dreams or 
visions (Dial. Sav.; Apoc. Paul; Zost.; P.S. IV; Apoc. Peter; and Allog.); in the remain-
ing Gnostic apocalypses, revelation occurs by way of epiphanies, (fallon 1979: 148), a 
distinction that may be significant.
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like the hebrew bible, early Jewish and early Christian apocalypses viewed dreams 
and visions as genuine communications with the divine realm. Oftentimes, a dream 
acts as a cushion to ease a seer into an angelic theophany by means of an angelic 
“Wecktraum” (e.g., 4 ezra 6:35–7:2; 2 En. 1:3–10). by contrast, the relative absence in 
Gnostic apocalypses of dreams and visions may in itself be a claim about the Gnostic 
hero’s advanced capacity for absorbing revelation. he or she is not “asleep” (a com-
mon Gnostic metaphor for ignorance), nor even in need of an altered state, when 
meeting a divine being and gaining gnosis/knowledge.

as throughout the ancient near east and Mediterranean, early Jewish and 
non-Gnostic Christian apocalypses use the vocabulary for dreams and visions inter-
changeably. The nouns for “dream” and “vision” illustrate this interrelationship, as 
follows:  for example, hebrew (ḥălôm, ḥāzôn, ḥizzāyôn, rarely maḥŏzeh, marʾȃ), 
aramaic (ḥēlem, ḥelmāʾ, ḥĕzû, ḥezwāʾ), syriac (ḥelmo, ḥlem, ḥezwon, ḥezwono), Ge’ez 
(ḥelm), Greek (ὀνείρος, ὂναρ, ἐνύπνιον, ὁράματι, ὅραμα, ὓπαρ, κατʾ ὂναρ), and latin (som-
nium, visionis, visiones somniorum). some early Jewish texts do employ the verb “to 
dream” (hb. ḥālam, syr. ḥlam), but as in the rest of Mediterranean antiquity someone 
in an apocalypse usually sees a dream or vision: hebrew (wāʾerʾeh beḥāzôn), Ge’ez 
(reʾiku ba-rāʾey), Greek (ὄνειρον ἐθεάσατο), latin (vidi somnium).

transformations of Visionary 
traditions in the Jewish and christian 

Apocalypses

While sharing many features of dreams and visions with other ancient cultures, early 
Jewish and early Christian apocalyptic texts also transform the three traditional narra-
tival functions of dreams and visions in a particular fashion: seers who gain or possess 
divine favor receive extraordinary knowledge (an eschatological or cosmological revela-
tion) that provides emotional/psychological healing and, often, national consolation for 
israel. The accent on physical healing through dreams and visions, quite pronounced 
in the therapeutic dream cults of the ancient hellenistic Mediterranean, mostly falls 
away (save for the occasional strengthening by an angelic touch), largely to be replaced 
by psychological consolation on behalf of the righteous / israel / the Church.

an example from 4 ezra aptly illustrates the experiential role that dreams and 
visions play in imparting extraordinary knowledge, divine sanction, and psychologi-
cal healing in apocalypses. for the first half of 4 ezra, ezra grieves deeply over israel’s 
fate, as well as the fate of most of humanity, lamenting: “because of my grief i have 
spoken; for every hour i suffer agonies of heart” (e.g., 4 ezra 3:1, 5:20, 34; cf. 9:23–27). 
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after various incubation rituals, ezra sees several angelic message dreams in which 
Uriel imparts revelation, yet he remains as depressed as ever (4 ezra 9:14).

The angel gives him new vision incubation instructions: to eat special flowers in a 
sacred field. in his resulting dream vision he sees a mourning woman representing 
Zion who subsequently gives rise to an eschatological city. This overwhelms him, 
but Uriel awakens him in a classic Wecktraum and gives him a healing touch to help 
him arise (4 ezra 10:8–33). ezra subsequently undertakes a visionary tour of the city, 
a numinous eschatological reality, after which he receives two more symbolic dream 
visions that impart extraordinary knowledge through experiential confirmation of 
Uriel’s earlier revelations (4 ezra 9:26–56, esp. 55). The Most high explains to ezra 
that “You alone have been enlightened about this,” clearly implying that God has 
bestowed his divine sanction on ezra through the dreams and visions (4 ezra 13:54). 
it is the visionary experiences of the eschatological buildings that ezra tours (stone 
2007), as well as the potent impact of his subsequent symbolic dreams (flannery 
2012), that result in ezra’s eventual consolation and psychological healing on behalf of 
the righteous, who are assured an eschatological reward. as a result, ezra progresses 
from lying on his bed in total depression to walking around and praising God for his 
wonders (4 ezra 13:57).

as this example shows, early Jewish and Christian apocalypses often stress that 
dreams and visions are profound, transformative experiences. in large measure, this 
depends on the full use of a “dream logic” or “vision logic” that erases ordinary tem-
poral, spatial, physiological, and epistemological limits for the experients.

in the ancient near east and Mediterranean, a dream or a vision typically predicts 
the future life of the dreamer or visionary; rarely, it may predict the immediate future 
of the nation. however, in apocalypses, the full suspension of temporal constraints on 
the dreamer/visionary results in extraordinary knowledge that is temporally cosmic 
in scope. sweeping temporal revelations might include the revelation of primordial 
secrets (e.g., 1 En. 70:4), information about the nature of the periods throughout the 
whole course of history (e.g., 1 En. 14:1–7; 2 Bar. 53:1–12, 56:1–16), and most often, 
eschatological revelations.

The total suspension of spatial constraints and physiological limits in apocalyptic 
dreams and visions means that apocalyptic dreamers/visionaries can travel to remote 
regions of heaven and earth without physical limitations (e.g., 1 En. 13:7–36:3; 4 ezra 
7:78–101; T. Levi 3:1–8; 4QEnoch; Greek T. Levi 2–5, 8–10; 4Q Aram. Levi frag. 1, col. 
ii; rev. 4:1–2). in other words, they are able to travel to angelic realms, as enoch 
says: “the [angels] took me and led me away to a certain place in which those who 
were there were like a flaming fire . . . and i departed for where no flesh walks” (1 En. 
17:1–7).

This suspension of spatial and physiological limits results in complex otherworldly 
journeys in some apocalypses. The scope and detail of enoch’s otherworldly journey 
in “The book of the Watchers” far exceeds earlier near eastern and Mediterranean 
otherworldly journeys (e.g. Vision of the Descent of Ishtar, Plato’s Myth of Er), and even 
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outstrips ezekiel’s tours, prefiguring Cicero’s Dream of Scipio. in 1 Enoch 14, enoch 
the dreamer rises through space and the stars, ascending through multiple layers of 
heaven that are probably rooms in the heavenly hekhal. he describes in detail the 
appearance of each level and his interaction with angels, at last drawing near to the 
holy of holies itself to receive a divine commissioning (1 En. 14:8–16:4). his dream 
journey does not conclude with this ascent; angels then lead him in an elaborate 
dream journey around hidden parts of the earth, including eden, the underworld, 
and the edges of space, all of which are described in stunning detail for almost twenty 
chapters (1 En. 17:1–36:3).

in some apocalyptically oriented texts, dreamers and visionaries explicitly trans-
form into angels, another means of overcoming physiological limits (2 En. 22:8–10; 
T. Levi 8:2–19; Morray-Jones 1992, 1993; cf. Zech. 3:4–5). in the Testament of Levi, the 
patriarch dreams and ascends through the heavens, as he is gradually transformed 
into a priestly angel capable of dwelling there (T. Levi 8:2–17). similarly, in 2 Enoch, 
enoch has a dream that announces his subsequent ascent to heaven, where he is 
transformed into an angelic scribe (2 En. 22:8–11). a. segal’s suggestion that Paul 
thought of himself as ascending to heaven as an “angelic alter-ego” should be viewed 
in the light of these examples (segal 2007: 19).

another way in which apocalypses stress the experiential impact of the revelatory 
dream or vision is through vivid descriptions of the bodily impact made on the seer. 
frequently, the dreamer or visionary trembles or shakes; at the conclusion of the 
dream-vision he might “lay there like a corpse” (4 ezra 5:14, 10:30) or “lay sick for 
many days” (dan. 8:27). The formulaic “swoon-touch-stand” episode in apocalypses 
shows a dreamer or visionary swooning from the force of the experience and an angel 
touching him (always a he) and thereby strengthening him so that he may stand again 
(e.g., dan. 8:17–18; 4 ezra 5:15, 10:29–31). This “touch” motif may draw on iconog-
raphy and cultic descriptions of the actions of asklepios, the “physician god” who 
sometimes heals an ill incubant through touch. however, in the apocalyptic formula 
the ailment occurs as a result of the overwhelming visionary experience itself.

apocalypses also stress the strong affective impact that dreams and visions make. 
The visionary or dreamer may become severely frightened during or after the expe-
rience (e.g. dan. 7:28; 2 Bar. 53:12), be strangely comforted (T. Levi 5:7), or become 
confused about the nature of the visionary experience: “whether in or out of the body 
i do not know” (2 Cor. 12:1–3). in the Ladder of Jacob, a Jewish or Christian text of 
unknown provenance, the dreamer explains that a former dream enabled him to be 
brave when encountering an angel in a subsequent vision: “the vision which i had 
seen in my dream was more terrible than he. and i did not fear the vision of the angel” 
(Ladd. Jac. 3:4–5).

The apocalypses frequently portray a dreamer or visionary as interacting with 
angels. early Jewish and Christian dreams and visions replace the traditional priestly 
role of the symbolic dream interpreter with the interpreting angel or angelus inter-
pres, a character that was developed as early Zechariah 1–8. as a heavenly figure with 
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immediate access to the divine realm, the angelus interpres can provide the seer with 
a superior interpretation of a dream or vision (e.g. dan. 7:16).

in addition, apocalypses often highlight the dreamer or visionary’s intense expe-
rience of seeing the divine messengers of their revelations, which stands in contrast 
to biblical descriptions of dream messengers. since in the ancient near east divine 
beings impart messages in dreams (Oppenheim 1956: 189–90), in the hebrew bible 
“God/elohim/el” or “YhWh” similarly fulfills this role (e.g., Gen. 15:12–21, 20:3–7, 
26:24, 31:24; num. 22:9–13, 22:20–21; 1 sam. 3:2–15; 1 kings 3:5–15; flannery-dailey 
2004:  42–45). Given the biblical prohibitions on divine iconography (e.g. exod. 
20:4, 33: 20), biblical dreams do not describe God/YhWh’s appearance. in the rare 
instances in which an angel acts as the main dream messenger in biblical dreams (and 
not as an interpreter, as in daniel 7:16), a description of the angel’s appearance is simi-
larly absent. an “angel of God” speaks once to Jacob in an auditory message dream, in 
which a voice is heard but no form appears (Gen. 31:10–13), a vague “spirit” glides past 
eliphaz to deliver a message (Job 4:12–21), and a messenger or angel (mal’ak) simply 
wakes elijah in a Wecktraum and tells him to eat food and to drink (1 kings 19:5–7).

apocalypses instead seem to follow biblical visions that describe visionary mes-
sengers as an important part of the revelation. isaiah’s vision of “my lord (adonai)” 
(isa. 6:1) includes a brief description of the lord’s skirts and of the seraphs (isa. 6:2–7). 
Postexilic biblical visions go even farther. The overwhelming content of some of the 
ezekiel’s visions includes not only the appearance of the merkabah and its angels 
(ezek. 1–3, 8–10), but also the description of the accompanying messenger of ezekiel’s 
revelations, variously identified as “the kavod of YhWh” (e.g., ezek. 1:28), “the kavod 
of the God of israel” (e.g. ezek. 8:4, 10:18), “the word of YhWh” (e.g., ezek. 3:16; 6:1; 
7:1; 11:14; 12:8, 17, 21), “the lord YhWh” (e.g., ezek. 5:5, 11; 7:5), “the spirit (ruach) 
of YhWh” (e.g., ezek. 11:5), and the “hand of YhWh” (e.g., ezek. 3:22). The vision 
in Zechariah 1:8 contains an intriguing depiction of the “angel of YhWh” (mal’ak 
YHWH) as a “man, mounted on a bay house, standing among the myrtles in the 
deep” (Zech. 1:8). This “man standing among the myrtles” functions briefly as a 
visionary messenger who also aids the angelus interpres, who in turn explains vision-
ary symbols to the prophet (e.g., Zech. 1:11–2:2).

in their vivid descriptions of angels, it is thus the biblical visionary traditions, and 
not the biblical dream traditions, that seem to have profoundly influenced the dreams 
and visions of early Jewish and Christian apocalyptica (niditch 1980:215). in addition 
to YhWh and adonai, here angels serve as dream messengers (e.g., 2 En. 37:1; T. Abr. 
7:5; 2 en. 1:3; Ladd. Jac. 3:4; dan. 7:9, 13, 8:15, 9:21), and vivid descriptions of the angels 
constitute a major revelation, as in ezekiel and Zechariah. apocalyptic dreams and 
visions detail the angels’ names, appearances, activities, sounds, and even descrip-
tions of their clothing (e.g., T. Levi 8:1; L.A.B. 9:10; dan. 10:5, 12:6–7; flannery-dailey 
2004: 122–24). The pre-eminent example is perhaps the book of revelation, which 
begins with a spectacular description of a visionary messenger, the “one like a son of 
man” (e.g., rev. 1:12–17). 
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While certainly reflective of a general rise in angelology in hellenistic Judaism 
and Christianity, this phenomenon should also be seen as part of a larger trend to 
emphasize the experiential nature and intensity of apocalyptic revelations by relating 
the dreamer/visionary’s potent sensory impressions. The growing popularity of incu-
bation cults and oracles in the ancient near east and Mediterranean world from the 
fifth century b.C.e. onward, which featured the appearance of a god as the pinnacle 
of the oneiric/visionary/oracular experience, may have also influenced this empha-
sis on seeing the divine messenger in Jewish and Christian apocalyptic dreams and 
visions.

as compared with the hebrew bible (1 kings 3:5; 2 Chron. 1:5), early Jewish and 
Christian apocalyptic texts reflect a strong interest in dream incubation. They por-
tray incubation in multiple sacred spaces, including the ruins of the Jerusalem 
Temple (2 Bar. 34:1; cf. mass incubation at the Temple in Josephus’s Ant. 11:326–27), 
the Temple at shiloh (L.A.B. 23:1), antediluvian altars (2 En. 69:3), and the field where 
the eschatological Temple will be revealed (4 ezra 9:26–27). in addition, apocalypti-
cally oriented texts describe precise incubatory rituals, including mourning, weep-
ing, praying, chanting, fasting, ingesting sacred foods, and sacrifice. The descriptions 
of these practices accurately reflect dream incubation and visionary activity that was 
widespread across many social circles in the ancient Mediterranean, especially at 
hundreds of cultic sites of asklepios (lidonnici 1995; flannery-dailey 2004: 99–105). 
some apocalypses are even set in the same location as Greek incubation cults 
(nickelsburg 2001: 238–47). furthermore, early Jewish and Christian apocalyptically 
oriented texts also mention other ancient near eastern and Mediterranean prac-
tices associated with the conclusion of successful dream or vision incubation. These 
include recording the visionary episode or nullifying its negative aspects by writing 
it down, requesting interpretations of symbolic dreams and visions from a proper 
interpreter, sacrificing animals, praying, and dedicating oneself to promoting the god 
(flannery-dailey 2004: 153–64).

trends in Scholarship on dreams and 
Visions in the Apocalypses

Of the texts identified in Semeia 14 as apocalypses, dreams or visions impart revela-
tion in 100% of the early Jewish apocalypses (J. J. Collins 1979: 28, with the emenda-
tion of the whole of Jubilees, Collins 2001: 28), 83% of early Christian apocalypses 
(a. Y. Collins 1979: 104), and less than a third of the Gnostic apocalypses (fallon 
1979: 148). accordingly, numerous scholars have recognized the profound role that 
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dreams and visions play in the apocalyptic literature of early Judaism and (non-
Gnostic) Christianity (J. J. Collins 1979: 6; esp. rowland 1982: 9, 14–17; rowland 
2006:  33–54; Wolfson 1994:  29; Carmignac 1979:  3–33; Carmignac 1983:  163–70). 
dreams and visions are so integral to apocalypses that flannery proposes that “apoc-
alypse” could fruitfully be considered to be an eschatologically oriented subgenre of 
a larger corpus of visionary or revelatory literature (flannery-dailey 2004: 276–77; 
2006: 246). in this approach, the apocalypses portray dreamers or visionaries who 
overcome the normal limits of time, space, and/or physiology in order to gain access 
to the divine presence and perspective, which experientially imparts eschatologi-
cal and cosmic solutions that redress the present plight of the righteous (flannery-
dailey 2004: 272–76; 2006: 241).

a major focus of scholarship has been whether and to what extent any “actual” 
visionary activity lay behind the dreams, visions, and other altered states that are 
subsequently stylized in apocalyptically oriented literature (stone 2003:  167–80; 
stone 2011: 92–96, 104; rowland 1983). notably, insights have come from studies of 
neurobiology, since some neurological stimuli and effects recorded for altered states 
of consciousness closely resemble those described in apocalyptic visionary litera-
ture (Merkur 1989; segal 1990, 2004; Pilch 2011; shantz 2009). improved scientific 
understandings of the physiological and psychological mechanisms of genuine 
visionary activity shed increasing light on the personal and collective experiences 
behind the stylized reports of dreams and visions in apocalypses. for example, in 
his psychoanalytic investigation of the apocalypticists, dan Merkur shows that the 
motifs of mourning and praying to incubate dreams and visions, so prevalent in the 
apocalypses, are in fact effective techniques in inducing ecstatic alternate visionary 
states. This leads him to conclude: “it is . . . untenable that ancient authors, writing 
fictions, could have invented a psychological syndrome that anticipated superego 
theory so very well. The theoretic coherence of their visionary practice is a testament 
to its reality” (Merkur 2004: 343; see also stone 2011: 104; a. Y. Collins 1996: 17–19; 
Tiemeyer 2008).

Two program units of the society of biblical literature, namely, the sbl religious 
experience in early Judaism and early Christianity program unit (flannery, 
Werline, and shantz 2007; Werline and shantz 2012), and the sbl early Jewish 
and early Christian Mysticism Group, now the esotericism and Mysticism in 
antiquity unit (deConick 2006), have stimulated recent investigations on experien-
tial elements of the apocalyptic visionary traditions (e.g., segal 2004: 322–50, segal 
2006: 27–40; rowland 2006: 41–56; davila 2006: 105–26; Morray-Jones 2006: 145–78; 
flannery-dailey 2006: 231–48; fletcher-louis 2007: 125–46). Pauline studies contin-
ues to serve as a lightning rod for some groundbreaking work on visions and religious 
experience, given that the only autobiographical account of a visionary altered state 
by an early Jewish or Christian apocalyptic thinker is Paul’s account in 2 Corinthians 
12:1–4 (e.g., engberg-Pedersen 2007: 147–58; lietaert Peerbolte 2007: 159–76; segal 
2007: 19–40; shantz 2007: 193–205; shantz 2009). Collective support in the academy 
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for these endeavors and the methodological rigor of the new approaches suggest that 
exploration of the experiential elements of visionary and oneiric apocalyptic texts in 
early Judaism and Christianity will continue. Cross-disciplinary methods will likely 
feature prominently, drawing on neurobiology, ritual studies, and cross-cultural 
ethnographies.

A Suggestion for the Search for 
Apocalyptic origins

Multiple lines of evidence suggest that genuine visionary practice, or at least famil-
iarity with visionary practice, probably lies at some level behind the production 
of the early Jewish and Christian apocalypses and closely related texts (flannery 
2012: 63–67; 2004: 153–64).

first, there are close parallels between rituals in apocalyptically oriented visionary 
texts and ancient near eastern and Mediterranean incubation cults (flannery-dailey 
2004: 153–64). second, numerous studies have explored the close coherence between 
contemporary neurophysiological studies on altered brain states and descriptions in 
the apocalyptic visionary traditions (e.g., shantz 2009; segal 2004). Third, scholars 
have noted that genuine psychological mechanisms appear to be at play in the descrip-
tions of the activities of apocalyptic seers, with correspondences that are too close to 
explain other than by genuine familiarity (Merkur 2004: 343; stone 2011: 91–109; a. Y. 
Collins 1996: 18–19).

This evidence speaks to what barr calls “the world behind the text” (barr 2006: 85), 
which in this case appears to be apocalyptically framed visionary practice. h. d. betz’s 
earlier investigation of the Oracle of Trophonius sketches one way in which mythol-
ogy developed from visionary practice. betz showed that the language of oracular 
mythology grew out of oracular dialogues derived from originally short oracular 
inquiries. eventually, in a time of crisis, eschatological versions of the mythology 
became attached to older Greek oracles and mystery cults (betz 1983: 577–96).

in a similar vein, israelite/Jewish visionary circles may have practiced simple 
dream and vision incubation, framing their experiences around various pseudepi-
graphic heroes whom they retrospectively cast as model visionaries. by the postexilic 
era, certain members of the visionary circles began to express their practices from this 
“world behind the text” in writing, through an emerging visionary, religio-political 
Zeitgeist articulated through the literary convention of an expanded, stylized dream/
vision report crafted into a narrative (e.g., ezek. 1–3, 8–10; Zech. 1–8). With the rise of 
hellenistic Judaism and by the time of the “book of the Watchers,” Jewish dream and 
visionary traditions included a genre “apocalypse” with a coherent “world within the 
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text.” in this literary setting, a pseudepigraphic hero sees a dream or vision that allows 
him to transcend previous temporal, spatial, physiological, and purity limits, thereby 
gaining access to the divine presence and an eschatological and cosmic perspective 
that solves some present plight.

in the ancient “world in front of the text” of audience reception of the apocalypses, 
the stress on multiple aspects of the literary dreamer or visionary’s intense experi-
ences functioned imaginatively to create a vivid experience for audience members, 
whether or not the readers/hearers were practitioners themselves (aune 1986: 89; 
flannery 2012). Whether “really” experienced, partly experienced and partly imag-
ined, or wholly imagined but based on familiarity with visionary activity, the apoca-
lyptic dreams and visions were thereby able to bring the audience imaginatively into 
the visionary’s experiential world, as well as to impart revelation that carried divine 
authority (a. Y. Collins 1986: 7). This ability to convince the audience experientially 
through relating dreams and visions greatly added to the popularity of apocalyptic 
literature and furthered its propagation, even reaching into our own contemporary 
“world in front of the text.”
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the Apocalyptic literary genre and 
Social-Scientific interpretation

an interest in “apocalyptic” texts goes back to the early nineteenth century and 
experienced a surge of interest several decades ago that was stimulated especially 
by klaus koch (1972), Paul hanson (1975) and Christopher rowland (1982). (see the 
survey by diTommaso 2007a and 2007b). The existence of this volume, however, 
testifies to a widespread recent view among scholars of biblical and extra-biblical 
texts that it makes sense to speak of “apocalyptic literature” as a literary genre. at its 
root this means that there is a group of texts extant from the ancient Mediterranean 
world with certain characteristics to which the word “apocalypse” can appropriately 
be applied. The primary effort to identify those characteristics originated in the 
apocalypse Group within the broader society of biblical literature Genres Project 
in the mid-1970s and culminated in 1979 with the publication of Apocalypse: The 
Morphology of a Genre, edited by John Collins. although Collins offered a detailed 
taxonomy of this genre, he also proposed that, at the most general level,
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“apocalypse” is a genre of revelatory literature with a narrative framework, in which 
a revelation is mediated by an otherworldly being to a human recipient, disclosing a 
transcendent reality which is both temporal, insofar as it envisages eschatological sal-
vation, and spatial insofar as it involves another, supernatural world. (1979: 9)

While refined by Collins subsequently and although details are disputed, this defi-
nition has provided a useful focus for subsequent discussion. This is not to deny, 
however, that it has attracted some probing critiques. lester Grabbe (2003) argues 
that it is not so easy to differentiate apocalyptic texts from others, especially pro-
phetic texts. richard horsley criticizes the definition as “highly abstract” and as 
constituting a “macro-genre” that is of questionable usefulness in relation to texts 
“from widely different times and circumstances,” especially when some of these 
texts are composites of other genres (2010: 5–6). More limited issues involve its mix-
ing of formal and substantive elements, the use of the term “eschatological,” which 
is problematic in its vagueness and because it presupposes modern views of time 
(esler 2003: 251–60) and the extent to which worlds mentioned in these texts are 
always “supernatural.” in spite of these criticisms, the idea of apocalypse as a genre 
remains a useful one for analyzing a group of texts that do share, in varying ways, 
some striking characteristics. These include works by Judean authors such as vari-
ous parts of 1 enoch and daniel, 4 ezra, 2 baruch and the apocalypse of abraham 
and others written by Christ-followers, such as the apocalypse of John and a num-
ber of apocryphal texts.

My aim in this essay is to explain how social-scientific ideas and perspectives have 
and will shed new light on some of these apocalyptic texts, by critically reviewing the 
course of this project since the mid-1970s and also by charting some future direc-
tions. While the notion of apocalypse as a genre is accepted for this purpose, my 
preference (in line with davies 1989: 253) is not to employ “apocalyptic” as a noun or 
“apocalypticism.” both of these expressions move away from the idea of literary genre 
so as to include an approach to understanding the content of these texts that is more 
appropriately dealt with in other ways, especially those that involve the social sci-
ences. in particular, social-scientific research into “millennialism” provides a helpful 
mode of analysis for the content of these texts.

social-scientific interpretation is an area of historical criticism that came into 
existence in the 1970s and involves utilizing ideas from anthropology, sociology, 
and social psychology to investigate the original meaning of biblical texts. it has 
two broad dimensions. first, it poses new questions to biblical and extra-biblical 
texts that are based upon rigorous investigation of social reality rather than on our 
implicit assumptions about how societies work. second, it allows us to organize the 
answers to those questions, to “draw lines between the dots,” in ways that, once again, 
depend upon the disciplined examination of social phenomena rather than on our 
own unexamined prejudgments. (for an explanation of social-scientific interpreta-
tion see elliott 1993a.)
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in 1984 John Collins published the first edition of a work that has rightly exer-
cised considerable influence in the field: The Apocalyptic Imagination. While not 
himself essaying a social-scientific approach in the book, Collins acknowledged 
(1984: 29) that sociological and anthropological models “may well prove to be illumi-
nating” and also correctly noted that their valid use “must presuppose an adequate 
literary understanding of the apocalypses” (cf. revised and expanded version, Collins 
1998: 37). We must be wary of erecting any false dichotomy between a social-scientific 
interpretation and a literary reading since the social sciences repeatedly raise ques-
tions that can only be answered through a careful literary examination, while some-
times the social sciences themselves will have relevance to literary issues. in the essay 
that follows i will proceed by first reviewing the contribution of the social sciences 
to our understanding of apocalyptic texts so far and then indicate areas for possible 
future development.

early insights: the Sociology of 
Knowledge, Sectarianism, and 

millennialism

apocalyptic texts featured prominently in the methodological ferment that accom-
panied the widespread acceptance of the social sciences into biblical research in the 
1970s. This meant that new ideas and perspectives derived from social-scientific 
research into contemporary contexts could be applied to biblical texts in socially 
realistic ways.

The sociology of knowledge, with its commitment to the study of the dialecti-
cal relationships between ideas/knowledge and social structures, influentially 
expounded in Peter berger and Thomas luckmann’s The Social Construction of 
Reality: A Treatise in the Sociology of Knowledge (1966), provided key insights and 
legitimation for the whole project of social-scientific biblical interpretation. berger 
and luckmann showed that it was not just Marxists who could probe the connections 
between ideas and social forms.

around that time a body of ethnographic research was also appearing that 
explored the responses of indigenous peoples to the disturbances caused by colo-
nization. These included Peter Worsley’s The Trumpet Shall Sound (1957), the col-
lection of essays edited by sylvia Thrupp, Millennial Dreams in Action (1962), and 
kenelm burridge’s New Heaven, New Earth (1972). The interaction between native 
people and european colonizers or invaders usually meant some form of relative 
or absolute deprivation for the former as colonial rule was imposed (aberle 1962). 
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Military defeat or the introduction of Western technology and customs resulted in 
the erosion of traditional lifestyles and a disruption of local culture. in this context, 
forms of social and religious expression appeared among the indigenous people that 
looked forward to the imminent transformation of the present unfavorable situation, 
the removal of the invader, and the restoration of traditional lands. anthropologists 
referred to these movements as “millennial” or “millenarian.” Particularly dramatic 
examples were the “cargo cults” of the south Pacific, typified by the Vailala madness 
of Papua (Williams 1976). This movement, so called because of the dramatic affec-
tive states of its adherents, broke out in the Vailala district of Papua in about 1919. its 
adherents subscribed to a myth that told how a steamer was about to arrive bringing 
the ancestors and a cargo of tobacco, calico, knives, axes, food, and so on. some ver-
sions included the feature that the steamer contained rifles to expel the europeans 
from Papua. Yet the United states had experienced a millennial movement in the 
nineteenth century, in the form of the two Ghost dances among native american 
indians, in 1870 and 1890 (Wilson 1973: 292–306; brown 1991: 431–36). The followers 
of the dance were waiting for their lives to be transformed in the face of ever increas-
ing white encroachment and oppression. Their beliefs were captured in a futurist 
myth that they enacted in a dance. This told how a cataclysm was about to occur that 
would eliminate white people and their civilization forever, while a select few indians 
would then experience a new age, characterized by the arrival of a messiah figure, and 
the return of the ancestors and game.

in the same period, the study of sectarianism, some of it based on the ethnogra-
phy of millennialism just mentioned, was being actively pursued by sociologists like 
the british researcher bryan Wilson (1961; 1973). ideas from both the sociology of 
knowledge and sectarianism were briefly but deftly applied by Wayne Meeks in his 
groundbreaking 1972 article on the man from heaven in John.

exploring Apocalyptic texts in 
a Sociology of Knowledge and 

Sectarian perspective

in this context, in 1975, Paul hanson’s The Dawn of Apocalyptic was published. hanson 
argued that the origins of the “apocalyptic eschatology” that appears in texts from the 
second century bCe lay in israelite traditions extending back to the pre-exilic period 
and was not a late, foreign import. his concern was thus not with apocalyptic texts 
themselves but with writings such as second and Third isaiah, ezekiel, haggai, and 
Zechariah 9–14. hanson’s book is a sociology-of-knowledge enterprise in connecting 



Social-Scientific Approaches to Apocalyptic Literature   127

texts to the changing political, religious, and social realities of israel, especially by 
explaining them in terms of a tension between the central authorities (“church”) and 
those who diverged from them (“sects”). in executing this aim he makes explicit and 
creative use of the thought of great sociologists such as Max Weber, karl Mannheim, 
Talcott Parsons, and ernst Troeltsch in relation both to the sociology of knowledge 
and of sectarianism (hanson 1979: 211–17 et passim).

One of bryan Wilson’s important contributions to the sociology of sectarianism 
had been to argue, in Magic and the Millennium (1973), that sects always manifested 
some form of tension with the “world.” here “world” could mean a mother religion or 
society at large, so that each sect exhibited some response to the world that expressed 
what its members found unacceptable about the existing order through the beliefs, 
values, and behaviors they proposed in its stead. The seven responses (which were 
ideal constructs used for comparison and not a set of pigeonholes) that he identified 
were: conversionist, revolutionist, introversionist, manipulationist, thaumaturgical, 
reformist, and utopian. Wilson’s typology was heavily influenced by Third World 
religious movements, some of them millennial in nature. These roughly accorded 
with his “revolutionist response,” the adherents of which maintained that only the 
destruction of the existing social order, through some supernatural agency, could 
save mankind and that such salvation was imminent (Wilson 1973: 23).

These ideas provided a stimulus for much reflection on biblical texts, on the basis 
that israel or Judaism represented the “world” that elicited various sectarian responses. 
John elliott utilized Wilson’s seven-part typology of sectarianism to interpret 1 Peter 
(1982: 73–78), an approach i followed in relation to explaining the communicative 
strategy in luke-acts in 1987. in relation to apocalyptic texts, stephen reid also made 
use of Wilson’s sectarian typology, but for some reason not the ethnographies of mil-
lenarianism, in a book on enoch and daniel published in 1989. reid described the 
typology and later applied it to daniel and parts of 1 enoch. he did so in a rather 
undeveloped manner (1989: 19–22), which was not surprising at that early point in 
the development of social-scientific interpretation. Thus he considered (1989: 52 and 
68) that the apocalypse of Weeks (1 enoch 93:1–10; 91:11–17) exhibited a response to 
the world that one could safely designate as “utopian,” as did the animal apocalypse 
(1 enoch 85–90). On the other hand, he viewed daniel 7–8 and 10–12 as “represent-
ing” the revolutionist response (1989: 77, 87, 104, 117, and 121). This seems more likely, 
but one still misses the use of the type in a detailed comparative exercise on the text, 
not just a blank assertion that the data “represents” the type. Particular millennial 
movements may, in fact, be comparable to more than one of Wilson’s types.

in 1993 i proposed an approach to the book of revelation and to a number of 
“Jewish” apocalyptic texts (daniel 7 and 8 and 10:1–12:4, 4 ezra) that fixed upon the 
extent to which they represented responses to “political oppression” (either by the 
seleucids or by rome). To that extent they referred to events that were paralleled by 
the manner in which many modern indigenous peoples have also been subject “to the 
yoke of foreign oppression” (esler 1993: 183). as far as daniel was concerned, i argued 
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that although its perspective was millennial (or “revolutionist” in bryan Wilson’s 
typology), it was not possible to claim it was written for a millennial movement, since 
it seemed to reflect a group of educated people unhappy with the situation who pur-
ported to speak for faithful israel (dan 11:31–35). a central feature of the argument 
was that whereas texts written in close proximity to the removal of antiochus iV 
epiphanes, notably daniel 7–8 and 10–12, could be fruitfully compared with mil-
lennialist ethnographies, the response of Judeans to the situation after 70 Ce repre-
sented in 4 ezra was very different. here Wilson’s “introversionist” response offered 
useful comparative material. This response to the world regards it as irredeemably 
evil so that salvation can only be achieved by withdrawal from it, which leads to the 
establishment of a separated community preoccupied with being saved in the pres-
ent, even if some future realization is posited (Wilson 1973: 23–24).

bryan Wilson’s introversionist sectarian response, coupled with ideas on cognitive 
dissonance developed by leon festinger (1957) and r. b. abelson (1968), formed 
the basis for a social-scientific reading of 4 ezra, a reading that also acknowledged 
the truth of John Collins’s warning mentioned above that such an exercise required 
adequate literary understanding of the work in question (esler 1994c: 111). 4 ezra 
was written some thirty years after the sack of Jerusalem and the destruction of the 
Temple by Titus and his legions in 70 Ce, but its Judean author adopts a dramatic time 
of composition thirty years after the babylonian capture of Jerusalem in 587 bCe. The 
author is struggling with the cognitive dissonance produced by trying to reconcile 
these catastrophic events (eloquently recounted in 4 ezra 10: 21–22) with theologi-
cal views on the election of israel and the role of the Temple in the life of the people. 
appropriate anthropological resources were found in two nineteenth-century phe-
nomena having interesting parallels with this situation: the ringatu church among 
the Maoris in new Zealand, who recently suffered military defeat at the hands of 
the british, and the religion of handsome lake among the iroquois, who had seen 
their traditional way of life fragmented due to alcohol, disease, and loss of land occa-
sioned by the spread of european settlements. both adopted responses to experience 
that can usefully be compared with bryan Wilson’s “introversionist” response. The 
ringatu church adopted a policy of ethnic isolation, whereas the iroquois opted for 
“the acceptance of a separate way of life, and the quiet fulfillment of ethical obliga-
tions” (Wilson 1973: 396; esler 1994c: 114). The reassertion of the law, which is so 
prominent at the end of 4 ezra, is helpfully comparable with these strategies: “The 
law provides a mode of behaviour which will ensure the continued existence of a 
Jewish people and a Jewish identity at a time when the Temple, the other institution 
once central to that identity, lies in ruins” (esler 1994c: 127). Central to the literary 
achievement of the work, finally, is the manner in which the orderly discussion con-
cerning God’s justice begun between ezra and the angel and continued in his advice 
to a woman is overshadowed by her awesome metamorphosis into a city, which 
induces a moment of defamiliarization that allows him to see what he did not know. 
Understanding comes when rational discourse gives way to vision.
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Apocalyptic texts in a millennial 
perspective

an influential early attempt to apply millennial ideas to apocalyptic texts came in John 
Gager’s 1975 book Kingdom and Community: The Social World of Early Christianity. 
This was a trailblazing and open-spirited work where the author pioneered a number 
of social-scientific perspectives that would later be widely taken up by other scholars 
as the approach took off. Gager was inspired by an essay published by his colleague 
sheldon isenberg the previous year proposing that the Qumran community was a 
“millenarian” movement. he argued (1975: 20–37 and 49–57) that earliest Christianity 
could also be understood in such a manner and that the apocalypse of John illus-
trated the attainment of “millennial bliss” through myth. a few years later, in 1979, an 
important conference on “apocalypticism” was held in Uppsala, sweden, and papers 
from the proceedings were published in 1983, edited by david hellholm. some of the 
contributors, such as Wayne Meeks (1983) and George nickelsburg (1983), utilized 
social-scientific ideas in their essays. no doubt partly prompted by this conference, 
interest in applying the ethnography of millennialism to biblical and extra-biblical 
apocalypses continued into the 1980s and 1990s, as described by duling (1994). This 
continuing interest is evidenced in robert Jewett’s case for the Pauline church in 
Thessalonika being “millenarian” (1986) and lester Grabbe’s argument for the broad 
relevance to apocalyptic texts of the visions of handsome lake, a prophet among the 
seneca indians who founded the Gai’wiio’ (“Good Word”) movement in about 1800 
(1989).

daniel 7 provided significant data for an investigation using millennialism (esler 
1994b). The comparative examples chosen were the Vailala madness, the Ghost 
dance, and the migrations of the Tupi-Gurani tribes of brazil. some of these migra-
tions, described by rene ribeiro (1962), occurred in the precolonial period and pro-
vided a warning against regarding millennial movements as always driven by some 
form of relative or absolute deprivation. nevertheless, for the people of israel dur-
ing 167–164 bCe there was a form of deprivation in that they were, to use a phrase 
of sheldon isenberg (1974: 29), in various degrees “denied access to the redemptive 
media” of Temple and Torah (although i now find this too “religious” an explanation; 
see below). This challenge elicited a variety of responses, from the armed resistance of 
the Maccabees (not dissimilar to the Maori hau hau movement of the 1860s) to the 
generation of visionary narratives of future events as in daniel 7. Yet while antiochus 
iV epiphanes could be discerned in the text, in relation to the imagery of the fourth 
beast and the horn, it was necessary to respect the literary characteristics of the text 
and to avoid any crude one-for-one decoding by letting such features function as 
the metaphors they were. numerous explanations exist for the primary referent(s) 
for “one like a human being” in dan 7:13 and for the holy ones in dan 7:21–22 who 
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were attacked by the beast but ultimately vindicated (Goldingay 1989: 159–82; Collins 
1993: 304–10; 313–17). following a line of reasoning probably more current among 
british than north american–based commentators (such as Collins and Goldingay), 
it was argued that the primary reference of the holy ones was to israelites and not 
angels and that the figure in dan 7:13 was a corporate image for those israelites and 
not for a messiah, angelic or otherwise. daniel 7 thus represented an example of mil-
lennial mythopoiesis having the function of reassuring the audience of the vision 
“that another order of reality exists and that the terrible events of their present and 
recent past are occurring within a context controlled by heavenly forces who will 
ultimately restore the fortunes of the holy ones” (esler 1994b: 107).

Perspectives on millennialism (and relative and absolute deprivation) were central 
to stephen Cook’s 1995 investigation of the “proto-apocalyptic” texts ezekiel 38–39, 
Zechariah 1–8, and Joel. This work represents the most sustained use of millennial-
ism (which is delivered in the course of making a strong argument) in the field. Cook 
has gathered a large amount of data on a considerable number of movements he 
labels “millennial.” While it would have been helpful if he had carefully modeled what 
he meant by that term—if he had not prioritized synthesis of the material so much 
over its analysis—in general he is interested in groups from a wide variety of settings 
that look forward to a coming and dramatic transformation of the world. so much 
data has he amassed that he is able to offer a useful typology of the phenomenon. This 
consists of six types for the purposes of the classification differentiated on the basis 
of whether the movement arose in groups that were “central” to society or “periph-
eral” to it, whether the phenomenon appeared in a culture disturbed by contact with 
another culture or not and, in the former case, whether it appeared among those 
who were colonizing or those being colonized (Cook 1995: 57). it is also unfortunate 
that he invests “apocalyptic” with a substantive content rather than just relying on it 
as a literary genre, in spite of the fact that he notes that Philip davies “makes a good 
argument for confining the term apocalyptic to a literary category and using the term 
millenarian or millennial, a recognizable social-scientific category, for the associated 
social construct” (1995: 29; citing davies 1989: 253).

Whereas most interpreters have focused on peripheral groups in settings disturbed 
by foreign control or colonialism (especially where various forms of “deprivation” are 
present), Cook’s interest lies in groups associated with central power, such as the 
israelite priesthood, even when exogenous disturbance was not a significant factor. 
he draws comparative material from a number of millennial groups from elite posi-
tions in various societies and downplays the role of deprivation in their genesis. This 
latter dimension may be overplayed. On the one hand, the notion that deprivation 
does not always feature in millennial movements is not new, as can be seen in the case 
of the precolonial brazilian tribe, the Tupi-Gurani, mentioned above. On the other 
hand, absolute or relative deprivation is sometimes part of the causative matrix of a 
millennial movement, in a large number of cases in colonial settings for example, and 
should be incorporated into any explanation where it is a factor. nevertheless, when 
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he comes to apply millennial perspectives to his chosen biblical texts, in a way that 
also grapples with existing secondary literature and employs close textual analysis, 
Cook produces significant new readings. Prophecy and Apocalypticism is an accom-
plished instance of social-scientific interpretation.

mediterranean Anthropology

The enterprise of applying ideas and perspectives from Mediterranean anthropol-
ogy to biblical texts began with the publication of bruce Malina’s The New Testament 
World in 1981. The primary role of honor in Mediterranean value systems has been 
used to explain how certain apocalyptic texts, especially 2 baruch, respond to the 
tremendous dishonor occasioned to israel and israel’s God by the sack of Jerusalem 
in 70 Ce. in short, they generate a counterdiscourse that reaffirms God’s honor (esler 
1995). Thus baruch explicitly raises his concern for God’s “great name” in light of the 
fact that idolatrous enemies have polluted the Temple (2 baruch 5:1), only to have 
God reassure him that “My name and my glory shall last unto eternity” (5:2). Towards 
the end of 2 baruch there is even a description of how the last hostile ruler will be 
bound and carried to Mount Zion, there to be convicted of his deeds by the anointed 
One and killed (40:1–3). This is an obvious parody of the roman triumph, not least 
that of Titus in 71 Ce to celebrate his capture of Jerusalem in the previous year. Titus’s 
triumph had involved Judean captives and culminated with the death of the Judean 
leader simon bar Giora. There is a remarkable aureus extant in the flavian Iudaea 
capta coinage series actually portraying Titus in his triumphal chariot preceded 
by a fettered Judean apparently trudging to his death (esler 1995: 255–58; see 253, 
 illustration 11 for a drawing of this coin). a triumph was a status elevation ritual for 
the victorious general and a status degradation ritual for the vanquished.

another aspect of the turn to Mediterranean anthropology has been the devel-
opment of an interest in magic, sorcery, witchcraft and witchcraft accusations, evil 
eye beliefs, and so on in contemporary and ancient Mediterranean cultures, includ-
ing among Judean and Christ-following communities. The resources used here also 
embrace anthropological work on witchcraft from beyond the Mediterranean such 
as Max Marwick’s Sorcery in Its Social Setting (1965), Mary douglas’s Witchcraft 
Confessions and Accusations (1970), and George Murdock’s Theories of Illness (1980). 
John elliott published an essay in 1993 exploring how certain data in the Johannine 
apocalypse reflected such issues. elliott was particularly concerned with the word 
pharmakeia (“sorcery”) and its cognates in rev 9:21, 18:23, 21:8, and 22:15. he showed 
how the author shared assumptions in his environment concerning magic but argued 
that his God displays the greatest magic of all, which empowered his loyal followers 



132  Philip F. Esler

to remain faithful and to share the final victory of the forces of evil (1993b). shortly 
afterwards i developed this approach by arguing that the apocalypse leveled a power-
ful witchcraft accusation against rome itself, with the statement at rev 18:23―“and 
all the peoples of the earth were deceived by your sorcery”―being merely the point 
where this theme burst to the surface (esler 1994d). having aligned my position with 
recent scholarship arguing against roman oppression being a problem for the author’s 
addressees, when the real issues seemed to be internal to the communities of asia 
Minor, the question arose of why rome was then included in a powerful cycle of myth 
in the text in league with satan. an answer was found in comparison with an aspect 
of witchcraft accusations among groups such as the navaho and the lugbara, who lay 
the blame for internal misfortune upon witches or sorcerers beyond their boundaries. 
Portraying rome as a sorcerer functioned to clarify and maintain the identity of the 
communities in response to an internal drift towards ennui and disintegration.

empire, resistance, and ethnic identity

Much recent work on the apocalypses construes them as a literature of resistance to 
imperial oppression. Yet the idea that apocalypses are a form of resistance literature actu-
ally goes back fifty years, to samuel k. eddy’s book, The King is Dead, as recently noted 
by John Collins (2011: 1). When i observed some twenty years ago, however, that daniel 
and 4 ezra were texts where Judean authors “sought to situate the realities of imperial 
domination within the larger framework of divine justice and israel’s election using the 
apocalyptic genre” (esler 1993: 195), i was reflecting the beginnings of what has since 
become an explosion of interest in the role of empire in relation to the Christ-movement 
in the first century Ce (for example horsley 1997 and Carter 2006) and also, to a lesser 
extent, the Judeans in the pre–Common era. accompanying this has been a growing 
utilization of research by social scientists, especially James C. scott (whose work strad-
dles anthropology and politics), into the ways in which subaltern peoples, peasants in 
particular, resist domination (scott 1976, 1985, 1990, and 2009).

There is no denying that rome features in certain Judean apocalyptic texts, such 
as 4 ezra, 2 baruch, and the apocalypse of abraham (esler 2005), while the seleucid 
kings ruling from antiochus iV epiphanes are referred to in others. This is an area 
that has long attracted some attention from social-scientific viewpoints, including 
those derived from millennial and sectarian perspectives (Gager 1975; desilva 1992; 
esler 1993). One must begin to wonder, however, whether the current concentrated 
focus on empire is now becoming somewhat exaggerated, and will soon need to share 
the billing with other concerns. in Christ and Caesar (2008) seyoon kim has attacked 
what he regards as the excessive alignment of Paul and luke with anti-imperial 
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themes among biblical scholars, but has been criticized for doing so in a way that is 
too theologically driven and pays insufficient attention to recent research by scholars 
following the imperial/resistance theme. from a sociology of knowledge viewpoint, 
on the other hand, the interest in empire among many Us biblical critics seems to 
reflect a dislike in certain quarters of american foreign policy during the presidency 
of George W. bush (2001–2009), while also providing scholars a framework within 
which to summon biblical support for moral positions they take on certain political 
and social phenomena. The major issue is whether the concentration on empire is 
to the detriment of other significant issues in apocalyptic texts, in particular that of 
ethnic identity. before considering two works that apply social-scientific ideas, with 
varying degrees of success, to the connection between “empire” and apocalyptic lit-
erature, we must mention the recent turn to ethnicity.

Identity Matters was the title of a recent book on ethnic and sectarian conflict 
(Peacock et al. 2007). and so it does. The critical question of identity in this discussion 
relates to the people whom our ancient Greek sources call Ioudaioi (latin: Iudaei) or 
Israēlitai. Until a decade or so ago these were widely regarded as “Jews,” predominantly 
meaning adherents to a religion “Judaism.” More recently various researchers have 
begun insisting that the Ioudaioi/ Israēlitai were members of an ethnic group. in 1969 
a new era in the social-scientific study of ethnic identity began with the publication 
of an essay by fredrik barth, who rejected the “primordial” approach that regarded 
ethnic groups as constituted by the possession of a set of cultural features. in his view, 
their sense of themselves as a group interacting with other groups came first and that 
cultural indicia (which frequently changed over time) were deployed, as a boundary, 
to express that group identity. Thus ethnicity became a field of ascription and iden-
tification that groups used to organize their relationships with other groups. Yet this 
still left hanging the question of what distinguished ethnic groups from other groups. 
barth himself provided a partial answer to this question by stating (1969: 13) that an 
ascription of someone to a social category was ethnic in character “when it classifies 
a person in terms of his basic, most general identity, presumptively determined by his 
origin and background” (emphasis added). since this was very general, there was still 
needed a reasonably limited repertoire of features that, if they were to cohere with 
barth’s ascriptive and interactive approach, had to be diagnostic and not constitutive 
of ethnic identity. John hutchinson and anthony smith answered this need in 1996:

(a) a common proper name to identify the group;
(b) a myth of common ancestry;
(c) a shared history or shared memories of a common past, including heroes, 

events and their commemoration;
(d) a common culture, embracing such things as customs, language and religion;
(e) a link with a homeland, either through actual occupation or by symbolic attach-

ment to the ancestral land, as with diaspora peoples; and
(f) a sense of communal solidarity (hutchinson and smith 1996: 6–7).
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in this description, it is notable that religious issues form part of a larger, ethnic iden-
tity. such a picture can be seen in northern ireland, where the dominant identities 
are ethnic: Unionist and nationalist. The religious dimension, Protestant or roman 
Catholic, forms part of these more inclusive identities, although it can often be a very 
prominent feature (Mitchell 2005, 2006a, 2006b). While the focus in this essay are 
groups in which religious issues are embedded in a larger ethnic identity, it is pos-
sible to have social situations where ethnic identity and religion intersect, rather than 
the latter forming part of the former. an example occurs in the netherlands, where 
Turkish Muslims who have migrated to that country have varying degrees of attach-
ment to Turkish vis-à-vis dutch ethnicity (Verkuyten and Martinovic 2012). These 
examples show that the ethnic and religious dimensions of a group are distinct issues 
although the latter is sometimes embedded in the former, while sometimes intersect-
ing with it. another feature of recent research into ethnic identity that is applicable to 
the ancient Mediterranean world is ethnic conflict (horowitz 1985; eller 1999; Caselli 
and Coleman 2006), in which struggles over possession of territory often play a deci-
sive role (Toft 2003).

When applied to data from the period 250 bCe to 100 Ce, this approach to ethnic 
identity (where “religious” issues form part of a larger whole) allows us to recognize, 
especially from the picture clearly delineated in the Contra Apionem of Josephus, that 
the Ioudaioi/Israēlitai are best understood as one ethnic group among a large number 
of such groups in the Mediterranean. all of those mentioned in the Contra Apionem 
(bar a few anomalous cases, like the hyksos) are named after their homeland, so 
that it is an unacceptably exceptionalist position to translate Ioudaioi as anything 
other than “Judeans.” religious issues, however, were very important to this ethnic 
group, just as they are to some other modern ethnic groups, such as the Unionist 
and nationalist communities of northern ireland. similar to smith and hutchinson’s 
fourth criterion—a common culture—Josephus outlines in this text the broad cul-
ture of the Judeans, focusing on the Mosaic heritage and referred to with terminol-
ogy such as katastasis or politeuma (“constitution”), or epitēdeumata (“institutions”), 
while the nomoi (laws and customs) and eusebeia (the proper attitude toward 
and worship of God), fall within this broad category (esler 2009: 84). To speak of 
“Judaism,” rather than Judean ethnic identity, highlights one aspect (mainly ethical 
and cultic beliefs and observances) of a larger identity at the expense of recognizing 
the whole. similarly, to cite a new Testament example, the word Ioudaismos in Gal 
1:13 and 14 should not be translated “Judaism” but “Judean tradition” in recognition of 
its denoting part of a larger Judean ethnic identity, not a religion. Yet it is not enough 
to maintain that ethnic identity is the more inclusive category for the peoples men-
tioned by Josephus, with “religious” aspects embedded in it. in addition, it should be 
added that “religion” itself as we understand it did not exist as a phenomenon in the 
ancient Mediterranean world (smith 1962). in particular, modern notions of religion 
(more common, admittedly, in europe than the United states) as largely private, and 
separate from the realms of politics and family, are hard to find in the ancient world 
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(smith 1962; Malina 1986). for my initial presentation of this argument (except for 
Mitchell’s articles), see esler 2003: 7–12 and 59–74. Very similar points to mine now 
form the argumentative framework of Mason 2007. for more recent essays, see esler 
2007, 2009, and 2011).

richard horsley’s Revolt of the Scribes: Resistance and Apocalyptic Origins (2010) 
investigates responses to the hellenistic and roman empires in a wide range of second 
Temple Judean apocalyptic literature. focusing on the central role of Judean scribes 
in the creation of these texts, he discerns in them the outline of a coherent movement 
of critique, defiance, and resistance to tyrannical regimes. he argues that the tales in 
daniel, for example, provided Judean scribes with a model for how they could balance 
the conflicting demands of their duties as officials in the imperial service and their 
commitment to Judean traditions, demands that could easily clash with one another 
(2010:  33–45). in charting this course he employs the occasional social-scientific 
perspective, but does not adopt an explicitly social-scientific approach. Thus James 
C. scott’s Domination and the Arts of Resistance (1990) aids him in illustrating how 
Judean scribes could have helped maintain the “hidden transcript” of their people 
away from the dominant transcript of the imperial power (2010: 44). indeed, one 
senses his adherence to the “resistance” agenda throughout the book. Yet no attempt 
is made to model either of his key concepts—“empire” or “resistance”—in the system-
atic fashion that characterizes social-scientific interpretation. nevertheless, except on 
a few occasions throughout the book, horsley uses the word “Judean” and not “Jews” 
to designate the people in question. he also rightly opposes the idea of “Judaism” 
as a stand-alone religion during the seleucid and Maccabean period and rejects the 
explanation of the crisis facing israel in the period after 275 bCe as a “religious per-
secution” (2010: 4–5 and 21). These features probably indicate his recognition that 
the identity in question is ethnic (which often includes a religious dimension) and 
not religious. Yet ethnic identity is not considered in detail in the book, nor are the 
consequences of a shift to ethnicity, which are fundamental, explored in it. This may 
explain why he continues to employ the notion of a “hellenizing” reform during the 
reign of antiochus iV epiphanes (2010: 25), even though that concept will not sur-
vive an investigation that is open to the full consequences of the turn to ethnicity. The 
main problem with the notions of “hellenizing” is that it is too bound up with the 
notion that a religion, “Judaism,” was being put at risk during this period, rather than 
a broader, ethnic identity, of which what we might call “religious” dimensions formed 
part. The same considerations apply equally to explanations of what was happening 
as “religious assimilation” or “religious apostasy,” as we will now see.

in Apocalypse against Empire:  Theologies of Resistance in Early Judaism (2011) 
anathea Portier-Young argues that a number of Judean apocalyptic texts contain 
“theologies of resistance” to the state oppression and terror of the seleucid empire. 
a real strength of the book is the way she repeatedly deploys recent research by clas-
sical scholars to help her cast fresh light on numerous features of these apocalyptic 
texts. Portier-Young also brings to bear on her chosen texts a body of theoretical 
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perspectives, many of them social-scientific. These mainly comprise perspectives 
on resistance, including work by Michel foucault (1995) and James C. scott (1985 
and 1990) and many other authors. such work certainly allows her to make provoca-
tive connections with ancient texts. nevertheless, she fails to interrogate the appro-
priateness of theoretical perspectives drawn from a wide range of modern contexts 
(where technology introduces so many new dimensions) in relation to data from 
the advanced agrarian economy of the ancient Mediterranean world. in addition, a 
surprising omission from the book, which she shares with richard horsley’s work 
just discussed, is any sustained attempt to model her key concept, that of “empire.” 
important works on ancient “empires,” such as by kautsky (1982) and lendon (1997), 
are absent from her bibliography. These two features indicate a somewhat insecure 
grip on the use of social-science perspectives in a cross-cultural and cross-temporal 
exercise, an impression strengthened by her treatment of ethnic issues. Well into the 
book (108–12), she offers an approach to ethnicity linking fredrik barth’s interaction-
ist approach to ethnic identity (1969) with John smith and anthony hutchinson’s 
indicators of ethnicity (1996), with the latter used diagnostically, a precise combi-
nation already established in this field (esler 2003: 41–44; 2009: 7; 2011: 470–71). 
having recognized the relevance of ethnic identity for understanding the peoples 
of the ancient Mediterranean, she fails, in a manner akin to that to that horsley, to 
follow this insight to its natural conclusions. symptoms of the problem are her use 
of both terms “Judean” and “Jew” interchangeably throughout the book and her fre-
quent recourse to religious modes of explanation for what are better described as 
ethnic phenomena. Thus (to cite from numerous instances) she describes what was 
happening in israel under the seleucids as “religious assimilation” (112) and states 
that “hellenizing reforms did not directly translate into religious apostasy” (316). 
The problem with such explanations is that they attribute causative significance to 
merely one aspect of a larger ethnic identity, other components of which may well 
have played an important role in how ancient Judeans and their oppressors experi-
enced and understood what was going on. rather than “religious apostasy” are we 
looking at something closer to treason, or, perhaps better, ethnic betrayal?

in the near future we are likely to see research into the social contexts of apoca-
lyptic texts that takes more seriously the ethnic identity of the Ioudaioi. i will end by 
briefly setting out some of the implications of this development for the interpretation 
of this literature, focusing on the seleucid/Maccabean period and parts of 1 enoch as 
a test case. The dominant question that arises is the extent to which ancient Judeans 
of the Mediterranean world regarded the major problem they faced not as religious 
persecution by an evil empire, whether seleucid or roman (an issue, as noted above, 
that may be popular as a response to modern-day politics), but as a threat to the 
survival of their Judean ethnic group. This threat originated not only among other 
ethnic groups but also among some of their own people who were perceived to be 
abandoning their ethnic identity to become, typically, ethnic Greeks. in undertaking 
research in this area rich resources for understanding the various group identities 
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in play are likely to be found in the social identity theory of henri Tajfel and John 
Turner. This theory has application to most types of group identity, not only ethnic, 
but also familial and, i would suggest, scribal identity. for an outline of social identity 
theory, see Tajfel 1972 and 1978; Tajfel and Turner 1979, and esler 2003: 19–39. for a 
flavor of the expanding literature on scribes, see heaton 1994 and the literature cited 
in horsley 2010.

Close examination of certain relevant texts brings out the extent to which the 
“empire” interpretation misses a major component of what is actually going on, even 
if the notion of “empire,” were it to be adequately modeled (as has not happened so 
far), retains interpretative power. The missing element is the role of ethnic identity 
and conflict between ethnic groups. The main evidence for the historical context 
comes from first and second Maccabees. The former text (later but less tenden-
tious than the latter) does at times mention the oppressive actions of antiochus iV 
epiphanes (for example, at 1 Macc 8:18; 12:13; and 14:13). The major difficulty facing 
the Judean people, however, is portrayed as the threat to its ethnic survival, on its 
own ethnic territory, first, because certain “Judeans” are seeking to destroy the vital 
boundary that separates them from other ethnic groups (1 Macc 1:11–15) and, sec-
ond, because the ethnē (foreigners / foreign peoples) are intent on destroying the 
people. in 1 Maccabees ethnos means an ethnic group that possesses a polity (includ-
ing armed forces). Thus at 3:52 and 3:58, to cite only two instances among a wealth of 
data, it is the foreigners (ethnē), not the king, who are described as “assembled against 
us to destroy us.” in the very next verse we find: “it is better for us to die in battle than 
to see the misfortunes of our ethnos and of the sanctuary” (3:59). The narrative of 1 
Maccabees is clearly one of many ethnē against one ethnos that eventually triumphs 
over its enemies and is left secure on its own land. The currently fashionable “empire” 
explanation, probably encouraged by contemporary dislike for empires and imperial 
domination, is difficult to reconcile with the evidence of 1 Maccabees.

This position is also reflected in the very early apocalyptic text from 1 enoch known 
as the apocalypse of Weeks (1 enoch 93:1–10; 91:11–17). This text is an extraordi-
nary document, since it probably registers a major transition on the part of its scribal 
author (perhaps illustrative of a larger group transformation). in the apocalypse of 
Weeks a movement has occurred from a probable scribal social identity (as explained 
by henri Tajfel and John Turner) focused on the mastery of arcane knowledge that 
lies behind the astronomical book (= 1 enoch 72–82) to a point where Judean ethnic 
identity has become salient. The apocalypse of Weeks most probably reflects the 
earliest stages of the problem in the reign of antiochus iV epiphanes when certain 
Jerusalemite Judeans were, in effect, jettisoning their Judean ethnic identity in favor 
of Greek ethnic identity. This was not a “hellenizing reform” but the voluntary adop-
tion of Greek identity by one-time Judeans. These are the people referred to in 1 enoch 
93:9, where we learn that “after this, in the seventh week, there will arise a perverse 
generation, and many will be its deeds, and all its deeds will be perverse.” although 
anathea Portier-Young, advocating an “empire” theme, finds here a reference to the 



138  Philip F. Esler

oppressive actions of antiochus iV epiphanes in 167 bCe (2011: 319), the more likely 
explanation is the earlier and voluntary abandonment of Judean identity recorded in 
1 Macc 1:11–15.

The position is even clearer in the animal apocalypse (1 enoch 85–90), probably to 
be dated to the 160s bCe (Vanderkam 1984: 163). apart from animals who represent 
the Patriarchs or angels in 1 enoch 85–90, all of the animals and birds appearing in 
this text stand for peoples in the surrounding milieu. They are really what we would 
call ethnic groups who possess polities (including armies). initially israel are sheep, 
who soon fall among the egyptians, who are wolves (1 enoch 89:12–14). Moses flees 
to a people who prove friendly, the Midianites, described as wild asses. during the 
period from the Judges to solomon the israelites are sheep attacked by dogs, foxes, and 
wild boars (1 enoch 89:39–50). it is probable that the dogs represent the Philistines, 
the foxes are ammon and Moab, and the wild boars are edom and amalek (Tiller 
1993:  305). later (1 enoch 89:55) lions, tigers, and hyenas attack the sheep, where 
the lions probably denote babylon, hyenas (or bears) denote egypt, and the foxes, 
ammon and Moab, while the hyenas and tigers are probably assyria and aram. The 
author does not envisage that israel is in a different category from these peoples; they 
are all presented as animals, although israel is of a gentle species and the others savage.

in the post-exilic period, the sheep are blinded, and immediately they become 
mixed up with the wild beasts (1 enoch 89:75), which is almost certainly a reference 
to intermarriage with non-israelite peoples. The broader issue is the importance of 
the maintenance of boundaries for the preservation of ethnic identities, and these 
boundaries are presented as under threat. for the author of 1 enoch blindness means 
a disregard for the vital boundaries that keep israel separate and safe from the neigh-
boring peoples. since the author of 1 enoch does not refer to the ban on intermar-
riage referred to in ezra 9:1, he was probably of the view that the problem persisted, 
a view strengthened by his still indicating that the sheep are blind in the seleucid 
period (1 enoch 90:7). in the Ptolemaic and seleucid periods, probably to indicate 
a change in the aggressors attacking israel, and because he had probably run out of 
wild animals, the author introduces savage birds: eagles, vultures, kites, and ravens 
who attack the sheep (1 enoch 90:2). now we need to introduce a broader category, 
living creatures, that will embrace israel and the peoples who are attacking it. in the 
seleucid period the author describes discord within israel, between those israelites 
(sighted lambs) who, since they can see, are alive to the need for israel’s ethnic sepa-
ration from surrounding peoples and those who are blind and do not recognize this 
problem (1 enoch 90:6–7). These lambs are attacked by the ravens (= the seleucids; 
1 enoch 90:8) but soon they are suffering an onslaught from eagles, vultures, ravens, 
and kites (1 enoch 90:11). This is very similar to the picture in 1 Maccabees of one 
ethnic group being attacked by many others and does not support the proposal that 
the author is concerned with an evil empire.

at first sight, daniel,  chapters 7–12 in particular, may appear to be more suscep-
tible to interpretation in terms of “empire” than 1 Maccabees, the apocalypse of 
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Weeks, and the animal apocalypse, especially by reason of the numerous references 
to “kings” and “kingdoms/kingships” in this section of the text. Yet this is an area 
that would repay close examination. first, if the notions of “empire” currently being 
deployed were appropriately modeled, they might not relate so comfortably to the 
data relating to “king” and “kingdom/kingship” in daniel as is commonly believed. 
second, the royal court focus of daniel makes it unsurprising that the author would 
view the situation from the perspective of central political and military power and 
the wielder of that power, whatever the bigger picture (including the engagement 
of ethnic groups) might be. Third, as is sometimes noted (for example, Goldingay 
1989: 169, 208), these royal figures also represent particular peoples, or ethnic groups. 
fourth, the existence of a text, the animal apocalypse, roughly contemporaneous 
with daniel 7–12 indicates an awareness among israelite scribes of the usefulness of 
animals to refer to ethnic groups in apocalyptic texts. fifth, israel is referred to as a 
“people” (dan 8.24; 9:6, 15, 16, 19, 20, 24, 26; 10:14; 11:14; 12:1, 7), while “peoples,” and 
not just kingdoms, are mentioned in dan 7:14, thus creating a sense of israel as one 
ethnic group in its context among many.

another aspect of the failure among current scholarship to take ethnic identity 
seriously in this literature is the view among virtually all commentators on apoca-
lyptic texts that they contain a “history” or a “historical survey” in their descrip-
tions of what will transpire in the future. all of these are written by an author who 
selects some illustrious figure in the past to “predict” future events. it is surprising 
to see such accounts accorded the designation “history,” which has little applica-
tion to them, whether history is understood in a modern or ancient sense. These 
“historical” accounts do, however, make excellent sense as “narratives of ethnic 
identity” as described by stephen Cornell in 2000. according to Cornell, when 
people take on, create, assign, or (one might add from his own data) defend an 
ethnic identity, part of what they do “is to take on, create, or assign a story, a narra-
tive of some sort that captures central understandings about what it means to be a 
member of the group.” While this story can be told in many ways, it can ultimately 
be reduced to something along the lines “we are the people who . . . ” or “they are 
the people who . . . ,” where the lacuna becomes a tale or record of events. The story 
has three elements:

1. a subject (the group in question)
2. action (“what happened or will happen”)
3. an evaluation of the subject, meaning that it makes group members adopt vari-

ous feelings and attitudes about belonging to it

Texts like the apocalypse of Weeks and the animal apocalypse can be fruitfully read 
in relation to this model.
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conclusion

social-scientific ideas and perspectives have been making a significant contribution 
to our understanding of apocalyptic literature in its social contexts since 1975. This 
process is likely to continue, as biblical critics increasingly engage with the insights 
into society and social relations offered by the steadily advancing research of social 
psychologists, anthropologists, and sociologists. While i have suggested that ethnic-
ity and social identity theory have a role to play, other developments will come from 
biblical interpreters engaging with whatever social-scientific approaches they find 
useful for the task. a very rich body of data awaits the creative application of the 
social sciences within the ongoing task of historical interpretation to discover what 
meaning apocalyptic texts conveyed to their ancient audiences.
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literature does cultural work, and has the capacity to transform social and politi-
cal realities (Tompkins 1985). literature can be an arena of political struggle (harlow 
1985: 2). it can enact and also mobilize resistance.

The origins of Jewish apocalyptic literature are complex and much discussed. 
apocalypse is a hybrid genre (cf. Collins 2011: 3), combining narrative and vision and 
drawing elements from the sacred traditions of the Jewish people as well as from the 
Mesopotamian, Persian, and Greco-roman worlds. its precursors include israelite 
and Judean prophecy as well as babylonian oracular writings, dream visions, and 
other practices of divination (Collins 1998: 5, 23–29). but it is not accidental that 
the first extant examples of the literary genre apocalypse emerge in the hellenistic 
period, an era marked by a new internationalism as well as by continuous warfare, 
military occupation, and reconquest of Judea and surrounding territories. Conquest 
created empire; ongoing military activity, occupation, taxation, tribute, and colo-
nial power maintained it (Portier-Young 2011: 50). The earliest apocalypses did not 
merely take shape within this new imperial context. They resisted it.

The earliest exemplars of the genre apocalypse are frequently classified accord-
ing to two types, the heavenly journey and historical apocalypse (Collins 1998: 6–7). 
early exemplars of both types participate in discursive resistance against imperial 
hegemony and structures of domination (hegemony and domination are categories 

  



146  Anathea Portier-Young

i address in further detail below), challenging empire’s claims about knowledge and 
the world and destabilizing and disempowering apparatuses of social control.

The book of the Watchers (1 Enoch 1–36), widely considered to be the earliest extant 
heavenly journey apocalypse, refracted politically charged hellenistic myths such as 
the gigantomachy through native traditions and employed a strategy of inversion to 
critique the warring rulers, generals, and armies of the hellenistic empires. its nar-
rative of enoch’s heavenly journey countered imperial cartography and its ideology 
of dominance with alternative geography and cosmology (Portier-Young 2011: 13–27; 
289–90).

The prophetic review of history that distinguishes the historical apocalypses 
embodies discursive resistance in its assertions that God governs time, that history 
unfolds according to God’s plan, and that temporal powers are finite and transient 
(Portier-Young 2011: 27). Jin hee han has argued further that daniel’s symbolism 
and language offered its readers a mode of perception and representation, which han 
calls a new apocalyptic literacy, to counter imperial hegemony (han 2008).

The three earliest extant historical apocalypses, namely daniel, the apocalypse 
of Weeks (1 En. 93:1–10 + 91:11–17), and the book of dreams (1 En. 83–90), also go a 
step beyond discursive resistance, joining vision to praxis. each of these apocalypses 
advocated active resistance on the part of their readers and others within their com-
munities. in each case an apocalyptic vision portrays those whom the visionary and 
writer(s) consider to be faithful Jews engaging in active resistance during the time of 
crisis. in the narrative frames that surround the visions, the heroes enoch, daniel, 
hananiah, azariah, and Mishael model further forms of resistance for the audience 
to emulate. Together, vision and narrative envision and promote a program of resis-
tance to imperial domination.

later apocalyptic literature could similarly embody discursive resistance as well as 
aim to motivate and sustain a program of resistance to domination and hegemony. 
but this was not a necessary function of the genre apocalypse. resistance literature 
proves to be an apt category for some apocalyptic literature, but by no means all. for 
example, as John Collins has observed, in 4 ezra and 2 Baruch, composed after the 
destruction of Jerusalem in 70 Ce, “resistance is muted by resignation, and the focus 
is on mourning and consolation” (Collins 2011: 18).

conceptualizing resistance

“resistance” frequently conjures images of armed rebellion or organized protest. in her 
seminal work on resistance literature, barbara harlow locates such literature within 
an organized, collective movement that engages in two struggles simultaneously, one 
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for political liberation and social transformation and the other “over the historical 
and cultural record” (harlow 1985: 6–7). Yet resistance is a wider phenomenon even 
than this. Political scientist James C. scott studies forms of “everyday resistance” that 
allow practitioners to gain or maintain privileges, goods, rights, and freedoms in a 
system of domination in which they have little ascribed power (scott 1985; 1990).

resistance in any form cannot be understood apart from power. J. M. barbalet 
emphasizes the structural relationship between power and resistance in his defini-
tion of resistance as “those factors which in limiting the exercise of power contribute 
to the outcome of the power relationship.” he understands power in terms articu-
lated by Max Weber, as “the probability that one actor will be in a position to carry 
out his own will despite resistance, regardless of the basis on which this probability 
rests” (barbalet 1985: 532).

but power alone does not provide an adequate frame for understanding the 
objects and aims of resistance and resistance literature. resistance emerges within 
and responds to domination and hegemony. domination can refer to directly politi-
cal, economic, or physically coercive forms of social control. examples include con-
quest and plunder, slavery, torture, or military occupation as well as exploitative 
economic practices. hegemony refers to social and ideological structures that create 
and maintain conditions of subordination and to the strategies and actions that aim 
to establish, maintain, or augment these structures. These more subtle means of con-
trolling thought and behavior include indoctrination through education and propa-
ganda, ritual, systems of patronage, and other structured practices of everyday life. 
domination and hegemony provide both the conditions for and objects of resistance 
(Portier-Young 2011: 11–12, 23–26). literature that aims to limit, oppose, or reject 
hegemonic institutions and cosmologies and systems, strategies, and acts of domina-
tion can be called resistance literature.

Apocalypse as resistance literature

The study of apocalyptic literature as resistance literature owes no small debt to 
the pioneering work of samuel eddy, who examined “evidence for opposition to 
hellenistic imperialism” in the ancient near east and the ways that opposition “was 
advocated and justified” (eddy 1961: vii). eddy linked resistance (and also acqui-
escence) with theologies of kingship. he also identified a strong role for local cults 
in creating a sense of unity that was necessary for resistance to coalesce and gain 
momentum (eddy 1961: 333).

eddy’s work helpfully places Jewish resistance within a wider cultural context. 
Others have raised the possibility that writers of early Jewish apocalypses adapted 
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traditions of resistance from other near eastern subjects of the hellenistic empires. 
Joseph Ward swain and david flusser have inferred from later texts the existence 
of resistance traditions from seleucid asia Minor and ancient Persia that may have 
provided models for the visionary sequence of empires found in daniel 2 and 7 
(swain 1940; flusser 1978). Their arguments suggest that the apocalyptic review 
of history may have had roots in ancient near eastern traditions of resistance to 
hellenistic imperial rule. This international and cross-cultural context can pro-
vide clues as to how early Jewish historical apocalypses functioned as resistance 
literature.

recent monographs by richard a. horsley and anathea e. Portier-Young locate 
the origins of Jewish apocalyptic literature within movements of resistance to empire 
(horsley 2010; Portier-Young 2011). horsley reads daniel, the book of Watchers, the 
animal Vision (1 En. 85–90), and the Testament of Moses alongside other Jewish 
texts as “expressions and explanations” of resistance to imperial domination (horsley 
2010: 3). for horsley, the texts testify to a uniquely scribal mode of resistance. during 
the hellenistic and roman periods, members of the priestly class in Judea would 
frequently collaborate with the empire in matters of governance and administration. 
Yet other intellectuals in Judea rejected this collaboration and insisted on divine sov-
ereignty over history and people. Their apocalyptic writings were acts of resistance 
that also aimed to mobilize further resistance on the part of their readers (horsley 
2010: 203).

To better understand this phenomenon, horsley calls for greater attention to the 
social, political, economic, religious, and historical contexts of these and other apoc-
alyptic texts, and criticizes approaches to apocalypse as genre that appear to privi-
lege formal over historical analysis. While horsley grudgingly retains the adjective 
“apocalyptic” in quotes throughout his study, he rejects the genre label apocalypse 
as a modern scholarly construct. his literary analysis of “apocalyptic” texts attends 
to narrative elements such as plot, character, and conflict, “the fundamental con-
cerns and basic message” of each text, and the ways each text draws upon native 
traditions (8).

despite horsley’s disavowal of the modern genre label, the importance of precisely 
these (and other) literary features for his analysis suggest that conventions of genre 
are what make it possible for these texts to function as resistance literature. a com-
parison from the study of modern literature helps illustrate how this is so. in her 
work on popular domestic novels of the nineteenth century, Jane Tompkins argues 
that their heavy reliance on generic conventions activated for audiences a shared set 
of attitudes, assumptions, and religious beliefs, made it possible for writers to redact 
one set of cultural narratives while subverting others, and “enact[ed] . . . a theory of 
power” (Tompkins 1985: 128). Their social efficacy “depend[ed] upon the audience’s 
being in possession of the conceptual categories that constitute character and event” 
(126–27). While later critics have often dismissed these works as lacking in literary 
merit because of their heavy reliance on convention, Tompkins asserts that their very 
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generic conventionality enabled them effectively to represent and transform political 
and social realities. she writes:

Once in possession of the system of beliefs that undergirds the patterns of sentimen-
tal fiction, it is possible for modern readers to see how its tearful episodes and fre-
quent violations of probability were invested with a structure of meanings that fixed 
these works, for nineteenth-century readers, not in the realm of fairy tale or escapist 
fantasy, but in the very bedrock of reality (127).

in the case of Uncle Tom’s Cabin, that reality is structured typologically, according 
to a plan of redemption already revealed in sacred scriptures and therefore familiar 
to the audience (135). The eschatological vision driving Uncle Tom’s Cabin was not 
realized, yet, in Tompkins’s words, the novel “helped convince a nation to go to war 
and to free its slaves” (141; it has also been criticized for perpetuating racist tropes and 
stereotypes in the years that followed america’s Civil War). i cite this example not 
to argue for similarities between nineteenth-century sentimental protest novels and 
early Jewish apocalyptic literature, but rather to highlight the crucial role of genre in 
enabling literature to do its cultural work, whether resistant or otherwise.

Genre is social, political, and historical. it is a product of culture and a shaping 
force within it. Genre provides a frame for viewing the world as much as it provides a 
frame for composition and reading (Colie 2000: 152). More than this, however, John 
frow argues that genre is linked to situation. for frow, the “patterns of genre” take 
shape in response to recurring situational patterns, or types. Genre “shapes strat-
egies for occasions,” offering a “ ‘typified’ action” in response to a situational type 
(frow 2005: 14). Correlations between genres and settings do not remain fixed or 
frozen. nonetheless, awareness of the generative link between situational patterns 
and genres suggests that the relationship between empire and apocalypse and the 
function of early apocalypses as resistance literature are not incidental, but rather 
fundamental to the origins of the genre.

a further clue to the importance of genre for understanding how early Jewish liter-
ature functioned as resistance literature relates to the generic hybridity and creativity 
of early apocalypses. in his study of “engaged resistance” in native american aes-
thetic activism, dean rader distinguishes two types of resistance in the texts (literary 
and nonliterary) he examines, namely “contextual resistance” and “compositional 
resistance.” a text may offer one or both forms of resistance. for rader,

The former refers to modes of resistance on the thematic level, while the latter 
denotes resistance on the structural one. by “compositional,” i mean how the text is 
composed: the materials the artist uses, the organization or plot structure of a film or 
novel, or the inversions of Western poetic genres. Conversely, “contextual resistance” 
occurs when a text’s message indicates defiance, even if its formal qualities do not. 
(rader 2011: 5)
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horsley highlights contextual resistance in his analysis. but the early Jewish apoca-
lypses also embody compositional resistance, and for this reason analysis of genre 
is vital to understanding how they resist hegemonic institutions and practices. by 
reshaping and joining received forms into new ones, the writers of apocalypses could 
invoke old expectations in order to respond to, subvert, and transform them. such 
compositional resistance moves in and out of bounded generic spaces and logics, 
asserting freedom and creating new horizons of possibility and meaning, categories 
of classification, and codes for navigating and interpreting a fraught reality.

terror, trauma, and the imaginary 
of hope

The three historical apocalypses named above, daniel, the apocalypse of Weeks, 
and the book of dreams, responded to circumstances and events in seleucid Judea 
in the first third of the second century bCe. The fifth syrian war had brought hard-
ship to Judea, including the heavy cost of provisioning seleucid armies, personal 
injury, captivity, loss of life, and damage to land and structures, likely including the 
temple in Jerusalem. The war’s conclusion in 200 bCe marked the beginning of 
seleucid rule in Judea. Military occupation brought loss of land, displacement, and 
more slavery. during this period, imperial administration increasingly encroached 
into civic and cultic life within the provinces. as these developments exacerbated 
divisions in the Judean community, conditions were ripe for civil war. in 169 or 168 
bCe, ousted high priest Jason marched against Jerusalem, hoping to take control of 
the city by force. This event provided seleucid monarch antiochus iV epiphanes 
the opportunity to reconquer Judea, a common practice of hellenistic kings who 
aimed at the recreation, solidification, and consolidation of empire by reconquering 
their provinces (Portier-Young 2011: 55–139). his campaign of reconquest entailed 
a program of state terror that culminated in religious persecution. according to 
1 and 2 Maccabees, antiochus terrorized Judeans through massacre, abduction, 
home invasion, and plunder of the temple, as well as through the spectacular dis-
play of imperial might. his soldiers built up the akra, the fortress that provided the 
base of operations for occupying troops, and set fire to the city, destroying homes, 
and leveling city walls. The program of terror aimed at social control through force 
and through a climate of fear, insecurity, and shame. it also aimed to dismantle and 
replace structures of order and meaning. in 167 bCe an imperial edict outlawed the 
practice and confession of Jewish religion and instituted new religious practices. 
These measures aimed at the unmaking of world and identity for the inhabitants 
of Judea in order to assert the empire as sole power, reality, and ground of being 
(Portier-Young 2011: 140–216).
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The apocalypse of Weeks, daniel, and the book of dreams resisted the attempt to 
unmake world and identity by offering new sight, naming terror and hope, insisting 
on the integrity of reality, and denying the ultimacy of imperial power. in its place 
they asserted the totality of heavenly rule, divine creation, and sacred knowledge. 
The combining of narrative and vision in this nascent genre provided both a neces-
sary frame and story as well as a way forward into the future. Trauma and terror 
stopped time. These historical apocalypses resisted the fragmentation of time and 
self by means of a new literary form that unified past, present, and future, piecing 
time and people together again. Through the words of interpreting angels and seers 
they interpreted images, memories, and visions that defied linguistic codes, making 
it possible to transform memory and even perception.

Paired with this new sight was a corresponding praxis of resistance. The book of 
daniel envisioned resistance through teaching and through faithfulness to Jewish 
religious practices. The maskilim, or “wise teachers,” would convey the book’s alter-
native vision of reality to “the many” to make them wise and righteous. They would 
not resist with violence, but would die as martyrs, falling to “sword and flame” (dan 
11:33). The book’s program of resistance is further modeled by daniel and his friends 
for the book’s audience. They were to practice penitence and prayer, humbling them-
selves before God. reading, interpreting, and writing scripture also plays a central 
role in the book’s understanding of resistance.

The apocalypse of Weeks is presented as a vision granted to enoch (1 En. 93:2) in 
which he is shown all of history divided into ten weeks, followed by weeks without 
number. in the seventh week, he reports, the witnesses of righteousness will receive 
sevenfold wisdom and knowledge and “will uproot the foundations of violence, and 
the structure of deceit in it, in order to effect justice” (1 En. 91:11). Wisdom and knowl-
edge were the key to defeating imperial hegemony, and resulted in transformative 
social action. in the week that follows, “a sword will be given to all the righteous, to 
execute righteous judgment on all the wicked, and they will be delivered into their 
hands” (91:12). after this time they would acquire possessions in righteousness and 
participate in the building of the new temple. This vision of a future just economy, 
temple, and kingdom of God provided a point of orientation. The description of the 
work of the witnesses of righteousness provided a call to engaged resistance through 
testimony and teaching and by actively working to overturn the physical structures 
and social infrastructures that supported Judea’s domination. at a future time, the 
“righteous” would take up the sword.

The book of dreams counters imperial hegemony by calling the people of Judea 
to open their eyes and ears. as in daniel and the apocalypse of Weeks, so in the 
book of dreams, the transmission of revelatory traditions through apocalyptic text 
and preaching is central to the book’s program of resistance. Meditation on the cre-
ated order was also a source of wisdom. sight and perception would lead to under-
standing and right action. The writer(s) of this apocalypse believed that the actions 
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of the righteous could change the fate of the world. enoch’s narrated response to 
the book’s dream visions models for the audience lament and intercessory prayer as 
means of effective resistance, as well as praise, which affirmed an alternative cosmol-
ogy and God’s power to save. Prayer is further highlighted throughout the second 
dream vision. That vision, commonly referred to as the animal apocalypse, por-
trays the righteous as a group of lambs, sprouting horns. led by a ram (commonly 
identified with Judas Maccabeus), they do battle beside the lord and a heavenly 
scribe, achieving military victory against the foreign peoples that have attacked and 
devoured them. The book’s vision of armed resistance yields to a vision of right wor-
ship and peace.

revelation as replication?

studies of early Jewish apocalypses as resistance literature have grown up alongside 
similar study of the book of revelation and other new Testament and early Christian 
writings. Yet new Testament studies of apocalyptic literature as resistance literature 
have evolved more rapidly, passing through stages that suggest developments we are 
likely to see in future study of Jewish apocalyptic literature. While some have aimed 
to recover traditions of resistance as theological resources (e.g., horsley 2008), oth-
ers have highlighted a tendency of apocalyptic resistant discourse to project into the 
heavenly realm and future kingdom imperial structures of power and practices of 
domination.

as an example of the latter, Greg Carey argues that revelation envisions Christ 
and the new Jerusalem, at least in part, in the image of an empire that purchases 
peace through conquest. This “symptom of resistance” draws our attention to the 
ways subjugation wounds both imagination and identity (Carey 2006). for stephen 
d. Moore, this is “the fatal flaw in revelation’s theology.” revelation’s apocalyptic 
imagination is parasitic on imperial ideology and ultimately is absorbed by it. each 
features at its center the throne and its attendant attributes of glory, authority, and 
total power (Moore 2006: 119). The royal is thus mapped on to the divine, and vice 
versa. strategic in the short term, this transfer of structures and attributes fails to 
achieve a truly liberating vision. despite its call to nonviolent resistance, its discur-
sive and theological assault on imperial hegemony, and its total rejection of collabo-
ration with empire, revelation’s resistance is also, in part, replication. The difficulty 
revelation exhibits in transcending known categories, symbols, and structures of 
power is found in Jewish apocalypses as well, and will undoubtedly receive further 
attention in future scholarly studies.
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Ambiguities

This difficulty testifies to the power of imperial hegemony to structure the very 
perception and ordering of reality. hegemony colonizes subjectivity, permeating, 
reshaping, and distorting ideas about self, God, world, and future. To understand 
how this shapes apocalyptic literature, scholars have increasingly turned to the con-
cept of hybridity as expounded by cultural theorist homi bhabha (Moore 2006; 
Collins 2011). bhabha writes:

hybridity is the revaluation of the assumption of colonial identity through the repeti-
tion of discriminatory identity effects. it displays the necessary deformation and dis-
placement of all sites of discrimination and domination. it unsettles the mimetic or 
narcissistic demands of colonial power but re-implicates its identifications in strate-
gies of subversion that turn the gaze of the discriminated back upon the eye of power. 
(bhabha 1994: 159–60)

The book of daniel is particularly sensitive to this phenomenon, and indeed, like other 
Jewish “court narratives” such as the stories of Joseph and esther, thematizes the com-
plexities of a hybrid identity in spaces shaped by the “narcissistic demands of colo-
nial power.” even though the visions do not entirely succeed in transcending imperial 
symbols and structures of power, the stories and visions nonetheless grapple with 
the colonizing force of imperial hegemony that has embedded these symbols within 
apocalyptic theological imagination. stories and visions alike look back at empire and 
endeavor to reveal the distortions it produces. for example, the quasi-babylonian 
names placed upon daniel’s heroes acknowledge the ways in which they (and read-
ers) are constituted as subjects by hegemonic colonial discourse and simultaneously 
exposes that discourse as a distortion of linguistic, ethnic, and religious identities. in 
this way “the presence of power is revealed as something other than what its rules of 
recognition assert” (bhabha 1994: 160). The rules of recognition are further challenged 
in the apocalyptic visions, which seek to reveal and expose empire as monstrous, arro-
gant, deceitful, rapacious, and violent. if the visions fail to imagine a future without 
submission, even this ambivalence may help to expose and finally crack the edifice of 
imperial hegemony.
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not All Apocalyptic literature is 
resistance literature

Our earliest apocalypses were works of resistance. Yet, as noted above, the apoca-
lypses did not always generate attitudes of resistance, and there is no necessary cor-
relation between apocalyptic literature and resistance literature (cf. henze 2011: 4–6). 
The history of effects reveals that apocalyptic texts originally written and received as 
works of resistance have frequently been reinterpreted to support the status quo and 
reinforce rather than challenge structures of domination (lamont 1969). Moreover, 
some literature we classify as apocalyptic does not appear ever to have functioned 
as resistance literature in any obvious sense. nothing about apocalyptic literature 
requires it to challenge injustice, free its readers from the chains of false conscious-
ness, or incite political revolution or reform (cf. bruce lincoln’s discussion of myth, 
which similarly need not always account for and uphold the status quo; lincoln 
1989: 49). The epistemological certainties and claims to heavenly authority that typi-
cally undergird apocalyptic writings can support agendas both radical and reaction-
ary (cf. diTommaso 2010: 465; baumgarten 2005: 65).

William adler has cautioned against approaches that posit a single ideological 
profile for all Jewish apocalyptic literature (adler 1996: 2). in a similar vein, John 
reeves is critical of those who reduce apocalyptic literature to resistance literature 
(reeves 2005: 3). each work must rather be examined, to the fullest extent possible, 
with attention to its particular ideological, theological, and ethical stances and to 
the ways it uses and creates language, myth, symbol, genre, and discourse. Context 
must receive similar attention. adler and reeves also challenge the common pre-
sumption that apocalyptic literature is the work of marginal, sectarian dissidents 
who occupy the religious, cultural, and political fringe of Jewish society (adler 
1996: 6; reeves 2005: 3). The apocalyptic writings we possess more often suggest 
to the contrary that their writers stood close to the political and cultural heart of 
Jewish life. Yet in each case context cannot be presumed, but must be examined 
and argued.

This task is not always straightforward. hallmarks of the genre include stylized 
periodizations of history and the creative redeployment of stereotyped forms, lan-
guage, and symbolism found in other oracular, prophetic, and apocalyptic texts. 
These practices challenge even the most resourceful historian. Moreover, many of 
our texts, particularly those discovered in the caves of Qumran, are fragmentary. We 
thus frequently find ourselves at a loss to identify dates and settings of composition 
with any certainty.

an example that is as frustrating as it is tantalizing is 4Q246. The first column of 
this aramaic fragment discovered at Qumran refers to a vision, coming wrath, a time 
of tribulation, and kings of empires, all stock elements of apocalyptic texts. Yet no 
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line of this column is complete, and it is impossible to reconstruct even the setting 
within the narrative, let alone that of the world outside it. The second column is more 
complete, and envisions a “son of God,” battle between nations, divine intervention 
that brings an end to violence, and an eternal just kingdom. Yet this column ends 
mid-phrase, suggesting that the conclusion to the text is now missing. scholars have 
variously identified the “son of God” figure as a seleucid king, a davidic messiah, a 
hasmonean, and a heavenly being (Collins 1995: 155–57). Without a clearer under-
standing of the text’s fuller form, its context, and its referents, it is impossible to deter-
mine whether this text functioned as resistance literature.

This fragment is one of many among the aramaic texts from Qumran that may be 
classified as apocalyptic. according to lorenzo diTommaso,

Of the ninety-odd aramaic manuscripts recovered from the dead sea caves that con-
tain literary compositions sufficiently preserved to warrant identification, approxi-
mately two-thirds contain portions of either formal apocalypses or texts that are 
otherwise informed by the fundamental axioms of apocalypticism. (diTommaso 
2010: 456)

Unfortunately, like 4Q246, most of the new texts are too fragmentary to allow 
detailed analysis of their sociopolitical context and ideological underpinnings (cf. 
adler 1996: 1). nonetheless, the publication of the aramaic fragments of 1 Enoch from 
Qumran has yielded a richer understanding of the matrix in which Jewish apocalyptic 
literature developed, including, for example, traditions of Mesopotamian mantic and 
scientific wisdom (diTommaso 2010: 464). “such traditions,” argues diTommaso, 
“were not indentured to contexts of social marginalisation, economic dislocation, or 
political oppression, nor were they necessarily incompatible with ‘official’ attitudes 
or ‘priestly concerns.’ ” for diTommaso it follows “that while apocalypticism might 
correlate to typical societal contexts, it could not be restricted to a single social move-
ment or milieu. in other words, the element of social setting cannot define either the 
genre or the worldview” (464). a situational pattern of domination and resistance was 
formative for at least one subtype of the genre, the historical apocalypse. diTommaso 
highlights the dense web of diverse social dynamics shaping and informing the tradi-
tions from which even this subtype of apocalyptic literature grew. his caveat makes 
us aware that these manifold forms and traditions remained supple. They would be 
shaped by the genre’s history, but not fixed by it. neither crisis nor domination and 
resistance are necessary components of the social context of a work of apocalyptic 
literature.

diTommaso’s reference to worldview suggests a further point. in an influential for-
mulation, John J. Collins designated a set of presuppositions shared by ancient apoca-
lypses as constitutive of an apocalyptic worldview (Collins 1998: 8). although proper 
to apocalypses, these ways of seeing the world are not limited only to apocalypses, 
nor would they have been mediated only or even primarily through texts. Collins 
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is surely right that this worldview was “not shared by all Judeans in the hellenistic 
and roman periods” (Collins 2011: 19). The apocalypses offered particular frames for 
viewing the world at particular moments in time and place. as they were read in new 
settings and reappropriated within other genres, and as features of the worldviews 
they offered were taken up, transformed, adapted, or rejected in family and civic life, 
worship settings, and education in new times and places, both the generic features we 
associate with apocalypse and the beliefs we associate with an apocalyptic worldview 
would inevitably take on new contours and cultural meanings and do very different 
kinds of cultural work. Two examples that follow illustrate this point and raise ques-
tions for further study.

Between resistance and 
Accommodation: the case of Josephus

in his account of the first Jewish revolt against rome, waged between 66 and 70 
Ce, the Jewish historian flavius Josephus credits an “ambiguous oracle . . . found in 
[Jewish] sacred writings” with inciting Jewish armed resistance (JW 6.312; discussion 
in Goodman 2007). The oracle promised that from their country someone would 
rule the inhabited world. Josephus does not specify the precise oracle, so we cannot 
know if it derived from an “apocalyptic” source, yet it seems likely that it would have 
been understood, at least by some, within an interpretive framework informed and 
shaped by such apocalyptic texts as daniel 7. Josephus demonstrates how easily such 
texts may be co-opted to serve the political and ideological aims of those in power. 
he asserts that the Jews were deceived in their hope because the oracle referred not 
to a Jewish ruler but to the roman general Vespasian (JW 6.313), who was declared 
emperor by his troops while he was stationed at Caesarea Maritima. references to 
this oracle in the writings of Tacitus (Hist. 5.13) and suetonius (Vesp. 4) suggest that, 
while knowledge of the oracle was widespread at the time of the revolt, it was fur-
ther publicized by supporters of the flavians in order to bolster Vespasian’s claims to 
divinely sanctioned rule.

The ambiguity claimed for the infamous oracle reflects well Josephus’s ambigu-
ous cultural location and appropriation of apocalyptic traditions. Josephus does not 
write apocalyptic literature. rather, his visionary politics both partakes of and departs 
from earlier apocalyptic models, and, if he is to be taken at face value, is not resis-
tant but aims rather at surrender and accommodation. no angelic mediator grants 
Josephus the knowledge that shapes his stance toward the roman empire. instead, 
the figure of daniel provides Josephus with a model for his own self-understanding as 
one granted dream visions and the skill to interpret them and as a minister to the very 
emperors responsible for the subjugation of the Jewish people and the destruction of 
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Jerusalem’s temple. Yet perhaps we should not take Josephus entirely at face value. 
daniel also provides a model of and occasion for subtle but discernible forms of resis-
tance in Josephus’s writing.

in the Jewish War, Josephus tells of his leadership in the first Jewish revolt against 
rome. he also narrates his experience of prophetic revelations that prompt him to 
exchange armed resistance for surrender and accommodation. he has received night 
visions foretelling disaster for the Judeans and detailing future events concerning 
roman emperors. he emphasizes the ambiguity of dreams, including his own, and 
their need for interpretation. he consciously locates his own visionary activity within 
a prophetic tradition that includes those preserved in the sacred scriptures of israel, 
and he simultaneously lays claim to a priestly tradition of transmission and interpre-
tation. in prophetic ecstasy he calls to mind his night-visions and prays to God. in 
his prayer he confesses that fortune has now passed from the Judeans to the romans 
and that God has elected him to speak the future. Presenting himself to Vespasian as a 
prophetic messenger (JW 3.400), he assumes the prophetic role of kingmaker: “You, 
Vespasian, are Caesar and emperor” (JW 3.401). Whatever the relationship between 
Josephus’s oracle and the ambiguous oracle he later writes about, here Josephus 
declares that God inspired Vespasian to believe this oracle; portents confirmed it (JW 
3.404). Josephus further assures Vespasian that he is a credible prophet by insisting 
that he had foretold the very day of his own capture and of the fall of the Galilean vil-
lage he and his comrades had sought to defend (JW 3.406).

in this narrative of Josephus’s capture, revealed knowledge of the future does not 
galvanize resistance but rather prompts surrender. and as in the tales in the book of 
daniel, it paves the way for a lifetime of imperial patronage. at the conclusion of his 
Vita Josephus catalogs the beneficences he has received from Vespasian and his fam-
ily. These include roman citizenship, housing in rome in the flavian family home, 
stipendiary support, landholdings in Judea, and tax exemption. Josephus declares 
how frequently he had to refute those who accused him of stirring up insurrection. 
he proclaims his loyalty to the flavian dynasty and confesses the many ways he is 
beholden to them (Vit. 1.423–8).

daniel is the prophet Josephus appears to esteem most highly and to whom 
Josephus gives the greatest attention in his Antiquities (feldman 1998: 637). Josephus’s 
retelling of daniel includes a version of the story, dream, and interpretation from 
daniel 2. in daniel 2, nebuchadnezzar has seen a vision of a statue made of metals 
and clay; the statue is then destroyed by a stone that grows to fill the entire earth. he 
demands that his diviners recount it to him and explain its meaning. They cannot. he 
enters a violent rage and threatens them all with death and dismemberment for their 
failure. after praying for and receiving revelation from God, daniel provides the king 
with a report of the dream as well as its interpretation. in the interpretation daniel 
reveals that four kingdoms will govern the earth in sequence, until God establishes 
an eternal kingdom that will shatter them all. because daniel has declared the dream 
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and its meaning, he is rewarded with gifts and he and his friends are elevated to posi-
tions of rule and influence in the kingdom.

Josephus’s retelling of daniel 2 walks a line between diplomacy and defiance. as 
louis feldman has argued, he appears to address two audiences, non-Jew and Jew, 
simultaneously (feldman 1998: 650), engaging in a multilayered discourse that con-
tains both a public performance of subservience and homage and a hidden tran-
script of resistance. his portrait of daniel emphasizes loyalty to his foreign sovereign, 
while his portrait of the king is more overtly sympathetic than that found in daniel 
(feldman 1998: 629; 645–46). The king’s anger is reported but de-emphasized (A.J. 
10.198); the graphic threat of dismemberment (dan 2:5) is omitted. Josephus expands 
on details in daniel to paint the king as thoughtful, anxious concerning the future 
governance of the world (A.J. 10.205). alongside these diplomatic revisions, as has 
frequently been noted, Josephus omits key details from the vision itself concern-
ing the weaknesses of the final kingdom, which his Jewish readers understood to be 
rome. he also declines to report the meaning of the stone that destroys the statue 
representing the empires that ruled the Jewish people.

in analyzing this passage, William adler speculates that Josephus may have omit-
ted the stone’s interpretation in order to “dampen the eschatological hope that daniel 
offered in the face of roman occupation”; adler draws support from Josephus’s 
characterization of future events as “uncertain” or difficult to understand (adler 
1996: 213). Yet steve Mason’s study of Josephus’s frequent use of audience-dependent 
irony or “figured speech” highlights the complexities of Josephus’s position vis-à-
vis the roman empire and calls attention to the sophisticated rhetorical strategies 
Josephus deployed to critique his imperial patrons (Mason 2005). Josephus’s non-
interpretation of the stone may best be read as an extended paraleipsis, a rhetori-
cal device closely related to irony that was designed to draw attention to details 
that social or political propriety would exclude from polite discourse. in this case, 
Josephus attributes his omission to the constraints of genre (to wit, historiography), 
but counsels the reader who seeks truth to diligently read the book of daniel. in this 
way, as adela Yarbro Collins suggests, Josephus invokes a hidden transcript for those 
in the know: the Jewish people will yet triumph over the roman empire (Yarbro 
Collins 2010: 125).

early Jewish novels

scholars have long recognized that the tales of daniel predate the visions 
found in  chapters  7–12. On their own, the tales are a form of cultural resistance 
(smith-Christopher 1996). They embody what rader calls “survivance,” or “the active 
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practice of cultural endurance” (rader 2011: 176). When paired with the visions to 
form an apocalypse, they embody and call forth a new kind of resistance in a new 
cultural and political moment. The book’s further transformation in a later period 
elicits a different kind of shift, survival in a postapocalyptic modality.

lawrence Wills has argued that, just as the addition of apocalyptic visions (daniel 
7–12) transformed a collection of tales into an apocalypse, so the subsequent addi-
tion of the tales of susanna and bel and the dragon as a frame for Greek daniel 
transformed an apocalypse into a novel. for Wills this was merely a process of agglu-
tination or genre-jumping. Yet, as noted above, genre is more than a category for clas-
sification or rubric for composition. it creates and shapes structures of knowledge and 
meaning and both emerges from and transforms particular social contexts. Genres 
are fluid, rather than static, and intersect and interact with one another. according 
to John frow, the interrelationships between genres “organize the universe of knowl-
edge and value,” but are constantly shifting (frow 2005: 4–5). The mixing of forms 
and discourses simultaneously refers to multiple cultural domains and activates mul-
tiple frames for viewing reality, providing a new context and ordering for each. This 
dynamism unsettles meanings that previously seemed to be fixed. resulting inter-
textual and intergeneric gaps can be exploited to assign new values to existing forms. 
What happens then, when the apocalypse daniel becomes a novel? is it still resistance 
literature? if so, what is it now resisting, and by what means? if not, how do we under-
stand its visions?

Old Greek daniel is but one example of the intersections of early Jewish apocalyp-
tic literature and early Jewish novels. To the extent that the early Jewish novels share 
motifs, literary conventions, and generic elements with the apocalypses, do we per-
ceive interaction between the genres, and if so, what are the political ramifications? 
early novels are as much a product of the experience of empire as early apocalypses. 
Yet they neither advocate nor embody political resistance in any obvious way. What 
stance, if any, do such works as Testament of Job, Joseph and aseneth, or Tobit take 
toward structures of hegemony and domination? how are apocalyptic motifs and 
forms revalued as these novelistic writings negotiate in new or simply different ways 
the complex relationships with empire in settings beyond the Judean homeland?

conclusion

The earliest apocalypses embodied discursive resistance to imperial domination 
and hegemony, offering an alternative mythology, cosmology, language, and vision. 
Writers in the early second century bCe drew upon diverse traditions and forms 
to create a new and potent literature of resistance that aimed to join discourse to 
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practice. The first extant historical apocalypses responded to a program of seleucid 
state terror with narrative, interpretation, symbol, and hope. The conventions of this 
nascent genre were a key to how it functioned as resistance literature. They urged 
their audiences to proclaim their saving visions, to teach, cry out, and witness. daniel 
advocated nonviolent resistance that would lead to martyrdom, but also to resurrec-
tion. The apocalypse of Weeks envisioned a time when the righteous would overturn 
social structures of domination. The book of dreams supported armed revolt against 
the occupying armies that had terrorized Judea. although they sought to expose the 
distorting effects of imperial domination, the apocalypses were not immune from 
them. The apocalyptic imagination sometimes failed to transcend structures of 
domination and instead projected them into the divine realm. Yet even this difficulty 
could point to the distortions of hegemony, and in so doing create the awareness that 
would make it possible to overcome them.

The genre pattern of the historical apocalypse emerged in response to a situational 
pattern. but this bond was not indissoluble. later Jewish apocalyptic literature would 
reuse and adapt the forms and conventions of this genre to respond to different kinds 
of situations, and in different ways. The fragmentary nature of much extant apoc-
alyptic literature from the years between 165 bCe and 70 Ce makes it difficult to 
analyze context and function. after the destruction of Jerusalem, the genre apoca-
lypse provided a vehicle for mourning and for working out seemingly unanswerable 
questions. in other instances, the empire could co-opt revelatory traditions of resis-
tance to bolster imperial claims. in Josephus’s retelling of daniel, resistance is masked 
behind a veil of compliance and even complicity; it is further transformed in OG 
daniel. resistance is structurally linked to power, arising in contexts of domination. 
The crucial link between resistance literature and the situations in which it arises 
means that we cannot make a general claim about the function of Jewish apocalyptic 
literature as resistance literature. Genre matters, but genre is fluid, and times change. 
if we wish to articulate what kinds of cultural work a text performed we must also be 
able to articulate when and where, for whom, and under what circumstances.
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ChaPTer 10

Apo cAlypSe 
And empire

sTeVen J. friesen

Commentators have long recognized that the book of revelation is infused with 
anti-roman sentiment, and for nearly two millennia specialists have developed a 
variety of ways of discussing the politics of revelation. during the late twentieth 
century, however, “empire” became a crucial term in the interpretation of John’s 
apocalypse. This chapter surveys this shift, assesses recent developments, and sug-
gests some challenges for future study.

developments in the late twentieth and 
early twenty-First centuries

The last four decades have seen several important trends in revelation studies. This 
section summarizes that history of interpretation from the early 1970s to the present, 
focusing primarily on the ways in which empire functioned within recent interpre-
tations. four significant trends are evident during this period. One trend has to do 
with the date of revelation, for nearly all commentators now place the writing (or 
final editing) of revelation in the late first century. This means that most scholars 
now reconstruct the imperial context for the apocalypse from information about the 
reign of domitian (81–96 Ce) rather than from the reign of nero (54–68 Ce). a sec-
ond trend is that most commentators agree that revelation was not written during 
a time of persecution. Third, there has been an expansion of the kinds of methods 
employed, with social-scientific and literary critics claiming to supplement—or even 
to supplant—traditional historical-critical methods. This range of methods has led 
to a certain fragmentation in revelation studies, but amid this diversity of methods  
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a fourth trend is clear: the term “empire” appeared occasionally in the  specialist 
literature during the 1980s but found traction among modern interpreters in 
the 1990s.

From the 1970s to 1990: was revelation a response to 
persecution?

John Gager (1975, esp. 19–57) published a study that initiated a transition in con-
clusions about the relationship between roman imperialism and the book of 
revelation.1 Previous scholars of the early and mid-twentieth century had argued 
about whether revelation was a reaction to roman persecution and the experience 
of harassment, torture, and execution. Gager did not question the conclusion that 
persecution explained the origins of revelation, but his argument pursued new lines 
of investigation by asking why revelation would have been perceived by insiders as 
an effective response to persecution, and by answering that question through the use 
of social-scientific theories.

Gager’s primary strategy was to categorize the early Christian movement as mil-
lenarian. drawing first on work in the sociology of religion, he noted that such move-
ments tend to attract members from the pool of people who experience “relative 
deprivation” (1975: 27); that is, members whose status places them outside or below 
established sectors of society. in the case of the early churches, this relative depri-
vation was exacerbated by persecution. Gager then supplemented his sociological 
analysis with psychological explanations, arguing that the gap between intensified 
deprivation and millennial promises of utopian bliss created “cognitive dissonance” 
(39–43) because the group’s beliefs did not match their experienced reality. according 
to Gager, the early Christian movement dealt with this dissonance in several ways, 
including rationalization, reinterpretation, and evangelism (since the incorporation 
of new members tends to legitimate a group’s beliefs).

Gager argued that the book of revelation dealt with cognitive dissonance in a 
distinct fashion, for revelation’s structure and symbols created a partial experience 
in the present of the anticipated future bliss (49–57). according to Gager, John gave 
his text a structure of seven alternations between oppression/despair and victory/
hope, which is resolved in an eighth assertion of hope—the new Jerusalem. This 
alternating structure, when employed in liturgy, became a “machine through which 
the believing community comes to experience the future as present” (55; author’s 
emphasis). so even though the millennium did not come, the worshiping mille-
narian group could experience partial fulfillment in worship, assuaging cognitive 
dissonance.

Gager’s specific proposal about revelation as a kind of liturgical group therapy for 
cognitive dissonance has not been widely accepted in the secondary literature, but 
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his innovative approach set some of the terms for subsequent discussion. his analysis 
marked a turning point in revelation studies by supplementing traditional textual 
methodologies with concepts and methods from the social sciences that addressed 
questions of social function. it was simultaneously a move away from theological 
explanation and toward religious studies analysis. in these ways, Gager’s method-
ological shift mirrored larger trends in new Testament studies beginning in the 1970s.

adela Yarbro Collins responded to Gager’s analysis with the first major synthetic 
statement that moved away from the hypothesis that roman persecution generated 
John’s apocalypse. she argued that there is no evidence for a wave of arrests or execu-
tions against the churches during domitian’s reign (81–96 Ce), nor are there signs that 
the worship of that emperor became more exaggerated (Yarbro Collins 1984: 69–73). 
but if there was no crisis from persecution, then how does one explain John’s vehe-
ment denunciations of rome? Yarbro Collins’s answer was that there was no major 
crisis initiated by roman imperial authorities, but there was a multifaceted, diffuse 
crisis taking shape. The emerging crisis consisted of six factors: conflicts between 
churches and nonbelieving Jews; mutual antipathy between believers and nonbe-
lieving Gentiles; general economic inequalities that resulted in social unrest in the 
eastern Mediterranean; questions about the legality and intentions of the churches; 
and experiences of trauma related especially to isolated incidents of hostility toward 
churches (1984: 84–104). although most believers did not notice these factors, John 
perceived them and wrote the apocalypse in order to heighten the awareness of the 
churches about the disjunction between their general social context and his under-
standing of faithfulness.

in this way, Yarbro Collins accepted Gager’s characterization of revelation’s 
churches as millenarian but developed the argument about relative deprivation in 
a different direction. Yarbro Collins cast John—not roman imperial society—as 
the agent generating a sense of deprivation and dissonance for the churches. This 
allowed Yarbro Collins also to hypothesize a different psychological mechanism at 
work. Whereas Gager described revelation in therapeutic terms (i.e., future prom-
ises that produced partial realization of comfort in the present), Yarbro Collins 
argued that John’s purpose was cathartic: John aroused powerful emotions, especially 
fear and resentment, in order to resolve them by channeling the emotions externally 
toward roman authority and internally toward motivation for individuals to keep 
strict ethical standards (1984: 141–61). so Yarbro Collins accepted certain features of 
Gager’s analysis, but framed her analysis in a way that did not require roman perse-
cution. This would mean that imperial abuse of power was not the catalyst for John’s 
anti-roman attitudes; rather, John was reacting to general social difficulties.

an important publication in the next year experimented with a different meth-
odological approach. instead of employing sociology of religion and psychology, 
elisabeth schüssler fiorenza (1985) framed her analysis methodologically in terms 
of rhetorical criticism. she still accepted the theory that persecution and harassment 
were generative for John’s apocalypse, but argued against the growing criticism of 
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this position by noting that the interpreter’s viewpoint affects the resulting analy-
sis: modern scholars who adopt a perspective “from below” are sensitive to the plight 
of the victims of persecution, while scholars who adopt elite perspectives tend to 
reinforce the values of official roman historiography that justifies exploitation and 
abuse (1985: 8–9). revelation, according to schüssler fiorenza, was written with a 
viewpoint from below, and so our interpretations must take account of that rhetori-
cal situation, a situation shaped by local harassment and persecution, by increasing 
demands to participate in imperial cults, and by the growing authoritarianism of 
domitian’s rule (1985: 192–95).

schüssler fiorenza’s description of the rhetorical situation of John’s apocalypse 
included two features that became important in subsequent research. One feature is a 
move toward empire as an important analytical category. schüssler fiorenza stopped 
just short of describing the churches as an empire, and her predominant concept in 
this work was still “justice.” but her emphasis on the political implications of John’s 
rhetoric led to comparisons between the roman empire and the churches.

as the kingdom for God, the Christian community is understood in political terms 
as the alternative community to the roman empire. . . . as such they [those purchased 
for God by the lamb] are the anti-kingdom to the roman empire. (1985: 75, 76)2

These comparisons imply a comparative category “empire” that undergirds the anal-
ysis, a category that would later become overt in the secondary literature.

The comparisons between the churches and the roman empire led to a second 
feature of schüssler fiorenza’s work that became significant in subsequent research—
critique of revelation itself. The comparisons between church and empire led to 
questions about the extent to which John’s revelation replicated imperial discourses, 
and resulted in two related criticisms. specifically, schüssler fiorenza faulted John’s 
revelation for drawing the image of God in the image of the emperor, portraying the 
divine as a cosmic projection of rome’s imperial domination (described as “power 
over” rather than as justice for the oppressed and powerless; 1984: 9). The critique 
of revelation’s concept of divine power overlapped with the second accusation that 
revelation also replicated imperial patterns of gendered patriarchal oppression. so 
even while defending the persecution theory during its fall from favor, schüssler 
fiorenza laid the foundation for later critiques of revelation’s interaction with impe-
rial patterns of domination.

leonard Thompson’s 1990 monograph was the first study in which empire 
was important enough to appear in the title. his monograph, The Book of 
Revelation: Apocalypse and Empire, successfully dismantled the persecution theory 
but his reformulation of revelation and empire has not taken hold in the secondary 
literature. against the persecution theory Thompson mounted a sustained attack. he 
highlighted the rhetoric and ideological biases of the roman sources that denigrated 
domitian’s reign in order to praise Trajan and his dynasty (1990: 95–115). Then came  



Apocalypse and Empire   167

a lengthy description of Christian and Jewish communities living mostly quiet lives 
in western asia Minor (1990: 116–45), and a survey of urban institutions in that region 
(1990: 146–67). The end result was a narrative about urban life in the roman empire 
that most specialists would now describe as overly optimistic.

from this analysis of economic and political life in the cities of asia there is no indica-
tion of political unrest, widespread class conflict, or economic crisis in the cities of 
that province. The empire—especially under domitian—was beneficial to rich and 
poor provincials; and there were checks against extensive abuse of the poor provin-
cials by the richer ones. There is little evidence to suggest fundamental conflicts either 
within the economic structure of the province or between the province and rome. 
(Thompson 1990: 166–67)

Thompson’s work here shows the influence of the so-called new consensus, associ-
ated especially with Meeks (1983), which portrayed roman imperial cities as pros-
perous and the Pauline assemblies (and by implication other churches) as fairly well 
integrated into those cities. his deconstruction of the portrait of systematic per-
secution of churches and believers under domitian, however, was thorough and 
effective.

This extremely positive description of the participation of believers in roman 
urban life left little room for previous explanations of John’s denunciation of 
roman power. it undercut Gager’s millenarian explanation, Yarbro Collins’s theory 
of an emerging crisis, and schüssler fiorenza’s focus on justice for the oppressed. 
Thompson argued instead that revelation was written to create a crisis—not to 
respond to one—and that the conflict stemmed completely from John’s antagonism 
toward roman authority (1990: 132). Thompson’s formulation (i.e., the apocalypse 
as a minority report among the churches designed to alienate believers from an 
empire in which they felt too much at home) ultimately undercut his own attempts 
to explain John’s anti-roman visions.3 but Thompson’s depiction of revelation as a 
text that assimilates aspects of empire even as it competes for the hearts and minds of 
imperial subjects is a feature that characterized much subsequent research.

To sum up, then, revelation studies in the 1970s and 1980s exhibited several traits 
common to other subspecialties in new Testament studies: expansion beyond tra-
ditional historical-critical and theological methods; a focus on the social context of 
the early churches and the social function of religion; and disagreements regarding 
whether the roman empire was a peaceful setting for flourishing urban centers or 
was an oppressive regime dedicated to the exploitation of its provinces. for the study 
of revelation in particular, specialists eventually relinquished the idea that there was 
widespread persecution of the churches under domitian. This required a different 
explanation for the hostility of John’s apocalypse toward its imperial setting, which 
coincided with the emergence of empire as a contested category in the study of John’s 
apocalypse in the 1990s.
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From 1990 to 2010: was revelation Subversive?

during the 1970s and 1980s, revelation studies were influenced heavily by a relatively 
small number of specialists. from 1990 to 2010 the number of specialists increased and 
the range of conclusions widened. in this period of more diverse interpretation, three 
general positions regarding revelation and empire were most prominent: revelation 
replicated empire; revelation subverted empire; or revelation’s primary focus was on 
congregational life rather than on empire.

The first trend was the claim that revelation was itself an imperialist text. in the 
late 1980s both schüssler fiorenza and Thompson had highlighted ways in which 
John’s apocalypse may have been more like the roman empire than unlike it. in 
the 1990s Tina Pippin took the issue of revelation’s patriarchal perspective further 
than schüssler fiorenza (who maintained that revelation could still be a liberat-
ing force for justice in spite of its gendered symbols; schüssler fiorenza 1985: 199). 
Pippin countered that the apocalypse did question the ideology of dominant 
power and in this sense it had decolonizing tendencies. Ultimately, however, she 
argued that revelation recolonizes its audience by recycling the oppressive gen-
der ideology of the roman empire (1992: 98, 104). “The apocalypse falls short of 
complete subversion of the social order. The female is still absent, even though 
she is represented in both powerful and powerless modes of being and acting. The 
female is still other, still marginalized, and still banished to the edges of the text” 
(Pippin 1992:  72). robert royalty brought a related critique against revelation 
regarding attitudes toward wealth, arguing that revelation’s imagery symbolically 
stripped rome of its wealth and status and bestowed that wealth and status on 
God’s court and on the new Jerusalem. “[O] pposition to the dominant culture in 
the apocalypse is not an attempt to redeem that culture but rather an attempt to 
replace it with a Christianized version of the same thing. . . . The text creates a new 
culture of power that mimics the dominant ideology; only the names and labels are 
changed” (1998: 246).

a similar criticism—but with broader implications—was leveled against the 
apocalypse by Christopher frilingos. frilingos argued that revelation was a prod-
uct of the roman empire and should not be analyzed in opposition to the empire. 
revelation taught its audience a process of viewing the world in imperial terms, with 
enemies seen as monsters to be killed and as whores to be destroyed. This imperial 
viewing of “spectacle” was, according to frilingos, an important mode of produc-
ing authoritative knowledge and thus a crucial means for building imperial selfhood 
in the roman empire. spectacle heightened passions to their limits and challenged 
viewers to control their passions like “men,” and so John’s audience learned the manly 
art of imperial viewing (2004: 6–11). “despite the assurance that ‘the first things 
have passed away,’ the ‘new heaven and new earth’ that the audience glimpses in the 
apocalypse reconstitutes the viewing relations of the old world” (2004: 115).
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in contrast to these conclusions that John simply replicated the old (roman) empire 
with a new (divine) empire, a second group of studies maintained that revelation did 
indeed subvert empire. a year after Pippin’s feminist deconstruction of revelation 
appeared, richard bauckham published a description of revelation’s theology that 
included a focus on revelation’s ideas about empire. he argued that revelation took 
the perspective of history’s victims, that it critiqued the Pax romana and roman ide-
ology of absolute power, and that it urged its audience to distance themselves from 
the roman imperial system (1993: 35–39). While he did not address the question of 
gender in revelation, bauckham dismissed the charge that revelation’s deity was 
little more than a cosmic emperor with the claim that the accusation resulted from 
a misunderstanding of the idea of transcendence in the apocalypse. “real transcen-
dence,” according to bauckham, means that the deity is beyond all creaturely exis-
tence, which also means it cannot be fully described in human language. Once real 
transcendence is taken into account, John’s language about deity is not a mere projec-
tion of earthly imperial power; rather, the worship of the emperor is a blasphemous 
substitute for true worship of the transcendent ground of all being (1993: 44–47).

My own intervention in this discussion was published in 2001. i made the case 
that an examination of the theme of imperial cults in western asia Minor—both 
their socioreligious functions and revelation’s criticism of them—demonstrates that 
the apocalypse was not simply anti-roman but antiempire. drawing heavily on the 
archaeological evidence for civic life, i concluded that the cosmology and eschatol-
ogy of imperial cults were so diametrically opposed to the cosmology and eschatol-
ogy of John’s revelation that it made the two worldviews incompatible. Moreover, 
John’s robust critique of rome included what we would call economy, politics, trade, 
religion, popular opinion, and ethics, making his opposition to imperial power sys-
tematic enough to be seen as opposed to any empire (2001: 122–31, 208–9).

harry Maier’s monograph published at about the same time came to similar con-
clusions by different methods. rather than using social historical, and archaeological 
methods as i did, Maier drew on a range of literary, narrative, and critical theories. 
he recognized that revelation imitated empire but argued that it did so as a form 
of parody and ironic inversion. The parody was a rehearsal of empire designed to 
expose, a satirical imitation, even a sarcastic mockery. as so often happens in the 
contact zones of empire, revelation subjected earthly power to harsh ambiguities 
of double and triple coding. by laying out this critique of empire, John destabilized 
the world of his audience and sought to distance them from imperial practices and 
ideologies (2002: 164–97).4

Perhaps the most suggestive proposal for future research along these lines came 
from schüssler fiorenza (2007), who charted a course for research that could synthe-
size and move beyond certain limitations in revelation studies. schüssler fiorenza 
argued that postcolonial interpretations have focused too exclusively on empire and 
power, while feminist interpretations have set back their own agendas by essential-
izing gender into a male/female binary. she proposed instead that these and other 



170  Steven J. Friesen

interpretive issues should be pursued simultaneously under the primary rubric not 
of “patriarchy” or “empire,” but rather “kyriarchy” (“domination by the emperor, lord, 
master, father, husband, elite propertied male” 2007: 14). instead of framing debates 
in terms of single variables such as power or gender, kyriarchy allows for the analysis 
of multiple forms of oppression that reinforce each other, illuminating the imperial 
hierarchy of domination “structured by race, gender, sexuality, class, empire, age, 
and religion, which are the multiplicative effects of dehumanizing exploitation and 
othering subordination” (2007: 57). applied to revelation, such a method would 
foreground John’s critique of the multiple forms of mutually sustaining imperial 
oppressions while also acknowledging that John’s critique employed gendered imag-
ery that tended to reinscribe certain aspects of empire on his audience (2007: 130–47, 
esp. 143–44).

along with the studies that criticized the apocalypse for replicating empire and 
those that portrayed the apocalypse as subverting empire, there was also a third 
trend in the specialist literature. These studies focused on how revelation intervened 
in congregational life and placed the problem of empire in a secondary position. One 
of these studies was david barr’s narrative commentary on revelation (barr 1998), 
which highlighted John’s activism for purity in the congregations. This innovative 
study approached the apocalypse with narratological tools and argued that each of 
the three main sections of the text (rev 1–3, 4–11, and 12–22) retells the story of Jesus 
in a different way. Considered together, the whole text invokes the ancient plot of the 
divine warrior who defeats a cosmic dragon and establishes his rule over the world, 
which results in universal worship of the warrior. as a narrative rendering of this 
plot, revelation characterized empire as the beast through whom the dragon (satan) 
accomplished its blasphemous work in the world. The story ends with the destruc-
tion of the beast and the dragon, and the renewed intimacy of God with humanity in 
the new Jerusalem. finally, with the story over, the text concludes with invitations to 
proper worship (barr 1998: 101–9). in order to understand the social setting for this 
plot about proper worship barr adopted Thompson’s reconstruction of a prosper-
ous economy in western asia Minor where some or many believers were trying “to 
accommodate both their new faith and their cultural expectations” to the norms of 
mainstream society (barr 1998: 170). in this context, the goal of John’s apocalypse 
was to persuade believers to keep their distance: “now the implied audience of this 
work is not the accommodationists; they are called vile names [by John], and the pur-
pose of name-calling is to exclude. The implied audience is the people who might be 
tempted to follow them” (barr 1998: 170). but the precise issue of contention, accord-
ing barr, was worship and purity. “it is this struggle to remain free of the taint of poly-
theism, i think, and not persecution that is addressed by the apocalypse” (1998: 165).

The theme of intramural struggle over issues of accommodation to society was 
heightened by Paul duff (2001). his study focused particularly on the oracles 
to the churches in rev 2–3 and examined the kinds of conflicts implied there. he 
made three observations that suggested the conflicts were related to economic 
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inequalities within the churches: the churches that were commended were those that 
were described as economically and socially disadvantaged (smyrna, Philadelphia); 
one crucial problem that John condemned in two churches (Pergamum, Thyatira) 
was the consumption of sacrificed meat, which would have been a problem mostly 
for wealthier believers; and one church (laodicea) was severely criticized for its use 
of its wealth (2001: 36–60). Thus, duff concluded that empire was not the crucial 
issue. he proposed this “reasonable scenario”: “John’s followers were day laborers, 
the unemployed (or unemployable), and the underemployed. ‘Jezebel’s’ followers, 
like many first- and second-century urban Christians, were successful merchants 
and artisans, that is, people engaged in trade and commerce” (2001: 69). so John’s 
critique, according to duff, was aimed not directly at empire but rather at aspects of 
imperial life, specifically at the pagan religious foundation of imperial society that 
worked to the benefit of those with economic resources (2001: 114).

Thus, from the early 1970s to 2010 we see several shifts in the understandings of 
Western scholars about the relationship between empire and John’s apocalypse. 
during the first two decades of that period there was movement toward a consen-
sus that John’s anti-roman visions were published in the late first century and were 
not the result of imperial persecution. after 1990, a range of alternative explanations 
emerged. These tended to support one of three conclusions: John’s anti-roman sen-
timents were superficial, for he simply replicated aspects of empire in his own text; 
John’s anti-roman rhetoric subverted imperial authority; or John’s primary concern 
was the polytheism of imperial society and not empire itself.

Assessment

The preceding review of one aspect of revelation studies over the last four decades 
allows us to contextualize historically the current interest in empire as an analytical 
category. The emergence of this term is an important consideration since empire is not 
a native category in revelation, which describes its contemporary politics rather in 
terms related to kingship. The Greek word βασιλεία appears nine times in revelation, 
and it can be used for what we would call an empire (“an aggregate of subject territo-
ries ruled over by a sovereign state,” in the wording of the Oxford English Dictionary). 
however, βασιλεία has a wider range of meanings and so it is normally translated as 
“kingdom.” likewise, the Greek equivalent for “emperor” (αὐτοκράτωρ, for the latin 
imperator) does not appear in revelation. The closest equivalents describe God as 
παντοκράτωρ (“almighty,” appearing nine times) and βασιλεὺς τῶν ἐθνῶν (“king of the 
nations” in 15:3), and describe the lamb that was slain as βασιλεὺς βασιλέων (“king 
of kings”) and κύριος κυρίων (“lord of lords”), which both appear only in 17:14 and 



172  Steven J. Friesen

19:16. so the concept of empire is not completely foreign to revelation and is in fact 
connected to central issues in the text. but neither is empire a precise rendering of the 
concerns of revelation and so its appeal to modern scholarship requires explanation.

empire began to surface in some studies of the 1970s and 1980s, but only came 
into its own after 1990, particularly in english-language publications. There were no 
doubt many reasons for this shift in revelation studies, and the review of scholarship 
brought some of them to the fore. One factor—probably a contributing factor and not 
the most important—was the waning of the persecution theory. historical investiga-
tion undermined the earlier explanation of the antagonism in John’s text toward the 
roman empire and so new explanations were needed. another contributing factor 
was the effort to move beyond traditional historical-critical methods that began in 
the 1970s and quickly gathered momentum. This methodological experimentation 
favored sociology and psychology in the early years but later focused more on a range 
of approaches, including feminist analysis, literary criticism, critical theories with a 
Marxian lineage, rhetorical criticism, and others.5

but how do we explain the ascendancy of “empire” in particular? The content of 
revelation certainly played a role, for it is the most strident anti-imperial text in the 
surviving early Christian literature, and perhaps the most striking piece of extant 
resistance literature from the first-century Mediterranean world. at least as impor-
tant, however, was the deployment of liberation theology and then also postcolonial 
theory in new Testament studies (Moore 2006: 3–23). The influence of liberation 
theology is visible especially in some of the more activist analyses of revelation from 
the last forty years (boesak 1987; schüssler fiorenza 1984; richard 1995), and most 
of the specialist publications from the last twenty years cite postcolonial theorists 
like edward said (1993) and homi bhabha (1994).6 The orientation of these methods 
and theories toward the situation and agency of victims in oppressive imperial set-
tings provided the intellectual framework that informed a good deal of the academic 
debate about empire and revelation after about 1990.

One clear benefit of these developments has been a more refined approach to the 
different ways in which inhabitants are affected by empire. before the period under 
review in this chapter, scholarship operated with a fairly homogenous view of impe-
rial society, assuming that most inhabitants experienced empire in the same way. in 
the 1980s, however, there was a growing awareness of discrepant experiences within 
populations. There are hints of this insight in the use of the sociological category 
“relative deprivation” by Gager (1975) and Yarbro Collins (1984). but the emergence 
of the idea that domination affects particular kinds of people in different ways prob-
ably owes more to the feminist framework and rhetorical critical method of schüssler 
fiorenza (1984), who raised the question of gendered inequities and then extended 
this to differentiated experiences of imperialism according to ethnic and legal stand-
ing under the rubric of perspective from below (1985: 8–9, 198–99). The extent of this 
shift is seen in the fact that by the beginning of the twenty-first century revelation 
specialists assumed that they needed to recognize the role that gender, economic 
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resources, legal standing (esp. regarding slavery), and ethnicity play in empire, even 
as they disagreed about revelation’s perspective.

another benefit of these developments was a better description of the means 
by which empires enforce order. before the 1970s there was a fairly monodimen-
sional view of imperial rule, with some scholars focusing on the violence (or threats 
of violence) that intimidate inhabitants, and other scholars assuming that inhabit-
ants were satisfied because prosperity in the roman empire trickled down to every-
one. Gradually, however, the distinction between force and discourse took hold in 
revelation studies. The idea that empires are characterized by a discursive system 
that normalizes imperial rule without constant overt violence also seems to have 
its roots in feminist critiques of the ways that roman society created definitions of 
male and female. With a growing awareness of the discursive character of gender 
(schüssler fiorenza 1984; Pippin 1992), it became easier for scholars to address the 
constructed character of imperial worship (bauckham 1993), polytheism in general 
(barr 1998), elite status (howard-brook and Gwyther 1999), and so on.

These two facets of revelation studies—recognition of discrepant experiences of 
empire, and the difference between brute force and discourse—energized one of the 
major topics debated in this period: accommodation to empire. This is most obvious 
in discussions of the oracles to the seven churches in rev 2–3, where it was no longer 
assumed that nicolaitans (rev 2:6, 15), those who follow the teachings of balaam 
(2:14), and the prophet “Jezebel” (2:20) were simply heretics who opposed John. 
rather, these references in the oracles were now seen as signs of disagreement about 
accommodation to empire in the late first-century congregations caused by different 
levels of economic resources and different levels of participation in dominant society 
among John’s audience. These individuals would have found the discourses of empire 
more persuasive than John did, and they gravitated toward other leaders. so John’s 
denunciations of these leaders and groups were portrayed as a contest for authority 
in the church subculture (rather than a battle against heresy) that was occasioned by 
differing reactions to empire in the churches.

another way in which accommodation to empire became a major topic for dis-
cussion was in the assessments of whether John replicated aspects of imperial dis-
courses. in fact, this was one of the most contentious areas of discussion, probably 
because these discussions were about a Christian canonical text. The claim that 
revelation—a part of the Christian canon—condemns empire is religiously satisfy-
ing to some Christian readers of contemporary scholarship, and abhorrent to other 
Christian readers. likewise, the opposing claim that the most anti-roman text in the 
new Testament actually has abusive tendencies similar to those of empire appeals 
to some modern readers and horrifies others. My point here is that revelation’s sta-
tus as canon has heightened the politics of scholarship because an argument about 
revelation has implications for the social ethics of contemporary Christians and 
churches. does the canon require Christian opposition to empire, or does it condone 
Christian complicity with empire? i  suspect that this ethical alternative—fraught 
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with powerful social, political, and economic implications—has encouraged many 
scholars to present binary conclusions and has resulted in exaggerated reactions to 
those conclusions. religious authority and political commitment were in play, both 
in the ancient text and in the modern interpretive communities.

This attention to the modern contexts of academic interpretation is related to an 
important hermeneutical development that revelation studies shared with other 
areas of inquiry. during this period of approximately 1970–2010 there was a shift 
among academicians in their understanding of the role of the interpreter in the pro-
duction of meaning. in the early twenty-first century most analysts no longer treat 
ancient texts as neutral containers for meaning, but rather see the creation of mean-
ing as a complex interaction between text and reader/hearer. for revelation studies 
this has led to greater attention to the ancient social settings of revelation (rather 
than just attention to the ancient ideas in the text).

This enhanced use of ancient social settings in interpretation is related to new kinds 
of appeals to the ancient text for contemporary theology and advocacy. revelation 
has traditionally been treated as one component of the authoritative Christian scrip-
ture that contains divine truths about humanity and the world. Church institutions 
and authorities have played crucial roles in the negotiation and approval of the kinds 
of theology and advocacy that could be based on scriptural texts like revelation. in 
recent centuries in the West, historical analysis became another way of defending or 
challenging the advocacy of particular theological ideas or frameworks. empire stud-
ies, however, often functions as a third way of constructing and critiquing advocacy. 
it is sometimes related to theological authority, for the category empire creates a cos-
mological framework (i.e., a grand structure for the organization of social life) within 
which interpreters can analyze revelation and generate meaning from it. in contrast to 
theological cosmologies that include a divine ordering of the world, imperial cosmolo-
gies provide a common framework within which secular and theological analysts can 
agree on ground rules for argumentation. Thus the last few decades have produced 
an important array of studies—sometimes theological, sometimes not—that make 
claims about whether revelation is useful or dangerous for contemporary readers. 
These studies have tended to practice advocacy particularly regarding gender, politics, 
violence, economy, and (more recently) degradation of the environment.

in relation to modern contexts of interpretation, it is important to note that most 
of the academic publications focused on revelation and empire have been in english, 
that they have found most of their readership in the United states and europe, and 
that they have, in one way or another, grappled with empire in an era of american 
dominance in world affairs. There is also another range of interpretations from 
twentieth-century american popular culture and theology about revelation that 
claim John was predicting a final battle between good and evil, a battle in which the 
United states, the Ussr russia, and the Muslim world would play their parts. These 
popular interpretations are not the subject of this chapter,7 but they remind us that 
widely divergent popular and academic theories about revelation engage in discus-
sions of the text’s implications for contemporary international geopolitics.
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This concern with contemporary international affairs leads to one final obser-
vation: the emergence of empire as an important category for revelation studies 
(and for the Western academy in general) came precisely at a time when those mod-
ern geopolitical alignments were in flux, for the proliferation of empire studies in 
the 1990s came after the demise of the soviet Union. This dissolution of the major 
political, military, and ideological opponent to american global strategies also 
brought to an end the last functioning economic alternative to global capitalism.8 it 
is no wonder that many pundits in the 1990s announced the beginning of a unipo-
lar world in which there was only one global superpower. nor is it surprising that 
Western scholars in many fields concerned themselves at this time with the nature 
and consequences of empire, raising questions about the practices of nearly absolute 
international power.

challenges

in view of these assessments of earlier work, i conclude by suggesting six challenges 
for future research on empire and the apocalypse. first and foremost, there is an 
urgent need for robust, integrative frameworks for analysis. revelation studies has 
fragmented over the last two decades. The major monographs in the field have 
tended to make strong arguments, each working from its own theoretical perspec-
tive to make a particular point. One consequence of this diversity of approaches is 
that the individual studies tend not to inform other monographs in a way that gener-
ates lively debate around central issues. instead of an arena for dispute, revelation 
studies more closely resembles an assortment of individual initiatives that produce 
important results but do not create long-term discussions focused around John’s 
apocalypse or around apocalyptic literature in general. One of the more potentially 
fruitful proposals for an integrative framework comes from schüssler fiorenza 
(2007) and her use of intersectionality. i think that intersectionality has not yet been 
sufficiently theorized, but it does offer one way that a range of concerns could be 
brought to bear in the analysis of revelation. narrative criticism as practiced by barr 
(2012) also shows potential for integrating a range of important concerns, examining 
the narrative mechanics of a story like revelation and connecting them to social and 
historical contexts.

a second challenge facing revelation studies at this time is the need for more 
sophisticated historical analysis at the level of method and of data. There has been a 
tendency to abandon traditional historical-critical methods in favor of newer (often 
poststructuralist) academic approaches without recognizing the extent to which 
these also rely on historical argumentation. deployed more overtly and with more 
reflexivity, renewed attention to historical methods would strengthen and perhaps 
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winnow some of the work being done on the apocalypse. Moreover, revelation spe-
cialists have not always distinguished themselves as historians at the level of data. 
by that i mean that monographs in revelation studies have been known to repeat 
uncritically opinions about emperors (especially nero and domitian), generaliza-
tions about society (e.g., amounts of persecution or levels of wealth in the roman 
empire), assertions about religious phenomena (such as alleged developments in 
imperial cults, or assertions about polytheism), and uninformed statements about 
archaeological data (ramsay and hemer are particularly problematic examples 
here). as the study of the apocalypse expands further beyond the particular con-
cerns of theological education and church institutions, historical claims will need 
to use the full range of ancient evidence in ways that will stand up to the rigors of 
multidisciplinary scrutiny.

a third challenge is the need to develop more nuanced categories and understand-
ings of the workings of empire. There is a danger that the current interest in empire 
will degenerate into a pitched battle between opposing positions in revelation stud-
ies. a more profitable approach would be to draw on comparative studies in other 
disciplines that are working on taxonomies for empires across time and space (e.g., 
Morris and scheidel 2009; bang and bayly 2011; Cline and Graham 2011) as a way of 
gaining more leverage on questions about the kind of empire rome constructed and 
about how John assessed that system. semantic studies of the conceptualization of 
empire (e.g. richardson 2008) could also be useful since empire is not a native cat-
egory for revelation.

a fourth challenge facing the study of revelation and empire is to renew interest in 
the issue of the “Jewishness” of revelation. Marshall (2001) was the single substantial 
monograph to address this problem in the period under review, but its argument 
was unsuccessful due to important problems of execution. Marshall, however, raised 
a question that has not yet been answered persuasively; namely, the sense in which 
revelation’s critique of empire was related to its participation in the traditions of 
israel. One reason the issue is both difficult and urgent is that the question requires 
us to admit that revelation is not “Christian.” The secondary literature under review 
in this chapter describes revelation anachronistically as Christian almost without 
exception. Once the descriptor “Christian” is invoked it is difficult to address the 
question of revelation’s Jewishness without also importing the hostility built into the 
codependent categories Christian/Jewish. so in order to make significant headway 
on this issue, we need to stop describing John’s apocalypse and his communities as 
Christian, and then we need to redefine carefully what we mean by “Jewish” without 
recourse to the binary framework Christian/Jewish. along with this reconceptualiza-
tion, systematic comparison of revelation with other Jewish apocalypses like 4 ezra 
and 2 baruch could open up new avenues for understanding John’s Jewish revelation.

fifth, revelation studies needs more concerted attention to revelation as narra-
tive. barr (1998) demonstrated the usefulness of working on revelation using nar-
rative critical categories, and more work needs to be undertaken along these lines.9 



Apocalypse and Empire   177

John’s text certainly does not operate according to the standards of an ancient novel, 
or even according to the standards of most ancient apocalypses. but narrativity is a 
fundamental feature of the apocalypse, and it is difficult to appreciate the complexity 
of the text without understanding it as a story (or perhaps as several stories).

finally, a sixth challenge for researchers is to bring revelation into religious stud-
ies conversations. Gager (1975) and a few other publications from this period engaged 
questions and categories of religious studies for the analysis of the apocalypse, but 
most of the studies remained closer to biblical studies, literary studies, or theology. 
revelation, however, is also one of the most influential religious texts in human history, 
and the analysis of the text as a religious phenomenon has remained underexplored.

To sum up, then, the deployment of empire as a category of analysis flourished 
especially in english-language publications during the 1990s, as american domi-
nance in international affairs increased and capitalism became the only viable inter-
national economic system. The growing interest in the relationship between John’s 
revelation and empire at that historical juncture has been salutary in some ways 
and problematic in others. The interest in empire during this period was salutary in 
that it directed research toward a fundamental facet of the apocalypse—the nature 
of ultimate authority in human society. This focus in revelation studies was able to 
cross disciplines and to introduce new factors into the specialist discussions about 
the political implications of revelation because empire was also a concern in other 
disciplines. The new interest in empire was also problematic for revelation studies 
in that it exposed certain weaknesses in the field that need to be addressed. These 
challenges, i maintain, are best addressed with collaborative research using a range of 
methods, and with continued efforts to make use of the insights about empire gener-
ated in several disciplines.

notes

 1. his book dealt with revelation in the opening chapters but had broader goals. it was an 
attempt to recast the study of Christian origins according to religious studies interests 
rather than theological ones.

 2. The chapter in which these lines appear was first published as a journal article in 1974.
 3. Thompson’s hypothesis is too complex to lay out in this chapter. in short, he argued that 

John generated a linguistic vision of wholeness that was simultaneously sectarian and 
cosmopolitan. revelation did not set out a new linguistic world (contra Yarbro Collins) 
nor an alternative symbolic universe (contra schüssler fiorenza). rather, according to 
Thompson, John’s text both subverted and reclaimed empire for his own unified vision of 
the world’s divine destiny; Thompson (1990), esp. 33–34, 91, 185–97.

 4. sánchez (2008: 13–46) came to similar conclusions but had a more limited scope, focusing 
primarily on revelation 12 and drawing particularly on Yarbro Collins (1976 and 1984). 
blount (2009: 8–14) also argued that John promoted an aggressive nonparticipation in the 
demands of empire.
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 5. an example of this eclipse of historical-critical methods is the near disappearance of 
source criticism from revelation studies. aune (1997–98) provides the only notable and 
systematic application of this method on the whole text during this period.

 6. The work of scott (1990) has also been influential in some studies.
 7. for important studies on this topic, see boyer (1992); keller (1996); Wojcik (1997); rossing 

(2004); and Walliss and newport (2009).
 8. frieden (2006). China’s participation in the global capitalist economy was more deliberate, 

beginning earlier and proceeding more gradually.
 9. resseguie’s narrative commentary (2009) contains some helpful observations, but it is not 

nearly so persuasive overall in its analysis.
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“Monsters signify.”
donna haraway

postcolonial Analysis: A Brief 
introduction

recent work has suggested that questions and forms of analysis typically associated 
with “postcolonial” analysis can be quite fruitful approaches to the analysis of bibli-
cal texts and even ancient history more generally. Yet postcolonial analysis was not 
formed by the application of a particular, carefully articulated theory, but rather by a 
set of questions and perspectives that arose in the latter part of the twentieth century, 
largely among those interested in an analysis of contemporary literature (Gandhi 
1998; Moore-Gilbert 1997; Young 2003). The lack of clear definition is rarely seen as 
a serious problem, however, as noted by sugirtharajah—arguably one of the most 
versatile and accomplished scholars working on approaches to biblical studies from 
a “postcolonial” perspective:

in its earlier incarnation, postcolonialism was never conceived as a grand theory, but 
as creative literature and as a resistance discourse emerging in the former colonies 
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of the Western empires. Postcolonialism . . . as a critical practice followed later. There 
were two aspects: first, to analyze the diverse strategies by which the colonizers con-
structed images of the colonized; and second, to study how the colonized themselves 
made use of and went beyond many of those strategies in order to articulate their 
identity, self-worth, and empowerment. Postcolonialism has been taking a long his-
torical look at both old and new forms of domination. its insight lies in understand-
ing how the past informs the present. (sugirtharajah 2002: 11)

This approach has been taken up by historians of the ancient near east and also bibli-
cal scholars as well. for example, in his review of assyriology as a discipline, written 
as a preliminary to his own analysis of specific questions of neo-assyrian imperial 
practices, holloway trenchantly points out the pernicious influences of the cognitive 
“models” often implied in nineteenth-century analysis of the neo-assyrian sources, 
especially by british scholars who were influential in the decades when the major 
cuneiform discoveries were coming to light. The “model” for reading ancient history, 
more often than not, was precisely british attitudes about the “sick man of europe,” 
the Ottomon empire, and other foreign policy events of the nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries (holloway 2001). a similar critique in relation to biblical analysis 
is also quite significant (cf. Moore 2006; Crowell 2009). for example, in his explic-
itly “postcolonial” reading of the deuteronomistic history, Uriah kim determines 
that Western ideas of nationalism—largely a construction of Western thought in the 
modern period—have had a decisive impact on the reading of biblical texts about 
Josiah’s reform in the book of deuteronomy. he is thus inspired by the suspicions of 
postcolonial analysis to reread Josiah’s reforms as described in the bible with a new 
set of questions informed, especially, by reflecting on said’s accusations of how the 
West constructed an image of the “Orient” (kim 2005).

as one might expect, a term that includes “colonialism” therefore refers to the 
unequal political and economic relations that resulted from european control over, 
and exploitation of, conquered societies in the developing worlds—especially africa, 
asia, and the Middle east since the late fifteenth century. similar power relations can 
be identified, of course, among indigenous peoples forced into subsidiary roles by 
arriving europeans—for example, aboriginal australians, Maori new Zealanders, 
and native americans in both north and south america.

Many of these questions formed as a result of the profound influence of espe-
cially two social theorists—frantz fanon and edward said. fanon (1925–1961), an 
afro-Caribbean from Martinique, trained as a psychiatrist in france before deciding 
to do clinical work in french-occupied algeria. While in algeria, fanon became 
deeply involved in the struggle against the french occupation, but also reflected pro-
foundly on the social, economic, and especially psychological impacts of colonialism 
on colonized societies. My own rereading of the book of daniel was deeply influ-
enced by a reading of fanon’s thought (smith-Christopher 1996), particularly The 
Wretched of the Earth (1961), which has become a classic in postcolonial debates and 
discussions.
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edward said (1935–2003) was an Palestinian-american of Christian background, 
whose seminal work, Orientalism (1978), analyzed the ways in which Western read-
ings of Middle eastern societies effectively created a foreign cultural “other” that 
involved half-truths, exaggerations, and dubious assumptions based on a desire 
to defend Western cultural values, especially in contrast to the contrived image of 
these Middle eastern societies, collectively represented as “the Orient.” The ways in 
which literature, historical analysis, and art all arguably fused toward the creation 
of this Western image of “the Orient” was effectively revealed in said’s analysis.

both fanon and said, though informed by Marxist analysis, pushed beyond the 
normal parameters of Marxist economic analysis, and this expanded horizon gives 
postcolonial analysis its noted interests in a wide variety of social and cultural phe-
nomena as possible subjects of analysis. included in postcolonial analysis, therefore, 
are questions of the construction of cultural identity, particularly the concept of 
“hybridity” (a concern anticipated in the work of albert Memmi, esp. 1957, but see 
also his retrospective analysis of 2006).

“hybridity” refers to the inevitable fusing and creating of “hybrid” cultural identi-
ties among colonized peoples. This identity certainly draws from precolonial identity 
and tradition, but also from ideas or practices introduced by the colonizers. Of partic-
ular interest in postcolonial analysis is the impact of unequal power within societies 
of mixed backgrounds—the function of minorities, diaspora peoples, and transitory 
populations (refugees, nomads)—and how these peoples of differing status not only 
relate to the society they are participating in, but how they also shape themselves and 
others in that interaction from different positions of social power and privilege.

This element of cultural “mixing,” and the invariable conflicts that this clash of 
tradition, power, religion, and social privilege engenders is one of the main interests 
of postcolonial analysis. The “post” in “postcolonial” has sometimes been criticized 
as suggesting that the colonization of cultures is over, but this is not the only read-
ing of this term. Of more direct interest to those engaging in postcolonial analysis is 
that the term “post” suggests the continuation of such cultural, political, and religious 
mixing between cultures in positions of unequal political and economic power or 
privilege—even if the colonizing peoples/nations/empires themselves believe that 
the “colonization” has officially ended!

postcolonial Analysis, Apocalyptic 
literature, and monsters

in this essay, then, i propose an experiment in the analysis of Jewish apocalyptic lit-
erature that is inspired by particular aspects of postcolonial analysis, and in so doing, 
hopefully shed light on a specific aspect of apocalyptic imagery that has received 
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somewhat limited attention in the literature, namely the appearance in a number (but 
certainly not all) apocalyptic visions of strange mixed species creatures, or what i will 
call in this essay “mixed monsters.”

This topic is a direct result of the recent questions raised in postcolonial analysis, 
and especially the even more recent (and clearly related) area of “monster studies,” 
that draws our attention to fictional creatures as potentially more important—and 
more indicative of social ideas and attitudes—than we previously assumed. While 
“Monster studies” typically focus on fictional phenomena (although note the related 
work on “wonders,” see daston and Park 1998), the connection with postcolonial 
analysis is easily established. What a society considers “monstrous” or “foreign,” and 
thus deeply threatening, is a striking example of what postcolonial theorists often 
referred to as “othering”—defining one’s own positive cultural identity by setting up 
negative cultural identities against which to contrast one’s own culture or tradition as 
“superior.” This process was particularly emphasized by said, namely how Western 
societies or cultures defined themselves by negative contrasts to “others,” as the West 
did against the foil of “The Orient” (which led directly to current cultural hysterias 
about islamic societies as threatening “the West”). Monster studies directly relates to 
this kind of analysis by examining how definitions of the terrible, the horrible, and 
the monstrous also function as “others” against which a society defines the normal, 
the acceptable, and the proper.

i would like to acknowledge that i am following up on a few earlier suggestions that 
“Monster Theory” may well provide the basis for an interesting examination of the 
role of mixed-species creatures as an aspect of identifying the terrifying “other” by a 
particularly threatened group. not surprisingly, Portier-Young anticipates the pos-
sibility of applying Monster Theory to the study of apocalypticism (Portier-Young 
2011: 171, n. 109): “future investigation of early Jewish apocalypses through the lenses 
of horror and monster theory promises to illuminate the internal logic, grammar, 
and functions of apocalyptic symbolism,” and she cites Pippin (1999) and frilingos 
(2004) as two studies that also made initial moves in this direction in the context of 
studies of the apocalypse of John in the new Testament. although Monster Theory 
was not the direct concern of Pippin’s important study, she nonetheless asks some 
important questions about images in revelation:

Who or what is a monster? The apocalypse has us look up close. horrific details are 
given. Monsters are freakish; monsters devour; monsters want to control our lives by 
tricking us with falsehood. ancient readers were asked/forced to imagine political 
figures as beasts—colonialism as alien and as an alien invasion. (Pippin 1999: 88)

frilingos starts to engage Monster Theory (frilingos 2004: 123, n. 28) directly in his 
study of revelation, but it was not a central aspect of his arguments—and frilingos 
included virtually all strange beings—good or bad—in his examination of the “mon-
strous” in revelation: “ ‘Monsters’ covers a wide range of grotesque characters, from the 
evil dragon to the beasts to the prostitute babylon” (frilingos 2004: 6). This is similar 
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to the fascinating essay of rebecca raphael, who also combined elements of Monster 
Theory with issues of embodiment and even disability studies but also included mixed 
monsters in a wider analysis of imagery in fourth ezra (raphael 2011). it is arguable, 
however, that all “strange” beings in apocalyptic literature are not “monstrous” in the 
same sense (as raphael also suggests, see raphael 2011: 294), but also that the mixed 
monsters are particularly and uniquely significant in this regard. it is the ambition 
of this study to build on these previous anticipations of the possibilities of applying 
Monster Theory in the context of postcolonial analysis. To begin, let us define more 
carefully our use of Monster Theory in the context of an explicitly postcolonial analysis.

defining the monstrous

in 1998, lorraine daston and katharine Park published a provocative study of the 
social, religious, and ideological impact of natural “wonders” such as serious birth 
anomalies (human or animal) or other phenomena considered “unnatural” in 
european societies from the twelfth to the eighteenth Century. daston and Park’s 
work is often cited in later essays in Monster Theory (cf. dixon and ruddick 2011), 
and it isn’t difficult to see why daston and Park’s study was considered a significant 
introduction. for example, they point out that anomalies were evaluated in quite dif-
ferent ways, depending on the cultural context:

Wonders tended to cluster at the margins rather than at the center of the known 
world, and they constituted a distinct ontological category, the preternatural, sus-
pended between the mundane and the miraculous. in contrast, the natural order 
moderns inherited from the late seventeenth and eighteenth centuries is one of uni-
form, inviolable laws. . . . To register wonder was to register a breached boundary, a 
classification subverted. (daston and Park 1998: 14)

The authors suggest, however, that there was a clear tendency to assign the marvel-
ous, and the monstrous, to the margins of european society:

as the fourteenth century english monk ranulph higden put it in his world history, 
“at the farthest reaches of the world often occur new marvels and wonders, as though 
nature plays with greater freedom secretly at the edges of the world than she does 
openly and nearer us in the middle of it.” (daston and Park 1998: 25)

but when the anomalous or monstrous appeared in the midst of Christian european 
society, it was not seen as a marvelous aspect of the margins to be wondered about—
but rather a serious threat:
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if marvelous races were a phenomenon of the margins, an embellishment and 
completion of the natural order, individual monsters erupted in the Christian cen-
ter, brought on by its corruption and sin. They were suspensions of that order, signs 
of God’s wrath and warnings of further punishment; the appropriate reaction was 
not pleased and appreciative wonder, but horror, anxiety and fear. (daston and Park 
1998: 51)

The portentous interpretation of monsters as objects of horror did not slowly fade or 
disappear, but reasserted itself in waves according to local circumstances. feeding 
on the anxieties and aspirations of the moment, it drew its power from conditions of 
acute instability: foreign invasion, religious conflict, and civil strife. (daston and Park 
1998: 187)

One of the most interesting aspects of Monster Theory, therefore, is the identification 
of what societies consider “monstrous” as elements of their fears about their own 
identity and context, as well as wider conflicts they may engage in (cf. atanasocki’s 
brilliant analysis of the influence of dracula traditions on attitudes toward balkan 
conflicts, 2007; or backer’s illustration of the nazi “mixed monster” in the same vol-
ume, see backer 2007). The monstrous can become associated with sin, attack, and/
or instability (e.g., what was safely on the margins before, is now pounding on the 
gates of civilization!). but there are significant nuances in this study. in his essay in 
the volume on Monster Theory that he himself also edited, Jeffrey Jerome Cohen lays 
out seven theses about monster culture (Cohen 1996):

(1) The monster’s body is a cultural body:  “The monstrous body is pure cul-
ture. a construct and a projection, the monster exists only to be read:  the 
monstrum is etymologically “that which reveals,” “that which warns.” like a 
letter on the page, the monster signifies something other than itself (Cohen 
1996: 4).

(2) The monster always escapes:  “Monster theory must therefore concern itself 
with strings of cultural moments, connected by a logic that always threatens to 
shift; invigorated by change and escape” (Cohen 1996: 6).

(3) The monster is the harbinger of category crisis: “This refusal to participate in 
the classificatory ‘order of things’ is true of monsters generally; they are disturb-
ing hybrids whose externally incoherent bodies resist attempts to include them 
in any systematic structuration” (Cohen 1996: 6).

(4) The monster dwells at the gates of difference:  “The exaggeration of cultural 
difference into monstrous aberration is familiar enough. The most famous 
distortion occurs in the bible, where the aboriginal inhabitants of Canaan are 
envisioned as menacing giants” (Cohen 1996: 7).

(5) The monster polices the borders of the possible: “The monster prevents mobil-
ity (intellectual, geographic, or sexual), delimiting the social spaces through 
which private bodies may move. To step outside this official geography is to risk 
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attack by some monstrous border patrol or (worse) become monstrous oneself ” 
(Cohen 1996: 12).

(6) fear of the monster is really a kind of desire: “Through the body of the monster 
fantasies of aggression, domination, and inversion are allowed safe expression 
in a clearly deliminated and permanently liminal space. escapist delight gives 
way to horror only when the monster threatens to overstep these boundar-
ies, to destroy or deconstruct the thing walls of category and culture” (Cohen 
1996: 17).

(7) The monster stands at the threshold of becoming:  “monsters ask us how we 
perceive the world, and how we have misrepresented what we have attempted 
to place . . . they ask us why we have created them” (Cohen 1996: 20).

Virtually all of these interesting suggestions are provocative for a reading of “mixed 
monsters” in apocalyptic literature.

mixed monsters in Jewish  
Apocalypticism

arguably the most familiar text of “mixed monsters” in apocalayptic literature is 
daniel 7:

daniel 7:2–102 i, daniel, saw in my vision by night the four winds of heaven stirring 
up the great sea,3 and four great beasts came up out of the sea, different from one 
another.4 The first was like a lion and had eagles’ wings. Then, as i watched, its wings 
were plucked off, and it was lifted up from the ground and made to stand on two feet 
like a human being; and a human mind was given to it.5 another beast appeared, a 
second one, that looked like a bear. it was raised up on one side, had three tusks in 
its mouth among its teeth and was told, “arise, devour many bodies!” 6 after this, as 
i watched, another appeared, like a leopard. The beast had four wings of a bird on its 
back and four heads; and dominion was given to it. 7 after this i saw in the visions by 
night a fourth beast, terrifying and dreadful and exceedingly strong. it had great iron 
teeth and was devouring, breaking in pieces, and stamping what was left with its feet. 
it was different from all the beasts that preceded it, and it had ten horns.

however, it is important to also take note of another (and earlier) biblical text, namely 
the vision of ezekiel (already a book considered “proto-apocalyptic”):

ezekiel 1:4–11 4 as i looked, a stormy wind came out of the north: a great cloud with bright-
ness around it and fire flashing forth continually, and in the middle of the fire, something 
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like gleaming amber.5 in the middle of it was something like four living creatures. This 
was their appearance: they were of human form.6 each had four faces, and each of them 
had four wings.7 Their legs were straight, and the soles of their feet were like the sole of 
a calf ’s foot; and they sparkled like burnished bronze.8 Under their wings on their four 
sides they had human hands. and the four had their faces and their wings thus:9 their 
wings touched one another; each of them moved straight ahead, without turning as they 
moved.10 as for the appearance of their faces: the four had the face of a human being, the 
face of a lion on the right side, the face of an ox on the left side, and the face of an eagle;11 
such were their faces. Their wings were spread out above; each creature had two wings, 
each of which touched the wing of another, while two covered their bodies.

Compare these with the following five examples:

That same instant i stood up, and i saw a great angel before me. his hair was spread 
out like the lionesses. his teeth were outside his mouth like a bear. his hair was spread 
out like women’s. his body was like the serpent’s when he wished to swallow me. and 
when i saw him, i was afraid of him so that all of my parts of by body were loosened 
and i fell upon my face.

i was unable to stand, and i prayed before the lord almighty, “You will save me from 
this distress. You are the one who saved israel from the hand of Pharaoh, the king of 
egypt. You saved susanna from the hand of the elders of injustice. You saved the three 
holy men, shadrach, Meshach, abednego, from the furnace of burning fire. i beg you 
save me from this distress.” (apocalypse of Zephaniah 6:8–9, 100 bC–100 ad? tr. 
Wintermute, in Charlesworth 1983: 512)

On the second night i had a dream, and behold, there came up from the sea an eagle 
that had twelve feathered wings and three heads. and i looked, and behold, he spread 
his wings over all the earth, and all the winds of heaven blew upon him, and the 
clouds were gathered around him . . . .and i looked, and behold, the eagle flew with his 
wings to reign over the earth and over those who dwell in it. and i saw hole all things 
under heaven were subjected to him, and no spoke against him, not even one creature 
that was on the earth. (fourth book of ezra [fifth Vision] 11:1–6, late first century ad, 
tr. Metzger, in Charlesworth 1983: 548)

there were men living there whose faces were those of cattle, with the horns of deer, the 
feet of goats, and the loins of rams . . . i said to the angel, “lord, who are these strangely 
shaped creatures?,” and the angel said to me, “These are those who built the tower of the 
war against God. The lord threw them out. . . .” . . . faces of dogs, horns of deer, feet of 
goats—those who planned the tower and forced people to work, even pregnant women. 
(3 baruch, 2:1–7, 3:1–6, ad 100–300? tr. Gaylord, in Charlesworth 1983: 664–65)

and behind the tree was standing [something] like a dragon in form, but having hands 
and feet like a man’s, on his back six wings on the right and six on the left. and he was 
holding the grapes of the tree and feeding them to the two i saw entwined with each 
other. (apoc. abraham 23:7, ad 100–200? tr. rubinkiewicz, in Charlesworth 1983: 700)
and he showed abraham seven fiery heads of dragons and fourteen faces: (one of) 
most brightly burning fire and great ferocity, and a dark face, and a most gloomy 
viper’s face, and a face of a most horrible precipice, and fiercer face than an asp’s, and 
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a face of a frightening lion, and a face of a horned serpent and of a cobra. and he 
showed him also the face of a fiery broad sword and sword-bearing face and a face of 
lightning flashing frighteniningly and a noise of frightening thunder. and he showed 
him also another face, of a fierce, storm-tossed sea and a fierce, turbulent river and 
a frightening three-headed dragon and mixed cup of poisons; and in a word, he 
showed him great ferocity and bearable bitterness and ferocity, male and female ser-
vants, numbering about seven thousand, died. (Testament of abraham 17:13–19, ad 
100–200? tr. sanders, in Charlesworth 1983: 893)

as we have noted in previous examples of analysis of “monsters” in apocalyptic 
literature, however, these examples of mixed monsters are often considered together 
with other amazing figures whose descriptions are quite notably different. These 
other kinds of strange beings are more often typified by comparisons with fire, pre-
cious stones, or metals. again, daniel 7 provides a paradigm example:

9 as i watched, thrones were set in place, and an ancient One took his throne, his 
clothing was white as snow, and the hair of his head like pure wool; his throne was fiery 
flames, and its wheels were burning fire. 10 a stream of fire issued and flowed out from 
his presence. a thousand thousands served him, and ten thousand times ten thousand 
stood attending him. The court sat in judgment, and the books were opened.

Compare, for example:

and i stood up and saw him who had taken my right hand and set me on my feet. The 
appearance of his body was like sapphire, and the aspect of his face was like chrysolite, 
and the hard of his head like snow. and a diaris was on his head, its look that of a rain-
bow, and the clothing of his garments was purpose, and a golden staff was in his right 
hand. (apoc. of abraham 11, ad 100–200? tr. rubinkiewicz, in Charlesworth 1983: 694)

i would suggest, however, that these descriptions of large figures whose features com-
pare with precious stones or metals are typically common to positive figures rather 
than clearly negative figures. in other words positive figures are rarely mixed creatures. 
This may not be an insignificant detail.

words for monsters

does the lexicography of the monstrous in the bible shed light on the significance 
of the mixed monsters? does it matter how they are identified? The main term typi-
cally translated into english as “monsters” or “sea monster” has a very interesting 
history. it is now clear that the root “Tnn” is etymologically related to the Ugaritic 
mythology of the great sea-creature who is an opponent to baal, and seems to always 
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be presumed to be a serpent-like creature associated with the sea. The specific “sea 
monster” texts are helpfully examined by Collins (1993: 287) in his commentary on 
daniel 7, and in Clifford’s important article (Clifford 2000).

exodus 7:9 uses the same term to refer to the snake from aaron’s staff (tannin) but 
at this point, the Greek renders drakwn (cf. 7:10, 12), as in “poison of serpents” deut 
32:33). The sea monster association remains in Job 7:12 and famously in Ps. 74:13 (“You 
divided the sea by your might; you broke the heads of the dragons in the waters”) and 
Ps. 148:7 (“Praise the lord from the earth, you sea monsters and all deeps”) but the 
term is also still used of common snakes in Ps. 91:13.

in the prophets, the association with the sea monster remains in isa. 27:1, where 
leviathan is called “the dragon that is in the sea” and isa 51:9, which is perhaps the 
clearest association with the Ugaritic baal cycle of the war against Yam, and echoing 
the babylonian version of enuma elish, although the Ugaritic parallel is normally 
considered the most direct (Parker, 1997; Collins 1993: 282–85).

The most interesting possible transformation of the motif, however, is found in 
Jeremiah 51:34, where the babylonian exile itself is seen as “being swallowed” as if 
swallowed by a “sea monster.” This is a passage that i have often speculated to be a 
possible inspiration for the Jonah tale (the fact that the creature being described in 
Jon. 1:17 is a “big fish” seems a minor difficulty).

Contemporary to Jeremiah, of course, is ezekiel’s use of similar “monster” lan-
guage and imagery to represent another opponent of israel—egypt—in 29:3 called 
“great dragon”. finally, ezekiel 32:2 also combines imagery of two different creatures, 
namely lions and “dragon in the seas,” which seems to be a creature able to be in rivers 
as well as oceans, no doubt to suggest the nile (“you thrash about in your streams, 
trouble the water with your feet, and foul your streams”).

This terminology, even though often rendered “monster” in english, however, 
does not shed a great deal of light on the phenomena of mixed monsters. Consider, 
for example, the first example of mixing in the first vision of ezekiel, in ch. 1, cited 
above. i would argue that this is a difficult example, because the context of the vision 
is judgment, so one wonders if the creatures are part of the horror and threat of com-
ing judgment, or simply amazing heavenly creatures (similar to isa. 6, for example). 
in any case, this is arguably our first important example of threatening “combination 
monsters” in the biblical tradition—but the term that is used is merely “living thing” 
in reference to four beings he observes (Gk uses merely “living animals”). The inter-
esting point here, of course, is the use of demut, which is used heavily in ezekiel to 
suggest—it would appear—a kind of uncertainty in appearance (so Zimmerli, “delib-
erately left vague,” Zimmerli 1979: 120), and thus an increase in the mystery of what 
is being described (and used quite often, thus: 1:13, 16, 22, 26, 28; 8:2; 10:1, 21, 22; and 
then explicitly in regards to foreigners: 23:15). note also, there is no such ambiguity in 
isa. 6:2, where “seraphs” are named in a direct and rather matter-of-fact way—quite 
unlike the terror and wonder in ezekiel ch. 1.

The basic point here is that there is no discernable tendency to call the mixed mon-
sters of the bible “Tnn,” which would have clearly associated them with the Ugaritic 
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tradition of Yam, the classic “sea serpent.” The term was clearly available—why wasn’t 
it used? it is likely because the mixed monsters are not a direct reference to the near 
eastern mythology.

notably, daniel 7 uses the rather generalized term for “living animal/beast,” which 
is rendered to therion in the lxx, the term used regularly for simple animals, for 
example, Gen 1:24, 25, and so, as well as implying “wild beasts” throughout chs. 2–7. 
none of the mixed monsters are described with any other term. ezekiel ch. 1 uses the 
same hebrew term, and the Greek translates “living creatures” (so the nrsV) in ez. 
1:5, 13, 15, 19, 20, 22 with the basic term: zoon, which seems to refer widely to any living 
thing. Wisdom 7:20 even features the two terms in parallel, so that it is difficult to try 
to emphasize a major difference:

the natures of animals [zoon] and the tempers of wild animals [therion], the powers of 
spirits and the thoughts of human beings . . . (Wisdom 7:20)

are theria more terrible creatures? although 17:18 seems to contrast a mere animal to 
a more dangerous creature, like 7:20, the author of Wisdom places a modifier with the 
second term, suggesting that the term by itself would be more generic:

. . . the unseen running of leaping animals [zoa], or the sound of the most savage roar-
ing beasts [theria].

furthermore, note the use of the terms for “strange and marvelous creations/crea-
tures” in sirach 43, particularly noting the reference to the far reaches of creation—
the “margins”:

23 by his plan he stilled the deep and planted islands in it.
24 Those who sail the sea tell of its dangers, and we marvel at what we hear.
25 in it are strange and marvelous creatures, all kinds of living things [zoa], and 

huge sea-monsters [keta].

it seems beyond doubt that sirach 43:25 is a reflection of the Greek of Gen 1:21, where 
the same two terms are utilized. The “sea monster” (keton) is sometimes rendered 
“great fish” or even “whale,” and it most often used in the Greek in reference to the 
creature that swallowed Jonah (Jon. 2:1, 2,11; Matt 12:40; cf. nrsV english translation 
“whale” in Prayer of azariah, 1:57). but the term is not used of the mixed monsters.

basically, it appears that the lexical emphasis is not on the unusual nature of the 
animals in question, therefore, but that they are mixed, which provides the impor-
tance of the creatures in ezekiel 1 and daniel 7. how have commentaries on daniel 
and ezekiel, then, referred to the nature of the mixed creatures?

in his discussion of the imagery, Zimmerli (1979) is satisfied to speak of the signif-
icance of the number four, and thereafter the association of these creatures as cheru-
bim, as explicitly noted in ch. 10 (an identification, however, that Zimmerli dates to 
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a later editing of ezekiel, 120–21). however, block (1997: 95–98) is surely on to firmer 
ground when he cites the foreign iconography of assyria and egypt, where massive 
creatures combine different aspects of different animals (assyrian gate colossi that 
appear as bulls with wings and human heads). similarly, in his discussion of the term 
used most commonly in daniel for “creatures” Collins writes: “Winged Mischwesen, 
with human faces, are much more familiar, especially in assyrian art, and these 
are sometimes referred to as winged lions.” but Collins also notes the argument of 
Porter (1983) that the specific animals, being threats to sheep and goats, may draw 
from imagery of shepherding (Collins 1993:  296). The suggestion of babylonian 
influences, of course, has a long history in the commentaries, and Collins further 
suggests:

in summary, the vision of the sea and the beasts draw on diverse sources. The basic 
context is provided by the tradition of the turbulent sea and its monsters, ultimately 
of Canaanite origin but mediated through israelite tradition . . . [e.g., hosea 13, 
ezekiel 34, the animal apocalypse]. it should not be forgotten that these descriptions 
occur in the context of a dream and are deliberately elusive, even as they are allu-
sive. The result is a powerful portrayal of chaos unleashed, which could be adapted 
again in new historical circumstances, most conspicuously in revelation. (Collins 
1993: 296–97)

Older commentaries on daniel seemed satisfied with relating the imagery to historic 
kingdoms (so Porteous 1965: 103: “the author of daniel . . . may simply have chosen 
the bestial figures best suited to his purpose”) or the Ugaritic imagery and creation 
mythology (a connection, states lacocque, that has “received in the last decades a 
conclusive response. The Ugaritic literature, as a matter of fact, provides the miss-
ing source of the mythopoetic scenes so widespread in the apocalypses,”so lacocque 
1979: 129). More wide-ranging and specific ancient near eastern myths have been 
cited as well. Clifford suggests possible precedents in the anzu myth:

relevant to later apocalyptic literature are several recurrent elements: the monster 
anzu as a composite animal (lion-headed eagle, or perhaps bat-headed, as befits one 
born in a cave) . . . in daniel and revelation, evil can be symbolized by composite ani-
mals. (Clifford 2000: 10)

Clifford then suggests possible connections with the mixed-species phenomenon:

another relevant recurrent element of the genre of combat myth is the enemy as mon-
ster. azag is a monster. anzu’s strange appearance was proverbial: his face, possibly 
that of a bat, inspired terror. Though Tiamat, personified sea, is not described clearly 
in enuma elish, scholars assume that the dragon depicted fighting a god on many 
seals is Tiamat: the seven-headed hydra of some deals may have been later identified 
with Tiamat. The monsters are often interpreted as natural forces: for example, the 
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storm-god’s attack on the monster in the mountains reflects thundershowers sweep-
ing into the mountain ranges. (Clifford 2000: 17)

but there have also been negative conclusions in relation to near eastern material. 
Walton concludes that

none of the exemplars of the chaos conflict genre are capable of offering an explana-
tion for all the elements in daniel 7. . . . There is no reason to think that daniel has sim-
ply tried to rework something like enuma elish or anzu. he has rather used them, 
and probably several others, to enrich the apocalyptic imagery that becomes his own 
visionary masterpiece. (Walton 2001: 85, 87)

similarly, hartman and dilella ultimately despaired of being precise, and 
observed that

essentially the four monstrous beasts of dan 7:3–7 are ad hoc creations of the author, 
who gives them the characteristics that make them “each different from the others.” 
(hartman and dilella 1978: 209–12).

but is it possible that there is more going on here than simply alluding to foreign 
iconography or Ugaritic/northern semitic mythology and transposing this to the 
hebrew god’s abode? Clifford noticed an aspect of the near eastern creatures that 
anticipates our discussion of the wider significance of mixed creatures. in other 
words—it may not necessarily be that the biblical material is directly influenced by 
the near eastern creatures, but that both types of mixed creatures (biblical and near 
eastern) function partly to reflect similar societal concerns and worries:

Though such a natural reference cannot be denied, there are as well historical and 
political dimensions to the monsters. Azag and Anzu reside in the northeastern 
mountains, the homeland of the enemies of the Mesopotamian plain dwellers. (Clifford 
2000: 17; my emphasis)

This points in the direction of more recent analysis. Portier-Young notes that the 
imagery in dan. 7 is a “succession of beastly, mutated, and finite kingdoms . . . the 
rapacity of monstrous images, signaled in part by a ravenous appetite for flesh (7:5, 
7), contrasts sharply with the ‘humane’ rule that follows from the judgment of the 
heavily court,” and later notes: “the seer of daniel envisions the empires not simply 
as predators but monsters, composite creatures mutated beyond the natural order 
(7:3–8)” (Portier-Young 2011: 28; n. 96; 171). although it is true that assyrian iconog-
raphy does combine features of different creatures—in the Jewish context the issue of 
“mixing” of creatures surely takes on even more significance.

One other common argument about the mixed creatures is that daniel is cit-
ing hosea 13:7–8, which uses the term “beast of the field” in parallel reference to 
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a “lion,” among other creatures. Therefore, it is sometimes suggested (hartman 
and dilella 1978: 212; Collins 1993: 295)  that hosea 13:7–8 provides a possible 
source for the species of animals that are then combined in daniel 7 for the mixed 
monsters:

7 so i will become like a lion to them, like a leopard i will lurk beside the way. 8 i will 
fall upon them like a bear robbed of her cubs, and will tear open the covering of their 
heart; there i will devour them like a lion, as a wild animal would mangle them. 9 i will 
destroy you, O israel; who can help you? (hosea 13:7–9)

similarly, kratz argues:

Much energy has been devoted, although without much success, to finding analogies 
between ancient near eastern mythology and the strange list of beasts 7:4–8 and the 
“son of Man” 7:13–14. Yet in devoting attention to the book itself, one discovers that 
the imagery actually derives from  chapter 4, and that most of the formulations were 
borrowed from  chapters 1–6. The list of beasts can be explained via the combination 
of daniel 4 with hos 13:7–8. (kratz 2001: 95)

however, not only is the description in hosea dealing with God’s own righteous anger 
(certainly frightful, but is it “monstrous”?), it is also significant to note an apocalyptic 
text such as the following:

Wolves and lambs will eat grass together in the mountains
leopards will feed together with kids
roving bears will spend the night with calves
The flesh-eating lion will eat husks at the manger
like an ox, and mere infant children will lead them with ropes
for he will make the beasts on earth harmless.
serpents and asps will sleep with babies
and will not harm them, for the hand of God will be upon them.  
(sibylline Oracles 3: 785–95, tr. Collins, in Charlesworth 1983: 379)

Then it would seem just as likely that one possible inspiration for the animals selected 
in daniel 7 is not hosea 13, but rather the classic peace passage of isaiah 11. in other 
words—daniel chooses these animals not only because it is an unnatural mixing—
but further it would be a frightful mixing of dangerous animals, and thus the mixing 
represents the opposite of peaceful coexistence of these same creatures, as famously 
presented in isaiah 11:6–9 (and cited in sib. Or. 3 above):

6 The wolf shall live with the lamb, the leopard shall lie down with the kid, the calf and 
the lion and the fatling together, and a little child shall lead them. 7 The cow and the 
bear shall graze, their young shall lie down together; and the lion shall eat straw like 
the ox. 8 The nursing child shall play over the hole of the asp, and the weaned child 
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shall put its hand on the adder’s den. 9 They will not hurt or destroy on all my holy 
mountain; for the earth will be full of the knowledge of the lOrd as the waters cover 
the sea.

concluding Suggestions

What, then, does Monster Theory contribute to this problem? and how is this related 
to postcolonial analysis? first, the monster is indicative, or in the language of many 
Monster Theory writers, monsters are “signifiers.” This does not need to be belabored, 
because the interpretation of foreign empires is already clear within daniel and many 
of the other apocalyptic texts, and has been thoroughly discussed by both horsley 
(2010) and Portier-Young (2011), among others. but why is it significant to portray 
the monsters as mixed?

Cohen stated that monsters are a “harbinger of category crisis” (Cohen 1995: 6). 
Others have already alluded to the fact that mixed monsters present a unique hor-
ror precisely because they are mixed. Part of the threat is thus miscegenation. in the 
postexilic context, all forms of “mixing” were threatening—as typified by the mixed 
marriage crisis (ezra 9, nehemiah 13, Prov. 7:5, etc.), and symbolized in the very laws 
of leviticus forbidding the mixing of foods, and categories of clean and unclean (lev. 
11–13). The threat of the mixed monster is therefore the same threat as cultural mix-
ing. daniel ch. 1 already declares daniel’s concern with mixing:

but daniel resolved that he would not defile himself with the royal rations of food and 
wine; so he asked the palace master to allow him not to defile himself. (daniel 1:8)

ezekiel, similarly, is horrified by the implications of mixing:

13 The lOrd said, “Thus shall the people of israel eat their bread, unclean, among the 
nations to which i will drive them.” 14 Then i said, “ah lord GOd! i have never defiled 
myself; from my youth up until now i have never eaten what died of itself or was torn 
by animals, nor has carrion flesh come into my mouth.” (ezekiel 4:13–14; cf. the fre-
quent use of the root [amej’] to indicate corruption of defilement, the same term used 
in leviticus)

finally, 1 enoch is also concerned with a cosmic level miscegenation which brings 
on the flood:

and they [the fallen angels] took wives unto themselves . . . and the women became 
pregnant and gave birth to great giants whose heights were three hundred cubits. (1 
enoch 7)
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furthermore, the mixed monsters come from the margins (typically the sea, but also 
the margins of heaven or mountains)—but do not remain there. as Cohen notes, 
they “escape” and rampage in the center rather than remain on the margin; they are 
“at the gates” (Cohen 1996: 7). along these lines, it is notable that the often cited 
comparison with the assyrian and babylonian mixed creatures rarely emphasizes 
that these Mesopotamian creatures are themselves at the gates of, or the surrounding 
walls (e.g., Chaldean Babylon) of, the Mesopotamian cities—especially the royal cities! 
Thus, if ezekiel or other exiles saw them, they would have clearly been representa-
tive of borders. as Cohen suggests, the mixed monsters therefore threaten precisely 
what daniel chs. 1–6 staunchly resist with its emphasis on not worshipping, eating, or 
becoming babylonian—the risk of “becoming monstrous oneself ” (Cohen 1996: 12).

next, consider that both postcolonial analysis, with its emphasis on hybridity, and 
Cohen’s summary of the monstrous suggest the interplay of desire and fear: “fear of 
the Monster is really a kind of desire” (Cohen 1996: 17; my emphasis). here is one of 
the most provocative aspects of a postcolonial consideration of the mixed monsters. 
They are mixed—they represent the threat of hybrid identities of exiles (diasporas 
abroad) and overwhelmed Judeans in their own homelands under hellenistic and 
roman overlords. We know from a careful reading of Maccabean literature that the 
conflict was as much a civil war as it was a conflict with foreigners—it was thus a 
conflict with other Jews who were “mixing” (with Greek thought as well as Greek 
or hellenistic Jewish women!). The mixed monster is thus a message of warning to 
Jews themselves—“this could be you!” Yet reality dictates that one lives in the world 
as it is—complete with the temptations of Greek thought, global economies, and 
diaspora opportunities. a reading of Memmi’s early work (1957), for example, would 
highlight much more the hybridity and interplay involved in the conflicts within the 
Judean community under political, economic, and cultural pressure. in sum—the 
mixed monsters show us not only what frightened the apocalyptic writers, but what 
tempted the apocalyptic writers. surely not far away from this issue is the temptation 
of “mixed marriages” and “mixed” identities.

finally, is it wandering too far under the influence of postcolonial and Monster 
Theory to wonder if mixed creatures suggest phenomena literally opposed to God’s 
creation and authority? is this why they are monstrous? God created regularity and 
discrete creatures—and we have seen that peace is even represented on occasion as 
these same discrete creatures returning to an eden-like created coexistence. Mixing is 
thus thought to be “counter-creational”? Perhaps it is a threat because it is a violation. 
This may further suggest why it is contrasted against other amazing creatures in the 
same literature, but creatures that are on “our side.” however “our” creatures are never 
mixed, they simply display features of value like precious stones, or power, like fire!

Unlike much of the other imagery in apocalyptic literature—as bizarre and strange 
as it might be—the mixed monsters are particularly indicative of the inward as well 
as outward struggles of Jewish religionists who turned to the apocalyptic genre to 
process their social, political, and indeed personal and spiritual, even psychological 
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conflicts. “hybrid identities” is clearly an ancient issue, too. The conflicts in apocalyp-
tic literature reveal internal as well as external issues for the Jewish people. attention 
to the wider possibilities of what is symbolized in apocalyptic texts, and how it is 
symbolized, is part of the promise of listening to the kinds of questions raised by a 
specifically postcolonial analysis of apocalyptic Jewish literature.
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although apocalyptic literature has been intensively studied by academic bibli-
cal criticism for more than a century, relatively little attention has been given to its 
rhetorical formation and function. Perhaps not surprisingly, many of the rhetorical 
studies that have been undertaken have been focused on new Testament apocalyptic 
texts, specifically the book of revelation (Yarbro Collins 1984; Carey 1999), Mark 13 
(Yarbro Collins 1996a; black 1991; robbins 1999), and certain of the writings of Paul 
(hall 1996; hester 2000a, 2000b), since in these cases the persuasive function of the 
text is highly prominent. Moreover, rhetorical analysis has been a well-developed 
method in new Testament studies for some time. Much less attention has been given 
to the rhetoric of the dead sea scrolls (newsom 2004, 2010 and literature cited there) 
and Jewish apocalypses (Carey and bloomquist 1999). an impetus to the use of rhe-
torical criticism in apocalyptic literature was provided by studies of modern mil-
lennial rhetoric by barry brummett (1991) and stephen d. O’leary (1994). While 
there has been some attempt to apply O’leary’s categories to ancient apocalyptic 
(redditt 2001), brumett and O’leary are less useful as models to be applied than 
as exemplars of how rhetoricians analyze analogous forms of apocalyptic discourse 
in a different cultural environment. Many of the issues that are relevant to a study 
of the rhetoric of apocalyptic literature have been investigated by scholars who do 
not necessarily frame them in self-consciously rhetorical terms (e.g., nickelsburg 
1991; Yarbro Collins 1996b). One of the issues that will require clarification is how a 
specifically “rhetorical” study of apocalyptic literature takes such studies and situates 
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them in ways that relate to the broader academic culture of rhetorical analysis, which 
tends to cut across the humanities and social sciences. With a field of study as young 
and unformed as the rhetorical criticism of apocalyptic literature, a number of basic 
issues require discussion.

what is rhetoric?

The default definition of rhetoric is “the art of persuasion,” but that is too narrow, 
unless one has a very expansive notion of persuasion. George a. kennedy argues for 
a much broader understanding, seeing rhetoric not simply as an art or skill but as 
“a form of mental and emotional energy” that is invested in acts of communication 
intended to influence a situation (kennedy 1998: 3–4). While there can be varying 
degrees of rhetoric in different acts of communication, all have rhetorical dimensions 
that can be analyzed. Other scholars stress the constructive aspects of rhetoric that 
derive from the nature of humans as symbol-making creatures. Thus lloyd bitzer 
(1999: 219) expansively declares that “rhetoric is a mode of altering reality, not by the 
direct application of energy to objects, but by the creation of discourse which changes 
reality through the mediation of thought and action.” To borrow nelson Goodman’s 
title, rhetoric is a way of worldmaking. Thus rhetoric has epistemic dimensions, or, 
as Walter Jost and Michael hyde (1997) have argued, a close relationship with herme-
neutical activity in discerning and communicating meaning. because it is linked to 
communication, rhetoric has an inherently social dimension also. One of kenneth 
burke’s definitions of rhetoric is “the use of language as a symbolic means of induc-
ing cooperation in beings that by nature respond to symbols” (burke 1969:  43). 
Cooperation is closely linked to the concept of “identification,” whereby persons who 
are not the same are induced to identify with one another. but, of course, the correlate 
of identification is division. Thus rhetoric “considers the ways in which individu-
als are at odds with one another, or become identified with groups more or less at 
odds with one another” (burke 1969: 22). The notion of social identification discloses 
another aspect of rhetoric—desire. sappho (frg. 90) calls persuasion “aphrodite’s 
daughter.” similarly, burke makes “courtship” one of his metaphors for rhetorical 
appeal and relates it to the concept of mystery, whereby desire is stimulated “at that 
point where different kinds of beings are in communication” (burke 1969: 115). One 
should, of course, also think of aversion and “othering” as the negative correlate of 
this dimension of rhetoric.

The point of this discussion is to encourage a broader rather than a narrower defi-
nition of rhetoric as better suited to apocalyptic literature, which, though it contains 
elements that are explicitly persuasive in nature, oftentimes presents itself in ways 
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that do not overtly foreground persuasion. it does, however, construct a symbolic 
world that makes claims about the nature of reality, constructs highly desirable sym-
bolic objects, invites readers to identify with its representative figures and values, and 
oftentimes envisions a social world in which identification and division are sharply 
figured.

is rhetorical criticism a method?

not all rhetoricians consider rhetorical criticism to be a method. raymie Mckerrow 
prefers the terminology of critical practice (Mckerrow 1999: 450–52). This is not to say 
that rhetorical criticism is undisciplined but rather that its critical and self-conscious 
way of asking questions of a text often cannot be reduced to a series of steps to be fol-
lowed. as rhetorician edwin black puts it:

Methods, then, admit of varying degrees of personality. and criticism, on the whole, 
is near the indeterminate, contingent, personal end of the methodological scale. in 
consequence of this placement, it is neither possible nor desirable for criticism to 
be fixed into a system, for critical techniques to be objectified, or critics to be inter-
changeable for purposes of replication, or for rhetorical criticism to serve as the 
handmaiden of quasi-scientific theory (black 1978: x–xi).

Many of the studies in biblical rhetorical criticism would fit the descriptions of black 
and Mckerrow, though there have been attempts to construct more self-conscious 
rhetorical critical methods, from Phyllis Trible’s stylistic rhetorical criticism (Trible 
1994), to George kennedy’s classically based program (kennedy 1984:  32–38), to 
Vernon robbins’ socio-rhetorical criticism (robbins 1996). in contrast to black, 
robbins does claim for both his approach and that of kennedy the status of “scien-
tific” inquiry (robbins 1996: 132).

While humanistic rhetorical criticism may debate the significance of method, this 
is not the case for those approaches that join rhetoric with social science. One of the 
most potentially useful of these hybrid approaches is known as symbolic conver-
gence theory, which has been described as “an empirically based study of the shared 
imagination,” and which is explicit about its indebtedness to rhetoric (bormann 
2006). symbolic convergence theory studies what it calls “fantasy themes,” that is, 
imaginative constructs that appear in verbal or written communications. as these 
constructs become shared (as they “chain out”), they begin to create a convergence 
of people’s symbolic worlds, so that people come to share a common “rhetorical 
vision.” These imaginative constructs can be triggered by “symbolic cues,” that is, 
words, phrases, or images that index the rhetorical vision. While this approach was 
originally developed to understand group dynamics, it has been extended to study 
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historical texts and movements as well, including apocalyptic literature (hester 
2000a, 2000b).

a key method employed by symbolic convergence theory is content analysis, a 
technique used in the social scientific study of communications and particularly 
prominent in ethnographical research (see krippendorff 2004 for an overview). 
Content analysis is primarily concerned with identifying and analyzing themes in 
discourse. although developed without reference to rhetorical theory, it is essentially 
a form of rhetorical analysis focusing on what rhetoricians call topoi or loci. Closely 
connected with content analysis is frame analysis, which attends to the often implicit 
interpretive frameworks that organize perception and communication. here, too, 
social scientists have reinvented the rhetorical wheel, and some would encourage a 
more self-conscious collaboration between rhetoric and social science. Content and 
frame analysis makes use of quantitative and/or qualitative methods, often computer 
assisted (e.g., atlas.ti, MaxQda, nVivo). While there might well be some place for 
quantitative analysis in the study of apocalyptic rhetoric, the sometimes fragmentary 
nature and complex history of translation of the documents present methodologi-
cal problems. More productive would be qualitative methods, which are accessibly 
described by ryan and bernard (2003). although biblical scholars may be reluctant 
to engage some of these approaches since some forms of content and frame analysis 
can be reductive, careful and appropriate use of the tools and techniques of qualita-
tive research can bring welcome rigor to the study of the rhetoric of apocalyptic 
literature.

what is Apocalyptic literature?

The past half-century has seen a prolonged discussion about the referent of the 
term apocalyptic literature. in the 1960s and 1970s it was common for scholars 
to construct lists of topical features that characterized apocalyptic literature (e.g., 
koch 1972), but this approach was often deemed to create a mishmash of genres 
and types of literature that had quite different characteristics. Paul hanson’s influ-
ential distinction between the genre apocalypse, apocalyptic eschatology as a cog-
nitive construct, and apocalypticism as worldview or social movement has proven 
helpful in sorting out different but related phenomena (hanson 1976). at about the 
same time as hanson’s work, a rigorous and quite successful attempt to define the 
genre of apocalypse was conducted by the society of biblical literature apocalypse 
group and published in Semeia 14 (1979), though it left the complex problem of the 
communicative and social function of apocalypses unresolved (hartman 1983). 
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also unresolved was the relationship between apocalypses and texts that shared 
rhetorical features and themes with apocalypses but which were not of that genre. 
even more perplexing was what to make of the sporadic appearance of certain 
apocalyptic features in texts not characterized overall by an apocalyptic world-
view. Greg Carey has helpfully suggested that one think in terms of apocalyptic 
discourse, “the constellation of apocalyptic topics as they function in larger early 
Jewish and Christian literary and social contexts . . . , a flexible set of resources that 
early Jews and Christians could employ for a variety of persuasive tasks” (Carey 
1999: 10). by invoking the rhetorical category of topics, Carey brings the discussion 
back to the usefulness of the lists constructed by koch and others. by character-
izing them as discursive resources, however, he avoids the unhelpful debates as to 
whether a particular text is or is not an apocalyptic text and how much apocalyptic 
content is needed to qualify for such status. for the purposes of this chapter apoca-
lypses are the privileged texts for analyzing the rhetoric of apocalyptic literature. 
but i take the category of apocalyptic literature to extend also to a wide variety 
of other genres that exhibit topoi, tropes, and figures that overlap with those in 
apocalypses.

notes toward a rhetorical criticism of 
Apocalyptic literature

ideally, an article such as this would harvest a deep literature of established analy-
sis based upon a consensual methodology. Those circumstances, however, do not 
yet exist. What follows is rather a set of suggestions and hypotheses about cat-
egories that might prove useful in doing the kind of rigorous rhetorical analysis 
suggested above.

since rhetoric is a form of symbolic worldmaking, one can begin by asking what 
the privileged spaces of this world are, who inhabits it, and how the characters relate 
to one another and to the symbolic world (nickelsburg 1991). also, one must consider 
the representation and configuration of time. Moods and patterns of emotion are 
also part of the stock of rhetorical motives. finally, one should think of the literature, 
in Thomas farrell’s terms, as a “rhetorical forum,” which delimits who may speak 
and what may be spoken about, that is, what the key rhetorical topoi are (farrell 
1999: 88–95). from these various analyses it should also be possible to gather some 
sense of how the rhetoric of apocalyptic literature related to the competition for social 
capital in the world of ancient Judaism.
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Apocalyptic literature as epiphanic 
rhetoric

before turning to these specific issues one might ask in general what kind of rhetoric 
characterizes the apocalypses. While one can find examples of explicit arguments 
(e.g., 1 Enoch 2–5; ezra’s debates with the angel in 4 Ezra), much of apocalyptic litera-
ture is not presented as argument. description, vivid imagery, and testimony are far 
more prominent. To invoke stanley Cavell, apocalyptic literature is less concerned 
with “giving evidence” than in “making evident” the nature of reality (Cavell 1969: 71; 
cf. Jost and hyde 1997: 17–24). it is in a profound sense epideictic rhetoric, which ety-
mologically means to “show forth.” Or, to take a cue from the meaning of apocalypse 
itself, one might call it an epiphanic rhetoric. The importance of this strategy is indi-
cated in a classic article on persuasion by raphael demos, who observes that “often 
the reason why so much discussion among individuals is futile is that what one per-
son realizes vividly, the other does not. evocation is the process by which vividness is 
conveyed; it is the presentation of a viewpoint in such a manner that it becomes real 
for the public” (demos 1932: 229).

This insight into the persuasive function of vividness helps account for some of 
the most distinctive tropes of apocalypses and brings one back to the other issues 
listed above. apocalypses are overwhelmingly presented as first-person testimonies 
of individuals, a feature they share with the genre of testaments. Moreover, although 
some of the content may be parenetic in nature, the testimony largely consists of a 
disclosure of what the seer has himself seen and experienced and been told (e.g., 1 
Enoch 14:2; dan 10:7; 4 Ezra 3:1). The seers, too, are not just anonymous persons but 
persons of high religious status whose testimony has particular authority.

Vividness is conveyed through a variety of strategies. The seer’s extreme emotional 
state is often described (1 Enoch 14:13–14; dan 7:28; 8:27; 10:8–10; Apoc. Ab. 10:1–2; 4 
Ezra 10:27–28; etc.), a technique that can elicit mirroring responses from the audi-
ence. This is especially the case given the intimacy constructed through the fiction 
that the seer is speaking directly to me, the reader, through his book. apocalypses are 
also strikingly visual. The seer does not merely report that he saw a vision: he describes 
the images he saw (dan 7; 8; 4 Ezra 13; 2 Baruch 36; 53), so that they are shared with 
the reader, who must mentally visualize them on the basis of the words. similarly, 
in those apocalypses that feature a heavenly journey, the seer does not give an ana-
lytical summary but rather a sequential descriptive narrative, rich with detail, that 
creates a virtual experience for the reader (1 Enoch 17–19; 20–36; 2 Enoch 3–22; Apoc. 
Zephaniah; 3 Baruch). in other genres of apocalyptic literature, too, vivid description 
may be employed, as in the description of the chariot throne and the angelic priests 
in the songs of the sabbath sacrifice. While the evocations of transcendent reality are 
persuasive in and of themselves, the repetition of similar descriptions in a variety of 
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apocalypses and related literature contributes significantly to the socially persuasive 
nature of a shared apocalyptic rhetorical vision.

Apocalyptic literature’s central 
characters

While the apocalyptic seer is the primary person in apocalypses, he is fundamen-
tally a mediator between the other two primary categories of characters: God and 
the angels on the one hand and the earthly recipients of his testimony on the other. 
indeed, one of the core aspects of the rhetoric of apocalyptic is the identification of 
the audience with the seer, the audience and the seer with the angels, and the angels 
with God. Thus apocalyptic literature plays with the burkean features of mystery, 
transcendence, and hierarchy to construct its appeal.

Concerning the relationship of the seer and his audience, occasionally the seer’s 
audience is located within the fictive setting of the apocalypse, as enoch discloses his 
revelations to Methuselah (1 Enoch 83:1) or baruch speaks to the Jerusalemites and 
writes to the exiles and the nine and a half tribes (2 Baruch 77–87). The audience for 
the apocalypse as a whole, however, is either not specified or is identified as remote 
from the seer’s own time. First Enoch opens with this characterization: “not for this 
generation do i expound, but concerning one that is distant i speak,” and describes 
them as “the chosen” (1 Enoch 1:2–3; trans. nickelsburg; cf. dan 12:4, 10). This trope 
simultaneously constructs and obliterates a deep gulf of time separating the seer from 
his audience. Though they are distant in time, the book of testimony allows the seer 
and the reader to be virtually contemporaneous. Thus the reader is invited to a special 
and intimate relationship with the revered figure. even where this relationship is not 
explicitly defined, the pseudonymous character of the seer serves much the same 
purpose. The seers all occupy a particularly meaningful moment in time: enoch and 
noah from before the judgment of the flood, abraham and Moses at the inaugura-
tion of covenants, isaiah at the time of Manasseh’s apostasy, baruch, ezekiel, daniel, 
and ezra at the time of the destruction of Jerusalem and the exile. Thus the character 
of the seer also serves to index a paradigmatic time that is hermeneutically normative 
for the symbolic world of the apocalypse, so that the audience identifies its own time 
as like that of the seer’s.

The relationship between the seer and the heavenly beings unites the features of 
mystery, hierarchy, and transcendence into a rhetoric of the sublime. This is mani-
fested primarily in physical descriptions of God, the chariot throne, the heavenly 
court/temple, and the attendant angels. strongly dependent upon ezekiel 1, descrip-
tions of God and God’s immediate environs (e.g., dan 7:7–9, 1 Enoch 14; 71; 2 Enoch 
22; Apoc. Ab. 18; 4Qshir shab song 12)  emphasize features that stress the wholly 
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otherness of deity: fire, blinding light, paradoxical combinations of hot and cold, 
the unheimlich creatures of the throne, and the very fact that the scene overwhelms 
the seer’s capacity to describe it. although the seer’s reaction is often incapacitat-
ing fear, he is strengthened so as to be able to endure the divine presence. his vivid 
descriptions also make what is utterly transcendent virtually present to the reader. 
Yet the reality always evades the impressionistic description, so that the sight cannot 
be clearly grasped, and the wholly otherness of God is once again asserted. Thus the 
religious desire for the presence of God and the thrilling danger of that presence are 
central to the appeal made by apocalyptic literature.

One of the most striking features of apocalyptic literature is its highly developed 
angelology. like the seer himself, the angels are mediating figures who provide 
the rhetorical space for the negotiation of the identity/difference of human and 
divine beings. strikingly, descriptions of angels are constructed from the imagery 
of God’s appearance, and angels can elicit the same reaction of fear (dan 8:16–18; 
10:4–19; 2 Enoch 1; Apoc. Ab. 11). in certain texts angels are even called “gods” (’elim, 
’elohim; 4Qshirshabb; 11QMelchizedek), and the highest ranking angelic figures 
may take on features elsewhere associated with God (Melchizedek in 11QMelch; 
the “son of Man” in dan 7:13 and 1 Enoch 48–49). Yet they are also associated with 
human beings, Melchizedek as the nephew of noah (2 Enoch 70–71) and the son of 
Man as enoch himself (1 Enoch 71). elsewhere this desire for identification with the 
angels is manifested in the angelic transformation of enoch in 2 Enoch 22 and in 
the celestial imagery used to describe the exalted righteous dead (dan 12:1–3; 2 Bar. 
51:10). for the most part the identification of angels and humans is constructed by 
analogy. The heavenly army parallels the earthly army, the kingdom of Michael in 
heaven and of israel on earth (1QM 17:7–8; cf. dan 7:18, 27). in heavenly journeys, 
too, the seer often experiences the angelic worship of God, which is analogous to 
israel’s worship (e.g. 1 Enoch 40; 2 Enoch 17; 21; T. Levi 3). in the apocalyptic litera-
ture from Qumran, however, the relationship exceeds that of analogy, as the com-
munity believed itself to already enjoy communion with the angels (1Qh 26; 1QM 
7:6). in the songs of the sabbath sacrifice vivid descriptions, repetitious language, 
and nondiscursive syntax seem designed to create a numinous experience of actu-
ally being in the presence of the angels who serve in the heavenly temple.

the Figuring of Space in Apocalyptic 
literature

The privileged places of the symbolic world of apocalyptic literature manifest a simi-
lar focus on the relationships between the heavenly and the earthly, separation and 
interpenetration. One of the major tropes of apocalyptic literature is boundary cross-
ing. negative boundary crossing is represented both by the watchers who come down 
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from heaven to earth to mate with human women, to disastrous effect (1 Enoch 6–16; 
85–88), and by the arrogant king who makes war on the holy ones, hurls stars to the 
ground, and exalts himself above every god (dan 7:21; 8:10; 11:36). More frequent, 
however, are the positive boundary crossings. angels sent by God descend to earth 
for judgment (1 Enoch 9–10) but more frequently to reveal heavenly truths to the 
seer or otherwise help him (dan 9; 10; 4 Ezra; Apoc. Ab. 10). and the seer is often 
summoned into the heavenly realm (1 Enoch 12–36; 2 Enoch; Apoc. Ab. 10; Asc. Isa.) 
so that he may see rather than simply be told about heavenly things. although often 
represented as physically separate, the earthly and heavenly realms may also inter-
penetrate in the privileged psychic space of dreams and visions (dan 7:8; 1 Enoch 
83–90; 4 Ezra 9:38–10:59; 11:1–12:39; 13:1–58). While many of the dreams are symbolic, 
in some instances heavenly figures appear within the visions and interact with the 
seer. although it is somewhat less clear, the sacred space of the temple or the activity 
of worship itself may also be an occasion for the interpenetration of heaven and earth 
(4Qshirshabb).

in many instances the spaces of apocalyptic literature are rhetorically constructed 
through the trope of the journey, which the seer narrates. These accounts can also be 
categorized as rhetoric of the sublime. as in the divine speeches in the book of Job, 
to which they may be indebted, the seer is shown ultimate things. enoch’s journeys 
take him to the limits of the earth and its cosmic supports, as well as places connected 
both with creation and with eschatological events (1 Enoch 17–19, 20–36; cf. Test. Levi 
3; 3 Baruch). even more sublime are the journeys through multiple heavens, in which 
the mysterious processes of the heavenly bodies, meteorological phenomena, places 
of primordial and eschatological judgment and reward, and celestial worship are 
described (e.g., 2 Enoch). analogously, even though no actual journey is involved, the 
progressive description of the heavenly temple in the songs of the sabbath sacrifice 
from the outside portals to the presence of the chariot throne of God, creates a similar 
effect of penetrating into the overwhelmingly holy space of the heavenly temple.

Key topoi of Apocalyptic literature

in Arguing the Apocalypse: A Theory of Millennial Rhetoric, stephen O’leary asserted 
that the three primary topoi of apocalyptic literature are evil, time, and author-
ity (O’leary 1994: 16). O’leary, however, was focused primarily on the history of 
Christian apocalyptic literature. for the Jewish apocalyptic literature under consid-
eration here, it is more helpful to recognize as the two fundamental topoi (1) knowl-
edge, hidden and revealed; and (2) patterns of order, which are the primary objects of 
that knowledge. authority, time, and evil can be seen as aspects of these two.
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Knowledge hidden and revealed

The claim to disclose hidden knowledge is the way in which apocalypses assert 
their authority. Though the means are varied (the seer’s visions or heavenly jour-
neys, teaching by angels, access to heavenly books), the knowledge the seer obtains 
is always represented as inaccessible to ordinary human understanding. The elusive 
and difficult nature of the knowledge is also figured through the seer’s reactions to the 
revelations he receives. frequently, the seer is baffled and disturbed by what he sees or 
hears and requires the assistance of someone even higher in the hierarchy of knowl-
edge, usually an interpreting angel (dan 7:15; Apoc. Zeph. 3:6; 6:16), though occasion-
ally it is God who explains (e.g., Apoc. Ab. 19–32). Only enoch is not represented 
as asking questions or as being baffled by what is revealed to him (1 Enoch 93:1–2), 
perhaps because of his unique status as one who “walked with the ‘elohim” (Gen 5:22). 
The use of symbolic visions requiring interpretation is a common device (e.g., dan 7; 
8; 2 Bar 36–42; 53–76; 4 Ezra 13), and the encoding/decoding of these visions models 
the trope of knowledge hidden and then revealed. indeed, since the code is usually 
not too difficult to decipher, the reader often understands even before the angelic 
explanation. The text thus construes the reader as an insider, as someone empowered 
by knowledge. apocalypses may sometimes pose genuine challenges to the reader’s 
understanding, however, as in the complex coded history of daniel 11 or the puzzling 
numbers of dan 12:5–12. Prophetic texts, too, become oracular phenomena that must 
be decoded in order to unlock hidden meanings that pertain to the reader’s present 
situation. This is explicit in texts like daniel 9 or the Qumran pesharim, which use 
various interpretive techniques to disclose new meaning in older prophecies, but it 
is also implicit in the intertextual allusions that the discerning reader recognizes and 
interprets as meaningful. Thus the rhetoric of apocalyptic literature can also be char-
acterized as a rhetoric of hermeneutics.

knowledge of mysteries is one of the primary topoi of apocalypses that also 
appears in related literature of other genres. a rich vocabulary for such knowledge 
exists in the Qumran scrolls, though the two most common terms are dacat (“knowl-
edge”) and raz (“mystery”; see Thomas 2009). sometimes the bearers of this knowl-
edge are heavenly, as in the sabbath songs where God is called “God of knowledge” 
and the angels referred to as “divine beings/angels/spirits of knowledge.” indeed, the 
wings of the cherubim are even called “wings of knowledge” (11Qshirshabb 3–4 5). 
knowledge is thus an indicator of closeness to God, and so it is a desirable object 
that gives the human who possesses it an intimacy with the heavenly world. The 
term raz has somewhat more specific overtones, as it often seems to refer to a phe-
nomenon that is perplexing or paradoxical to ordinary understanding and that can 
only be grasped if one perceives what it is that makes the observable phenomena 
hang together. Thus the “mysteries of all of the words of his servants the prophets” 
(1Qphab 7:5) alludes to the hidden meanings made manifest only by the inspired 
exegesis of the Teacher of righteousness. similarly, the “mysteries of sin” (1Qh 13:38) 
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has to do with aspects of the divine plan that account for the perplexing vitality of the 
unrighteous or the distressing sins of the righteous. Thus in the rhetoric of apocalyp-
tic the superficial, phenomenal world is not the true reality. reality lies hidden, and 
is only perceived by those who have special knowledge. in several of these texts the 
elusive phrase raz nihyeh occurs (1Qs 11:3; 1Q27 1 i 3; 4Q416 2 i 5; etc.). although the 
translation is debated, it is probably to be understood as “the mystery of existence,” 
that is, the insight into what makes everything hang together—the cosmos, history, 
human nature, eschatological judgment, indeed, the whole plan of God for the world 
(cf. 1Qs 3:15–16).

To appreciate the rhetorical use of the topos of mystery, however, one needs to 
recognize how it is used as a “tease.” although there are detailed descriptions of hid-
den things in apocalyptic literature (e.g., cosmological and earthly geography, as well 
as celestial mechanics in 1 Enoch 17–36, 72–82; the plan of history in I Enoch 83–90, 
daniel 11, Apoc. Ab. 19–32; the nature and function of the two spirits in 1Qs 3–4), for 
the most part references to knowledge and mysteries are merely allusive. One thanks 
God for revealing mysteries (1Qha 5:19; 9:23) but declines to say what they are. One 
refers to the “seven wondrous words” of the angelic high priests but does not cite 
them (4Qshirshabbd 1 i 1–29). One speaks of the “mysteries of God” (1Qs 3:18) but 
without further specification, except to say that they are “wondrous” (1Qha 5:19; 9:23). 
similarly, although both 1/4QMysteries and 1/4Qinstruction indicate that the author 
and those of his circle have access to the “mystery of existence,” the texts only hint at 
the specific content of this mystery. The taste of mysterious knowledge that is given 
stimulates the desire for more, which is always the deferred promise of apocalyptic 
literature. furthermore, the asserted possession of such hidden knowledge serves 
rhetorically to distinguish the world into two groups of people, those who have access 
and those who do not. The vision is sealed from the “magicians who teach transgres-
sion,” so that they “did not perceive the everlasting mysteries or contemplate with 
understanding” (4QMystb 1a ii-b, 1–3). similarly, the angel tells daniel that “none of 
the wicked will understand, but the wise will understand” (dan 12:10). Thus the claim 
to knowledge is also a claim to moral and religious status and is a primary instrument 
for developing the trope of dualism so prominent in apocalyptic literature.

The rhetoric of knowledge takes specific form also in the prominence given to 
books and to scribes. heavenly books are particularly significant (see baynes 2012). 
books of life record those who will be granted a beatific afterlife (e.g., dan 12:3; Jub. 
30:22; Apoc. Zeph. 9:13), books of deeds record acts of righteousness and evil (e.g., dan 
7:10; 1 Enoch 89:62–64; 2 Enoch 19:5; Jub. 30.20), and books of fate contain the account 
of predestined events (e.g., dan 10:21; Jub. 5:13–14; 4QagesCreat a 1, 3–4). several of 
the apocalyptic seers are scribes, including enoch, daniel, ezra, and baruch, and for 
each of them acts of reading and writing play a significant role. Moreover, the apoca-
lyptic books themselves are often identified as having been written by the seers and 
then transmitted through the generations among a select group (e.g., 1 Enoch 92:1; 
108:1; Jub. 1:5; 10:12–14) or as sealed and made unavailable until the time when they 
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were to be opened (e.g., dan 12:4; 2 Enoch 35). in a culture in which few could read or 
write, books in general had a mysterious and numinous quality and so served as part 
of the authoritative appeal of apocalyptic literature (niditch 1996).

While all genres of writing were composed by scribes, it is largely only in apoca-
lyptic literature that the figure of the scribe and his privileged access to knowledge is 
foregrounded. The account of ben sira is the only notable exception (sir. 38:24–34). 
This suggests that apocalyptic literature may have functioned socially to increase the 
social capital of a certain type of scribe. indeed, the trope of hidden wisdom gleaned 
from primordial or heavenly sources and restricted to a scribal elite was a develop-
ment of first millennium bCe Mesopotamian scribes, whose culture seems to have 
influenced Jewish scribes of the eastern diaspora during the second Temple period 
(see van der Toorn 2002, 2007). notably, both enoch and daniel have affinities with 
Mesopotamian settings and/or traditions.

patterns of order as mysterious Knowledge

although the content of the revealed knowledge found in apocalypses is varied, it 
is overwhelmingly concerned with the discernment of patterns of order (Yarbro 
Collins 1996b). This order may be cosmological, historical, or moral. Order is at the 
heart of the symbolic imagination of apocalyptic literature and shapes its rhetoric. 
The mind-numbing enumeration of the movements of the heavenly luminaries and 
the illumination of the moon in its phases in 1 Enoch 71–82 is testimony to an imagi-
nation that finds satisfaction in patterns that are symmetrical and mathematically 
beautiful. More significantly, the patterns of time established by the sun and moon 
are part of the divine mysteries that the apocalyptic sages sought to understand. The 
complex calendrical texts from Qumran are an attempt to construe the orderliness of 
creation. in fact, one of the texts that lists the times of service for the priestly orders 
appears to describe the sequence as it would have occurred in the first year of cre-
ation, so that the order of the priesthood and the primordial order of time are con-
nected (Vanderkam 1998: 79). Closely related to calendrical concerns is the effort 
to discern patterns in longer units of time (Yarbro Collins 1996b: 55–138). Patterns 
drawn from the cycles of liturgical time, the sabbatical cycle and the jubilee cycle, 
were frequently used to give order to historical time. Thus Jubilees organizes the his-
tory of the world from creation until the entry of israel into the land of Canaan in a 
series of forty-nine jubilee periods, with the entry occurring in the fiftieth jubilee. 
each jubilee consists of seven “weeks” of years. The use of sabbatical and jubilee peri-
ods to structure historical time occurs in many apocalyptic texts, including daniel 
9, 11QMelchizedeq, 4Qages of Creation, 4Qapocryphon of Jeremiah, 4Qaramaic 
levi document, and the apocalypse of Weeks (1 Enoch 93:1–10; 91:11–17). Oftentimes 
combinations of seven and ten are used, inspired in part by Jeremiah’s prophecy of 
seventy years (dan 9:24–27; cf. Jer 25:11–12; 29:10).
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Other tropes are used for discerning order in history besides calendrical ones. 
apocalyptic rhetoric famously privileges the times of the beginning and the end, 
which in burke’s terms “essentialize” all that goes between (burke 1970:  226–32). 
narrative emplotment and resolution is a way of framing and resolving opposi-
tion or contradiction. That is to say, narrative can function as rhetorical theodicy. 
Thus enoch explains the origin of evil as the transgression of the watchers in pri-
mordial times. although judgment was executed quickly, the consequences will 
affect all of history until the eschaton (1 Enoch 6–16; 83–90). in this presentation, 
all of history is one uncompleted act. Other apocalyptic accounts of history identify 
repeated patterns. First Enoch 83–90 also presents history in part as a cycle of the 
repeated endangerment of the righteous and their deliverance. Second Baruch 53–74 
organizes history into a pattern of alternating bright and dark waters. daniel 11, a 
detailed account of hellenistic political history, structures those events into a pattern 
of alternating aggression and containment by the king of the north and the king 
of the south (Clifford 1975). elsewhere, daniel 2 and 7 structure history in terms of 
a four-kingdoms schema in which sovereignty passes from one empire to the next 
until all are destroyed. One of the features of these historical accounts is the narrative 
emplotment that culminates in a rising sense of crisis as history draws to a climax, 
and God intervenes to bring events to an end. This rhetorical pattern is what Yarbro 
Collins (1984) aptly described as “crisis and catharsis” (cf. kermode 1968).

The order of history is also figured is through the device of the vaticinia ex eventu, 
prophecy after the event. history is not open but predetermined, though it must 
play itself out. Thus the apocalyptic seers enoch, daniel, baruch, and others can be 
told about events in advance of their happening. since the reader stands at the end 
of the sequence, not only does the “accuracy” of the prediction lend authority to the 
apocalyptic message, but the reader is induced to perceive a pattern within events 
that persuasively constructs the actual prediction. although no historical account 
is given in the Two spirits Treatise, it articulates apocalyptic literature’s ideology of 
history similarly: “from the God of knowledge comes all that is and shall be. before 
they existed, he established their entire design, and when they come into being at 
their ordained time, they fulfill their works according to his glorious design, without 
change” (1Qs 3:15–16; my trans.). To study history and discern its order is to be given 
access to the most profound mysteries.

The third major way in which apocalyptic literature’s “blessed rage for order” 
expresses itself is in the representation of moral order. here is where apocalyptic 
literature manifests one of its signature tropes: dualism. Most cultures use various 
forms of binary classification to structure reality. binary thinking is a radical simpli-
fication of reality that rhetorically emphasizes clarity at the expense of nuance and 
ambiguity. not all forms of binary classification are dualistic. some binary pairs are 
complementary (e.g., yin and yang). dualism, however, is a form of mirror image 
opposition. each of the pair is strikingly similar yet utterly opposite. although dual-
ism structures a number of realms of experience, in apocalyptic literature dualism is 
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most commonly used as a pattern of moral order: the relationship of good and evil, 
righteous and wicked. not all apocalyptic literature exhibits dualistic imagery to the 
same degree. The most developed dualistic patterns occur in texts like the Two spirits 
Treatise, which uses it as a pattern to structure cosmic reality, angelic orders, human 
groups, and even the internal moral psychology of the righteous. Complementing 
this text, the Qumran War scroll applies the dualistic frame to political realities both 
heavenly and earthly. These texts, along with the Visions of amram, may well reflect 
the influence of Zoroastrian dualism and so constitute a distinctive use of the trope. 
but most other apocalypses and related literature not only make use of the dualism 
of the righteous and the wicked, inherited from the symbolic worlds of israelite sapi-
ential and psalmic literature, but also some form of transcendent dualism. although 
traditions about demonic spirits and adversarial angels were part of israelite culture 
before the development of apocalyptic literature, dualism organizes this material to 
develop etiologies of evil (e.g., the fallen watchers of 1 Enoch 6–16 and the evil sprits 
that come from the slain giants) and to construct an angelic or demonic opponent 
for God, variously known as Mastema (“malice”), belial (“worthlessness”), satan 
(“adversary”), or “Melkiresha” (“king of evil”). Oftentimes the counterpart to these 
evil beings is symmetrically framed as the archangel Michael, who is probably to be 
identified also as Melkisedeq and the angel of Truth. in addition to this transcendent 
dualism, there is also an asymmetrical dualism, in which the opponent of God and 
Michael is represented as a human king, as in daniel 7–12, though one can already see 
the impetus to provide an angelic counterpart to the hostile king in the figure of the 
“Prince of Greece” (10:20).

The emplotments that naturally follow from dualistic imagery are either alterna-
tion (e.g., the dark and bright waters in 2 Baruch 53–74) or struggle, which is far more 
prominent in apocalyptic literature. The two may be combined, as in the alternating 
victories for the forces of light and darkness in the stylized eschatological battles in 
the War scroll (1QM 1, 15–19).

it is not possible to do justice to the various aspects of apocalyptic rhetoric in such 
a short essay. it has not been possible here, for example, to treat the social functions 
of apocalyptic rhetoric. in part, this is because apocalyptic literature served a variety 
of functions as it was employed in a wide range of rhetorical situations. nevertheless, 
it is possible to set apocalyptic literature alongside other types of literature being 
produced in late second Temple times and get some sense of what it was doing in its 
cultural environment. like the sapiential tradition, it made claims about knowledge 
and righteousness. like historiographical literature, it attempted to render history 
meaningful. like liturgical literature, it constructed models of worship and means of 
encountering God. Yet through its claims of access to heavenly mysteries, to knowl-
edge of the plan of history, and to the worship of the angels, it positioned itself as supe-
rior to these other attempts to understand reality. While individuals persuaded by the 
apocalyptic claims would not necessarily reject other forms of literature and their 
ways of knowing, the rhetorical vision of apocalyptic literature was astonishingly 
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successful in colonizing the minds of a significant part of second Temple Judaism, at 
least until the debacle of the bar kochba revolt in the mid-second century Ce. The 
impact on Christianity was profound, and indeed, the apocalyptic rhetorical vision 
remains a significant presence in many Christian cultures to the present day.
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ChaPTer 13

eArly chriStiAn 
Apo cAlyptic 

rhetoric

GreG CareY

in a brief period, perhaps no wider than fifty years in the late first to early second 
century Ce, four major Christian apocalypses emerged: revelation, the Shepherd of 
Hermas, the Apocalypse of Peter, and the Ascension of Isaiah. Three of these apoca-
lypses, all but the Ascension of Isaiah, received recognition as sacred scripture in at 
least some early Christian communities. (That same period produced great Jewish 
apocalypses such as 4 Ezra, 2 Baruch, 3 Baruch, and the Apocalypse of Abraham.)

despite their temporal proximity, the literary frameworks of these four Christian 
apocalypses scarcely resemble one another. Yes, they are all apocalypses: each nar-
rates a visionary revelation that features guidance from a heavenly intermediary, 
a revelation that discloses a transcendent reality in terms of the age to come and/
or otherworldly realms (Collins 1979; Collins 1998: 2–9). nevertheless, within this 
generic framework these apocalypses demonstrate profound diversity.

•	 Revelation	describes	John’s	ascent	into	heaven,	from	which	he	observes	eschato-
logical drama unfold on earth, leading to the destruction of babylon (meaning 
rome) and the emergence of the new Jerusalem. revelation challenges a group of 
churches to bear testimony to Christ by removing themselves from the trappings 
of imperial religion and exploitation.

•	 The	Shepherd of Hermas consists of three sections: hermas’s dialogues and visions 
involving the woman church (Visions), his audition of a series of moral instruc-
tions (Mandates), and another series of visionary allegories (Parables). among 
its many concerns Hermas speaks to church discipline, particularly in an age of 
persecution.
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•	 The	Ascension of Isaiah inserts two vision reports within the framework of a leg-
end concerning the prophet isaiah’s death. almost certainly this process involved 
the insertion of Christian apocalyptic material into a Jewish literary source, often 
called the Martyrdom of Isaiah. The Ascension of Isaiah includes isaiah’s tour of 
the seven heavens, and its concerns involve christology (the nature of the incar-
nation), an indictment against laxity among the churches and their leaders, and 
anti-Jewish polemic.

•	 The	 Apocalypse of Peter inserts its revelation into scenes from the synoptic 
Gospels, particularly Matthew. during Jesus’ apocalyptic discourse on the Mount 
of Olives (see Matthew 24), Jesus delivers a vision on the palm of his right hand. 
This vision corresponds to  chapters 1–14 of the Apocalypse of Peter. Chapters 15–17 
are set within the context of the Transfiguration (see Matt 17:1–9a). These revela-
tions emphasize the fate of the dead, particularly the wicked whose punishments 
famously correspond to the nature of their crimes.

These four apocalypses differ widely with respect to the concerns they address as 
well as to their literary forms. Their diversity provides only a narrow glimpse into the 
broader spectrum of early Christian apocalyptic discourse, which ranges far beyond 
the boundaries of these literary apocalypses. We find apocalyptic teachings scattered 
throughout the Gospels, epistolary literature, and the writings commonly assigned 
to the “apostolic fathers.” if our brief survey of the apocalypses demonstrates the 
remarkable flexibility and adaptability of early Christian apocalyptic rhetoric, more 
thorough study deepens and refines that initial impression.

history endowed Christian apocalyptic discourse with the potential for diverse 
expressions and functions right from the beginning. We remind ourselves that the 
adjective “Christian” is anachronistic for the movement’s first several decades and for 
almost all of the new Testament literature. We employ “Christian” merely as a short-
hand for the groups, texts, and other phenomena that we have come to associate with 
the Christian movement. before Jesus emerged on the scene, Jewish apocalyptic dis-
course had already developed and flourished in manifold ways. even within the dead 
sea scrolls we encounter highly speculative texts bordering on scientific speculation 
(e.g., copies of the book of the Watchers), theological concepts that blend apocalyptic 
and wisdom motifs (e.g., the doctrine of the Two spirits), and eschatological fantasiz-
ing (e.g., the War scroll). it is probable that John the baptizer understood his ministry 
in the context of apocalyptic eschatology, that Paul’s resistance against and then con-
version to the movement had something to do with his own affinity for apocalyptic 
eschatology, that the author of revelation knew Jewish apocalypses before compos-
ing one of his own, and so on. in other words, “Christian” apocalyptic rhetoric did not 
emerge from a single, one-dimensional source; diverse forms and functions marked 
it from the beginning.
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Apocalyptic rhetoric

aristotle long ago defined rhetoric as the capacity to perceive possible means of 
persuasion concerning any conceivable topic (Rhetoric 1.2.1). Throughout the ages 
people have continued to explore, experiment, and strategize concerning how best 
to move people and groups to see things their way, to behave as they desire, and to 
value the things they value. Whether or not cultures develop systematic approaches 
to rhetoric is beside the point; the work of persuasion is a cross-cultural phenomenon 
(kennedy 1997). a rhetorical approach to apocalyptic literature, then, assumes that 
ancient texts were composed to persuade people and groups. The material conditions 
of writing in the ancient world—with expensive writing materials, time-consuming 
transcription, and labor-intensive delivery of texts to their audiences—suggests that 
few ancient writers composed simply for their own amusement. instead, the extant 
corpus of early Christian writing and copying reflects that ancient people almost 
always wrote with a purpose.

as for apocalyptic literature, those purposes for which people wrote mark the 
defining interest of rhetorical interpretation. rhetorical interpretation investigates 
the social contexts in which texts emerged, the conventions of persuasion appropri-
ate to particular cultural moments and genres of discourse, the persuasive strate-
gies at play in the texts themselves, and the measurable effects of those texts upon 
actual audiences. We seek to ascertain not only the ends or functions to which early 
Christians appropriated apocalyptic discourse but also the ways in which they sought 
to accomplish those ends.

in the past scholars tended to emphasize the development of ideas and literary 
forms reflected in ancient Jewish and Christian apocalyptic literature, along with 
the social contexts in which such literature emerged. The past twenty-five years have 
yielded greater interest in their rhetorical dimensions. Without invoking the lan-
guage of rhetoric, Wayne a. Meeks called attention to the “social functions of apoca-
lyptic language” in a 1979 paper (Meeks 1982). another critical moment occurred 
when John J.  Collins recommended that the definition of an apocalypse should 
include “a rather general statement of function” (1991: 14; cf. Collins 1979: 9). More 
focused attention to apocalyptic rhetoric began to emerge in the 1990s (schüssler 
fiorenza 1991; O’leary 1994; Carey and bloomquist 1999), as interpreters considered 
how apocalyptic discourse “works” to change opinion and move groups to action.

beginning with revelation, but continuing his analysis through the 
nineteenth-century Millerite movement in the United states and the late 
twentieth-century millennial speculation of hal lindsey and Pat robertson, stephen 
d. O’leary maintained that millennial rhetoric always addresses the topics of time, 
evil, and authority. having identified prevailing social ills (evil), millennial speakers 
argue that divine intervention is imminent (time). They claim unique or revealed 
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knowledge concerning these matters (authority) on the basis of either revelation or 
superior scriptural interpretation. O’leary’s account has not entirely satisfied biblical 
scholars: it addresses millennial, or future-oriented apocalyptic rhetoric, but it does 
not account for tours of otherworldly regions such as we find in many apocalyp-
tic texts. Moreover, from a rhetorical perspective “topics” (topoi in Greek rhetorical 
theory) include not only the fundamental concerns of a given discourse—time, evil, 
and authority in O’leary’s proposal—but also the basic building blocks of argumen-
tation, argumentative and stylistic commonplaces. nevertheless, O’leary has pro-
vided a template for ongoing research into apocalyptic rhetoric. apocalyptic rhetoric 
involves topics, critical concerns and perduring literary motifs, along with unique 
appeals to authority. rhetorical interpretation involves the assessment of how apoc-
alyptic texts configure those topics and construct their own authority in order to 
address the circumstances of their audiences.

ancient Jewish and Christian apocalyptic literature developed a thick repertoire 
of available topics, both conceptual and stylistic. interpreters have offered many 
lists over the years, but it is impossible to offer a systematic and exhaustive catalog. 
Conceptually, apocalyptic discourse often features an interest in alternative worlds, 
whether temporal (future) or spatial (heavenly or hellish); an era of cosmic distress or 
human chaos that precedes the ultimate moment of divine intervention; the activity 
of supernatural characters such as angels and demons; an outlook marked by dualism 
and determinism that divides the righteous from the wicked and marks each group 
for their distinctive fate; speculation concerning heavenly mysteries; and an interest 
in final judgment, resurrection, and the afterlife. apocalyptic topoi also include a 
remarkable array of literary and rhetorical devices: reports of visions and/or audi-
tions, the presence of heavenly intermediaries who guide visionaries; pseudonymity; 
the schematic division of history into discrete periods; ex eventu prophecy involving 
“predictions” that actually recount events after the fact; and intense and often bizarre 
symbolism. rhetorical interpretation emphasizes the ways in which apocalyptic 
texts deployed these conceptual and literary commonplaces and the ends they were 
designed to serve.

Greco-roman orators commonly classified rhetorical effectiveness under three 
main categories. Ethos involves a speaker’s credibility, demonstrating oneself as a 
person of virtue, knowledge, and good will (Carey 1999: 46–61). Pathos accounts for 
the capacity to move an audience, particularly its emotions. and logos points to the 
appeal to reason. These categories, developed to account for speechmaking in public 
assemblies, may or may not have been on the minds of apocalyptic authors. We do 
not appeal to them as “background” for interpreting apocalypses and related litera-
ture. instead, they offer a heuristic device for exploring the rhetorical dimension of 
early Christian literature.
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primary and Secondary Apocalyptic 
discourse

We encounter early Christian apocalyptic discourse in diverse literary and social con-
texts. These contexts provide the foundation for the kinds of arguments we encounter 
among various texts.

One distinction involves what we might call primary and secondary forms of 
apocalyptic discourse. Primary apocalyptic discourse appeals to the speaker’s direct 
reception of revelation. The phrase “appeals to” is essential. Many instances of pri-
mary apocalyptic discourse feature pseudonymity; that is, they purport to relate the 
first-person revelatory experiences of prominent persons from the past. almost all 
of the great literary apocalypses reflect this pattern. enoch, the seventh-generation 
human who “walked with God; then he was no more, because God took him” (Gen 
5:24, nrsV), surely did not compose the literary apocalypses attributed to him, but 
they rely upon the figure of enoch for their authority. nor did Jesus’ disciple Peter 
compose the Christian Apocalypse of Peter, in which Peter perceives the souls of all 
people in the palm of Jesus’ right hand (3:1). Primary apocalyptic rhetoric involves 
the highest possible claim to authority by purporting to describe direct revelation 
from the heavenly realms.

secondary apocalyptic discourse does not appeal to immediate revelations but 
instead relies upon the interpretation of primary apocalyptic texts or to “common 
knowledge” that has emerged from apocalyptic discourse’s cultural repertoire. for 
example, consider 2 Peter 3:10–12:

but the day of the lord will come like a thief, and then the heavens will pass away 
with a loud noise, and the elements will be dissolved with fire, and the earth and 
everything that is done on it will be disclosed. since all these things are to be dis-
solved in this way, what sort of persons ought you to be in leading lives of holiness 
and godliness, waiting for and hastening the coming of the day of God, because of 
which the heavens will be set ablaze and dissolved, and the elements will melt with 
fire? (nrsV)

for our purposes, we first observe how the day of the lord will “come like a thief,” 
an image that functions as part of the common repertoire of early Christian apoca-
lyptic discourse. Paul appeals to it (1 Thess 5:2, 4), as does revelation (3:3). The thief 
motif apparently derives from ancient Jesus tradition (Matt 24:43; luke 12:39). We 
don’t know where or how the “thief in the night” topic entered early Christian dis-
course, but it was well before the composition of 2 Peter. as an instance of secondary 
apocalyptic discourse 2 Peter 3:10–12 appropriates that topic into the flow of its own 
argument.
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as for the function of this argument, 2 Peter raises the question, “What sort of per-
sons ought you to be?” This question exemplifies a common function for apocalyptic 
discourse, exhortation. The fearsome nature of the “day of the lord,” along with its 
suddenness, calls for a peculiar combination of urgency and fidelity. “What sort of 
persons?” indeed.

eschatological distress, often reflected in cosmic portents, marks a common topic 
in apocalyptic discourse, and 2 Peter 3:10–12 adapts this one as well. adapting scrip-
tural precedent, Matthew’s Jesus warns of a cosmic tribulation in which the sun is 
darkened and the moon gives no light, while stars fall from heaven and the heavenly 
powers are shaken (24:29; see isa 13:10; 34:4; Joel 2:10; 3:4; 4:15; ezek 32:7). Perhaps 2 
Peter shows some conceptual development by imagining the very “elements” (Greek 
stoicheia) melting in the fire, particularly if the elements represent the constitutive 
building blocks of the cosmos. in any case, the basic scenario is familiar. The core 
images—the thief and the cosmic portents—represent second-order, or derivative, 
conceptualization. The creativity resides in the appropriation and application of such 
images.

We should not confuse ourselves that distinctions such as the one between pri-
mary and secondary apocalyptic discourse have some clean line of demarcation. 
These are our categories, and they can be useful for analysis. but an ancient author 
like Paul apparently had no problem employing both approaches. On multiple occa-
sions he turns to his own apocalyptic experiences (Gal 1:12, 15; 2:2; 2 Cor 12:1–10), but 
he also relates the teaching he has received (e.g., 1 Thess 5:2). Paul’s accounts of his 
own revelatory experiences always support arguments for his own authority, whereas 
he uses secondary apocalyptic discourse for various functions, including comfort 
and exhortation. his example reflects the important distinction between primary 
and secondary apocalyptic argumentation. Primary apocalyptic discourse necessar-
ily emphasizes its own authority, whereas secondary discourse adapts apocalyptic 
topics to various purposes.

The distinction between primary and secondary apocalyptic discourse proves 
especially productive when we consider how apocalyptic texts interpret their ante-
cedents. One well-known example involves revelation’s several references to a period 
of about three and one-half years (11:2–3; 12:6, 14; 13:5). here revelation alludes to the 
“time, two times, and half a time” (nrsV) of daniel 7:25 and 12:7. daniel’s chronology 
refers to the antiochene Crisis and the Maccabean revolt, which lasted about three 
and a half years (167–164 bCe). for its part daniel interprets 25:11–12; 29:10–14: daniel 
renders Jeremiah’s seventy years as seventy weeks of years (Jer 25:11–12; 29:10–14; dan 
9:2, 24–27). but revelation, addressing a different situation altogether, appropriates 
daniel’s language. in both revelation and daniel primary apocalyptic discourse, 
with its appeal to direct revelation, provides the rhetorical authority sufficient to jus-
tify the reinterpretation of sacred texts. in contrast, the epistle of Jude makes no claim 
to direct revelation when it quotes 1 Enoch 1:9 (Jude 14–15), presumably invoking its 
warning against “ungodly persons who pervert the grace of God into licentiousness 
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and deny our only Master and lord, Jesus Christ” (Jude 4). as secondary apocalyptic 
discourse, Jude must rely upon the authority of 1 Enoch.

Primary apocalyptic discourse usually, but not always, finds its expression in the 
literary apocalypses, while secondary apocalyptic discourse can make a home just 
about anywhere. The epistle of James, for example, never advances an argument con-
cerning apocalyptic eschatology. Most of its arguments have to do with daily living. 
for example, James promises those “doers of the word” that “they will be blessed in 
their doing” (1:25). Yet James invokes apocalyptic topics on several occasions, refer-
ring to a promised “crown of life” (1:12), a fearsome judgment (2:12–13; 3:1; 4:12; 5:4, 9, 
20), demonic beings (2:19; 4:7), and the coming of the lord (5:8).

elite or popular?

The distinction between primary and secondary forms of apocalyptic discourse 
also suggests diverse social settings (horsley 1998). The great literary apocalypses, 
all examples of primary apocalyptic discourse, strongly suggest scribal settings 
with learned authors. When anathea e. Portier-Young describes the earliest Jewish 
apocalypses’ “use of ‘mythical images rich in symbolism’ ” that “exposes and coun-
ters imperial mythologies, sometimes through a strategy of critical inversion that 
enables readers to reimagine a world governed not by empires, but by God,” we are 
clearly in the realm of elite literature (Portier-Young 2011: 44; see horsley 2007).

We also encounter highly learned activity in revelation and the Ascension of 
Isaiah. however, the vast majority of early Christian apocalyptic discourse does not 
appeal to esoteric scribal circles but rather directs itself toward a more common audi-
ence. (The Ascension of Isaiah presents a likely exception.) The author of revelation 
is familiar with the conventions of the classical apocalypses. revelation alludes to 
the popular mythologies and codes of roman imperial propaganda, and it demon-
strates a profoundly “scholarly” engagement with the Jewish scriptures. for example, 
revelation never directly quotes from the Tanak, but it alludes to scriptural images 
and phrases more often than does any other new Testament book. The ways in which 
revelation uses scripture also merit attention. for example, revelation engages 
ezekiel primarily by alluding to five sections of that prophetic work—in ezekiel’s 
order (Moyise 2001: 117). When revelation 1:12–20 draws upon daniel, ezekiel, and 
isaiah, the direct allusions work from one book to the next, following each book in its 
own order. revelation’s author does not show a sophisticated grasp of literary Greek, 
though scholars debate whether revelation’s poor Greek reflects a deeper sophistica-
tion (Callahan 1995). regardless of John’s facility with Greek, the book indicates a 
highly skilled author with a measure of scribal credentials.
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at the same time, we ought not associate revelation’s scribal identity with that 
of the great Jewish apocalypses such as 1 Enoch, daniel, and 4 Ezra. First Enoch 
certainly attained great influence, but its various books name their audiences only 
in the vaguest of terms (1.1; 37.1–5; 87.1–4; 91.1–3; 92.1; 108.1). daniel never mentions 
its audience directly, though it does envision a group of wise persons (maskilim) 
who may lead the faithful in the last days (esp. 11:33). and while 4 Ezra concludes 
with instructions for widespread publication, it discriminates between informa-
tion that should be “open” and information that should be available only to the wise 
(esp. 14:6, 26, 45–46). by contrast, revelation’s “scribal” nature does not imply an 
exclusive audience; revelation addresses a specific audience of seven churches (1:4, 
11; 22:16).

nor should we confuse secondary apocalyptic literature as “popular” literature in 
some naive fashion. historians debate whether literacy was simply rare or exceedingly 
rare in the ancient world (harris 1989; humphrey 1991), but the resources required 
for the composition of, say, a Pauline letter far transcend the ordinary ability to read 
popular literature or compose letters. early Christianity lacked the social structures 
that would have produced scribal communities that specialized in the production 
and interpretation of literature. instead, most early Christian apocalyptic discourse 
occurs in literature intended for communal reading. This is most obviously true of 
the new Testament epistles and we assume it to be the case for the Gospels, but even 
revelation presents itself as a letter addressed to seven specific churches.

a fascination with the scribal concerns such as writing and books pervades early 
Christian apocalypses no less than antecedent and contemporary Jewish apoca-
lypses (the most famous instance being 4 Ezra 14). John records being told to “Write 
in a book what you see” (rev 1:11; see 1:19), and he receives repeated instructions to 
write during the apocalypse. The Ascension of Isaiah, a radical Christian redaction 
of a Jewish text, includes little explicit reflection on writing. One Christian element, 
however, alludes to “written words” concerning the career of Jesus and of the church 
(1:5), while another alludes to a book that includes the deeds of mortals (9:22–23), 
presumably the “book of life,” a tradition shared with 1 Enoch (108.3), daniel (12:1), 
and revelation (3:5; 13:8; 17:8; 20:12, 15; 21:27; see luke 10:20). The Apocalypse of 
Peter likewise does not devote a great deal of attention to writing, but it concludes 
with a reference to the “book of life” (17), while the apocalypse also meditates upon 
synoptic traditions involving the fig tree and the transfiguration (Matt 24:32; Matt 
17:1–9a).

The Shepherd of Hermas poses a particularly interesting case. initially Hermas 
does not specify a specific audience, but later on it does indicate an impulse toward 
popular consumption (e.g., 17.11; 26.5–7; 46.2–3; 77.1; 111.3). Other early Christian 
apocalypses such as the Apocalypse of Peter and the Ascension of Isaiah reflect no 
such impulse, at least not directly; some interpreters even regard the Ascension of 
Isaiah as addressed to small circles of Christian prophets (3:27–28; see Pesce 1983; 
hall 1990). but Hermas provides an overt nod to its audience:
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but make these words known to all your children and your wife, who is about to become 
your sister. . . . after you have made known to them the words that the Master has com-
manded me to reveal to you, then all the sins they formerly committed will be forgiven 
them, along with those of all the saints who have sinned to this day. . . . and so, say to 
those who lead the church that they are to make their paths straight in righteousness, 
that they may fully receive the promises with great glory. (6.3–6, trans. ehrman 2003)

and afterward i saw a vision in my house. The elderly woman came and asked if i had 
already given the book to the presbyters. i said that i had not. “You have done well,” 
she said. “for i have some words to add. Then, when i complete all the words, they 
will be made known through you to all those who are chosen. and so, you will write 
two little books, sending one to Clement and one to Grapte. Clement will send his to 
the foreign cities, for that is his commission. but Grapte will admonish the widows 
and orphans. and you will read yours in this city, with the presbyters who lead the 
church. (8.2–3, trans. ehrman 2003)

Thus Hermas begins by identifying no audience in particular, moves on address the 
seers’ own children and wife (in that order), progresses to the elders of the church, 
and finally includes “foreign cities” and all the elect in rome (8.2). We can only guess 
as to the connection between this multitiered literary address and the historical cir-
cumstances in which the apocalypse was produced.

by “popular” apocalyptic literature we cannot mean works produced by ordinary 
people. by definition, “ordinary people” lacked both the expertise and the resources 
to compose even a short epistle of the kind we find in early Christian literature. 
Popular apocalyptic literature involves highly expert authors who meant to address 
ordinary people, whether in specific settings or for general consumption.

ethos: Apocalyptic Authority

authority marks one of the distinctive strengths—and points of contention—for 
apocalyptic discourse. O’leary observes that “we do not accept epochal announce-
ments from simply anyone who claims to have discovered the cosmic significance 
of evil or to have calculated the remaining duration of the cosmos” (1994: 51; see 
knight 2001: 487). a recent bestseller admirably demonstrates this principle. Heaven 
Is for Real amounts to a modern apocalypse: during surgery a pastor’s four-year-old 
son undergoes a near death experience and visits heaven (burpo 2010). The book’s 
evident purpose is exhortation, to encourage believers’ confidence in the afterlife. in 
heaven the little boy sees people and things he couldn’t possibly have known about, 
including his miscarried sister. in that story we see a blend of apologetics and pro-life 
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politics. What better way to make the case for conventional afterlife hope, with a cul-
tural edge, than through the visionary report of a four-year-old boy?

The authority of primary apocalyptic discourse resides just below the level of hear-
ing directly from God. apocalyptic visionaries purport to describe what they hear 
and see in the heavenly realms. Their fascination with writing and books, discussed 
above, reflects this mode of authority. revelation, for example, claims to relate all 
that John has seen (1:2)—a practical impossibility. but, as with Paul (2 Cor 12:4), John 
“cannot” share everything he sees and hears. a voice instructs him to “seal up” what 
he hears from the seven thunders: “do not write it down” (rev 10:4; see ruiz 1994; 
Carey 1999: 123–25; desilva 2009: 120–21). This literary device, reporting a vision 
without describing it, simultaneously builds a bridge to the audience while reserving 
superior knowledge to the visionary (though see humphrey 2007: 45–48).

revelation may represent the high-water mark of apocalyptic authority. The vision 
begins and ends by blessing those who “keep” it and cursing those who modify or 
depart from it (1:3; 22:18–19). The blessings and curses found in the letters to the seven 
churches (chs. 2–3) convey the same essential message.

also instructive, however, is Paul. Paul frequently draws upon apocalyptic topics, 
particularly the parousia and resurrection. however, Paul’s direct recourse to pri-
mary apocalyptic discourse occurs only when he is grappling to establish his own 
authority. interpreters debate whether his accounts of his own revelatory experi-
ences all relate to one single event; in my opinion, they probably do not (see 2 Cor 
12:1–10; Gal 1:12, 16; 2:2). nevertheless, they all occur in contexts marked by conflict. 
in both Galatians and 2 Corinthians Paul applies the language of “another gospel” 
to his opponents (2 Cor 11:4; Gal 1:6–7), followed by appeals to his own independent 
“apocalypses.” likewise, Paul insists that his famous consultation with James and 
Peter resulted neither from external pressure nor from a desire to align himself with 
the authority of “those who were supposed to be acknowledged leaders” (Gal 2:6); 
instead, he traveled kata apokalypsin, literally, “according to an apocalypse” (2:4). 
Paul’s appeals to his own apocalypses occur specifically in his most intense moments 
of conflict.

despite the extraordinarily high claims to authority inherent in apocalyptic dis-
course, authors often chose not to assert a direct top-down mode of authority. even 
Paul’s case for the superiority of his revelatory experiences concludes with a reflec-
tion on his own weakness (2 Cor 12:7–10). hermas begins by acknowledging his own 
identity as a sinner (1.5–9; 3.1; 7.1) and his faulty memory, due in part to the astonish-
ing contents of his revelation (3.3). When scolded, however, hermas occasionally 
speaks up for himself (e.g., 57.1–2). he draws close to the audience by making it abso-
lutely clear that he is not their superior (12.3); though he attempts to be pious, even 
those efforts are misguided (54.1–5). The Apocalypse of Peter draws upon the apostle’s 
identity as a preeminent leader in the church’s earliest days, but its audience surely 
was acquainted with Peter’s failures as well. like nearly every apocalyptic visionary 
Peter seeks assistance in understanding his vision (2)—and he receives correction, 
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even rebuke, on occasion (2, 16). hermas and Peter alike further demonstrate their 
good will by demonstrating compassion for those who face judgment (Hermas 63.1–
2; Apoc. Pet. 3).

revelation offers an especially rich blend of authoritarian and accommodation-
ist rhetoric. We have already noted John’s extraordinarily high claims to authority, 
but John also goes to great lengths to identify with the churches. he addresses his 
audience as “partners” (1:9, my translation), kings, and priests (1:6). if John is a slave 
of Christ’s, he is also a witness (martys)—just like his audience (e.g., 1:1, 2, 9; 12:11; 
22:6). like other apocalyptic visionaries, John describes falling at the feet of heavenly 
beings—and being corrected for it (1:17; 19:10; 22:8). and like other visionaries, he 
needs help in understanding his visions and weeps greatly when his hopes are frus-
trated (5:4–5; 7:13–17; 17:7–8). all these literary devices portray John’s solidarity with 
his audience and his authentic humanity.

early Christian authors were keenly aware that apocalyptic discourse packed pow-
erful potential for establishing authority. simply, apocalyptic visionaries claimed 
degrees of knowledge to which their audiences completely lacked access. but cred-
ibility extends beyond knowledge to good will, and apocalyptic authors also worked 
hard to invite their audiences to identify with their humanity, their piety, and their 
struggles.

pathos: moving the Audience

People commonly associate apocalyptic literature with the appeal to the emotions, 
primarily with the fear of judgment. indeed, judgment plays a prominent role in 
early Christian apocalyptic discourse, often with an implied threat. but the appeal 
to the emotions is hardly limited to the combination of threat and fear. for example, 
the Apocalypse of Peter is notorious for its depictions of eternal punishments that fit 
individuals’ crimes: blasphemers hang by their tongues, adulterous women hang by 
their hair, and adulterous men hang by their, um, thighs (7). This grisly tour com-
mands far more space than the images of bliss reserved for the righteous. but this 
apocalypse offers more than scare tactics. Many modern readers will find it offensive, 
but the Apocalypse of Peter seeks to comfort its audience by depicting the torment of 
those who have persecuted and betrayed them (9).

anxiety provides one common factor for apocalyptic discourse, particularly anx-
iety related to persecution. Jesus’ synoptic “little apocalypse” reminds his follow-
ers of this threat (Mark 13:9–13; cf. Matt 24:9–14; luke 21:12–19). Persecution does 
not appear to be a new concern for the Gospel audiences; instead, it seems these 
warnings served a different function. a period of crisis and persecution prior to  
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God’s decisive intervention marks a common topic in apocalyptic eschatology. 
These references to end-time persecution likely served to exhort or encourage the 
Gospel audiences to persevere in their fidelity despite the threat of persecution. 
after all, “the one who endures to the end will be saved” (Mark 13:13).

as with the Apocalypse of Peter, the threat of persecution can foster a desire for 
vengeance. revelation includes a similar dynamic, reflected especially in the hymns 
that celebrate God’s judgment against the inhabitants of the earth (15:3–4; 16:5–7). 
These hymns invite the audience to participate in an emotional experience that may 
free them from their anxiety (see Yarbro Collins 1984: 156–57). revelation gives voice 
to the anxiety of its audience, placing the audience’s frustration in the mouths of the 
martyrs: “sovereign lord, holy and true, how long will it be before you judge and 
avenge our blood on the inhabitants of the earth?” (6:10).

The rhetoric of identification and counteridentification also contributes to 
revelation’s emotional appeal (Carey 1999: 118–28; desilva 2009: 175–228). in the let-
ters to the churches the risen Jesus speaks directly to the churches (Carey 2008), 
encouraging emulation of the faithful among them and pronouncing shame upon 
those who fall short of his standards (desilva 2009: 189–92). John dehumanizes his 
opponents by refusing to use their real names, and he depicts the competing prophet 
“Jezebel” as a victim of sexual violence (2:20–24). similar dehumanization applies to 
the monstrous beast and to babylon, symbols that point to roman hubris and exploi-
tation. babylon, like Jezebel, also suffers sexual violence. and while revelation’s more 
positive symbols can be frightening in their own right (1:12–20), even a lamb with 
seven horns and eyes (5:6) would seem less menacing than the beast. likewise, a 
mother (ch. 12) and a bride (ch. 21) contrast favorably to a prostitute who drinks 
blood (17:6). even the general population, the “inhabitants of the earth,” are deprived 
of their humanity as they lack the basic capacity to repent in the midst of their tor-
ment (9:20–21; 16:9, 11). revelation invites its audience to identify with the lamb and 
the martyrs while recoiling from the beast and the general populace.

if many people associate apocalyptic discourse with fearmongering, others 
accuse it of peddling empty hope. again, a grim assessment of the present, tempered 
by hope for a radically better reality in the future or beyond the grave, provides one 
marker of apocalyptic eschatology. The anxiety concerning persecution pervades 
early Christian apocalyptic discourse; indeed, one encounters this concern at every 
documentary layer of the new Testament. apocalyptic discourse gives voice to and 
interprets such anxiety. however, attention to the rhetoric of identification and 
counteridentification (burke 1969) undermines the temptation to reduce apocalyp-
tic discourse to scare tactics and vain promises. identification and counteridentifi-
cation have to do with values, with emulating those who practice one set of values 
and recoiling from those who pursue others.
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logos: Forms of Argumentation

Perhaps the most fascinating dimension of apocalyptic discourse lies in a practi-
cally inexhaustible set of persuasive resources. One might immediately associ-
ate apocalyptic argumentation with outright assertion. The synoptic apocalypse 
amounts almost entirely of straightforward assertion, as do the blessings and curses 
that frame revelation (1:3; 22:18–19). The Shepherd of Hermas veers only slightly 
from straightforward assertion, as it places many of its assertions in the mouths 
of the “shepherd” who guides hermas through a series of moral exhortations and 
interprets his visions. such exposition, the interpretation of a vision by a heavenly 
intermediary, marks a defining characteristic of the early Jewish and Christian apoc-
alypses. The Christian Sibylline Oracles are nothing if not encoded assertions, while 
straightforward assertions constitute nearly all of the Christian visionary sections of 
the Ascension of Isaiah. Though early Christian apocalyptic rhetoric does rely upon 
direct assertion and interpretive exposition, it deploys many other argumentative 
resources as well.

readers routinely note the presence of striking images and symbols in apocalyptic 
discourse. in some cases these symbols invite a process of decoding. for example, 
revelation 12:9 directly identifies the dragon as satan, while 13:18 challenges wise 
readers to calculate the number of the beast. however, apocalyptic symbols reflect 
varying degrees of literary sophistication (see robbins 2008). We find one relatively 
straightforward example when a great beast confronts hermas on a road. having 
just heard a voice saying, “do not be of two minds, hermas,” hermas courageously 
confronts the monster, then walks around it while the monster meekly stretches out 
on the ground and sticks out its tongue. a young woman informs hermas that he has 
escaped persecution on account of his faith (22–23).

a somewhat more sophisticated example occurs in revelation 5:1–8, where sym-
bolic rhetoric blends with juxtaposition, another common feature in apocalyptic 
argumentation. revelation famously contrasts the lamb with the beast. The two 
figures share several resemblances: both receive worship, survive mortal wounds, 
and conquer their opponents. but revelation 5:1–8 juxtaposes one messiah-image 
over against another. awaiting the revelation of one “worthy to open the scroll” that 
reveals the world’s destiny, John hears, “The lion of the tribe of Judah has conquered,” 
so that he can open the scroll (5:5). but no lion appears. instead, John sees a lamb, 
“standing as if it had been slaughtered” (5:6) who takes the scroll and eventually opens 
it. To vulnerable huddles of Jesus followers, revelation offers not a lion that might 
devour their enemies but a lamb that conquers by means of its faithful testimony. no 
heavenly voice guides revelation’s audience in sorting through these word pictures.

apocalyptic argumentation includes narrative rhetoric, the use of plot and charac-
terization to shape audience perception. The Christian redaction of the Ascension of 
Isaiah offers fairly straightforward literary argumentation. The great prophet isaiah, 
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in a tour of the seven heavens, has seen the beloved (Jesus) and recorded his vision 
in writing. The devil, who receives several names in the apocalypse, motivates the 
evil king Manasseh to put a stop to the revelation by executing isaiah. Moreover, the 
people of Jerusalem participate in the prophet’s martyrdom (5:12) just as they will in 
the death of Jesus (9:14; 11:19). by implicating the people of Jerusalem in the martyr-
doms of both isaiah and Jesus, the Ascension of Isaiah advances a familiar Christian 
argument in story form. isaiah testified to Jesus, but the people rejected isaiah just as 
they would Jesus (sawyer 1995). by implication israel is responsible for its failure to 
acknowledge Jesus.

We can learn a great deal about apocalyptic argumentation through atten-
tion to Paul’s secondary arguments. Paul was particularly adept at the enthymeme, 
an argument that grounds its conclusion in two premises but leaves one of those 
premises unstated. in the unstated premises we observe what Paul assumes on the 
basis of received tradition. space allows the brief exposition of just one example, 1 
Thessalonians 4:14–16 (though see 1 Cor 15:12–23).

first Thessalonians 4:13 begins Paul’s word of comfort (4:18) concerning those 
who have “fallen asleep” among the Thessalonian believers. having expressed his 
purpose—“that you may not grieve as others do”—Paul launches a sort of formal 
argument in two stages (4:14–15, my translation).

stage 1: for if we believe that Jesus died and rose again [premise], even so God, 
through Jesus, will bring with him those who have fallen asleep [conclusion].

stage 2: for this we declare to you by a word of the lord, that we who are living, who 
remain until the coming of the lord, will by no means precede those who have 
fallen asleep [conclusion].

stage 1 offers a perfect example of an enthymeme. from the conviction that Jesus 
rose again, Paul concludes that “those who have fallen asleep” will not miss out on 
the resurrection. but what unstated premise justifies this conclusion? Most scholars 
confidently assume the unstated premise involves the nature of resurrection. every 
contemporary reference to resurrection hope in Jewish literature imagines a general 
resurrection in which all the righteous, and perhaps all persons, are raised together. 
Paul assumes, and he expects the Thessalonians to assume, that Jesus’ resurrection 
represents not the resurrection of a solitary individual but the beginning of a general 
resurrection. That is why in other contexts he refers to Jesus’ resurrection as the “first 
fruits” (rom 8:23; 1 Cor 15:20, 23). in stage 1 Paul relies upon unstated “common 
knowledge” concerning the nature of resurrection.

but in stage 2 we encounter a different kind of argument. now Paul appeals to “a 
word of the lord.” While it is possible that Paul means he’s had an independent rev-
elation, or “word from the lord,” of his own, most commentators understand that he 
is appealing to traditional teaching attributed to Jesus himself (see fee 2009: 173–74). 
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in other words, while stage 1 presents an enthymeme grounded in common assump-
tions about the resurrection, stage 2 offers an assertion based on secondary apocalyptic 
rhetoric.

This sampling demonstrates that apocalyptic argumentation extends far beyond 
simple assertion and explication. it includes rhetography, recourse to visual sym-
bols for persuasive ends (robbins 2008), and literary techniques such as juxtapo-
sition, plot development, and characterization. apocalyptic authors also employed 
the common rhetorical techniques of their day such as the enthymeme. We could 
multiply examples, but the larger point is that apocalyptic rhetoric built upon diverse 
argumentative resources.

conclusion: rhetorical Aims

We began this study with a survey of four very different early Christian apocalypses. 
not only do revelation, Hermas, the Apocalypse of Peter, and the Ascension of Isaiah 
follow very different literary paths, they also seem to serve diverse functions. all 
four documents seek to inspire faith in the face of potential persecution, but their 
other concerns vary far and wide. The other apocalypses hardly match revelation’s 
call for cultural resistance. Hermas stands apart for its concern with repentance, 
the Apocalypse of Peter is noteworthy for its emphasis upon personal sins, and the 
Ascension of Isaiah uniquely explores the theological question of the incarnation and 
Jewish-Christian relations (though see rev 2:9–10; 3:9–10).

even within revelation, which addresses a specific set of seven churches, we observe 
multiple rhetorical aims. The church at ephesus receives both encouragement and 
admonition (2:1–7); so do Pergamum (2:12–17) and Thyatira (2:19–29). smyrna hears 
some comfort mixed in with its exhortation (2:8–11), as does Philadelphia (3:7–13), 
while sardis (3:1–6) and laodicea get a straight dose of admonition (3:14–22). diverse 
audiences, diverse rhetorical aims.

early Christian apocalyptic rhetoric occurs in varied social contexts, employs a 
wide range of argumentative resources, and serves diverse rhetorical functions. The 
synoptic “little apocalypses” catechize their audiences, correcting premature antic-
ipation and encouraging a blend of daily fidelity and eschatological watchfulness. 
Paul can encourage the challenging path of celibacy because “the appointed time has 
grown short” (1 Cor 7:29). in the same letter he can just as easily remind believers 
to slow down: prior to Jesus’ return, they don’t know as much as they think they do 
(13:8–12; see Meeks 1982). in short, apocalyptic discourse provided early Christians 
with a rich set of resources for imagining the world, shaping opinion, and influencing 
behavior.
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When Osama bin laden was shot and killed by Us special forces, many people in the 
United states were elated, setting off fireworks, partying in the streets, and marking it 
as a historic moment. at the same time, a flurry of blog and facebook messages used 
the bible to weigh in on the appropriateness of the festivity. Many of those comment-
ing were measured and argued against celebrating a death. Others found reasons that 
the righteous could be glad. not surprisingly apocalypse made an appearance. several 
people cited rev. 18:20, which describes the Whore of babylon’s doom: “rejoice over 
her O heavens. rejoice saints and apostles and prophets. God has judged her for the 
way she has treated you.” bloggers used this verse to stress God’s judgment on evil, 
and the appropriateness of an evil man being killed (burk 2011; Zenor 2011; reid 2011; 
the commentary to Morton 2011). bin laden was likened to the Whore of babylon, 
while the readers were implicitly aligned with mistreated saints and called to rejoice 
over the her (his) destruction. in this metaphorical substitution, what some might 
call the revenge killing of bin laden (Chomsky 2011) turns into God’s revenge on the 
Whore (rev 18:6–7). a political execution, outside of a conventional theater of war, 
becomes God’s judgment on evil.

This usage of revelation 17–18 from within empire complicates the debate over 
whether this passage can be used to critique modern empires and economic sys-
tems of exploitation (e.g., schüssler fiorenza 1991; howard-brook and Gwyther 
1999; fernández 1997; Park 2008; Míguez 1995) or whether the misogynist violence 
of the passage makes its critique of empire unusable or seriously compromised (e.g., 
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kim 1999; nelavala 2009; huber 2011; ipsen 2009; Pippin 1992a, 1992b, 1999; Vander 
stichele 2009). it appears that the passage not only justifies violence to women, as 
feminists have been arguing, but that it can also justify violence against anyone asso-
ciated with the Whore. in this essay, i add to this discussion by interrogating the alle-
gorical structure of the image; i suggest that in contrast to the image’s explicit critique 
of empire, its structure may actually mimic empire, thus making it amenable to use 
by those within empire.

indeed, in political use of scripture, apocalyptic allegory reproduces itself struc-
turally within interpretation, giving rise to what i call literalist allegory, or the alle-
gorization of the present by way of the biblical text. This kind of reading is literal in 
that it assumes that ancient texts have literal correspondents, such as world leaders. it 
allows scripture to be applied to world events and political policies in order to assess 
them, to justify them, or to advocate for a particular outcome. The literalism used 
to connect scripture to politics frequently uses apocalyptic imagery, as in the case 
of bin laden and the Whore; but as a mode of interpretation it is very much influ-
enced by apocalypticism more generally. Political literalism fundamentally relies on 
an allegorical meaning provided by apocalyptic texts that are systematized into an 
overarching (extra-biblical) narrative, which is applied to all biblical texts and pres-
ent events.

in what follows, i will say more about association of the Whore with bin laden, 
before outlining more precisely what i mean by literalist allegory and its connection 
to apocalypticism. i then turn to the way in which allegory works more generally. 
drawing on deconstructive literary theory, i suggest that allegory, like empire, sub-
sumes all horizontal relationships of connection and difference into a hierarchized 
structure of meaning that overshadows and erases horizontal relationships. in this 
operation, allegory creates transcendence (truth or evil), desire, and fear. The Whore 
of babylon, qua literary figure, creates an aura of evil, desire, and fear by exploit-
ing and obliterating difference that also turns out to encompass the self. Ultimately, 
i argue that those who refer to the Whore in literalist allegory may be giving voice to 
their own desires and fears about inclusion and concomitant erasure in the power of 
empire.

Bin laden and the whore

The association between bin laden and revelation’s evil woman was not completely 
new. for example, in a sermon preached two years earlier (published online), reverend 
adrian dieleman of Trinity United reformed Church in Visalia, California, refers to 
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bin laden while explaining to his congregation how they might accept the violence 
of revelation 18 and the jubilation at babylon’s destruction. he said,

at stake is this: do we recognize evil when we see it, do we know evil is rebellion 
against God and deserves punishment? Unless that is your starting point, you will not 
appreciate babylon’s funeral as it further unfolds for us this morning. do you remem-
ber the joy when saddam hussein was caught and, later, when he was executed? Can 
you imagine the joy if Osama bin laden is caught and executed? Well, multiply this 
joy many times over. That’s what we have in front of us. (2009)

The scripture is explained by the present. again bin laden is likened to the Whore 
of babylon, although this time to help believers understand the seriousness of God’s 
judgment. “at stake” is whether believers can recognize rebellion against God and its 
deserved punishment. as it turns out, when bin laden was caught and killed, many 
believers could recognize his evil and God’s righteous justice in the situation.

in these discussions, there was some worry about being too overjoyed, however. 
in an attempt to dampen outright celebration, associate professor of biblical stud-
ies at southern baptist Theological seminary in louisville, kentucky, denny burk 
blogged, “i shudder to think of what bin laden is facing right now. i do not question 
the justice of it.” “but,” he continues, not wanting to celebrate inappropriately, “The 
day will come when God will command me to rejoice in his justice in the damnation 
of the wicked (revelation 18:20). Until then, the horror should serve as a motivation 
to warn people to flee the wrath to come” (2011; Zenor 2011 makes a similar point). 
burk was not alone in evoking the image of bin laden’s ultimate end in “the con-
suming fire”—a Cnn poll showed that many in the United states believed that bin 
laden went straight to hell (2011). but in burk’s view, the “saints’ ” joy at bin laden’s 
death should be tempered by their own possible proximity to this same spiritual fate 
(burning in hell). interpreters are able to make the judgment about the evil of others, 
because they believe that they too will be judged. in this caveat, there is some tacit 
agreement that they may not be so different from bin laden, or from the Whore. 
Politically motivated violence can be spiritually justified, so long as it can be described 
in cosmic terms, and, apparently, so long as believers also have to worry about their 
own spiritual health.

still, one might wonder why bin laden was allegorized through the somewhat 
dissimilar Whore, rather than, say, the antichrist, who is more typically assigned to 
individuals, and is, as an extra-biblical elaboration, more malleable. Certainly, the 
starting point for interpretation is relevant. in this case, the goal was to assess a non-
standard attack by the Us military on a nonstandard enemy. although Us officials 
proclaimed that this action was in the service of justice, many critics asked about 
the legal standing of the killings (darnstädt 2011; bowcott 2011). The United states 
acted outside of a theater of war or a court of law, within the boundaries of another 
sovereign nation, without consent. a considerable amount of framing for the events 
was necessary to prevent or subdue critique.1 President Obama gave a speech on the 
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day of the killing, retelling the events of september 11, 2001, and insisting that “jus-
tice has been done.” The context for his unilateral decision, he notes, is the fact that 
al-Qaeda had “openly declared war on the United states and was committed to kill-
ing innocents in our country and around the globe.” apocalyptic Christianity would 
supply another context: the cosmic struggle between God and evil. if interpreters 
began with the question, “Can we celebrate over the death of an evil man?” they 
could find an affirmative answer by looking to literalist allegory. The assumption 
of evil turned a political execution into righteous revenge, which was then called 
justice. The overlay of transcendent evil justified an event that might otherwise seem 
outside the bounds of accepted international engagement. Perhaps the courtroom 
drama of revelation 17–18 (Martin 2005: 96–97; schüssler fiorenza 1991: 99), when 
grafted onto the present, allowed interpreters to feel that some kind of due process 
had taken place.

While providing a spiritual solution to a political dilemma may be the most obvi-
ous reason for choice of the Whore as bin laden’s allegorical escort, i would like to 
explore this choice further by assessing what dynamics of empire its allegorical struc-
ture might smooth over. before returning to the relation of this particular literalist 
allegory to empire, i must first look at the emergence of literalist allegory, structural 
erasures in allegory more generally, and the production of transcendent evil via the 
relations of empire in the image of the Whore.

literalist Allegory and its  
discontents

reading biblical texts through allegory is one of the most common and banal forms 
of scripturalization, in which ancient texts are given the meaning and status of “scrip-
ture.” literary theorist angus fletcher comments that allegorical interpretation is 
as old “as the desire to convert speech and writing into ‘scripture’ where sacred writ 
is accorded an authoritative status” (2010: 12). To be sure, it is a pervasive Christian 
mode of reading, one that is not limited to conservative practitioners; theological 
orientation is marked only by degree of literalism in the allegorical mapping. One 
might say that allegory is one of the chief mechanisms of scripturalization—that is, of 
uncovering in ancient text something meaningful for the present. Yet in the increas-
ingly popular mode of literalist allegory a new relation between the present and the 
text emerges, so that the present itself becomes a signifier of truth, rather than simply 
illuminated or guided by truth.

it is worth examining precisely how literalist allegory differs from past allegori-
cal reading. rita Copeland and Peter struck (2010) date the earliest extant example 
of allegorical interpretation—which precedes the literary genre of allegory—to the 
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pre-Christian Greek derveni papyrus (fourth c. bCe), which interprets an Orphic 
poem religiously and cosmologically. from its earliest Greek uses, allegorical inter-
pretation of text is what Copeland and struck call “a search for esoteric truths, for 
meaning that is concealed but ultimately interpretable” (2010:  3). in their words, 
the early Greek search for “transcendental meaning that is at once immediate and 
remote” is one that carries over into the assumptions about ancient texts that con-
tinue to establish them as authoritative scripture (2010: 3, 4–5).

for Christians of late antiquity and the Middle ages, the text oriented believers 
and their actions with respect to higher truth and an ultimate future. Christian exe-
getes, from late antiquity on, established the practice of allegorical reading, whereby 
biblical texts are read as indicative of universal truths and essences to which believers 
ought to conform and shape their actions and spiritual life. Origen, for instance, read 
the creation story not as about the actual order of events but as about the relation 
of the soul to Christ (homilies on Genesis 1). Texts had significance for the present 
insofar as they shaped believers’ understanding of their spiritual life and its ultimate 
purpose, as well as moral action.

because apocalyptic texts are written as allegories, cryptically pointing to real-life 
situations, they were more likely to be read literally (and therefore politically) than 
allegorically. for instance, the obvious connection between the Whore of babylon and 
the literal rome (via the seven hills referenced in rev. 17:9) has not been not lost on 
interpreters throughout the centuries. augustine was well aware of the political pos-
sibilities of reading apocalypse literally, and so famously and influentially established 
an amillennial reading of revelation. his reference to the earthly city, babylon, was 
not politically specified, and was grounded in the Psalms rather than in revelation 
(Van Oort 1991: 312–18). despite augustine’s efforts, however, others before and after 
him identified the Whore literally, as a current persecuting power. for instance, in An 
Answer to the Jews ix, Tertullian says, “babylon, in our own John, is a figure of the city 
rome, as being equally great and proud of her sway, and triumphant over the saints.” 
andrew of Caesarea in his Commentary on the Apocalypse reads the Whore as repre-
senting empires in which the saints were killed; he mentions the Persian empire, Old 
rome, and new rome (ch. 53). in the Middle ages, the armenian nerses of lambron 
interpreted the Whore as Constantinople in his Commentary on the Revelation of 
Saint John (section 53).

during the reformation and after, an anti-Catholic identification of the Whore of 
babylon became particularly acute. luther’s 1534 German bible famously contains a 
woodcut of the Whore of babylon, in which the Whore wears the papal crown (see 
füssel 2009). interestingly, in his 1520 treatise The Babylonian Captivity of the Church, 
luther does not directly cite revelation 17–18, perhaps inheriting an augustinian 
tendency; he only implicitly refers to it by associating babylon, the papacy, and the 
antichrist.

Partly because of its allegorical nature (pointing to literal referents), apocalypse has 
become closely associated with the kind of “literal” reading that became increasingly 
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prevalent after the reformation. as stephen O’leary points out in Arguing the 
Apocalypse, drawing on hans frei (1974), the relation between apocalyptic interpre-
tation and literal interpretation grew out of the reformation’s move away from alle-
gorical reading of scripture to a mode influenced by the enlightenment, in which 
the text was taken as a kind of scientific fact: “interpreters sought concrete historical 
and scientific fulfillments of prophecy that would provide objective demonstrations 
of the veracity of scripture” (1994: 59). as frei points out, in the eighteenth century, 
the historical and literal began to be separated. scholars began to suggest that the 
narratives of the bible may not have occurred literally as written, creating “distance 
between the stories and the ‘reality’ they depict” (1974: 5). This split between text and 
reality results in the development of historical criticism but also, in response to it, a 
reassertion of a more strict kind of literalism, such as the kind that insists that the 
world was created in seven days.

Then in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, a systematized apocalyptic nar-
rative about the sweep and culmination of human history stepped into the widen-
ing gap between text and historical reality, especially in england and the United 
states. “literal” interpretations also began to be about the literal present and future. 
Understanding apocalyptic imagery as prophecy that could be empirically confirmed 
is partly what allows this shift to occur. for many evangelicals who struggled with 
historical criticism, premillennial dispensationalism became a widely accepted the-
ology (see boyer 1992: 86–90, 97–100). Preachers such as John nelson darby and 
Cyrus scofield taught premillennial dispensationalism, in which historical events are 
divided chronologically into epochs of God’s salvation; the current age was thought 
to end with the rapture of the saints and a literal millennium of Christ’s reign on 
earth. This narrative was stitched together from a range of biblical texts. Once the 
apocalyptic imagery was thus narratized and chronologized, interpreters began to 
map it onto historical events, in order to confirm the scriptures.

This kind of interpretation became amplified in the late twentieth and early 
twenty-first centuries (see boyer 1992: 152–80), until what i am calling literalist alle-
gory emerges. literalist allegory is allegorical in that it searches for higher meanings 
that only astute interpreters can ascertain, such as affiliations with cosmic evil; but 
it is different from either traditional literal interpretation or allegorical reading in 
that it searches present events for their transcendent meanings. as we saw at the out-
set, present events have become central to understanding eschatological truths. The 
present is thought to point to a systematized apocalyptic narrative, not the other way 
around. literalist allegory requires the same allegorical and scripturalizing process 
of interpretation by higher truths, but now it is politics, present events, and people that 
are allegorized by texts. formerly, allegorical reading was meant to inform the believ-
er’s spiritual life; now it would seem, life is the marker of cosmological truths. The 
apocalyptic imagery of revelation becomes the allegorical referent to which present 
events refer; paradoxically, apocalypse is understood as the “literal” prophetic mean-
ing of the present.
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With the publication of apocalyptic fiction, like Timothy lahaye’s Left Behind 
series, this kind of interpretation has become familiar to many more than those who 
can label or fully explain the principle of interpretation. (according to leftbehind.
com, lahaye’s Left Behind series sold over 63 million copies.) lahaye presents lit-
eralist allegory in his fiction and nonfiction writing, when he suggests that saddam 
hussein’s activities in rebuilding the ancient city of babylon were a sign of his evil 
and the impending end times. in lahaye’s apocalyptic narrative, the ancient city of 
babylon will be rebuilt in iraq and the antichrist will rule there, before the return of 
Christ. saddam’s real-life actions become a sign of this apocalyptic future.

deconstructing transcendence

The relation of allegory to transcendence—whether of truth or evil—is largely what 
makes it so compelling. it is worth considering, therefore, how allegory evokes 
transcendence and how literary and cultural theorists have suggested it might be 
deconstructed.

in Allegories of Reading, literary theorist Paul de Man suggests that allegory, like 
metaphor, uses literary mechanisms to assert what appear to be self-evident truths. 
he develops a nietzschean methodology for deconstructive reading, which recog-
nizes that “truths are illusions whose illusionary nature has been forgotten, meta-
phors that have been used up and have lost their imprint” (1979: 110–11). de Man 
shows how literary tropes of vertical substitution, like allegory and metaphor, are 
actually based on linguistic horizontal “contingent association such as metonymy” 
(1979: 15). he then deconstructs a range of literary, political, and philosophical texts 
(Proust, rousseau, and nietzsche himself). de Man traces the way that metaphors in 
these works make epistemological and ontological claims “by means of a more or less 
hidden system of relays which allows the properties [referenced in the work] to enter 
into substitutions, exchanges, and crossings that appear to reconcile the incompat-
ibilities of the inner with the outer world” (1979: 60). Metaphors and allegories work 
through such exchanges, even when they appear to make self-evident claims.

Gayatri spivak (2004) picks up on de Man’s approach to reading literary tropes, in 
order to address the way that religious language works politically in the United states, 
post-9/11. To simplify spivak’s argument considerably, she suggests that the produc-
tion of the transcendent is something like the figure of speech, metalepsis. in metalep-
sis, one metonymy is substituted for another so that a chain of cause and effect works 
without being readily visible.2 in her analysis, material causes and effects for religious 
language are suppressed in the production of transcendence. elsewhere, spivak calls 
such hidden literary exchanges subreptive metalepsis. subreption, she says, is defined 
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by the Oed as “a suppression of truth to obtain an indulgence” (1999: 11, 23). in other 
words, the figural chain of cause and effect is suppressed in order to produce a notion 
of transcendence. 3

spivak surely also has the narratological sense of metalepsis in mind, in which an 
unmarked transition between narrative levels takes place. as narratologist Gérard 
Genette describes it—in terms that seem particularly applicable to apocalyptic inter-
pretation—in narrative metalepsis “any intrusion by the extradiegetic narrator or 
narratee into the diegetic universe . . . or the inverse . . . produces an effect of strange-
ness that is either comical . . . or fantastic” ([1972] 1980: 234–35). such narrative con-
ceits create “a shifting but sacred frontier between two worlds, the world in which 
one tells, the world of which one tells.” recognition of metalepsis is destabilizing, 
however, because it foregrounds “this unacceptable and insistent hypothesis, that the 
extradiegetic is perhaps always diegetic, and the narrator and his narratees—you and 
i—perhaps belong to some narrative” (Genette [1972] 1980: 136). Genette calls this a 
transgressive “narrative metalepsis,” related to the “narrative figure the classics called 
author’s metalepsis, which consists of pretending that the poet ‘himself brings about 
the effects he celebrates’ ” ([1972] 1980: 235, 234, quoting Pierre fontanier). in other 
words, metalepsis hides its circular effects. 

These analyses of subreptive metalepsis resonate with assertions by literary theorists 
that allegory is a violent form of meaning making that hides itself as such. allegory forces 
a hierarchical order of meaning that centers around localized values and experience, 
which are then rendered universal by virtue of being associated with the transcendent. 
Gordon Teskey suggests that there is an inherent violence in the coupling of the mun-
dane with the universal in allegory.4 Objects or signs are forcibly “raised to the position 
of the transcendental ‘other’ ” (1996: 6). in Teskey’s view, allegory “captures” incoherent 
elements, narratives, signs, or objects and “reinterprets the noise beneath the things we 
can see as the inner desire of those things to return to their origin in the One” (1996: 6). 
allegory devours the other (1996: 8). as we will see, it devours the contradictory ele-
ments that it conjoins. (in this, allegory is not unlike empire, a point to which i will 
return later.) Teskey writes: “The more powerful the allegory, the more openly violent 
the moments in which the materials of narrative are shown being actively subdued for 
the purpose of raising a structure of meaning” (1996: 23). allegory seeks to secure truth 
so that “every opposition arising from the contrast of meaning and life is redistributed 
hierarchically such that one term is placed over the other. . . . [a] nything that appears 
to escape or to resist the project of meaning—passion, body, irony—is interpreted as a 
further extension of meaning” (1996: 30). allegory disavows the rift between the levels 
of meaning that it sutures together. This process is even more pronounced in literalist 
allegory because it captures the meaning not only of the text but also of literal events.

african american artist and cultural critic Charles Gaines helpfully critiques 
these kinds of totalizing literary moves by drawing out their metonymical con-
struction.5 his art and theoretical writings are primarily concerned with the use of 
metonymy instead of metaphor. Gaines explains his interest in transforming objects 
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metonymically as growing out of his own life experience of reified social boundaries 
produced by racism. in response, he wishes to show that “the thingness of an object is 
realized relationally, and not by its discrete separateness from other things” (2001: 6). 
Metaphor, he says, gives the illusion of autonomy, totality, and universalism; it pro-
vides no way into critique (2009: 54, 57). Metonymy, on the other hand, is “based in 
contiguity, that is, social agreement . . . formed in a part-to-whole or cause-and-effect 
relationship” (2009: 52). Metonymy continually points to other objects related by 
social agreements. in contrast to metaphor, which prioritizes feeling and suppresses 
thinking, metonymy “provides a means for critique and discourse,” precisely because 
it points to social interactions and cultural knowledge (2009: 50, 52). Gaines, like 
spivak, highlights the importance of understanding and unpacking the relationships 
and contingencies that give images power, even when those relationships are hidden 
or forgotten.

reading allegory as metonymy helps to unpack the relationships that allow literal-
ist allegory to take hold. reading apocalyptic narratives as metalepsis destabilizes the 
boundary between material and spiritual. allegory, like signification in general, is only 
established through difference, association, and contingency (the horizontal relation-
ships of metonymy), even if the final product obliterates those relationships. if allegory 
is subreptive in its production of transcendence, to deconstruct it the trick is to look for 
the chains of cause and effect, and linguistic associations that have been suppressed.

it seems obvious that literalist allegory of the Whore of babylon as bin laden oper-
ates through metaleptic subreption. The link between reality and metaphoric lan-
guage is purely associative; it only happens because interpreters bring the literal (bin 
laden) and metaphoric (Whore) together under the umbrella of “evil.” evil appears 
as a transcendent entity operating in a transcendent realm, erasing the connections 
created in signification. Once bin laden is designated evil, other associative substi-
tutions can be made in which his demise becomes God’s will and God’s righteous 
judgment. a shift takes place between this world and the world imagined in the meta-
phoric language of the spiritual world. The world of the interpreter and the spiritual 
world metaleptically merge. The political becomes the spiritual.

evil and the contradictions of 
the whore

The subreptive production of evil can be traced back to the apocalyptic text of 
revelation 17–18 itself. i turn now to consider the mechanisms by which the text’s own 
allegory produces a sense of transcendent evil. To ask Gaines’s question, what is the 
“thingness” of evil in this passage? a closer look will show that it is produced by the 
juxtaposition of incompatible terms and contradictions: of affect, of the positioning 
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of the reader, and of the social roles the Whore encompasses. To help make this argu-
ment, i draw on observations made in the excellent previous scholarship on this 
passage.

fear, desire, hatred, attraction, and violence toward the Whore pulse through text 
and interpretation.6 This contradictory set of affects produces conviction of her evil. 
The violence toward her is stronger because of censored desire for her. she is desirous 
because she is powerful, wealthy, and sexually seductive. she is to be feared because 
she drinks the blood of saints (17:6); she is intoxicating with her “maddening wine” 
(18:3), thus wresting control from her partners; and she is so easily and quickly ruined 
(18:10), making her a dangerous associate. she is hated for all these things, but per-
haps even more for combining desire and fear.

readers and interpreters are drawn into the production of the Whore’s affect, and 
at the same time called to be separate from it. rome’s actual attractions and threats 
as an empire are intensified via the vague and hyperbolic language of mystification, 
demonization, and sexualization (beyond being labeled as a mystery in 17:5, she is a 
“haunt for every evil spirit” in 18:2, and she carries a cup of undefined “abominable 
things and the filth of her adulteries” in 17:4). interpreters are left to fill in the details 
of her mystery (ever productive), as well as her abominations, filthy adulteries, and 
evil spirits. The allegorical amplification of rome’s power and seductiveness allows 
the interpreters to insert their own desires and fears. at the same time, the text posi-
tions readers to “come out” from babylon (18:4)7 and to separate themselves from all 
those mentioned in relation to the Whore: the sexually immoral kings of the earth 
(17:2, 18:3, 9), the merchants trading with her (18:3, 11–20), and those who are aston-
ished by the beast because their names are not written in the book of life (17:8).

The desire and fear that combine to produce “transcendent evil” are generated 
in another way as well: the Whore combines contradictory social roles within one 
figure. The power of the Whore’s horror is produced by the juxtaposition of differ-
ence. although she is sumptuously dressed, and condemned for her luxury, she bears 
signs of being a slave. as Jennifer Glancy and stephen Moore argue, the tattoo on 
the Whore’s forehead and the term pornē used to describe her sex work suggest that 
she is modeled on the common prostitutes in rome.8 different than courtesans, 
pornai were “slaves or other persons on the bottommost rungs of the social ladder” 
(Glancy and Moore 2011: 557). Tattoos were associated with slaves, administered as 
a form of punishment (Glancy and Moore 2011: 559; koester 2008: 769, n. 6). Thus, 
the text “presents the paradox of an enthroned pornē” (Glancy and Moore 2011: 562). 
Moreover, since slaves in the roman empire were most often colonized peoples, or 
the children of colonized peoples (Martin 2005: 101–2; bauckham 1991: 74; Glancy 
2006: 74–78), the Whore is both colonizer and colonized.

further scrambling social expectations and producing unease, the Whore’s opulence 
resembles that of a slave trader. Craig koester describes the grave stele of a slave trader in 
which the memorialized man reclines in luxury on a couch at a banquet, with a cup raised 
in his hand, overseeing the lower panels in which merchants trade wine and humans 
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(2008: 773–74). There is strong resemblance to the Whore. Yet slave traders would not 
be queens; they would be merchants, like the ones doing business in “babylon” (18:11–
20), or possibly pirates (Martin 2005: 99). here too, the Whore muddles social roles.

elsewhere, Moore shows that the Whore mixes gender, along with ethnicity. Moore 
suggests that one of the reasons that babylon is represented as Whore in revelation 
17–18 is as a parody of the roman goddess roma and her own ambiguous gender-
ing.9 analyzing roman iconography, Moore shows that the female roma is remarkably 
masculine, depicted in military attire, with helmet, parazonium (short sword signify-
ing high rank), and spear (2009: 77). The Whore of babylon, as parody, represents 
“roma stripped of her military attire and reclothed as a prostitute” (2009: 87). Moore 
posits that roma’s phallic femininity subtly figures the incorporation of the feminized, 
ethnic, colonized other into the roman empire. he points to places where roman mil-
itary leaders commented on the feminine softness of the asian and Greek cities they 
were conquering, and the fear that that femininity would corrupt the soldiers. Where 
roma is an image that can deal with this gender trouble by integrating foreign softness 
into her own masculinity, babylon is one that emphasizes it and mocks it (2009: 84–85). 
in Moore’s words, “the Whore in combination with the beast represents rome as the 
collapse of masculinity back into the morass of femininity and animality” (2009: 92; for 
more on the feminization of non-romans, see frilingos 2004: 75; 2010: 348).

in bringing together contradictions and amplifying the sense of disturbance thus 
created, the apocalyptic allegory of rome evokes the metaphysical category of evil, in 
the same way that de Man suggests can be evoked by the substitutions and relays of 
metaphor: evil appears to have presence, essence, truth, action, and beauty (1979: 15). 
The Whore presents the truth of rome’s evil, and of the essence of evil itself. her 
fear-inducing beauty is what provokes revilement. revulsion provokes contradic-
tory action: separation and desire. interpreters’ involvement in the amplification of 
the image is of course forgotten, as are the contradictions that are pressed together to 
produce a sense of evil.

the lure of the Self

The imagery of the Whore is more complex than simply separating the righteous self 
from the evil imperial other; indeed, the allegory’s proponents (the seer and his audi-
ence) are implicated in the production of evil. Traits of the Whore become traits of 
God’s kingdom, while traits of the seer and his audience become traits of the Whore. 
as surekha nelavala argues, the imagery of the Whore indicates that those colonized 
by empire are shaped by it as other. at the same time, they are encouraged to identify 
with empire, to desire it, to despise their otherness. They are attracted to empire even 
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while they are treated negatively by it (2009: 65). This dynamic is also part of the pro-
duction of the Whore’s evil.

like the common prostitute, the seer and his audience are colonized. The seer is 
quite likely a hellenized Jew, exiled to asia Minor.10 like him, his audience in asia 
Minor would be marked by successive colonizations, by Persia, Greece, and rome. 
They would be stereotyped as effeminate, in relation to the romans. following from 
Moore’s argument, it would be their masculinity that the Whore exaggerates and 
mocks. Thus, the construction of evil includes the self. desire for, fear of, and vio-
lence toward the Whore is partially produced through the self ’s inclusion in her 
corpus.

similarly, those within the intended audience, the churches of asia Minor, may 
have been merchants in the economic trade that the passage critique. as richard 
bauckham argues in his detailed analysis of rome’s economic exploitation, “it is 
not unlikely that John’s readers would include merchants and others whose busi-
ness or livelihood was closely involved with the roman political and economic sys-
tem” (1991: 84). it is because they are so close to rome’s luxuries and her economic 
exploitation that they are called to come out of babylon (1991: 85). along these lines, 
harry Maier suggests that the imagery of merchants mourning at babylon’s demise is 
a deliberate critique of the seer’s opponents within the churches, such as the wealthy 
at laodicea who might be sympathizers with empire (1997: 147, 150).11 The Whore’s 
associates include those addressed by the seer.

it is important to note that if the Whore’s production of evil is produced by the 
juxtaposition of difference that is then obliterated, the social location of those to 
whom the text is directed is part of that erased difference. ironically, loss of difference 
also means loss of the self. in combining all of these opposing social roles, the Whore 
in effect eradicates the difference of the self within the empire. The empire-Whore 
incorporates everything, including the self, and is then destroyed. There is a rea-
son that recognition of the Whore’s evil is accompanied by fear: the figure shows 
how power and empire exploit and destroy their constituent parts, so that the totality 
serves no one.

nonetheless, as mentioned earlier, the vague imagery of the Whore’s evil draws the 
reader into the production of her (censored) attractions. The text enacts the desire for 
empire that it tries to control. Christopher frilingos innovatively argues that when 
the seer says he looks in amazement on the Whore of babylon, the terms used, deriv-
ing from the verb thaumazo, are also ones he uses positively in places, thus signaling 
an ambivalent attraction to spectacle and to empire (2004: 50–52). The seer and his 
audience are imperial in their viewing, putting rome on display in the same way that 
rome put those subservient to it on display (2004: 42).

This ambivalence toward empire is also made manifest by characteristics of 
the Whore appearing in the seer’s descriptions of God and Christ. koester shows 
that not only the Whore, but also God seems to be depicted as a benevolent slave 
trader. God’s people, including the seer, are called slaves (1:1, 10:7; 15:3). They are 
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bought for God with the blood of Jesus (5:9; 14:3) and branded with God’s seal (7:3; 
14:1) (2008: 768–69). similarly, Moore shows that the Whore’s gender confusion is 
evident in the descriptions of Christ. he indicates the various places in revelation 
where Jesus has a sharp sword issuing from his mouth, recalling roma’s para-
zonium (a long triangular dagger; rev 1:16; 2:12, 27; 19:5). in these descriptions, 
Christ is hypermasculine, yet around his breasts is bound a golden girdle (1:13), 
not unlike the manner in which roma is sometimes described (2009:  91). as 
Moore puts it, “while one part of revelation is busy shaming roma by turning her 
into a prostitute, the other part of revelation is busy modeling Jesus on roma” 
(2009: 93). revelation’s images of God and Christ use the same traits that are vili-
fied in the Whore, yet these continuities and relationships are made difficult to see 
in the allegorical subreption that produces evil.

along similar lines, Moore has shown that in revelation the empire of God is 
established using tactics not unlike the roman empire, including “war and con-
quest, entailing, as always, mass-slaughter, but now on a surreal scale” (2009: 88; 
see also Moore 2006: 114–15; Pippin 1992a: 97–100). as Moore puts it, “John is 
secretly in love with roma. . . . he loves her and hates her with equal passion. 
Which is why he deals so savagely with her” (2009: 88–89; see also 2006: 116–18). 
empire may not be the problem, as much as access to power. The seer does not 
have political power, quite the opposite, so instead he longs for spiritual power 
and the destruction of earthly power. The seductions of imperializing power are 
apparently irresistible. The seer may be in love with roma, but perhaps he also 
loves and hates himself, incorporated into her.

conclusion

allegory and empire are quite alike in this regard, violently collecting and hierarchiz-
ing difference, feeding off it. literary theorist Joel fineman argues that the erasure of 
difference in allegory creates desire in the process, desire for a lost origin. fineman 
writes that “allegory will set out on an increasingly futile search for a signifier with 
which to recuperate the fracture of and at its source, and with each successive signi-
fier the fracture and the search begin again: a structure of continual yearning, the 
insatiable desire of allegory” (1980: 60). Perhaps we should think of the Whore as an 
allegory of empire that is also an allegory of allegory. What better way to handle the 
fractures and differences at the heart of signification and of empire, than through an 
image of insatiable desire and violence?
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like and as allegory, the image of the Whore works through subreption, a process 
that instills fear and creates desire. The transcendence of evil is created through the 
swallowing up of incoherent elements, in which the intended audience also resides. 
The Whore threatens to seduce her audience, and she does; they are part of her, and 
they participate in the production of her allure. They are lost in her, even as they try to 
separate themselves from her. These losses of self and power, which also produce the 
image’s fear, generate the seer’s incessant longing for power. Of course the relation-
ships and literary techniques that produce the feelings of desire and fear are forgotten.

so to come back to the question of why the Whore is used to describe bin laden, 
perhaps i need to consider the structure of this particular literalist allegory to see 
what gets erased. following from my discussion above, i should look at the con-
tradictions and incoherences that feed a transcendent sense of evil, understand the 
relationships that make the allegory work, and especially recognize the place of the 
self in the construction of evil.

along these lines, i might note the ongoing relationship between the United states 
and bin laden, and the fact that bin laden may have played some part in securing Us 
power, first as an ally in the Cold War, and then as an enemy in the war on terror. it has 
often been alleged that the afghan mujahideen, with whom bin laden was associated 
for many years, were armed by the United states in afghanistan’s resistance to the 
U.s.s.r., during the Cold War. (There is some controversy over the nature of the rela-
tionship between bin laden and the Cia; for the most reputable source establishing 
this connection, see the statement by robin Cook, former british foreign secretary, 
2005.) i might recall that civilian deaths in afghanistan caused by Us and allied forces 
are at least as high as the deaths in the 9/11 attacks (herold 2004; Garlasco and shaikh 
2008). This fact destabilizes the grounds for self-righteous judgment of bin laden. 
Or i might point to the affinity that interpreters feel with bin laden’s evil—similarly 
in danger of hell—although they hope to escape punishment. literalist interpreters 
thus bear some resemblance to their own designation of Whore.

What of losses of self and power in empire? surely there is a the loss of agency and 
control in being part of an empire that has departed from assumed moralities and 
international rules of conduct. empire consumes all. This loss of moral bearing (in 
extra-judicial killing) is what generates the connection between bin laden and the 
Whore in the first place. The loss of assumed national uprightness might be consid-
ered a loss of self. literalist allegory hides this loss, even as it justifies the actions of 
empire. allegory erases all traces of the self, of course, but leaves fear and increased 
desire for power and righteousness in the wake of that erasure.

While it might be quite possible to resist producing literalist allegories, one might 
wonder whether it is possible to read the bible as scripture and still resist allegory. 
Many interpreters of the bible tend to search for higher meanings, whether religious 
or social. it may be difficult to avoid the imperializing and violent tendencies of alle-
gory. nonetheless, when confronted by, or tempted to, allegory, (we) interpreters can 
advocate for reading metonymically, that is for making visible the relays and sub-
stitutions that allow the production of truth to go forward. We can make visible the 
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incoherencies and contradictions that are all too easily sutured over and made to 
disappear. We can look for the losses of difference and of self that generate fear and 
desire. and we can be wary of the allegorical production of transcendence.12

notes

 1. for an excellent example of the heroization and justification of this action, see the televi-
sion show Newsroom season 1, episode 7 (2011).

 2. see also de Man 1979: 108; spivak says she borrows this idea from de Man (1999: 18–19).
 3. brent Plate points out that structuralist literary theory and linguistics suggest that alle-

gory, like language more generally, works through both metaphor and metonymy, 
that is, through vertical and horizontal (subreptive and associative) linguistic systems 
(2005: 50–54). as he points out, feminist theorists, deconstructive literary critics, and 
religious scholars have critiqued the hierarchical nature of the linguistic structure of sub-
stitution that produces metaphors and allegories; they have turned to metonym instead 
(2005: 55–58).

 4. see also the essays in Machosky 2010. While these critics treat allegory as a literary genre 
rather than as a mode of interpretation, their insights can be applied to the literalist alle-
gorical interpretation i am discussing here.

 5. Gaines focuses on the distinction between metaphor and metonymy, but his work fits well 
with a critique of allegory.

 6. Tina Pippin has beautifully elucidated these dynamics in her book Death and Desire 
(1992), in which she argues that staging rome’s power as female eroticism allows it to be 
contained.

 7. for a discussion of the way that the imperative “to come out” is followed by imperatives to 
destroy babylon and the resulting theological confusion about the agents of revenge, see 
rossing 1999, 122–25.

 8. Moore and Glancy argue this is a kind of sexual invective would be familiar in the roman 
world. They give the example of Juvenal’s and Tacitus’s descriptions of Valeria Messalina 
as empress-whore (2011: 564–69).

 9. Moore is not the first to make this observation (see fiorenza 1991: 98; rossing 1999, 7), but 
he draws out the implications in the gendering.

 10. for an extended discussion of the seer’s social location see Yarbro Collins 1984: 25–53.
 11. The relationship between merchants and babylon no doubt drew on the negative assess-

ment of merchants within roman culture; see koester 2008: 775. Yarbro Collins suggests 
that there was a strong conflict between rich merchants and the overtaxed working classes 
in asia Minor (1983: 744). The difference in John’s judgment of the churches seems to 
be related to this conflict. for more on the economic exploitation behind the image, see 
Perry 2007.

 12. This essay draws together and differently theorizes material i present in my forthcoming 
The Babylon Complex: Theopolitical Fantasies of War, Sex, and Sovereignty. i am grateful to 
Maud Gleason for her critique of an earlier version of this paper at the society of biblical 
literature. Much thanks goes to rina sadun for her expert research assistance in tasks 
large and small, and to Michael Casey for helping track down political sources.
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introduction

determinism is considered to belong to the distinctive combination of elements 
that characterize apocalyptic thought, especially in relation to the periodization of 
history, eschatology, and heavenly tablets of destiny or fate. Obviously, in the ancient 
world deterministic ideas were not limited to apocalypses or apocalyptic thought and 
there is no inherent quality that makes determinism apocalyptic.

The term “determinism” is modern, but the underlying concept has a long and 
diverse history in philosophy, theology, and physics. Coined in late eighteenth-century 
German philosophy (one of the first to use the term was Christian Wilhelm snell in 
1789; kuhlen, seidel, and Tsouyopoulos 1972; seebaß 2004), “determinism” refers to 
the philosophical notion that everything that happens in time and space is fixed or 
determined by a necessary chain of causation. This basic sense of “determinism” may 
have additional meanings in different academic disciplines. in history of religions, 
the added assumption is that everything is determined by a divine creator, or by fate. 
in monotheistic religions, the view of God as omnipotent and omniscient raises the 
issue of there being room for human free will, suggesting various theological solu-
tions (Marcoulesco 1987).

deterministic ideas in some form or other go back to antiquity. They come to the 
fore especially in stoic philosophy. although there is no reason to suppose that stoic 
ideas influenced Jewish apocalyptic determinism, it is important to take them into 
consideration. These stoic ideas and texts inform and shape the understanding of 
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determinism by modern scholars when they turn to ancient Jewish texts and the 
people behind those texts.

determinism in Stoicism, Flavius Josephus, 
and the dead Sea Scrolls

scholars normally refer to stoicism—in itself a variegated phenomenon—as the clas-
sical form of determinism (bobzien 1998; frede 2003; sellars 2006). The notion of 
heimarmene (“that which is allotted” or “fate”) is central to stoic thought. fate is the 
everlasting cause of things; it is why past things happened, why present things are 
now happening, and why future things happen (Cicero, Div. 1.126). fate, however, 
is not a mechanical necessity, but a principle of divine reason. according to stoic 
thought, the entire cosmos is ruled by this supreme divine reason (dl 7.138). such 
thinking may be characterized as universal teleological determinism. at the same 
time, stoics argued—unconvincingly according to their critics—that their notion 
of universal determinism was compatible with contingency and human autonomy, 
allowing room for moral responsibility (frede 2003).

Most scholarly discussions frame early Jewish texts in a binary structure of deter-
minism and free will, and take more or less one of three positions: (1) emphasizing 
divine agency and determinism, (2) emphasizing human agency and free will, or 
(3) arguing for some form of compatibilism (duhaime 2000; stauber 2011; klawans 
2012). from a history of religions perspective scholars refer to Calvinist thought, for 
example, as a potential source of insight (alexander 2006; klawans 2010; 2012: 44–91), 
but we must carefully delineate such applications.

The danger is to read later thought and debates anachronistically into earlier texts 
as well as disregard different cultural contexts. We can perhaps understand ancient 
texts better in light of later insights and formulations or distinct cultural matrices, but 
at the same time we must ask ourselves whether the reasoning is similar or congruent 
if it is not explicitly phrased or if different terms are used.

for example, modern Western philosophical and religious discourses on deter-
minism revolve around notions of freedom and free will. however, ancient sources 
on the philosophical problem of the compatibility of freedom and determinism do 
not initially use the word freedom (eleutheria), which originally had political con-
notations, in that specific context at all. instead, they used the phrase: “that which 
depends on us” (aph’ hemon, in nostra potestate) and “that which happens because of 
us” (par’ hemas) in the debate about moral responsibility. One might argue that this 
comes quite close to the modern understanding of free will without the term’s actual 
use. This inference, however, would seem to be a misunderstanding based on the 
connection of modern concepts similar to both the stoic concept of freedom and the 
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early stoic notion of “that which depends on to us.” from epictetus and the roman 
stoa onward the two concepts become linked, but not, it seems, in pre-epictetan phi-
losophy. if the notion of freedom is applicable, it should be carefully defined (bobzien 
1998; frede 2003).

in the case of ancient Judaism, Josephus categorized the Pharisees, sadducees, and 
essenes according to their stance on fate (heimarmene), in some cases interchang-
ing positions attributed to these groups (cf. War 2.162–65; Ant. 13.171–73; 18.13, 18). 
Josephus’s presentation of the Pharisaic position in Ant. 13.171–73 leaves room for 
a two-sided concept of determinism in which, rather than everything being deter-
mined, some things are left to human free will (bobzien 1998: 398 n. 87; klawans 
2012: 78–79). Josephus’s use of phrases such as aph’ hemon (“that which depends on 
us”; Ant. 13.173) and the nonuse of eleutheria (“freedom”) in his presentations of these 
positions seem to correspond to a certain degree with stoic discourses on the role of 
fate in human action in pre-epictetan philosophy. The nonuse of eleutheria in this 
context seems understandable in light of the primarily political connotations that 
term would have had for Josephus and his different audiences after the revolt against 
rome. if such an assessment is correct, this should caution us not to read later debates 
about free will into Josephus and to define the different phrases that Josephus uses in 
relation to human action carefully.

When it comes to other early Jewish texts, the problem is complicated by the fact 
that possible references to free will are even more circumspect. for example, schuller 
2000 refers to the presence of petitionary prayers and asks whether for the people 
behind the dead sea scrolls this implies that their theology never became abso-
lutely deterministic. regarding Qumran, duhaime 2000 refers to voluntary actions 
such as entering into or belonging to the community as a strong indication of some 
form of free will, while the presence of penal codes and rebukes suggests individual 
accountability.

deterministic ideas in various forms in ancient Judaism contributed to the ongo-
ing discourse on determinism in later Jewish and Christian circles, thus shaping 
modern Western philosophical and religious discourses. These later formulations 
and conceptualizations may have heuristic value, but what is expressed in ancient 
Jewish sources is not necessarily identical with those later conceptualizations. The 
definitions of determinism and free will that we use affect how we approach certain 
formulations and descriptions in the ancient texts and how we then categorize them. 
This seems even more so for ancient Jewish texts in hebrew and aramaic than for 
texts in Greek. in Greek texts we may find a more explicit anchor for deterministic 
thought in specific words such as heimarmene or pronoia and a more explicit debate 
forming the context in which such words appear. such a more direct relationship 
between the concept of determinism and specific words does not seem present in 
early Jewish texts in hebrew and aramaic (the word goral, “lot,” may come closest, 
see below). This does not mean that such abstract thinking was not there. it merely 
signals why it is difficult for us to trace and understand it.
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determinism in Apocalyptic texts

Whereas Josephus’s writings may give cause to address the determinism and free 
will debate in a Jewish context and to take stoic thought into account, similar clues 
are lacking in apocalyptic literature. apocalyptic literature expresses the idea that 
everything that happens in time and space is determined in a more circumspect man-
ner. scholars associate determinism with apocalypticism because apocalyptic texts 
adduce a particular view of history and in some cases refer to a special means of rev-
elation through heavenly tablets to reinforce that view of history.

in apocalyptic texts, history unfolds towards a fixed end (eschatology). The deter-
ministic view of history becomes manifest in the periodization of history. history 
develops according to a linear view until it reaches the end (stone 2011: 59–60). The 
apocalyptic texts express the idea of a fixed history through descriptions and calcu-
lations of set periods of time. The division of history into a set number of periods is 
typical for the so-called historical apocalypses (Collins 1998a).

The Apocalypse of Weeks from 1 Enoch (93:1–10, 91:11–17) is the oldest known Jewish 
text that provides an explicit periodization in its overview of history. here history is 
divided into ten weeks, and each week is subdivided into seven. at the end of the 
tenth week, in its seventh part, divine judgment will be executed: the first heaven will 
disappear and a new heaven will appear. after this eschatological judgment, “nor-
mal” history has ended, but history will continue eternally: “after this there will be 
many weeks without number forever, in which they will do piety and righteousness, 
and from then on sin will never again be mentioned” (1 En. 91:17). One may debate 
whether this implies a fixed end, but it is clear that what comes afterwards is a differ-
ent universe altogether.

The prophecy of Jeremiah that babylonian rule would be limited to seventy years 
before Jerusalem’s restoration (Jer 25:12; 29:10) was transformed in the book of daniel 
into a period of seventy weeks of years, equivalent to a period of 490 years. even 
before the book of daniel, Jeremiah’s period of seventy years was not taken in the 
literal sense, but rather as a symbolic period for israel’s suffering under foreign rule. 2 
Chronicles interprets Jeremiah’s seventy years in light of lev 26:34 so that it refers to 
ten weeks of years or sabbath cycles (2 Chron 36:21). This interpretation of 2 Chron 
36 can be understood as a first impulse in Jewish tradition for the schematic division 
of time that was so characteristic of later apocalyptic and eschatological thought. 
daniel 9:2 explicitly takes up Jeremiah’s prophecy: “in the first year of his reign, i, 
daniel, perceived in the books the number of years that, according to the word of 
the lord to the prophet Jeremiah, must be fulfilled for the devastation of Jerusalem, 
namely, seventy years.” The angel Gabriel interrupts daniel’s prayer to make clear that 
Jeremiah’s prophecy does not concern an actual period of seventy years, but rather 
seventy weeks of years. a short overview of the history of these weeks follows, focus-
ing particularly on the last two periods (dan 9:20–27).
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another feature in the book of daniel that gives expression to a deterministic view 
of history is the schema of four kingdoms or ages. Through divine revelation daniel 
learns of nebuchadnezzar’s dream of a statue that consists of different metals: the 
head is of gold, the chest and arms are of silver, the middle and thighs of bronze and 
the feet of iron mixed with clay (dan 2). daniel’s interpretation of the statue makes 
clear that the dream conveys a message of four kingdoms that follow one after the 
other in a historical and also declining sequence. in daniel the four kingdoms are 
babylon, Media, Persia, and Greece. The periodization of history in the form of four 
successive kingdoms has its end with the coming of the kingdom of God. This is 
represented in dan 2 by a stone cut from a mountain that destroys the statue. Thus, 
history is determined and its end is fixed by God. daniel 2 makes clear that God is 
in control of history (Collins 1998b: 142). in dan 7 the theme of the four kingdoms is 
picked up again, but the imagery of the four beasts rising up out of the sea is different.

The division of history into periods is less clearly defined in the Animal Apocalypse 
from 1 Enoch (83–90), but the rule of the seventy shepherds (1 En. 89:59–90:19) seems 
to be divided into four periods. The passage seems thus a combination of what we 
also find in daniel’s interpretation of Jeremiah’s prophecy in dan 9 and the four ages 
schema in dan 2 and 7 (Yarbro Collins 1996: 73–74, 77; nickelsburg 2001: 391–93).

in later apocalyptic texts (and also in texts that are not apocalypses, such as 
Testament of Levi, Jubilees, 11QMelchizedek, and Testament of Moses) we also find 
similar periodization of history. The Testament of Abraham provides a vivid descrip-
tion of how death shows himself differently to the righteous and the sinners. death’s 
appearance to the sinners includes his seven fiery dragon heads and fourteen faces 
(T. Ab. 17). The seven heads are explained as referring to the seven ages during which 
death ravages the world (T. Ab. 19:7). This interpretation may reflect an ordering of 
world history based on the pattern of the week, without yet speculating about the 
specific length of each age (Yarbro Collins 1996: 75). The four-kingdom schema plays 
a minor role in 2 Baruch and 4 Ezra. They focus primarily on the fourth beast and 
the fourth period (their own times). The interest in history and chronology is not as 
pronounced as in earlier texts. instead of the four-period schema, the division into 
twelve parts seems of more interest to the authors of 2 Baruch and 4 Ezra. in 4 Ezra 
14:11–12 the age is said to be divided into twelve parts, of which nine and half of the 
tenth had already passed. This suggests not only the fixed course of history but also 
its fixed end, which is near (Yarbro Collins 1996: 77–80).

The schematization of history in which the numbers ten, seven, and four order 
the periodization has parallels in other early Jewish texts (Collins 1998a: 63–64). The 
historical summary in Tobit 14:4–7 shows that speculation regarding eschatological 
time reckoning was not limited to apocalyptic texts (nickelsburg 2003: 133), but in 
the context of apocalyptic thought it is clear that deterministic ideas were expressed 
through the periodization of history and eschatological perspectives (Collins 
1997: 52–70): “One effect of this periodization is the impression of an ordered uni-
verse where everything proceeds in a predetermined manner” (Collins 1998a: 64).
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The periodization of history, together with its linear development towards a fixed 
end, gave rise to calculations of the end of time. as in 4 Ezra 14:11–12, however, 
these mostly remained rather vague and limited to general periodical indications, 
not specifying exact durations. The book of daniel is the only extant early Jewish 
text to give exact calculations of how long it would be from the author’s own day to 
the end of times. daniel 8:14 mentions a duration of 2,300 evenings and mornings 
until the temple would be rebuilt, which the angel Gabriel indicates as the time of 
the end (dan 8:17). The end of the book gives two more calculations: “from the time 
that the regular burnt offering is taken away and the abomination that desolates 
is set up, there shall be one thousand two hundred ninety days. happy are those 
who persevere and attain the thousand three hundred thirty-five days. but you, 
go your way, and rest; you shall rise for your reward at the end of the days” (dan 
12:11–13). both calculations can be taken as approximately three and a half years 
(Collins 1993: 400–401). it is possible that the second calculation was added after 
the first one had passed (Collins 1998b: 145). in light of the possibility that the first 
prophecy had failed it is interesting to point to the expected end in 1Qphab 7:5–14. 
This passage twice refers to the prolongation of the period before the end of days is 
to be expected. however, although the text does not provide exact calculations, the 
postponement of the exact start of the end of days may suggest that in the time of 
the author of Pesher Habakkuk an expected end was awaited at a specific moment 
(baumgarten 1997:  178–80). even if daniel is the only remaining example of an 
attempt to be chronologically specific about the expected end of times, the point is 
that the fixed end envisioned in apocalyptic thought is an expression of the deter-
ministic worldview behind it.

The impression of an ordered universe and a fixed course of history is fur-
ther strengthened by the reference to these periods being engraved on tablets of 
destiny or fate, although this motif almost completely disappears from Jewish 
and Christian texts after the first century C.e. (nickelsburg 2001: 440, 478–80; 
Popović 2010; baynes 2012: 109–34). The idea of heavenly tablets appears earlier in 
sumerian texts (see below), and they are also mentioned a few times in the hebrew 
bible (e.g., Ps 69:29; Mal 3:16–18). The notion of heavenly books and tablets is 
complex and can be divided into various subcategories (baynes 2012). heavenly 
records play a special role in beliefs about a final judgment, and in some cases they 
clearly imply a deterministic worldview. for example, 1 Enoch 81:1–2 explains that 
enoch looked at the heavenly tablets and understood everything, “all the actions 
of people and of all humans who will be on the earth for the generations of the 
world.” The beginning of the Apocalypse of Weeks (1 En. 93:2) refers to this passage 
from the Astronomical Book. The opening of the Apocalypse of Weeks strengthens 
the notion of predetermined fate recorded in the heavenly tablets, since it is fol-
lowed by the historical digression on the ten-week periods in the form of a proph-
ecy after the fact (vaticinium ex eventu). daniel 10:21 invokes the book of truth 
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to tell of the historical developments leading up to the time of the author (dan 
11:45). functioning as a book of fate, it signals the deterministic worldview of this 
historical apocalypse.

references to heavenly tablets of destiny also appear outside apocalypses proper, 
especially in Jubilees. in early Jewish literature Jubilees has the most occurrences 
of heavenly books. in Jubilees, it is the division of times that is written on the 
heavenly tablets (Jub. 6:35), with everything from creation to the end of times thus 
determined. a text from Qumran, 4QAges of Creation A, resembles Jubilees very 
closely, in connecting a preexistent order determined by God and a periodiza-
tion of history with heavenly tablets on which this is engraved: “interpretation 
concerning the ages which God has made: an age to conclude [all there is] and 
all that will be. before creating them he established [their] workings [according 
to the precise sequence of the ages], age by age. and this is engraved on the [heav-
enly] tablets [for the sons of men] [for a]ll the ages of their dominion” (4Q180 1 
3–4). 1Qha 9:26 states that everything has been engraved and refers to periods and 
cycles of eternal years in all their appointed times. The deterministic world order 
is also expressed in other texts from Qumran.

Together with the periodization of history, eschatology and engraved heavenly 
tablets as expressions of apocalyptic determinism in early Jewish apocalyptic texts, 
brief mention must also be made of the concept of goral (“lot”) in the dead sea scrolls 
(alexander 2006; lange 2011). This term has been taken to mean as much as destiny, 
approaching Greek heimarmene. The word is used in various ways, but more or less 
all of them express the idea that God has determined everything. some references to 
lot or fate, such as the casting of lots, indicate a concern with discerning the preex-
istent will of God. finally, the use of pseudepigraphic attribution of the apocalyptic 
visions to important figures from the past “permits a vaticinium ex eventu . . . and so 
adds to the impression that all is determined in advance, and under divine control” 
(Collins 1998a: 64).

Forms and expressions of deterministic 
ideas in the dead Sea Scrolls

some scholars have argued that the movement behind the dead sea scrolls was an 
apocalyptic movement. Whether or not this characterization holds water, the texts 
from Qumran that express a deterministic worldview are directly relevant for under-
standing determinism in apocalyptic literature, as they are relevant to the context in 
which apocalyptic literature developed.
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The so-called Two Spirits Treatise (1Qs 3:13–4:26) from the Rule of the Community 
(1Qs) from Qumran is often understood to contain the strongest expression of a 
deterministic worldview in ancient Judaism: “from the God of knowledge comes 
all there is and there shall be. before things come to be he has established all their 
plans and when things come to be at their ordained time they will fulfil all their 
work in accordance with his glorious plan and without alteration. in his power are 
the judgements of all things and he supports them in all their affairs” (1Qs 3:15–17). 
elsewhere in the Rule of the Community we also find the idea that God determines 
everything: “for to man (does not belong) his path, nor can a human being deter-
mine his step; because the judgement is of God, and in his power is the perfection of 
the path. by his knowledge comes everything there shall be, and everything there is 
he establishes by his plans. Without him nothing is done” (1Qs 11:10–11). 1Qs 11:17–18 
is also deterministic, but rather than emphasizing God’s knowledge as foundational, 
the text emphasizes God’s will: “without your will nothing is done . . . and everything 
there shall be is there because of your will.” God is not only the ontological basis 
of everything and everyone, but also determines what happens to everything and 
everyone. These deterministic statements express the idea that everything happens 
in accordance with God’s plan. before human beings come into being, their deeds are 
fixed, and without God nothing is done.

similar ideas are expressed in other texts from Qumran:  1Qha 7:25–35; 9:9–11, 
21–22; Cd 2:2–10; 4Q180 1 2; 2–4 ii 10; 4Q215a 1 ii 9; 4Q402 4 12–15 // Massshirshabb 
1 1–7. some statements find clear parallels. at the same time there are also different 
emphases due to the specific interests of each particular text. 1Qha 7:25–26 and 34 are 
strikingly similar to 1Qs 11:10: “Man’s path [does not belong] to him, nor is a human 
being able to determine his step. . . . how is dust able to determine its step?” The deter-
ministic statements in the Two Spirits Treatise and the Hodayot are accompanied by 
eschatological and dualistic elements in the texts, while eschatological elements in 
the fifth song of the Songs of the Sabbath Sacrifice provide the setting of the determin-
istic expressions found there.

The text 4Q402 4 12–15 emphasizes that the angels were also part of God’s plan 
before they existed (4Q402 4 15 // Massshirshabb 1 6–7). likewise, Ages of Creation 
A (4Q180) states that the ages were determined by God before he created them: God 
determined their works (4Q180 1 2) and knew their plans (4Q180 2–4 ii 10). The Time 
of Righteousness (4Q215a) again has its focus on human beings, but parallel to 4Q180 
states that God knows their works before he created them. Column 2 of the Damascus 
Document focuses on those who turn away from his precept and states that God did 
not choose them at the beginning of the world, and before they were established God 
knew their deeds (Cd 2:7–8).

The Damascus Document is most explicit in its expression of the creational context 
in which deterministic ideas are voiced in these early Jewish texts, referring to the 
beginning of the world (Cd 2:7). furthermore, the text spells out the chronologi-
cal sequence of this deterministic worldview: “he knew the years of the (heavenly?) 
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positions, and the number and detail of their ages, of all those who have ever existed 
and of those that will exist, until it happens in their ages throughout all the everlast-
ing years” (Cd 2:9–10). The reference to the number of ages suggests a periodization 
of history, which is confirmed by the literary context. The text gives a historical dis-
course, detailing various generations and their actions, but there is no structural or 
formal periodization as such.

This short and nonexhaustive review has illustrated some of the various forms and 
expressions of deterministic notions in the dead sea scrolls as well as the different 
literary contexts in which they occur. Generally speaking, in these passages there is 
a clear expression of a strong deterministic worldview according to which God has 
determined what happens in the universe that he created. Compared to stoic phi-
losophy, it is obvious that these texts are less articulated in the abstract sense and that 
no explicit distinctions between different types of determinism are made. With some 
effort we could perhaps apply some of the aristotelian distinctions, such as physical 
determinism or teleological determinism (frede 2003). although such issues are not 
directly addressed, they may have been on the minds of Jewish thinkers at the time 
(cf. alexander 2006: 48; Tukasi 2008). This also applies to discourses on determin-
ism/predestination and free will that scholars bring to the texts, perhaps not entirely 
without reason in light of Josephus’s statements mentioned earlier.

in general, scholars either argue for a strong sense of determinism in the dead sea 
scrolls, emphasizing divine agency, or they allow some room for human agency and 
argue for a compatibilist position (the position emphasizing human agency men-
tioned above does not seem to find much support in recent research). Understanding 
the Two Spirits Treatise as the strongest form of determinism expressed and known 
to us in ancient Judaism, many scholars attribute to the people behind the dead sea 
scrolls a position of strong, almost absolute, determinism. Other scholars allow 
some room for human agency, arguing for a compatibilist position. To be sure, refer-
ences to human decisions can also be found. how should these be interpreted? Just 
how deterministic was determinism and did it vary? did a deterministic worldview 
exclude human choice completely?

different Shades of determinism

leaving aside the possible anachronisms involved in framing ancient texts in such 
binary structures, from a pragmatic point of view we should consider some of the 
passages that have been interpreted as references to free will and human agency. do 
these compromise the expressions of strong determinism?
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for example, the issue of voluntary entrance into the community (e.g., 1Qs 5:1), 
to which duhaime 2000 and others refer, is interpreted not to imply free will in the 
sense that divine agency would be absent. klawans 2012 suggests the issue is rather 
that joining the community must be voluntary in the sense of not being otherwise 
coerced, but not in a theological sense. acknowledging a difference between intended 
and unintended behavior, determinism does not deny the reality of human deci-
sions. The point is that the results of these processes are foreknown and foreordained. 
lambert 2010 also discusses the term used to depict initiates, מתנדבים, and argues 
that it is unlikely that the term indicates some notion of free will. instead, he sug-
gests the term may indicate the presence of a desire to do something and the absence 
of any external compulsion. This does not mean that something like free will was 
completely denied. however, in a cultural-linguistic system that operated in a largely 
deterministic context, the rhetoric surrounding human transformation emphasized 
divine agency. stauber 2011 argues that there is no notion of human agency at all in 
the Rule of the Community. The word מתנדבים has been mistranslated and should be 
taken to mean “the incited/inspired ones.” This translation would eradicate any trace 
of human agency in the text, because within a deterministic framework the members 
do not choose whether they are inspired. This is determined and initiated by God.

another example is that of petitionary prayer and repentance, discussed by 
schuller 2000 and others. klawans 2012 argues that according to the worldview of 
the dead sea scrolls God also predetermines these human actions. he refers to 1Qha 
19:36, where God is said to place hymns of thanksgiving in the mouth of his servant 
(cf. also 1Qha 17:10–11). bockmuehl 2001: 397–98 also emphasizes divine agency with 
regard to righteousness and forgiveness. referring to 1Qs 11:10 among other texts, he 
argues that this is determined solely by God.

it therefore seems that in recent research the notion of human agency is accorded 
very little room within the deterministic framework of the dead sea scrolls. however, 
the references in 1Qs 11:10–11 and 1Qha 7:25–26, 34, which state that human beings 
are not able to determine their steps (see above), seem to be contradicted by 1Qs 3:9, 
where a member of the community is exhorted to determine his steps so as to walk 
perfectly on all the paths of God. Practically the same terminology is used in each 
case, but the latter is in the affirmative. Moreover, whereas in the other passages, and 
elsewhere, it is God who is the subject of the verb “determine,” in 1Qs 3:9 a human 
being is the subject (God is not the grammatical subject of a verb in the entire sec-
tion 1Qs 2:25–3:11). This statement in 1Qs 3:9 seems to have gone unnoticed in recent 
studies on determinism in the dead sea scrolls. While referring to it can hardly be 
the basis on which we can decide in favor of a strong view on human agency that 
contradicts the other deterministic statements, it may support those scholars who 
put less emphasis on determinism in these texts.

for comparison one might consider the book of Jubilees. although the Two Spirits 
Treatise is often taken as the strongest deterministic statement in early Jewish lit-
erature, the book of Jubilees is not far off (for example, Jub. 5:13–14). how were such 
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passages intended to be read? Perhaps the deterministic framework of the heavenly 
tablets in Jubilees functioned as a hortatory device so that those who acquired knowl-
edge of what is in these tablets, that is, in Jubilees, and paid heed to them ended up on 
the right side of God’s judgment (Collins 1998a: 82; baynes 2012: 117). in this sense, 
the discussion about the texts from Qumran in this section also applies to apocalyptic 
literature and how individual fate and human free will are to be conceptualized in the 
context of grand conceptions of periodization of history, heavenly tablets, and the 
end of times.

The issue remains how systematic and absolute a sense we can give to the concept of 
determinism and to what extent we can credit people in the ancient world with shar-
ing that same sense. This affects how possibly conflicting evidence is weighed and 
may be illustrated by the presence of astrological texts among the dead sea scrolls. 
Philosophically and logically, astrological texts do not necessarily imply determin-
ism. To be more precise, in the ancient world astrological theories of fate were already 
distinguished from physical determinism. Physical determinism concerns the con-
nection between cause and effect, with which stoic philosophy was routinely con-
cerned (bobzien 1998: 13). however, outside this particular philosophical context, 
astrological theories indicate that people believed there was room for human agency 
that could do something about certain things that were seemingly destined to be. 
ancient astrology was not fatalistic, and the same applies to magical and apotropaic 
texts. some may have thought that the occurrence of such afflictions was preordained 
by God, but others may not. based on a certain systematic approach, we may catego-
rize texts in such a way that the impression arises that there is no room for freedom 
to do anything more than to assent to the predetermined plan. however, such an 
assessment is the consequence of the definition of determinism we apply, as well as 
how we use it. There is nothing in the magical and astrological texts among the dead 
sea scrolls that necessitates such an assessment.

The fact is that we do not really know how people read, understood, and used 
these various texts side by side. scholars often approach the dead sea scrolls as 
one corpus of texts, something like a library, and attribute it wholesale to one 
group or movement. Within this context texts are often aligned with each other. 
sometimes this works well, at other times less so. instead, the texts may to some 
degree reflect ongoing discussion and discourse as well as a more diverse group 
of owners (Popović 2012). This means we need not make the different texts agree 
within one systematic theological/philosophical framework. On this basis, there 
may have been room for human agency amid various expressions of a strong sense 
of determinism. There seems no reason to force petitionary prayer or astrologi-
cal and magical texts into a deterministic framework constructed on the basis of 
other texts.

in this regard, there is another text that has received little attention thus far 
in discussions regarding determinism in ancient Jewish thought. The Visions of 
Amram (4Q543–49) presents angelic or demonic beings having a dispute about 
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human beings. Unlike the Two Spirits Treatise, Visions of Amram presents amram 
with a choice between the two angelic figures, between light and darkness, righ-
teousness and wickedness (Popović forthcoming). They parallel the Prince of 
lights and the angel of darkness from the Treatise, who have divided their author-
ity over two groups of people between them. When asked by amram how they can 
have authority over him, they both answer that they rule over all of humanity. 
The notion of choice is of particular interest here. The two figures ask amram by 
whom he seeks to be ruled. This seems contradictory: on the one hand people are 
said to be ruled by either of these two spirits, while on the other hand it seems 
there was a choice to seek the rule of either one. did ancient readers think this 
choice only applied to amram or to others as well? in the Two Spirits Treatise the 
situation seems more or less settled by the text’s deterministic perspective: God 
has predetermined everyone’s path. at the same time, the text refers to this strug-
gle between the two spirits within the heart of man. Whether the end result of that 
struggle was thought to be predetermined is not entirely clear. The text is not as 
systematic and explicit in its articulations as we would like it to be. however, the 
Two Spirits Treatise clearly does not present human beings with a choice, as does 
Visions of Amram.

The Visions of Amram does not contain deterministic thought, as far as can be 
gauged from the extant text. however, given the parallel setting of two spirits in dis-
pute about human beings in the Two Spirits Treatise and the Visions of Amram it is 
important to take the latter text into account when it comes to the presence of deter-
ministic ideas in apocalyptic texts such as in the dead sea scrolls. interestingly, the 
different perspectives that come to the fore in the Two Spirits Treatise and the Visions of 
Amram are both explained by reference to outside influences, especially Zoroastrian, 
on the development of deterministic ideas in Jewish apocalyptic thought.

relation to Babylonian and  
persian ideas

scholars have often pointed to parallels in babylonian and Persian thought to explain 
some features of apocalyptic determinism in ancient Judaism. This especially con-
cerns the notion of the periodization of history and the tablets of destiny or fate. 
The issue of human choice has received less attention. The parallel between certain 
strands of Zoroastrian thought and Visions of Amram has not been noted before, but 
is important in understanding that deterministic thought does not have to exclude 
human choice completely. determinism in apocalyptic and ancient Jewish literature 
is not as consistent as modern scholars want it to be.



Apocalyptic Determinism   267

The tablets of destiny are a feature of ancient near eastern cultures going back to 
sumerian texts. They function as the heavenly parallel for earthly kings who govern 
their countries and need to communicate their wishes and decisions in one way or 
another, the written form being one way of doing so. The heavenly tablets of destiny 
were the primary means through which the gods decided the destinies of all beings 
and memorialized their will (Paul 1973; baynes 2012: 46–52). as frequently as they 
appear in ancient near eastern texts, as little do they occur in the hebrew bible. 
They manifest themselves most prominently in apocalyptic and early Jewish litera-
ture, only to disappear after the first century C.e. (baynes 2012: 46, 52, 133). Given that 
scholars have suggested a babylonian background for various elements in 1 Enoch 
and daniel, the notion of the heavenly tablets of destiny may have also become more 
popular via similar trajectories. Whether or not a vague common cultural milieu best 
accounts for the sudden popularity of the heavenly tablets of destiny motif (baynes 
2012: 20–21, 52), in our analysis of such cultural encounters we need to distinguish 
between different kinds of traditions and texts and reckon with various trajectories 
accordingly (Popović 2013). This also applies to the possible Persian background.

regarding the periodization of history in Jewish apocalyptic texts, Collins 
1998a: 29–33 points to Persian texts (Bahman Yašt, Bundahišn) that contain an elabo-
rate periodization of history and eschatology. The succession of millennia, such as the 
division of the twelve thousand years in the Bundahišn, is an expression of such deter-
ministic periodization and is seen as an integral feature of Persian theology. a moot 
point is the dating of these Persian sources (de Jong 2010). There is some evidence to 
argue for at least a hellenistic date for the idea in Persian thought that world history 
was divided into set periods. a passage in Plutarch’s On Isis and Osiris (§47) refers to 
a nine-thousand-year period and something like an end of time. another example 
is found in the Oracle of Hystaspes, which apparently had a schema of six (or seven) 
thousand years. in a structural sense, these Persian and Greek texts may point to a 
parallel tendency to structure history into set periods, but the actual form in which 
it is expressed differs from that in Jewish apocalyptic texts. Collins (1998a: 33), there-
fore, points out that it cannot be a matter of a simple borrowing “since the Persian 
conception of a sequence of millennia is quite different from what we find in Jewish 
apocalypses.” furthermore, the specific forms that the periodization of history takes 
in some Jewish sources were influenced by the interpretation of Jeremiah’s seventy 
years prophecy (see above), among other factors.

The Persian sources are not unequivocal when it comes to the notion of determin-
ism. There are different positions expressed in the sources. alexander (2006: 33–35) 
refers to the more deterministic, fatalistic form of Zoroastrianism called Zurvanism, 
one of several variants of the chief cosmogony myth (de Jong 2010: 484), as a parallel 
to the strong determinism in the Two Spirits Treatise. in this case, God has prede-
termined man’s destiny and man has no free choice. however, alexander does not 
think this Zurvanistic strand directly influenced the Two Spirits Treatise. rather, he 
suggests that the strong form of determinism in the Two Spirits Treatise may have 
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developed through the adaptation of Zoroastrianism as attested in the Gathas to 
Jewish monotheism.

if history was structured into set periods with an attendant sense of determin-
ism, the question concerning exactly what was determined may be posed. de Jong 
(2010: 492–93) argues that a principal difference between Jewish and iranian texts is 
“the strong focus on the detailed plans God has made. in both systems, history has 
a pre-ordained end that can be described as putting an end to evil and rewarding 
those men and women who had sided with the forces of good. The date of this end is 
known—at least to God. . . . The Zoroastrian sources, however, do not at any moment 
suggest that ahura Mazda has pre-ordained everything, down to the choice of each 
individual man or woman. . . . in Zoroastrianism, it is the choice everyone has made 
that determines his/her afterlife and eventual fate at the end of time.” This strand of 
iranian thought limits what is predetermined—history as such is preordained but 
not everything, especially not the choices made by individuals.

These two strands regarding deterministic ideas in Persian thought are instructive 
when considering the Two Spirits Treatise and the Visions of Amram from the dead 
sea scrolls. Whereas the Zurvanistic strand might agree with the Two Spirits Treatise, 
according to the other strand of Zoroastrianism human beings are free to choose 
between the two spirits and hence to choose the course of their individual destiny. 
strikingly and not noted before, this perspective seems to agree well with the aramaic 
Visions of Amram:  “The two primeval spirits who are twins were revealed [to me, 
Zarathustra] in sleep. Their ways of thinking, speaking, and behaving are two: the good 
and the evil. and between these two [ways] the wise men have rightly chosen, and not 
the foolish ones. and when these two spirits met, they established at the origin life and 
non-life and that at the end the worst existence will be for the followers of falsehood 
and for the followers of Truth the best thinking” (Yasna 30.3–4; taken from alexander 
2006: 34). both texts emphasize the choice individuals have in determining their own 
destiny. furthermore, amram has a dream vision in which he sees the two spirits, while 
according to the Yasna 30 passage the two spirits were revealed to Zarathustra in sleep.

Whether such parallels point to a common apocalyptic background is not so 
important for our purposes. it is instructive to see more or less similar positions 
regarding different forms of deterministic thought (strong and less strong) reflected 
in these various traditions. The Yasna 30 passage is important to understand what 
position Visions of Amram may have taken in the development or articulation of 
deterministic ideas in Jewish apocalyptic thought. in contrast to the starkly deter-
ministic view of the Two Spirits Treatise, Visions of Amram leaves room for choice. 
This is not to say that we must frame the different positions in these two texts against 
the background of a discourse on determinism and free will. rather, the texts show 
that regarding a similar issue (two spirits and human beings) there was not only a 
strong deterministic perspective but also that there was another perspective that left 
individuals with a choice.
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ChaPTer 16

Apo cAlyptic 
duAliSm

JörG freY

1. dualism as a category of 
scholarship

“dualism” is a scholarly term used to characterize a number of philosophical and 
religious thought systems shaped by a fundamental physical or metaphysical duality, 
a teaching of two powers, principles or states of being which cannot be explained as 
originating in or leading to an overall unity. The term has no equivalent in antiquity. 
it was first coined in 1700 by the english Orientalist Thomas hyde with regard to 
the Zoroastrian doctrine of two primordial and co-eternal entities: the one good, 
causing light and life (ahura Mazda), the other bad, causing darkness and death 
(ahriman). Of course, such a strict dualism is not conceivable within the context of 
biblical monotheism and creation thought. Thus, in Jewish (and Christian) contexts, 
“dualistic” worldviews are at least modified by the biblical view of the one creator, so 
that evil (or satan) is never thought to be coeternal with the one God.

The term, however, has been further modified, in order to be applicable to vari-
ous fundamental dichotomies. since, in 1734, the German enlightenment philoso-
pher Christian Wolff had transferred the term to the philosophical dichotomy of 
mind and matter, “dualism” has also become a technical term for some elements 
in philosophy, in particular the division of material and spiritual aspects in cos-
mology, anthropology and epistemology. in the history of religions, the term 
was also applied to phenomena and doctrines beyond Zoroastrianism, especially 
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to Gnosticism or Manichaeism, but also to biblical thought patterns (e.g. in the 
Johannine literature). especially the discovery of the dead sea scrolls has brought 
to knowledge various examples of a dualistic worldview within early Judaism, most 
prominently the Treatise on the Two spirits (1Qs 3: 13–4: 26) and the War scroll 
(1QM), but the development of these patterns goes back to pre-Qumranic apoca-
lyptic and sapiential thought. Other early Jewish traditions and authors (and also 
early Christian texts) also provide examples of different types of dualistic world-
views. Generally, dualism is considered to be a characteristic feature of apocalyptic 
thought.

different taxonomies of dualism have been suggested (cf. bianchi 1983). scholars 
distinguished between radical or moderate dualisms, between dialectic dualisms 
(with an everlasting antagonism) and eschatological dualisms (with a final battle 
or decision), or between cosmic (with the world created by the good principle) and 
anticosmic dualisms (with the world being a creation of the demiurge or satan). 
The terms, however, are not used consistently. in biblical studies other character-
izations have been used, not all of them in a clearly defined or mutually exclusive 
meaning. Given the variation of terms, several dimensions can be discerned (frey 
1997: 281–5):

•	 metaphysical dualism:  God—satan/belial etc. (which is, in the biblical con-
text never “absolute” but only relative: even satan is never on the same level or 
co-eternal with God)

•	 cosmic dualism:  Michael—belial (or also light—darkness) with the world 
(humans and also angels/spirits) divided into two opposing groups, camps 
or forces

•	 spatial dualism:  above—below; heavenly world—earthly world (although the 
duality of “heaven and earth” is most often not dualistic but simply used for the 
whole of the creation)

•	 eschatological or temporal dualism: this world—the world to come
•	 ethical dualism: good—evil; the good—the wicked
•	 soteriological dualism: the saved and the rejected or lost (due to a salvific act or 

decision)
•	 theological / creational dualism: creator—creation; God—world
•	 physical dualism: matter—spirit
•	 anthropological dualism: body—soul/spirit
•	 psychological dualism:  good inclination—evil inclination (with the contrast or 

struggle between good and evil within the human heart or mind)
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2. the hebrew Bible and its contexts

“apocalyptic dualism” was apparently developed in post-exilic times, in the 
Persian period (Meyers 2011:  94-5). but the Persian sources are late (from the 
sassanian period or later), and the chronological analysis and isolation of older 
materials is quite difficult, so it seems not appropriate to invoke too easily iranian 
“influence” or rather “Zoroastrianism” to explain novel features in post-exilic 
Judaism (skjaervø 2011:  76). Without precluding certain influences from the 
wider history-of-religions context, it is at least equally important to look for 
inner-Jewish explanations and developments.

Generally, the hebrew bible has little to offer with respect to dualistic views. 
This is particularly true for preexilic texts. death or evil are never viewed as pow-
ers rivalling the God of israel, and “heaven and earth” in Gen. 1: 1 are still a duality 
that expresses the whole of creation. despite mythic underpinnings in the hebrew 
bible with JhWh fighting chaotic powers, the prophets defend the view that 
there is no power equal to the one God, who is the creator of light and darkness, 
good and evil, as deutero-isaiah explicitly (and polemically) states (isa. 45: 7). 
Opposing figures like “satan” are always subject to God (cf. Job 1–2), and the ten-
dency to make satan responsible for negative acts only occurs at the very margin 
of the canon, in 1 Chronicles 21 (compared with 1 samuel 24), and the idea of a 
fight between Michael and other angels is only attested in the apocalyptic book of 
daniel (dan. 10: 20–21; cf. 12: 1).

The development of dualistic thought can be located in the postexilic (Persian) 
period, but the precise reason is still unclear: is it simply a matter of external (Persian 
or Zoroastrian) influence, or is the rise of dualism due to internal israelite or 
inner-Jewish developments? Whereas earlier research often suggested the former, 
more recent research considers dualism also as an inner-Jewish development which 
might be in some respect “triggered” by the general climate of thought. The reason for 
this change in research is not only the problem of the analysis of the Persian sources 
but also the difficulty of imagining how mainstream or other Zoroastrian views 
might have actually been adopted in late hebrew bible texts. it is true, however, that 
some elements of Persian teaching were known to western Greek authors (such as 
Theopompus in the 4th century bCe, quoted by Plutarch in Is. Os. 45-47), and since 
Judeans lived in the eastern diaspora (Mesopotamia, Persia), where we can assume 
that some (esp. aramaic) writings have their origins (e.g., Astronomic Enoch, Tobit, 
and also aramaic levi traditions), it is not inconceivable that the views current in 
that area also influenced Jewish tradition.
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3. the emergence of dualistic views 
in the earliest period of Jewish 

apocalypticism

in the latest parts of the hebrew bible (esp. in the book of daniel), and in contempo-
rary (or even slightly earlier) texts such as the book of Watchers or in the aramaic 
Visions of amram (preserved in the Qumran corpus), dualistic views emerge in 
various forms.

in the Book of Watchers (1 Enoch 1–36), the earliest truly apocalyptic composi-
tion, the worldview is characterized by different aspects of dualism: first, there is 
a marked cosmic dualism, mostly in a vertical dimension. There is a fundamental 
division between the heavenly and the earthly world, and “disaster occurs when 
the realms are confounded” (nickelsburg 2001: 40). The descent of the watchers 
from their realm to the human sphere and their mixing with human wives pollute 
the earth and produce destructive powers and demons. Thus, the first mythological 
explanation of the origins of “evil,” given in the myth of the watchers, is based on 
the fundamental separation of the heavenly realm from the earthly. “heaven and 
earth” are no more a synthetic unity (as in Gen 1:1), but a duality of two separated 
realms. angels may work as mediators, they report human deeds in the divine 
realm and descend to execute judgment. On the other hand, enoch is chosen to 
ascend to the heavenly throne room (1 En. 14). This provides a pattern for later 
visions of the heavenly throne or temple or for various types of ascent mysticism 
in the hekhalot literature (cf. alexander 2011). The (limited) permeability between 
the two worlds rather stresses the fundamental separation and distance between 
the divine realm and the world of human beings. now, heaven is described as a 
parallel universe, different and separate from the world of mortal humans with 
the struggle between good and evil. apart from that predominant vertical dimen-
sion, there is also a “horizontal” dimension in the book of Watchers’ cosmological 
views: The cosmic journeys bring enoch to places beyond the realm of human 
habitation, to the original paradise or to the place where the souls of the righteous 
and the sinners are kept.

another important aspect is the temporal and eschatological one: The present 
world, shaped by injustice, is put in contrast with a future judgment or cleansing. 
injustice and demonic powers will come to an end, the sinners will be punished 
and the righteous will be rewarded (cf. 1 En. 1: 9–10). The idea of a coming judg-
ment considered to bring a restitution of the divine order and the eradication of 
all evil powers (cf. 1 En. 16) and the hope for a future period of justice, radically 
different from the present experience of injustice (later phrased in terms such as 
“this world”—“the world to come”) is a common feature of all types of apocalyptic 
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worldview in later texts. The same is true for the view of an opposed eschatologi-
cal destiny of the righteous and the sinners, which depends on their deeds, but is 
decided in the final judgment of God or his agent. such an eschatological dualism 
is a common feature of most early Jewish (and also early Christian) apocalyptic 
traditions.

The earliest enoch traditions show that in the beginnings of Jewish apocalypti-
cism, the spatial and vertical aspects were predominant whereas only in the sub-
sequent development, in the composition of historical apocalypses such as the 
Apocalypse of Weeks, the Animal Apocalypse or parts of the book of daniel (daniel 
2; 7; 8; 10–11) the focus is laid on the temporal dimension and on the hope for a new 
period of God’s kingdom or of a renewed world without evil powers, ultimately 
resulting in the dualism of “this world” and “the world to come” (cf. 4 Ezra and 
rabbinic texts).

Texts of the later enochic tradition increasingly consider demonic powers to be 
active in the world of humans. such “evil spirits” are already mentioned in the book 
of Watchers, where they come from the dead bodies of the Giants, as their immortal 
spirits, carrying on their malicious work. Their lawlessness is explained from their 
origin in the perversion of the created order, and as their ultimate fate they face the 
great judgment (1 En. 15: 11–16: 1). in Jubilees, those “spirits” are assigned a chief or 
leader, called Mastema (Jub. 10: 8), who is apparently identical with the figure else-
where called satan or belial. Thus the traditions of the Watchers and of satan (whose 
state was ambivalent in biblical texts) are merged. When noah intercedes for his sons 
against the attacks of the demonic spirits and God commands the angels to bind all 
the demons, Mastema asks for some of them to remain and act under his power to 
lead astray the humans. On his petition, God changes his former decree and allows 
the tenth part of the demons to stay while nine parts are given over to condemnation 
(Jub. 10: 8–9). here, Mastema not only acts as the leader of the malicious demons 
but still as a figure in God’s realm, petitioning or even negotiating with God (cf. Job 
1–2). he seems to have a function in the divine economy, and with the assistance of 
demonic powers he is then able to fulfil his role and punish or lead astray humans. The 
demons belong to his dominion, but it is clear that he himself is subject to the author-
ity of God, who has assigned authority to him (cf. alexander 1999: 342–3). it is clear 
that this view with a “satanic” figure as the leader of the host of malicious demons is 
not a radical, but at best a modified type of dualism. The leader of the evil forces has 
a limited realm and a limited time of authority over his demonic forces and also over 
humans.
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4. the different patterns of dualism 
represented in the Qumran corpus

as already noted, the discussion on dualism and its roots was particularly triggered 
by the massive growth of the range of sources due to the discoveries from Qumran. 
Most importantly, the discovery of aramaic manuscripts of the book of enoch in the 
Qumran library (and their early dating) has established the enochic tradition as the 
main source of emerging apocalyptic thought. but one of the most fascinating discov-
eries made soon after the release of the scrolls from Cave 1 was a hitherto unknown 
Jewish type of dualistic thought, which differed widely from the ideas of the hebrew 
bible as well as from those of the rabbis. These findings in the War Scroll (1QM) 
and in the Community Rule (1Qs) caught the interest of scholars, especially from the 
perspective of new Testament scholarship. The discovery gave rise to a vivid debate 
on the background of the dualistic language in some new Testament texts, especially 
the Gospel of John, which had been explained by leading scholars from a Gnostic 
background, largely attested in late Mandaean and Manichaean texts. in view of these 
scholarly constructions and their exegetical consequences, the appearance of a novel 
Jewish type of dualism was a fascinating discovery. already in 1950, scholars claimed 
to have discovered the “mother soil” of the Johannine language and thought in a 
“non-orthodox” (or as they originally thought: Gnostic) type of Palestinian Judaism, 
which was at least historically closer to the Gospel tradition than the sources adduced 
for reconstructing a Gnostic foil (cf. frey 2008 and 2011). The Qumran discoveries 
thus opened up a fresh opportunity to discuss new Testament problems, and this 
scholarly framework influenced much of the early research on Qumran texts. The 
Community Rule (1Qs) and especially the passage 1Qs 3: 13–4: 26 and the War Scroll 
(1QM) were studied as first examples of a cosmic and ethical dualism comparable 
to new Testament texts, and—from a more recent perspective—they were read in 
a somewhat harmonizing manner as testimonies of “the” dualism of the Qumran 
community (or sect). but all the early ideas were developed on the basis of only very 
few texts, mainly the scrolls from Cave 1 which had been published quickly, whereas 
the bulk of fragments from Cave 4 was inaccessible to most scholars until the 1990s.

With the release of the majority of the 4Q fragments scholars increasingly became 
aware that the Qumran corpus includes not only a collection of sectarian works but 
a wide range of texts from the literary production of Palestinian Judaism in the two 
or three centuries bCe, the majority of which was composed not by the sectarians 
themselves, but originated in other groups preceding the yaḥad, and was simply 
collected, read, copied and transmitted. Thus, not all the texts actually represent 
the viewpoint of the sectarians. it is, rather, necessary to distinguish between texts 
adopted from other groups and texts that represent the particular views of the com-
munity, on the basis of criteria which are still open to discussion. also the dualistic 
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views in the Qumran corpus are by no means consistent. in recent years, scholars 
have distinguished different patterns of dualistic thought in the Qumran library (cf. 
frey 1997) and pointed to three traditions which might ultimately explain the devel-
opment of the particular dualistic worldview of the Qumran sectarians (cf. hultgren 
2007):  first an early type of dualism in aramaic priestly texts, then a previously 
unknown tradition of dualistic wisdom thought, and third a pattern of an eschato-
logical war dualism developed in the War scroll material. The distinctively dualistic 
views of the Qumran sectarians were inspired by these three traditions. They can 
be found in some of the texts composed within the community and especially in 
the liturgies (such as 1Qs 1: 16–3: 13) and the blessings and curses of the community. 
although the dualism to be discussed is never an absolute one, but at best a moderate 
one, with the one God as the creator and redeemer, it is not useful to avoid or dismiss 
the use of the term (as heger 2010 suggests); rather, it should be described with suf-
ficient differentiation. and although the Qumran sectarians most probably did not 
produce apocalypses themselves, their worldview, is thoroughly shaped by apoca-
lyptic ideas (cf. Collins, 1997; frey 2007), including the activity of opposing powers 
and the hope for a final defeat of all evil forces. Thus, the dualistic thought patterns as 
preserved in the Qumran library and also the distinctively Qumran sectarian type of 
dualism can be labelled “apocalyptic” and considered as part of the development of 
apocalyptic dualism.

4.1 An early type of cosmic dualism in Aramaic 
(pre-sectarian) priestly texts

an early form of dualism, with a straight opposition of angelic powers, appears in an 
aramaic text preserved in six or seven fragmentary manuscripts (4Q543–548, 549?) 
in the Qumran library, the so-called Visions of Amram (cf. hultgren 2007: 320–9; 
frey 1997: 316-322). The visionary description, attributed to amram, the father of 
Moses and aaron, belongs to a group of aramaic texts which includes another frag-
mentary text, attributed to amram’s father Qahat (the Testament of Qahat 4Q542), 
and various documents linked with Qahat’s father levi (1Q21, 4Q213–214, 540–541). 
The aramaic language and palaeography point to a relatively early date, clearly 
before the time of the Qumran community, in the early 2nd or even in the 3rd cen-
tury bCe. The selection of the biblical figures of the line between levi and aaron/
Moses and other thematic features (purity, sacrifice) show the interest in priest-
hood and priests, who are to be instructed by the testamentary heritage of their ideal 
forefathers. according to hultgren (2007: 323–5) these priestly circles draw on early 
enochic literature, which first developed a similar demonology (cf. Mastema in 
Jubilees) and the view of an opposite fate of the righteous and the wicked (1 En. 1:8-9). 
The Visions of amram are also the earliest text in which the pattern of the “literary 
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testament” (adopted later schematically in the Testaments of the Twelve Patriarchs) 
is developed (frey 2010).

in a passage preserved in 4Qamramb (=4Q544), amram retells a vision of two 
angelic beings quarrelling over him. They ask him by which of the two he chooses 
to be ruled. he is then told that the two claim rule over the world and every human 
being, the one over all darkness and the people belonging to darkness, the other 
over the reign of light and all “sons of light.” The first angel has a dreadful face, is 
wearing coloured clothes and obscured by darkness, whereas the other has a bright 
appearance and a smiling face. from the three names of both figures only one is pre-
served: The dark angel is called Malkireša (4 Q544 2: 3), which leads to the assump-
tion that the other might be called Malkizedeq (cf. 11QMelch). both names have been 
linked with others, as, e.g., Michael, Prince of light, or belial, Prince of darkness 
(Milik 1972: 79), but this is only guesswork. in any case this is a very early, probably 
the earliest example of a cosmic dualism of opposed angelic powers dominating the 
world and struggling for possession over human beings. Other fragments of the text 
show the division of humanity into the two spheres of light and darkness, so that 
humans can be called “sons of light” and “sons of darkness” and also “sons of the lie” 
and “sons of truth” (4Qamramf = 4Q547 1 ii 8), and their respective fate is either going 
to the light or going to the shades, to death (4Q547 1 ii 12-14). in the fragments of the 
Testament of Qahat we can find the opposition between the “sons of Truth” and the 
“sons of Wickedness” facing eschatological destruction (4Q542 1 ii 8). another frag-
ment contains also the opposition of light and darkness, but the context cannot be 
reconstructed any more.

it is unclear in these texts, for what reason humans belong to the one group or to 
the other. remarkably, there is almost no mention of particular ethical criteria or 
precepts. is the fate of humans somehow predestined, or is the choice simply left to 
the human being as expressed in amram’s vision? and how is the two angels’ rule 
over humans imagined? There are other traditions, more obviously inspired by the 
heavenly courtroom motif (cf. Zech. 3: 1), in which two angels (or “Michael and the 
devil”) contest about the corpse of Moses, i.e. his eternal belonging (thus Jude 9, and 
its source, probably the lost ending of the Testament of Moses). but in our case, the 
dominion apparently affects the life of amram, and if his vision is communicated 
in his literary testament to his followers, they are implicitly exhorted to choose cor-
rectly and to follow the bright, not the sinister angel. Thus the text functions as an 
implicit exhortation to follow the bright angel, not the dark one, whatever that may 
mean ethically or with respect to the priestly service. The dualism developed here, 
possibly still in the 3rd century bCe, is a strict cosmic dualism with the opposition 
of angelic powers and the division of humanity into two opposed groups, dominated 
by the respective leaders and facing opposite eschatological fates. There is no ethical 
dualism here, nor any kind of anthropological or psychological divide (as we find it 
in the Treatise on the Two spirits), nor is there any notion of an eschatological war (as 
we find it in the War scroll). The name Malkireša also occurs in Qumran sectarian 
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texts where the figure is probably identified with belial. it is, furthermore, interesting 
that the term “sons of light” which occurs later as the predominant self-designation 
of the members of the Qumran community and is also used in early Christian texts 
(1 Thess. 5: 5; luke 16: 8; John 12: 32), is not a Qumran sectarian invention, but appar-
ently originates in an earlier priestly milieu where this type of cosmic dualism was 
developed.

4.2 The multi-level dualism in the treatise on the two Spirits 
as a development of a particular line of palestinian Jewish 
sapiential thought

a very subtle type of dualism is presented in the so-called Treatise on the Two spirits 
from the Qumran Community rule (1Qs 3:  13–4: 26). This is probably the most 
debated passage from the Qumran scrolls, especially due to the fact that it was often 
considered the “basic ideology” of the Qumran sectarians and the fundamental para-
digm of Qumran dualism. More recent research has pointed not only to the inconsis-
tencies and differences between the dualism in this text, in the War scroll, and other 
Qumran texts, but also to the particular character of 1Qs in light of the 4Qs parallels 
(Metso 1997) and in comparison with other rules such as 1Qsa, Cd etc. 1Qs was not 
the single and definitive rule of the sectarians but only one of several forms in which 
rule material was developed (cf. schofield 2009) and combined with other materi-
als. The manuscript 1Qs is, instead, a compilation of different texts of various genres 
which are not equally preserved in the parallel copies (4Qsa-j and 5Q11). 1Qs begins 
with a liturgy for the renewal of the covenant (1Qs 1: 1–3: 12) with a particular dualis-
tic structure, and the Treatise on the Two spirits (3: 13–4: 26) appears as an appendix 
to that liturgy. Only thereafter, the Community rule proper follows, introduced by 
a new heading (5: 1). it includes a severe penal code (6: 23–7: 25) and is closed by 
instructions for the wise teacher (9: 11–26). The final part is a list of the appointed 
times for God’s praise, concluded by a “psalm” (9: 26–11: 22). Originally the two now 
separate manuscripts 1Qsa (a different rule for the congregation considered to be “in 
the end time”) and 1Qsb (a collection of blessings) were part of the same scroll. The 
parallel manuscripts from 4Qs differ in many ways from 1Qs: none of them contains 
parallels to 1Qsa and 1Qsb. One of them (4Qse) closes with a calendrical text instead 
of the final psalm, two others (4Qsd.e) only begin with the rule material (paralleled in 
1Qs 5: 1ff) and lack the community liturgy and the Treatise on the Two spirits. The 
latter is actually paralleled in only one further copy (4Qsc).

The Treatise is, thus, an originally independent text, adopted in the some (at least 
two) of the rule manuscripts as an appendix to the introductory communal liturgy 
(1Qs 1: 1–3: 13), but omitted in others. its distinctive dualism differs from the dual-
ism of the preceding liturgy, encompassing three levels, a basically cosmic dualism, 
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a strong ethical dimension and a distinctive psychological dimension of a struggle 
of opposed strivings within the heart of any human being. especially this idea of 
an inner struggle is not adopted in any of the other community texts. for several 
reasons (cf. lange 1995: 127–8), the Treatise should be considered an independent 
composition of rather pre-sectarian origin (i.e. composed before the foundation of 
the yaḥad). it represents a particular development in Palestinian Jewish sapiential 
thought of the 2nd century bCe, which can now be partially reconstructed in view 
of the sapiential texts from the Qumran library. it is certainly not the summary of the 
community’s worldview, and its dualism differs from the more straightforward ideas 
developed within the yaḥad.

earlier scholarship had proposed comprehensive hypotheses about the literary 
development of 1Qs from a basic kernel or in different literary layers, and also the 
Treatise on the Two spirits was thought to be a product of several literary stages 
(Osten-sacken 1969). it seems, however, more appropriate to read the passage sepa-
rately as a compositional unity, inserted into 1Qs without (or with only minimal) 
editorial changes (for a dissenting view, see hempel 2010). The structure is already 
indicated in the lengthy heading (3: 13–15a) and made visible by structuring textual 
elements (cf. lange 1995: 140–3). in 1Qs the text is addressed to the “instructor” who 
has to teach the “sons of light,” but this may be a sectarian adaptation. according to 
the heading, the text provides insight “into the history of all the sons of man, con-
cerning all the ranks of their spirits, in accordance with their signs (cf. 3: 18–4: 1), 
concerning their deeds in their generations (cf. 4: 2–14 and 4: 15–18) and the visitation 
of their punishment and the periods of their salvation (cf. 4: 18–23).” accordingly, the 
heading is followed by an introductory hymn on the creator God (3: 15b–18). a first 
passage, then, introduces and explains the two spirits (3: 18–4: 1), a second one the 
corresponding virtues and vices (4: 2–14), and a third one the human acts according 
to the two spirits and the present and future “visitations” (4: 15–18, 18–23), the escha-
tological purification and the end of evil. finally, 4: 23–26 resumes the main topics.

The worldview is based on the creation: “all that exists and will exist,” i.e., being as 
a whole, including history, is attributed to God the creator, by whom the order of the 
world, its history and the eschatological “visitation” are predetermined (3: 18). The 
teaching is probably to be interpreted as a kind of theodicy, an attempt to explain the 
experience of affliction and hostility (4: 6–8) and the fact that even the pious can go 
astray and sin (3: 21–22), and to ensure the final perfection of the covenant, the purifi-
cation of the elect and the removal of all evil. The teaching also explains the reality of 
the struggle in the world and also within human hearts. Good and evil are explained 
as parts of the divine creation and plan, but their rule and struggle are limited, and 
their end is already determined. Contrary to some earlier assumptions, the text is not 
simply about the human mindset and human attitudes, but these are presented in a 
cosmological and eschatological framework. The “two spirits” are considered angelic 
beings effectively governing and afflicting human life. dualistic oppositions occur on 
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the cosmic, ethical, and anthropological or psychological level (cf. frey 1997: 290-5; 
hultgren 2007: 341–62; leonhardt-balzer 2010):

* The cosmic dualism is made up by the opposition of two spiritual beings, the 
“spirit of Truth” and the “spirit of Wickedness,” additionally called “Prince of light” 
and “angel of darkness” (3: 20-1, 24), and their respective “divisions,” consisting of 
humans and angels/demons (although the latter is only said for the lot of darkness). 
The names show the combination of cosmic metaphors (light/darkness) with ethical 
terms (truth/lie), and show that the “spirits” introduced here are considered angelic 
beings (although ruah is used with a broader range of meanings in the later parts of 
the text). Clearly, they are not independent or even divine figures but subject to God, 
who has created and appointed them (3: 17, 25) and also determined the end of their 
dominion (4: 25). The struggle between them and “their divisions” (4: 17) will last 
until the end. Then, with certainty, evil will be eradicated for ever (4: 19). but at pres-
ent, the world is under their rule, and the evil spirit causes affliction and the experi-
ence of evil. all humans have a certain share in the respective “lot” (4: 24), and their 
deeds are inspired by the two spirits.

* an ethical dualism is embedded in the cosmic structure: humans practice vir-
tues and vices according to their share in the respective lot. They are characterized by 
use of ethical terms such as truth, justice, or wickedness. according to their belong-
ing, humans follow opposite strivings and face an opposite eschatological fate. Their 
share is predestined in the order of creation (cf. 4: 26), their character is visible in 
the respective deeds and will become manifest at the end, when God will judge the 
wicked and purify the elect. Until then, however, even the elect are not totally pure, 
nor completely under the influence of the good spirit. Thus, both spirits are seen as 
still struggling not only in the world, as experienced in the enmity faced by the good 
ones, but even in the heart of every human being, in the temptation also experienced 
by all those who are called “sons of light.”

* This is the third level, an anthropological or psychological dualism, expressed in 
the final part of the Treatise: The opposition between good and evil is even pres-
ent within the human heart. here we can possibly see the problem the instruction 
is intended to answer. even the “sons of light” doubt, commit sins and are afflicted 
by the spirit of wickedness (4: 24), there is an internal ambiguity even in those who 
belong to the lot of light. This very perceptible element of the concept is not repeated 
in any other of the Qumran texts, whereas other aspects of the Treatise, such as the 
predestination motif are adopted frequently. Only one other probably non-sectarian 
text, 4Q186, a zodiacal physiognomy (cf. Popovic 2010), mentions a partial share 
in light and darkness. but while that text deals with the human character as visible 
by outward features and determined by the time of birth, the Treatise simply pre-
supposes such a “mixture” and considers each one’s share to be predestined by the 
creator. Most important is that the psychological dualism is linked with the hope for 
eschatological purification of the elect (4: 20). in the final visitation they will become 
unambiguously perfect members of the covenant to which they are chosen.
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The dualism in the Treatise is a creation-founded and eschatologically confined cos-
mic dualism with a subordinate ethical dualism that comes to effect not only in the 
respective deeds, but even in an internal struggle within every single human being. 
in contrast with the twins in Zoroastrian thought, it is quite clear that the two spirits 
are not eternal. They are created, and their struggle will find an end at the final visita-
tion and purification. Pragmatically, the idea of the two spirits helps to explain the 
occurrence of evil, sin and apostasy, even among the wise and pious, it aims at an 
understanding of their struggle in the world, and the instruction as a whole can be 
considered an attempt not only to explain this situation but also to assure its address-
ees that the rule of the evil powers is limited, and so to emphatically underline God’s 
unity and creational sovereignty. rather than explaining evil from the rebellion of 
some angels, from adam’s disobedience or even from the power of an envious second 
being apart from God, the Treatise understands it as part of the mysterious plan of 
the creator himself, rooted in his predestined order of being and history. The “sons of 
light” are to be taught about this order and the dual structure of the creation so that 
they will remain steadfast on the way of wisdom (1Qs 4: 24) until the final completion.

it was not until the release of the previously unknown sapiential texts from Qumran 
Cave 4 (Instruction, Mysteries) that the particular background of the Treatise on the 
Two spirits could be determined. These texts attest to a tradition of wisdom thought 
in Palestinian Judaism (different from sirach and the canonical wisdom texts) in 
which sapiential themes are linked with an apocalyptic view of the world and with a 
developing dualism.

Canonical sapiential literature (e.g. Proverbs) is characterized by the ethical oppo-
sition of the righteous and the wicked, or the wise and the foolish, but this does not 
yet constitute a dualistic opposition. The wisdom of ben sira, then, interprets ethical 
dualities as an indication that creation is structured in pairs (sir. 33: 14; 42: 24). so the 
opposition between good and evil, life and death is also part of the order of creation 
(33: 14). God has created humans and organized their ways differently (33: 10). for 
ben sira, however, human deeds and destiny are not predestined but left to free will 
(15: 11–20). his teaching intends to maintain the idea of perfection of the creation and 
the Torah in spite of the existence of wickedness in the world (cf. hultgren 2007: 335).

The sapiential idea of the order of creation is, then, further developed in some other 
sapiential texts (roughly contemporary with ben sira) and also in 1Qs 3: 13–4: 26. in 
the most important “new” wisdom text from the Qumran library, Instruction (cf. Goff 
2003; rey 2009), preserved in six or seven manuscripts (1Q26, 4Q415–418, 418a?, 423), 
and in another related text, Mysteries (1Q27; 4Q299–301), classical wisdom themes 
(on poverty, marriage etc.) are mixed with cosmological and eschatological (or even 
apocalyptic) motifs such as final judgment, the elimination of evil and the salvation 
of the righteous. in this context, there is mention of a deeper (and even primordial) 
division of humankind, not only into good and wicked people, but also into a “fleshly 
spirit” and the “spiritual people” (4Q417 1 i 13–18). although many details of that 
passage are still discussed (cf. lange 1995: 45-92; differently Goff 2003; Tigchelaar 
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2009), it is obvious that wisdom is not accessible to everyone, but limited to a certain 
group of people, and that the fact that only the knowledgeable have access to that hid-
den wisdom is explained from a primordial act in which insight was revealed to the 
“spiritual people,” not to the “fleshly spirit.” The technical term used for that kind of 
wisdom is raz nihyeh, the “mystery of being” or “mystery of becoming” (harrington 
1994: 150; cf. lange 1995: 60; hultgren 2007: 334). The term points to a pre-existent 
order of the world, including creation, history and final destiny, which is considered 
to be engraved on heavenly tablets (4Q417 1 i 15-18; cf. also Jub. 1). it may include the 
Torah (though it is not identical with it), but also a rational structure of the world. The 
knowledgeable have to study that “mystery” in order to get insight about good and 
evil and act accordingly, whereas that knowledge is hidden from the opposed group 
of people, the “fleshly spirit” (ruaḥ basar) who will not understand and will finally 
face destruction (cf. frey 2002). here, humanity is divided into two parts concerning 
ethical strife and final destiny. and in contrast with ben sira, wisdom about the order 
of creation is not accessible to everyone, but a matter of divine revelation, so that 
only a minority will understand. according to the Book of Mysteries (1Q27 1 i 3-4) the 
“mystery of becoming” will be realized in the end time, by the revelation of wisdom 
and justice and the extinction of the wicked. it is obvious that the ethical dualism 
inherited from the earlier wisdom tradition has been transferred into a cosmic dual-
ism, in which the opposed sides are characterized not only by ethical terms but also 
by metaphors of light and darkness (1Q27 1 i 6f.), and which is linked with the idea of 
a final judgment, in which justice is revealed and evil finally defeated.

although the preserved fragments neither mention a struggle of cosmic or 
demonic powers nor refer to the “two spirits,” they do prefigure the line of thought 
which is, then, further developed in the Treatise on the Two spirits. There are numer-
ous common features between those three texts (lange 2002: 25–6), not least the fact 
that 1Qs 3: 15 uses the rare term ʾel hadeʿot (= “God of insights”) which is also used 
in 4Q417 1 i 8.

Thus, in contrast to earlier views in which the dualism of the Treatise on the Two 
spirits was simply considered a “tamed” version of the Zoroastrian pattern of the 
two primordial twins, the general pattern of dualism is better explained as a further 
stage of development of the ethically oriented sapiential dualism in the context of the 
developed angelology of the early 2nd century bCe. although an influence of Persian 
thought cannot be precluded generally, an inner-Jewish explanation, if possible, is 
methodologically to be preferred. so we can now see that, departing from a sapiential 
type of ethical dualism and the sapiential idea of a predestined order of being and 
history, a more cosmological type of dualism was developed, including aspects of 
creation and of eschatological judgment or completion. in the Treatise, this view is 
uniquely developed into a multi-level dualism, including an inner-human, psycho-
logical dimension, and the hope for a final purification of the elect.
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4.3 The cosmic and eschatological war dualism of the war 
Scroll (1Qm)

The dualism as expressed in the War scroll from Qumran Cave 1 (1QM) and its par-
allel manuscripts from Cave 4 obviously differs from the multi-level dualism in the 
Treatise on the Two spirits, but also from the cosmic type of dualism in the aramaic 
priestly texts. There is no idea of an internal ambiguity, nor is there any focus on the 
ethical dimension. The War scroll rather represents a sheer cosmic dualism with the 
idea that different camps of angels and humans (characterized by the metaphors of 
light and darkness) fight until the end, when God will bring his lot to its final victory.

The composition and literary history of the War rule material cannot be discussed 
here (cf. duhaime 2004; schultz 2010). There are numerous inconsistencies in 1QM, 
but the hypotheses proposed with respect to the 1QM version had to be strongly 
modified in view of the 4QM parallels. The manuscripts 4QMa-g (= 4Q491–496 and 
471b), though fragmentary, seem to confirm the view of two stages of the textual 
development, an earlier one preserved in 4QMa (4Q491), 4QMc (4Q493) and 4QMg 
(4Q471b), the younger one (or a combination of the two) in 1QM. since 1QM was 
produced in early herodian times, this is the terminus ad quem for the later stage, but 
the original composition may go back to the early hasmonean period. The younger 
version might be a sectarian appropriation and reworking of an earlier text originally 
composed in non-sectarian, priestly circles, but it seems impossible to attribute all 
expressions of dualism only to the late, probably sectarian version.

The War rule not only describes an eschatological war between the forces of light 
and the forces of darkness, but rather gives liturgical regulations concerning the 
preparation and execution of the war, including prayers, blessings and speeches, with 
a detailed description of the sequence of the war. although reflecting some military 
techniques of the Maccabean period, and thus probably originating in views about 
the war between israel and the nations, the views as developed in the War rule are 
quite removed from any real war and transferred to an ideal, eschatological and cos-
mic dimension.

The dualism in the War Scroll is a purely cosmic one. The opposed pairs are mainly 
the “sons of light” and the “sons of darkness” (1QM 1: 1), on a second level Michael and 
belial and their respective angels, or comprehensively “God’s lot” and “belial’s lot.” 
The prominent opposition is between the two angelic leaders, Michael (or the “Prince 
of light”: 13: 10) and belial (17: 6). apparently, there is an equilibrium of forces: both 
lots win three times each (1: 13–14) until in the seventh “lot” belial and his lot are 
defeated and destructed by the hand of God (1: 14–15). Thus, the eschatological war 
has an ideal sabbath structure (cf. the chronology of some works such as Jubilees or 
the Apocalypse of Weeks). God, as the creator of everything (10: 8–13), including belial 
(13: 10–12), remains in the background and only strengthens his lot (1: 14) or helps 
Michael to gain the final victory (17: 6). so God is never a direct adversary of belial. 
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War scroll dualism is not a metaphysical dualism, but a distinctly cosmic dualism, 
with a strong focus on eschatology.

in spite of a number of common elements, the eschatological war dualism notably 
differs from the sapiential type of dualism as represented in the Treatise on the Two 
spirits. The leader of the evil forces is here named belial, as in the Qumran sectarian 
texts (cf. 1Qs 1: 16–3: 12), whereas belial is not mentioned in any of the sapiential texts 
discussed, nor in the Treatise on the Two spirits. Moreover, the ethical aspect and 
the anthropological focus are totally missing here. apart from a single passage (1QM 
13: 9–12), there is no further interest justice or sin, virtues and vices, the only focus is 
on ritual purity, depending on the holy war tradition. especially the idea of conflict-
ing tendencies within the human heart is alien to the War rule. Consequently, the 
eschatological extinction of evil is viewed only as the complete extermination of the 
lot of belial without any remnant, not as an act of purification in the community of 
the “sons of light” or even within the heart of its members (as in 1Qs 4: 18–23). Thus, 
in spite of the common idea of a struggle of two opposed lots (with angelic leaders) 
in both texts, it would be a crude simplification to harmonize both concepts to a 
singly type of “Qumran dualism” (as was common in the earlier periods of Qumran 
research).

The main ideas of the War scroll are not sapiential, but rather dependent on bibli-
cal holy war traditions (especially with the interest in ritual purity), and on motifs 
of the book of daniel (cf. Collins 1975), where human hosts are also represented by 
heavenly leaders (dan 10: 20–1) and Michael functions as the heavenly warrior for 
israel and the leader in the eschatological war (dan 11: 40–12: 1). in daniel we can 
also find the notion of the “violators of the covenant” (1QM 1: 2; cf. dan 11: 32). but 
there are also clear differences, and the War scroll goes far beyond the danielic con-
cepts: belial is not the prince of a foreign nation, but the “prince of the dominion of 
wickedness” (1QM 17: 6), and Michael is not simply an angel fighting for israel but the 
Prince of light (13: 10). Most striking is the temporal structure of the battle: each one 
wins three lots (= units of time), before the hand of God decides the battle in the sev-
enth lot (1: 13–15). This pattern not only represents a “sabbatical eschatology,” it also in 
a striking correspondence with Plutarch’s account (cited from Theopompus, 4th cen-
tury bCe) of the Zoroastrian idea of the struggle between the two gods horomazes 
(ahura Mazda) and areimanios (ahriman), in which one prevails for three thou-
sand years and then for another three thousand years the other prevails, until hades 
shall disappear, and the people shall be in perfect happiness, and the creator God 
shall have rest for a time (Is. Os. 45-47). This is such a striking parallel that we can 
hardly avoid the explanation that the Persian mythology of time was adopted here (cf. 
Collins 1975: 604–7), since it could appear to Jews as a perfect confirmation of their 
own view of a hebdomadic structure of the creation. The difficulty of extracting the 
early Zoroastrian views from the later Pahlavi sources is removed here by Plutarch’s 
account that shows, how Persian ideas could have been perceived in the west.
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4.4 The pattern of cosmic dualism in the Qumran 
sectarian texts

from the three patterns mentioned we have to distinguish the dualism proper to the 
Qumran sectarians. although texts such as 1Qs 3: 13–4: 26 and the War scroll (and 
even some of the aramaic priestly texts) were read in the community, or at least by 
some of their members, their respective patterns of dualism do not represent the 
actual dualistic thought pattern of the community as we can find it in some of the 
Qumran sectarian documents, e.g. in Cd 2: 2–13, in the liturgy of 1Qs 1: 16–3: 13, and 
in the curses of 4QBerakhot.

an important testimony is Cd 2: 2–13, a sapiential teaching that links the historical 
accounts of Cd 1: 1–2: 1 and Cd 2: 14–6: 11 and adopts some elements from the Treatise 
on the Two spirits (cf. lange 1995: 242). here, the sapiential idea of the pre-existent 
order of being is adapted to the community’s sectarian experience. The fundamental 
opposition is no more between the wise and the foolish, or between righteous and the 
wicked, but between those who have entered the covenant (berit: Cd 2: 2) and those 
who turn aside from the path, i.e., between members of the community and those 
outside awaiting the final judgment. as in the Treatise on the Two spirits, the share 
in one or the other group is predestined. and although the opposition is expressed 
in ethical terms, without any notion of angelic leaders, the passage should be read in 
the framework of the whole document: in Cd 5: 17–19 the struggle between Moses 
and aaron and the egyptian magicians Jannes and Jambres is depicted as the struggle 
between the Prince of light and belial. belial functions as the origin of temptation in 
israel’s history and presence (4: 13, 15; 12: 2) and as the angel of destruction punishing 
the wicked (8: 2–3; 19: 14). Thus, the sapiential tradition of an ethical dualism is clearly 
embedded into a reinforced cosmic dualism, with the division of humankind at the 
border of the community. Consequently, the idea of an ambivalence within the heart 
of any of the members is dropped.

The observations are confirmed by the liturgy for the covenantal ceremony in 1Qs 
1: 16–3:12. The passage is shaped by the opposition of God and belial (or their lots), 
with the liturgical blessings of the men of God’s lot (2: 1–4) and the curses on the men 
of belial’s lot (2: 4–10) explicitly quoted. The latter are fiercely accused and delivered 
to God’s wrath, and all the men of God’s lot are required to confirm this unanimously 
by their “amen” (1Qs 2: 10, 18). The introduction in 1Qs 1: 1–16 requires the “sons of 
light” to hate all the “sons of darkness.” so, there is absolutely no room for ambiguity, 
and any sign of doubt would be questioning the real share in God’s lot.

This is confirmed in other liturgical texts. in the collection of the berakhot 
(4Q280 and 286), curses are uttered by use of various names of opponents. in 
4Q286 7 ii 1–13, the “council of the community” accuses belial and “all the spirits 
of his lot” or the “lot of darkness.” The “sons of belial” are damned to punishment 
in the eternal pit. belial is called by names such as “the Wicked one” (l. 5), and 
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possibly “angel of the Pit” (l. 7) and “spirit of abaddon” (l. 7) (based on Milik’s 
reconstruction; but cf. 1Qha 11: 17). another curse (4Q280 2 2), to be uttered by the 
“sons of light,” is addressed to Malkireša, the group of people carrying out his plans 
and plotting against the covenant of God and “all those who refuse to enter.” here, 
the angelic leader is called by the name known from the Visions of amram. The 
curse, however, is quite similar to the curses against the belial’s lot in 1Qs 2: 4–25 
(kobelski 1981: 38–42).

This is also confirmed by exegetical texts. in the earliest preserved example of the 
“thematic midrashim,” the Melchizedek text (11QMelch), the patterns from the Vision 
of amram or also the War material seem to be adopted: Two angelic beings are men-
tioned, Melchizedek and belial. belial and “the spirits of his lot” (11QMelch 2: 12) are 
in rebellion against God’s precepts and molesting the people of Melchizedek’s lot (cf. 
2: 8). Melchizedek functions in a way similar to Michael in other texts (dan. 10: 13, 21; 
1QM 17: 5; 1 En. 20: 5; T. Dan. 6: 2; T. Levi 5), and possibly the author knew the Visions 
of amram where both seem to be identical. Melchizedek leads the hosts of angels 
against the forces of belial (11QMelch 2: 13–14), he acts as an agent of God’s final judg-
ment (2: 13) and proclaims God’s final release (2: 2–6, 15–16). There is no ethical dual-
ism in this text, and the focus is on the eschatological chronology (cf. the mention 
of a jubilee: 2: 7) and the idea that the present dominion of belial is finally abolished 
by the dominion of (Michael-)Melchizedek. The same structure is found in another 
text of the same genre, the Midrash on eschatology (4Q174 and 177). again, belial is 
portrayed as being responsible for the enmity against the “house of Judah” (4Q174 
2: 14; cf. Cd 4: 10–13), he has a “plan” (3: 8), to let stumble the “sons of light.” The com-
munity is mentioned in traditional (“the just”: 4: 4a) and technical terms (“men of the 
union”: 8: 1, 9: 10–11; “counsel of the union”: 10: 5) and labelled with dualistic terms 
such as “sons of light” (3: 8–9; 9: 7) or “lot of light” (10: 8), whereas its opponents are 
called “men of belial” (9: 4) or “sons of belial” (3: 8).

The texts of different genres demonstrate the changes with regards to the three tra-
ditional patterns of dualism: The most striking novelty is that the Qumran sectarians 
now considered themselves the “sons of light” or even “God’s lot” (1Qs 2: 2), whereas 
those who stayed apart from the community are considered the “lot of belial.” The 
border between the realms of God and belial or light and darkness is drawn not 
between israel and the nations, nor between the good and the wicked, but simply at 
the margin of the yaḥad, the community. The overall perspective is now a definitely 
sectarian one. This was prefigured in the sapiential texts according to which insight 
is only revealed to a small and limited group, but this kind of “sectarianism” differs 
from the views of the yaḥad. for the Qumran sectarians, the idea is unacceptable 
that there might still be some struggle or division within the heart of one of their 
members, so this element of the Treatise on the Two spirits is nowhere adopted in 
the sectarian texts, whereas the idea of divine predestination (1Qs 4: 22) or God 
casting the lot (1Qs 4: 26) was taken up intensively (cf. Cd 2: 7 adopting 1Qs 4: 22; 
1Qha 6: 11–12 and 4Q181 1 ii 5 adopting 1Qs 4: 26). Whereas the name of the opposing 
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angelic leader figures vary in the pre-sectarian texts, the opponent is now predomi-
nantly called belial.

Qumran sectarian dualism is, thus, a sheer cosmic dualism shaped by a division 
of humanity into those inside and those outside, characterized by metaphors of light 
and darkness and by the link with God (or an angelic leader) and belial. The present 
is considered the dominion of belial (1Qs 2: 19), but there is hope for his destruction 
and his lot, by the victory of God or his agents. but unlike the War scroll, the sectar-
ian texts are focussed not on a future battle but on the present situation of conflict 
and distress.

5. “this world and the world to 
come”: eschatological dualism in later 

apocalyptic writings (4 Ezra, 2 Bar.)

The most important documents of the later apocalyptic tradition are 4 Ezra and 2 
Baruch, both composed after the destruction of the second Temple and wrestling 
with the question why God has delivered israel into the hands of their enemies, the 
romans (cf. 4 Ezra 3: 30). This fundamental question shows initially that the world-
view of 4 Ezra is completely monotheistic and creation-oriented; that there is no 
room left for the activity of any satanic power that could be blamed for the suffering 
of God’s people. evil is primarily attributed to the evil heart within humans (3: 20), 
and ultimately to the transgression of adam (3: 21 and 7: 118); but the suffering of 
God’s people results from God’s delivering Jerusalem into the hands of its enemies 
(3: 27). in this respect, 4 Ezra is not dualistic at all, and the same is also true for 2 
Baruch.

There is, however another duality that can be considered here: the temporal dual-
ity between the present time and a time to come, or rather: the present world and 
a world to come. The programmatic phrase is: “God has created not one aeon but 
two” (4 Ezra 7:50), but the two aeons or worlds meant here are not parallel (as are 
heaven and earth in the book of Watchers), but in a temporal sequence: “this aeon” 
(4: 2, 27; 6: 9; 7: 12; 8: 1), “this time” (7: 113), “this world” (9: 19) or “the first world” 
(6: 55) and “the aeon to come” (7: 47), “the world to come” (8: 1) or also “the great 
aeon” (7: 13). at the appointed time, at the end of days (12: 32), the present world will 
come to an end, and the new world will appear. This is expressed in various ways in 
the visions of the book: in one vision (9: 26–10: 59), a mourning woman (Zion) is 
suddenly transfigured into a glorious city, i.e. the new Jerusalem which is thought to 
be already present in the divine realm and which is to be revealed at a certain point in 
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time (7: 26; cf. rev 21: 1). in much more detail, the sequence of events is described in 
4 Ezra 7: 26–44: after the present period of suffering and distress, when the predicted 
“signs” (often described as the “birth-pangs” of salvation) will come to pass, there will 
be first the time of the Messiah: The invisible city shall appear, and the hidden land 
shall be disclosed (7: 26), the Messiah will reveal himself and make the people happy 
for 400 years (7: 26; cf. rev. 20: 4–6). after that, the Messiah will die and all humans 
as well, and the world will return to silence for seven days. Then, after that, the (new) 
world will be roused, the earth will give back the dead, judgment will happen and 
take one “week of years” (7: 43). Thus, the aeon to come is the new eschatological age, 
radically separated from this world by the messianic period and providing the escha-
tological completion for the elect. This sequence of events is considered predestined 
and now revealed to ezra (7: 44). in 2 Baruch, there is also the expectation of a mes-
sianic kingdom, with paradise-like fruitfulness (29: 5–8; 73: 1–74: 1). Thereafter, this 
world comes to an end (40: 3), and a new aeon (thought of in spiritual, transcendent 
categories) will appear.

These views adopt and develop eschatological traditions known from the ear-
lier apocalyptic writings, especially the so-called “historical apocalypses”: dan 12: 1 
envisages a period of final and unsurpassed tribulation immediately before the final 
salvation. Texts such as 1 Enoch 99: 3–5 and 100: 1–6 mention numerous catastrophic 
alterations in nature and social life, and this is adopted in 4 Ezra 4: 51–5:13, 6: 13–24, 
and 8: 63–9: 6 or also in 2 Bar 25: 1–29: 2, 48: 30–37, and 70: 2–10. The juxtaposition 
between the period of distress and tribulation and the new world of everlasting peace 
is also present in the apocalypses of the earlier period, but the “dualistic” view that 
there are two “worlds” created to represent successive periods in history is expressed 
not before 4 Ezra, and the technical terms “this world” (‘olam haze)—“the world to 
come” (ʿ olam habaʾ  ) which are also most prominent in rabbinic texts, are also fully 
developed not before 4 Ezra, although a number of new Testament passages shows 
that the terms could be used and were understood already in the middle of the first 
century Ce.

6. the reception of apocalyptic dualism 
in early christian thought

early Christian Theology is not conceivable without the thorough impact of contem-
porary Jewish apocalypticism, or—at least—of some of its motifs. The thought world 
of the earthly Jesus of nazareth was strongly shaped by apocalyptic motifs and terms 
(cf. frey 2006), probably originally inspired by John the baptizer. Prominent con-
cepts and terms such as the “kingdom of God,” the “son of Man,” the eschatological 
judgment, the resurrection of the dead, the imagery of a struggle between a strong one 
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and an even stronger one, the imagery of an eschatological meal and the announce-
ment of an eschatological change of the situation of the poor, the hungry and the 
weeping in the earliest makarisms are all signs of a clearly apocalyptic thought world, 
and even the idea of the kingdom which is yet to come and—in his works—already 
present, attests to a reinforced rather than reduced apocalyptic viewpoint.

With the apocalyptic thought world, early Christian authors and texts also 
adopted various elements of apocalyptic dualism, although a direct borrowing, e.g. 
from Qumran, cannot be confirmed. as in Judaism, “dualism” can at most be “mod-
erate,” not “radical” or “absolute”: no power can be considered equal to God, the 
creator and ruler of the universe. Within these limits, different types of dualism were 
adopted: Cosmic dualism (God/Christ vs. satan), ethical (good vs. evil; spirit vs. 
flesh), and eschatological (final/eternal salvation or punishment) dualism.

Jesus reckoned with demonic spirits causing illness and destruction. They are 
considered to be subject to a governing power, “satan” (luke 10:  18; Mark 3: 23), 
or “beelzebul” (Mark 3:  22), although the concept is not totally consistent. new 
Testament texts rather stress the conviction, that satan’s power is already broken by 
the power of the kingdom, as made manifest in Jesus’ exorcisms. Paul refers to “satan” 
as one who tempts and deceives (1 Cor. 7: 5; 2 Cor. 2: 11), and he even calls him “the 
God of this aeon” (2 Cor. 4: 4; cf. also “beliar” in 2 Cor. 6: 15), but at the same time he 
is convinced that satan will be defeated shortly (rom. 16: 20). Post-Pauline epistles 
mention satan (or now the “diabolos”; cf. eph. 4: 27; 6: 11; 1 Tim. 3: 6–7, 1 Pet. 5: 8) as 
the one who stimulates heresy, sin and apostasy. Only Jude 6 and 2 Pet. 2: 4 adopt 
the tale of the fall of the angels (Genesis 6). Jude 9 furthermore adopts the struggle 
of Michael and the devil over Moses’ corpse from the lost ending of the Testament 
of Moses.

The Johannine writings are most thoroughly shaped by elements of dualistic lan-
guage. They not only mention opposing powers such as satan (John 13: 27) the diabo-
los (John 8: 44; 13: 2) and the “ruler of the/this world” (John 12: 31; 14: 30; 16: 11), whose 
power is considered to be broken in Jesus’ death (John 12: 31; cf. rev. 12: 9). even 
more significant is the intense use of pairs of opposites such as “light” / “darkness,” 
“truth” / “lie,” “death” / “life,” and “above” / “below.” This language was often thought 
to be adopted from a particular history-of-religions background, either Gnostic or 
Qumranian (thus Charlesworth 1968–9). but the differences are more remarkable 
than the similarities. The various terms point to different backgrounds, and they are 
used in John with a particular rhetorical intention to draw readers from darkness to 
light (frey 2008), rather than as a fixed world view.

The notion of a satanic adversary is most fully developed in the only apocalyp-
tic writing in the new Testament, in revelation, where satan’s “names” are accu-
mulated (12: 9), he and his host are said to face eternal punishment (20: 10), but at 
present they have the permission to harm the Christians (12: 12–17). even here, the 
“dualism” is a very moderate one: all evil powers are subject to and limited by the 
power of the one God. dualistic concepts are rather used to qualify the enemies of 
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the communities, the roman power as well as the synagogue (rev. 2: 9; 3: 9), the 
Jews, and also deviant or “heretic” Christians. Thus 1 and 2 John explicitly draw on 
the concept of an “antichrist,” and label the deviant teachers as “antichrist(s)” (2 
John 7; cf. 1 John 2: 18; 4: 3).

This survey of the reception of dualistic concepts in early Christian texts shows how 
deeply early Christianity is indebted to Jewish concepts, and not least to the apoca-
lyptic thought world. The views of eschatological opponents, the idea of demonic 
spirits, the concept of a struggle with evil or misleading powers, the expectation of 
the end and a world to come (cf. rev. 21) and the eschatological division between 
those who will be saved and those who will be rejected are all traces of concepts from 
the dualisms developed in early Jewish apocalypticism.

Bibliography

alexander, Philip s. (1999), “demonology of the dead sea scrolls” in P. flint and J. C. 
Vanderkam, eds, The Dead Sea Scrolls After Fifty Years, vol. 2. leiden: brill, pp. 331–53.

——(2011). “The dualism of heaven and earth in early Jewish literature and its implications” 
in a. lange et  al., eds, Light Against Darkness. Dualism in Ancient Mediterranean 
Religion and the Contemporary World. Journal of ancient Judaism. supplements 
2. Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & ruprecht, pp. 169–85.

bianchi, Ugo (1983). Il dualismo religioso: Saggio storico ed etnologico. nuovi saggi 86. 2nd ed. 
rome: ateneo.

——and Yuri stoyanov (2005). “dualism” in Encyclopedia of Religion. 2nd ed., vol. 
4. detroit: Macmillan, pp. 2504–17.

Charlesworth, James h. (1968–9), “a Critical Comparison of the dualism in 1Qs 3:13–4:26 
and the dualism contained in the Gospel of John.” NTS 15: 389–418.

Collins, John J. (1975). “The Mythology of holy War in daniel and the Qumran War scroll.” 
VT 25: 596–612.

—— (1997). Apocalypticism in the Dead Sea Scrolls. london: routledge.
——(1998), The Apocalyptic Imagination. 2nd ed., Grand rapids, Mi: eerdmans.
dimant, devorah (1998). “dualism at Qumran: new Perspectives” in J. h. Charlesworth, ed., 

Caves of Enlightenment: Proceedings of the American Schools of Oriental Research Dead Sea 
Scrolls Jubilee Symposium (1947–1997). richmond hill, Tx: bibal, pp. 55–73.

duhaime, Jean (1987). “dualistic reworking in the scrolls from Qumran.” CBQ 49: 32–56.
——(2000), “dualism” in l. h. schiffman and J. C. Vanderkam, eds., Encyclopedia of the Dead 

Sea Scrolls, vol. 1. Oxford: Oxford University Press, pp. 215–20.
——(2004). The War Texts: 1QM and Related Manuscripts. london: T&T Clark.
frey, Jörg (1997). “different Patterns of dualistic Thought in the Qumran library” in Moshe 

bernstein, florentino Garcia Martinez, and John kampen, eds, Legal Texts and Legal 
Issues. sTdJ 23. leiden: brill, pp. 275–335.

——(2002). “flesh and spirit in the Palestinian Jewish sapiential Tradition and in the Qumran 
Texts. an inquiry into the background of Pauline Usage” in C. hempel, a. lange, and h. 
lichtenberger, eds, The Wisdom Texts from Qumran and the Development of Sapiential 
Thought. beTl 159. leuven: Peeters, pp. 367–404.



292  Jörg Frey

——(2006).”die apokalyptik als herausforderung der neutestamentlichen Wissenschaft. 
Zum Problem: Jesus und die apokalyptik” in M. becker and M. öhler, eds, Apokalyptik als 
Herausforderung neutestamentlicher Theologie. WUnT ii/214. Tübingen: Mohr siebeck, 
pp. 23–94.

—— (2007). “die bedeutung der Qumran-funde für das Verständnis der apokalyptik im 
frühjudentum und im Urchristentum“ in J. frey and M. becker, eds, Apokalyptik und 
Qumran. einblicke 10. Paderborn: bonifatius-Verlag, pp. 11–62.

—— (2008), “recent Perspectives on Johannine dualism and its background” in ruth 
Clements and daniel r. schwartz, eds, Text, Thought, and Practice in Qumran and Early 
Christianity. sTdJ 84. leiden: brill, pp. 127–157.

—— (2010). ‘On the Origins of the Genre of the “literary Testament: farewell discourses in 
the Qumran library and their relevance for the history of the genre.” in k. berthelot and 
d. stoekl ben ezra (eds.), Qumranica Aramaica. The Aramaic Texts from Qumran. leiden 
and boston: brill, pp. 345-375.

—— (2011). “Qumran research and biblical scholarship in Germany,” in devorah dimant 
(ed.), The Dead Sea Scrolls in Scholarly Perspective. A  History of Research. leiden and 
boston: brill, pp. 529-564.

—— (2013). “dualism iii:  Greco-roman antiquity, iV:  new Testament, V:  Judaism,” 
in Encyclopedia of the Bible and Its Reception, vol. 7. berlin and new York: de Gruyter, 
col. 51–56.

Goff, Matthew (2003). The Worldly and Heavenly Wisdom of 4QInstruction. sTdJ 50. 
leiden: brill.

—— (2010). “looking for sapiential dualism at Qumran” in G. G. xeravits, ed., Dualism in 
Qumran. lsTs 76. london and new York: T&T Clark, pp. 20–38.

harrington, daniel J. (1994), “Wisdom at Qumran.” in. e. Ulrich and J. C. Vanderkam (eds.), 
The Community of the Renewed Covenant. Notre Dame: notre dame University Press, pp. 
137–152.

heger, Paul (2010). “another look at dualism in Qumran Writings” in G. G. xeravits, ed., 
Dualism in Qumran. lsTs 76. london and new York: T&T Clark, pp. 39–101.

hempel, Charlotte (2010). “The Treatise on the Two spirits and the literary history of the 
rule of the Community” in G. G. xeravits, ed., Dualism in Qumran. lsTs 76. london and 
new York: T&T Clark, pp. 102–20.

hultgård, anders (1995). “Mythe et histoire dans l’iran ancien: etude de quelques thèmes dans 
le bahman Yašt” in G. Widengren, a. hultgård, and M. Philonenko, eds, Apocalyptique 
Iranienne et Dualisme Qoumrânien. Paris: Maisonneuve, pp. 63–162.

hultgren, stephen (2007). From the Damascus Document to Covenant of the 
Community: Literary, Historical, and Theological Studies in the Dead Sea Scrolls. sTdJ 66. 
leiden: brill.

huppenbauer, hans Walter (1959). Der Mensch zwischen zwei Welten: Der Dualismus der 
Texte von Qumran (Höhle I) und der Damaskusfragmente. Ein Beitrag zur Vorgeschichte des 
Evangeliums. aTanT 34. Zürich: Zwingli Verlag.

hyde, Thomas (1700). Historia Religionis Veterum Persarum. Oxford: e Theatro sheldoniano.
kobelski, P. J. (1981). Melchizedek and Melchireša῾. Washington d.  C.:  Catholic biblical 

association.
lange, armin (1995). Weisheit und Prädestination: W eisheitliche Urordnung und Prädestination 

in den Textfunden von Qumran. sTdJ 18. leiden: brill.



Apocalyptic Dualism   293

—— (2002). “die Weisheitstexte aus Qumran: eine einleitung” in C. hempel, a. lange, and 
h. lichtenberger, eds, The Wisdom Texts from Qumran and the Development of Sapiential 
Thought. beTl 159. leuven: Peeters, pp. 3–30.

leonhardt-balzer, Jutta (2010). “dualism” in J. J. Collins and d. harlow, eds., The Eerdmans 
Dictionary of Early Judaism. Grand rapids: eerdmans, pp. 553–6.

—— (2010). “evil, dualism and Community: Who/What did the Yahad not Want To be?” in 
G. G. xeravits, ed., Dualism in Qumran. lsTs 76. london and new York: T&T Clark, pp. 
121–47.

Mattila, sharon lea (1994). “Two Contrasting eschatologies at Qumran (4Q246 vs 1QM).” 
Biblica 75: 518–38.

Metso, sarianna (1997). The Textual Development of the Qumran Community Rule. leiden: brill.
Milik, Jozef T. (1972). “4Q visions de ‘amram et une citation d’Origène”. RB 79: 77–97.
Meyers, erik M. (2011). “from Myth to apocalyptic: dualism in the hebrew bible” in a. lange 

et al., eds, Light Against Darkness. Dualism in Ancient Mediterranean Religion and the 
Contemporary World. Journal of ancient Judaism. supplements 2. Göttingen: Vandenhoeck 
& ruprecht, pp. 92–106.

Miller, Patrick lee (2011). “Greek Philosophical dualism” in a. lange et al., eds, Light Against 
Darkness. Dualism in Ancient Mediterranean Religion and the Contemporary World. Journal 
of ancient Judaism. supplements 2. Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & ruprecht, pp. 107–144.

nickelsburg, George W.  e. (2001), 1 Enoch 1:  A  Commentary on the Book of 1 Enoch, 
Chapters 1–36;81–108. hermeneia. Minneapolis: fortress.

Osten-sacken, Peter von der (1969). Gott und Belial. Traditionsgeschichtliche Untersuchungen 
zum Dualismus in den Texten aus Qumran. sUnT 6. Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & ruprecht.

Popovic, Mladen (2010). “light and darkness in the Treatise on the Two spirits (1Qs iii 13–
iV 26) and in 4Q168” in G. G. xeravits, ed., Dualism in Qumran. lsTs 76. london and 
new York: T&T Clark, pp. 148–65.

rey, Jean-sébastien (2009). 4QInstruction: Sagesse et eschatologie. sTdJ 81. leiden: brill.
schofield, alison (2009). From Qumran to the Yahad: A New Paradigm of Textual Development 

for The Community Rule. sTdJ 77. leiden: brill, 2009.
schultz, brian (2010). “Compositional layers in the War scroll (1QM)” in d. k. falk et al., 

eds, Qumran Cave 1 Revisited: Texts from Cave 1 Sixty Years after Their Discovery. sTdJ 91. 
leiden: brill, pp. 153–65.

segal, alan f. (1977). Two Powers in Heaven: Early Rabbinic Reports about Christianity and 
Gnosticism. leiden: brill, 1977.

—— (1987). “dualism in Judaism, Christianity, and Gnosticism” in The Other Judaisms of Late 
Antiquity. bJs 127. atlanta: scholars, pp. 1–40.

shaked, shaul (1994). Dualism in Transformation:  Varieties of Religion in Sasanian Iran. 
london: school of Oriental and african studies.

skjærvø, Prods Oktor (2011). “Zoroastrian dualism” in a. lange et al., eds, Light Against 
Darkness. Dualism in Ancient Mediterranean Religion and the Contemporary World. 
Journal of ancient Judaism. supplements 2.  Göttingen:  Vandenhoeck & ruprecht, 
pp. 55–91.

stuckenbruck, loren T. (2004). “The Origins of evil in Jewish apocalyptic Tradition” in C. 
auffahrt and l. T. stuckenbruck, eds, The Fall of the Angels. Themes in biblical narrative 
6. leiden: brill, pp. 87–118.

—— (2011). “The interiorization of dualism within the human being in second Temple 
Judaism: The Treatise of the Two spirits (1Qs iii:  13–iV:26) in its Tradition-historical 



294  Jörg Frey

Context” in a. lange et al., eds, Light Against Darkness. Dualism in Ancient Mediterranean 
Religion and the Contemporary World. Journal of ancient Judaism. supplements 
2. Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & ruprecht, pp. 145–168.

Tigchelaar, eibert (2009), “ ‘spiritual People,’ ‘fleshly spirit,’ and ‘Visiion of 
Meditation’: reflections on 4QInstruction and 1 Corinthians,” in: f. García Martínez, ed., 
Echoes From the Caves: Qumran and the New Testament. studies in the Texts of the desert 
of Judah 85. leiden: brill, pp. 103–118.

Widengren, Geo (1995). “introduction generale:  les Juifs et les iraniens à l’époque des 
Parthes” in G. Widengren, a. hultgård, and M. Philonenko, eds, Apocalyptique Iranienne 
et Dualisme Qoumrânien. Paris: Maisonneuve, pp. 1–21.

Wildberger, hans (1954). “der dualismus in der Qumranschriften.” Asiatische Studien 8: pp. 
163–77.

  



ChaPTer 17

Apo cAlyptic 
ethicS And 

BehAVior

dale C. allisOn, Jr.

What were the practical implications of belief in the near approach of the eschato-
logical end for early Jews and Christians? What difference, for ethics and day-to-day 
life, did it make? from one point of view, very little. 2 baruch, to illustrate, clearly 
insists that the youth of the world is past, that times have run their course, that the 
consummation is near (85:10–11). at the very same time, the book repeatedly appeals 
to Torah, presuming it to be the ethical standard of the recipients (e.g., 3:7; 38:2; 66:5; 
77:15; cf. henze 2008). 2 baruch’s moral teaching is, further, utterly conventional: it 
opposes idolatry (14:5; 62:1–2; 66:2), pride (49:40), and harassment of the poor (48:38) 
while it commends faith (54:5, 16, 21), patience (59:6), and honesty (63:1). in addition, 
2 baruch can refer to “evil” (e.g., 1:2; 40:1; 44:9; 54:21), “sin” (e.g., 1:3; 9:1; 24:1), and the 
divine “ways” (e.g., 14:5) without explanation. Obviously the apocalypse presupposes 
and reinforces common, widespread moral ideals.

This should not surprise. The nearness of the end does not of itself generate imper-
atives. On the contrary, one’s response to anticipated events depends upon convic-
tions already held. The present writer knows an individual who claims that he would 
commit certain criminal acts if he really thought that he had little time left, because 
then he would not have to suffer the consequences. everything depends upon one’s 
antecedent beliefs; and the law and the prophets were formative for antecedent beliefs 
of early Jews and Christians. Thus 1 enoch 108:1 commends those who keep the law in 
the last days, while the Jesus of the synoptics, who proclaims the near advent of God’s 
kingdom, sums up his moral demand by quoting two imperatives from the Torah—
love God (deut 6:5) and love neighbor (lev 19:18; Mark 10:30–31).
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impending Judgment

This, however, is only one side of things. People regularly fail to live up to the stan-
dards of their religious education, so those who deem themselves responsible to instill 
and uphold those standards always seek ways of adding motivation. One common 
strategy is to remind individuals of their mortality. This explains the saying attrib-
uted to rabbi eliezer in b Šabb 153a: “repent one day before your death.” because the 
moment of one’s passing, being unpredictable, can come at any time, the reasonable 
thing is to prepare for death each and every day. Josephus unfolds the eschatological 
doctrine that the Talmud presupposes: “The good are made better in their lifetime 
by the hope of a reward after death, and the passions of the wicked are restrained 
by the fear that, even though they escape detection while alive, they will undergo 
never-ending punishment after their decease” (JW 2.157).

belief in the nearness of the end—the collective end of apocalyptic expectation—
serves the same psychological function and so has a similar utility. human beings 
pay more attention to things that are near than to things that are far, temporally as 
well as spatially. if, then, the end is presumed to be far off, one may incline to give it 
little thought. if, to the contrary, one honestly believes the end to be nigh, and if one’s 
religious tradition envisages that end as involving a judgment of all, being unpre-
pared for it right now would be folly. in this way, imminent eschatological expec-
tation, the fear of retribution and the hope of reward, can foster a “psychological 
imminence” (McGinn 1995: 60) and effectively counter religious complacency and 
procrastination.

This is the logic of Mark 1:14–15:  “now after John was arrested, Jesus came to 
Galilee, proclaiming the good news of God, and saying, ‘The time is fulfilled, and the 
kingdom of God has come near; repent, and believe in the good news.’ ” here it is pre-
cisely the nearness of the kingdom that grounds the call for moral reformation (Mark 
1:4; 6:12). so too in Matt 25:1–13, the parable of the ten bridesmaids: those who enter 
into the wedding banquet are those who are “awake,” that is, religiously prepared for 
the eschatological events with their attendant judgment. Those who do not enter are 
the unprepared.

rom 13:11–14 holds more of the same: “You know what time it is, how it is now 
the moment for you to wake from sleep. for salvation is nearer to us now than when 
we became believers; the night is far gone, the day is near. let us then lay aside the 
works of darkness and put on the armor of light; let us live honorably as in the day, 
not in reveling and drunkenness, not in debauchery and licentiousness, not in quar-
relling and jealousy. instead, put on the lord Jesus Christ, and make no provision 
for the flesh, to gratify its desires.” Paul’s insistence that the eschatological day is near 
entails—because Paul anticipates a great judgment that will reward the righteous and 
punish the wicked—that one should live honorably, avoid too much drink, forsake 
sexual immorality, abandon quarrels, and eradicate jealousy.
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This notion of a general assize is, in the ancient sources, the constant companion 
of belief in a looming end. Thus the remark, in 2 bar 85:10, that “the youth of the 
world is past,” and that “the times have run their course and the end is very near,” is 
immediately preceded by this: “let us prepare ourselves to take possession . . . and to 
have rest with our fathers and not be in torment with our enemies” (85:9); and 85:10 
is immediately followed by this: “Prepare yourselves, so that when you have finished 
your journey and leave the ship, you may find rest and may not be condemned when 
you go away” (85:11).1

beyond reinforcing, in a general way, desired behavior, depictions of the last judg-
ment can also promote specific ethical teaching. in the apocalypse of Zephaniah, 
the seer sees a scroll on which all of his sins are written. he observes: “if i did not go 
to visit a sick man or widow, i found it written down as a shortcoming on my manu-
script. if i did not visit an orphan, it was found written down as a shortcoming on my 
manuscript. a day on which i did not fast (or) pray in the time of prayer i found writ-
ten down as a failing upon my manuscript. and a day when i did not turn to the sons 
of israel—since it is a shortcoming—i found written down upon my manuscript” 
(7:1–7).

even more detailed is the picture of the final judgment in Matt 25:31–46. Those 
who enter the kingdom of heaven are those who feed the hungry, give drink to the 
thirsty, welcome strangers, clothe the naked, care for the sick, and visit prisoners. 
Those who depart into “the eternal fire prepared for the devil and his angels” are those 
who fail to undertake such tasks. so here a vision of the end-time judgment instructs, 
in some detail, how one should behave in the present. One understands the evalua-
tion of r. h. Charles (1913: 2:ix): “apocalyptic was essentially ethical.”

detachment from worldly Values

so far we have seen the obvious, that imminent eschatological expectation, with its 
idea of a coming judgment, can serve, in early Jewish and Christian sources, to teach 
and reinforce moral traditions. but this scarcely exhausts the behavioral consequence 
of apocalyptic expectation. While belief in a near end cannot create a moral tradition, 
it often highlights, enlarges, or revises certain elements within a moral tradition. This 
is because the expectation of a new world entails the end of the present world and of 
its conventional customs and social arrangements; and if those customs and arrange-
ments are soon to go, one’s present way of life can hardly continue as ever. One rather 
is strongly encouraged to become, in anticipation, less tied to the present state of the 
world.2 it is illustrative that, as soon as the Markan Jesus calls for repentance in the 
light of the near end (1:14–15), he enjoins four men to abandon their livelihoods and 
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families and follow him (1:16–20). The coming kingdom, which will overturn cur-
rent social arrangements, inevitably trumps the world as it is now, for “whatever is 
now, is nothing. but what is to be will be very great. for everything corruptible will 
pass away, and everything mortal will pass away” (2 bar 44:8–9). behavior will adjust 
accordingly. 1 Cor 7:31 exhorts: “let those who deal with the world be as though they 
had no dealings with it.” here is the counsel in the Christian appendix to 4 ezra:

behold the calamities draw near, and are not delayed . . . . Prepare for battle, and in 
the midst of the calamities be like strangers on the earth. let him that sells be like 
one who will flee; let him that buys be like one who will lose; let him that does busi-
ness be like one who will not make a profit; and let him that builds a house be like one 
who will not live in it; let him that sows be like one who will not reap; so also him that 
prunes the vines, like one who will not gather the grapes; them that marry, like those 
who will have no children; and them that do not marry, like those that are widowed. 
(16:37–44)

Convictions akin to these appear to have animated John the baptist. sayings in 
Matthew and luke have him warning of “the wrath to come” and of the fires of judg-
ment (Matt 3:7, 10, 12 = luke 3:7, 9, 17). They depict him calling people to repent (Matt 
3:8 = luke 3:8). and they recall him anticipating the intervention of a spectacular 
messianic or eschatological judge (Matt 3:11–12 = luke 3:16–17; cf. Mark 1:1–8). at 
the same time, the baptist seems to have been a sort of ascetic. The synoptics place 
him in the wilderness (Matt 3:1; 11:7; Mark 1:3–4; luke 3:2, 4; 7:24). They relate that he 
eschewed fine raiment (Matt 11:8 = luke 7:25), strangely clothing himself with camel’s 
hair (Matt 3:4; Mark 1:6), and further that his peculiar diet consisted of locusts and 
wild honey (Matt 3:4; Mark 1:6). Mark 2:18, moreover, presupposes that his followers 
engaged in supererogatory fasting, and Matt 11:18 = luke 7:33 says that he came eat-
ing no bread and drinking no wine. There is, beyond all this, no hint that John had 
a wife, and Christian tradition has always presumed that he had none. in sum, then, 
the baptist was an apocalyptic prophet, and he exhibited unusual personal austerity.

The two facts can hardly be unrelated. not only does Matthew deem it appropri-
ate to put the content of Mark 1:15 on the lips of the baptist—“repent, for the king-
dom of heaven is at hand”—but the link between behavior and eschatology otherwise 
belongs to the tradition about John. in Matt 3:7–10 = luke 3:7–9, John calls hearers to 
bear fruits befitting repentance precisely because “even now the ax is laid to the root 
of the trees.” here the nearness of the judgment should move people to alter their 
behavior. so John embodied his own proclamation; that is, he behaved in a manner 
consistent with his call to repentance, solemnly preparing for divine intervention, 
dedicating himself to his mission by distancing himself from the present world order 
with its ordinary pleasures and obligations.

We find something similar with the Jewish sectarians known as the essenes 
(who should probably be associated with the dead sea scrolls; see Taylor 2010). 
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according to Josephus, they despised riches (JW 2.122), took food only according 
to “the demands of nature” (JW 2.133), and shunned pleasure as though it were a 
vice, regarding “temperance and the control of the passions as a special virtue” (JW 
2.120). in line with this, the astrological physiognomy, 4Q186, depicts a son of light 
as thin and lean, a son of darkness as thick and fat. furthermore, Philo (in eusebius, 
Praep ev 8.11) and Pliny (nh 5.17) state that the essenes were unmarried. Given 
that the scrolls at points presuppose marriage (e.g., 1Qsa; 4Q265), one guesses that 
there was diversity within the movement, so that only some—“those who walk in 
the perfection of holiness” (Cd 6.4–5)—practiced celibacy (note Josephus, JW 2.120; 
ant 18.21). Or perhaps members sometimes lived as married couples until a certain 
age, after which they became celibates. Or maybe an earlier group with exclusively 
celibate adherents later came to admit married members. Whatever the truth on that 
particular matter, the essenes’ location in the inhospitable desert, their simple dress, 
and their avoidance of luxuries (such as oil) were part of what we may fairly call an 
ascetical program.

although Philo, Josephus, and Pliny fail to remark that eschatology was a motivat-
ing factor in all this, the scrolls reveal that apocalyptic expectation was at the heart 
of what they were all about (Collins 1997), and it seems altogether likely that the 
essenes’ asceticism was related to such expectation. indeed, one naturally infers that 
the expectation of soon participating in an eschatological holy war (see 1QM) was a 
contributing factor to sexual abstinence (steiner 1971: 24–27; Cross 1980: 98–99), this 
because such abstinence was a common practice of holy war (deut 23:10–11; 1 sam 
21:4–5; 2 sam 11:11), and the Qumran sectarians, who organized themselves along the 
lines of a military hierarchy, were preparing for the final battle, in which the unclean 
could not participate (1QM 7.3–5; note deut 23:10–11; lev 15:16). The evaluation of 
steven fraade (1986: 267) seems correct:

The Qumran group understood itself to be living in the last days of the present age, 
awaiting a final battle between itself (“the sons of light”) and the forces of darkness, 
in which the latter would be destroyed and the world would be restored to the rule of 
God’s spirit, messianically embodied. Thus, their disciplined way of life was intended 
to ensure their constant preparedness, individually and communally, for that seismic 
event, for which they would provide the ranks of pure, holy warriors.

apocalyptic expectation led many to discount, with the last judgment in mind, the 
importance of money and/or rail against those who seek and put their trust in mate-
rial wealth. The nT book of James supplies a typical instance. 5:7–9 insists that “the 
coming of the lord is near” and that “the judge is standing at the doors.” These asser-
tions immediately follow 4:13–5:6, two paragraphs that denounce the boasting arro-
gance of traveling merchants and condemn the “rich,” who have lived in luxury and 
in pleasure: they are headed for “a day of slaughter.” elsewhere in James, the poor 
are recipients of divine blessing and will be exalted and rewarded by receiving the 
kingdom of God (1:9; 2:5) whereas the rich are identified as those who oppress the 
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righteous and blaspheme and will accordingly be brought low, presumably at the final 
judgment (1:10–11; 2:6–7).

equally insistent is the epistle of enoch (1 en 92:1–5; 93:11–14; 94:1–105:2). it is not 
just that, in this text, money has no real value (96:4): it is that wealth will be of no 
assistance at the approaching judgment. indeed, its possession in this world appears 
to be a sign that one will be punished in the age to come:

Woe to you, who gain gold and silver without righteousness; and you will say, “We 
have become rich with riches and we have and have acquired possessions. and let 
us do everything that we wish, for we have treasured up silver in our treasuries and 
many goods in our houses, and they are poured out like water.” You are in error, for 
your wealth will not remain, but quickly (it will go away) from you because you have 
acquired everything unjustly, and you will be delivered over to a great curse. (Gk. 
94:8–10 stuckenbruck 2007; cf. 98:2–3)

in the end, wealth will not save (100:6), and those who love God are wise enough to 
know this, so they love neither silver nor gold or “any goods of this world” (108:8).

early christianity according to Acts

The distance between words and real life can be considerable. so it is one thing to 
write or hear a text that denigrates wealth, quite another to live in the light of such 
denigration. is there, then, evidence that real people, in the grip of apocalyptic expec-
tation, tried to live as much as possible as though money did not matter? beyond 
the essenes and John the baptist, introduced above, luke-acts seems to incorporate 
relevant memories. This two-volume work contains not only the candid recollection 
that early followers of Jesus mistakenly expected the end at any moment (luke 19:11; 
acts 1:6; 3:19–21) but also the tradition that “all who believed were together and had 
all things in common; they would sell their possessions and goods and distribute the 
proceeds to all, as any had need” (acts 3:44–45).

That the selling of possessions was not unrelated to belief in a near end is quite 
likely given that the earliest Christians included followers of Jesus, who was remem-
bered as calling some to do without money on eschatological grounds. in Matt 
6:19–20 = luke 12:33–34, he commands followers not to store up treasures on the 
earth, where moth and rust consume and where thieves break in. They are rather 
to store up treasures in heaven. in Matt 10:7–10 and luke 9:1–3, those who urgently 
proclaim the coming kingdom of God are to take no money or coins for their jour-
ney: the message is eschatological, the action envisaged dispossession of wealth. in 
Mark 10:23–25, the problem with being rich is that it prevents one from entering the 
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kingdom of God. in each of these texts, the deprecation of money has an eschato-
logical motive.

it is altogether natural that Jesus, expecting the kingdom in his lifetime, asked 
at least a few to give away money and goods, instructed others not to worry about 
food and clothing (Matt 6:25–33 = luke 12:22–31), and himself abandoned work and 
family, so that he had no place to lay his head (Matt 8:19–20 = luke 9:57–58). What 
is the point of earning money if the present world is soon to pass away? if the end is 
near, and if one’s mission in the little time left is of supreme importance, giving up the 
pursuit of mammon will seem both incumbent and prudent. The evil generation of 
noah’s day was reckless to carry on as always when unprecedented disaster was in the 
offing (luke 17:26–27).

Apocalyptic celibacy

no less striking than the denigration of money are the ways in which apocalyp-
tic expectation sometimes emended customary sexual behavior. We have already 
remarked upon the practice of celibacy among at least some essenes and noted the 
likelihood that John the baptist lived alone. also perhaps relevant is rev 14:4, which 
identifies the 144,000 redeemed as those “who have not defiled themselves with 
women, for they are virgins; they follow the lamb wherever he goes.” it is not obvious 
that these words should be given figurative sense. however that may be, a conspicu-
ous example of celibacy motivated by expectation of the near end appears in both 1 
Corinthians and in the traditions about Jesus. The argument in 1 Cor 7:25–32 unfolds 
this way:

now concerning virgins, i have no command of the lord, but i give my opinion as 
one who by the lord’s mercy is trustworthy. i think that, in view of the impending 
crisis, it is well for you to remain as you are. are you bound to a wife? do not seek to 
be free. are you free from a wife? do not seek a wife. but if you marry, you do not sin, 
and if a virgin marries, she does not sin. Yet those who marry will experience distress 
in this life, and i would spare you that. i mean, brothers and sisters, the appointed 
time has grown short; from now on, let even those who have wives be as though they 
had none, and those who mourn as though they were not mourning, and those who 
rejoice as though they were not rejoicing, and those who buy as though they had no 
possessions, and those who deal with the world as though they had no dealings with 
it. for the present form of this world is passing away.
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Paul could not be clearer: the married should, because of “the impending crisis,” stay 
married, and the single should stay single. The “crisis” is the tribulation of the latter 
days, which has come or is impending. as Paul writes: “the appointed time has grown 
short,” that is, “the form of this world is passing away.” his council is all the more 
intelligible in view of those sources that anticipate that the eschatological distress 
will be especially arduous for the married (Pitre 2001): entering marriage as the end 
approaches would make little sense (cf. Tertullian, De cultu fem 2.9; this cites Paul’s 
warnings of a near end in 1 Cor 7.29–30 to commend celibacy, modesty in dress, and 
abstention from meat and wine).

The Jesus tradition offers something similar. The saying in Matt 19:12 declares 
that there are three sorts of eunuchs—those from birth, those made such by oth-
ers, and those who, “for the sake of the kingdom of heaven,” have made themselves 
such. This logion appears not to counsel literal castration but rather to defend 
the self-imposed discipline of refraining from marriage and sexual intercourse. 
in addition, the justification has to do with “the kingdom of heaven.” The mean-
ing is probably causal: some people—presumably Jesus and some of his immedi-
ate circle—have made themselves eunuchs because the approach of the kingdom 
requires of them a service that they might otherwise be unable to fulfill satisfac-
torily. in other words, these individuals have decided to refrain from marriage for 
the sake of their vocation on behalf of the one thing needful, the kingdom. The 
vocation likely envisaged is mission: eunuchs for the sake of the kingdom of God 
are heralds of the approaching order, whose task is to prepare people for its com-
ing, so much so that they have no time for the ordinary responsibilities of wife and 
children.

although denigrating money and qualifying the commandment to procreate may 
be the most obvious and striking ways in which ancient apocalyptic expectation 
altered the daily lives of some Jews and Christians, they were far from being the only 
ways. The remaining sections of this essay list seven additional patterns of behavior 
that suggest the effects of this expectation.

physical Austerity

an apocalyptic outlook seemingly affected the diet of certain individuals. John the 
baptist purportedly subsisted on locusts and honey (Mark 1:6), and Josephus, as 
already noted, asserted that the essenes consumed just enough food and drink for 
“the demands of nature” (JW 2.133). he also claims that their “cook sets before each 
one plate with a single course” (JW 2.130). it is striking, moreover, how often, in lit-
erature with a near expectation, one runs across supererogatory fasting. sometimes, 
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to be sure, extended fasting appears to be a method for inducing visionary experi-
ences, as in dan 9:3; 10:2–3; 4 ezra 5:13, 20; 6:31, 35; 2 bar 9:2; 12:5; 20:5; and apoc 
abr 9:7. but in other cases fasting is independent of such experience, as in Ps sol 
3:8; Matt 4:2; 6:16–18; Mark 2:20; luke 2:37; acts 13:2–3; apoc elijah 1:18–22; Mart 
isa 2:7–11. Particularly suggestive is 1 en 108:8–9: those “who love God have loved 
neither gold nor silver, nor all the good things which are in the world, but have given 
over their bodies to suffering—who from the time of their very being have not longed 
after earthly food, and who regarded themselves as a mere passing breath.” This sug-
gests some sort of dietary restriction motivated by the approaching consummation. 
Perhaps related is T Mos 9.6–10.1, where fasting precedes violent deaths that God will 
avenge immediately when “his kingdom will appear throughout all his creation.” One 
recalls Joel 1:13–16, which counsels fasting, prayer, and sackcloth as the day of the 
lord draws near, as well as the medieval flagellants, whose austerities were part and 
parcel of their apocalyptic expectation.

missionary urgency

luther, in the late 1520s, was sufficiently persuaded of the nearness of the end that 
he hastened to complete his translation of the bible into German, so that it might be 
spread abroad quickly in the remaining time. long before that, Patrick of ireland’s 
sense of the impending eschatological judgment nurtured his evangelistic zeal. The 
strong missionary impulse in early Christianity presumably had, in part, a similar 
motivation. in luke 10:4, the disciples are told to greet no one on the road when 
they are on their missionary journey. The anomalous command imparts tremen-
dous urgency: the task at hand is so pressing that one cannot even take time for a 
conventional greeting. What explains such single-mindedness? The larger context, 
which tells us the content of the disciples’ proclamation, supplies the most probable 
answer: “The kingdom of God has come upon you” (10:9). The missionaries are in 
such a hurry because the kingdom is almost here.

in like manner, Matt 10:23 declares that Jesus’ disciples will not have finished 
going through all the towns of israel before the son of man comes. although the 
tradition-history and interpretation of this verse are much disputed, mission and 
a Naherwartung are here closely linked, as they are also in Mark 13:10 and Matt 
24:14: “this good news of the kingdom will be proclaimed throughout the world, as a 
testimony to all the nations; and then the end will come.” Perhaps in the background 
of Mark 13:10 and Matt 24:14 is the expectation that repentance will herald the end 
(see allison 1985) or that the end would come when the number of elect has been 
fulfilled (1 en 47:4; 4 ezra 4:36; 2 bar 30:2–3; rev 6:11).
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the gentiles and conversion

eschatological expectation had something to do with the origin of the Christian 
mission to Gentiles. although a few Jewish texts envisage the end-time destruction 
of the nations (e.g., Jubilees), others look forward to the Gentiles worshipping the 
God of israel (e.g., isa 2:1–3; 25:6; 60:6; Zech 8:23; 1 en 91:14; Ps sol 17:31). Moreover, 
Jews who expected Gentiles to be saved at the end seemingly did not expect them 
to enter the covenant with abraham. They rather looked “to the nations’ spiri-
tual, and hence moral, ‘conversion’: Gentiles at the end turn from idolatry (and 
the sins associated with it) and turn to the living God. but moral conversion is 
not halachic conversion; and non-idolatrous Gentiles are Gentiles none the less. 
When God establishes his kingdom, then, these two groups will together constitute 
‘his people’: israel, redeemed from exile, and the Gentiles, redeemed from idol-
atry. Gentiles are saved as Gentiles:  they do not, eschatologically, become Jews” 
(fredriksen 1991: 547).

This is evidently what some followers of Jesus thought was happening in their 
time and place: pagans were abandoning their gods and turning to israel’s God (1 
Thess 1:9), yet they were not in the process required to undergo circumcision or 
observe the law of Moses. The circumstance lies behind acts 15, where Christian 
leaders gather to debate the status of Gentiles. James wins the day by citing a 
mixture of lines from biblical prophecies understood to mean that God will, in 
the latter days, embrace the nations. Whether or not acts preserves anything that 
was actually said at the Jerusalem Council, the argument must reflect the think-
ing of some Christian missionaries, who construed the acceptance of the Gentiles 
into the people of God in terms of apocalyptic eschatology and the fulfillment of 
prophecies regarding the end. in short, an apocalyptic interpretation of the pres-
ent encouraged certain Jewish Christians to welcome Gentiles without demand-
ing that they observe Torah.

Jerusalem

To judge from Paul and traditions in acts, early Christianity was, at least for the 
first two or three decades, centered in Jerusalem. The Jewish capital was indeed a 
sort of headquarters for the new faith. This is unexpected. The Jesus movement was 
initially Galilean. Jesus and important leaders such as James, Peter, and the sons of 
Zebedee were from the north. Why then did they, as acts and Paul agree, take up 
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residence in Jerusalem? Their decision is all the odder in that there was probably 
concerted opposition, perhaps even danger, in the capital for those whose hero 
had been executed. so why did Peter and the others settle there instead of return-
ing to Galilee?

although the extant sources do not address the question, many early Christians 
believed that Jesus would return soon; and if we ask, To where did they think 
he would return?, the answer is obvious. Jerusalem was, in the eschatological 
imagination, the center of the end-time scenario. The eschatological prophecies 
in isaiah 60–62 and ezekiel 40–48 focus upon the capital. Jer 17:25 prophesies 
that the lord will set david’s throne there. Tob 14:5 and 1 en 90:28–38 look to 
the end and see a new temple in the holy city. Zech 8:7–8; bar 5:5; and Psalms of 
solomon 12 imagine the scattered tribes in the diaspora returning at the end to the 
place. and the targum on Zech 14:4–5 has the bones of the dead rolling through 
underground tunnels so that they can emerge from the Mount of Olives on the 
last day and be resurrected. The eschatological events were to take place above all 
in Jerusalem. so if early Christians, full of apocalyptic enthusiasm, believed that 
those events were about to transpire, it is only natural that they took up residence 
in the capital. so here we see an apocalyptic expectation determining where some 
decided to live. One recalls from a later time Montanism and its prophecy that the 
heavenly Jerusalem would descend near or at Papuza. This eschatological expecta-
tion caused the leaders to make their headquarters there, and many Montanists 
made pilgrimages to the city, despite its being in a desolate place (eusebius, HE 
5.18.2; epiphanius, Haer 48.14.1).

the desert

if belief in a near end encouraged some to move to Jerusalem, it is possible that it 
encouraged others to dwell in the desert. in both Jewish and Christian sources, the 
redemption from egypt often serves as a type for the eschatological events, and 
the prospect of another exodus is held forth; that is, before the consummation, the 
pattern, exodus/return, will repeat itself (isa 40:3–4; ezek 20:33–34; rev 12:6, 14; 
Josephus, JW 2.259; etc.). This may help clarify why the baptist’s ministry was promi-
nently associated with the desert or wilderness (Mark 1:2–4; Matt 11:7 = luke 7:24; 
John 1:23), and why the community behind the dead sea scrolls lived where they did 
(1Qs 8.12–16): they were fulfilling an eschatological dogma (hengel 1989: 252–53). 
One also recalls in this connection the so-called egyptian known from Josephus and 
acts 21:38. he reportedly had the reputation of a prophet and led his followers “by 
a circuitous route from the desert” (cf. exod 13:18 and esp. lxx amos 2:10) to the 
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Mount of Olives. he was animated by the hope of conquering the city (Josephus, 
JW 2.261–63; ant 20.169–72). although the precise nature of this man’s beliefs and 
self-conception are lost to history, it is possible that he thought of himself as an escha-
tological deliverer replaying the exodus and conquest before the coming of the new 
age. if so, his march through the desert was part of an eschatological scenario.

A return to the Beginning

The hope that the end would, in various ways, witness a return to the beginning is well 
attested in both Jewish and Christian sources (e.g., 4 ezra 7:20; 2 bar 3:7; rev 22:1–2; 
barn 6:13). it lies behind Paul’s understanding of Jesus as the “last adam” (1 Cor 15:55) 
and his notion of Christians as a “new creation” (2 Cor 5:17; Gal 6:15), and it is presup-
posed in 1Qs 4:18–23: “God, in the mysteries of his knowledge and in the wisdom of 
his glory, has determined an end to the existence of injustice and on the appointed 
time of the visitation he will obliterate it forever. . . . Then God will refine, with his 
truth, all man’s deeds, and will purify for himself the structure of man, ripping out 
all spirit of injustice from the innermost part of his flesh, and cleansing him with 
the spirit of holiness from every wicked deed. . . . for those God has chosen for an 
everlasting covenant and to them shall belong all the glory of adam.” Perhaps some 
essenes believed that the process of recreation here envisaged, with its restoration of 
the glory of adam, had already commenced (lambert 2010).

anyone who lived with the Urzeit = Endzeit equation and who also believed the 
end to be near might think as follows. if the kingdom is at hand, then the renewal of 
the world is nigh; and if the renewal of the world is nigh, then paradise is about to 
be restored; and if paradise is about to be restored, then concessions to sin should 
no longer be needed, or at least those about to enter paradise should do their best to 
live without such concessions. This seems to be partial explanation for Mark 10:1–12, 
where the argument against divorce contains these words: “because of your hardness 
of heart he wrote this commandment for you. but from the beginning of creation, 
‘God made them male and female’ (cf. Cd 2.14–6.1; 11QTemple 57.17–19). . . . Therefore 
what God has joined together, let no one separate.” Jesus wants some present circum-
stances to be as they were in the beginning because that is how they are going to be in 
the kingdom of God. if the last things are as the first, and if the last things have come, 
then so have the first. in other words, Jesus’ argument entails a sort of prelapsarian 
ethic. as Matt 19:8 has it: “from the beginning it was not so.” if this is indeed the case, 
then the nearness of the end encouraged at least one ancient Jew to emend the Torah 
in a way that ultimately had far-reaching consequences.3
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Apocalyptic egalitarianism

The Urzeit = Endzeit idea within the context of a Naherwartung may also have dra-
matically affected the lives of Pauline Christians, although in a different way. in Gal 
3:28, Paul famously declares that “there is no longer Jew or Greek, there is no longer 
slave or free, there is no longer male and female.” There seem to be three possible 
sources of inspiration for this radical statement. some think of comparable roman 
stoic traditions, others of a proto-Gnostic belief that baptism returns the faithful to 
an originally nondualistic, “androgynous” state (Meeks 1972).4 still others argue that 
Paul’s affirmation of equality was fueled by his eschatology: he may have expected 
“sexual differentiation . . . to be terminated at the resurrection” (Martyn 1997: 379; cf. 
Mark 12:25; b ber 17a).

One need not, however, deem these explanations antagonistic. They are, on the 
contrary, complementary. indeed, Wayne Meeks, a proponent of the androgyne 
hypothesis, agrees that eschatology best accounts for Pauline egalitarianism:  the 
apostle believed in the “eschatological restoration of man’s original divine, androgy-
nous image” (Meeks 1974: 197). Paul was witnessing “the ends of the ages” (1 Cor 
10:11), and the old was already giving way to the new. The last adam had arrived (rom 
5:12–21; 1 Cor 15:45–49), and new structures were coming into being and replacing the 
structures of “the present evil age” (Gal 1:4). among the structures being displaced 
were some of the old distinctions between male and female. On this reading, then, 
eschatology appears to some extent to have inspired Paul in whatever steps he may 
have taken toward more egalitarian practices, such as women owning positions of 
leadership (rom 16:1–2, 3, 6–7). One may compare the Montanists and their eschato-
logical enthusiasm. according to epiphanius, haer 49.2.5, “among them women are 
bishops and women are presbyters and the like; as there is no difference, they say: ‘in 
Christ Jesus there is neither male nor female.’ ”

eschatology and Violence

One final topic remains to be considered, namely, the extent to which a Naherwartung 
might have helped move Jews or Christians to militant violence. Visions of the end, 
when full of vengeance, are not obvious recipes for loving one’s enemy; and some 
ancient visions fantasize the righteous executing judgment upon the wicked (Jub 
23.20, 30; 1 en 90:19; 91:11–12; 95:3; 96:1; 98:12; see Portier-Young 2011: 313–81). Given 
this, as well as the divinely sanctioned wars of the hebrew bible, one might expect 
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that some with a near expectation went to war in hopes of wringing in the kingdom 
of God. This evidently happened. The essenes did not just rehearse the eschatological 
battle in their imaginations (1QM) but, at least in the 60s Ce, took up arms against 
rome. Josephus writes about a certain “John the essene,” a commander who fell in 
battle (JW 2.567), as well as about the romans torturing essenes (JW 2.152–53). in 
addition, Vespasian’s troops destroyed the Qumran settlement in 68 Ce, and it was 
apparently defended (Taylor 2006). The implications of all this are obvious. Philo, 
to be sure, reports that the essenes were pacifists (Prob 78), and some of dead sea 
scrolls line up with this (Jassen 2010). We should probably infer that the group fol-
lowed a pattern known to other messianic movements, which sometimes begin as 
pacifistic and then evolve into revolutionary movements (román 1996: 54; Zerbe 
1993a: 106–35). note that, in 1Qs 10.17–19, the speaker rejects violence, but only up to 
a point: “i shall not be involved in any dispute with the men of the pit until the day of 
vengeance.”

Others certainly went to war with dreams of seeing or even forcing the eschato-
logical turning point. We know far too little about the so-called sign prophets in 
Josephus, but it is credible that at least the so-called egyptian (ant 20.169–72; JW 
2.262–63) or the samaritan who led armed men to Mount Gerizim (ant 18.85–87) was 
in the grip of an eschatological scenario. beyond them, some who participated in the 
revolt against rome in the 60s Ce must have believed that the prophecies of daniel 
were unfolding in their day (cf. Josephus, ant. 10.268; see hengel 1989: 229–312), and 
that the apocalypse was to hand. Tacitus was under the impression that, around the 
time of the Jewish war, most Jews “were convinced that the ancient scriptures of their 
priests alluded to the present as the very time when the Orient would triumph and 
from Judaea would go forth men destined to rule the world” (hist. 5.13; cf. Josephus, 
JW 6.312).

if hope for a proximate transformation sometimes served violent, revolution-
ary ends, at other times it encouraged political passivity, a waiting upon God rather 
than direct political engagement. This was the case, up to a point, with the essenes 
(see above), and it was clearly the case with the historical Jesus (hengel 1971) as well 
as with the canonical evangelists, who exhorted readers to prepare for the end by 
“watching,” not resisting the authorities. Thus Matt 26:51 insists that “all who take 
the sword will perish by the sword.” Quietism or nonviolent resistance in an apoca-
lyptic context also appears to be reflected in daniel, 2 baruch, revelation, and the 
Testament of Moses (Collins 1997:  191–218; 2002; Yarbro Collins, 1977; Murphy 
1985; Portier-Young 2011: 223–79; but see Zerbe 1993b). The Testament, for instance, 
recounts the strange story of Taxo the levite, who admonishes his sons to keep their 
faith notwithstanding the threat of death. They do not fight their adversaries but die 
innocently, after which the end comes (T Mos 9:1–10:2).
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conclusion

religious movements are complex, just as the individuals who constitute them are 
complex, so attempting to divine a single cause for this or that feature of such a 
movement is suspect: social circumstances always have manifold causes. We should 
accordingly reject apocalyptic reductionism, that is, a “thoroughgoing eschatology” 
that seeks to derive from eschatological expectation almost everything characteristic 
about some individual or movement. beyond that, “the same behavior in practice can 
be based on very different theoretical assumptions, while similar principles some-
times result in conduct differing sharply on ethical and practical levels” (Gasparro 
1998: 129). nonetheless, the extant sources allow us to draw a few safe generalizations 
about how belief in a near end encouraged certain Jews and Christians to behave. 
some were moved to let go of the world in dramatic ways, through sexual and dietary 
abstinence, or by giving up the pursuit of money. Others were led to discount mar-
riage, or to blur gender distinctions, or to disallow divorce, or to intensify their 
evangelistic efforts, or to move to Jerusalem, or to dwell in the desert, or to become 
combatants in hope of forcing the end, or to wait quietly for God to intervene in 
world affairs. in varied ways, then, attachment to an imagined eschatological future 
played its part in shaping concrete human behavior.

notes

 1. Translations of the Pseudepigrapha are, unless otherwise noted, from Charlesworth 1983.
 2. for illustrations from throughout Christian history see román 1996.
 3. it is no surprise that the “realized eschatology” of some later Christians led to the prohibi-

tion of marriage altogether; see 1 Tim 4:3 and 2 Tim 2:18—on the assumption that these two 
verses characterize the same group; also Clement of alexandria, Strom 3.6.48.1.

 4. some took Gen 1:27 (“God created man in his own image, in the image of God he created 
him; male and female he created them”) to mean that the first created human being was an 
androgyne; see Philo, Opif 134; On the Origin of the World 101; irenaeus, haer 1.18.2; Mek 
on exod 12:40; b ber 61a; Gen rab 8:1.
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it was only toward the end of the period we now associate with the Old Testament / 
hebrew bible that Jewish scribes began to compose apocalyptic literature. Much of 
what would become the bible had already been written by the time a new and distinct 
genre of writing appeared on israel’s literary scene, the Jewish apocalypse. The old-
est representatives of this new type of literature are 1 Enoch, a collection of several 
shorter apocalypses attributed to enoch, whose oldest parts, the Book of the Watchers 
and the Astronomical Book, date to the third century bCe, and the book of daniel, 
from the second century bCe. from then on, Jewish scribes continued to compose 
apocalypses for several centuries. exactly how much of the hebrew bible was con-
sidered inspired and therefore authoritative (the term “canonical” is best reserved for 
the collections of writings after the year 70 Ce) by that time continues to be a matter 
of considerable debate. There can be little doubt, however, that the Torah, the first 
part of the Jewish bible, had become central to the Jewish faith by then. ever since, 
the five books of Moses have never lost their privileged status as “the most significant 
embodiment of inspired writing” (stone 2011: 130).

it is a central aspect of Jewish apocalypses that their authors lay claim to author-
ity by casting their texts in form of divine revelations. according to the definition 
of the genre by John Collins, which since it was first introduced over three decades 
ago has gained wide acceptance, apocalypses are a form of revelatory literature 
in which a human seer receives a revelation about a transcendent and otherwise 
inaccessible reality (Collins 1979). in other words, apocalypses demand attention 
in part because of their claim that what is recorded in them are not merely the theo-
logical musings of an ancient scribe. apocalyptic texts purport to record nothing 
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less than God’s revealed will for humanity, the end of time, and the divine secrets 
about the advent of the world to come (nickelsburg 2000). such a claim that a text 
reveals the will of the God of israel was not new. at the center of the Torah, too, we 
read of God’s self-revelation to Moses on Mount sinai and the giving of the law. 
and herein lies the challenge. The Torah had long become authoritative by the 
time the apocalyptic authors wrote their works, and the Torah’s authoritative status 
could not simply be ignored. how, then, did these authors relate their own litera-
ture and, more specifically, their claims to divine revelation to similar and already 
established claims in the Torah? and, more generally speaking, does the Torah play 
any significant role in early Jewish apocalypses, and, if so, how is it integrated into 
the apocalyptic drama that unfolds in these texts?

The answer to these questions, not surprisingly, is that different apocalyptic 
authors found different ways of working the Torah into their texts. Just as there was 
no single apocalyptic movement in antiquity, so there was not one single apocalyptic 
worldview and not one single way of relating to the Torah. in recent decades, and 
particularly in the wake of the explosion of interest in the dead sea scrolls, schol-
ars have gained a much more differentiated understanding of the diverse collec-
tion of Jewish apocalyptic works and of the history of apocalyptic thought in early 
Judaism. We find that during the golden age of ancient Jewish apocalyptic literature, 
roughly the four centuries from the third century bCe through the first century 
Ce, the Mosaic Torah grew in influence and gained a more prominent place in the 
apocalypses.

1 Enoch

The Book of the Watchers (1 Enoch 1–36) is the first of five smaller books associated with 
the antediluvian patriarch enoch that are now collected in the ethiopic Apocalypse of 
Enoch, or 1 Enoch. it is commonly dated to the third century bCe and offers a good 
point of entry into our reading, not only because it is among the oldest compositions 
associated with enoch, but also because the story it relates is foundational to 1 Enoch 
as a whole, and it is frequently alluded to in the other enochic books. This is the story 
of the angels who descended to earth and had offspring with women before the flood 
(1 Enoch 6–11). The angels are condemned, and enoch ascends to heaven, where he 
is commissioned to announce future judgment to the fallen watchers (1 Enoch 17–19, 
20–36). for the authors of 1 Enoch, the story of God’s past judgment that resulted in 
the worldwide deluge in the days of noah and the annihilation of human wickedness 
was a type of God’s future judgment; it prefigures the judgment of all humans at the 
end of time. The story of enoch not only explains why God sent the flood in former 



314  Matthias Henze

times, it also makes enoch the ideal figure to warn and predict the judgment of all 
creation at the end of time (Vanderkam 2010).

in telling their story, the authors of the Book of the Watchers show that they 
were not only well acquainted with the Mosaic Torah, especially with Genesis and 
deuteronomy (as well as with the other parts of the hebrew bible), they also made 
ample use of the biblical materials (bedenbender 2007; nickelsburg 2007). The most 
obvious example is the choice of the protagonist, enoch, whose enigmatic introduc-
tion in the bible in Gen 5:21–24 invited many fanciful elaborations. enoch’s interac-
tion with the fallen watchers in 1 Enoch 12–16 is a long interpretative expansion of Gen 
5:24. Then there is the angel story in 1 Enoch 6–11 (from which enoch is conspicuously 
absent), which is an eschatological interpretation of Gen 6:1–4, the story about the 
“sons of God” mingling with the “daughters of man” that in the bible directly precedes 
the flood story. in both of these cases, Gen 5:21–24 and 6:1–4, the biblical episodes 
are so truncated and, at the same time, mysterious that one wonders whether the 
biblical author did not know much more but kept both accounts to a bare minimum 
for fear of delving into heavily mythological territory. by contrast, the authors of 1 
Enoch had no such qualms. God’s decision to blot out all human beings and to bring 
about the flood (Gen 6:5–8:22) inspired the enochic account of divine judgment. in 
a few places the authors of the Book of the Watchers allude to a motif from Genesis, 
the spirit of abel (Gen 4:10 and 1 En. 22:6–7), for example, or “the tree of wisdom” 
(Gen 3:6–7, 24 and 1 En. 32:6), and give it their own interpretive twist, without feeling 
bound at all by the Genesis narrative.

The Book of the Watchers begins in  chapters 1–5 with an eschatological oracle of 
judgment. The wording is taken from the blessing of Moses (deut 33:1–3 and 1 En. 1:1, 
3–4) and the balaam oracles (num 24:15–17 and 1 En. 1:2–3) (nickelsburg 2001: 137–
41). in 1 En. 1:4 the enochic authors include a rare reference to Mount sinai as the 
place where God will descend with his army for judgment. Other parts of 1 Enoch 
also employ the book of Genesis, most prominently the Astronomical Book / Book 
of the Luminaries (1 Enoch 72–82), which is contemporary with, or even predates the 
Book of the Watchers. here the central biblical passage is Gen 1:14–19, the fourth day 
of creation (Vanderkam 2012: 383–85).

it is not only the use of biblical themes and motifs that reveals how the enochic 
authors were intimately familiar with the Torah without feeling constrained by it. 
The apocalypse of Weeks (1 En. 93:1–10; 91:11–17), which is part of the Epistle of Enoch 
(1 Enoch 91–105), the last of the books in 1 Enoch, provides an enochic version of 
israel’s Heilsgeschichte, the history of israel’s salvation. Written in the second century 
bCe, the apocalypse of Weeks surveys the entire course of history, divided into ten 
“weeks,” from the birth of enoch in week 1 to the appearance of a new heaven in week 
10. according to 1 En. 93:2, enoch learned about the apocalypse of Weeks from the 
watchers, read it “in the heavenly tablets,” and handed it on to his own sons. Two pas-
sages in the apocalypse mention the “law.” The first is in 1 En. 93:4, the description of 
the second week, the period of the flood, or “the first end,” as the text puts it, during 
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which noah was saved. soon after noah, the author “predicts,” iniquity will increase 
“and a law will be made for sinners.” The ethiopic word for “law,” š/sercāt, can either 
mean “covenant” or “law.” The biblical base text is Gen 9:1–7 (cf. Jub. 7:27–29). The 
reference is either to the law against the shedding of blood, which would then be 
interpreted as an injunction in response to postdiluvian violence, or to the noahic 
covenant more broadly. The second attestation of the law comes in 1 En. 93:6, the 
paraphrase of week 4, in the context of the giving of the Torah: “and after this, in the 
fourth week, at its end, visions of holy and righteous ones will be seen, and a law for 
every generation, and an enclosure will be made for them.” The apocalypse briefly 
retells the events on Mount sinai, the angelophany on the mountain, and the giving of 
the “law for every generation,” or “the everlasting covenant” (cf. 1 En. 99:2, 14, which 
uses the same expression and which some interpreters have seen as a reference to the 
Mosaic Torah).

in his commentary on 1 Enoch, George nickelsburg writes on this passage: “This 
is the only explicit reference to the Mosaic covenant/Torah in the whole enochic 
corpus” (nickelsburg 2001: 446; cf. stuckenbruck 2007: 107). Modern interpreters 
have long noticed the near absence of any overt mention of the sinaitic covenant 
and of the Mosaic Torah from the 1 Enoch corpus and have drawn some significant 
conclusions from this about the form of Judaism that might have produced the 
enochic literature. building on earlier studies from the late nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries, particularly on the work of G. h. dix, Józef Milik proposed 
in his groundbreaking work on the aramaic enoch fragments from Qumran that 
since the first century bCe there existed a compilation of five enochic books, or what 
Milik called “the Pentateuch of enoch,” that was put together rather deliberately in 
analogy with the Mosaic Pentateuch (Milik 1976: 4, 183–84). The editor added the 
Epistle of Enoch (1 Enoch 91–105) to an already existing collection of four books in 
order to complete the Pentateuch, much like deuteronomy completes the Mosaic 
Torah. he then added what are now  chapters 106–7, the story of the birth of noah. 
“The book of deuteronomy, a sort of Testament of Moses (imitated in some degree 
by the author of the epistle of enoch), ends with a historical section describing the 
death of the lawgiver and mentioning his inspired successor, Joshua (deut. 34:9). in 
the same manner the compiler of the enochic Pentateuch, perhaps an erudite scribe 
of the Qumrân scriptorium living about the year 100 b.C., added  chapters 106–7, 
which resume the beginning of the book of noah, the pseudepigraphical sequel to 
enoch’s antediluvian wisdom” (Milik 1976: 183–84). Milik’s hypothesis of an enochic 
Pentateuch has found few supporters, mostly because it is not supported by the tex-
tual evidence. Critics have pointed to the complicated nature of the aramaic enoch 
texts from Qumran that Milik compiled himself. Greenfield and stone, for example, 
argued that, even if there existed an enochic Pentateuch in the ethiopic version of 1 
Enoch, there is no evidence of it at Qumran (Greenfield and stone 1977).

Gabriele boccaccini has also made much of the sparse references to the Mosaic 
Torah in the enochic writings. following in the path of his teacher Paolo sacchi, 
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boccaccini postulated that the enochic booklets come from a distinct form of 
Judaism he labeled “enochic Judaism” (boccaccini 1998: 165–96). This group pro-
duced a number of texts, from the Book of the Watchers in the third, to Jubilees 
in the second century bCe, and down to the Testament of the Twelve Patriarchs. 
The myth of the fallen angels stood at the center of their thought. according to 
boccaccini, enochic Judaism portrayed enoch as a conveyor of revelation who 
rivals the revelatory authority of Moses and the sinaitic covenant. after all, accord-
ing to biblical chronology, enoch had received his revelations long before israel 
arrived at Mount sinai. it is only in the book of Jubilees that Moses retains his 
dominant position. boccaccini writes: “The Mosaic torah is conspicuously absent 
from the earlier enochic literature. . . . Thanks to Jubilees, Moses became an impor-
tant figure in the enochic movement, if not as important as enoch” (boccaccini 
1998: 167). boccaccini’s hypothesis of a distinct form of Judaism called “enochic 
Judaism” has generated much discussion, particularly his idea of a supposed con-
flict between the younger enochic tradition and the established authority of Moses 
and his Torah. The lack of references to the Mosaic Torah in 1 Enoch is indeed 
noticeable, particularly in places where one would expect it, for example in the 
Animal Apocalypse in 1 En. 89:28–35, where it is simply glossed over. it is also true 
that there are no specific legal rulings or commandments in 1 Enoch that were 
taken from the Pentateuch (the situation is rather different in Jubilees, where legal 
stipulations figure prominently). The relationship between the enochic tradition 
and the Mosaic Torah should not be overstated, however. in the words of George 
nickelsburg, “The non-Mosaic character of most of 1 enoch does not add up to an 
anti-Mosaic bias or polemic” (nickelsburg 2007: 88). also, the absence of specific 
Pentateuchal laws is not unique to 1 Enoch but is common in Jewish apocalyptic 
literature, as we will see below.

The reasons for the sparse number of references to the Torah in 1 Enoch lie some-
where else. The authors of 1 Enoch wrote about the revelation of God’s will, about 
right and wrong human conduct, and about the reward and punishment that lie 
ahead. They chose to do so through a paradigm that is not based on the Mosaic Torah. 
instead, their thinking is primarily anchored in the prophetic and sapiential litera-
ture of the bible. a central aspect of this distinctly sapiential/apocalyptic tradition 
is that of “revealed wisdom” (nickelsburg 2001: 50–52; 2007): enoch received and 
transmitted some otherwise hidden knowledge that in the enochic books is deemed 
essential for the redemption from this world (1 En. 82:2–3). This “revealed wisdom” 
includes knowledge of the universe and of the natural order at large, including the 
entire cosmos, and it stresses the necessity for the right human conduct, a paraenetic 
impulse that gains urgency due to the fact that the end of time is thought to be near. 
Whereas the natural world does not transgress this cosmic order, humans have per-
sistently violated the divine ordinances (1 En. 5:4). Possession of this revealed knowl-
edge is a prerequisite for acceptable human conduct. since enoch was granted access 
to this knowledge, he is uniquely positioned to disseminate the divine will—quite 
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independently of the Mosaic Torah, which, according to biblical chronology, had not 
yet been revealed. enoch’s preferred way of doing so is through exhortation rather 
than through commandments as we find them in the Pentateuch and other Jewish 
writings that are centered on the Torah.

Fourth Ezra

The Jewish apocalypse known as 4 Ezra (= 2 esdras 3–14) was composed in israel in 
the late first century Ce during the reign of domitian (81–96 Ce) (stone 1990: 10). 
Writing in the aftermath of the failed Jewish War against rome, the author wres-
tles with the historical consequences and theological concerns that resulted from 
Jerusalem’s devastating defeat.

The book is divided into seven sections, or episodes (longenecker 1995: 20–32; 
hogan 2008: 1–40). The first three episodes (4 Ezra 3:1–5:20; 5:21–6:34; and 6:35–9:26) 
are extended dialogues between ezra the seer and his angelic interlocutor Uriel, in 
which ezra raises a number of acute questions about the fate of israel and the moral-
ity of God’s actions. The next three episodes (9:26–10:59; 11:1–12:51; and 13:1–58) all 
take the form of visions that ezra has about the eschatological future and israel’s 
ultimate victory. The last episode (14:1–48) depicts ezra in his biblical role as scribe 
(cf. neh 8:1–8), who records and transmits what he in turn has seen. The Torah plays a 
prominent role in the first three episodes, where it is invoked by both ezra and Uriel; 
it is largely absent from the eschatological visions in episodes 4 through 6; and it reap-
pears again in the last, seventh episode.

The first to mention the Torah is ezra himself in the lament that opens the book. 
Trying to understand the reasons for Jerusalem’s destruction by the Gentile nations, 
ezra reflects on the sin of adam, the first human, and the consequences of his sin 
for all humans. already burdened with an “evil heart,” adam transgressed, and thus 
sinfulness became a permanent trait of the human condition. in ezra’s words “the evil 
root” was in the hearts of the people (3:22). in his prayer, ezra goes through human 
history and bewails the consequences of the evil root. When God gave israel the 
Torah, it was in the heart together with the evil root. ezra recognizes that, because 
human nature had been compromised through adam’s transgression, the Torah could 
not produce any fruit. but adam’s transgression affected all humanity, not just israel. 
This leads ezra to question whether the sins of israel were, in fact, any worse than the 
sins of israel’s enemies, so that God would have been justified in allowing the ene-
mies to be triumphant over israel. ezra concludes that there may well be individuals 
among the nations who have been exemplary in keeping God’s commandments, but 
no nation has been as free from sin as israel. and yet God punished israel and allowed 
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the babylonians to flourish, even though their deeds were worse than those of israel 
(3:28–36). To ezra, “the way of the Most high” remains inscrutable.

The seer repeats the same sentiment in the opening lament of the second episode 
(5:21–30). Whereas in his first prayer ezra mourned over the human condition and the 
evil root, now his concern is with israel’s treatment at the hand of the Gentiles. ezra still 
does not understand why God delivered israel up to her enemies and scattered israel 
among the nations (5:28–30). his lament is a poetic meditation on israel’s chosenness. 
God has made many choices in creation, but the election of israel is the noblest of them 
all. it was, in fact, an act of God’s pure affection for “one people.” as a sign of his love, 
God gave israel the Torah: it is the gift of the Torah that distinguishes israel from the 
nations. and yet, even though only israel received the Torah, ezra makes clear that 
all nations are held accountable to the same standards of behavior. This is most likely 
what lies behind ezra’s puzzling statement, “and to this people, whom you have loved, 
you have given the Torah that is approved by all” (5:27). The point is this: the Torah 
is a gift from God to mark israel’s election; israel has not been able to produce much 
fruit because of the evil root; but this, for ezra, hardly justifies israel’s excessively harsh 
punishment by the Gentiles, as the nations have not been any less sinful.

it is in the third episode in  chapter 7 that Uriel gets a chance to respond to ezra’s 
understanding of Torah (7:17–25). so far the exchange between ezra and Uriel has 
focused on israel’s behavior in the past. now the discussion moves to the future, spe-
cifically to the fate of the righteous and the wicked in the eschaton. ezra opens with 
the complaint that God’s treatment of the wicked is unfair. The Torah stipulates that 
the righteous inherit the world to come, while the wicked perish. he does not tell us 
which passage specifically he has in mind. he may be thinking of deut 8:1, though Ps 
37:9 is also a possibility, in which case the term Torah here refers not strictly to the five 
books of Moses but to scripture in general (stone 1990: 199–200). according to ezra, 
the divine ruling is unfair because the wicked will never gain happiness, neither here 
or there. Uriel shows himself unimpressed. surely ezra is no better judge than God, 
he retorts, and it is better that many perish than that the Torah be disregarded. rather 
than showing obedience, Uriel continues, israel has scorned God’s Torah, denied 
his covenants, and has been unfaithful to his statues. The righteous will therefore 
be rewarded, whereas the wicked will come up empty. in response, ezra laments the 
fate of humans for being worse off than the animals who do not know of judgment 
and torment. again, the angel is not moved but merely repeats his earlier point: even 
though israel received the Torah, israel still sinned knowingly and thus will be held 
accountable like all who live on earth (7:70–74).

both ezra in  chapter 5 and Uriel in  chapter 7 explicitly refer to the covenant in the 
context of the Torah. The Torah is the sign of israel’s covenant with God. for e. P. 
sanders, this is an example of what he has called “covenantal nomism.” More recently, 
bruce longenecker and, subsequently, John Collins, have preferred the term “ethno-
centric covenantalism” to describe the theology of 4 Ezra (Collins 2009). Their point 
is that ezra’s first concern is for his own people—an understandable position for an 
author writing in the wake of a disastrous defeat.
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The Torah figures less prominently in the next three vision episodes in 4 Ezra. The 
main exception, however, comes right at the beginning of episode 4, ezra’s vision of 
the woman who transforms into the city, an episode often seen as the main turning 
point in the book. at the beginning of that episode, ezra walks into the field and makes 
himself available to further revelations by fasting for seven days. he then begins with 
a prayerful reflection on the gift of Torah and israel’s failure to keep it (9:26–37). ezra 
recalls how God sowed the Torah into the hearts of the israelites so that it would bring 
forth fruit in them, in order for God to be glorified. but ezra’s ancestors did not keep 
the Torah (the lament is rather reminiscent of ezra’s earlier complaint in 3:19–20). 
While the fruit of the Torah did not perish, as it is God’s, israel is presently perishing. 
Underlying ezra’s concern, which is never resolved in the vision that follows, is the 
idea, common in Judaism at the time, that the Torah is a gift from God, that it gives 
life, indeed life eternal, to those who keep it, and that it remains forever, while the 
human beings, the containers into which the Torah is sowed, are perishing.

apart from this meditation, the Torah is only mentioned two more times in the 
three vision episodes. in the sixth episode we read of the eschatological assault of a 
multitude of peoples on Mount Zion, where they hope to conquer the Messiah. There 
they are easily repulsed by the Messiah who destroys them “by means of the Torah, 
which was symbolized by the fire” (13:38; cf. 13:10). and then, at the end of the chapter, 
ezra is finally praised by his angelic interlocutor for his devotion to the knowledge of 
God and because he has searched out God’s Torah (13:54).

With the seventh and last episode in 4 Ezra (14:1–48), finally, we return to the ficti-
tious setting of the book, the destruction of Jerusalem. The chapter shows ezra as a 
Moses redivivus, ezra as a Mosaic scribe of the end time, who rewrites the Torah and, 
it turns out, many other books as well. Just as God once called Moses and revealed to 
him heavenly secrets, so now he commissions ezra. The seer alleges that the Torah 
was burned during the destruction of Jerusalem and so asks God to be commissioned 
to produce a new copy (14:19–22). The context makes clear that Torah here does not 
mean the five books of Moses only but all of scripture. and not only that, in a state 
of trance ezra dictates to his five scribes an entire library of ninety-four books. Of 
these he is to make public only twenty-four, commonly taken to be a reference to the 
canonical books, and to keep the remaining seventy under lock and accessible only for 
“the wise” (14:46; some modern interpreters have taken this to imply that 4 Ezra was 
initially intended for a limited and rather learned audience only). in this final episode, 
the Torah is to be understood in its most expansive sense, including all of scripture and 
even some esoteric revelations, among them, we may presume, the book of 4 Ezra itself.

a recurring concern for ezra in his conversation with Uriel is the fact that God 
delivered israel into the hands of the babylonians, even though the babylonians are 
not any less sinful than israel. after all, all have equally been affected by adam’s evil 
heart. for ezra to be able to make that point there needs to be some compatible mea-
sure of accountability. for israel, that measure of accountability is the Torah, the sign 
of the covenant. but what about the nations? One could think of the natural law, the 
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equivalent to the Torah, but the text never says so. a key problem for the modern 
interpreter of 4 Ezra arises from the fact that in many of the key passages it is not clear 
whether the text refers to israel specifically or to all of humanity. Often the transition 
from the former to the latter is seamless. This ambiguity has generated a great deal of 
discussion among interpreters. in  chapter 3, for example, ezra moves from the cre-
ation of humankind and adam’s sin, both universal phenomena, to the giving of the 
Torah and israel’s dispersion, and he ends with the claim that israel has been more 
faithful to God’s commands than babylon. Chapter 7 is more problematic still. There 
it is Uriel who says that God commanded “those who came into the world” (7:21) what 
to do, presumably a reference to all of humankind, but then goes on to say that they 
“denied his covenants” (7:24), likely a reference to israel. The same ambiguity recurs 
later in the chapter, when Uriel affirms his position with these words: “those who live 
on earth shall be tormented, because though they had understanding, they commit-
ted iniquity; and though they received the commandments, they did not keep them; 
and though they obtained the Torah, they dealt unfaithfully with what they received” 
(7:72; similarly in 8:4–15). ambiguity persists.

in a number of studies, karina hogan has argued that the debate between ezra and 
Uriel is the literary representation of an actual wisdom debate at the time. specifically, 
hogan suggested that ezra represents the point of view of the covenantal wisdom 
tradition (as in Sirach and 1 Baruch), whereas Uriel’s position is that of the eschato-
logical wisdom tradition (as we find it at Qumran). in the end, the author of 4 Ezra 
rejects both of these theological positions and instead ends his book with a sequence 
of apocalyptic visions. not intellectual debate but apocalyptic theology alone can 
provide an answer to ezra’s questions (hogan 2007; 2008: 134–43). The hypothesis 
is appealing, and yet the debate between ezra and Uriel over the significance of the 
Torah poses a significant challenge for hogan, if only because their respective posi-
tions do not fit the categories “covenantal” versus “eschatological wisdom” and seem 
to have more in common with one another than divides them. in 4 Ezra 7:17–25, for 
example, Uriel unambiguously refers to the covenant, and in 8:4–18 ezra argues that 
anyone can produce good fruit, regardless of israel’s covenant, a position Uriel had 
previously argued. ezra’s and Uriel’s positions on the Torah are rather compatible.

Second Baruch

like 4 Ezra, 2 Baruch is a Jewish apocalypse written toward the end of the first century 
Ce, probably in or around Jerusalem. The two texts are related on many levels, as is 
evident from the numerous parallels in language, form, and focus. but there are also 
some significant differences. The author of 2 Baruch is an outspoken advocate of a 
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post-70 Ce form of Judaism that is centered on the Torah. in this regard, as in others, 
he resembles the early sages. There is no attempt in 2 Baruch to diminish the signifi-
cance of the Torah, let alone to establish an apocalyptic tradition that stands apart 
from, or even seams biased against, the Mosaic Torah. Second Baruch is an integra-
tive text. like no other writer before him, this author was able to combine the call to 
live by the Torah with an uncompromised zeal for the end of time. Whereas it would 
appear that the deuteronomic promise that those who are obedient to the Torah will 
live a long and prosperous life is simply incompatible with the apocalyptic promise of 
an imminent new heaven and a new earth, in 2 Baruch we find that both promises are 
integrated and are integral parts of the book’s main message (henze 2011: 206–27).

above we saw that Moses is largely absent from 1 Enoch. The situation is rather dif-
ferent in 2 Baruch, where Moses is frequently invoked. in conversation with baruch, 
God reminds the seer of the scene in deuteronomy 30, in which Moses summons 
israel to return to God, while at the same time assuring israel that the terms of the 
covenant are plainly stated and not too difficult to keep (2 Baruch 19). The biblical 
scene culminates in the Mosaic call on israel to choose life over death, one the very 
few lines from the bible quoted verbatim in 2 Baruch (2 bar. 19:1). Moses is praised 
throughout the apocalypse for having given israel the Torah. The preferred metaphor 
for the Torah is that of the lamp. On Mount sinai, when Moses received the Torah, 
he took from the light and gave it to israel. he lit a lamp for the people of israel. since 
then, the eternal lamp of the Torah has provided israel with light, “that light in which 
nothing can err” (2 Bar. 19:3), and has enlightened all who sat in darkness. The great-
est obstacle to the light of the Torah is “the darkness of adam” (2 Bar. 18:2), a concept 
not unlike “the evil root” that stems from adam, according to 4 Ezra. in 2 Baruch, 
adam is the counterpoise to Moses: the former brought darkness into the world, the 
latter the Torah and with it the hope for light and enlightenment. baruch leaves no 
doubt that adam’s transgression affects all human beings, but he is also clear that 
individuals still have a choice. in one of the book’s most poignant moments, baruch 
exclaims: “adam is therefore not the cause, except only for himself. but we all, each 
one, has become our own adam” (2 Bar. 54:19).

baruch repeatedly encourages his listeners to study and obey the Torah, the anti-
dote to adam’s darkness. Moses has lit a lamp for israel, and it is now up to the believ-
ers to partake in the divine light and to be enlightened by it. nowhere in the book 
do we read of one particular group that holds the monopoly on the cultivation and 
dissemination of the revelatory tradition. instead, all are encouraged to study, adju-
dicate, transmit, and to be enlightened by the Torah. revelation still has its origin 
at Mount sinai, according to 2 Baruch, but through the Torah revelation has been 
delocalized and, in a sense, democratized—a powerful statement in the wake of 
Jerusalem’s fall. The Torah guarantees the continuous experience of revelation as an 
extension of the original revelation on Mount sinai, an idea also at home in early 
rabbinic thought (m. Aboth 1:1–3; Sifre on deuteronomy 32).
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baruch also knows of the tradition that identifies the Torah with heavenly wis-
dom. The myth of wisdom’s descent to earth has its origin in Proverbs 8, and it is 
further interpreted in Sirach 24 and 1 Baruch 4. The Mosaic Torah becomes the tan-
gible presence of heavenly wisdom in israel (nickelsburg 2001: 52). That tradition 
was then further adopted by the apocalyptic writers. for the authors of 1 Enoch the 
most prevailing aspect of “revealed wisdom” is its reflection in the order of the cos-
mos: God the Creator has assigned the seasons their times and the luminaries their 
places, and all of God’s creation works in complete order, whereas humans have per-
sistently violated God’s ordinances. baruch is less concerned with the cosmic dimen-
sions of heavenly wisdom and instead focuses on the human aspect. he ties wisdom 
closely to the Torah as a guide to righteousness. above all, wisdom is a way of life, and 
baruch uses wisdom to describe the life of the righteous. The student acquires wis-
dom through the study of Torah (2 Bar. 38:2–4), the faithful who devote themselves to 
the Torah will gain wisdom (2 Bar. 48:24), and those who are found righteous in God’s 
Torah have planted the root of wisdom in their hearts and will be amply rewarded (2 
Bar. 51:3).

With the Torah God gave israel wisdom and understanding. for baruch, this 
includes the wisdom to understand the reasons for the present calamity and the 
criteria of the final judgment. When baruch complains to God that human beings 
cannot know the will of God, that they cannot be expected to understand the 
divine judgment, and that therefore the harsh judgment that awaits them at the 
end of time is not just, God merely replies that baruch would be correct, had israel 
not received the Torah. but israel has received the Torah, has known everything 
that needs to be known, and still chose to transgress. in other words, israel has 
sinned knowingly and therefore will also be tormented knowingly (2 Bar. 15:6; a 
similar argument is found in 4 Ezra 7:70–74, see above). This is the other side of 
Torah in 2 Baruch, its pivotal role in the final judgment. in some of the harsher 
passages in the book, God informs baruch that God’s plan is fully justified and 
that the Torah has its demands: “but my judgment demands its own, and my Torah 
demands its right” (2 Bar. 48:27). The Torah, here in poetic parallelism with God’s 
eschatological judgment, is entitled to claim what is rightfully its own. baruch is 
forced to agree: “Your Torah, which they have transgressed, will repay them on 
your day” (2 Bar. 48:47).

Second Baruch leaves no doubt that not everybody will be granted entry into 
the world to come. indeed, many will be found wanting on the day of reckon-
ing. Obedience to the Torah will be a decisive factor. Whereas in the traditional 
deuteronomic pattern, israel’s reward for fulfilling the covenant is earthly pros-
perity and longevity, in 2 Baruch it is life eternal in the world to come (Murphy 
1985: 9). To this end, baruch refers repeatedly to “the works” of the righteous (lied 
2008: 138–40). right at the beginning of the book God tells baruch and Jeremiah 
to leave Jerusalem because their works and their prayers shield the city from 
destruction (2 Baruch 2). a  little later baruch argues with God that Jerusalem 
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should not have been destroyed because of the works of the righteous (2 Baruch 
14). righteousness is tied to the works of the Torah; indeed, it can only be acquired 
through the Torah. This recognition rings especially true in the aftermath of the 
devastation of Jerusalem. and so baruch summarizes the same sentiment in his 
epistle: “We have nothing left at all except for the Mighty One and his Torah” (2 
Bar. 85:3).

The Torah stands at the center of 2 Baruch’s apocalyptic program. Proper instruc-
tion in the Torah leads to life (45:2; 76:5), indeed, the Torah itself is life (38:2). it is 
through the Torah that israel was given full knowledge of the end time, and it is 
through obedience to the Torah that israel will be found righteous and granted a place 
in the world to come. in spite of this emphasis on the Torah, the reader of 2 Baruch 
looks in vain for any commandment or regulation that would betray the author’s 
halachic position, for example on the calendar, cultic or purity laws, or sabbath regu-
lations (cf. 2 Bar. 84:8). in this regard, 2 Baruch is not any different from other Jewish 
apocalypses that also remain silent on this point, including 1 Enoch and 4 Ezra. The 
point is to exhort and to encourage, not to take a position in the legal debate over 
specific commandments (henze 2008).

Pierre bogaert compared baruch’s focus on the Mosaic Torah with the final 
scene in 4 Ezra, in which the recognition that the Torah has been lost in the war 
leads to the (re)production of an entire library of inspired literature, of which the 
overwhelming majority is esoteric (bogaert 1969: 391–92). To bogaert, the single 
emphasis on the Torah in 2 Baruch is significant, in that it reflects one of the main 
transformations that took place after the year 70 Ce. With the temple in ruins and 
the sacrificial cult disrupted, the Torah gained in significance, becoming the sub-
stitute for the temple worship. This importance placed on the Torah contributed 
to the survival of Judaism. liv lied concurs that “the continuity of law-abiding 
praxis” is one of the central concerns of 2 Baruch (lied 2008: 132–40). To this she 
adds the importance of leadership and instruction in 2 Baruch. both are reflections 
of the time. The selection of proper community leadership and Torah instruction 
are mentioned repeatedly, often in connection with life, and both are deemed vital 
to the survival of israel.

conclusion

different apocalyptic authors found different ways of working the Mosaic Torah 
into their apocalyptic programs. all of them were aware of the Pentateuch, and all of 
them made use of it. for the authors of 1 Enoch, the narrative traditions about enoch 
and the fallen watchers were more important than the legal commandments of the 
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Pentateuch. They found their scriptural anchor in the prophetic and sapiential tradi-
tions that equipped them to address their primary concerns: eschatology, cosmology, 
and judgment. in 4 Ezra, the Torah is God’s gift to israel, the sign of the covenant that 
sets israel apart from the Gentile nations. even though the Torah has not brought 
forth much fruit, ezra wrestles with the question whether God was justified in hand-
ing israel over to the enemies. Torah in 4 Ezra does not always mean the five books 
of Moses, especially not in the final scene of the book, when ezra writes down israel’s 
library of ninety-four books. in 2 Baruch, finally, the Mosaic Torah is fully integrated 
in the book’s apocalyptic program. Observance of the Torah and hope for the world 
to come are two sides of the same coin. This increasing prominence of the Mosaic 
Torah in the corpus of early Jewish apocalypses is likely the literary expression of the 
growing influence of the Mosaic Torah in Judaism more broadly. This is especially 
true for 4 Ezra and 2 Baruch, two works written after the fall of Jerusalem in 70 Ce, a 
time when rabbinic Judaism was beginning to take form.
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adela YarbrO COllins

in the modern period, the first scholar to concern himself with biblical theology 
appears to be Johann Philipp Gabler (Morgan 1992: 476; reventlow 1992: 485; baird 
1992: 184–87). The title of his inaugural lecture, given in 1787 when he became profes-
sor of theology at the University of altdorf, was “an Oration on the Proper distinction 
between biblical and dogmatic Theology and the specific Objectives of each” (baird 
1992: 185). although he distinguished biblical theology as historical from didactic 
dogmatic theology, he did not suggest that biblical theology should be pursued with 
a strictly historical method. he argued rather, “each single opinion must be examined 
for its universal ideas” (Gabler 1992: 499). in his view, one must distinguish between 
the opinions that pertain only to a particular time and place of the past and those that 
are truly divine, that is, that pertain to the “unchanging idea of the doctrine of salva-
tion” (Gabler 1992: 500). The heritage of the enlightenment is clear in this lecture, as 
is Gabler’s rationalist agenda (Morgan 1992: 476; reventlow 1992: 485). The topic of 
apocalypticism or eschatology is not mentioned. This lack may be explained, in part, 
by the lecture’s quite general and abstract character. another important factor is that 
apocalypticism was yet to be “rediscovered” (koch 1972). The term comes from the 
english translation of klaus koch’s book, written in response to the revival of interest 
in apocalypticism in the 1960s. The scholarly rediscovery of apocalypticism, how-
ever, took place in the nineteenth century, evoked by the publication of previously 
little known ancient apocalyptic works, for example, the ethiopic book of enoch or 1 
Enoch (Collins 1998: 2–3).

it took most of the nineteenth century for the new perspective on Jewish apocalyp-
ticism to have its full impact on the interpretation of the new Testament. f. C. baur’s 
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lectures on new Testament theology, for example, do not yet show such an impact 
(baur 1864, 1973). he argued that the concept of the kingdom of God at the time of 
Jesus was connected with what he called the material ideas of the Jews about the mes-
sianic kingdom. Jesus, however, did not have a similar view. On the contrary, he spiri-
tualized the concept of the messianic reign to such a degree that nothing was left of 
those material ideas. The kingdom of God in the teaching of Jesus was a community 
based on ethical-religious conditions, whose ultimate aim lay in the transcendent 
world. Jesus transformed the material, popular messianic expectations into his spiri-
tual idea of the kingdom of heaven (baur 1973: 70, 93–94).

he noted further that Paul appears to share the belief of the earliest Christians in 
the nearness of the coming of Christ from heaven (the parousia). he argued that the 
parousia for Paul is the moment of the resurrection of those who belong to Christ 
(1 Cor 15:23). he then interpreted the parousia and the end in Paul’s teaching as the 
triumph of the principle of life over the principle of death and the overcoming of evil. 
all creation returns to God and becomes an eternal unity (baur 1973: 202–5).

in discussing “The ‘liberal’ lives of Jesus” from the 1860s, 1870s, and 1880s, 
schweitzer remarked that there is complete agreement among these lives “in the 
rejection of eschatology. for holtzmann, schenkel and Weizsäcker, as for Weisse, 
Jesus wanted ‘to found an inward kingdom of repentance . . . Jesus makes messi-
anic claims only in a spiritual sense.’ according to schenkel, ‘That Jesus predicted 
a personal, bodily, second coming, in the brightness of his heavenly splendour and 
surrounded by the heavenly hosts, to establish an earthly kingdom, is not only not 
proved, it is absolutely impossible.’ schenkel is able to give these explanations because 
he knows the most secret thoughts of Jesus and is therefore no longer bound to the 
text” (schweitzer 2000: 177–78).

in his chapter “The eschatological Question,” schweitzer observed that before the 
pioneering studies of dillmann (1851) and hilgenfeld (1857), it was easy enough for 
scholars to conclude that the preaching of Jesus was independent of all contemporary 
ideas. after these studies, however, had made Jewish apocalypticism “known in its 
fundamental characteristics, and the Jewish pseudepigrapha were no longer looked 
on as ‘forgeries’ but as representative documents [of Jewish thought of the second 
Temple period], the necessity of taking account of them in interpreting the thought 
of Jesus became more and more emphatic” (schweitzer 2000: 190). Johannes Weiss 
was the first to take the new understanding of apocalypticism fully into account in 
interpreting the teaching of Jesus (Weiss 1971; schweitzer 2000: 198).

Weiss’s starting point is that the dogmatic theology of his time used the phrase 
“kingdom of God” in a way far removed from the biblical concept itself. he argues, 
“Theology must insist only on one thing if it wants to remain clear concerning itself 
and conscious of its procedures, namely, that one should acknowledge whether and 
how far we are today removed from the original meaning of the concepts.” he then 
sets as his goal the task of identifying “the original historical meaning which Jesus 
connected with the words ‘kingdom of God’ ” (Weiss 1971: 59–60). With regard to 
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sources, he excludes the Gospel of John, the sayings of Matthew that express a later 
view, and the parables. he excludes the latter because it is only the editorial work 
of the evangelists that connect them to the notion of the kingdom of God (Weiss 
1971: 60–64). he argues that for the israelites and Jesus, “there existed a twofold world, 
and thus also a twofold occurrence of events.” The lower world of human beings is 
related to an upper world of angels and spirits. Together they make up the cosmos 
(1 Cor 4:9). “all history is only the consequence, effect, or parallel copy of heavenly 
events.” Therefore, when Jesus speaks about the kingdom of God being present (Matt 
12:28; luke 17:21), he does not mean that it is constituted “by a community of disciples 
among whom God’s will is done. rather, Jesus does so because by his own activity 
the power of satan, who above all others is the source of evil, is being broken.” This 
involves the establishment of the power of God over satan, a process that has a heav-
enly origin (Weiss 1971: 74–78).

The majority of Jesus’ sayings, however, express the view that the kingdom of God 
will be established only in the future (Weiss 1971: 79). The role of Jesus is preparatory, 
not properly messianic. besides overcoming satan’s kingdom, his main activity is 
proclaiming the good news, announcing the coming of the kingdom of God (81–82). 
Jesus was not a revolutionary. God will establish the kingdom “without human hands, 
horse, or rider, with only his angels and celestial powers. . . . This is not to say that he 
did not believe in any kind of political restoration; but that only God should bring 
it about” (102–3). The ethics of Jesus is an ethics of preparation (105–12). for Jesus 
the “kingdom of God is a radically [upperworldly] entity which stands in diametric 
opposition to this world. This is to say that there can be no talk of an innerworldly 
development of the kingdom of God in the mind of Jesus!” (114). how is Jesus dif-
ferent from John the baptist? during his lifetime Jesus “is a prophet before the eyes 
of all. but he is to become the son of Man, whether at some point in his lifetime, or, 
as he became ever more convinced, after he had passed through death” (114, 120). 
becoming the son of Man means that judgment and rule will be transferred to him. 
in this way God “will make him lord and Messiah” (130). The ten principal results of 
Weiss’s study show that “Jesus’ idea of the kingdom of God appears to be inextrica-
bly involved with a number of eschatological-apocalyptical views which systematic 
theology has been accustomed to take over without critical examination” (129–31).

schweitzer observed that hermann samuel reimarus “was the first, and indeed, 
before Johannes Weiss, the only writer to recognize and point out that the preaching 
of Jesus was purely eschatological” (schweitzer 2000: 200). With regard to schweitzer 
himself, hiers and holland wrote, “Weiss was soon joined by a formidable ally, albert 
schweitzer” (Weiss 1971: 30). They refer to the publication of schweitzer’s Skizze des 
Lebens Jesu (sketch of the life of Jesus), which was published (1901) a year after the 
revised and expanded edition of Weiss’s book. it was translated into english under 
the title The Mystery of the Kingdom of God (schweitzer 1914).

hiers and holland also note, however, that when schweitzer wrote the Skizze, he 
had not yet read either the first or the second edition of Weiss’s book. he nevertheless 
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came to similar conclusions (Weiss 1971: 30). Weiss had discussed the sources criti-
cally and eliminated the later traditions from consideration because the earlier ones 
had a better chance of representing the teaching of Jesus. in contrast, schweitzer 
argued that “The sermon on the Mount, the commission to the Twelve, and the 
eulogy of the baptist are not ‘composite speeches,’ but were for the most part deliv-
ered as they have been handed down to us.” he also affirmed the historicity of the pas-
sion predictions in the synoptic Gospels (schweitzer 1914: 7–8). These positions are 
problematic for those sensitive to the history of the synoptic tradition. also, he did 
not always distinguish Matthean redaction from older tradition (he does so, however, 
on 128–29). but schweitzer felt that Mark alone does not suffice “for constructing the 
history of Jesus . . . the discourses in Matthew are invaluable indications” (34).

furthermore schweitzer asserted, probably against Wrede (1971), “one should 
not forget, that if Jesus did not take himself to be the Messiah, this means the death 
blow to the Christian faith. The judgment of the early church is not binding upon 
us. The Christian religion is founded upon the messianic consciousness of Jesus, 
whereby he himself in a signal manner sharply distinguished his own person from 
the rank of other preachers of religious morality” (schweitzer 1914: 5–6). in the 
preface he states that the aim of this book is to explain why, if Jesus considered 
himself to be the Messiah, he did not act as if he were the Messiah. he argues later 
in the book that Jesus’ “experience at the baptism signified the inception of [his] 
messianic consciousness” (127). in the preface, he says that he also wanted to make 
intelligible why Jesus suddenly came to believe that his death was necessary and in 
what sense he considered it a saving act (3–4). To explain these things is to under-
stand his life (6).

in the course of criticizing “the modern ‘historical’ solution,” schweitzer articu-
lates a few of his main theses. The humility and service taught by Jesus are not “the 
proclamation of the new morality of the kingdom of God, where serving is ruling; 
rather it is a question of the significance of humility and service in expectation of 
the Kingdom of God” (1914: 76). in the teaching of Jesus, “with the appearing of the 
son of Man dawned the eschatological kingdom” (80). finally, “The coming of the 
kingdom of God with power is dependent upon the atonement which Jesus per-
forms. That is substantially the secret of the Passion” (83).

in the chapter titled “The Preaching of the kingdom,” schweitzer argues that 
repentance in the synoptic Gospels is not merely backward looking. its “predomi-
nant character . . . is a moral renewal in prospect of the accomplishment of universal 
perfection in the future” (1914: 94). in the same chapter, a key point about ethics is 
made: “if ethics has to do only with the expectation of the supernatural consum-
mation, its actual worth is diminished, since it is merely individual ethics and is 
concerned only with the relation of each single person to the kingdom of God. The 
thought, however, that the moral community which has been constituted by Jesus’ 
preaching must as such be in some way the effective first stage in the realization of 
the kingdom of God—this thought belongs not alone to our ethical sentiment, but 
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it animated also the preaching of Jesus, for he wrought out in strong relief the social 
character of his ethics” (103–4).

schweitzer elaborates the latter point in the chapter titled “The secret of the 
kingdom of God.” The identification of John the baptist with elijah, the saying about 
men of violence taking the kingdom by force (Matt 11: 12–14), and the parables (in 
light of Mark 4:11) lead to the following inference: “repentance and moral renewal 
in prospect of the kingdom of God are like a pressure which is exerted in order to 
compel its appearance. . . . The men of violence who take it by force are they [who] put 
into practice the moral renewal. They draw it with power down to earth” (1914: 112). 
he supports this conclusion by describing the phenomenon in question as a kind of 
apocalyptic transformation of the prophetic principle that God’s activity responds to 
human behavior (112–15).

according to schweitzer, the secret of the kingdom, discussed above, character-
ized the first period of Jesus’ life. The second and final period was characterized by 
his teaching regarding the secret of the Passion, which takes up the secret of the king-
dom of God and carries it further (1914: 124–25). in addition to the moral renewal, 
the redeeming death of Jesus also compels the coming of the kingdom. his death 
“completes the penitence of those who believe in the coming of the kingdom” (125). 
after a thorough discussion of the problems involved, schweitzer concludes, “Until 
the confession before the [Jewish] council [in Jerusalem] Jesus was publicly regarded 
as the forerunner [not the Messiah], as he had been already in Galilee” (163).

in the chapter “The secret of Messiahship,” schweitzer came to the conclusion that, 
before the resurrection of Jesus, his disciples believed that his resurrection as Messiah 
would coincide with the general resurrection that would usher in the messianic age. 
“after his death his resurrection as Messiah constituted a fact for itself. Jesus [became] 
the Messiah before the messianic age!” (1914: 211). he then raises the question, “What 
did Judas actually betray?” What he did was betray to the chief priests (Mark 14:11) 
the secret of Caesarea Philippi. in schweitzer’s view, Judas allowed the high Priest to 
conclude that Jesus considered himself to be the Messiah when he stood before him. 
Jesus corrects this misunderstanding with his response about his coming as the son 
of Man in the future (216–17).

in the summary of his view of the life of Jesus in the last chapter, schweitzer infers 
that the secret of the passion was revealed to Jesus from scripture, when he was pon-
dering the question why the kingdom had failed to appear in spite of the tokens of 
its dawning. The secret involved the conviction that God would bring the kingdom 
about “without the general Affliction” (1914: 265–66). instead of the expectation that 
all would experience the tribulation, the Messiah, the one “whom God has destined 
to reign in glory[,]  accomplishes it upon himself by being tried as a [criminal] and 
condemned” (266).

Weiss and schweitzer convinced new Testament scholars and systematic theo-
logians that the conception of the kingdom of God in the synoptic Gospels is an 
eschatological one. rudolf bultmann chose to deal with this fact by demythologizing 
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eschatology and expressing its significance in terms of existentialist philosophical 
categories. The eschatological moment is the “now” of the crisis of decision when one 
hears and responds to the proclamation, the kerygma. in this interpretation every-
thing is focused on the present. On the one hand, the link between the present escha-
tological moment and the past, the “Christ event,” is weak, and, on the other, the 
future is barely addressed at all. The weakness of the link between the “Christ event” 
and the present eschatological moment troubled, for example, one of bultmann’s for-
mer students, ernst käsemann (Weiss 1971: 24–26).

in his article “The Problem of the historical Jesus,” first published in 1954, 
käsemann observed that, for bultmann, Christian faith and theology are based on 
the earliest Christian message, so that the preaching of Jesus is a mere precondition 
of them. This, however, “means that Christian faith is here being understood as faith 
in the exalted lord for which the Jesus of history as such is no longer considered 
of decisive importance” (käsemann 1964: 16). The Gospels, however, identify the 
humiliated with the exalted lord, making clear that they do not allow “myth to take 
the place of history nor a heavenly being to take the place of the Man of nazareth” 
(25). in contrast to Weiss and schweitzer, käsemann did not hold the opinion that 
Jesus had a messianic consciousness. in contrast to bultmann, he did not think that 
Jesus referred to the coming of a son of Man other than himself. in his view, “all pas-
sages in which any kind of Messianic prediction occurs [are] kerygma shaped by 
the community. . . . The predication ‘son of Man’ must have reflected the Christology 
and the apocalyptic[ism] of post-easter Christianity” (43). he agreed with Weiss 
and schweitzer, against C. h. dodd, “that Jesus did speak of the kingdom of God as 
future” (44).

in the article just discussed, käsemann left open “the difficult problem of how far 
the preaching [of Jesus] itself was determined by apocalyptic expectation (1964: 44). 
he commented on the issue in more detail in another article, “The beginnings of 
Christian Theology,” first published in 1960 (käsemann 1969a). his starting point 
for reconstructing these beginnings is the part of the synoptic tradition which form 
critics have determined as coming from “the proclamation of the community after 
easter.” These traditions, however, remain fragments as long as the historian has not 
discovered “a moderately convincing methodological mode of entry into the heart of 
the history and theology we are seeking” (1969a: 82). The project is one of reconstruc-
tion, and he begins by arguing that the Gospel of Matthew provides evidence that “the 
history lying behind our Gospels was filled with very severe tensions; how it contains 
the experience of something like a confessional controversy.” The criteria by which 
the two groups measured each other, and found the other wanting, were “certain 
criteria of the spirit.” he begins with the polemic in Matt 7:22–23 against those who 
say, “lord, lord, did we not prophesy in your name etc.,” and argues that it is directed 
against the false prophets mentioned in 7:15. he proposes that these represent a spe-
cific group characterized by enthusiastic piety and wonder-working powers, active 
on “the very soil of Palestine.” This movement was rooted in the easter experiences. 
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The evangelist, in contrast, places emphasis on the criterion of the Matthean Jesus, 
“doing the will of my heavenly father” (83–84).

after further detailed discussion of other passages in Matthew, käsemann con-
cludes that the two groups in conflict he has reconstructed are divided by “a differ-
ence of eschatology.” One group remains “within the continuity of the Jewish hopes,” 
whereas the other is “driven on by enthusiasm along a new route.” both groups, how-
ever, maintain the hope of the messianic restoration of israel and have been led by 
the spirit to engage in a mission to the Gentiles. both experience the guidance of the 
spirit through prophecy (1969a: 88). The prophets in these communities admonished 
the others to proper behavior by issuing “sentences of holy law” (89). an example 
stands behind Mark 8:38, “Whoever is ashamed of me and of my words . . . of him will 
the son of Man also be ashamed” (käsemann 1969b: 77). such sayings move “in the 
eschatological sphere of promise and curse, where prophecy finds expression as the 
operative sanction which in this situation directs the community” (1969a: 89).

after sketching the history of the two groups, käsemann returns to the “sentences 
of holy law.” These sayings endow the traditional principle of the ius talionis (the 
punishment will fit the crime) with an eschatological perspective. This type of saying 
“reckons with the imminent invasion of the Parousia, professing to know the criteria 
with which the universal Judge operates and deriving this knowledge from its own 
inspiration by the spirit” (kasemannn 1969a: 92). These sayings combine “a basically 
apocalyptic outlook with an enthusiasm stemming from prophetic inspiration.” The 
new element they express is that the promise or curse will take effect in the eschato-
logical future. in käsemann’s view “the earliest post-easter community [expressed] 
itself in these sentences” (93).

next käsemann discusses briefly other forms of prophetic pronouncements 
related to the eschatological future, such as Matt 10:15: “Truly, i say to you, it shall be 
more tolerable on the day of judgment for the land of sodom and [Gomorrah] on the 
day of judgment than for that town” (käsemann 1969a: 95–96). something impor-
tant happens in these sayings, for example, Matt 24:37, “as it happened in the days of 
noah, so it will happen at the Parousia of the son of Man.” here a correspondence 
between the end and the beginning is seen that results in an apocalyptic interpreta-
tion of the Old Testament (96).

This observation leads käsemann to provide an excursus at this point in his article. 
The sayings in question constitute the earliest evidence for a Christian understanding 
of history. “it is the conception of the parallel, even if antithetically ordered, course 
of salvation history and the history of disaster; a course which finds its judgment and 
its objective in the Parousia of the son of Man, Jesus” (1969a: 96). admitting that this 
view of history is mythical, käsemann objects nevertheless to the kind of demytholo-
gizing program proposed by bultmann. it is unable to preserve the eschatological 
character of history. it was apocalypticism that first made historical thinking possible 
in the Christian tradition. The apocalyptic view of history posits a definite beginning 
and a definite end. it takes a particular, irrevocable direction and consists of a series 
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of epochs clearly distinguished from one another. in this schema the individual is 
firmly located. for this reason, the proclamation of Jesus has to be narrated, not just 
announced. it is this view of history that gives the Gospels their “incomparable liter-
ary form” (96–97). “Prophetic proof-texts and typology are the oldest testimony” to 
the narrative character of the early Christian proclamation, which is rooted in apoca-
lypticism (97). “The Gospel history, like the prophetic proclamation, is a fruit of the 
apocalyptic[ism] of the period after easter” (98).

käsemann then turns to the parenesis or exhortation, formulated by early Christian 
prophets in order to direct the community, by stating his thesis at the outset: “Parenesis 
in the post-easter community was founded primarily on apocalyptic[ism].” That 
becomes particularly clear where aphoristic material is incorporated, but at the same 
time reshaped into an eschatological utterance. an example is Matt 7:2, “for with the 
judgment, with which you judge, you yourselves will be judged, and the measure you 
mete out will be meted out to you.” a universally valid principle is given the form of a 
sentence of holy law and, at the same time, the content of the ius talionis (käsemann 
1969a: 98).

Curse and blessing in käsemann’s view also belong to the forms of prophetic proc-
lamation. after discussing the woes against the Galilean cities (Matt 11:20–24), he 
argues that these sayings are genuinely apocalyptic. he goes on, “without throw-
ing any doubt on the seriousness with which Jesus himself preached judgment, we 
ought nevertheless to ascribe [these sayings] rather to the community after easter” 
(1969a: 100). after discussing the beatitudes and arguing that they originated entirely 
within the practice of early Christian prophecy, he states, “the only real problem is 
whether Jesus himself had already employed this form” (101).

The question whether Jesus used the beatitude form is important because the 
historian must determine “as precisely as possible the central point and scope of the 
message of Jesus.” The theologian must take up the same task because schweitzer 
has made the issue of apocalypticism unavoidable. käsemann argued, however, 
that schweitzer and his followers erred “by trying to turn the whole question into 
a problem of research into the life of the historical Jesus and to explain the very 
early history of dogma in terms of the delay of the Parousia.” in käsemann’s view, 
“The situation was this:  Jesus admittedly made the apocalyptically determined 
message of John [the baptist] his point of departure; his own preaching, however, 
did not bear a fundamentally apocalyptic stamp but proclaimed the immediacy 
of the God who was near at hand. i am convinced that no one who took this step 
can have been prepared to wait for the coming son of Man, the restoration of the 
Twelve Tribes in the Messianic kingdom and the dawning of the Parousia (which 
was tied up with this) in order to experience the near presence of God” (1969a: 101). 
rather, the historical and hermeneutical problem must focus on “how easter and 
the reception of the spirit caused [the earliest Christians] to respond to the preach-
ing of Jesus about the God at hand, and in a certain sense, to replace it with a new 
apocalyptic[ism]” (102).
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it is at this point in his argument that käsemann made his famous declaration, 
“apocalyptic[ism] was the mother of all Christian theology—since we cannot really 
class the preaching of Jesus as theology.” even those who associate Jesus more closely 
with the beginning of Christian theology should recognize that post-easter apoca-
lypticism constitutes a new theological start. such recognition calls into question the 
practice of systematic theology of treating eschatology last instead of first (1969a: 102). 
käsemann wrote as a professor of new Testament in a theological faculty, in which 
the lutheran tradition played a large role. Today many american and other scholars 
would address the issue in less theological terms. in an american university environ-
ment or any context of religious studies as distinguished from theology, one would 
be inclined to speak rather of “an apocalyptic symbolic system” or “an apocalyptic 
ideology” or to place Jesus and the earliest communities who met in his name in the 
apocalyptic tradition of second Temple Jewish texts.

another important issue is the relation of Jesus to apocalypticism. käsemann’s 
decision to separate him from that complex of phenomena is problematic. Jesus’ 
activity was closely related to John the baptist, who seems to have been an apocalyptic 
prophet. The actions and teaching of Jesus issued into another apocalyptic phenom-
enon, the earliest Christian communities, attested especially by the letters of Paul and 
the Gospels of Mark and Matthew. it would be historically dubious to conclude that 
Jesus did not speak and act in an apocalyptic manner, given that he recognized the 
authority of John by being baptized by him and that the movement that emerged after 
easter was characterized by imminent expectation of the coming of the son of Man 
and the manifestation of the kingdom of God on earth. as e. P. sanders put it, “The 
question is whether the resurrection is the sole explanation of the Christian move-
ment, or whether there is also a more than accidental connection between Jesus’ own 
work and the emergence of the Christian church” (sanders 1985: 19). To argue that 
it was only with the resurrection appearances that the followers of Jesus first came 
to think of him as the Messiah and son of Man and to take up a stance of imminent 
expectation seems to load those appearances with too much freight. These conse-
quences are more easily explicable if the question of Jesus’ Messiahship had already 
arisen in some way during his lifetime and if he had spoken of the coming of the one 
like a son of man in daniel 7 in his teaching.

although sanders avoids using the word-group “apocalypse,” “apocalyptic,” and 
“apocalypticism,” he concludes that it is certain or virtually certain that “Jesus shared 
the world-view that i have called ‘Jewish restoration eschatology.’ ” The key evidence 
for this conclusion includes “his start under John the baptist, the call of the twelve, 
his expectation of a new (or at least renewed) temple, and the eschatological set-
ting of the work of the apostles [rom 11.11–16, 25–32; 15.15–19]” (1985: 326). in a foot-
note, he implies that “apocalyptic” and “eschatological” are interchangeable. he uses 
“eschatology” “to refer to the expectation of an imminent end to the current order” 
(1985: 375–76, n. 3). by “restoration eschatology” he seems to mean “the Messiah has 
come; the whole people of God, Jew and Gentile alike, is being gathered; the end is at 
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hand” (94). The restoration includes judgment: the son of Man will sit on the throne 
of his glory, and the twelve will judge the twelve tribes of israel (Matt 19:28; 1985: 103). 
“Most scholars will agree that Jesus did not have in view military victory and political 
autonomy along the lines of Ps. sol. 17” (116). “Jesus claimed that God was about to 
establish his kingdom, that those who responded to him would be included, and (at 
least by implication) that he would reign” (334).

like schweitzer and unlike Weiss, sanders does not base his analysis of Jesus and 
Judaism on an explicit theory of the relationships among the synoptic Gospels or the 
history of the synoptic traditions. although this is a significant weakness in his treat-
ment, he makes good use of second Temple Jewish texts in illuminating the teaching 
of Jesus. his historical judgments are also soundly argued and credible.

More recently, John dominic Crossan (1991) made his starting point an elabo-
rate grouping of primary sources for the life and teaching of Jesus. he dated these 
sources and grouped them accordingly. This ostensibly scholarly approach, however, 
is undermined by the fact that he dates the Gospel of Thomas to about 50 Ce and 
includes it in the earliest group along with the letters of Paul. his explicit method 
favors this group as the primary basis for reconstructing the historical Jesus. The 
Gospel of Thomas plays a larger role than the letters of Paul, since the latter do not 
contain much tradition relevant to the historical Jesus. furthermore, the Gospel of 
Mark, although taken as the earliest Gospel, is placed in the second chronological 
group. needless to say, the result is that the Jesus he ends up with is noneschatologi-
cal. Marcus borg (1984) has also been promoting a noneschatological Jesus since his 
1972 Oxford dissertation. in his first book he simply ignored the eschatological mate-
rial. later he interprets it in a noneschatological way.

in contrast, two scholars have ably defended the hypothesis of an apocalyptic 
Jesus: dale C. allison, Jr. (1998) and bart d. ehrman (1999). like sanders (1985), allison 
refuses to begin with the sayings of Jesus (allison 1998: 36). he refutes the arguments 
some have made in reconstructing a noneschatological or nonapocalyptic Jesus (95–
129). he then concludes that an account of the historical Jesus does not need to be 
an either eschatological or noneschatological (as schweitzer claimed). The proclama-
tion of Jesus “reverberated with eschatological themes.” at the same time, he “was a 
purveyor of subversive wisdom” (129). in reconstructing the eschatological teaching of 
Jesus, allison emphasizes the themes of the final judgment, the resurrection of the dead, 
the restoration of israel, the great tribulation, and the imminence of the appearance of 
the kingdom of God throughout all creation (129–51). he also includes a discussion of 
apocalyptic language under the heading “The language of Millenarian eschatology” 
(152–69). finally, he pursues an original way of affirming and interpreting the eschato-
logical character of the teaching and life of Jesus. he establishes that Jesus and his fol-
lowers had an ascetic lifestyle in some important ways and that these practices may be 
interpreted as living “a millenarian vision or an apocalyptic scenario” (216).

although ehrman is critical of many of the particulars in schweitzer’s reconstruc-
tion of the life and teaching of Jesus, he thinks that he was “essentially right that Jesus 
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was an apocalyptist” (ehrman 1999: 128). like allison he includes criticism of coun-
terproposals (132–39). Unlike allison, he gives a prominent role to the sayings about 
the coming of the son of Man and concludes that Jesus “called the coming judge the 
‘son of Man’ ” (148). he also ascribes imminent expectation to Jesus (160–61). he 
helpfully relates the apocalyptic teaching of Jesus to other issues and themes in his 
teaching (163–81) and shows that Jesus’ deeds, as well as his teaching, were apoca-
lyptic (183–206), including his death (207–25). he agrees with schweitzer that Judas 
betrayed Jesus’ private teaching about his future, apocalyptic role as “the ultimate 
ruler when the kingdom arrived.” The authorities interpreted this teaching as a claim 
to be the Messiah, and Jesus was executed for this subversive claim (218).

The books of allison and ehrman complement each other. allison presents Jesus 
in a comparative, millenarian context and focuses on apocalyptic rhetoric and its 
importance for the present. ehrman focuses more directly on the apocalyptic char-
acter of the life of Jesus, rightly concluding that Jesus spoke about a son of Man with 
reference to daniel 7. he may be right that Jesus expected to be the ruler of the new 
age when the kingdom of God became fully manifest. in this also, he agrees with 
schweitzer.

The question of the apocalypticism of the apostle Paul is also important for assess-
ing the importance of that complex of ideas for the origins of Christianity (de boer 
1998). On this topic also, albert schweitzer made significant contributions (1912 and 
1931). he went too far, however, in arguing that Paul and his letters could be explained 
entirely in terms of Jewish apocalyptic tradition and that no recourse to Greek tradi-
tion was needed (schweitzer 1931). barry Matlock has contributed a survey and cri-
tique of scholarship on Paul and apocalypticism (Matlock 1996). following a proposal 
of Christopher rowland (1982), J. louis Martyn has argued, in a study of Galatians, 
that revelation related to apocalyptic eschatology involves both this age and the age to 
come. Only disclosure of the new age can lead to the perception of this age as evil or as 
in need of renewal. This argument represents a contribution to the way that apocalyp-
tic rhetoric works. J. Christiaan beker (1980) has published a comprehensive study 
of Paul’s theology, arguing that apocalypticism has contributed the unifying center 
of Paul’s thought, namely, the notion of the imminent cosmic triumph of God. While 
it is true that an apocalyptic scenario is presupposed by Paul’s deeds, after his “con-
version” and of his letters, it is perhaps misleading to say that it is the center of Paul’s 
thought. Other concerns come to the fore in the letters themselves, although they all 
have their roots in Paul’s apocalyptic master narrative.

The evidence makes clear that Jesus spoke in a significant portion of his teaching 
as an apocalyptic prophet. in addition, his proclamation of the kingdom of God was 
surely related to an apocalyptic framework of meaning. The evidence also supports 
the conclusion that the earliest followers of Jesus after easter had an apocalyptic ori-
entation and perspective. The activity of John the baptist, to which the public life of 
Jesus was related, also had an apocalyptic character. The ritual administered by John, 
immersion in the Jordan river, had its formal model in the practice of immersion 
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commanded in the book of leviticus for various kinds of ritual impurity. John gave 
this ritual new significance, however, by associating it with repentance and the remis-
sion of sins and by transforming it into a prophetic symbolic action. The purpose of 
this apparently one-time ritual may have been suggested by ezekiel 36:25–28, where 
God, the prophet declares, promises to cleanse the people with water and spirit so 
that they will be transformed and at last able to comply with God’s commandments. 
This passage appears in the dead sea scrolls as a prophecy of the eschatological 
renewal of all creation by the power of God (1Qs 4:18–23). Mark clearly presents John 
as a prophet, describing his garb as camel’s hair and a leather belt, recalling elijah. 
according to Mark 11:32, the people regarded John as a prophet. Matthew (3:7–12) and 
luke (3:7–9) both include some of John’s apocalyptic prophetic pronouncements. he 
spoke of the “wrath to come,” which refers either to the apocalyptic eschatological 
theme of the great tribulation preceding the end (dan 12:1) or, more likely, the (final) 
divine judgment. an apocalyptic metaphor is also used: the ax is lying at the root of 
the trees; those trees that do not bear good fruit will be cut down and thrown into the 
fire. The fire evokes the idea of punishment after death (cf. isa 66:24, which is one root 
of this apocalyptic tradition). Josephus omits this apocalyptic eschatological dimen-
sion in his account of John the baptist because it does not fit with his biases (Yarbro 
Collins 2007: 46). The message of John the baptist, including the command to “wash 
your whole bodies in perennial rivers,” has striking similarities with Sib. Or. 4:152–70 
(cited in full in Yarbro Collins 2007: 141).

like John the baptist, Paul referred to “the wrath to come,” describing Jesus as the 
one who would come from heaven to rescue the Thessalonians from that wrath. here 
the final, universal judgment of humanity by God is probably meant (cf. 1 Thess 1:9–
10 with rom 2:5–11). in the same letter, he describes the coming of Jesus as “lord” in 
more detail (1 Thess 4:15–17). dan 7:13–14 is very probably evoked here. Paul does not 
use the phrase “son of Man” in his letters because the semitic idiom would not have 
been accessible to his Greek-speaking, Gentile audience. in the greeting of the letter 
to the Galatians, Paul analogously speaks about Christ as “the one who gave himself 
for our sins to set us free from the present evil age” (Gal 1:4). here Paul makes use of 
the typically apocalyptic contrast between this age and the age to come.

apocalyptic ideas also occur in 1 Cor 2:6–10. The wisdom of God is contrasted 
with the ignorance of “the rulers of this age,” who crucified the lord of glory. scholars 
have debated whether the phrase “the rulers of this age” refers to spiritual powers that 
rule the present evil age or to human rulers, such as Pilate. if, as seems likely, Paul 
presupposes the apocalyptic view that earthly events reflect those in heaven (see the 
discussion of Weiss above and daniel 10–12), both explanations are right. it is the 
heavenly rulers, angels or spirits, who are the cause of Jesus’ death, who brought it 
about through their earthly counterparts, the roman authorities (for the heavenly 
interpretation, cf. rom 8:38–39). The remark in 1 Cor 2:7 that God’s wisdom was pre-
determined alludes to the apocalyptic eschatological idea that God has a plan for his-
tory, for the destiny of human beings and all creation, that was fixed at the beginning 
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of time and revealed through scripture (cf. 4Q instruction). in 1 Corinthians 15, Paul 
elaborates the apocalyptic doctrine of the resurrection (cf. dan 12:2–3).

in his letter to the romans, Paul still expresses his hope for the future in apocalyp-
tic terms. “The present time” (rom 8:18) is equivalent to “this age.” This equivalence 
is made clear by the contrast between “the present time” and “the glory about to be 
revealed to us.” his understanding of this coming glory is placed in a context of apoc-
alyptic history (see the discussion of käsemann above). in the beginning creation 
was subjected to futility and decay. in the last days, it is longing to be set free. This 
freedom will occur with “the revealing of the sons of God,” which is equivalent to “the 
redemption of our bodies.” This “redemption” alludes to the expected resurrection of 
the dead in Christ and the transformation of those who remain alive at his coming 
(rom 8:19–23; cf. 1 Cor 15:20–23, 51–55).

apocalypticism is the primary source of the narratives and symbolic systems that 
inspired John the baptist, Jesus, the earliest community after easter, and Paul. if we 
are right to include Jesus here, then we could paraphrase käsemann and conclude that 
“apocalypticism is the mother of Christianity.” for each of these, however, especially 
Jesus and Paul, other traditions were also important. Jesus drew upon eschatological 
and even aphoristic wisdom in his teaching. he was also an interpreter of the Torah 
and, apparently, a healer and exorcist. Paul drew upon Greek rhetoric and popular 
philosophy. all of these elements are important. nevertheless, the apocalyptic tradi-
tions should not be ignored or explained away since they provide the framework and 
the rationale for the other elements.
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Journeys to the hereafter have a long history and are already attested in third and 
second millennium bC Mesopotamia. in literature we probably find a journey to the 
underworld first thematized in the sumerian poem Bilgames (the sumerian form 
of Gilgamesh) and the Netherworld, one of a series of sumerian narrative poems 
about Gilgamesh. We also hear of the first ascent to heaven in Mesopotamia. etana, 
a mythical king of the city of kiš, is already mentioned in the Sumerian Kinglist as “a 
shepherd, he who ascended to heaven (and) who consolidated all countries” (haul 
2000: 39–49; see also novotny 2001).

The themes of descent and ascent can be traced from ancient Mesopotamia to the 
present time, but we have to limit ourselves, and i will concentrate on the ancient 
world, that is, from homer to late antiquity. Moreover, although both themes have 
received excellent studies in recent decades, these have treated the evidence sys-
tematically rather than diachronically. (for surveys of descent in the ancient world, 
see Ganschinietz 1919; kroll 1932; himmelfarb 1983; stroumsa 1995; Colpe 1995a; 
bauckham 1998: 9–96; Graf 1999, bremmer 2011. for ascents, see more recently segal 
1980; dean-Otting 1984; Young 1988; himmelfarb 1993, 1995; Colpe 1995b; Tabor 
1996; Carlsson 2004; Gooder 2006; Yarbro Collins 2012a, 2012b.) That is why in my 
contribution i will focus not so much on the often satisfactorily discussed contents 
and functions of the descents and ascents but on their diachronic developments and 
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interrelationships within Jewish and Greco-roman contexts. While descents to the 
underworld already occur in homer, but an ascent to heaven is not attested in our 
Greek sources before the fifth century, and in israel not before the book of ezekiel, 
i will start with the descents in homer (see bremmer 2009, 2010a, 2011).

1. descents in the classical world

The oldest Greek descents into the underworld can be characterized as heroic feats 
that demonstrated the power or cunning of those heroes who managed to descend 
into the underworld and to come up again. narratives about descents already preex-
isted homer, even if we cannot say for how long. if we accept an influence from the 
Gilgamesh epic, we might think of the early archaic age, when the “Orientalizing 
revolution,” as Walter burkert (1992) called the influence of the near east on early 
Greece, started to take place. in any case, homer could already allude to epic poems 
that treated descents to hell. This is apparent from the end of the Nekyia, the elev-
enth book of the Odyssey, which describes the visit of Odysseus to the underworld. 
The last person that he meets is heracles, who tells Odysseus that the athenian king 
eurystheus “sent me here to fetch the dog, since he could not think of any more dif-
ficult labour for me. i carried him off and led him out of hades, and hermes and 
owl-eyed athena escorted me” (Odyssey. 11. 621–26; see also Iliad 8.362–69). in other 
words, the descent was the culmination of heracles’ labors, and the clearly indis-
pensable help of the gods shows the difficulty of descending into the underworld. 
during his visit to the underworld, which had become a popular subject by around 
600 bC (smallwood 1990), heracles met other heroes, such as Theseus (bremmer 
2009: 197) and Meleager (bacchylides 5), but none of the earliest literary sources for 
heracles’ descent makes any reference to nameless humans or eleusinian initiates 
seen by him in the underworld, in contrast to one of our next two descents.

in the first half of the fifth century bC we start to hear of two new katabaseis, 
“descents,” those of Pythagoras and Orpheus. in the third century bC there was a trea-
tise available to hieronymus of rhodes (fragment 42 Wehrli = 50 White, cf. rohde 
1901: 2.106 note 1), which was ascribed to Pythagoras, in which he related his descent 
into hades. There he saw the souls of homer and hesiod atoning for what they had 
said about the gods, the former hung on a tree with serpents writhing about it, the 
latter tied to a pillar and gibbering. The passage seems to derive, indirectly rather 
than directly, from an old katabasis poem (Graf 1974: 122), in which Pythagoras was 
represented as having given an account in the first-person singular of his underworld 
visit (rohde 1901: 2.106 note 1; Ganschinietz 1919: 2410). now criticism of the gods is 
hardly imaginable before xenophanes, which suggests a post-500 bC date (burkert 
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1972: 199), and the mention of named sinners in the homeric tradition points to a 
not too late date for Pythagoras’s descent, since the katabasis of Orpheus no longer 
mentioned these (below). Other contemporaries of hieronymus such as hermippus 
(FGrH 1026 f 24), also mentioned a pretended descent of Pythagoras into hades by 
withdrawing into a subterranean chamber of his own house in Croton. The famous 
report about a similar practice of the Thracian Zalmoxis in herodotus (4.94–96) 
might well be a reflection of this withdrawal (burkert 1972: 156–59; Graf 1987: 91–92; 
bollansée 1999: 51–52; riedweg 2002: 78–79). however, it is impossible to disentan-
gle the truth from all these different notices in detail, and any reconstruction of the 
Pythagoras tradition in this respect (as in many others!) remains built on sand.

We are better informed about the tradition of Orpheus’s descent into the under-
world. in Greek and latin poetry, Orpheus’s descent into the underworld is always 
connected to his love for eurydice. as references to the myth of Orpheus and eurydice 
do not start before euripides’s Alcestis (357–62 = OF 980) of 438 bC, a poem about 
Orpheus’s katabasis will have arrived in athens around the middle of the fifth cen-
tury bC. although the poem has not survived, its use by aristophanes in the Frogs 
shows that it was well known in athens at the end of that century. Where did this 
poem originate? The probably late fifth- or early fourth-century epigenes informs us 
that the Orphic Descent to Hades was actually written by Cercops the Pythagorean, 
which points to southern italy, as does the mention of an Orpheus of Croton and 
a Descent to Hades ascribed to Orpheus from sicilian Camarina. Unlike Cercops, 
both authors called Orpheus will have been fictitious persons who, surely, owed 
their names to the fact that they told Orpheus’s descent in the first-person singular 
(bremmer 2010a: 115). Given the use of Orphic eschatological material by Pindar in 
his Second Olympic Ode for Theron of agrigento in 476 bC the poem may well have 
been composed somewhat earlier. Unfortunately, we have no direct quotation from 
this poem, but it likely gave a depiction of the underworld, concentrating on the 
various afterlife rewards and penalties of nameless sinners, in contrast with the older 
katabaseis, which focused on heroic and famous sinners.

We can now see that the descents of Pythagoras and Orpheus must have been 
closely related. They originated in the same area, in the same intellectual milieu, 
around, presumably, the same time, and both related their descent in the first-person 
singular. surely, one must have imitated the other, but it is hard to say who was first. 
The number of descents ascribed to Orpheus makes clear, however, that the latter was 
the most popular descent by far. Moreover, the descent of Orpheus likely contained 
catalogs of anonymous sinners and their punishments, since such catalogs were most 
popular in Orphic and Orphic-influenced literature (dieterich 1913: 163–213; norden 
1927: 287–88, 1966: 229–31). They were relatively small to begin with, but grew in 
size in the course of time: the Christian Apocalypse of Peter and the Apocalypse of 
Paul (below § 3) clearly gloated in these enumerations of sins and sinners. Mediated 
by these Christian interpretations, Orpheus’s descent would become influential in 
subsequent times.
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2. An enochic interlude

let us now leave Greece and turn to Palestine. in the last centuries bC a series of 
apocalyptic texts were composed most probably in Palestine with enoch, the man 
who walked with God in Genesis (5:24) as their protagonist. They were collected in 
one book, which is nowadays known as 1 Enoch, of which the so-called Book of the 
Watchers (1–36) is the oldest section. as part of his grand cosmic tours, enoch also 
travels to the northwest (17–19), where he arrives not in hell proper but in a kind of 
underworld, a land of great darkness with a river of fire, most likely inspired by the 
homeric Pyriphlegethon. There are also other underworld rivers, and the homeric 
Nekyia is now generally accepted as one of the author’s sources in these chapters 
(knibb 2009: 115). in contrast to the Orphic descents, 1 Enoch does not see all kinds 
of sinners, but is clearly focused on the angels that had been having intercourse with 
mortal women. Yet for the tradition of descents to the underworld 1 Enoch would 
prove to be most influential.

Unlike in the homeric Nekyia and the Descents of heracles and Orpheus, in 1 
Enoch there is a guide, the angelus interpres as he is normally called, who explains to 
the underworld traveler what he actually sees. Martha himmelfarb (1983; see now 
also benz 2013) has delineated this aspect as one of two striking characteristics of 
the tours of hell, as she calls the descents in which somebody is given a tour of the 
underworld. The second feature that she has noticed is that, in order to explain what 
is seen, the angel habitually uses demonstrative pronouns to answer questions in 
the form: “Who are they? These are those who . . . ” himmelfarb (1983: 58) noted the 
absence of such questions and answers in Greek Descents into hades and stressed the 
Jewish background of these features, in opposition to the work of albrecht dieterich 
(1866–1908: 1913) and eduard norden (1868–1941: 1927) at the turn of the twenti-
eth century, who had minimized Jewish influence on the development of the apoc-
alypses. and indeed, both these characteristics can be seen, to a smaller or larger 
extent, in the book of ezekiel 40–48 and Zechariah 1–8. Yet himmelfarb did not take 
into account the fact that 1 Enoch originated in a thoroughly hellenized world. as its 
author, according to general consent, had made use of homer for the underworld 
(nickelsburg 2001: 282–83), 1 Enoch will certainly also have known the famous tei-
choskopia of book iii of the Iliad. here Priam asks helen to identify certain conspicu-
ous figures among the Greek warriors in the following manner: “so you could tell 
me the name of this man who is so tremendous? Who is this achaian man of power 
and stature?” To which helen answers: “That man there is atreus’ son, wide-ruling 
agamemnon” (Iliad 3.166–67, 178). similar Who / That is structures we also find in the 
cases of Odysseus (3.192–93 and 200) and aias (3.226–27 and 229), and homer was 
imitated by euripides in his hugely popular Phoenissae, where, standing on the roof 
of the Theban palace, antigone asks a servant about the seven against Thebes: “Who 
is he of the white plume who stands in front of the (Greek) army to lead it, bearing 
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lightly upon his arm a shield all of bronze?” (119–21, tr. d. kovacs, loeb). and the 
servant answers:  “That man is said to be a Mycenaean by birth” (125). evidently, 
the author of 1 Enoch transposed a striking feature of the Greek teichoskopia to his 
description of a kind of underworld, as it is shown to enoch from a height.

Moreover, given this manifest Greek influence, we may perhaps also surmise some 
influence from Plato’s myth of er in the Phaedo (§ 4.1), which is the first account of 
a visit to the underworld with its various compartments and the fate of its inhabit-
ants, the just and the unjust. differently from what i wrote earlier (bremmer 2010a, 
2011), i would now like to stress the coming together of Jewish and Greek traditions 
here. even if the use of demonstrative pronouns was already current in Jewish “tours 
of hell” contexts, their usage in combination with a view from a height (see also § 
3) points to a confluence of Greek and Jewish traditions.

1 Enoch was not only a pivotal text for descents to hell, but also proved highly influ-
ential for ascents to heaven. before enoch has seen hell, he is taken up to heaven in a 
vision that is partially influenced by ezekiel (1 Enoch 14: himmelfarb 1993: 10–12), in 
which he sees God and his throne. Michael stone (1983: 89–90) has argued that this 
new development of an ascent depended on the hellenistic influence of the separa-
tion between body and soul. Yet this is hardly probable as in enoch’s case there is no 
mention of his soul. We might perhaps assume here too an influence of Plato’s er 
(above), as er clearly speaks about ascending to heaven, but the Jewish background of 
1 Enoch is clear from the fact that enoch’s description of heaven is very much temple 
centered. Thus, in this case, the Jewish tradition and historical context seem to have 
been the most important factors.

let us now return, however, to the descents, and ask if we find the use of guides 
and demonstrative pronouns during a “tour of hell” also outside Greek and enochic 
traditions.

3. A descent in rome

rather surprisingly, perhaps, both a form of the angelus interpres and the use of 
demonstrative pronouns in the explanation of what is seen in the underworld occur 
in Virgil’s Aeneid Vi, the highpoint of which is the descent of aeneas, accompanied 
by the sibyl, into the underworld. On the bank of the river acheron, aeneas sees 
a number of souls and he asks the sibyl who they are (318–20). The sibyl, thus, is 
his “travel guide.” although ludwig radermacher’s (1867–1952: 1903: 14–15) sugges-
tion that Virgil had taken over this idea from 1 Enoch may seem rather adventurous, 
himmelfarb (1983: 49–50; more in lightfoot 2007: 502–3) has noted that demonstra-
tive pronouns also occur in the descent of Aeneid Vi. Considering the “enochic” 
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features of the travel guide and the demonstrative pronouns, we may at least observe 
one other similarity with 1 Enoch. having noted that Musaeus shows the valley where 
anchises lives from a height (678: desuper ostentat) to aeneas and the sibyl, norden 
has compared a number of Jewish and Christian apocalypses in which a supernatu-
ral figure (God, [arch]angel, devil) provides a view from a height or a mountain: 1 
Enoch (17–18), Philo (SpecLeg 3.2), Matthew (4.8), revelation (21.10), the Testament 
of Abraham (10), the Apocalypse of Abraham (21), the Apocalypse of Peter, which was 
heavily influenced by Jewish traditions (15–16: § 4), and still the late Apocalypse of 
Paul (13), which drew on earlier, Jewish influenced apocalypses (below § 4). in other 
words, Virgil seems to draw here too on a Jewish source. and indeed, during Virgil’s 
lifetime there were many “levantine literati,” as horsfall (2012: 77) calls them, work-
ing in rome, who could have mediated knowledge of Jewish literature and culture. 
did Virgil actually know 1 Enoch, directly or indirectly? Perhaps there were among 
the writings that Virgil had used also Jewish-Orphic descents with enochic influ-
ence, if not a Greek translation of 1 Enoch itself (see also the discussion between 
horsfall 2012: 68–70 and bremmer 2013), which is currently dated to the end of the 
first century bC (nickelsburg 2001: 14). in any case, sibylline and enochic literature 
had many points of contact (lightfoot 2007: 70–77) but, as we have so little left of that 
literature, our conclusions must be tentative.

4. descents in early christianity

let us now turn to the five early Christian tours of hell, of which the first four clearly 
derive from communities that are still close to their Jewish roots. Yet before we do 
so, we first have to mention the descent of Christ himself into hell, as the earliest tes-
timonies to this belief, in the Ascension of Isaiah (4.21, 10.7–10, 11.19) and the Odes of 
Solomon (42.11–22), almost certainly precede the earliest Christian tour of hell. This 
belief became gradually an established part of the Christian creeds and even entered 
the liturgy with easter (detailed investigation: Gounelle 2000). however, it had no 
impact, seemingly, on the later reports of the tours of hell and as such stands alone in 
the tradition of the descents.

regarding those “tours of hell,” it is unfortunate that our earliest example, the 
Apocalypse of Peter (bremmer and Czachesz 2003), has survived only in a fairly late 
ethiopic translation (Marrassini 2003, 2011) and some Greek fragments (kraus and 
nicklas 2004), but neither its date nor place of origin are unequivocally attested, 
although its mention by Clement of alexandria constitutes its terminus ante quem, 
and alexandria is the most likely place of composition (nicklas 2011). in the ethiopic 
version of the Apocalypse Jesus shows Peter the punishments that await the damned 
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at the last Judgment, but in the Greek version, undoubtedly edited at this point, the 
punishments appear in a kind of vision. Jesus shows the punishments by pointing to 
certain categories of sinners, such as the ones “hanging by their tongues” (22G[reek]) 
and then says, “and these were those who had blasphemed the way of righteous-
ness,” and to “women hanging by their hair over boiling mire” (below), and then says, 
“these were they who had adorned themselves for adultery” (24G), and in this way 
the Apocalypse continues in enumerating and explaining the various sinners. in other 
words we have a guide to inform us about the underworld, who likes to use demon-
strative pronouns to explain what the visitor or spectator of the underworld sees, just 
as in 1 Enoch and Virgil, and who sees measure-for-measure punishments, which 
can go back equally to a Jewish and an Orphic background, as the talion principle is 
explicitly attested for the Pythagoraeans (himmelfarb 1983: 68–105).

The lurid and gruesome picture of hell in the Apocalypse is partially inspired by 
Orphic traditions that we can delineate in aristophanes and Plato (or Pseudo-Plato). 
from them the author took the Orphic mire (borboros) and the bad smells (8 
e[thiopic]), just as the great transgressors of Greek mythology seem to have been 
another source of inspiration. The continuous throwing down of gays and lesbians 
from a great precipice, who then have to climb up in order to be thrown down again 
(10 e, 32 G), reminds of sisyphus, and the carnivorous birds that torture those that did 
not honor their parents and the elderly (11.4–5 e) recall Prometheus’s vulture.

The crimes can be grouped into certain categories, of which the largest one con-
cerns the interrelated righteousness, blasphemy, idolatry, and persecution, then 
comes sexuality and the relationships between the sexes, then concern for parents 
and slaves; finally, we find magic, usury, and murder. it is extremely interesting to 
note these groupings, which are lacking in 1 Enoch 17–22, as himmelfarb (1983) failed 
to note (bauckham 1998: 79). Catalogs of anonymous sinners are a typical feature 
of the Orphic underworld, and it seems therefore reasonable to surmise that these 
groupings also derive from an Orphic source. in other words, the descent in the 
Apocalypse of Peter drew on both Greek and Jewish sources.

himmelfarb (1983) could not yet know the discovery in 1984 of a new and much 
better manuscript of the latin Vision of Ezra, which has now shown that its original 
Greek text was probably written in the earlier second century, most likely in egypt, 
as it is not that far in time from the Apocalypse of Peter, with which it shows a close 
relationship (translation and excellent notes:  nuvolone 2003; bauckham 2010). 
ezra, who, like Peter, relates his descent in the first-person singular, descends into 
Tartarus, where he is shown the righteous and the damned. as is the case in the 
Apocalypse of Peter, his questions follow the question/response structure with the 
demonstrative pronouns and they are answered by the angelus interpres; moreover, 
the sinners are grouped according to certain categories, and the punishments follow 
the measure-for-measure pattern. in other words, the Vision displays all the charac-
teristics of an early tour of hell.

Other tours occur in an Apocalypse of Elijah, of which a latin fragment has sur-
vived in the apocryphal Epistula Titi discipuli Pauli de dispositione sanctimonii, 
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and in the Apocalypse of Zephaniah. both of these, at least in their Christian final 
form, derive from the fourth century, probably from egypt, but certainly the lat-
ter originated as a Jewish apocalypse and the former may well have originated in 
a Jewish-Christian milieu (bremmer 2011: 26–28). both contain the characteristic 
features of the tours of hell, that is, the question/response structure, the angelus inter-
pres, and the measure-for-measure punishments. a tour of hell also occurs in the 
apocryphal Acts of Philip. fragments of these Acts were known, but a longer, earlier 
version was published only in 1999 (bovon, bouvier, and amsler 1999; bovon and 
Matthews 2012), which dates to about ad 400. here a resurrected young man tells 
the apostle what he saw during his stay in hell. in the beginning of his account we 
find the angelus interpres and the question/response structure (act i.5–6), but these 
features are soon abandoned, and the rest of the existing account looks like a later 
version of an earlier more traditional tour of hell.

in the end, though, the reliance on Jewish models and the stress on persecution 
made the earlier apocalypses look old fashioned, and in due time they were replaced 
by the Apocalypse of Paul (silverstein and hilhorst 1997), the last major ancient apoc-
alypse with a descent and the most popular medieval one. We still have several long 
latin versions, of which a new text has recently been discovered (damongeot-bourdat 
2009), although most medieval versions are heavily abbreviated (Jiroušková 2006; 
Zimmermann 2012). eventually, they all go back to the lost original Greek version, 
which was written in a monastic egyptian milieu at the end of the fourth century and 
translated into latin in rome at the end of the sixth century (bremmer 2011: 28–32).

a comparison with the sins and sinners in the earlier apocalypses quickly shows 
some remarkable differences. Whereas the former do not contain a single reference 
to a sin that is exclusively Christian and not Jewish, about half of the twenty-five types 
of sins in the Apocalypse of Paul are typically Christian, such as the denying of certain 
dogmas. What about the punishments of the sinners? When Paul arrives in hell, he 
first sees fluvium ignis ferventem, “a river boiling with fire” (31). it is filled with sinners 
that have committed not the most serious crimes, but their punishment is clearly 
indicative of a tendency to discipline the faithful by stressing the awful consequences 
of gossiping, slandering, and fornicating after the eucharist, among other sins. The 
river of fire most likely derives from Plato’s Phaedo (114a), which was a great inspira-
tion for imagined hellscapes in later antiquity.

although then the nature of the sinners and of the punishments has partially 
changed since earlier apocalypses, this is not the case with the question/answer struc-
ture. in fact, among the late antique apocalypses the Apocalypse of Paul contains the 
greatest number of answers and questions (himmelfarb 1983: 46). The frequency of 
these questions in our very popular apocalypse is probably the reason that in later 
Christian apocalypses the question/answer structure has become the rule, so that we 
find it even in the, undoubtedly Christian-influenced, famous Zoroastrian apoca-
lypse Ardā Virāz and in the popular medieval islamic Book of Muhammad’s Ladder 
(ch. 79, cf. bremmer 2011: 33).
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5. Ascent to heaven

if descent to hell was the most authoritative way of relating the fate of the good and 
the bad in the hereafter, an ascent to heaven was the best way to relate the contents 
of the heavenly world. however, unlike the descents, the writings with an ascent are 
not that easy to fit in one continuous trajectory, let alone locate them in their precise 
social and religious context, as the dates and contexts of most of the apocalypses that 
contain ascents are highly debated; moreover, several originally Jewish texts have 
clearly undergone a Christian elaboration. it seems methodologically acceptable to 
focus on the original dates of these writings, insofar as they can be reasonably recon-
structed. as there are various types of ascent—the ascent of the soul to heaven, the 
“round trip” to heaven, both of persons and souls, and the ascent of a person in order 
to remain in heaven—with different purposes and origins, we will treat them indi-
vidually, even though they sometimes influenced one another.

5.1. The Ascent of the Soul to heaven: round trips and 
Single Journeys

The idea of the ascent of the soul presupposes two major conditions: the existence of a 
soul that represents the whole person and can move free from the body, and the exis-
tence of heaven as a place of destination of the souls. both conditions were fulfilled in 
Greece only in the later decades of the fifth century bC and should not be explained 
by a shamanistic background that is only postulated and not proven (contra Colpe 
1967a, 1967b; Colpe and habermehl 1995). The development of the soul in opposition 
to the body took place within archaic and classical Greece (bremmer 2010b), but the 
Greek idea of a journey of the soul to heaven may well have been influenced by iranian 
ideas, given the Persian conquest of ionia in the later sixth century and the probable 
presence of Persian magi in athens in the late fifth century (bremmer 2008: 244–45). 
Yet the fixation on iranian origins that was paramount around 1900 (bousset 1901; 
reitzenstein 1904) has long impeded scholars from seeing the many influences of 
early Greek philosophers with their speculations about the soul. Moreover, in the 
later Greek fifth century bC we do not meet the idea of souls going to heaven, but 
they ascend to the aithēr, the “upper air” (bremmer 2001: 7). even if some iranian 
influence is likely, other determining factors such as the teachings of Pythagoras 
and Plato also have to be taken into account (burkert 1972: 357–68). admittedly, the 
Mithraic ascent of the soul, as mentioned by Celsus (Origen, Contra Celsum 6.22) and 
Porphyry (De antro 24) seemed to underpin these iranian speculations, but recent 



Descents to Hell and Ascents to Heaven in Apocalyptic Literature   349

research is much more reticent, notes the ascent’s neoplatonic character, and no lon-
ger mentions iran in this respect (Gordon 2012: 987–88).

highly influential in connection with the ascent of the soul would remain the myth 
of er in Plato’s Republic, where Plato describes how the soul of er left his body after 
his seeming death and ascended to a heaven-like place. in his case and others, such as 
that of scipio in Cicero’s Somnium Scipionis, of ardiaeus in Plutarch’s On the Delays of 
the Divine Vengeance, and of Timarchus in The Sign of Socrates, er came back into his 
body to tell about what happens after death (Colpe and habermehl 1995; bremmer 
2001: 90–94). somewhat differently, but also of Platonic inspiration, is the ascent of 
the soul in Philo’s De specialibus legibus, which, however, is inspired by the ascent of 
the soul in Plato’s Phaedrus rather than by the myth of er (borgen 1993; heininger 
2004). The fact that in the Ascension of Isaiah it is the mind, the most important part 
of the soul, that is lifted into the heavens (6.10; note also the return into the body in 
7.5) also points to an influence from Platonic traditions.

The idea of the ascent of the soul experienced its heyday especially in pagan circles 
during the first centuries ad; lucian could even make fun of it in his Icaromenippus. 
from the fragments of the second century ad Chaldaean Oracles we learn of a 
theurgic ritual in which a priest officiated and which clearly demanded purification 
before the ascent. subsequently, angels helped the theurgist to separate his soul from 
the body. during the ascent the soul had to pronounce a password, which strongly 
reminds us of the Orphic-bacchic Mysteries, where this was also necessary, as the 
Orphic Gold leaves have shown. similar Orphic-like passwords occur in Gnostic 
treatises about the postmortem journey of the soul (Thomassen 2010); and indeed, 
Orphic influence on both the Chaldaean Oracles and Gnostic writings seems persua-
sive (Thomassen 2006). The final aim of the theurgic ascent was the “immortaliza-
tion” (Johnston 1997), as is the case in the famous Mithras Liturgy, which is closely 
related to the theurgic milieu (betz 2003; Zago 2010). Yet it was only a temporary 
immortalization, as the Liturgy stresses that the ascent can take place three times a 
year (748–49). The incorporation of the Mithras Liturgy in a magical papyrus fits a 
notice of arnobius (Adv. Nat. 2.62, cf. 2.13) that magicians taught their pupils to send 
up their souls to the heavens with magical means.

in the case of the hermetic treatise Poimandres, which was composed in egypt and 
is currently dated to about ad 100, the soul journeys to the eighth heaven: “this is the 
good, the aim of those who have gnosis: to become god” (26), but here the visit to the 
highest heaven also serves a missionary purpose, as on his return Poimandres’s pupil 
has to teach mankind what he has seen (26): an interesting expansion of the tradi-
tional goals of these ascents, namely to legitimate or to authenticate certain claims to 
a higher wisdom or revelation.

rather striking is the fact that the narrator relates his vision in the first-person 
singular and is instructed by a kind of angelus interpres. Moreover, he ascends to the 
eighth heaven (25–26). such layered heavens were not part of the Greek tradition, and 
in this respect the hermetic treatise must have been influenced by Jewish (-Christian) 
apocalyptic traditions, in which we find many such heavens. in the Jewish writings 
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from the turn of the Christian era the number of heavens was not fixed. We find three, 
five, and seven in the well-known apocalypses, from 2 Enoch to the Testament of 
Abraham (table: Carlsson 2004: 254; add Vision of Ezra 60 to his examples), and such 
layering must have been familiar enough for Paul to refer to it in his second letter to 
the Corinthians (12.1–4) without further explanation (destro and Pesce 2009, with 
excellent bibliography). These numbers are clearly influenced by babylonian views 
of ancient cosmology (Yarbro Collins 1996: 21–53), even though we must be careful 
with postulating up-to-date contacts between Jewish and babylonian scholars. recent 
insights clearly demonstrate that the former had been left behind in comparison with 
their Greek colleagues (Popović 2013), but that did not keep them from being aware of 
snippets of babylonian cosmology. from the numbers, the number seven was so cur-
rent that it seems that the author of Poimandres wanted to trump the traditional ascent 
cosmologies by introducing an eighth heaven. The author of 2 Enoch, which until 
recently had only been preserved in slavonic, but is now attested in Coptic fragments 
and probably goes back to a Jewish writing of, perhaps, about ad 100 (Orlov and 
boccaccini 2012), even related an ascent to the tenth heaven, but this exaggeration did 
not find many imitators (a few more later examples: rosenstiehl and kaler 2005: 40).

5.2. round trips to heaven in Vision or “reality”

as the Greek opposition of the soul to the body did not enter Jewish anthropology 
immediately after the Greek conquest of Palestine, 1 Enoch narrated the ascent of 
enoch as happening in a vision. his authority meant that those subsequent Jewish 
apocalypses that employ the theme of ascent often used the framework of a vision. 
it is remarkable how popular this theme was in the first centuries before and after 
the turn of the era. Unfortunately, the dead sea scrolls have been less informative 
at this point than one might perhaps have expected (davila 1999), even though we 
can see from the surviving fragments of Aramaic Levi (4Q213) that levi ascended to 
heaven, where he was invested with the eternal priesthood, such an investiture being 
an important theme of early Jewish apocalypses (himmelfarb 1993: 29–46). in fact, 
visions occur in a whole series of apocalypses: the Testament of Levi, 2 Enoch, the 
Similitudes of Enoch (1 Enoch 37–71), the Ascension of Isaiah, the Vision of Ezra, the 
Life of Adam and Eve, the Apocalypse of Zephaniah, the Apocalypse of Abraham and 3 
Baruch, but also in hermetic and Gnostic literature. as with the accounts of descent, 
those of ascent equally want to inform but also to authenticate and legitimate the 
information they purport to have received in heaven.

it would be out of the scope of this contribution to discuss all these ascents in 
detail, and i will therefore limit myself to taking a closer look at a representative selec-
tion of the standard corpus with a focus on interrelationships between these accounts 
and those of descents. it seems only reasonable to start with 1 Enoch as this was the 
oldest ascent, then i will proceed with the Jewish Apocalypse of Abraham, which was 
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written after the destruction of the temple in Jerusalem, and i will conclude with 
Gnostic Christian accounts that seem to have been the last ones to have innovatively 
used the ascent motif in late antiquity.

in 1 Enoch we hear of the ascent of enoch (14:8–24) “the scribe of truth” (15:1), which 
is interesting as priests and their misdeeds play a central role in his thought: the social 
milieu seems to be that of the temple. The ascent itself takes place in a vision (14: 8), 
in which winds bear enoch aloft. it is important to note that, unlike the scene in 
later visions, enoch is alone and that there is nobody accompanying him, no angelus 
interpres. When he is in heaven, he horizontally passes through two houses before 
he arrives at the lofty throne of God, who is surrounded by thousands of watchers. 
rather striking in the description is the way the author tries to evoke the terrifying 
magnificence of God, even though much of his vision derives from ezekiel, as has 
often been seen. That also means that we perhaps have to be reticent in presupposing 
a mystical experience or practice as the precondition for being able to report such an 
ascent. although this cannot be excluded and some indications exist for the use of 
incantations in 1 Enoch (Collins 1995: 46), none of our other sources gives us any clear 
indication of such practices (himmelfarb 1995). literary tradition may well suffice to 
explain many of these visions, and a certain skepticism seems preferable over all too 
adventurous speculations (contra stone 2003; destro and Pesce 2009).

We are in a different world with the Apocalypse of Abraham, which was probably 
originally written in Palestine some decades after the destruction of the temple, even 
though it acquired Christian features in the course of its transmission. The heavenly 
ascent takes place on the wings of two sacrificial doves, on which both abraham 
and the accompanying angel are sitting. They ascend straight to the seventh heaven, 
where abraham sees not only the earth and Gehenna (from above: § 3), the heavens, 
but also, and most importantly, the throne chariot of God: as with 1 Enoch, ezekiel 
once again is an important source of inspiration. Yet in its message there are impor-
tant differences, as it is unique in constructing a world that embraces both cosmology 
and history (Collins 1998: 229). also, unlike 1 Enoch, it is not so much the angel that 
serves as the angelus interpres but God himself, which looks like an attempt to trump 
the other apocalypses. Moreover, we also find the demonstrative pronouns in the 
tours of hell (above § 3) in abraham’s account (22, 23, 25). evidently, the author bor-
rowed features from those tours to compose his own tour of heaven.

several types of ascent can also be found in Gnostic writings. The more traditional 
form of ascent we find in the Gnostic Apocalypse of Paul, which perhaps dates from 
about ad 200 and was probably composed in egypt (rosenstiehl and kaler 2005). 
The aim of this ascent was to explain to its Gnostic readers how to escape from the 
demiurgic trap of the cosmos and to provide the Gnostic “correct” interpretation 
of Paul’s writings (kaler 2007). To that end it describes an ascent of Paul, which 
has clearly been inspired by the passage from 2 Cor, but which also draws on the 
Testament of Abraham and the Apocalypse of Zephaniah. The apocalypse changes 
to an account in the first-person singular at the very moment that it begins and 
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describes the ascent of Paul through the heavens until he has arrived at the tenth 
one, where he greets his fellow spirits. in other words, he has been transformed into 
what we probably have to see as the highest kind of perfection. in fact, the ascent 
must have been considered as being of the highest importance in Gnostic circles, 
considering the words in the Gospel of Truth: “since the perfection of the all is in 
the father, it is necessary for the all to ascend to him” (21). The use of Paul and the 
allusions to Christian rituals such as baptism suggest that the author worked within 
a Christian community whose teachings he intended to correct into a Gnostic direc-
tion (kaler 2007).

More complicated ascents occur in a number of Gnostic sethian treatises, such 
as Zostrianos, Allogenes, Marsanes, and the Three Steles of Seth, which probably 
date from the first half of the third century. in them we find a spiritual ascent to 
the divine, from the lowest to the highest degree of reality, while a revealer pro-
vides instruction at each stage of the ascent. but it is not a permanent ascent. in 
the end, the visionary has to return to earth to inform the community about the 
possibility of the ascent and the final return of the soul to its origins. The trea-
tises are closely informed by the Platonic philosophy of the day, but the notion of 
angelic guides instructing visionaries about the nature and content of the succes-
sive heavenly levels undoubtedly derives from Jewish and Christian apocalypses 
(Turner 2001).

5.3. Ascent to immortal heavenly life

at the turn of the Christian era we suddenly start to hear of romans who saw 
romulus (livy 1.16; bremmer 1987:  45–46) and augustus (suetonius, Life of 
Augustus 100; dio 56.31.2–43.1) ascending to heaven after their death. The ascents 
are clearly related to the special positions of these politicians, but the origins of this 
idea remain obscure. similarly, the ascent of Jesus (good surveys in Pöhlmann 1986 
and Colpe 1991) remains hard to explain from the point of view of the traditional 
trajectories of descent and ascent, although influences of the ascent of elijah cannot 
be excluded (Pilhofer 2002). On the other hand, the suggestion of ascension by the 
pagan sage apollonius at the end of his life, as described by Philostratus in his Life 
of Apollonius (8.30), can hardly be understood separately from the stories about the 
roman emperors and Jesus (flinterman 2009). There is of course much more to be 
said about single trips to heaven. for example, we find an ascension of the soul and 
a layered heaven in the vision of saturus of the Christian Passio Perpetuae (11.2) of 
the early third century. Yet these accounts, like the ascension of the roman emperors 
and Christ, are usually not connected to the genre of the apocalypses and we leave 
them for another occasion.
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6. conclusion

it is time to draw a conclusion, even though we have not exhausted the material 
by any means. as we have seen, regarding the descents to hell there is a coming 
together of both Jewish and Greek traditions in the early Jewish and Christian 
tours of hell. The Jewish tradition, of which 1 Enoch was immensely influential, 
contributed especially the question/answer structure with the demonstrative 
pronouns, the angelus interpres, and the talion principle. The Orphic tradition 
contributed the catalogs of sinners and punishments and the accounts in the 
first-person singular. Yet the fact that the question/answer structure with the 
demonstrative pronouns and the talion principle also existed in Greek literature 
suggests that we should be careful in postulating exclusive Jewish or Greek tradi-
tions. in the hellenized world of the near east after alexander the Great there 
was a coming together of all kinds of traditions that often can be separated only 
artificially.

regarding the ascent motif, it has proved more difficult to trace the various 
trajectories. for the study of the ancient apocalypses, we can see that the vision 
framing of 1 Enoch was here most influential, although Platonic influence was not 
negligible either. it is rather surprising to see how in the hermetic and theurgic 
narratives about the ascent of the soul there is a clear influence discernible from 
the Jewish-Christian apocalypses with the angelus interpres, the account in the 
first-person singular, and the concept of the layered heavens. at the same time, 
we can also note a certain, still to be defined, influence from the Orphic tradition. 
in the Jewish and Christian apocalypses with the ascent motif there is also a clear 
influence notable from those with the descent motif in that several of them have a 
kind of angelus interpres, and even the question/answer structure with the demon-
strative pronouns can be found in at least the Apocalypse of Abraham. evidently, 
the authors of the apocalypses read widely before composing their narratives. in 
my contribution i have tried to sketch the trajectories of the various motifs and 
their interrelationships, but we should keep reminding ourselves that much early 
material must have been lost, and that future discoveries can amend and improve 
our findings so far.1

note

 1. i am most grateful to Ton hilhorst for his careful scrutiny of my text and to Meghan henning for her 
skillful correction of my english.
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Apo cAlypSeS 
Among gnoSticS 

And mAnichAeAnS

dYlan M. bUrns

The genre “apocalypse” is of enormous importance for our understanding of 
Gnosticism. however, modern scholarship has generally approached the Gnostic 
apocalypses by attempting to diagnose the relationship between “apocalypticism” 
and “Gnosticism.” it has usually focused on the “dualism” associated with these 
terms in the scholarship of the mid-twentieth century, distinguishing the “historical” 
concerns of the apocalypses from the ahistorical, cosmological interests of Gnostic 
lore: “this (apocalyptic) dualism is not absolute or metaphysical but temporal, and is 
thereby different from the dualism of Gnosis” (Vielhauer and strecker 2003: 550; sim-
ilarly, schüssler fiorenza 1983: 303; rowland 1999: 790, 796; lahe 2012: 113, 140–42). 
Other scholars consider Gnosticism a kind of pessimistic negation or interiorization 
of Jewish apocalyptic ideas (hanson 1979: 28; rowland 1982: 445; J. Z. smith 1983: 86). 
Meanwhile, specialists in Gnostic studies no longer construct “Gnosticism” as a theo-
logical category characterized by “dualism” or other marginalizing clichés (Williams 
1995: esp. 101–15, 225–29; king 2003: esp. 175–89). Conversely, eschatological dual-
ism is no longer viewed as the distinguishing feature of the apocalypses (Collins 
2001: 75–84); consequently, the traditional basis for associating “Gnosticism” and 
“apocalypticism” has been dissolved.

More importantly, “apocalyptic(ism)” is itself a modern construct that does not use-
fully describe apocalypses or their authors. its focus on historical or political eschatol-
ogy fails to describe the contents of many of the texts that bear the name “apocalypse” 
in the manuscript tradition, which by and large deal with personal eschatology, often 
as part of greater cosmological speculations (Collins 1979: 9–12; stone 1984: 393). The 
attempt to divine second-temple apocalyptic “conventicles” or communities who 
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would ostensibly have developed an ideology of “apocalypticism” is also a failure 
(Collins 1998: 38, pace Vielhauer and strecker 2003: 598; hanson 1979: esp. 211–20). 
scholarship has thus turned away from the study of “apocalypticism” and towards the 
texts themselves, the apocalypses, which are grouped accordingly by their shared use 
of the genre “apocalypse” and the literary traditions associated with it (see Collins, 
chap. 1 in this volume). similarly, scholarship on “Gnosticism” has largely abandoned 
the baggage associated with the term in much of modern scholarship (per the critiques 
of Williams 1995 and king 2003). it focuses instead on the groups called gnostikoi in 
the ancient world, the myths associated with them, and, most of all, the (“Gnostic”) 
texts we have discovered that deal with these myths, which differentiate the creator 
of the cosmos from the True God, usually through descriptions of the fall of sophia 
(“Wisdom”) and ensuing creation of the material world (layton 1995; brakke 2010).

gnostic Apocalypses

Therefore, instead of diagnosing the constructs “Gnosticism” and “apocalypticism,” 
it is productive to compare the Gnostic apocalypses—that is, texts that handle the 
Gnostic myth and use the genre “apocalypse”—with their Jewish and Christian 
counterparts. That such an enterprise might be worthwhile is indicated by the fact 
that there are indeed many apocalypses among the texts associated with the ancient 
Gnostics. epiphanius claims that one group has composed certain books, attributing 
them to great men: “They say there are seven books attributed to seth; other different 
books they entitle Foreigners (Allogeneis); another they call an Apocalypse according 
to abraham, others (are) attributed to Moses, and still others attributed to still other 
figures” (epiph. Pan. 39.5.1, tr. layton 1987: 189, slightly modified; see also 26.1.2–1.3). 
Porphyry relates that:

there were in Plotinus’s time many others among the Christians and heretics who 
had set out from the ancient philosophy, men belonging to the schools of adelphius 
and aculinus—who possessed many texts of alexander the libyan and Philocomus 
and demostratus of lydia, and who produced revelations (apokalupseis) of Zoroaster 
and Zostrianos and nicotheus and allogenes and Messos and others of this sort who 
deceived many, just as they had been deceived, actually alleging that Plato really 
had not penetrated to the depth of intelligible substance. Wherefore, Plotinus often 
attacked their position in his seminars, and wrote the book we have entitled Against 
the Gnostics (Vit. Plot. 16, tr. armstrong [lCl], modified).

Coptic redactions of several of these treatises—Zostrianos and Allogenes—were dis-
covered at nag hammadi (Upper egypt) in 1945.



360  Dylan M. Burns

Meanwhile, an entire codex from nag hammadi (“Codex V”) consists of apocalypses, 
excepting a cosmological treatise at the start, placed accordingly to prepare the reader 
for revelation (Morard 1995). if one regards the genre of the “revelation discourse” 
(featuring a postresurrection Jesus Christ as the revelator) as a “this-worldly apoc-
alypse,” one counts twenty-six extant apocalypses associated with Gnosticism, the 
bulk of which were preserved at nag hammadi (attridge 2000: 208–9, plus two new 
apocalypses from Codex Tchacos). by this reckoning, the most well-known Gnostic 
text, both today and in antiquity (no fewer than four manuscripts of it survive)—The 
Apocryphon of John—is an apocalypse qua revelation discourse. Mani was a reader of 
Jewish apocalypses as well as Gnostic material, and Manichaeans composed a revela-
tion dialogue featuring him as a revealer passing on wisdom obviously derived from 
these texts. finally, the Tchacos Codex (pub. 2006) has bequeathed to us several more 
apocalypses, among them the (in)famous Gospel of Judas.

did Gnostics then simply like to read apocalypses, or is there such a thing as par-
ticularly Gnostic apocalypses? The apocalypses mentioned in the previous paragraph 
relate (among other things) the distinction between the creator-deity and a higher 
first principle, as well as a version of the fall of sophia, or are related to groups that 
made such a distinction. One can then speak of “Gnostic apocalypses” qua apoca-
lypses written by “Gnostics.” however, did Gnostics simply use the apocalyptic genre 
and traditions associated with it to authorize their own diverse views, or did they 
also transform it, writing apocalypses with a distinctive flavor found only among 
the Gnostics? is it worth contrasting Gnostic apocalypses from Jewish and Christian 
apocalypses?

not really. a  brief look at passages from several nag hammadi apocalypses 
shows that they draw upon the literary traditions and ideas of Jewish and Christian 
apocalypses to address various ends that are, for the most part, not particular to 
Gnostics at all: these include the postmortem ascent of the soul, martyrdom, Jewish 
salvation-history, Greek metaphysics, and the destruction of the physical cosmos. Yet 
one does observe a particular fondness for apocalypse in Gnostic literature. Gnostics 
preferred to derive their authority from otherworldly revelation, and their texts 
reflect this, although the tendency is significantly muted in the Valentinian literature. 
The Gnostic apocalypses are distinct in insisting on the total veracity and author-
ity of their revelations, which sets them apart not from the Jewish and Christian 
apocalypses, but from Greek philosophical mythography. rather, they differ from 
their “proto-orthodox” and Valentinian contemporaries in the authorities they claim 
through pseudepigraphy. One can glimpse an interesting transformation of apoca-
lyptic authority in early Manichaeism, where Mani, at first under the influence of 
Jewish and Gnostic apocalypses, himself becomes a living authority who lives on in 
his own revelation dialogue.

The First Apocalypse of James, for instance, is a Gnostic revelation dialogue (apoca-
lypse) concerned with the postmortem ascent of the soul and an ex eventu review 
of history that authorizes the apostle James. Properly speaking, it is a revelation 
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dialogue between Jesus (both pre- and postcrucifixion) and one of his disciples, but 
it was understood by its scribe in the nag hammadi version to be an “apocalypse” 
(the Codex Tchacos version is simply titled James). indeed, revelation dialogues are 
essentially apocalypses without an otherworldly journey, not dissimilar in genre to 
dan. 11–12, and thus “type i” apocalypses (in the parlance of Collins 1979). The rev-
elation dialogue is a genre popular among the Gnostics, because its frame depicts an 
otherworldly mediator (e.g., the savior himself) granting unvarnished, clear infor-
mation whose veracity and completeness are beyond question (Perkins 1980: 19ff; 
Pagels 1978: 419ff; frankfurter 1996: 148, 198). “The literary genre of revelation dia-
logue is a mode of communicating not only the content of this second world but 
also structurally and rhetorically establishing its secret and mysterious character by 
presenting it as divine revelation” (king 2012: 74). The value of this secrecy is twofold, 
and derives in both cases from the strangeness of the content of revelation, which was 
usually otherworldly and, in the case of early Christianity, often liable to get one in 
trouble with the authorities. it provides insulation from outside groups who may be 
hostile to such content, and it acknowledges the utter strangeness of the cosmologies 
and ideas transmitted by such revelatory texts in the greater context of Greco-roman 
life (king 2012: 73–80). as we will see, the rhetorical dynamic of secrecy and revela-
tion we find in the Gnostic revelation dialogue is virtually identical to that we find in 
other apocalypses, including those that feature a heavenly journey or which are bereft 
of Gnostic content.

themes and problems: the First 
Apocalypse of James and Zostrianos

This fairly uniform dynamic of revelation we see among Gnostic dialogues and 
apocalypses governs, on the other hand, a fairly diverse range of themes and prob-
lems. returning to 1 Apoc. Jas., we note that the revelation begins by attending to the 
Christian Gnostic’s “deliverance” from the “archons” who martyr them in Jerusalem. 
fearing the imminent death of Jesus, and, later, his own martyrdom,1 James asks,

“rabbi, what are you saying? if they arrest you, what shall i do then?” (Jesus) answered 
him, saying, “When they arrest you and stone you, you will be delivered. but do not 
return to Jerusalem, for this (city) always gives the cup of bitterness to the children of 
light, being a dwelling place for many archons. so your deliverance [is] this: you shall 
deliver yourself from them. as for the knowledge you seek, it consists of understand-
ing what they are like and how many they are. . . .” (TC 11.17–12.6) tr. kasser et al. 2007, 
tr. slightly modified
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The savior goes on to describe the composition of the various heavens—the better 
to navigate them after death—and, eventually, formulae that one is to recite before the 
celestial “toll-keepers” in order to pass into the realm of “he who is” (TC 19.24–22.23). 
The import of this cosmological lore is the comfort of martyrs-to-be, who, the text 
says, have nothing to fear in the beyond if sufficiently prepared. significantly, these 
formulae are known to have been used by the Valentinians (TC 19.21–22.23 = ir. Haer. 
1.21.5), and have thus raised the question of whether the text is in fact a Valentinian 
apocalypse (on which see further below).

The dialogue also authorizes its teaching through ex eventu prophecy, a strategy 
common to the “historical apocalypses”: The catastrophe of the first Jewish War is 
alluded to by the risen Christ, but only obliquely in his injunction to James to keep 
his teachings secret until his death (TC 23.15–19). at this point, the disciple is to grant 
revelation to addai, who will in turn keep it secret, write it down, and grant it to a cer-
tain “levi.” despite growing up during war, his younger son will be a powerful ruler 
who shall upon reaching maturity again undergo great persecution and hardship—
almost certainly the disastrous Jewish revolts of 115–17 and 132–35 Ce—before finally 
making the book available (TC 23.19–25.14). This circuitous transmission-history 
of 1 Apoc. Jas. also explains the tardiness of the revelation’s appearance (schoedel 
1991:  167–68). Genealogies of lost revelatory books are typical in the apocalypses 
(e.g., 2 En. 9–12; Apoc. Adam nhC V,5.85), but it must have been especially impor-
tant to the Gnostics, whose opponents accused them of following late, postapostolic 
authorities and teachings (ir. Haer. 5.20.1).

Yet the tale also plays with the literary tradition of ex eventu prophecy in ways that 
challenge common assumptions about the relationship of “Gnosticism” to Jewish 
history and “apocalypticism.” scholarship once proposed that Gnosticism (and 
Gnostic apocalypses) are products of Jewish apocalyptic thinking in alexandria, an 
anti-Jewish “protest” religion reacting to the loss of the Temple in 70 Ce and subse-
quent persecution (Grant 1959: 27–38; alexander 1999: 1066; C. smith 2004). There 
are reasons to reject this hypothesis,2 but more interesting is the observation that 
1 Apoc. Jas. does not invoke these events as a way of brusquely attacking Judaism. 
rather, addai is known as the apostle who evangelized edessa, thus laying a founda-
tion for semitic Christian tradition, and Jewish apocrypha held that the second son 
of levi birthed by a woman of Jerusalem would beget the priestly bloodline (Test. 
Levi 3:25; drawnel 2004: 138–48, vss. 62–67; edwards 2012). On a more general level, 
the story shows that “Gnostic” apocalypses hardly relinquished interest in history, ex 
eventu prophecy, or worldly concerns in favor of cosmological speculation or “real-
ized eschatology.” nor did they favor the authority of visionary experience or an oth-
erworldly journey over this-worldly revelatory dialogue (Perkins 1980: 175 n. 39, pace 
Pagels 1978: 427ff). rather, 1 Apoc. Jas. negotiates its various concerns—the fate of the 
martyrs in the celestial landscape, and the authority of the apostle James in relation 
to the earliest Christian community in Jerusalem—precisely by invoking historical 
themes.
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another apocalypse from nag hammadi, Zostrianos, addresses the end of history 
alongside technical metaphysics. Quoted above, Porphyry tells us that it was among 
several apocalypses, including Allogenes (preserved in some redaction in nhC xi,3) 
that were the subject of contention between the neoplatonic philosopher Plotinus 
(ca. 263 Ce) and Gnostic Christians in his reading group. Therefore, this body of 
Gnostic apocalypses—the “Platonizing” sethian literature—was a major player in 
third-century hellenic philosophy (Turner 2001: esp. 693–744). The text describes 
the celestial ascent of its eponymous seer, who engages in discourses with angels 
in heaven about neoplatonic psychology and theology. along the way, he is trans-
formed into various types of angels:

i stood there, staring into the light of the truth that truly exists from [a]  self-begotten 
root [with some] great angels and glories. . .i was baptized in the [name of] the 
self-begotten deity by the powers that exist [upon the] living water:  Michar and 
Mi[chael], and i was purified by the great barpharanges. and they [glorified] me 
and wrote me into glory. [i was] sealed by them, those who exist upon these powers, 
[Michar], Michael, seldao, ele[nos], and Zogenethlos. and i [became] an angel able 
to see [god] and i stood up on the first aeon, which is the fourth, with the souls. (nhC 
Viii,1.6.3–21, tr. mine, with reference to sieber 1991 and barry et al. 2000. see also 
Viii, 1.7.1–22, 30.29–31.23)

Zostrianos also receives various crowns, probably evidence of the author’s desire to 
authorize his metaphysical speculations with literary traditions familiar to Jewish 
and Christian readers of the apocalypses (burns 2014). finally, having descended to 
earth once more, he begins preaching:

Ye living, the seed of the holy seth, understand! do not disobey me! awaken your 
divine part to God, [and] empower the elect soul, (which is) empty of evil; look at the 
dissolution of this place, and follow the indissoluble unbegottenness. The father [of] 
everything invites you, waiting for you; while others will inflict violence upon you, 
he will not abandon you. do not baptize yourselves in death, or entrust yourselves to 
those who are inferior to you as if they were better. flee the madness and the bondage 
of femininity, and choose for yourselves the salvation of [masculinity]. You have not 
come into suffering but you have come into bondage. dissolve yourselves, and that 
which has bound you will be dissolved. save yourselves so that it (i.e. the soul) will be 
saved! The loving father has sent you the savior and he has strengthened you. Why 
do you hesitate? search, when you are sought. listen, when you are invited. for time 
is short. do not be deceived; great is the aeon of the aeon of the living, (and great are) 
the punishments of those who remain unpersuaded. (nhC Viii,1.130.16–131.23)

This sermon is a curious thematic mélange. Most obviously, it stresses the urgency 
of repentance in the face of the Endzeit: “time is short!” Yet its paraenesis is not merely 
recognition of the savior and the imminent end of things. rather, the reader must 
recognize the “dissolution” of the material world and its trappings, and foster philo-
sophically informed contemplation of the “unbegottenness” that characterizes the 
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deity, as described for the preceding hundred pages. such knowledge will provide 
salvation.

The philosophical character of Zostrianos’s soteriology has led some scholars to 
distance the text from Jewish apocalyptic tradition and eschatology:

Central to the Judaic approach [i.e., of other sethian Gnostic literature] is the notion 
of a sacred history centered on interlocking generations of a special people, in this 
case the seed of seth, with an origin and a goal or eschaton. Central to the Platonic 
approach [i.e., of Zost., Mars., and Allogenes] is the epistemological distinction 
between degrees of truth or reality graspable by thought, which form an essentially 
vertical teleological scale as opposed to the essentially horizontal teleological scale of 
the Judaic model. (Turner 1995: 193)

On the contrary, it would be a mistake to read Zostrianos’s sermon as an example 
of individual salvation realized in this life—essentially a form of “realized eschatol-
ogy”—that is mutually exclusive with cosmic eschatology, much less to characterize 
Gnosticism as “the supreme form of realized eschatology” (pace Macrae 1983: 319; 
rowland 1999: 790). “Gnostic” texts generally affirm that the world will end, in ways 
virtually indistinguishable from their “orthodox” Christian counterparts (Peel 1970; 
daley 1991). “realized” eschatology therefore did not always come at the expense of 
cosmic eschatology, even in the most philosophical and neoplatonic of the Gnostic 
apocalypses, like Zostrianos and Marsanes (Mars. nhC x,1.10.13–18, 14–25, 40.2–23; 
burns 2013).

Valentinian Apocalypses?

The scholarly impulse to oppose Gnostic texts influenced by hellenic philosophy 
to those (presumably more “Jewish” ones) that focus on cosmic eschatology has 
led some to argue that the Valentinian Gnostics, as opposed to the sethian writers, 
eschewed the apocalyptic genre and related eschatological traditions, leaning instead 
towards “philosophically respectable” notions of cosmic destruction, particularly the 
stoic notion of the world’s fiery conflagration (attridge 2000: 189). Yet at the same 
time, some otherwise unphilosophical apocalypses appear to have been influenced 
by Valentinian ideas, as for instance in the tripartite anthropology and the corre-
sponding personal eschatology of the Paraphrase of Shem:

for where the winds, and the stars, and the demons sow (seeds) from the power of 
spirit, (there) repentance and testimony will appear upon them, and Mercy will lead 
them to the unbegotten spirit. as for those who are repentant, they will find rest in 
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the consummation with faith, in the place of hymen. This is the faith which will 
fill the place which will have been left empty. as for those who have nothing from 
the luminous spirit nor from faith, they will be dissolved in darkness, the place 
where repentance has not come. (nhC Vii,1.35.17–36.1, tr. roberge 2010; see further 
roberge 2010: 71–74, 83–84)

Other apocalypses, like 1 Apoc. Jas. (discussed above) make use of materials that also 
circulated in Valentinian circles, even if they do not otherwise appear overwhelm-
ingly Valentinian in their theology (cf. Thomassen 1995: 248).

What we do not find, however, are apocalypses attributed to known Valentinian 
authority-figures. no apocalypse is attributed to a Valentinian teacher such as 
Theodotus, Ptolemy, or Valentinus himself. apocalypses bearing the name of apos-
tolic authorities popular with Valentinians, like the Coptic Apocalypse of Paul, con-
tain ideas whose Valentinian provenance can only be suggested, not proven (cf. 
kaler 2008: esp. 225; Thomassen 1995: 257–58, re: nhC ii,5). The sect’s exegetes pre-
ferred to see the primeval biblical figures of hoary antiquity not as raw materials for 
the pseudepigraphal industry—as did the sethian writers, attributing their apoca-
lypses to figures like adam, seth, and “allogenes”3 —but, like Philo, for anthropo-
logical and moral allegories. (for the example of seth himself, see ir. Haer. 1.8.5; 
hipp. Haer. 5.20.)

The opposition between sethian and Valentinian Gnostic approaches to the 
apocalypses, then, is a valid one, but not with respect to eschatology or exposure 
to hellenic philosophy. rather, sethian and Valentinian authors, esteemed different 
authorities: transmitters of sethian traditions, produced pseudepigraphical texts—
nearly all in the genre of “apocalypse”—assigned to antediluvian seers and imbued 
with literary themes and traditions that would have seemed authoritative and per-
suasive to readers familiar with Jewish and Christian apocrypha. Valentinian authors 
appear to have been less interested in the apocalyptic genre and its literary trappings, 
particularly pseudepigraphy, instead penning anonymous texts (e.g., The Tripartite 
Tractate) or simply asserting their own authority as living teachers (e.g., Ptolemy 
in his Epistle to Flora). Thus the cliché that Gnostics did not rely on living authori-
ties, but only “figures from the primordial times or from the apostolic generation” 
(Perkins 1980: 175) is true with regard to sethian literature, but not Valentinian litera-
ture. in this respect, Valentinian literary tradition and the kind of authority figures 
it invokes is much closer to non-Gnostic Christianity than it is to Gnosticism. The 
Gnostic apocalypses are also generally shorter on scriptural referents, although there 
is considerable variation on this point between, say, Apoc. Paul or 1 Apoc. Jas. (which 
employ recognizable Pauline and Johannine allusions, respectively) and Zost. (which 
features almost no new Testament references—cf. nhC Viii,1.28.17–22). here again, 
Valentinian literature, which makes free use of the new Testament, has more in com-
mon with non-Gnostic Christian literature.
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hellenic philosophy, myth, and 
Allegory

Conversely, the authors of the Gnostic apocalypses approached myth and authority 
in ways that differ significantly from the hellenic philosophers. a few thinkers did 
compose metaphysically informed revealed poetry (e.g., the Chaldaean Oracles, or 
the so-called Tübingen Theosophy), yet, unlike Zostrianos and the other “Platonizing” 
sethian literature, these texts did not employ the genre of revelation dialogue, but the 
traditional hellenic oracle. Moreover, they invoke authorities and deities popular in 
the hellenic culture of late antiquity, either deriving from traditional Greco-roman 
cult or striking an “Orientalizing” pose that contrasts strongly with the Jewish and 
Christian literary traditions authorizing the Gnostic apocalypses. Plato and Plutarch, 
among others, did compose apocalypses (attridge 1979, 162–68) whose function is 
largely paraenetic and whose truth-value can be confirmed or rejected based upon 
the preceding philosophical discussion (Plat. Phaedo 108d, 114c–d; Gorg. 493a–c; 
Morgan 2000: esp. 158–61). More importantly, such narratives were governed by an 
epistemology that identified myths as secondary, faulty images of an account or rep-
resentation of reality (see particularly Plat. Resp. x 598b; Tim. 29b–d). as Plutarch 
remarks,

Wherefore myth is far removed from actual events, if a tale is but a picture and an 
image of actuality, and a myth is but a picture and image of a tale. and thus those who 
write of imaginative exploits lag as far behind historians as persons who tell of deeds 
come short of those that do them. (Glor. Ath. 348a–b, tr. babbit [lCl])

The stoic and (neo-)Platonic philosophers, meanwhile, did not write myths or 
apocalypses as much as allegorize them, decoding their contents to yield informa-
tion, usually about the soul or the cosmos, intelligible in the idiom of Greek philoso-
phy (Pépin 1958). This is even the case with philosophers reputed for their interest 
in and knowledge of “Oriental” traditions, such as numenius, who read Gen 1:2 
as describing the descent of the soul into matter, followed by Porphyry (num. frg. 
1b des Places 1973; Porph. Antr. nymph, 6.10ff, 10.11–12 Westerink 1969). Gnostics 
sometimes allegorized too (e.g., Ptol. Flor.; simonetti 1985: 9–37), but they did not 
allegorize their apocalypses. (Thus there are no visionary allegories in the Gnostic 
apocalypses, which overwhelmingly prefer the medium of discourse to vision—
fallon 1979: 125.) instead, the Gnostic apocalypses use Judeo-Christian traditions 
and motifs to encourage their readers to assent to the complete and total veracity of 
the literal account of the revelator.
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manichaeism

The negotiation of these various traditions and their strategies of self-authorization—
Jewish apocalypses, Gnostic myths, and hellenic, philosophical allegory—can be 
clarified by a look at their reception in the birth of Manichaeism. for instance, within 
Mani’s corpus is included a Book of the Giants, a history of progeny of the “sons of 
god” (Gen. 6:4—understood as angels, as in the Book of the Watchers—henning 1934; 
henning 1943; sundermann 1973; sundermann 2001; reeves 1992). it is unclear to 
what extent the text could be influenced by (much less identifiable with) the similarly 
fragmentary Book of the Giants known from Qumran (for which see stuckenbruck 
1997). nor is it clear that it was an apocalypse. nonetheless, Mani was deeply indebted 
to enochian traditions, particularly those known from 1 Enoch. Meanwhile, he pro-
nounced Jewish apocalypses of “adam,” “sethel,” “enosh,” “shem,” and “enoch” 
as texts that legitimated his revelation and ensuing mission (CMC 46.1–60.12; 
himmelfarb 1991; reeves 1996). The Cologne Mani Codex preserves a letter from 
Mani where he insists on the authority of his revelation, which concerns the creation 
of the cosmos:

The truth and the secrets which i speak about—and the laying on of hands which is 
in my possession—not from men have i received them nor from fleshly creatures, not 
even from studies in the scriptures . . . by his (the father’s) grace, he pulled me from 
the council of the many who do not recognize the truth and revealed to me his secrets 
and those of the undefiled father and of all the cosmos. he disclosed to me how i was 
before the foundation of the world, and how the groundwork of all the deeds, both 
good and evil, was laid, and how everything of [this] aggregation was engendered 
[according to its] present boundaries and [times]. (CMC 64.8–65.22, tr. Cameron and 
dewey 1979, modified = Gardner and lieu 2004: §51)

later, in the absence of the living authority of Mani and his disciples, Manichaeans 
began to compose literature featuring their Paraclete as a revealer:  like Jesus of 
nazareth, this student of the apocalypses became the star of his own revelation dia-
logues! an example would be the Kephalaia, an extensive revelation discourse where 
Mani takes questions from his followers (Gardner 1995). however, the Kephalaia 
should not be considered a “Gnostic apocalypse.” While the Manichaean account of 
the creation of humankind is clearly derived from Gnostic descriptions of the archon-
tic powers crafting the primordial adam (epiph. Pan. 46.30.5–6 = Gardner and lieu 
2004: §58; aug. Haer. 46.14–15 = Gardner and lieu 2004: §59), the Manichaean demi-
urge is a benevolent being, and the passage of history takes place under the providen-
tial aegis of the high God (Man. Keph. §32, pp. 85.19–86.17 Gardner 1995 = Gardner and 
lieu 2004: §65). Gnostic myth informs Manichaean myth without encompassing it.

nonetheless, the way the Manichaeans themselves regarded the authority of their 
myths (known from apocalypses or not) elicited the ire of alexander of lycopolis, a 
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Platonist of the early fourth century Ce. he provides an example of how a proponent 
of philosophical allegorization, even when interested in Jewish, “Oriental” sources, 
could remain unfriendly to the truth-claims made by apocalypses and their readers. 
he refers to the enochian tale of the fall of the Watchers as an allegory of the “nur-
turing faculties of the soul”; “the Manichaeans, however, understand nothing of all 
this; whenever they are able to come to false conclusions, they appropriate these as a 
god-send, whatever their origin” (alex. lyc. ch. 25.34–7, p. 38 brinkmann 1895, tr. van 
der horst and Mansfeld 1974). Moreover, he criticizes the Manichaeans for failing to 
use the Platonic language of image and form in a manner which is consistent with 
their mythos:

is it not more fantastic than any myth when they say that man is a product of matter 
copied from the image which is visible to the sun? for images, as you know, are copies 
of the archetypal forms. but if they allow the image to be in the sun, where, then, is 
the original model after which this image of theirs has been moulded? for they will 
not say, of course, that that man himself is the real man, nor that the divine power is 
the real man; for they mingle this with matter. (alex. lyc. ch. 23.10–18, p. 32)

alexander disparages the Manichaeans here for confusing the subjects of their myths 
with real entities and events rather than images, and with reading these myths liter-
ally instead of allegorically. some of these myths were apocalypses, and Gnostic ones 
at that—texts that insisted on their literal authority.

revelatory Authority

The insistence on the veracity and soteriological efficacy of the revealed message 
is pronounced enough in Gnostic apocalypses to have led some to claim that their 
distinctive characteristic is “emphasis upon present salvation through knowl-
edge” (fallon 1979: 125; Morard 1995: 341; cf. Perkins 1980, 32 n. 19, 70). indeed, 
the sources do focus on soteriology, but the utterly diverse content of this saving 
knowledge—as exemplified in the present examples of 1 Apoc. Jas. (postmortem 
ascent formula; historical review) and Zost. (neoplatonic metaphysics)—resist 
assimilation to a single mechanism or epistemological state (i.e., supposed gnōsis). 
at the same time, scholars can still ask philosophical questions as to the natures 
of revelation and gnōsis. even if the association of “Gnosticism” and “apocalyp-
tic” by virtue of dualism is misleading, there does seem to be a peculiar affinity 
between texts usually described as “Gnostic” and representatives of the apocalyp-
tic genre. as Macrae has speculated, this affinity could boil down to the medium, 
not the message: “both apocalyptic and Gnosticism center on the acquisition (by 
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revelation) and the communication of a knowledge that exercises saving power 
in the present by its future-oriented content. . . . The latter is one manifestation of 
the former, albeit in extreme form” (Macrae 1983: 324; cf. lahe 2012: 115). it is the 
distinctive apocalyptic truth-claim—the acquisition of undistilled, saving knowl-
edge from beyond, thanks to a supernatural mediator—that lends apocalypses 
and so many Gnostic texts a common character. Gnostic apocalypses are supreme 
exemplars of the apocalyptic genre after all, not as a realized eschatology, but as 
the ultimate affirmation of revelatory authority.

notes

 1. see also 1 Apoc. Jas. TC 17.19–18.4, 19.9–23. The text is paralleled by another Coptic transla-
tion in nhC V,3, but the version in the Tchacos Codex is at most turns better preserved, 
and so followed here. 

 2. We have no reason to assume that Gnosticism originated in israel/Palestine or egypt, as 
opposed to other intellectual centers in contact with Judeo-Christianity, such as syria, asia 
Minor, or rome itself. Moreover, many scholars consider the earliest Gnostic literature to 
be Christian, not Jewish (logan 1996); such Christian Gnostics, like the intended reader-
ship of 1 Apoc. Jas., maybe have felt some ambivalence about Jerusalem and its “cup of 
bitterness.”

 3. The “foreigner,” a reference to seth re: lxx 4:25.
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the imAgined 
world oF the 
Apo cAlypSeS

sTefan beYerle

in the Beginning . . . chaos: towards 
myth and cosmology

Modern descriptions of apocalypticism and of “apocalypse” as genre point to differ-
ent aspects of an “imagined apocalyptic world.” among others, the following topics 
provide insights into certain notions of an ideological technique that interrelates the 
experienced “this world” with a constructed “other world”: interests in the heavenly 
realm and the stars (dan 12:1–3; 1 en 72–82; 102–4), the divine mysteries (dan 2:18–19, 
28–30; 1 en 9:6; 104:12; 4 ezra 12:38; 3 bar 1:6, 8), a predetermined succession of world 
history (dan 2:28–29; 1 en 9:4; 15:2), visionary experiences (dan 7–12; 1 en 14; 4 ezra 
12–14; 2 bar 36:1; 71:2), or judgment and the hope for an imminent end of the world 
that includes a hope for salvation for the righteous (dan 7–8; 1 en 1–5). but the most 
intriguing, and in modern scholarship rather neglected, motif that alerts the reader 
to a cosmic dimension is “creation,” or more precisely: “chaos and creation.” it was the 
German scholar hermann Gunkel who highlighted the aspect of creation and, espe-
cially, recreation in ancient Jewish and Christian apocalypticism. This motif does not 
simply involve a confrontation of the first creation with an eschatological new cre-
ation (cf. isa 43:19; 65:17–18; 66:22–23), but also a productive enhancement of more 
ancient creation motifs and accounts.
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already the confrontation of “chaos and creation” illustrates two important ways 
in which Jewish apocalypses construct their imagined worlds. On the one hand 
they take up mythological thought patterns, while they adapt these patterns to the 
author’s time-historical circumstances. On the other hand these apocalypses create 
cosmologies in which they put this-worldly and otherworldly realms, like “earth” and 
“heaven,” in respect to each other. While the myths give priority rather to the tem-
poral aspect, the cosmologies stress above all the spatial implications. apocalyptic 
writings in general make use of and refine traditions that span a cosmological space 
in order to overcome this-worldly grief and repression and to create hope for an 
otherworldly, salvific life. “heaven” or “chaos and creation” form central pillars of the 
world as they imagine it. We will examine these motifs in this essay.

The Apocalyptic imagination of chaos

The vision in daniel 7 begins with an awesome description of chaos: daniel, the seer, 
watches four beasts coming up from the stirred-up sea. although, as attested in sev-
eral passages of the hebrew bible and in ancient Jewish texts (cf. isa 41:18; 48:18–19; 
60:5; 1Qha 16:5–9), waters including the “sea” sometimes announce blessing, the sea 
in daniel 7 clearly alludes to a chaotic state. as is well known from ancient near 
eastern sources, the sea symbolizes and determines to a large extent a sphere of chaos 
and the imminent, also permanent, attack against the creative order. for instance, 
the sea functions as the living space for monsters from the underworld. in the 
hebrew bible and second Temple literature the most prominent chaos creatures are 
“leviathan” (Ps 74:14; 104:26; Job 40:25–41:26; apoc abraham 21:4–5; 4Q380 fr. 3 line 
1), whose realm is the sea, “behemoth” (Job 40:15), whose realm is the dry land, and 
“rahab” (isa 30:7; 51:9; Ps 40:5; 89:11; Job 26:12; sir 43:25; 4Q381 fr. 15 line 5 [reconstr.]).

The beasts from the sea in dan 7 and the monsters, like leviathan and behemoth 
in 1 enoch (60:7–10), 4 ezra (6:49–52) and 2 baruch (29:4), have in common that 
their appearance combines creation and the eschatological end-time—one could also 
speak of “mythic time.” hermann Gunkel already pointed to this phenomenon in ref-
erence to both the beasts from the sea and the monsters (Gunkel 1895/2006: 227–32). 
besides religio-historical problems with Gunkel’s thesis, one should be cautious with 
the idea that the beasts from daniel 7 and the monsters of the Chaoskampf myth are 
related to one and the same tradition. The main difference between daniel 7 and 
1 enoch 60; 4 ezra 6; 2 baruch 29 can be seen in the explicit references of the lat-
ter apocalypses to traditions from creation accounts, especially Genesis 1, whereas 
daniel 7 alludes only sparsely to texts that cover creation motifs.

in contrast, 1 enoch 60 and 4 ezra 6 provide significant evidence: 1 enoch 60 
counts among the Similitudes (1 en 37–71), a composition from the early herodian 
period, wherein 60:7–10, 24 is part of an interpolated and displaced “noachic” frag-
ment (cf. 1 en 60:8; nickelsburg 2012: 20, 58–63, 221–23). The fragment has several 
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motifs in common with 4 ezra 6 and 2 baruch 29: a conceptualized Urzeit/Endzeit 
scheme places the two beasts, leviathan and behemoth, at the fifth day of creation, 
when God separated these monsters. The allusion refers to the divine creation of the 
“great sea-dragons” or “sea-monsters” (hebrew tannînim) in Gen 1:21 (cf. isa 27:1). 
While leviathan’s realm is the sea, behemoth will settle at the dry land that only 1 en 
60:8 calls “dundayin” (cf. Whitney 2006: 55, who finds in “dundayin” an allusion to 
the ancestors), whereas 4 ezra 6:51 refers to the land dried up on the third day, a land 
that is characterized by a “thousand mountains.” furthermore, all three texts refer 
their readers to the eschatological judgment (1 en 60:24; 4 ezra 6:52; 2 bar 29:4b), 
in order that both, leviathan and behemoth, will be provided and presented by the 
lord as the nourishment in an end-time banquet. notwithstanding several differ-
ences in detail, it is highly probable that all three accounts stem from one and the 
same tradition (cf. nickelsburg 2012: 239–42).

The Beasts in daniel 7

Compared to the sea monsters, the mythical background of daniel 7 is much more 
complex and difficult to discern. The vision report starts with the pursuit of four 
beasts coming up from the sea (vv. 2–8). Their appearance is described in the like-
ness of a lion, a bear, and a leopard. What follows is a fourth beast, albeit differently 
delineated. in terms of imagery, language, and function, the fourth animal differs 
from the three preceding beasts. While the first three beasts in dan 7:4–6 represent 
hybrid creatures, the fourth animal is not determined further because the author, or 
better, composer, has left the fourth beast unnamed and uncompared with any living 
animal. Moreover, the first three animals allude to a pursuit of kingdoms (babylonia, 
Media, and Persia), while with the fourth beast the emphasis is placed on the “horns,” 
especially the “little horn,” representing rulers (cf. reynolds 2011: 120–30, 139–41). 
also, the description of the fate of the fourth beast (dan 7:11–12) is embedded within 
the two epiphanies of the “ancient of days” (7:9–10) and of the “son of Man” (7:13–
14). finally, the interpretation of the danielic vision refers only very scarcely to the 
first three beasts (dan 7:17–18), while it examines the meaning of the fourth animal, 
especially the “little horn,” extensively (7:19–27). in general, the allusion to chaos by 
means of the sea and the beasts does not simply point to an Urzeit-Endzeit scheme, 
wherein chaos is eliminated by divine power. rather, the sea and the beasts, the latter 
representing a succession of kingdoms from the past up to the author’s present (cf. 
dan 2:31–45; 4Qfour kingdoms; sib Or 4:49–101; flusser 1972: 153–74), function as 
symbols for a historical construction of chaos that imminently touches the author’s 
real world. This sort of chaos is characterized as determined, climactic, and inter-
locked with history.
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myth and history in the Book 
of daniel

The mythological and historical aspects can be illustrated further by the treatment of 
the “little horn” in daniel 7 and 8. The interconnection of the description of the “little 
horn” with the epiphanies in dan 7:9–14 ties different traditions together that stem 
from the chaos combat myth that is prominent in several apocalyptic texts from the 
second Temple period (cf. T Jud 21:6–9; T ash 7:2–3; T Mos 10:1–10; 4 ezra 8:20–23; 
13:2–13; angel 2006: 99–125, 148–61).

The symbolic speeches about the sea and the beasts, including the “little horn,” on 
one hand and the epiphanies of the “ancient of days” and the “son of Man” on the other 
give rise to the question whether the Chaoskampf mythology that is made use of is 
related to a certain religio-historical background. above all, since hermann Gunkel’s 
thesis emphasizing, as for several other biblical traditions, the extra-biblical roots of 
daniel 7’s chaos imagery in the Old babylonian creation story Enūma eliš (Gunkel 
1895/2006: 185–88, 205–14), many different models regarding the religio-historical 
background of daniel 7 and 8 have been discussed: iranian, babylonian, Canaanite, 
egyptian, or hellenistic (cf. Collins 1993: 280–94; eggler 2000: 3–19, 55–83). recent 
scholarly discussion has preferred the babylonian and Canaanite models. a third 
proposal, hitherto barely considered (cf. van henten 1993: 223–43), justifies some 
further examination: the question of hellenistic-egyptian influence.

Babylonian influence?

The initial incentive to look for a babylonian background in daniel 7 (and daniel 
8) was motivated—from the beginning—by the predominant babylonian setting of 
the book of daniel. some motifs, indeed, show striking similarities between daniel 
and ancient near eastern material. for example, the babylonian creation myth 
Enūma eliš (i.105–10) reports that the god anu produced four winds as a playground 
for Marduk, son of ea. The text proceeds (i.107–9): “he fashioned dust, he made a 
storm bear it up, he caused a wave and it roiled Tiamat, Tiamat was roiled, churning 
day and night” (“epic of Creation,” translated by benjamin r. foster [COS 1.111:392]). 
in dan 7:2–3 one reads: “daniel answered and said: i watched in my vision during 
the night, and behold, the four winds of heaven churned up the great sea. and four 
great beasts came up from the sea, each differing from the other.” both texts have in 
common that winds stir up the mythic, primordial sea. but aside from this, the tradi-
tions differ in many details: while the babylonian text names the god anu, the god of 
heaven who caused a wave that roiled Tiamat, the subject of the churning of the sea 
in daniel 7 remains unnamed. and what is more, Tiamat is a goddess, not a beast. 
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furthermore, the rebellion of the “little horn” (dan 7:8, 21–22, 25; 8:9–11, 24–25), 
embedded and attacked by a constellation of two divine beings (dan 7:9–10, 13–14), 
bears only meager resemblances to babylonian myth. for instance, in Enūma eliš 
(i.130–59) Tiamat deploys in sum eleven demons, weapons, and monsters by com-
mand and raises up Qingu, her divine consort, as ruler of all gods.

also the anzu story, an akkadian composition from the second and first millen-
nium bCe, is of interest. The god anzu states (i.75–77): “ ‘i will win the throne, be 
the master of the offices! i will give command to all the igigi!’ Thus his heart plot-
ted rebellion” (“The akkadian anzu story,” translated by Marianna Vogelzang [COS 
3.147:328]). all traditions, daniel 7–8 and the stories of anzu and Enūma eliš, admit-
tedly conceptualize mythic creatures who wreak havoc and rebellion. but the cru-
cial constellation of the “ancient of days” and the “son of Man” as divine beings 
in daniel 7, with the latter designed as a “human” figure, is not apparent from the 
babylonian texts. in sum, babylonian myths do not provide sufficient data to form a 
basic background for the apocalyptic world in daniel 7 and 8 (cf. Collins 1990: 717–18 
on kvanvig 1988: 345–602; see also Walton 2001: 83–88).

canaanite influence?

Concerning the “ancient of days” and “son of Man,” comparison with Canaanite 
traditions, as attested in Ugaritic cuneiform tablets from the second half of the sec-
ond millennium bCe, is helpful. One of the main compositions found in Ugarit is the 
baal cycle, wherein baal, representing the West-semitic divine type of a warrior god, 
strikes Yamm, representing the chaotic sea, and stands in significant relationship to 
the high-god el. in CTa 2.4, lines 8–9, the craftsman kothar wa-hasis speaks to baal 
(transl. by smith 1994: 322; cf. also Collins 1993: 287):

indeed, i tell you, O Prince baal,
i repeat, O Cloudrider:
now your foe, baal,
now your foe may you smite,
now may you vanquish your enemy.

as Mark smith has pointed out (smith 1994: 336), the craftsman kothar wa-hasis 
speaks here as a prophet who predicts baal’s kingship. baal will gain dominion by 
smiting and vanquishing his enemy: Yamm, the divine representative of the primor-
dial sea. “The primary enemy, both in daniel and in the Canaanite myth, is the sea, 
Yamm” (Collins 1993: 288). Other Ugaritic texts refer to el as “father of years” (“abī 
šanīma: cf. CTa 1.3.23–24; smith 1994: 185–86). el is also characterized as “judge” 
who sits with haddu, “his shepherd,” a sobriquet for baal (cf. rs 24.252, lines 2–3). 
in dan 7:9–10, 13–14 one reads about constellations, quite comparable to the Ugaritic 
baal myth: an “ancient of days” with white hairs and linen garments takes his seat for 
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judgment, angelic beings serve him, and “one like a son of Man” approaches with the 
clouds of heaven to receive universal dominion.

besides these links between the epiphany in daniel 7 and the baal myth, there 
remain some differences and unresolved questions: dan 7:14 states that there was 
given to the “son of Man” dominion, honor and kingdom. Consequently, the “son of 
Man” remains rather passive. On the contrary, the baal cycle highlights baal’s active 
role within the context of his rise to kingship. second, the divine constellations from 
the Ugaritic myth are not helpful when it comes to questions concerning the mythic 
and religio-historical background of the rebellion of the “little horn.” This is the 
more significant since the “little horn” symbolism decisively alludes to the histori-
cal circumstances and religious crisis in the time of antiochus iV (cf. Portier-Young 
2011: 78–85), as reflected in daniel 7 and 8.

hellenistic-egyptian influence?

With view to the latter problem, a third, Greek and also hellenistic-egyptian tra-
dition deserves attention: the Typhon myth. To address this possible influence, the 
identification of the fourth beast in daniel 7 with Greece and of the “little horn” with 
antiochus iV epiphanes in daniel 7 and 8 should be taken into account. The latter 
equation is a hypothesis, but a well-founded and established one.

in interpretations of danielic visions the last king of Greece, obviously codified 
as “little horn,” “speaks words against the Most high” (dan 7:25; cf. v. 8) and “plans 
to change times and law” (dan 7:25), “will grow great in his heart/mind,” “will stand 
against prince of princes” (dan 8:25; cf. 11:37), and also “throws down some of the 
host and some of the stars and tramples on them” (dan 8:10). These rebellious atti-
tudes refer to habits of antiochus iV as they are known from other sources: The 
motifs of arrogance and speech against the Most high allude to antiochus’s unique 
self-image and hubris as “king antiochus, God Manifest.” The text appears on some 
of antiochus’s coins. They were minted after 173/2 bCe and understood as blasphe-
mous in the eyes of the Jewish visionary (cf. Collins 1993: 321–22). The king’s change 
of “times and laws” is also remembered in 1 Macc 1:49, wherein antiochus induced 
the Jewish people to “change all the ordinances,” and in 2 Macc 6:1, 6, 10–11, wherein 
the “king dispatched Geron the athenian to force the Jews to depart from their ances-
tral laws.” finally, the change of times may be a reference to 2 Macc 6:7, as the notice is 
connected to the installation of a festival of the Greek god dionysus and the presup-
posed change of the calendar by antiochus (cf. Vanderkam 2000: 105–27). in terms 
of historicity, not only the above mentioned coins or the dionysian festival but also 
the “three horns uprooted before it,” that is, the “little horn” (cf. dan 7:8, 20, 24 and 
blasius 2006: 532–46, who relates the “three horns” to Ptolemy Vi, Ptolemy Viii, and 
Cleopatra ii), reflect provenance in, or at least allusions to, a hellenistic-egyptian 
setting, especially in the time of the “6th syrian War” (170–168 bCe).
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it comes as no surprise that the rebellious impetus of antiochus, as the “little horn,” 
was shaped further by the influence of certain hellenistic-egyptian traditions, albeit 
that the “Maccabean edition” of the book of daniel was written in Palestine: The fore-
most rebellious typology that connects the “little horn” with antiochus leads to the 
thesis that this image of antiochus as the villain king was modeled on the lawless, 
presumptuous, and profane stereotype of seth-Typhon (cf. van henten 1993: 235–43, 
and for further evidence van henten 2011: 59–64). his violent actions comprise not 
only the “trampling on the stars” (dan 8:10; cf. 2 Macc 9:10) and the “removal of 
daily sacrifice” (dan 8:11–12). references to antiochus’s desecration of the temple in 
Jerusalem and the installation of Zeus Olympios as a “desolating abomination” (cf. 
dan 9:27; 11:31; 12:11; 1 Macc 1:54; 6:7; 2 Macc 6:2) find corroboration in Typhon’s place 
within the Zeus myth and his attacks against the stars (cf. nonnos Dionysiaca 1.163–
223, 386–87; 2.244–90; Pseudo-apollodorus Bib. 1.39–41 and van henten 1999: 880; 
höpflinger 2010: 147–48, 159). What is more, the constellations of the “ancient of 
days” and the “son of Man” on one hand, and Zeus—or “Zeus Olympios,” the “deso-
lating abomination”—and antiochus—or “Typhon,” the “little horn”—on the other, 
could be interpreted as contrasting religious concepts. While the Typhon-Zeus con-
stellation leads to turmoil and destruction, the “ancient of days”/“son of Man” rela-
tion approaches everlasting dominion and glory.

The comparison deserves further differentiation. first of all, the classical 
Zeus-Typhon myth, stemming from archaic Greece, should be distinguished 
from the hellenistic-egyptian identification of Typhon with seth, in existence 
since the sixth or fifth century bCe. The myth also absorbed influences from the 
ancient near east already in the period of archaic Greek literature (cf. ballabriga 
1990: 7–10). second, the different patterns of divine combat myth within the Greek 
and hellenistic-egyptian strands of the tradition interpreted “Typhon” as a symbolic 
name for kings or nations, like the seleucid king antiochus iii in the raphia decree 
or the Greeks in the Potter’s Oracle, that should not be identified in general with the 
chaotic and feared divine figure Typhon. in addition, the question of how the gods 
Typhon and baal-Zaphon, both of whom relate to the same divine emanation, made 
their way down to egypt is still a matter of dispute (cf. Pseudo-apollodorus Bib. 1.41 
and koch 2007: 161–65; Carrez-Maratray 2001: 94–97).

furthermore, the concrete “parallelism” of “Typhon-Zeus” and “son of Man”-
“ancient of days” reveals several imbalances. for instance, while the iconographic 
references to the combat between Zeus and Typhon commonly show Zeus in a 
baal-like manner, holding lightning bolts in his hand and stepping towards Typhon 
(cf. höpflinger 2010: 49–116, 358–66 [fig. a1–b8] and also hesiod Theog. 853–56), the 
“Most high,” obviously to be identified with the “ancient of days,” is configured as an 
enthroned “deus otiosus” (cf. dan 7:9–10) who should be compared to el—and not, 
like Zeus, to baal.
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Synthesis

none of the examined backgrounds sufficiently explores the imagined world of these 
apocalypses. To be sure, all of them share the danger and fear of an imminent chaos 
and therefore plead for a sustained world order. but the Jewish apocalypses con-
ceptualized their specific this-worldly and otherworldly imaginations by means of a 
specific hermeneutics that goes beyond the ancient near eastern myths. here, escha-
tological hope and the historiographical reworking of the mythological material, 
together with an analysis of the function of apocalyptic writings, can explain what is 
meant by these hermeneutics.

The real world of the author(s) is the time of the antiochan crisis (167–163 bCe). 
The system of symbols and metaphors in the book of daniel refers to this epoch. 
but the uttered resentment against foreign rule, as was widespread in eschatological 
prophecies in hellenistic times (cf. Demotic Chronicle, Oracle of the Potter), uses 
language and motifs that emphasize the cosmological and universal aspect of the 
chaos that the foreign rule provoked. Therefore, the persecution of antiochus, his 
desecration and rebellion against God as the Most high, is the heart of the matter. 
The cosmological dimension that is guaranteed by the examined mythical back-
grounds calls for “solutions” that are, analogously, cosmological. here the book of 
daniel, as other ancient Jewish apocalypses and Qumran writings, offers the concept 
of resurrection (dan 12:1–3; 1 en 91:10; 92:3; Jub 23:31; 4Q385 [4QPseudo-ezekiela] fr. 
2 2:8–10; fr. 3 line 2). but in the case of daniel the concept is significantly combined 
with motifs referring to astral and angelic imaginations (cf. 1 en 102–4; beyerle 
2005: 189–268). another strategy to yield “solutions” is the idea of earthly renewal 
(cf. 1 en 91:16; 72:1; Jub 1:29; 4 ezra 7:31–32, 75; stephens 2011: 66–70, 76–79, 108–12, 
114–15). all in all, the use of ancient near eastern myths contributes to a dualistic 
worldview in apocalypses with its aim to distinguish between “this world” and an 
“other world.”

finally, the function or pragmatics of apocalyptic worldviews should be consid-
ered. Whereas the aim of mythical narrative is to conceptualize an etiology of the 
known world, by referring, for example, to certain models of creation, apocalypses 
like the book of daniel function instead as “resistance literature” (Portier-Young 
2011). To put it differently, while myth shows a profound past orientation, apocalypti-
cism lays emphasis on the present world of the implied author(s) in order to construe 
this world within a future-focused perspective: the myths become “eschatologized.” 
in terms of pragmatics, the examined worldview rather calls for a more or less active 
role for the audience, more for resistance than for theodicy or consolation (cf. Willis 
2010: 188–92).
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heaven and heavens

The heavenly realm takes a prominent position within the cosmologies of ancient 
Jewish apocalypses (cf. the overview in Wright 2000: 117–202). With view to the com-
position of 1 enoch, George W. e. nickelsburg emphasizes the central meaning and 
function of heaven as the “dualistic” counterpart of the earthly realm in apocalyptic 
writings (cf. nickelsburg 2003: 36–43). also other scholars point to the immense 
importance of a spatial distinction between heaven and earth in Jewish apocalypses―
a distinction that does not rule out any connection between “this world” and “other 
world” (see the critique of nickelsburg’s “dualism” in koch 2003: 51–52).

even ancient strands of traditions from the hebrew bible consistently use the 
hebrew plural (šāmayîm) when denoting “heaven.” The plural appears as a plurale 
tantum also in extra-biblical north-West semitic documents. On the other hand, 
the Greek of the septuagint, wherein a clear differentiation between singular and 
plural would have been possible, almost always translates the biblical plural with the 
singular ouranós. interestingly enough, among the very few occurrences of the Greek 
plural the reader finds several of them among the Greek manuscripts of 1 enoch (1 en 
1:4; 8:4; 18:4, 10; cf. also 3 bar 11:2; T ab a 7:4; 15:11; T ab b 4:4; 7:15; 14:7).

nevertheless, these conspicuous results should not lead to widespread conclusions 
concerning the emphasis on a plurality of heavens in Jewish apocalyptic writings. 
first, on the rare occasion in which the Greek plural is present in the septuagint, 
it is—merely—the result of technical considerations pertaining to the translations 
(cf. Pennington 2007: 52–56, 99–124). second, the concrete idea of five (3 baruch), 
seven, or even ten heavens (Testament of levi, 2 enoch, ascension of isaiah) is rather 
late, and obviously not pre-Christian (cf. Yarbro-Collins 1995: 62–81). apart from 
these restrictions, no one denies the importance of the heavenly realm for Jewish 
apocalypses, especially if the worldview is taken into account. for example, kelley 
Coblentz-bautch examines the boundaries between the heavenly and earthly realm 
by referring to the heavenly temple in 1 enoch 14. beyond several allusions to biblical 
motifs (cf. isa 6; ezek 1; 3; 8; 10), the text in the Book of the Watchers attests unique 
features that comprise a certain setting: a heavenly, otherworldly journey of the pro-
tagonist enoch (cf. Coblentz bautch 2010: 38–42). Therefore, the heavenly realm sets 
a boundary marker that, among other functions, aims to designate a divine sphere. 
The latter is also indicated by the manifold divine titles in 1 enoch, underscoring 
God’s universal power and his celestial abode (cf. beyerle 2010: 32–35).

in the following paragraphs, two issues that connect the political, real world 
with the heavenly or divine spheres will be discussed: the priesthood and the heav-
enly temple, both of which were closely linked together in the Jewish apocalypses. 
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furthermore, “priesthood” and “temple” serve as examples of the “real-and-imagined 
space” (lopez 2008: 154) that is created in apocalyptic writings.

priestly overtones?

The issues of temple, priest, and cult were not the main focus of Jewish apocalypses. 
in contrast to several texts from Qumran, such as the Temple Scroll and the Songs of 
the Sabbath Sacrifice, the earlier apocalypses only allude to the cultic sphere. in doing 
so, especially through the use of terminology and—far less often—explicit references 
to historical events such as the “antiochan crisis” (dan 8; see above), they hint at 
the cultic background of the apocalyptic world. Consequently, in several sources the 
exact meaning of priestly adumbrations and, particularly, the context of their histori-
cal origin have to remain obscure.

an early Jewish apocalypse like the Book of the Watchers, dating to the third cen-
tury bCe, is suspected by several scholars of accusing misbehavior and apostasy of 
the Jerusalem priesthood in early hellenistic times. in the older part of the book  
(1 en 6–11), which not even mentions enoch, the watchers were found guilty over 
two offenses: sexual intercourse with earthly women (1 en 6:1–2; 7:1; 9:8; 10:11) and 
the revelation of heavenly mysteries (1 en 8:1–3; 9:6; 10:7–8). in the following passage  
(1 en 12–15), wherein the watchers call for enoch’s intercessory function, the watch-
ers’ atrocious deeds are mentioned again. in 1 en 15:1–5 the lord sends enoch to 
the watchers to accuse them of defilement with the “blood of women” and with the 
“blood of men” (v. 4). enoch should ask why the watchers have “forsaken the high 
heaven, the eternal sanctuary” (v. 3). a function of this critique could have been 
that the watchers, as priests, were charged in connection with improper marriage 
practices, especially by neglecting the purity law (cf. lev 15:19–24; Cd 5:6–7; Pss 
sol 8:12). furthermore, some scholars established a link between the watchers as 
priests and the Jerusalem priesthood in the late third or early second century bCe. 
On the other hand, the historical circumstances that lead authors to this critique, 
or even the kinds of marriages that provoke such a brickbat, are not at all clear (cf. 
himmelfarb 2006: 16–28; knibb 2009: 373–74). in addition, further interpretations 
of the watchers’ myth in 1 en 6–11, including the identification of the watchers and 
their violent offspring, the giants, with hellenistic princes at the time of the wars 
of the diadochi (fourth century bCe), are also taken into account. for instance, 
George W. e. nickelsburg opts for both, the war and the priestly setting, as these 
settings refer to different literary layers in the Book of the Watchers (cf. nickelsburg 
2001: 170, 230, 269–72).

The later apocalyptic compositions attest visions of a heavenly temple (cf. 2 bar 
4:3–6; 4 ezra 10; 2 en 20; 3 bar 6:1–2; 11:1–2; apoc abraham 18–19; 29:17–19). but 
also earlier sources, like the Book of the Watchers, the Animal Apocalypse, and the 
Apocalypse of Weeks, contribute to the concept. While in the Book of the Watchers the 
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heavenly temple appears as embedded in a throne vision (1 en 14:8–23), the Animal 
Apocalypse and the Apocalypse of Weeks put the first temple, the Animal Apocalypse 
also the second and the eschatological temples, in the context of “historical flash-
back.” it is striking to see that the Animal Apocalypse harshly criticizes the polluted 
cult and the absence of the lord in the second temple (1 en 89:72–74), while the 
Apocalypse of Weeks generally ignores its existence:  only the temple of solomon 
is mentioned (1 en 93:7) together with the eschatological temple (91:13; cf. suter 
2007: 207–10; himmelfarb 2007: 228–34). Taking into account that the authors of the 
latter apocalypses wrote at a time when the second temple still existed (mid-second 
century bCe), the function of their eschatological temple was to criticize the existing 
temple and temple services. again, the real and the imagined worlds, corresponding 
to the mundane and celestial temples, were construed as inconsistent opponents.

The heavenly temple as a Fiery place

The vision in 1 en 14 brings enoch to heaven, where he sees a wall, houses, and a 
throne with its appearance like ice and rivers of flaming fire underneath the throne 
(14:8–23; vv. 18, 19a). enoch is lifted upward to heaven (1 en 14:8); he approaches a wall 
of hailstones (v. 9), walks into a house “hot as fire, cold as snow” (v. 13), and reaches 
another house, greater than the first and “built of tongues of fire” (v. 15). beyond any 
doubt, the vision describes a heavenly temple that is obviously based on its earthly 
blueprint: Martha himmelfarb identifies the “wall” with the porch (hebrew ’ûlām), 
the “houses” with the sanctuary (hebrew hêkāl), and the holy of holies (hebrew debîr; 
cf. himmelfarb 2007: 220). as an alternative, david W. suter understands the “wall” 
as encircling the whole sanctuary (suter 2007: 202–3).

be that as it may, the heavenly and the earthly temples are to some extent incompa-
rable. This goes hand in hand with emphasized heavenly or divine “transcendence,” 
as it is attested in 1 en 14:19b, 21 (trans. nickelsburg and Vanderkam 2004: 35):

and i was unable to see.
The Great Glory sat upon it;
his apparel was like the appearance of the sun
and whiter than much snow.
no angel could enter into this house and look at his face
because of the splendor and glory,
and no human could look at him.

Taken together with the motifs of the “lofty throne” that issues streams of fire under-
neath (vv. 18, 19a) and the “ten thousand times ten thousand” that stood before him 
(v. 22), the throne scene has much in common with the theophany of the “ancient of 
days” in dan 7:9–10. in 1 enoch a visionary is confronted with the divinity who is 
inaccessible to the fallen watchers. Comparable to that, the throne of the “ancient of 
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days” is out of reach for the beasts—and for the inhabitants of the mundane world at 
all. even enoch, in a clear sign of divine transcendence, is able only to talk about (as 
supposed to see) the garment of God (cf. Coblentz bautch 2010: 40–42). On the other 
hand, four winds lifted enoch up and brought him to heaven (1 en 14:8), which is 
identified with the sanctuary and provides the acknowledgment of divine attendance 
in general. Consequently, enoch appears in the spell of divine power. With view to 
the following passages in 1 en 14:24–16:4, enoch’s access to the divine sphere results 
in his mediation of judgment against the watchers and the giants—and judgment 
has also consequences for the real world of the author(s). On the whole, 1 enoch 14 
conceptualizes a cosmology that goes beyond priestly and mythic worldviews, even 
if the text recalls motifs from the latter concepts.

as in the book of daniel and in the Epistle, the Book of the Watchers provides 
different “solutions” for the defilement of the watchers, not least because different 
groups are prepared for judgment, awaiting different postmortem fates: the angelic 
world, including the watchers and their progeny, the giants (cf. 1 en 18–19), and the 
“spirits of the souls of the dead” (1 en 22), including the righteous and the sinners. 
The idea of distinguishing between the “saint” and the “wicked” or between a post-
mortem world before and after divine judgment brings the “solutions” of the Book 
of the Watchers close to what we find in dan 12:1–3 and 1 en 102–4 (cf. stuckenbruck 
2010: 82–91).

conclusion

This examination has focused on Jewish apocalypses from the third and second cen-
turies bCe. Generally speaking, the composite texts from the book of daniel and the 
Book of the Watchers substantiate a close relationship between “other world” and “this 
world.” This relationship is conceptualized by means of different strategies. first, 
apocalypses construe their unique world by referring to different myths from the 
ancient near east. The discussion of daniel 7–8 yielded a mixture of religio-historical 
allusions. an all-too-simple Urzeit-Endzeit scheme has been overcome by an histori-
cal reinterpretation of the mythic references. in the antiochan crisis, “other world” 
and “this world” collided. second, the notion of heaven as angelic and divine abode 
rather stresses the “negative” aspect of the relationship between the mundane and 
the celestial worlds. in the Book of the Watchers, heaven and earth are clearly distin-
guished, but not totally separated. again, the vision of the divine throne (1 enoch 
14) also refers to a certain real world. nevertheless, the references are very sketchy, 
compared with daniel 7–12. but it makes good sense to understand the priestly allu-
sions and the architecture of the heavenly temple as an ideal in a transcendent and 
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divine sphere that, at the same time, criticizes the cult of the real world. in sum, the 
analyzed sources show that a simple identification of the imagined world of apoca-
lypses with the transcendent or “other world” falls short.
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This chapter examines two distinct types of Jewish messianisms that had developed 
in Orthodox Judaism as a response to Zionism. Orthodoxy is the modern designa-
tion for the traditional section of Jewry that maintains the halachic way of life, based 
on a divinely ordained Torah. Zionism, the Jewish national movement that was 
indifferent, and sometimes even hostile, toward religious traditions and authorities, 
forced rabbinic intellectual response. some Orthodox thinkers connected the rise 
of Zionism with the messianic age. in this chapter i will compare two different views 
that were developed in Orthodox thinking by rabbi Yoel Teitelbaum (1888–1978), 
the satmar rebbe, and Zvi Yehuda kook (1891–1982), the head of Merkaz harav 
Yeshiva.

both the satmar rebbe and kook analyzed Zionist success by a comparison to 
the end-of-days scenario. They both based their arguments on the same rabbinical 
teachings of the Talmud, Maimonides and nachmanides; however, their conclu-
sions are completely opposite of each other. kook led the Gush emunim movement, 
which saw its mission as guiding secular Zionism into the messianic age through the 
formula of Atchalta degeula (the beginning of redemption). according to Atchalta 
degeula, the final days are to be viewed as a mundane phenomenon that takes place 
inside historical reality. Yoel Teitelbaum, on the other hand, ordered his followers to 
separate themselves from Zionist influences, while still arguing that the messianic 
end is about to begin. The current pro-Zionist generation is so deteriorated, however, 
that the only way to fix it is with the coming of the Messiah and with an apocalyptical 
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break into history. for him, the current generation was Ikvata demeshiha (the foot-
steps of the Messiah), the last before the coming of the redeemer.

This chapter will review the ways in which these two rabbis interpreted the signs of 
the time, allowing for a better understanding of their political activities. Zvi Yehuda 
kook led a movement in israeli society during the early 1970s and initiated Jewish 
settlements on the occupied territories conquered by israel during the six days War 
of 1967. Yoel Teitelbaum led the anti-Zionist camp in Orthodox Judaism, which is 
active in demonstrations against israel all over the world. he viewed the national 
movement as a rebellion against God’s authority in the world. accordingly, this rebel-
lion brought many punishments upon the Jewish people, including the holocaust.

Apocalyptic redemption and 
naturalistic redemption

The traditional Jewish sources reflect different perceptions of messianic redemp-
tion. Our discussion of these perceptions will adopt the definitions proposed by dov 
schwartz, which distinguish between apocalyptic and naturalistic messianisms.

apocalyptic messianism is not merely “miraculous” or “supernatural,” but refers 
to a profound and basic transformation in the cosmos, amounting to its very demoli-
tion and reconstruction. divine providence plays a crucial role in a dazzling mes-
sianic sequence with strong mythological overtones. naturalistic messianism 
challenges the assumption that the end of the world is a requirement for redemption. 
according to this approach, hope should not be abandoned that this present world 
can be repaired, and accordingly it is wrong to seek to establish a new world on the 
ruins of the present one. This approach lessens, and sometimes completely removes, 
direct divine intervention as a force in the process of redemption.

The visions in the biblical, Talmudic, and Midrashic sources prophesied a day of 
vengeance and reprisal, and anticipated a totally transformed world for those who 
fear God (and, in most cases, only for the Jews among them). a popular perception 
anticipated a great and terrible day of the lord on which he would wreak vengeance 
on the Gentiles for the suffering they had caused to his Chosen People. intellectual 
Judaism struggled to counter this dramatic approach through authorities (such as 
Maimonides, the rashba, and others) who confronted the apocalyptic stream. an 
effort was made to soften the messianic descriptions, and to give them a universal 
and enlightened quality. The apocalyptic approach despaired of the potential of 
this world to bring redemption, and instead established an imaginary new world. 
apocalyptic messianism is collective, and the transformations it predicts are of a 
public nature. it pays less attention to individual, intimate redemption and does not 
discuss it as a key factor in the process. by contrast, the naturalistic approach believes 
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that the messianic era will occur within history, and not on its collapse. The world will 
continue to function normally, and the essence of redemption will lie in the estab-
lishment of a just authority and society—a future world that will devote its energy 
and resources to cultural development and to spiritual and intellectual productivity 
(schwartz 1997, 9–12). The difference between these two approaches is reflected also 
in the teachings of the two contemporary authorities, discussed in this chapter. The 
diverse attitudes on messianism will serve as the base for our discussion.

rabbi Zvi yehuda Kook and messianic 
religious Zionism

Very soon after its emergence, religious Zionism was required to consider dialectical 
perspectives that seek to imbue the Zionist enterprise with covert messianic signifi-
cance. These approaches are identified, in particular, with the religious philosophy 
of rabbi avraham Yitzhak hacohen kook (1865–1935). according to dov schwartz 
(2002, 156–92), many Orthodox Jews found it difficult to identify with the Zionist 
movement and act within the classic Zionist definitions. Zionist rhetoric spoke of 
the need to “normalize” the Jewish people and make it “a nation like all the others.” 
The essence of Zionism was described as being “to build a safe haven for the Jewish 
people.” all these definitions are inconsonant with Jewish tradition, which empha-
sizes a distinction between israel and the other nations, and proclaims that the land 
of israel has a unique theological function. accordingly, many of those who devel-
oped the religious Zionist approach integrate the religious purpose as part of the 
Zionist idea.

These thinkers used the traditional rabbinical technique of pshat and drash (lit-
eral meaning as distinct from exegetical meaning) to describe the Zionist act. While 
ostensibly adopting the general Zionist definition of the movement’s purpose, this 
definition was imbued with specific religious meaning: the reinstatement of divine 
worship within the context of a theocratic national framework. The Zionist body 
acts in the material realm, but its innermost core aspires to eternal spiritual life, and 
this constitutes the “real” foundation for its operations and aims, even if the move-
ment itself is still unaware of this (schwartz 2002, 156–92). The long-awaited theoc-
racy is about to arrive, and it will be realized once secular Zionism chooses the true 
path, that is, the complete worship of God. Zionism will then advance to its second 
phase: the revival of the monarchy, the restitution of the sacrifices on the Temple 
Mount, and the re-establishment of the sanhedrin (inbari 2007).

The six day War (June 1967) created a new reality in the Middle east. in the course 
of the war, israel occupied the West bank, the Gaza strip, the Golan heights, and the 
sinai Peninsula. These areas were not annexed to israel and have continued to have 
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the status of occupied territories administered by israel pending their return in the 
framework of a peace agreement (Gorenberg 2006: 72–98).

in 1973, egypt and syria launched a surprise attack on israel. although israel even-
tually won the war, the israeli public was shocked and angered by the large number of 
fatalities and by the military weakness shown in the battles, at least at the beginning 
of the war. following the war, Us secretary of state henry kissinger began a shuttle 
diplomacy mission intended to lead to a ceasefire between the sides, which would 
include israeli territorial concessions.

against the background of this shuttle diplomacy, the Gush emunim (“block of 
the faithful”) movement was founded with the objective of creating settlements in 
the occupied territories in order to prevent concessions. Gush emunim was estab-
lished in february 1974 by a group of young religious Zionist activists and advocated 
the application of israeli sovereignty to Judea, samaria, and the Gaza strip (Zertal 
and eldar 2007).

The newly created Gush emunim was joined by a group of graduates of Merkcaz 
harav Yeshiva, headed by the spiritual leadership of rabbi Zvi Yehuda kook. kook 
was born in kovno, lithuania, the son of rabbi abraham isaac hacohen kook. The 
family immigrated to Palestine in 1904, as his father was appointed Tel aviv–Jaffa 
chief rabbi. later, he administered his father’s yeshiva, Merkaz harav. When his father 
died, in 1935, he began editing his father’s extensive writings.

The philosophy of Zvi Yehuda kook represents an attempt to translate his father’s 
beliefs into practical terms (ravitzky 1996: 122–25). Zvi Yehuda kook established 
the “statist” ideology, in the sense that he supported and identified completely with 
renewed Jewish nationhood (hoch 1994: 110–58).

Just as orthodox schools of thought oppose the phenomenon of secularization, so 
Zvi Yehuda kook was concerned by the growing strength of this phenomenon among 
the Jewish masses. like his father, however, he believed that while the enterprise of 
Jewish national revival was essentially secular in nature, it could serve as a catalyst for 
Jewish revival. accordingly, he favored cooperation with secular transgressing Jews, 
in order to realize the sublime goal of reviving Jewish nationhood.

kook viewed the heresy of secular Zionism as a grave error on its part. Thus the 
purpose of redemption is not merely to end the exile and persecution of the Jews; it 
carries a sublime religious goal. according to kook, if Zionism became a mere imita-
tion of Gentile culture, then it would lose its value. Only by adopting Jewish tradition 
can the people regain the holy spirit. in political terms, the real aspiration cannot 
merely be to settle the land and build a shelter for persecuted Jews. The goal must 
be to aspire to redemption, which is to be defined in terms of parameters realizable 
by humans, by establishing a Jewish theocracy. This synthesis of nationhood and 
religiosity requires, on the one hand, the abandonment of the passive tradition of 
Jewish behavior. Tradition and nationhood can only be bridged through theocratic 
activism. This led in turn to the value of sanctifying nationhood. israeli politics can-
not be dominated by the base cut and thrust of competition, but must serve as the 
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foundation for a great and sacred vision. This was the foundation on which the rabbi 
permitted cooperation with secular Jews. The process of national revival was seen 
as a dialectical one that would be perfected by means of the reacceptance of Torah 
(kook 1989, 11).

The negation of the diaspora was a central element in kook’s philosophy, sepa-
rating him clearly from non-Zionist Orthodoxy, which saw the Jewish way of life 
in the diaspora as a manifestation of the ideal Jewish life (friedman 1993). kook 
believed that a proper Jewish way of life could not accept exile and could not com-
promise on this aspect. after the holocaust and the annihilation of six million Jews 
became known, kook became even more clearly opposed to the diaspora and saw 
the holocaust as a necessary event in order to eliminate exile. he came to see the 
holocaust as the breaking and uprooting of inferior Jewish culture and integrated 
the holocaust into his messianic scheme. The collapse of the diaspora carried the 
promise of national revival. following the destruction of the diaspora, the settlement 
of the land of israel demands the appearance of the value of Torah on the public level 
among all sections of the nation. Thus the destruction of the diaspora and the rebirth 
of Jewish nationhood will inevitably lead to the revival of religious life on the national 
level (kook 1989: 36–37).

for kook, the balfour declaration of 1917, in which britain announced the right of 
the Jewish people to a national home, constitutes a key milestone in the course lead-
ing to redemption. its importance lay in bringing to an end the oath God swore the 
children of israel “not to ascend up the wall from exile” (bavli, ketubot 111a).

in his statement, the rabbi discussed the messianic passivity that characterized 
traditional Judaism, which was justified in theological terms by the oath sworn to 
God by the Children of israel in song of songs 2:7: “i charge you, O ye daughters of 
Jerusalem, by the roes, and by the hinds of the field, that ye stir not up, nor awake my 
love, till he please.” interpreting this verse, the Midrash comments: “he swore israel 
not to rebel against the sovereigns, and not to ‘force the end,’ and not to reveal their 
mysteries to the nations, and not to ascend up the wall from exile” (shir hashirim 
raba 2,7). The practical significance of this oath for the Jewish people is the strict pro-
hibition against rebelling against the nations that host the Jews in exile; a prohibition 
against calculating when exile will end; and a prohibition against collective migration 
to the land of israel. These prohibitions sanctified Jewish life in exile and prevented 
Jews from associating to reinstitute Jewish sovereignty in the land of israel. Only 
God would do that, through miraculous acts (ravitzky 1996: 211–34).

The balfour declaration was ratified by the countries that emerged victorious 
from the first World War. according to rabbi kook, this act was tantamount to the 
annulment of the three traditional oaths. following this declaration God gave the 
Jews political power, and this was followed by the “divine surgery” manifested in 
the annihilation of six million Jews in the holocaust. The subsequent establishment 
of the state of israel constituted a further stage in this process of redemption (kook 
1989: 112).
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kook disagreed with those who compared benjamin Zeev herzl, the founder of 
modern political Zionism, to shabbtai Zvi, the founder of the sabbatean Movement 
who claimed to be the Jewish Messiah. he argued that shabbtai Zvi actively led Jews 
to abandon the Torah and commandments, and sought to impose himself from 
above. in his insanity, he brought about the collapse of his own movement. herzl, 
however the rabbi said, was the latest link in a movement that began with the rabbis, 
such as Zvi hirsh kalischer and Yehuda alkalai, who advocated observance of the 
commandment to settle the land. against this background, kook argued that the 
Zionist movement grows from the grassroots up, reflecting rejection of exile and 
the covert guidance and direction of God. although Zionism had adopted a secular 
course, Zvi Yehuda kook chose to emphasize herzl’s remark that “our nation is a 
nation only in its faith” (kook 1989: 41). accordingly, kook grants Zionism the stamp 
of divine approval and providence:

it is not for nothing that the holy One, blessed be he, king of the Universe, is gather-
ing the dispersed of israel to their land; it is not for nothing that he is reviving the 
wilderness through them, and rebuilding with them its ruins; . . . it is not for nothing 
that he is arranging the opinions of nations and the thoughts of peoples; . . . it is not for 
nothing that he is thwarting the plots of the evil and disrupting their schemes; . . . it is 
not for nothing that he is breathing the wondrous spirit of heroism into the remain-
der of his chosen seed; . . . it is not for nothing that he is taking the adherents of the 
Torah, the carriers of its flag, and the soldiers of its army and bringing them here to 
its place, to magnify and adorn and restore it to its true and eternal state, for the life of 
the inheritance of choice and sanctity. (kook 1989: 42)

accordingly, national resurrection is an organic concept that blends religion and 
messianism, with no contradiction between the two.

The conventional approach of Jewish tradition is that redemption is the product 
of repentance. The purpose of exile is to prepare the Jewish people for its ultimate 
redemption, which will be completed when the entire nation has repented. Thus 
redemption is the result of religious action by the people, and all that must be done to 
secure it is to observe the commandments. full redemption follows full repentance, 
when the entire people believes in its God and observes all his commandments as 
written in the Torah and interpreted in the halacha (balfar 1991). in the thought of 
Zvi Yehuda kook, however, this order is reversed. he argues that redemption pre-
cedes repentance. since the process of redemption is already at an advanced stage, the 
resurrection of the nation must also lead a process of repentance. redemption cannot 
be complete without the repentance of the secular public. This explains kook’s efforts 
to forge links with the secular public, as well as his position that a movement of repen-
tance cannot be built on coercion—a position that led him to join the league against 
religious Coercion (aran 1997). in his interviews, Zvi Yehuda kook repeatedly 
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referred to kibbutzniks who had become religious and begun to study at the Merkaz 
harav yeshiva (edelstein 1986).

after 1967, when israel occupied areas identified as part of the whole land of 
israel, it might have been expected that his philosophy would reach a point of cathar-
sis, and that kook’s identification with the state of israel would be intensified still 
further on the basis of an identification of the victory as a still more sublime mani-
festation of divine realization. kook indeed claimed after the war that the situation 
was no longer one of the “beginning of redemption,” that is, the initial phase of 
messianic realization; rather, this process was already in its middle phase (daniel 
1986). however, the new era evoked a constant sense of anxiety that a government 
might arise that would hand parts of the land back to the arabs. it is at this point that 
kook’s rhetoric begins to draw away from his previous complete identification with 
the Zionist enterprise.

after the Yom kippur War (1973) fighting ended, negotiations began to deter-
mine the borders of the state. as Us secretary of state henry kissinger began his 
shuttle diplomacy, rabbi Zvi Yehuda kook launched a direct attack against the pos-
sibility of territorial compromise. in the post-1973 era, the rabbi abandoned his pre-
vious defense of Zionism and complete identification with the state. as the israeli 
government began to discuss political compromises, kook’s rhetorical style shifted. 
he argued that the divine demand for the integrity of the land of israel superseded 
any human desire for compromise. kook also implied that he considered himself 
bound by divine law above and beyond any other law. accordingly, Zionist action 
was meaningless if it was contrary to the divine commands. The implicit message in 
his remarks was that given the progress in the realization of the vision of redemp-
tion following the military victory in 1967, secular Zionism had begun to lose its 
prominent role in the messianic drama. kook’s philosophy began to present the 
view that the laws of the Torah must take precedence over any mundane law (kook 
1994: 25).

kook’s fierce attacks on the policies of the israeli government and his convic-
tion regarding the need to thwart these political initiatives led him and his students 
toward political activism. Gush emunim was founded as a coalition of organizations, 
mainly from within religious Zionist circles, although a number of figures identi-
fied with secular Zionism also joined the new grouping. however, the graduates of 
Merkaz harav Yeshiva soon became the dominant power within the new movement. 
The force that motivated the graduates to leave their desks and go out to establish 
settlements was their desire to create facts on the ground in the occupied territories, 
thus preventing any political process of compromise and withdrawal. Their fear that 
territories might be returned led them to a messianic activism intended to thwart the 
planned process. This is the background to understanding the motivations behind 
the establishment of Gush emunim (inbari 2008).
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yoel teitelbaum: the Satmar rebbe

a different type of messianism can be found in the writings of Yoel Teitelbaum, 
the stamar rebbe. even though he represents a relatively small community, of no 
more than seventy thousand families, his importance exceeds the number of his fol-
lowers. This person is known as the bitterest opponent to the Zionist idea among 
Orthodox Jews.

he was born in hungary as the son of hannania Yom-Tov Teitelbaum, a hassidic 
rabbi. in 1928 he was invited to become the chief rabbi of satmar in Transylvania 
(romania today); however, his appointment was delayed until 1934. after the nazi 
occupation of hungary, he was smuggled into kloizenberg, hungary, but was caught 
and transferred into the local ghetto. he was saved from the nazis by the famous 
kastner Train, in which israel (rudolf) kastner, the Zionist activist, made a bargain 
to release 1,684 Jews for ransom. These Jews were sent from budapest to switzerland. 
after he arrived in switzerland in 1945 he immigrated to Palestine. in 1946 he immi-
grated to the United states and settled in Williamsburg, new York. he developed a 
large hassidic movement in the United states and was elected to the Chief rabbi of 
the eda hacharedit (haredi community) of Jerusalem. in 1974, the satellite commu-
nity of his followers, kiryas Joel, was established in Monroe, new York.

a strong antimodern opinion, an uncompromising objection to any Jewish 
renewal, was established in the nineteenth century among the Orthodox Jewry of 
hungary. The slogan for this opinion was manifested in the famous statement of 
the hatam (Moshe) sopher: “all that is new is prohibited by the Torah” (katz 1988). 
according to Zvi Jonathan kaplan (2004), the most influential figure on rabbi 
Teitelbaum was akiva Yosef shlezinger (1837–1922), a strict rabbi who stood firmly 
against the influence of modernity over the Jewish community. in his last days, he 
immigrated to the land of israel to establish Jewish agricultural communities. david 
sorotzkin (2004), however, sees rabbi Teitelbaum continuing the hungarian radical 
hassidic traditions of the Monkacz rebbe, Zvi elimelch shapira, and the sanz rebbe, 
Chaim halberstam. These two rabbinical leaders tried to offer solutions to the disin-
tegration of the traditional Jewish communities.

several scholars had already written about the ideology of the satmar rebbe. 
They all mentioned the strong anti-Zionist sentiment and the significance he attrib-
uted to the oaths that prohibit Jewish activism in the land of israel (lamm 1971; 
kaplan 2004; nadler 1982; sorotzkin 2004). i would like to present another aspect 
of his ideology, which was less studied, and this is the messianic and apocalyptic 
element. The satmar rebbe identified the signs of time as proof of the coming end. 
he reached this conclusion by analyzing several Talmudic statements that identify 
the time prior to the coming of the Messiah as decadent and corrupt. These state-
ments describe a generation with no merits that can only be saved through collective  
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redemption (Urbach 1975: 649–92). he identified his generation with the premille-
narian time and also proved his argument based on late hassidic traditions. These 
traditions argued that the current generation had reached such a low point that the 
only conclusion possible was that the modern era is the last one before the apocalypse 
(sorotzkin 2004); however, the messianic end can not come to the world because of 
the actions of the Jewish people. due to their sins, they postpone its arrival. according 
to Teitelbaum, this grave offense is caused by the Zionist movement, which promotes 
natural redemption and requires political action that is prohibited prior to the end 
of days. The rebbe defined Zionism as a rebellion against God (Teitelbaum 1981: 9).

The rebbe holds a dualistic attitude, in which good and evil inclinations are in 
constant battle. Whenever one of them is about to lose, it becomes stronger in order 
to prevent its final defeat. One should understand the success of Zionism as the rise 
of diabolical powers: “samael (satan) gave us a Zionist state and a kingdom of heresy 
to abolish the redemption, and the holy One will have mercy on us and will expedite 
our redemption and the salvation of our soul” (Teitelbaum 1981: 10). he argues that 
the rejection of the Torah caused the destruction of the Third Temple. according 
to Jewish tradition, the first Temple was destroyed due to idolatry, and the second 
Temple was destroyed due to unfounded hatred. The rabbi is aware that Judaism has 
had no temple for almost two thousand years. Many would ask: how can you blame 
the unbelievers for the destruction of a unbuilt temple? in order to explain this point, 
the rabbi presented an early kabbalistic idea, which stated that in every generation, 
through the actions of the righteous, a Temple is built in heaven, while the wicked are 
destroying it with their evil actions (Pedaya 2004). This tradition was neglected for 
many years until it was renewed in the late nineteenth century by the hassidic lead-
ers Zvi elimelech shapira and Chaim halberstam. according to david sorotzkin, the 
background for the renewal of the tradition was the rise of the modern state, which 
caused the rabbis to oppose secular governments and the ideas of the enlightenment 
era. This kabbalistic view represents a tension between building foundations and 
destroying foundations, an idea of constant destruction (sorotzkin 2007: 152).

The satmar rebbe quotes a discussion between the sanz rebbe Chaim halberstam 
and his followers, in which the rabbi explained his Aliyat neshama (the rise of the soul 
to higher worlds). he told them that he saw an almost completed heavenly Temple; 
therefore the full redemption is immanent, and all that is missing is the Temple’s 
curtain, an insignificant part. The followers responded that they were sure the rabbi 
had the powers to prepare the curtain in his prayers and good actions, but he did not 
respond. in a different talk the rabbi said that he indeed prepared the curtain, but “a 
great villain ripped it in his actions” (Teitelbaum 1981: 11–12). The meaning of this 
statement, according the satmar rebbe, is that evil and satan have the power to touch 
the very heart of the heavenly Temple with their immense destructive powers. The 
messianic end had already started, but “a great villain”—meaning the Zionist move-
ment that wishes to built the earthly land of israel—brought destruction into the 
upper worlds and the heavenly Temple. Therefore there is a proportional connection 
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between those who are building the earthly land and the destruction of heavenly 
Jerusalem (ravitzky 1996: 47).

according to the babylonian Talmud (97a) the generation before the coming of 
the Messiah will have no values and will reject the Torah and commandments. The 
sages stated that “the face of the generation would be like the face of the dog,” where 
illusion is great and the truth is missing. in the babylonian Talmud (Sanhedrin 98a) 
it says: “in its time—i shall expedite.” The meaning is that if the Jews have merits 
justifying their redemption, then “i shall expedite” this, and redemption will come 
speedily; and if not—redemption will still come, but only “in its time” as appointed. 
in that same chapter there is another statement on the Messiah: “ben david [the 
Messiah] comes only in a generation that is either entirely worthy or entirely guilty” 
(babylonian Talmud, Sanhedrin 98a). according to this statement, the redemption 
can flower in a generation that is completely wicked.

from these descriptions the rabbi wished to find an analogy for his times: “we see 
in our eyes that many of these horrific things are being fulfilled in our generation due 
to our many sins,” and the signs are testifying that we are living in that disintegrat-
ing generation. according to the rabbi, the Messiah will not come because this is the 
worst generation (“entirely guilty”) but because this is the last one (“in its time”). 
Therefore one can see a strong trend to predestination—this generation has to be 
the last one. however, in order to make redemption happen all the Jews have to do is 
repent, a call that allows some level of free will.

for him, one of the strongest proofs for the times of the Akvta demeshicha is the 
strong support for Zionism in the general public. This represents a takeover by evil 
inclinations and it is hard to resist (Teitelbaum 1981: 226). in his writings he estab-
lished a strong dichotomy between his small community, which is called “israel,” and 
all the rest who are “wicked.” for him, the current evil leadership is labeled as erev 
rav—the “mixed multitude.”

The “mixed multitude” is mentioned in the book of exodus (12:38):  “a mixed 
multitude went up with them, and also large droves of livestock, both flocks and 
herds.” The traditional Jewish literature defines the “mixed multitude” as non-Jewish 
egyptians who joined the exodus from egypt and were later responsible for various 
problems, particularly the incitement against Moses and God.

The identification by ultra-Orthodox circles of modern Jewish trends as the “mixed 
multitude” is based on the writings of rabbi Zvi elimelech shapira, the founder of 
the Monkacz hassidic dynasty (sorotzkin 2007: 193–203). The members of haeda 
hacharedit, who continue this hassidic tradition, were among the first to identify 
Zionism as a result of the “mixed multitude.” haeda hacharedit is a small group of 
Torah scholars in Jerusalem who consider themselves the guardians of the tradition 
of the “Old Yishuv” (the Jewish community that lived in Palestine before the advent 
of Zionism). rabbi Yeshaya asher Zelig Margaliot, one of the ideological leaders 
of this group, devoted several essays to a clarification and identification of Zionism 
with absolute evil (Margaliot, 1926, 1971). according to his approach, a distinction is 
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to be made between “israel” and the “mixed multitude.” “israel” is synonymous with 
haeda hachareidit, small though it is, while all other circles do not deserve the label 
of the Jewish people. in the messianic days, the Messiah will fight against the latter 
and annihilate them from the face of the earth. This group of Gentiles disguised as 
Jews hinder religious values, and there is an obligation to keep oneself separate from 
them. even religious Jews who are less militant in their opposition to Zionism fall 
in the same category and must be kept at a distance; this comment refers not only to 
religious Zionist circles, but even to the haredi political parties and their supporters 
(liebes 1982). Yoel Teitelbaum was elected to be the Chief rabbi of haeda hacharedit 
in 1952.

according to the rabbi, more proof that the generation had reached its lowest 
point, came with the comparison of Zionism with shabbtai Zvi and his movement. 
for Teitelbaum, the biggest difference between shabbtai Zvi and Zionism lies in the 
fact the former started his mission in a traditional way; he showed great knowledge 
of the Talmud and of the lurianic kaballah, and brought many into repentance. at 
the beginning it was impossible to see that he would lead his people into heresy and 
conversion. When people learned about his heretical statements, many decided to 
stand against him.

Teitelbaum goes on to say that, in the case of Zionism, there is not even pretence for 
the support of religion: “from the beginning to the end, their actions are for the ruin 
of religion, heaven forbid.” The current generation is so wicked, Teitelbaum argued, 
that there is not even an attempt to build illusions, as with shabbtai Zvi. since the 
people are so low in their religious observance, satan gets stronger, and wickedness 
prevails (Teitelbaum 1981: 259–60). Teitelbaum was influenced by Jacob emdan, one 
the biggest opponents to shabbtai Zvi. emdan declared that he would warn against 
Zvi even if emdan would remain the last man on earth. Teitelbaum, while making the 
analogy, compares his anti-Zionist enterprise to that of emdan.

Traditional perspectives on the final days claim that redemption can be achieved 
with full repentance. Teitelbaum stood firmly against the opinion that redemption 
can come before repentance, as Zvi Yehuda kook argued:  “Whoever thinks that 
there is an existence to redemption without repentance is holding an opinion that is 
contrary to the bible and this is heresy, heaven forbid” (Teitelbaum 1981: 93–94). he 
opposed the apologetic stand of messianic religious Zionism, which expects commu-
nal repentance at the end of the messianic process, not at the beginning.

a central element in the satmar rebbe’s ideology prohibits the transgression of 
the three oaths. rabbi Teitelbaum believed that the establishment of any Jewish state 
violates the Jewish law, and he was particularly concerned by the formation of the 
state of israel. The babylonian Talmud, ketubot 111a, prohibits any human initiative 
to restore Jewish sovereignty to the land of israel before the coming of the Messiah. 
accordingly, for the rabbi, Zionism and the state of israel are tantamount to a rebel-
lion against God and must not be recognized in any manner. Teitelbaum sought to 
identify reward and punishment in all human acts and viewed the holocaust as the 
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grave penalty for the rebellion by Zionism against the concept of the “Three Oaths.” 
Those Zionists who sought to “expedite the end,” immigrating to Palestine and rebel-
ling against the familiar world order, were responsible for the terrible divine penalty 
that emerged in the form of the holocaust. it was not exile that collapsed in the 
holocaust; rather, it was Zionism that led to the abandonment of Jewish flesh and 
blood (ravitzky 1996: 40–78).

Teitelbaum stood against kook’s opinion that negates the diaspora. 
religious-Zionist supporters base their opinion on the importance of Aliya (ascen-
dance or in this context immigration) to the land of israel on the teachings of 
nachmanides, who counted the settling of the land as a biblical commandment 
(newman 1968). The satmar rebbe, on his behalf, nullified this opinion by using 
diverse rabbinical sources that argue that there is no obligation to immigrate to the 
land of israel at this time (Teitelbaum 1981: 33). furthermore, the prohibition to 
ascend to the land is based on the three oaths that God swore to the Children of israel. 
he argued that keeping the oaths is a guarantee for Jewish existence. This implies also 
that the Gentiles must protect the Jews as long as the Jews are under Gentile patron-
age. The rabbi concluded that nachmanides ruled that the commandment related to 
the settling of the land of israel has to take place only after the nullification of the 
oaths, and the time for that has not yet come (Teitelbaum 1981: 47). for him, even if 
the Gentiles do not keep their part and do not protect the Jews, as happened during 
the holocaust, it should not mean that the oaths expired. even if the Gentiles forced 
the Jews to immigrate to the land of israel, the rabbi concluded, it would be better to 
give your life and not to transgress the oaths (Teitelbaum 1981: 149). norman lamm 
was right to present the paradox of this opinion, which implies a rebellion against the 
will of the nations (lamm 1971: 15).

based on Maimonides the rabbi argued that the gathering of israel is the mission 
of the Messiah; therefore humans are not allowed to perform it themselves. even 
more, “as much as there is no world without winds so there cannot be a world without 
israel” (Teitelbaum 1981: 51). The scattering of israel is for the benefit of the entirety 
of humanity. The rabbi stated, based on lurianic kabbalah, that the role of israel is to 
release the divine sparks from all over the world. When this task was completed, the 
Messiah would come and miraculously gather the people of israel and deliver them 
into their land (Teitelbaum 1981: 51–53).

The idea of segregation and dualism, which is very prominent in the satmar rebbe’s 
teachings, is based on the teachings of rabbi Judah loew, who is called the Maharal 
of Prague (1529–1609). The Maharal was aware of the dynamics of the foundation of 
the modern state, and he feared its influence over the Jewish community; therefore, 
he rejected changes in the Jewish way of life. he developed a theology that argues 
that the Jewish people are unique and separate, beyond the laws of nature: They are 
supernatural and distinct. Jews should stay out of Christian culture and politics 
(sorotzkin 2007). Jewish Orthodoxy inherited the concepts of uniqueness and tried 
to block assimilation trends into the european culture. as such, the Jewish ghetto was 
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reassembled on a voluntary basis, as a subsociety that opposes the democratic order 
(hellman and friedman 1991).

The satmar rebbe sharply confronts nature and uniqueness. according to him, 
democracy can be a good political system for the Gentiles, but it is not necessarily good 
for the Jews. Only the laws of the Torah, interpreted by the right religious authorities, 
are meant for, or worthy of, the Chosen People (lamm 1971: 46; Teitelbaum 1981: 164). 
The rabbi correctly understood that the Zionist movement is secular and indifferent, 
even sometimes hostile, to religious laws. The state doesn’t always consider the rabbis’ 
opinions, and the knesset, the israeli parliament, replaces the authority of the rabbis. 
his conclusion is that there can be no way to have a democratic system that can be 
subjected to the divine law. however, Jews are not Gentiles, and based on the concept 
of uniqueness, there is no way to “normalize” them, as Zionists attempt. The rebbe 
labeled Zionism as heresy and opposed any contacts with it (Teitelbaum 1981: 164). 
he claimed that the acceptance of the state and the faith in the Torah are two oppo-
sites that cannot be reconciled inside one man (Teitelbaum 1981: 8).

The rabbi also attacked the haredi parties that participate in the israeli politi-
cal system. agudat israel was established in 1912 in order to unite all the Orthodox 
people in their campaign against the modernized changes to their way of life. at 
first agudat israel supported an aggressive stand against the Zionist movement, but 
during the 1930s a reconciliation trend began. With the establishment of the state 
of israel, agudat israel became an integral part of the political system (fond 1999; 
bacon 1996).

Teitelbaum argued that the haredi participation in politics legitimizes Zionism. 
he prohibited his followers from taking part in the parliament, where anti-Torah 
laws are being enforced. he stated that it is better to give your life and not to take part 
in a system that he describes as heresy and idolatry. furthermore, knesset members 
have to take an oath before they assume office. for him, this oath is tandem to estab-
lishing the kingdom of heaven on earth before its time (Teitelbaum 1981: 219). The 
prohibitions that fall on those elected to the parliament, he argues, are true also for 
the voters. Therefore he called on his supporters to boycott the elections and to reject 
any financial support from the government (friedman 1994).

Why does God allow evil powers to get stronger? Why do the majority of the 
Jewish people support such trends? The rabbi’s response is that this is a test of faith. 
God is putting his people into test after test, and so far the results are grave. heretical 
Zionism was able to draw into its nest even righteous, honest Jews. according 
to him, the consequence of the deception is serious: The heretical system found 
ground among even Torah-observant Jews. Only massive repentance can allow 
king Messiah to come for the final redemption. The rabbi’s role is to protest against 
these great sins.



404  Motti Inbari

discussion and conclusions

Yoel Teitelbaum and Zvi Yehuda kook are of the same generation, they both con-
tinue traditions that were created before them, and they take these traditions to the 
extreme. They both see the Zionists’ massive abandonment of the religious lifestyle 
and the establishment of a state that doesn’t follow the religious laws in a negative way. 
according to their view, the destiny of the secular state is destruction, for the messi-
anic times are imminent. The Messiah will build a new foundation based on religious 
laws. both leaders see democracy as a lower manifestation of Jewish government and 
they want to replace it with the laws of the Torah. They both argue that Zionist goals 
stand in contradiction to the unique nature of the Jewish people. beyond these lines 
of agreement, their ideologies are quite different.

according to kook, the Zionist enterprise represents God’s will for the redemp-
tion of his people. it is a natural and prolonged process. Therefore the rabbi devel-
oped the statist ideology, which supports the integration with Zionism. in contrast, 
Teitelbaum identified the state of israel with the rise of satanic powers, as a divine 
test, that only by its destruction can the messianic end occur. Therefore he ordered his 
followers to reject Zionism. While kook aspired for a Jewish theocracy, he still rec-
ommended his followers to participate in the political institutions. The satmar rebbe 
rejected any participation in politics before the coming of the Messiah. according to 
kook, the democratic system can fit the Jews in the current area, but for Teitelbaum 
any type of Jewish political order contradicts the Jewish nature, and it is illegitimate.

The approach of these two thinkers to the Jewish diaspora was completely dif-
ferent. kook saw the exile as inferior, and with the rise of Jewish nationalism it 
had to be eliminated. for Teitelbaum, Jewish existence in diaspora represented 
the ideal way of life. kook saw the holocaust as a deterministic process that was 
designated to destroy Jewish exile, in order to allow the establishment of the state 
of israel. The satmar rebbe saw the holocaust as a divine punishment for Jewish 
political activism.

both rabbis compared Zionism with sabbatianism. Whereas the satmar rebbe 
saw Zionism as even a greater heresy than sabbatianism, kook argued that that they 
are not similar. in regards to the question of repentance prior to the messianic times, 
the satmar rebbe claimed that there can be no salvation without repentance, while 
kook said that repentance would come at the end of the process.

The apocalyptic position that demands perfection led to political passivity, espe-
cially when the assumption is that the end of days are imminent, and the believers 
must stay away from any action that might damage its fulfillment. The natural messi-
anic position, which sees its fulfillment in the current world, led to political activism 
as a product of the need to act in the historical time frame.
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kook attempted to find paths to Orthodox religiosity within Zionist activities. his 
formula brought him into the sanctification of land and state, a path to renew Judaism 
in the path of nationalism. Teitelbaum, on his part, refused to make any changes in 
the way in which premodern Judaism viewed mundane politics. according to his 
approach, Jews are to remain politically passive, even when it comes to their own 
national land. activism was to be allowed only at the end of days.

both Zvi Yehuda kook and Yoel Teitelbaum saw the rise of contemporary Jewish 
politics as a clear sign of the coming of the Messiah. Whereas kook’s approach to 
politics was positive, Teitelbaum’s message was negative. My research has shown how 
influential were messianic traditions in the way in which orthodox circles under-
stood the modern times. There was considerable debate within Orthodox ranks over 
the messianic era. The significance of the debate was not merely intellectual; dis-
agreement over these issues was directly related to differences in political and reli-
gious behavior.
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Apo cAlypticiSm 
And r AdicAliSm

ChrisTOPher rOWland

This essay takes several historical examples of apocalyptic radicalism in which claims 
to insight, based on visions or the interpretation of apocalyptic texts, lead to a politi-
cal critique, or an actual confrontation with the political authorities in the name of 
that higher authority or alternative perspective.

There is a dramatic moment in the trial of anne hutchinson in new england in 
1637 when she explains to her interrogator the priority she gives to “speaking what in 
my conscience i know to be truth.” she appeals to Genesis 22 and abraham’s convic-
tion that it was “an immediate voice” that bade him offer his son. This she took as an 
analogy to the way in “an immediate revelation,” “by the voice of [God’s] own spirit 
to my soul,” a matter was settled for her. in the opinion of those judging her this 
clear enunciation of her convictions, at the climax of what had hitherto been a very 
measured response, condemned her. so John Winthrop in his summing up thanked 
divine providence for making hutchinson “lay open her self and the ground of all 
these disturbances to be by revelation” (hall 1968: 337, 341).

another is Gerrard Winstanley’s interpretation of daniel 7.  according to 
Winstanley the first beast is royal power, which by force makes a way for the eco-
nomically powerful to rule over others, “making the conquered a slave; giving the 
earth to some, denying the earth to others.” The second beast is the power of laws, 
which maintain power and privilege in the hands of the few by the threat of impris-
onment and punishment. The third beast is what Winstanley calls the thieving art 
of buying and selling the earth with the fruits one to another. The fourth beast is the 
clergy-power, which is used to give a religious or ideological gloss to the privileges of 
the few. according to Winstanley, the Creation will never be at peace, until these four 
beasts are overthrown. This will be the moment when humankind will be enlight-
ened (2009: ii.190–92).
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Biblical radicalism

These two examples encapsulate one of the uses of radicalism in the context of this 
chapter. radicalism in the sense that we are using it here is different from the “basic 
to roots,” which the opposite ends of the theological and political spectrum share. 
it is William blake’s view of Jesus as one who “acted from impulse not from rules” 
(Marriage of Heaven and Hell, 23–24, e43) that best epitomizes the phenomenon that 
is the subject of this essay. it refers to a broader conviction, which is rightly termed 
“apocalyptic,” in which there is knowledge of the divine, which comes through a 
medium other than study of sacred texts or resort to that which has been handed down.

The roots of this lie deep within the biblical tradition, and indeed the culture 
whence the bible emerged. There dreams and visions and auditions were recognized 
as constituting that liminal time when the boundaries between the human and the 
divine were blurred and an epistemological experience was possible that was less 
common in the normal circumstances of human life. no wonder that many of the 
adepts found ways of cultivating opportunities to recreate those situations when 
dreams and visions might occur rather than having to wait for them to happen spon-
taneously, or be one of those fortunate people to whom such divine disclosures might 
be vouchsafed. The bible itself relates dreams, visions, auditions, and the conviction 
that (to quote numbers 12:6–8):

When there are prophets among you, i  the lOrd make myself known to them in 
visions; i speak to them in dreams. not so with my servant Moses; he is entrusted 
with all my house. With him i speak face to face, clearly, not in riddles; and he beholds 
the form of the lOrd.

in the new Testament Paul’s opening words at the beginning of his letter to the 
Galatians appeal to an “apocalypse” rather than human authority (Gal 1:1–16). The 
Jesus of the synoptic Gospels too may have allowed a sense of his own divine vocation 
to take him to Jerusalem. it was necessary for the son of Man to suffer (Mark 8:31). The 
Johannine Jesus claims not to have spoken on his own authority, for “the father who 
sent me has himself given me a commandment about what to say and what to speak. 
and i know that his commandment is eternal life. What i speak, therefore i speak 
just as the father has told me” (John 12:49–50). apocalyptic radicalism is typified by 
the conviction of an impetus for appropriate behavior or insight into human affairs, 
blake’s “impulse not from rules” (rowland 2010: 181–207).

but it is the last book of the Christian new Testament that has been the inspiration 
for later Christian radicalism. its mix of visionary experience and political protest is 
unique in its intensity and directness in the new Testament. John’s spiritual experi-
ence takes him into the divine court to see what the biblical prophet ezekiel and 
isaiah had seen and the mystery of the future of the universe in a slaughtered lamb. 
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That vision is the motor of the visions, which follow, culminating in heaven on earth 
in the new Jerusalem, as the political and economic powers of the day are unmasked 
and their end predicted. This is clearly seen in the visions of the beasts from the sea, 
and the land, and babylon seated on the seven-headed beast in rev 13 and 17 respec-
tively. in both visions, images from daniel in particular are taken up and become 
part of a devastating political critique of the manifestation of imperial power and 
oppression in the days of John the seer, the roman empire. We shall see later how 
these images are used in a different era and situation but with the same political force. 
it is prophecy in the style of a biblical prophet, with the same denunciatory power. 
Unsurprisingly, its effect pervaded Western culture and its political protests.

The book of revelation was not the last word, however. Why should divine revela-
tion stop? not only did the second-century Montanists look to rev 21 for their idea 
of an earthly kingdom (Trevett 1995: 95–104; see also eusebius Ecclesiastical History 
v.18.1), but they also claimed additional revelation from the spirit-Paraclete. They 
regarded themselves as recipients of a distinctive revelation from the Paraclete as 
compared with revelation given to the apostles (and embodied in the emerging 
authoritative scriptures). such claims were contemporary with claims to revelation 
that typify several of the Gnostics texts that have been found in the nag hammadi 
library, and which only increased suspicion of apocalyptic claims and texts among 
the merging orthodox circles.

Joachim of Fiore

One of the most significant figures in the history of apocalypticism, Joachim of fiore, 
is the parent of both conservative and subversive uses of apocalypticism. his descrip-
tion of his crucial revelatory experience, which gave him the key to the interpre-
tation of the apocalypse, evinces the same kind of visionary insight. such insight 
into the deeper meaning of the text did not come initially by study. Joachim of fiore 
writes: the “God who once gave the spirit of prophecy to the prophets has given me 
the spirit of understanding to grasp with great clarity in his spirit all the myster-
ies of sacred scripture” (Ten Stringed Psaltery 10 in McGinn 1979: 99–100; 1998: 130; 
reeves 2001; rowland 2013). in his historicizing interpretation of the apocalypse, 
we find the rudiments of what was later to become a “decoding” form of interpreta-
tion, nowhere better seen than in his interpretation of the red dragon of rev 12, in 
which the fifth head is identified with saladin. There is a direct interpretative line 
from this via the Clavis Apocalyptica of Joseph Mede at the beginning of the sev-
enteenth century to the map-like interpretations of the end of the world of mod-
ern american fundamentalists. On the other hand, Joachim’s readiness to link his 
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situation with a particular point in the unfolding apocalyptic drama outlined in the 
book of revelation gave him, and those who followed his teaching, a sense of destiny, 
of being at a propitious moment in the divine economy. it spawned intense debates 
in the franciscan order and an emerging criticism of the church and the implicit 
identification of it as babylon. This was to loom large in Protestant polemics down 
the centuries. it made Joachite eschatology, with its emphasis on history as the arena 
of God’s saving purposes, politically far from conformist and a significant departure 
from augustinian-dominated interpretation.

The preoccupation with the penultimate period of history, and an individual’s 
place in it, is characteristic of exegesis in the Joachite tradition: it is the period of the 
antichrist that immediately precedes the fulfillment of the final age of the spirit. it 
is a time when a pope will be sent to renew the church and will be characterized by 
an outburst of spiritual activity in the form of monastic renewal. its immediate influ-
ence is exemplified by the fact the franciscans were deeply imbued with Joachite 
ideas, linking francis with the angel mentioned in revelation 7. One of the most 
daring of the commentators in the Joachite tradition, Peter Olivi (1248–1298), used 
Joachim extensively (burr 1993; 2001). The book was investigated and condemned by 
the papacy in 1326, in part because of its enormous popularity, particularly among 
beguins and radical franciscans who sought to keep francis’s rule of poverty liter-
ally (Potesta in McGinn 2000: 110). Olivi’s exegesis concerns his emphasis on the 
sixth period, in which he placed himself, as the beginning of the time of renewal; he 
identified francis of assisi as its inaugurator. immersed in the conflict over poverty 
that dominated the early history of the franciscan order, Olivi saw the forces of evil 
concentrated in a worldly Church, a present, or at least imminent, reality, which he 
identified with the whore of babylon (rev 17). such views contributed to the intense 
social upheavals of the later Middle ages, which were fired in part by apocalyptic 
revivals (Cohn 1957) and persisted well into the early modern period (Morton 1958).

Savonarola and Botticelli

Girolamo savonarola (1452–1498) was a dominican preacher whose fiery message 
demanding reform and a “bonfire of the vanities” electrified florence. his opposi-
tion to rome, his predictions, and his influence led eventually to his trial and exe-
cution in 1498. like Joachim he was an interpreter of the bible, an activity that is 
apparent in his preaching, but his preaching was based on a visionary conviction, 
expounded in his Compendium of Revelations. begun in 1495 it was an apology for 
his prophetic career. his attacks include criticism of rome and the papacy. he was 
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excommunicated in 1497 after appealing to secular authorities to summon a council 
to depose Pope alexander Vi. The Compendium is part anthology of apocalyptic 
revelations and part sermon on the feast of the annunciation in april 1, 1495, which 
is an account of a heavenly journey, including a description of the court of heaven and 
a vision of the Queen of heaven. like Joachim he used the sequence of sevens from 
the book of revelation and located himself at the end of the fourth age immediately 
preceding the fifth age and the coming of antichrist. The prophecies are described 
in greater detail in The Compendium of Revelations. he gave florence a special role 
in the divine economy. a penitent population of florence took the place of Joachim’s 
viri spirituales as the pioneers of the new age to come (McGinn 1980: 191). savonarola 
claimed that his prophecies were based on what God said to him and not simply on 
his interpretation of the bible. among his visions (Triumph of the Cross, 1497) he 
describes two crosses:  a black cross above rome on which rained down swords, 
knives, and lances and a golden cross above Jerusalem. in another vision the hand 
of God is poised to strike the wicked with angels offering men red crosses and white 
robes (McGinn 1980: 198–200).

both these visions are reflected in the extraordinary depiction of the crucifixion in 
the now damaged Mystic Crucifixion (fogg art Museum, harvard University). here 
there is stark contrast between light and darkness. The crucified Jesus, dead, hang-
ing on the cross, divides the picture. On the right are dark clouds. There appear to be 
angels holding white shields with red crosses as they fight seven brown devils armed 
with burning wood and torches. The shields of the angels bear the symbol of the peo-
ple of florence. On the left is brightness, with florence shining in the background, 
easily recognizable from the Cathedral, and Campanile (Weinstein 1970: 336). at the 
foot of the cross is Mary Magdalene, one of the women who witnessed Jesus’ death 
(Matt 27:56, 61) and who probably symbolizes a penitent florence with flowing gin-
ger hair clinging to the cross. in the left-hand corner of the picture there seems to be 
an enthroned God with a book open before him, presumably the book of judgment 
(rev 20:11–15 or dan 7:9–10). The final assize takes place at the cross as the clouds 
move away and florence is bathed in glory. suffering and tribulation are the context 
for the renewal of florence.

in 1500, itself a significant year, sandro botticelli painted The Mystic Nativity 
(national Gallery, london; rowland 2005), which is an allegorical reading of the 
nativity. a closer look at the picture will reveal a caption in Greek capitals that explic-
itly links the picture with revelation 11–12, and also with the political upheavals in 
italy and also florence, which came about as the result of the apocalyptic preaching 
of savonarola:

i, alexandros, was painting this picture at the end of the year 1500 in the [troubles] of 
italy in the half time after the time according to the chapter of st. John in the second 
woe of the apocalypse in the loosing of the devil for three and a half years. Then he 
will be chained, and we shall see him [trodden down], as in this picture.
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The time in which botticelli found himself, 1,500 years after the birth of Christ, was 
one that, he believed, stood on the brink of the new age. botticelli writes of the trou-
bles in italy. The inscription implies that within a period perhaps of two years a reign 
of peace was to occur. in the inscription he links the ascent of the beast from the bot-
tomless pit in 11:7 with the loosing of the devil after the millennium (20:3, 7). botticelli 
writes of the second woe of 11:14, after which, in rev 11, the loud voices in heaven pro-
claim that the kingdom of the world has become the kingdom of the lord and of the 
messiah. here botticelli reads rev 11–12 as a prophecy of the eschatological realities 
of his day, in which the period of antichrist prefigures the return of the Messiah and 
the overcoming of the powers of darkness. it is the coming of this kingdom, which 
is signified in the vision of the woman in rev 12 who gives birth to the Messiah. The 
bruising of the serpent’s head of Genesis 3:15 may be depicted in the form of the little 
beaten devils that crawl away into their holes, reflecting rev 6:15. The picture relates 
Christ’s first coming with his imminent, eschatological coming. in the picture we the 
viewers are led up the path to the central scene of the picture framed by the dawn 
sky. The embrace of angels and humans sees florentines rejoicing with the heav-
enly world at the millennial glory that is to be revealed. The demons scurry to find 
their holes in the ground to hide (rev 6:16). Past and present are brought together as 
florence becomes the epicenter of the apocalyptic deliverance that is about to come 
upon the world.

thomas müntzer: the “new daniel”

Thomas Müntzer (c. 1483–1525) died alongside the peasants fighting against the 
German princes in 1525. Müntzer was very sympathetic towards dreams and visions 
as an important means of knowing the ways of God. he saw scripture as a confir-
mation of inner conviction, the appropriation of that inner spirit-led illumination 
that prompted the biblical writings themselves and which is at the heart of true dis-
cipleship. Müntzer inveighed against what he called “book religion.” his charismatic 
emphasis led him to draw heavily upon the contrast between Word and spirit. The 
important thing was to respond to the promptings of the spirit and subordinate the 
letter to the spirit.

Thomas Müntzer’s views are well exemplified in a sermon he preached to the 
princes in 1524, a year before his death. he took as his text for his sermon a passage 
from the prophet daniel in which the Jewish seer not only interprets a dream of the 
babylonian king nebuchadnezzar but also recalls it, something that the wise men 
of the court were not able to interpret. The dream is of a statue made of various sub-
stances that is hit by a stone made without human hands and shattered, after which 
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the stone becomes a great mountain that fills the whole earth (15). it is a passage that 
was crucial for various revolutionary movements of the time, who expected the “fifth 
Monarchy” of king Jesus and considered that they might be part of such an event. The 
interpretation offered by daniel is the destruction of four world empires (symbolized 
by the different substances of which the statue is made) to be replaced by the kingdom 
of God, which will never be destroyed (16).

Müntzer proceeded to interpret the various parts of the vision of the statue. Christ 
the stone is about to shatter the final empire, a fact that is particularly appreciated 
better by “the poor laity and the peasants.” in the face of this imminent destruc-
tion, the princes were exhorted to side with Christ whose empire would replace the 
kingdoms of the present rulers. What was needed was for the princes to recognize 
the incompetence of their clerical advisers, just as nebuchadnezzar rejected the wise 
men of his court. in their place Müntzer urged them: “a new daniel must arise and 
interpret for you your vision and he . . . . must go in front of the army”—Müntzer, of 
course! in a daring exegesis of romans 13, Paul’s reference to rulers “not bearing the 
sword in vain,” for they “are the servants of God to execute wrath on the wrongdoer,” 
is interpreted as an obligation to root out the wicked who are opposed to the ways of 
the new daniel. so Müntzer did not allow the rulers to use the argument that judg-
ment must remain in God’s hands and reminded them of their obligation to wield 
the sword as executors of the divine wrath. he exposed the ideological camouflage 
of those who seek to appeal to the gentleness of Christ to suit their own ends. There 
could be no quiet waiting upon God to destroy the works of the antichrist, for it was 
human agents acting under the power of God who would effect the divine purposes. 
if the rulers refused to do so, the sword would be taken away from those who “confess 
him with words and deny him with their deeds.”

Müntzer pointed out the Church’s error in forsaking the way of Christ and the 
apostles. in particular, the clergy were teaching ordinary people that “God no lon-
ger reveals his divine mysteries to his beloved friends by means of valid visions or 
his audible Word.” Müntzer listed examples of visions from scripture, and insisted 
that opponents of visions are in fact opponents of the holy spirit, poured out in 
the last days (cf. acts 2:17). That spirit was revealing to the elect “a decisive, inev-
itable, imminent reformation with great anguish.” Müntzer contrasted the way in 
which the people of God rejected the words of the prophet Jeremiah with the ready 
acceptance of daniel’s interpretation by the pagan king nebuchadnezzar. To gain 
“the self-disclosure of God,” spiritual turmoil and suffering are the circumstances 
in which God vouchsafes visions and dreams. Then would such a person receive the 
vision in the present; only then would it to be tested in the light of scripture: first 
experience, then scripture.

On the fateful day in May 1525 when Müntzer led the peasants in battle outside 
frankenhausen it was a biblical sign, a “bow in the cloud on the day of rain” (ezek 
1:28; Gen 9:12–17; rev 4:3) that was taken as a good omen, but the peasants were 
routed, Müntzer captured, tortured, and executed.
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mary cary (fl. 1649), Anna trapnel (fl. 
1654), and gerrard winstanley (1609–
1676): Apocalypticism in the english 

revolution

The seventeenth century saw a flowering of women’s prophetic activity in england 
that coincided with a crisis in religious and political life (Capp 1972; Mack 1992; hobby 
1988; Trapnel 2000). in 1649, Mary Cary and other fifth Monarchists expounded a 
doctrine that was similar to Müntzer’s, namely, that the succession of world empires 
predicted in daniel 2 and 7 had come to its end and that the reign of king Jesus was 
about to be established (Capp 1972: 172–94; hill 1972 and 1993, bradstock 2011). “by 
the spirit of God” she began “a serious and continual study of the scriptures” at the 
age of fifteen. This intense study especially concerned “the book of the revelation, 
and . . . the Prophecies of isaiah, Jeremiah, and daniel, wherein so many things con-
cerning these latter daies are spoken of.” in the process of the establishment of this 
“fifth monarchy,” however, Cary gave the saints an active role. as Christ had ascended 
to heaven, she wrote, the saints would be his instruments in the establishment of the 
kingdom of God on earth (rev 17:14, 16; 18:6; 19:11). despite the reference to peace 
and love of enemies in the gospel, Cary interprets the rider on a white horse of rev 
19:11 as one who leads the armies of the saints, including humans as well as angels. 
she used the hebrew bible passages to justify the just war of the saints in their role as 
instruments of God in purging the world from evil and setting up the new Jerusalem 
and grounded this in the book of revelation. When the reign of God will be set up on 
earth, it is only then that they will have no need of using swords and spears any more.

anna Trapnel also was a fifth Monarchist, who believed that the succession of 
world empires predicted in daniel 2 and 7 had come to its end and that the reign 
of king Jesus was about to be established. she had a visionary trance in 1654 in 
the center of london, during which she prophesied about the political failures 
of Cromwell’s regime. details of her prophecy were written down at the time and 
are recorded in The Cry of a Stone. she pleaded to Cromwell to recognize the 
dominion of Christ and to establish a polity, which reflected the aims of the peo-
ple’s army, to enable the common people to have their proper stake in the divine 
commonwealth.

The prophet saw all the marks of the old order (private property, a stratified 
social order, and a familiar, albeit non-episcopal, church structure) still present. 
To those who looked to the reign of king Jesus such reactionary behavior seemed 
apostasy.

Contemporary with Trapnel, and one of the most compelling examples of a social 
critique inspired by the bible, are the writings of Gerrard Winstanley (hill 1972; 
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bradstock 1997; bradstock and rowland 2002). between 1649 and 1651 Winstanley 
wrote tracts while he was actively involved in digging the common land on st 
George’s hill in surrey. he was prompted by a revelation that he and his compan-
ions should dig the common land. in his “True levellers standard” “this work to 
make the earth a Common treasury” was “shewed us by Voice in trance, and out of 
trance, which words were these, ‘work together, eat bread together,’ declare this all 
abroad” (“True levellers standard,” sabine 261, Winstanley 2009a: 2:14–15 cf. New 
Law of Righteousness, sabine 1941:  190). elsewhere he described his own voca-
tion in words from Galatians 1:12 and 16, where Paul wrote of the moment when 
he was confronted with “the apocalypse of Jesus Christ” as well as revelation. 
as we have seen, Winstanley used the imagery of daniel and the revelation to 
interpret the oppressive behavior of the wielders of political and economic power 
of his day. The four beasts of daniel 7 are interpreted as “kingly power,” “selfish 
lawes, which is full of covetousnesse,” “the thieving art of buying and selling the 
earth with her fruits one to another”; and “the imaginary Clergy-Power.” it is only 
“when Christ the anoynting spirit rises up, and inlightens mankind” that “they 
shall see the deceit and falsehood of this beast” (Fire in the Bush, sabine 464–71, 
Winstanley 2009b: 2:190–96). according to Winstanley the new heaven and earth 
is something to be seen here and now, for royal power is the old heaven and earth 
that must pass away. God is not far above the heavens but is to be found in the 
lives and experiences of ordinary men and women. God’s kingdom comes when 
God arises in the saints: the “rising up of Christ in sons and daughters” is Christ’s 
second coming. spiritual regeneration and structural change are, therefore, inti-
mately linked.

Joanna Southcott (1750–1814), richard 
Brothers (1757–1824), and william 
Blake (1757–1827): Actualization 

of differing prophetic and 
Scriptural roles

Joanna southcott was born in devon and grew up in a period of political and eco-
nomic turmoil. in 1792 she wrote of being “strangely visited by day and by night con-
cerning what was coming upon the whole earth. i was then ordered to set it down 
in writing.” from early in her prophetic career Joanna southcott described herself 
as “The Woman Clothed with the sun” of revelation 12. in applying this passage to 
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herself, southcott inserted herself into the biblical narrative and fulfilled this scrip-
ture. she saw herself as Jerusalem the bride and the woman who was to give birth to 
the Messiah, shiloh. This is a reference to the obscure verse in Genesis 49:10 where the 
kJV reads “until shiloh come.” it was the actualization of this conviction that domi-
nated the last months of southcott’s life as she died believing that she was to give birth 
to the Messiah in 1814. in the event, the Man-child did not appear on earth but was 
believed by a large body of southcott’s followers to have been “caught up to heaven” 
on its birth, as in revelation (12:5, see further lockley 2013 and hopkins 1982).

strong prophetic conviction is also evident in the writings of richard brothers, with 
whom southcott’s life and work was for a time closely intertwined and some of whose 
followers later followed southcott. brothers believed that he was the Prophet that would 
be revealed to the Jews to go to the land of israel and whose Government under God 
would be committed to him, as the agent of the everlasting Covenant to david. his read-
ing of scripture would uncover—by revealed knowledge—its true meaning. he it was 
who expounded the “strange” and “difficult” allusions, made by John of the apocalypse, 
whose meaning had been sealed until “the full time” when the appointed person, none 
other than brothers himself, would make known the message. brothers turned to 
revelation 12 also, and saw himself as the man-child, however, shiloh, the king of Judah.

William blake thought of himself as a prophet (rowland 2010: 120–56). indeed, 
he traced continuity between his own mythical world and the vision seen by John 
(Four Zoas 8:597ff.). blake himself wrote two prophecies about the nations in the 
form of illuminated books, in which, by word and picture, a process of conver-
sion, spiritual and political, is sought in the reader through the effects of the texts. 
by the end of his life, blake had worked out a complex insight into the process 
of transformation, which required individual, as well as political, change. This 
was to be achieved by socially transformative education, not violent revolution. 
fundamental in this was the need to recognize the awareness of the role of religion 
in society, in which the bible was used as an instrument of social control rather 
than liberation leading to the fragmentation of the human person and the subor-
dination of the imaginative to a rule of law and reason. blake’s process of human 
integration required the restoration of the balance between the imaginative and 
the rational to accompany the change in a hierarchical dominance in political and 
religious life. however, as in Winstanley’s work, for blake this process of change 
was through education not by force.

and did those feet in ancient time,
Walk upon englands mountains green:
and was the holy lamb of God
On england’s pleasant pastures seen!
and did the Countenance divine,
shine forth upon our clouded hills?
and was Jerusalem builded here,
among these dark satanic Mills?
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bring me my bow of burning gold:
bring me my arrows of desire:
bring me my spear: O Clouds unfold!
bring me my Chariot of fire!

i will not cease from Mental fight,
nor shall my sword sleep in my hand:
Till we have built Jerusalem,
in englands green & pleasant land
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Would to God that all the lord’s people were Prophets. numbers xi. 29V.
(Preface to Milton a Poem, e95–96)

in this famous passage from his preface to Milton (extant in Copies a and b, 
e95–96) blake expresses the longing for all people to be prophets: to engage in 
struggle and discernment and work towards a more hopeful future. The poem 
is simple in its structure. The first two stanzas set out the problem, and the ques-
tion marks at the end of lines 2 and 4 of stanza 2 suggest a negative answer. The 
final stanza sketches the hope, harking back to passages like rev 21–22, that the 
new Jerusalem is a human possibility, which may be built in “england’s green and 
pleasant land.” human activity and divine activity are linked. There is no “leaving 
it all to God,” because the divine indwells men and women. The invocation for 
elijah’s chariot refers to the never-ending task: “every honest man is a Prophet he 
utters his opinion both of private & public matters Thus if you go on so the result 
is so” (annotations to Watson’s apology, e617). Prophecy and visions, as both 
Müntzer and Winstanley stressed, are not just a thing of the past. it is the vocation 
of all people.

paul, Apocalypticism, and radical 
theology in recent theology and 

philosophy

in the last few decades, prompted in part by the recognition of its centrality in the 
new Testament, apocalypticism has emerged as a crucial tool in cultural criticism 
among philosophers and social theorists. The work of Thomas altizer (1967) and 
Jacob Taubes (2004, 2009) reflect the language and significance of apocalypticism. 
for altizer the mix of radical theology and apocalypse, epitomized by the work of 
William blake, indicates both the ending of mainstream Christian theism and the 
beginning of regeneration of thought and action, focused on the incarnation and 
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death of Jesus as the apocalyptic moment of the death of God. Taubes traces the his-
tory of apocalyptic radicalism from daniel and the new Testament via Joachim of 
fiore and the radical franciscans to Münzter and then onto hegel and kierkegaard. 
here is a manifesto for a disruptive, apocalyptic politics, which in some ways has 
antecedents in the work of ernst bloch (1995, see also rowland 1988 and bradstock 
and rowland 2002). language about apocalypse offers the climactic sense of an end-
ing and the possibility of a new beginning, an ultimate moment, therefore, in which 
an apocalyptic dimension to life interrupts the normal and habitual. as William 
blake put it: “if it were not for the Poetic or Prophetic character, the Philosophic & 
experimental would soon be at the ratio of all things & stand still, unable to do other 
than repeat the same dull round over again” (There is No Natural Religion b vii, e3).

before Taubes, Walter benjamin (1892–1940) turned to apocalyptic theology at the 
close of his life. for both Taubes and benjamin political optimism is qualified by a 
future hope, but one in which there is no certainty about a positive outcome. indeed, 
benjamin’s Theses on the Philosophy of History, written months before his suicide in 
1940, problematize human agency in the light of apocalyptic catastrophe. in Thesis 
ix benjamin writes of the angel of history whose face is turned towards the past, 
but a storm blowing from Paradise drives him irresistibly into the future, “while the 
rubble-heap before him grows sky-high. That which we call progress, is this storm.” 
here is an apocalypticism of a despairing kind commentary, not the assertion of one 
who believed that the divine was at work in and through humans.

finally, one of the most remarkable modern apocalyptic interpreters was William 
stringfellow (1928–1985). he was a civil rights activist and protestor against the war 
in Vietnam. apart from his advocacy of a theology of “the principalities and pow-
ers,” which has been very influential on modern political theology, in An Ethic for 
Christians and Other Aliens in a Strange Land. William stringfellow in effect wrote a 
commentary on the new Testament apocalypse whose purpose was to read america 
biblically, “rather than allow the United states of america, its culture and values to 
determine the way the bible is read” (stringfellow 1973). at the heart of his method 
is this conviction that the apocalypse can assist one to understand a particular 
moment of time because it enables an enhanced vision of the reality that confronts 
one (stringfellow 1973: 152). What is crucial is that for stringfellow, the apocalypse 
does not offer a timetable about the end of the world but a template by which one 
can assess the theological character of the world in which one lives. The apocalypse’s 
stark contrasts offer an interpretative key to understand the cosmos under God and 
the situation of his nation in the 1970s and 1980s. stringfellow follows in a long tradi-
tion going back at least to the ancient Christian writer, Tyconius (fl. 370–390), such 
a powerful influence on augustine’s biblical interpretation. babylon and Jerusalem 
become types of two different kinds of religious communities. so they are not only 
eschatologically future images, but assist readers with their understanding of reality 
here and now. babylon is a description of every city, an allegory of the condition of 
death, the principality in bondage to death in time the focus of apocalyptic judgment. 
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Jerusalem is about the emancipation of human life in society from the rule of death. 
it is a parable, he writes of the church of prophecy, an anticipation of the end of time 
(stringfellow 1973: 21; rowland 2011).

apocalyptic symbol, visionary experience, and social and political movements 
together, may make a potent mix prompting and inspiring social revolt. hopes for 
the future are seen to be realized in the present. acting on such beliefs disrupts pat-
terns of behavior and relating. The present moment was in some sense the climax of 
history, when the major actors may be expected to “sit on thrones judging the twelve 
tribes of israel” (Matt 19:28), and indeed may well have acted out such promises. 
in the lives of the later millenarians we find repetition of the kind of paradigm we 
find in the new Testament. What is more, they are not just interpreters of sacred 
texts or prognosticators of the fulfillment of its promises, though the scriptures may 
be the motor of their visions and their hope. They themselves live out the prom-
ises, and they believe themselves dwelling in the midst of its fulfillment and so act 
accordingly. it is the present “apocalyptic moment” in which the impulse of the 
vision, dream, audition, or intuition leads to the disturbance of the status quo, and 
received wisdom is subordinated to apocalyptic insight. This comes not by resort 
to the memory of the past, hierarchy, or appeal to sacred scripture. such a pattern 
is endemic to all the abrahamic religions. after all, their founding narratives are 
about revelations of the divine, in words delivered by human agents. The Jewish 
“messianic mystics,” particularly sabbatai sevi, all manifest similar characteristics, 
with the inspiration of mystical visions becoming the basis for social action (idel 
1998; scholem 1973; and davies 1984). radicalism involves the invocation of such 
revelatory moments with the possibility of additional revelations to supplement and 
perhaps even qualify what has already been seen. This after all is the heart of what 
Christianity and islam, even Judaism, in their different ways say. it is the acceptance 
of the central status of the apocalyptic moment, and the subordination of all else to 
it that makes apocalypticism such an important motor of radicalism in the history 
of religion.

Bibliography

altizer, Thomas J. J. (1967). The New Apocalypse: The Radical Christian Vision of William Blake. 
east lansing: Michigan state University Press.

barth, karl (1933). The Epistle to the Romans. Trans. edwyn C. hoskyns. Oxford: Clarendon.
bloch, ernst (1995). The Principle of Hope: Studies in Contemporary German Social Thought. 

Cambridge, Ma: MiT Press.
—— (2009). Atheism in Christianity: The Religion of the Exodus and the Kingdom. london: Verso.
bradstock, andrew (1997). Faith in the Revolution: The Political Theologies of Müntzer and 

Winstanley. london: sPCk.



420  Christopher Rowland

—— (2011). Radical Religion in Cromwell’s England:  A  Concise History from the English 
Civil War to the End of the Commonwealth. international library of historical studies. 
london: Tauris.

bradstock, andrew, and Christopher rowland (2002). Radical Christian Writings: A Reader. 
Oxford: blackwell.

burr, david (1993). Olivi’s Peaceable Kingdom:  A  Reading of the Apocalypse Commentary. 
Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press.

—— (2001). The Spiritual Franciscans: From Protest to Persecution in the Century after Saint 
Francis. University Park: Pennsylvania state University Press.

Capp, b. s. (1972). The Fifth Monarchy Men:  A  Study in Seventeenth-Century English 
Millenarianism. london: faber.

Cohn, norman (1957). The Pursuit of the Millennium. london: Paladin.
Collins, John J., bernard McGinn, and stephen stein (2000). Encyclopedia of Apocalypticism. 

new York: Continuum.
davies William d. (1984). “from schweitzer to scholem: reflections on sabbatai sevi,” in 

davies, Jewish and Pauline Studies. london: sPCk.
erdman, david (1977). Blake: Prophet against Empire. Princeton: Princeton University Press.
Garrett, Clarke (1973). Respectable Folly: Millenarians in the French Revolution in France and 

England. baltimore: Johns hopkins University Press.
Gray, rebecca (1993). Prophetic Figure in Late Second Temple Jewish Palestine. Oxford: Oxford 

University Press.
hall, david d. (1968). The Antinomian Controversy, 1636–1638:  A  Documentary History. 

Middletown, CT: Wesleyan University Press.
hill, Christopher (1972). The World Turned Upside Down. london: Penguin.
—— (1993). The English Bible and the Seventeenth Century Revolution. london: Penguin.
hobby, elaine (1988). Virtue of Necessity: English Women’s Writing, 1649–1688. london: Virago.
hopkins, J. k. (1982). A Woman to Deliver her People:  Joanna Southcott and English 

Millenarianism in an Era of Revolution. austin: University of Texas Press.
idel, Moshe (1998). Messianic Mystics. new haven: Yale University Press.
kovacs, Judith, and Christopher rowland (2004). Revelation: The Apocalypse of Jesus Christ. 

Oxford: blackwell.
lieb, Michael (1991). The Visionary Mode:  Biblical Prophecy, Hermeneutics, and Cultural 

Change. ithaca, nY: Cornell University Press.
lockley, Philip (2013), Visionary religion and radicalism in early industrial England: from 

Southcott to socialism, Oxford: Oxford University Press.
Mack, Phyllis (1992). Visionary Women: Ecstatic Prophecy in Seventeenth Century England. 

berkeley: University of California Press.
Matheson, Peter (1988). The Collected Works of Thomas Müntzer. edinburgh: T&T Clark.
McGinn, bernard (1979). Apocalyptic Spirituality: Treatises and Letters of Lactantius, Adso 

of Montier-en-Der, Joachim of Fiore, the Franciscan Spirituals, Savonarola, Preface by 
Marjorie reeves. london: sPCk.

—— (1980). Apocalyptic Spirituality. london: sPCk.
—— (1998). Visions of the End: Apocalyptic Traditions in the Middle Ages. new York: Columbia 

University Press.
—— (2000). “apocalypticism in Western history and Culture” in bernard McGinn, 

John J. Collins, and stephen J. stein, eds., Encyclopedia of Apocalypticism, vol. 
2. new York: Continuum.



Apocalypticism and Radicalism   421

Morton, arthur leslie (1958). The Everlasting Gospel: A Study in the Sources of William Blake. 
london: lawrence & Wishart.

Ozment, steven e. (1973). Mysticism and Dissent: Religious Ideology and Social Protest in the 
Sixteenth Century. new haven: Yale University Press.

reeves, Marjorie (1969). The Influence of Prophecy in the Later Middle Ages. london: Oxford 
University Press.

—— (2001). “Joachim of fiore and the images of the apocalypse according to st John,” Journal 
of the Warburg and Courtauld Institutes 64: 281–95.

rowland, Christopher (1982). The Open Heaven. london: sPCk.
—— (1988). Radical Christianity: A Reading of Recovery. Cambridge: Polity.
—— (2005). “imagining the apocalypse,” New Testament Studies 51: 303–27.
—— (2010). Blake and the Bible. new haven: Yale University Press.
—— with ian boxall (2011). “Tyconius and bede on Violent Texts in the apocalypse,” in J. 

Verheyden, T. niklas and a. Merkt, eds., Ancient Christian Interpretations of “Violent 
Texts” in the Apocalypse (novum Testamentum et Orbis antiquus/studien zum Umwelt 
des neuen Testaments 92). Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & ruprecht, pp. 161–79.

—— (2013). “Joachim of fiore and the Theology of the new Testament,” in Julia eva 
Wannenmacher, ed., Joachim of Fiore and the Influence of Inspiration: Essays in Memory of 
Marjorie E. Reeves (1905–2003). farnham: ashgate, pp. 35–51.

sabine, George h. (1941). The Works of Gerrard Winstanley: With an Appendix of Documents 
Relating to the Digger Movement. ithaca, new York: Cornell University Press.

stringfellow, William (1973). An Ethic for Christians and Other Aliens in a Strange Land. 
Waco: Word books.

scholem, Gershom G. (1973). Sabbatai Sevi: The Mystical Messiah, 1626–1676. littman library 
of Jewish Civilization. london: routledge & kegan Paul.

Taubes, Jacob (2004). The Political Theology of Paul. stanford: stanford University Press.
—— (2009). Occidental Eschatology. stanford: stanford University Press.
Trapnel, Anna (2000). The Cry of a Stone. Tempe: arizona Center for Medieval and renaissance 

studies.
Trevett, Christine (1995). Montanism:  Gender, Authority and the New Prophecy. 

Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
Winstanley, Gerrard (2009). The Complete Works of Gerrard Winstanley, 2 vols. Oxford: Oxford 

University Press.
—— (2009b). “The Fire in the Bush,” in Thomas n. Corns, anne hughes, and david 

loewenstein, eds., The Complete Works of Gerrard Winstanley, vol. 2.  Oxford:  Oxford 
University Press. Original print, london: Calvert, 1650.



ChaPTer 25

Apo cAlypSe And 
Violence

CaTherine WessinGer

apocalyptic texts depict tremendous violence that destroys a dissatisfactory social 
and natural order so a new one may be created. The violence of apocalyptic texts is 
appropriated by believers in different ways. When violence is reserved for God or his 
agent, here termed messiah (hebrew, “anointed”), believers await divine intervention 
but they are often active in seeking converts. Other believers withdraw to refuges 
to survive the expected violent destruction. Others resort to political action and/or 
carry out revolutionary violence. Political leaders draw on apocalyptic imagery to 
motivate citizens’ participation in empire-building. People at the grassroots respond-
ing to oppression create apocalyptic myths or draw on apocalyptic scriptures to fuel 
revolutionary movements. some interpret apocalyptic texts as requiring believers to 
put themselves in harm’s way, even to the point of martyrdom.

“apocalyptic victims” may be killed by millennialists who regard them as obstruct-
ing the desired collective salvation, or they may be killed as “collateral damage” by 
agents of mainstream institutions seeking to control apocalyptic believers.

apocalyptic psychology has been explored in strozier et al. (2010). James W. Jones 
summarizes the psychological dynamics motivating the most violent apocalyptic 
movements: humiliation and a sense of victimization contributing to a search for an 
out-group to blame and punish; a dichotomous worldview in which the righteous are 
seen as being at battle—spiritually and/or physically—against evil, personified in an 
out-group that is dehumanized as being “evil, abject, subhuman, and so worthy of 
elimination” (Jones 2010b: 218); paranoia that requires that the designated out-group 
be defeated and destroyed (by God, Messiah, superhuman agent, or believers). 
strozier et al. (2010) are in agreement that what they term “the fundamentalist mind-
set,” that is, the apocalyptic outlook, contains a strong disposition toward violence.

it is the radical dualism (Wessinger 2000a) of apocalypticism that predisposes 
believers to expect violence, and may prompt some to subject themselves to violence 
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and/or carry out violence. radical dualism is a “rigid belief in irreconcilable forces of 
good versus evil, translated into a sense of ‘us versus them’ ” (“Millennial Glossary” 
in Wessinger 2011: 721). “The ‘radicalness’ of this religious stance lies in its refusal to 
compromise ” (Collins 2011: 96). but believers in apocalypse do not necessarily have a 
rigidly dichotomous perspective. if believers regard salvation as open to all and make 
efforts to proselytize, their perspective may not be as extremely dualistic as that of 
their social opponents.

The relationship of apocalyptic texts to violence is complex and multivalent. 
Most believers wait for divine intervention, but it is often an “active” waiting dur-
ing which proselytization is carried out by peaceful or violent means. believers with 
an avertive apocalyptic perspective may resort to peaceful or violent means to try 
to avoid imminent catastrophe. if an apocalyptic movement becomes socially and 
politically dominant, believers may support military actions relevant to their par-
ticular eschatological vision. if a revolutionary movement is not socially dominant, 
believers resort to terrorism.

revelation, Qur’an, and  
millennialism

sociologist John Walliss (2011) has written that the revelation (apocalypse) of Jesus 
Christ to st. John in the new Testament is the scripture containing the most violent 
imagery. babylon the Great, a harlot sitting on the back of a terrifying beast, is drunk 
with the blood of the saints. angels pour out vials of God’s wrath on the earth. Cities 
are destroyed, rivers turn to blood, plagues are unleashed. God’s victory over evil and 
creation of new Jerusalem is accomplished by the defeat of satan and punishment of 
those whose “names have not been written in the book of life” (rev. 17:8).

The author of revelation, John of Patmos, was probably a Jewish Christian, pos-
sibly a survivor of the first Jewish-roman war (66–73 C.e.), during which roman 
troops destroyed Jerusalem and the (second) Temple, a catastrophic loss of “sacred 
center,” the meaning of which Jews and Christians were still grappling with at the time 
revelation was composed in the mid-90s C.e. John J. Collins (2011: 92) points out that 
Jewish apocalyptic texts were written in response to the desecration of the Temple 
by the seleucid ruler antiochus iV epiphanes about 167 b.C.e., and revelation was 
written as a response to the roman destruction of the Temple in 70 C.e. since the first 
Temple was destroyed in 586 b.C.e. by babylonians, “babylon” became a powerful 
metaphor for an evil government in opposition to God.

revelation’s text addresses conflicts between the type of Christian faith and prac-
tice advocated by John of Patmos and other interpretations of Christian life and 
meaning in the cities of asia Minor; conflicts between Christians and those Jews 
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who rejected belief in Jesus as the Messiah; and conflicts between Gentile Christians 
and the demands of living in a culture and in families that expected worship of the 
emperor and pagan deities. at the time revelation was composed persecution of 
Christians was sporadic, but John of Patmos’s text predicts persecutions in the near 
future by rome, symbolized as the Whore of babylon (rev. 17) (Yarbro Collins 2003).

The visions recorded in revelation draw on symbolism of earlier Jewish apocalyp-
tic writings, particularly the book of daniel and its four beasts. in revelation the beast 
rising out of the sea (13:1–10), given authority by the “dragon” (satan), represents the 
roman empire: “it was allowed to make war on the saints and to conquer them. it was 
given authority over every tribe and people and language and nation” (13:7). a second 
beast arises from the earth that derives its authority from the first beast, and makes 
the inhabitants of the earth worship an image of the first beast (rev. 13:11–15). The 
second beast represents local elites in asia Minor who expected Christians to make 
offerings to the emperor (Yarbro Collins 2003).

revelation encourages Christians to follow Jesus in martyrdom. “here is a call for 
the endurance and faith of the saints” (rev. 13:10b). by giving up their lives Christians 
conquer the accuser (satan): “they have conquered him by the blood of the lamb 
and by the word of their testimony, for they did not cling to life even in the face of 
death” (rev. 12:11). in revelation Christ, the slain lamb, returns as a warrior, the rider 
on the white horse, with his heavenly army to defeat the beast and the false prophet 
and cast them into the lake of fire, and with the sword that comes out of his mouth he 
kills those who had received the first beast’s mark and had worshipped the image of 
the beast (rev. 13:16–18; 19:11–21) (Yarbro Collins 2003).

according to adela Yarbro Collins, revelation encouraged Christians to conquer 
the beast by refusing “to participate in the activities that involved giving the emperor 
divine honors, even if such resistance resulted in death” (2003: 207).

a very important reward for those who resist the beast, especially those who lose 
their lives because of such resistance, is a share in the first resurrection. Those who 
have been beheaded for their testimony to Jesus and the word of God and who did 
not worship the beast are to come to life and to reign with Christ for a thousand years 
while satan is bound. The rest of the dead are not to rise until after the thousand years 
are ended (20:4–6). (Yarbro Collins 2003: 209)

revelation continues to be a rich source for understanding the meaning of per-
secution and providing assurance that the righteous will be saved and the wicked 
punished. believers in revelation’s prophecies sometimes use its imagery to jus-
tify committing violence against others, or accepting and even seeking their own 
martyrdom.

Muhammad (570–632), based on his experiences of receiving God’s Word through 
the angel Gabriel, preached an apocalyptic message of God’s imminent judgment, 
and that it was imperative to worship only the one God. The earliest suras (chapters) 
in the Qur’an stress the imminence of the “day of doom” or “day of recompense,” 
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when the sky will be darkened, the earth will shake, the dead resurrected, and every-
one judged (e.g., sura 84:1–25). Those who are damned will receive eternal punish-
ment. Those who are saved will enjoy Paradise. in addition to the Qu’ran, a number 
of hadith (narratives of things that Muhammad said and did) describe the signs and 
timing of the end (Cook 2011).

since revelation speaks of a one-thousand-year period—a millennium—of peace 
while satan is bound and Christ and resurrected martyrs rule the earth (rev. 20:1–4), 
scholars use millennium to refer to the expected collective salvation—a condition 
on earth, in heaven, or both, in which a group enjoys a transformed state of being. 
building on norman Cohn’s classic definition (1970, introduction, n.p.), i define mil-
lennialism as “belief in an imminent transition to a collective salvation, in which 
the faithful will experience well-being and the unpleasant limitations of the human 
condition will be eliminated.” The collective salvation may be understood as being 
accomplished “either by a divine or superhuman agent alone, or with the assistance 
of humans working according to the divine or superhuman plan” (“Millennial 
Glossary” in Wessinger 2011: 720).

Catastrophic millennialism, “belief in an imminent and catastrophic transition to 
the millennial kingdom,” is the type of millennialism found in revelation, so apoca-
lypticism is used here as a synonym. it “involves a pessimistic view of human nature 
and society. humans are regarded as so evil and corrupt that the old order has to be 
destroyed violently to make way for the perfect millennial kingdom. Catastrophic 
millennialism involves a radically dualistic worldview” (“Millennial Glossary” in 
Wessinger 2011: 718).

revelation has also given rise to a pattern that i have termed progressive millen-
nialism: “a perspective that is optimistic about human nature and the possibility of 
imperfect human society to improve. [it] is the belief that the imminent transition to 
the collective salvation will occur through improvement in society. The belief is that 
humans working in harmony with a divine or superhuman plan will create the mil-
lennial kingdom” (“Millennial Glossary” in Wessinger 2011: 721).

Catastrophic millennialism and progressive millennialism are not mutually 
exclusive. a movement or group may demonstrate characteristics of both, or may 
shift from one to the other in response to circumstances. apocalyptic expectations 
tend to manifest or increase when people experience repeated disasters and oppres-
sions (barkun 1974). however, progressive millennialism is not necessarily peaceful. 
Participants in some of the most violent revolutionary millennial movements have 
believed in progress. according to robert ellwood, violent progressive millennialists 
utilize violence “as a virtually sacramental rite of accelerating progress to apocalyptic 
rate” (2000: 242). at the revolutionary end of the continuum of millennial expres-
sions, both progressive millennialist and catastrophic millennialist perspectives 
manifest extreme dualism.

nativist millennial movements, which may involve catastrophic or progres-
sive expectations, arise in response to a sense of oppression by colonizing powers. 
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in response to removal from their sacred lands and attacks on their traditional 
way of life, nativist millennialists long for a return to an idealized past way of life 
(“Millennial Glossary” in Wessinger 2011: 720). some nativist millennial move-
ments have messiahs who lead people in attempts to achieve collective salvation. 
nativist millennialists may perform religious rituals to invoke divine interven-
tion, and sometimes these involve sacrifices of animals and possessions. nativists 
may establish separate communities in which to live according to their ideal-
ized past way of life. nativist millennialists have frequently been attacked by law 
enforcement agents because their vision of salvation and activities are seen as 
threatening the status quo, and nativists have often used violence in self-defense. 
nativist millennial movements may also resort to revolution to remove oppressors 
(rosenfeld 2011).

Violent imagery, and sometimes violent activities, are also associated with avertive 
apocalypticism and avertive millennialism. Avertive apocalyticism is the belief that 
“imminent this-worldly catastrophe can be averted by taking steps to return to har-
mony with the divine or superhuman agent, through spiritual or ritual activities, or 
in the case of secular movements, by practical actions to correct looming problems.” 
Avertive millennialism is the combination of avertive apocalyptic ideas with progres-
sive millennialism. “if the coming apocalyptic destruction can be averted through 
spiritual practices and disciplines, faith, and/or the help of superhuman powers, 
the collective salvation will be accomplished in a new and perfect age” (“Millennial 
Glossary” in Wessinger 2011: 717–18; Wojcik 2011).

each of these categories of millennialism is associated with behaviors ranging from 
peaceful waiting (plus proselytizing, and sometimes getting involved in politics), 
to waiting while using violence to proselytize, to utilizing violence for self-defense 
(assaulted millennial group), to resorting to violence to preserve a threatened millen-
nial goal (fragile millennial group), to violence aimed at removing perceived oppres-
sors (revolutionary millennial movement). These peaceful and violent behaviors 
may be found in combination in different groups and movements. The varieties of 
millennial expressions often take revelation and similar scriptures in the hebrew 
bible, Christian bible, or the Qur’an and hadith as their basis, and some of these 
believers become involved in violence.

Active waiting for the Apocalypse and 
Violence

a number of millennialists read apocalyptic texts as commanding expectant 
waiting for divine intervention; however, they seldom take a completely pas-
sive stance. if divine judgment is near, it is imperative to extend salvation to as 
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many as possible. Two examples will be considered:  early islam and Christian 
dispensationalism.

early islam

Muhammad’s small band of Muslims had to flee Mecca to the city that became 
known as Medina (City of the Prophet) to avoid being killed by opponents of 
Muhammad’s message. Muhammad made the hijra (migration) in 622. from this 
point, jihad (struggle) in the sense of holy war became important in islam. The 
Greater Jihad was said by Muhammad to be the interior struggle to be a Muslim 
(submitter) to God, but Jihad of the sword is also important in verses recorded in 
the Qur’an.

arab tribes of the time engaged in raiding to gain booty and territory, and 
Muhammad led Muslim warriors in raids and battles, particularly against Meccans 
(Cook 2005: 5–9; hall 2009: 37). during this period Muhammad received verses stat-
ing the Muslim’s duty to fight when driven from one’s home (e.g., sura 22:39–40), and 
also the duty to fight against polytheists and idolators (sura 9:5). in 630 Muhammad 
led his army unopposed into Mecca. There he purged the house of worship—the 
ka’ba—of idols and dedicated it to the one God.

after Muhammad’s death, Muslim armies conquered lands in syria, Central asia 
and afghanistan, armenia and the Caucasus region, north africa, and the iberian 
peninsula, and in 732 they were stopped from invading europe further by Charles 
Martel’s army at Poitiers, france. Conquered peoples were not forced to convert to 
islam, but were certainly given the opportunity to convert. Hadith literature com-
posed during this time indicates that Jihad of the sword was seen as a way the sinning 
but repentant believer could be purified (Cook 2005: 11–13, 15). david Cook argues 
that while fighters undoubtedly had various motivations, an overarching goal was 
the expansion of islamic rule so salvation could be offered to persons before the end 
of the world (25).1

christian dispensationalism

Christian dispensationalism is a contemporary and influential apocalyptic move-
ment, which some observers believe contains potential for violence due to its radi-
cal dualism and its political influence in the United states where there may be as 
many as 40 million Christians influenced by dispensationalism. They believe in the 
imminent rapture of the faithful to join Christ in the air (based on 1 Thess. 4:17), 
tribulations for those remaining on earth, during which time the antichrist gains 
world dominion, plagues occur, dead are resurrected, Christ returns to earth and 
in the battle of armageddon defeats antichrist, the false Prophet, and satan and 
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throws them into the lake of fire; Christ then judges humanity and establishes God’s 
kingdom on earth. Christian dispensationalism, therefore, draws on revelation and 
other apocalyptic texts in the Christian bible. dispensationalists take a literalistic 
approach to the bible’s prophecies; they believe they are interpreting passages literally 
when in fact their interpretations demonstrate considerable creativity (shuck 2011).

Christian dispensationalism received a boost in popularity when hal lindsey (b. 
1929) published The Late Great Planet Earth in 1970, in which he interpreted current 
events in light of biblical apocalyptic prophecies. The book, which has sold more than 
28 million copies, popularized the idea that the creation of israel in 1948 was a sign 
that final events were imminent, and also that the Jewish Temple in Jerusalem had 
to be rebuilt before Christ would return. Christian dispensationalists are, therefore, 
strong supporters of israel.

in the 1980s americans learned that President ronald reagan (republican, served 
1981–1989) had been influenced by lindsey’s predictions about the roles of israel and 
nuclear war in the final events. Throughout the reagan administration americans 
who did not believe in these apocalyptic prophecies contemplated the danger of hav-
ing a dispensationalist President as commander of the american nuclear arsenal 
(boyer 1992: 140–43).

Christian dispensationalists were a large part of the republicans who elected 
President George W.  bush (served 2001–2009). in 2003 bush told israeli Prime 
Minister ariel sharon (served 2001–2006) to stop israeli settlement building in 
Palestinian territory and to begin dismantling some of the settlements. rev. Jerry 
falwell (1933–2007), founder of the Moral Majority, an organization of evangeli-
cal Christians seeking to exercise political clout in the United states, and other 
Christian dispensationalists immediately let bush know they regarded this policy to 
be against the interests of israel (and therefore against the interests of their end-time 
beliefs) (Gavshon and Granatstein 2002). bush made a major capitulation to his 
Christian dispensationalist base on april 14, 2004, when he told sharon that while 
Jewish settlers had to be removed from the Gaza strip in preparation for handing it 
over to Palestinian control (israel did not want the Gaza strip), settlers on the West 
bank of the Jordan river could remain, thereby continuing to prevent a two-state 
solution.

in the last decade of the twentieth century and the first decade of the twenty-first 
century, Christian dispensationalism’s popularity was increased by the wildly suc-
cessful Left Behind series of novels by Tim lahaye (b. 1926) and Jerry Jenkins (b. 1949), 
which have sold more than 60 million copies. These novels and their media offshoots 
have been read and viewed by Christians of all types and even some non-Christians 
(statistics in Jones 2010a: 97).

The first novel, Left Behind (1995), begins with the rapture and then follows the 
adventures of those left behind during the seven-year Tribulation. The thirteenth and 
final novel in the series is Kingdom Come: The Final Victory (2007). Three Left Behind 
prequels were published in 2005 and 2006. forty books have been published in the 
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Left Behind: The Kids series. Three Left Behind movies were released between 2001 
and 2005, and three Left Behind video games were released between 2006 and 2008.

Left Behind apocalyptic media have popularized a violent myth of imminent 
end-time events, in which some will be saved—even some of those “left behind”—and 
others will be slaughtered and damned. The antichrist is the secretary-general of the 
United nations, who deceptively establishes world peace that begins the Tribulation.

Jones (2010a) examines themes in the first Left Behind videogame, in which Christian 
members of the Tribulation force battle antichrist’s Global Community Peacekeepers, 
that is, United nations peacekeeper troops. Jones sees the violence of this “real-time 
strategy game” that encourages players to join “the ultimate fight of Good against 
evil” as consistent with the apocalyptic violence of revelation, which in The Glorious 
Appearing: The End of Days (2004), the twelfth book in the Left Behind series, culminates 
with the return of Jesus, who slaughters antichrist’s massive army with his spoken word. 
Christian dispensationalism has not been a violent movement, but Jones is not so san-
guine about its future: “right now in the United states a whole generation of Christian 
adolescents is learning how to kill non-Christians, Un peacekeepers, and Christians 
less evangelical than themselves in the name of this apocalyptic Jesus” (2010a: 103).

millennial groups involved in  
Violence

Millennialists involved in violence may be members of fragile millennial groups, 
assaulted millennial groups, and revolutionary millennial movements. apocalyptic 
and millennial groups involved in violence often possess characteristics relating 
to two or all three of these categories, or they move from one category to another 
in response to events. anabaptists in Münster, Germany, the branch davidians, 
national socialism, and the international Jihadist movement will be discussed to 
illustrate dynamics of millennial groups involved in violence and their use of apoca-
lyptic texts. it is important to note that frequently the quality of interactions between 
believers and opponents in the wider society contributes to violent episodes or move-
ments involving millennialists.

Anabaptist münster: Fragile and Assaulted 
revolutionary millennial group

Violence influenced by revelation was common in medieval and reformation 
europe (Cohn 1970; hall 2009: 44–118). sometimes believers were assaulted and 
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killed, sometimes they were members of fragile groups that resorted to violence in 
attempts to preserve their threatened millennial goal, and sometimes they resorted 
to revolutionary violence to transform society.

Münster, Germany in 1534–35 illustrates the dynamics of all three categories of 
millennialism and violence. The episode began when Jan bockelson (called John 
of leiden), an anabaptist, took control of the city by commanding allegiance of 
armed anabaptists and those on the Town Council and declared the city to be new 
Jerusalem. The Münster movement succeeded briefly in spreading its revolutionary 
message of a new society in which the elect held property in common to other cities, 
where similar revolutions occurred and were suppressed.

Münster was a fragile millennial group due to pressures from the Catholic 
archbishop’s troops, dissenters within the city, and the delusions of the movement’s 
leaders. after anabaptists took over, lutherans and Catholics were expelled from the 
city, those remaining were rebaptized, and women were forced to enter into polyga-
mous marriages based on Old Testament models. known dissenters were executed, 
and citizens were terrorized by the constant threat of capital punishment.

anabaptist Münster was also an assaulted millennial group. eventually the 
archbishop obtained reliable troops to lay siege to the city. While bockelson, who 
had been crowned king of new Jerusalem, and members of his court ate well, the 
other approximately ten thousand inhabitants starved. if they escaped, they were 
killed by the archbishop’s troops or left to die where they collapsed on the ground. 
The city’s defenses were breached by the archbishop’s troops on June 24, 1535, and the 
inhabitants slaughtered.

even after the majority of anabaptists in Germany and the netherlands became 
pacifists in response to the Münster violence and the violence used to defeat their 
rebellions, they continued to be tortured and executed at the hands of authorities 
who considered them threats to social order (Cohn 1970: 261–80).

Branch davidians: Assaulted millennial group That may 
have Been pushed to Fragility

Through the centuries numerous millennial groups have been assaulted for various 
reasons, but the overarching one is that believers’ rejection of mainstream values 
in anticipation of life in a millennial kingdom is seen as threatening the status quo. 
Millennialists’ rejection of secular authority when they see it as conflicting with their 
allegiance to divine authority is viewed as challenging the government. Pejorative 
words such as “cult” promote what John r. hall (with schuyler and Trinh 2000) calls 
cult essentialism (16). instead of noting the interactions and assaults that cause the 
deaths of believers and perhaps of law enforcement agents, the cult essentialist per-
spective assigns blame for violence completely on believers. The assaults in 1993 on 
the branch davidians, members of an offshoot of the seventh-day adventist Church 
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living on property named Mount Carmel Center outside Waco, Texas, represent the 
largest loss of life in law enforcement actions on american soil.

The branch davidians’ messiah, david koresh (1959–1993), was regarded as the 
end-time Christ, the lamb described in revelation as being able to “open” (inter-
pret, and also initiate the apocalyptic events) the seven seals. koresh taught that he 
and the community’s members would be martyred, probably in two assaults, after 
which they would be resurrected, he as Christ leading the army of two hundred mil-
lion martyrs of the ages (rev. 9:16) to destroy the wicked and set up the davidic 
kingdom on a miraculously elevated and enlarged Mount Zion (Zech. 14:4–10). The 
revolutionary violence taught by koresh would occur after their resurrection. in the 
meantime, on the basis of Jesus instructing his disciples to purchase swords (luke 
22:36), branch davidians were armed for self-defense although they expected to 
be martyred in two assaults predicted in the fifth seal of revelation (6:9–11). also, 
some branch davidians traded guns at gun shows to make money to support the 
community.

On february 28, 1993 agents with the bureau of alcohol, Tobacco, and firearms 
(aTf) fulfilled the first part of koresh’s prophecy by executing a paramilitary raid 
on the communal residence. aTf agents made no attempt to arrest koresh on one of 
his many trips away from Mount Carmel, and on february 28 no effort was made to 
deliver the arrest and search warrants peacefully. despite learning that koresh had 
been tipped off about the raid, aTf attempted to carry out a “dynamic entry,” with 
agents rushing the front door and shooting into windows on the second floor before 
climbing in. a gunfight ensued in which four aTf agents were killed, many were 
wounded, five branch davidians were killed, and several wounded including koresh. 
a sixth branch davidian was killed later that day as he attempted to walk back to 
Mount Carmel.

aTf alleged that branch davidians had purchased gun part kits with the intention 
to convert semi-automatic weapons to automatic weapons, but had not paid the tax 
required for such conversions. since an undercover operation found no evidence 
that branch davidians had made gun conversions, aTf alleged to a judge they were 
a “cult” and koresh was a “cult leader” who was sexually abusing girls. koresh had 
in fact persuaded his followers that all the women in the 130-member community 
were his wives, and he was engaged in a project to conceive twenty-four children who 
would be the Twenty-four elders described in revelation as assisting the judgment 
of humanity and rule of God’s kingdom. koresh had sex with underage girls with the 
permission of their parents, which by law was statutory rape, however this did not 
come under the jurisdiction of the aTf. as soon as the shootout with aTf agents 
began, branch davidians called 911 begging that the shooting stop for the sake of the 
innocents inside.

several aspects of the aTf raid were illegal. in the United states law enforcement 
agents are prohibited from shooting at unidentified targets in a building. The women 
and children described the aTf’s bullets coming through walls and windows, 
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and one mother was killed and one was wounded. branch davidians alleged that 
koresh’s father-in-law was mortally wounded by a bullet coming through the closed 
steel-encased front door. They alleged that a man was killed by gunshots that passed 
through a plastic water tank outside the window of his room before striking him.

it is also illegal for the U.s. military to be used against civilians except under con-
ditions specified by law. in order to receive army special forces training and sup-
port by national Guard helicopters, aTf alleged branch davidians were operating a 
methamphetamine lab, which the subsequent congressional report concluded was a 
lie. branch davidians alleged that a young man on top of the water tower was killed 
by gunshots fired from a helicopter. They also alleged that agents in the helicopters 
shot through the roof and windows of the building, and later showed the bullet 
holes to two attorneys who entered the building during the siege. branch davidians 
were concerned to preserve the building from destruction by tanks brought by the 
federal bureau of investigation so it would be evidence for their allegations against 
the aTf.

fbi agents took over the siege, which lasted fifty-one days. during the first part 
of the siege twenty-one children and fourteen adults came out. but each time adults 
came out or were preparing to come out, fbi agents sabotaged negotiations by turn-
ing off electricity, shining bright spotlights and blasting high-decibel sounds at the 
building all night, driving tanks into the building, and using tanks to destroy vehicles 
belonging to branch davidians. These tactics prompted the adults to stay inside and 
keep the remaining children with them. They were waiting to see what God had in 
store for them.

branch davidians believed their martyrdom would occur during Passover week, 
and when nothing happened koresh informed fbi agents they would come out 
after he wrote his interpretation of the seven seals of revelation in a “little book” 
(rev. 10:1–2). koresh was making progress and branch davidians were requesting 
word-processing supplies when fbi agents carried out a tank and Cs gas assault on 
april 19, 1993 beginning at 6:00 a.m.

fbi agents had researched koresh’s teachings and they had multiple sources from 
which to learn about his apocalyptic theology of martyrdom. although seriously 
wounded on february 28, koresh immediately gave a telephone interview on Cnn. 
On March 2 he sent out an audiotape explaining his theology. koresh explained his 
bible interpretations to negotiators whenever they would listen. negotiation audio-
tapes support survivor Clive doyle’s assertion that throughout the siege koresh and 
branch davidians saw the agents as “souls to be saved” (doyle with Wessinger and 
Wittmer 2012: 135). by interviewing relatives, friends, mental health care profession-
als who had interacted with branch davidians and their children, and by interview-
ing people who came out during the siege, fbi agents learned that while branch 
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davidians were not likely to commit mass suicide, they would regard an assault as 
a sign that God willed for them to die to fulfill biblical prophecies, especially if the 
assault occurred during Passover. Two interviewees warned that branch davidians 
believed in a second Passover following the first (based on numbers 9:6–13) (fbi 
internal memos in the lee hancock Collection, Texas state University-san Marcos, 
especially “suicide references,” March 27, 1993; “Passover summary,” april 1, 1993; 
“Passover analysis addendum,” april 18, 1993; “suicide addendum,” april 18, 1993; 
Wessinger 2013).

Cs is a chemical agent that burns the skin and mucous membranes, and pro-
duces cyanide when it comes into contact with water. it is intended for crowd con-
trol outdoors, not for use in enclosed spaces. While branch davidian adults had 
gas masks, there were no child-sized gas masks. during the tank and gas assault on 
april 19, small children and their mothers took shelter in a concrete vault, deemed 
the safest place in the wooden building. since the vault was then used as a pantry, 
the door had been removed. fbi officials onsite and in the strategic information 
and Operations Center (siOC) in Washington, d.C. watched the assault through 
closed circuit monitors and listened in real time to the reactions of branch 
davidians picked up by bugs. fbi decision-makers knew there was kerosene for 
lanterns inside the building, as well as a large propane tank adjacent to the kitchen. 
nevertheless tanks were ordered to drive into and dismantle the building as the 
gassing accelerated. at 11:35 a.m. a tank drove through the building and gassed the 
area of the vault until 11:55 a.m. as two tanks converged on koresh’s location on the 
second floor, an order was called out inside the building to light fires. The first fire 
was visible at 12:07 p.m.

it is possible that at the very end the branch davidians became a fragile millennial 
group that committed violence so they would die as martyrs to fulfill their goal of 
playing key roles in God’s apocalyptic plan. however, they were assaulted twice, and 
in between they were subjected to sleep deprivation, the terror of being isolated and 
surrounded by tanks and aggressive agents, and psychological manipulation.

seventy-six branch davidians, including twenty-three children, died on april 19. 
The children included two infants who were born during the tank and gas assault and 
fire. eight adults and a teenager escaped the fire, some burned severely.

The branch davidians were demonized as cultists who had committed group 
suicide, and some survivors went to prison for being involved in the shootout 
on february 28. no charges were brought against federal agents. in 2000 federal 
agents were cleared of contributing to branch davidians’ deaths in a civil trial 
and an investigation by special counsel John C.  danforth (Wessinger 2000a; 
Wessinger 2006: 169–72; Wessinger 2009; doyle with Wessinger and Wittmer 2012; 
Wessinger 2013).
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national Socialism: Apocalyptic and revolutionary 
Avertive millennialism, nativist millennialism, imperial 
millennialism and world war

national socialism was a progressive millennial movement that resorted to violence 
to achieve its millennial goal, a collective salvation for the purified German people 
in the Third reich. it can be seen as a revolutionary millennial movement, but it 
also had strong avertive apocalyptic themes. Out of the defeat of Germany by the 
allied Powers in World War i, the subsequent rapid social changes in the Weimar 
republic, failed economy and rapid inflation, Germans felt demoralized and threat-
ened. The bolshevik communist revolution in russia 1917–1921 heightened German 
anti-semitism about fears “the bolshevik Jew” was taking over Germany. The spuri-
ous document purporting to spell out Jews’ plan to take over the world, The Protocols 
of the Elders of Zion (ca. 1903), enhanced fears of a threatening Jewish conspiracy. 
according to david redles:

This sense of total collapse in all realms (political, social, economic, and cultural) 
generated a sense of apocalypse, which in turn elicited feelings of hopelessness and 
a subsequent search for salvation in a movement and a leader, which would remove 
the communist political threat, return a sense of community to a time marked by 
social divisiveness, restore the national economy, and return moral decency to the 
arts. (2011: 530)

adolf hitler (1889–1945) stepped forward to become the spokesman for national 
socialism, articulating German fears, scapegoating and blaming Jews, and becoming 
the führer of the Third reich in 1933. nazi violence aimed to avert what was viewed 
as imminent apocalyptic destruction of the German people by “the bolshevik Jew,” 
and to accomplish the avertive millennial goal of a collective salvation for ethnic 
Germans. To achieve that aim nazi Germany embarked on what was viewed as the 
final War, and the final solution―extermination of Jews in europe―implemented 
in 1941–42. hitler and the nazis saw this war and genocide as fulfilling God’s plan 
(redles 2005; 2011).

national socialism was a nativist millennial movement seeking to eliminate per-
ceived oppressors and return to an idealized past way of life for the Germanic race. 
Once nazis gained dominance, their movement was also an imperialist millennial 
movement. according to richard landes (2011), in imperial or hierarchical millen-
nialism, “we find a world conqueror who brings all people under his messianic wing, 
who, with a new ‘law,’ inaugurates a new world, the new dispensation” (24).

The pageantry of nazi rallies and hitler’s dynamic speeches about the threatening 
evils to be overcome roused enthusiasm for the nazi cause. hitler drew on the image 
of heavenly and earthly warfare and defeat of the “red dragon,” satan, in revelation 12 
to demonize Jews: “it is our mission to forge a strong weapon―will and energy―so 
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that when the hour strikes, and the red dragon raises itself to strike, at least some of 
our people will not surrender to despair” (redles 2010: 170).

international Jihadist movement: transnational 
revolutionary nativist millennialism and Apocalyptic 
mirroring

The contemporary international Jihadist, or radical islamist, movement is an exam-
ple of a new phenomenon—a revolutionary nativist millennial movement that is 
multiethnic. an islamist is a Muslim who wishes to create the political conditions 
for an islamic state in which sharia (islamic law based on the Qur’an, hadith, and 
other traditional sources) is enforced. Many islamists rely on social and political 
work. Radical islamists resort to violence, including suicide terrorism, which they 
term “martyrdom operations.” The international radical islamist movement origi-
nated with arabs, but includes europeans, americans, south asians, filipinos, 
indonesians, africans, and people of african derivation. radical islamists see them-
selves as comprising a “nation” (umma) that is under assault by israel, the United 
states as the foremost supporter of israel, and the erosion of islamic way of life by 
Western social and economic values. The loss of Palestinian homes, land, and coun-
try to israel is a particular concern, but islamists see similar patterns of dispossession 
and desecration of holy lands in saudi arabia, Chechnya, afghanistan, and iraq.

The collective earthly salvation sought by radical islamists is the establishment 
of a single islamic state, the khilafa, in which sharia will be enforced. They have a 
weapon—suicide terrorism—that is difficult to counteract. To encourage people 
to die for the cause they draw on Muslim conviction that martyrs will be rewarded 
immediately in Paradise. revolutionary violence is used not only against israel, the 
United states, and those who support them, but also against Muslims and islamic 
governments who are viewed as not being truly islamic. Violence is directed against 
perceived “hypocrites” (defined in the Qur’an as people who claim to be Muslim but 
who are not), and people the Qur’an calls “confederates” (defined by jihadists as citi-
zens of countries such as the United states who are aligned with “hypocrites”).

There are multiple groups functioning in the international Jihadist movement that 
take inspiration from each other and sometimes coordinate operations. With the 
september 11, 2001, attacks in the United states, al-Qaeda, founded by Osama bin 
laden (1957–2011), became the most famous. an heir to the immense fortune of a 
Yemeni contractor, bin laden’s terrorist credentials were earned in response to the 
1979 invasion of afghanistan by the soviet Union. When he was a twenty-two-year-old 
college student, bin laden provided material and financial support to the afghan 
mujahidin (holy warriors) fighting against the soviets. after soviets withdrew from 
afghanistan in 1989 he founded al-Qaeda (the base) to take the struggle beyond 
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that country. bin laden’s “declaration of War against americans Occupying the 
land of the Two holy Places” in 1996 railed against the “Zionist-Crusader alliance,” 
by which he meant the israel–United states alliance he saw as oppressing Muslims 
and their children in various lands, including Palestine, lebanon, and iraq. he was 
also incensed that american troops were stationed on arabian soil (the land of the 
Two holy Places) after the Persian Gulf War in 1990–91. similar points were made 
in the 1998 statement, “Jihad against Jews and Crusaders,” issued by bin laden and 
colleagues. an anonymous document issued in 2000, “The islamic ruling on the 
Permissibility of Martyrdom Operations,” argues that under certain conditions the 
Qur’an and hadith permit suicide attacks, including against civilians (Wessinger 
2006: 184–90).

The response to the september 11 attacks on the part of President George W. bush 
was a military invasion of afghanistan in 2001 to attack al-Qaeda camps and remove 
bin laden’s allies, the Taliban, from governing the country. in 2003 the bush admin-
istration formed a coalition to invade iraq to depose saddam hussein (1937–2006), 
who was not an islamist and was not allied with al-Qaeda, and remove alleged weap-
ons of mass destruction that never materialized. bush declared “war on terror,” term-
ing it a “crusade,” but dropped the latter term when he was informed that Muslims 
remember and resent Christian massacres of Muslims during the Crusades. The 
invasion of afghanistan was initially named “infinite Justice,” but once it was real-
ized that this made it sound like a holy war, the name was changed to “enduring 
freedom,” still expressing american sacred values.

bush spoke of the war on terror as a battle between good and evil. in bush’s October 
7, 2001, speech informing americans of the invasion of afghanistan, he used phrases 
and metaphors that resonated with evangelical Christians familiar with apocalyp-
tic biblical texts. according to bruce lincoln, “This conversion of secular political 
speech into religious discourse invests otherwise merely human events with tran-
scendent significance. by the end, america’s adversaries have been redefined as ene-
mies of God and current events have been constituted as confirmation of scripture” 
(2004, 101).

Jean rosenfeld has termed the response on the part of the bush administration 
“apocalyptic mirroring” (cited in Wessinger 2006), by which she means that the 
radical dualism of the bush administration matched that of jihadists, and bush’s 
apocalyptic war rhetoric mirrored that of bin laden and colleagues (see also hall 
2009: 161–99). lincoln (2003; 2004) has pointed to the “symmetric dualisms” con-
tained in the rhetoric of bin laden and bush.

President barack Obama (inaugurated to first term in 2009) toned down the 
apocalyptic rhetoric while directing the Us military to work for conditions in 
afghanistan and iraq that supported withdrawal of american troops, while 
continuing to use controversial drone strikes to kill radical islamist leaders in 
afghanistan, Pakistan, and Yemen, and ordering the navy seal operation that 
killed bin laden in Pakistan on May 2, 2011. Many innocent civilians and children 
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have lost their lives in such “targeted killings” within the borders of other coun-
tries. Us combat troops were withdrawn from iraq in december 2011; however, in 
2012 al-Qaeda-like bombings, mortar attacks, and suicide bombings against shiite 
Muslims who constitute the majority of Muslims in iraq (considered “hypocrites” 
by radical sunni islamists) increased. by July 2012 individuals in al-Qaeda and 
al-Qaeda associate cells claimed they were carrying out suicide bombings in syria 
during the revolution against President bashar al-assad. an al-Qaeda operative 
articulated the goal: “Our big hope is to form a syrian-iraqi islamic state for all 
Muslims, and then announce our war against iran and israel, and free Palestine” 
(norland 2012).

Cook (2002) has pointed out that the radical islamist movement grew out of feelings 
of humiliation on the part of young Muslim men after their countries were subjected 
to Western colonialism in the nineteenth century and were suffering from poverty 
and oppressive regimes in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries. The international 
Jihadist movement draws on passages about jihad in the Qur’an and hadith to con-
struct a revolutionary nativist millennial ideology. Jeffrey kenney (2011) points to the 
interactive context that creates radical islamists and terrorists. hall similarly points 
to an oppositional milieu (2009: 181–99). since the grievances of radicalized islamists 
relate to life in the earthly world, kenney suggests that addressing these concerns is 
the best way to defuse the movement.

conclusion

even though apocalyptic expectations become diminished and even “managed” 
(stone 2000:  277–79) over time, once apocalyptic texts are part of a canon they 
remain resources that may be utilized in future millennial projects.

sometimes apocalyptic texts become meaningful to individuals and societies in 
which humiliation has been experienced, prompting a desire to find an apocalyp-
tic “other” to demonize and eliminate to restore an imagined well-being. although 
apocalyptic texts influential today emerged in contexts of oppression and humili-
ation, similar contexts are not necessary for them to be meaningful. for example, 
branch davidians, as converts from seventh-day adventism, were participants in a 
theological culture originating in the nineteenth century that emphasized revelation 
and a literalistic approach to interpreting biblical prophecies. When the significance 
of apocalyptic scripture is promoted in a culture, oppression and humiliation are not 
prerequisites for developing and promoting apocalyptic theologies of violence.

Cult essentialism and/or apocalyptic mirroring involve rigid dualistic perspectives 
that place sole blame on the “apocalyptic other” for violence and obscure awareness 
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of the violent interactions with believers that cause deaths. Opponents of apocalyptic 
groups may hold a more rigid and demonizing dualism than believers.

apocalyptic and millennial ideas are not fixed. interpretations of apocalyptic texts 
are shaped by the context and respond to contextual changes (Gallagher 2000). ian 
reader (cited in Wessinger 2000b: 14) points out that millennialists may resort to a 
“pragmatics of failure”: if violent millennialists experience a resounding defeat, they 
may become pacifists; or, if the ultimate concern of peaceful millennialists is threat-
ened with failure, they may resort to violence.

Citizens, law enforcement agents, and government officials should give care-
ful consideration to the power of interactions to provoke a dramatic denouement—
defined by david G. bromley as a juncture at which one or both parties “conclude 
that the requisite conditions for maintaining their core identity and collective exis-
tence are being subverted and that such circumstances are intolerable” (2002: 11). 
Interactions in an oppositional milieu also perpetuate violent conditions in which ter-
rorist identities are forged.

note

 1. battle was promoted also by Christian leaders. in 1095 Pope Urban ii (r. 1088-1099) called 
for the first Crusade to capture Jerusalem from Muslims. subsequent Crusades contin-
ued battles to extend Christian rule to the holy land. Popes and other religious leaders 
assured the faithful that they were expiating their sins by fighting, and were assured of 
heaven if killed. The Crusades were seen as extending the opportunity for salvation to 
non-Christians (hall 2009, 51–55).
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On the evening of May 21, 2011, thousands of followers tuned into their radios or 
their internet connections as the hour that radio evangelist harold Camping had 
predicted for the rapture approached. Camping, a California talk radio host for an 
organization he founded called family radio, had carefully studied scripture in order 
to determine the exact date and even hour of Jesus Christ’s return to earth. “God has 
given sooo much information in the bible about this,” Camping said in an interview 
with New York Magazine the year before his international fame spread. “and so many 
proofs, and so many signs, that we know it is absolutely going to happen without 
any question at all . . . When the clock says 6 PM, there’s going to be this tremendous 
earthquake. . . . and the whole world will be alerted that Judgment day has begun.” 
The evening of May 21, 2011 came and went without an earthquake, indeed with-
out any sign whatsoever that Judgment day had begun. harold Camping, like many 
before him, was wrong.

Camping’s campaign to spread the word about May 21 had drawn international 
attention. With a clever marketing campaign, he and his followers managed to capture 
the quixotic popular imagination to a somewhat startling degree in a media-driven 
society. billboards all over the United states read, “May 21, 2011” and “We Can know!” 
followers began coast-to-coast caravans to talk to people about the approaching end 
and try to convince them that their salvation was at stake. Camping preached about 
his predictions on his radio show that was broadcast in forty-eight countries. as May 
21, 2011 approached, Camping’s predictions garnered stories in the New York Times, 
the Wall Street Journal, the Daily Herald, the Times of London, the L.A. Times, the 
International Business Times, The Economist, and countless other news outlets. One 
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jaded journalist told me in a private conversation, “i admit. i will be relieved to wake 
up on May 22 and find everyone still here.”

Camping’s prediction, like all predictions of the end of the world to date, failed, and 
he will likely be little more than a footnote in the United states’ complex and ongo-
ing apocalyptic culture. but his story is instructive, first, because it demonstrates the 
indefatigable interest in and adherence to apocalyptic belief in american culture and 
second, because it brings out some of american apocalypticism’s salient features. We 
can say with something like certainty that the phenomenon of apocalyptic prediction 
has not seen its last in american culture. Camping’s particular prediction stands out 
because it was a well-orchestrated media event that briefly captured popular imagi-
nation. but this kind of apocalyptic prediction has been common and cyclical in 
american society for nearly two hundred years.

dispensational premillennialism

Contemporary american apocalyptic culture covers a wide range of ideologies and 
preoccupations. UfOs, messiahs, comets, Marian cults, Mayan calendars, and many 
other phenomena have contributed to a diffuse apocalyptic culture emanating from 
a variety of ideologies. but no story has been so central to american apocalypticism 
as the story of Jesus Christ’s return to earth that is a part of Christianity. The most 
common form of Christian apocalypticism in the contemporary United states is “dis-
pensational premillennialism,” the form that Camping himself preached.

dispensational premillennialism comes from the nineteenth century, especially 
from the work of itinerant ministers who traveled around the United states and the 
United kingdom preaching a way of reading the bible as if it were a code offering 
hints about the future. The most famous and influential of these preachers was John 
nelson darby, an anglo-irish minister who is often credited for inaugurating the 
idea of the “secret rapture,” when Christ will take all true believers into heaven and 
leave everyone else to suffer a period frequently called the Tribulation (Marsden 1982; 
sandeen 1970; Weber 1979; boyer 1992). following the Tribulation, Christ will come 
yet again, defeat satan, and inaugurate the Millennium—the reign of Christ on earth. 
These “periods” were called, in the nineteenth century, “dispensations,” and darby 
preached that his own age was the Church age, which would be followed by the end 
Times. ever since darby, preachers have been attempting to determine, or have been 
announcing, the date of the end of the Church age. “Premillennialism” refers to the 
belief that Christ will return before the beginning of the millennium: Christ’s return 
will initiate, not complete, the utopian era of peace.
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Throughout the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, many of darby’s 
ideas were taken up in conservative Christian bible conferences. They were eventu-
ally codified in The Scofield Reference Bible, where darby’s prophetic interpretations 
of scripture were contained on the same page as the scripture itself. in the early twen-
tieth century, conservative Christians began expansive development of bible schools, 
bible societies, churches, and other “parachurch” organizations that spread dispensa-
tional premillennialism far and wide. its influence was not concentrated in one hier-
archical church structure, but was instead disseminated in grassroots teaching and 
preaching: in tracts, sunday night “prophecy nights,” and eventually on television, 
radio, and the internet (sandeen 1970; Carpenter 1997; brereton 1990). Prophecy 
teachers like hal lindsey, Timothy lahaye, and Jack Van impe used the media to 
bring their message to the masses.

end-time Believers in the  
united States

it is not easy to determine exactly how many end-times believers of the dispensa-
tional premillennialist variety there are in the United states. Political scientist Paula 
booke, who has researched the relationship between dispensational premillennial-
ism and politics, said in an interview that her research has led her to understand dis-
pensational premillennialism as a default position for many, if not most, americans. 
Unless religious and quasi-religious americans have specifically been taught other-
wise, they have some latent belief in dispensational premillennialism, without ever 
calling it such. The enormous popularity of the Left Behind series demonstrated one 
way that dispensational premillennialism spread through popular culture without 
ever asking readers for allegiance to a particular church. Camping’s billboard cam-
paign offers another example of booke’s hypothesis. These billboards “primed” latent 
beliefs in viewers, even if they were not ready to join a Camping caravan.

a 2011 Gallup poll found that 42% of americans call themselves “born-again” 
Christians, a label that might correspond to a degree with dispensational premillen-
nialism. a Pew research survey found that 33% of american Christians held a bibli-
cally prophetic view of their faith, while 20% believed the world would decline before 
the coming of the end. survey figures, however, don’t necessarily translate into the 
more diffuse beliefs, fears, and expectations that booke’s research aims to under-
stand. People often have vague, received understandings of apocalypticism that can 
come to the fore through various media events, natural disasters, and other cultural 
phenomena.
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Apocalyptic determinism

dispensational premillennialism provides a deterministic view of history (McGinn 
1994: 11) that believes that the events on earth are divinely determined and leading 
toward an already decided end. human history and destiny is determined by an 
unseen, uncontrollable force. in traditional dispensationalist understanding, all of 
human history can be seen as a unity—a story written in advance by God, and then 
recorded in code in the bible. fatalism is a key feature of this understanding: beyond 
securing one’s own individual salvation and attempting to secure the salvation of 
other individuals, nothing can be done to change this story. in an interview with 
larry king, evangelical teacher beverly lahaye illustrates this line of thinking. 
lahaye is speaking of signs of the end times and tells king, “he [God] warned us that 
these things would happen as the end draws near.”

king asked, “but what do you do with the warning? if he tells you there’s going to 
be more earthquakes, what do you about that?”

lahaye’s answer is very much in the individualistic and fatalistic tradition of 
dispensationalism. “You get your heart ready to meet him,” she answered. in other 
words, the only response to events of history or forces of nature is preparation of the 
individual soul for eternity.

This is quite different from an earlier apocalypticism that sacvan bercovitch 
explores in his classic The American Jeremiad. in that case, Puritan preachers used 
doom as a motivational tool. “if you don’t reform, this terrible end will be upon you.” 
The dispensationalist form is, “reform to save yourself; everyone else is doomed any-
way.” hope is limited to the individual. While society might corrode, every individual 
has the possibility of embracing the saving belief in Jesus Christ that will spare him or 
her the sufferings of the Tribulation.

but it is not fair to say that fatalism alone is at work. fatalism is entwined with belief 
in future peace and prosperity that will bring about, through God’s action alone, 
“a predestined, perfect age of harmony and human fulfillment” (Wojick 1997: 4). 
This coming age has not been easy for dispensationalists to imagine, and it is usually 
an afterthought of their work. doom and destruction have ultimately been more 
compelling aspects of the narrative. but it remains entangled with america’s intense 
optimism and belief in self-creation. bercovitch notes that in Puritan america, 
the excoriating form of the jeremiad was used to spur the nascent nation onward 
(bercovitch 1978: 9).

in a distinct, but perhaps parallel way, contemporary prophecy believers have also 
turned fatalistic beliefs into social and political action. since roughly 1980, american 
evangelicals have been invested in fighting for their political goals, even while argu-
ing that the United states is ultimately and imminently doomed. They successfully 
organized a voting bloc that changed the shape of the Us Congress and saw the 
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election of three presidents they believed shared their views. They have been busy 
shaping government, media, laws, education, and leadership in order to make strong 
claims about america’s identity and future. having an apocalyptic story to tell seems 
to have fed evangelical desire to engage a broader american public and has brought 
about social change that, rhetorically, prophecy believers might argue is impossible.

Serialized endings

apocalypticism in america has another, related paradoxical aspect. What is intended 
to be final—as in the end of all things—becomes serial. We can trace this reality 
back as far as the mid-nineteenth century to the followers of William Miller. like 
harold Camping, Miller studied scriptures and came up with a date for the second 
coming. When the date came and went, Miller set a second date. When that date 
came and went, Miller was ready to call it quits, but his followers set a third date. 
The third date, October 21, 1844, came to be known in american history as the Great 
disappointment, but it also came to be serialized in its own way. scholars gener-
ally credit the Great disappointment and Millerism with inaugurating seventh-day 
adventism and Jehovah’s Witnesses in american culture—both of which continue to 
interpret biblical prophecies to this day (doan 1987).

Carrying on the tradition of serializing dates, hal lindsey, whose book The Late 
Great Planet Earth was one of the best-selling books of the 1970s, has predicted several 
dates for the end of the world including 1981, 1988, and 2007. he recently added 2018 
without blinking an eye. serialization has also occurred in prophetically oriented 
media. The groundbreaking Christian apocalyptic film A Thief in the Night was first 
aired in 1972 and came to include four films with a fifth that has been in production 
since 2007. The Left Behind series began as a trilogy, expanded to seven, then twelve 
books, and now comprises a franchise of branded materials that includes prequels, 
sequels, children’s books, graphic novels, and films. Camping himself “serialized” 
his own prediction after May 21, 2011, by suggesting that that had in fact only been a 
spiritual apocalypse. The physical corollary would occur, he said, on October 21, 2011.

The end of the things, in the american imagination, isn’t very final. One reason 
for this may be the success with which marketing and apocalypticism interact. When 
something sells well, the market reinvents and recreates it as often as possible—and 
the interaction between Christian apocalypticism and marketing is something i will 
explore in more detail below. a second reason for this may be that the apocalyptic is 
never as much about the future as it is about the present moment. The apocalyptic 
functions as a critique of and commentary on the present as much as on an imag-
ined, disastrous future. serialization allows for this critique to be refreshed with every 
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turning. apocalyptic scenarios combine a linear understanding of time with a cyclical 
fascination.

the Structure of an Apocalyptic 
worldview

While it might be easy to mock hal lindsey’s serial setting of dates, we also can under-
stand dispensational premillennialism as a worldview that successfully combines 
rigid and formulaic structures with persistent flexibility and adaptability. On the one 
hand, apocalyptic thought needs very rigid structures. it is based on black-and-white 
thinking about the nature of good and evil (keller 1996; 9). it is based on very specific 
understandings of how the bible should be read, what God demands of believers in the 
contemporary moment, and how to interpret politics and culture. it uses these rigid 
structures to police individual behavior (frykholm 2004a: 151; O’leary 1994: 139). 
On the other hand, dispensational premillennialism has proven itself exceptionally 
fluid and adaptable. it finds its force and meaning in moment-by-moment events as 
diverse as the creation of the state of israel, the rise of the nuclear bomb (boyer 1992), 
the 2011 earthquake in Japan, and the arab spring. every current event is available for 
prophetic interpretation and that feeds the success of television shows and internet 
phenomena like Jack Van Impe Presents and www.prophecynewswatch.com, which 
interpret everyday events in light of prophetic understanding.

We might take as an example the way that contemporary Christian apocalypticism 
treats the United nations. long before the United nations was chartered in 1945, 
dispensational premillennialism had cast suspicion on any unifying body or organi-
zation. in part, this was because of a strong antimodern and antiglobalization streak 
embedded in the belief system. drawing on scriptures in the book of daniel and the 
book of revelation, prophecy believers preached that the antichrist would rise as 
the head of a world body. since then, whenever nations have unified in any way—
the north american free Trade agreement, the european Union, naTO—this has 
been read within dispensational premillennialism as a sign of the end times. but no 
group has been more targeted than the United nations. Paul boyer explains that this 
fear of unifying is derived from identifying code language in the bible. “The belief 
that the antichrist will rule a ten-nation kingdom derived from the bible’s explicit 
identification of the beast’s ten horns in daniel 7 and revelation 13 as kings, and from 
a reference in daniel to the statues’ toes” (boyer 1992: 276, emphasis in original). 
Prophecy believers have experimented with more or less literal readings of the “ten,” 
but unification of governments under one powerful leader has remained central to 
this line of logic.

http://www.prophecynewswatch.com, 
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Passionate belief that unification of governments or religions is dangerous 
and a sign of the end times is written deeply into dispensational premillennial-
ism—one of its central tenets. but this suspicion can be expressed in any number 
of ways. dispensationalist churches, for example, are unlikely to join the World 
Council of Churches for fear that such a council is a step toward a one-world reli-
gion they believe prophesied by the bible. They might protest when the United 
states ratifies a U.n. agreement or urge their senators not to approve funds for the 
United nations, in the belief that to do so would be to support a present or future 
antichrist.

another example of this dynamic between rigidity and flexibility is in dis-
pensationalism’s fascination with identifying the antichrist. That there will be an 
antichrist—one figure who rises to take world power and deceive all the people into 
trusting him—is not doubted or disputed. This is a central tenet of the apocalyptic 
belief system. but who that person might be is the subject of endless speculation. Up 
until the mid-twentieth century, Protestants focused on rome and believed that the 
antichrist would be the pope, but after 1945, writes boyer, “the Vatican faded . . . as 
a target of antichrist watchers” (boyer 1992: 275). The list of potential antichrists 
grew long and diverse. it included hitler, Mussolini, Moshe dayan, anwar sadat, 
king Juan Carlos of spain, the reverend sun Myung Moon, John kennedy, henry 
kissinger, ronald reagan, Mikhail Gorbachev, saddam hussein, and barack Obama. 
Perhaps learning from past mistakes, one Texas megachurch pastor said that barack 
Obama’s second-term election was sure to “pave the way for the antichrist.” “i’m not 
saying that President Obama is the antichrist,” this pastor said. “i am not saying that 
at all. One reason i know he is not the antichrist is that antichrist is going to have 
much higher poll numbers when he comes.”1

The pastor’s use of wry humor along with his cultural and political diagnosis and 
his willingness to talk about the end times woven into everyday events is emblematic 
of the way that Christian apocalypticism functions in american culture. he shows 
unflinching belief in the coming of the end times along with extraordinary willing-
ness to interpret everyday life through this lens—and flexibility to let his interpreta-
tion of the unfolding drama evolve.

A prophetic lens

Perhaps the best way, then, to understand this dynamic is that prophecy belief is a 
lens through which the world is read. any event can be used, no matter how fleet-
ing (frykholm 2004a: 119). dispensational premillennialism provides a script for the 
future and a lens for the present that sidelines other interpretive frameworks and 
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centralizes events that fit within its narrative. With each detail of the world’s news 
and events processed for believers in this way, the more real apocalyptic imminence 
becomes and the more pressing this belief seems in the life of an individual believer. 
likewise, the structure is flexible enough that its significance can come and go during 
the course of one’s life, becoming more pressing at certain times and then fading, as 
we saw with the harold Camping episode.

The dispensationalist framework allows adherents to make sense readily of past, 
present, and future. They can absorb the huge amounts of seemingly meaningless 
information that comes during the course of any given day through a strong inter-
pretive lens. This makes life more meaningful and provides an important role for 
the believer in culture. apocalyptic belief is thus profoundly orienting (brummett 
1991: 15).

american apocalypticism does not imagine itself to be a tradition. While we can 
trace its history, each generation experiences its implications afresh, as if it were a 
story directly aimed at each particular moment. Teachers like Camping don’t claim 
precedents. and since the end of the world is imminent, they also do not intend to 
leave any heirs. sometimes even mentioning the history of biblical interpretation or 
that the rapture is a nineteenth-century idea is antithetical to apocalyptic bible read-
ers who see the document as simultaneously timeless and created to speak directly 
to the present.

This means that the bible is read primarily as a code. “The task for the interpreter,” 
writes adela Yarbro Collins in explicating this tradition, “is to decode the figurative 
speech and to determine at what point on the historical timetable the world is at 
present” (1986: 232). bible prophecy interpreters have, like Camping, a remarkable 
tendency to read signs of the end times and signs of one’s own life into the text. This 
method of reading is at once deeply personal, ahistorical, and teleological. if an inter-
preter has misread the signs, he does not need to abandon this kind of reading. he 
merely needs to study harder.

even within the movement from figurative biblical language to decoded signs for 
the contemporary moment, prophecy believers employ a great deal of metaphoric 
and playful thinking. Take, for example, a famous passage used in american apoca-
lypticism, revelation 9:7–10:

The appearance of the locusts was like horses prepared for battle; and on their heads 
appeared to be crowns like gold, and their faces were like the faces of men.8 They had 
hair like the hair of women, and their teeth were like the teeth of lions.9 They had 
breastplates like breastplates of iron; and the sound of their wings was like the sound 
of chariots, of many horses rushing to battle.10 They have tails like scorpions, and 
stings; and in their tails is their power to hurt men for five months. (nasV)

This strange discussion of the appearance of the “locusts” has created a great 
deal of speculation about its meaning. hal lindsey argued in Apocalypse Code 
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that this passage should be interpreted metaphorically. The locusts were actually 
helicopters.

how would someone like the apostle John clearly describe a helicopter in flight, 
which didn’t exist in the apostle John’s time-line? Perhaps, a helicopter in flight in a 
war would be described by the apostle John as a “flying locust” that’s “shooting fire” 
from its mouth? it’s for certain bullets do shoot out as fire from a helicopter when we 
see this action even in the movies of our time. The apostle John had no idea even of 
what a bullet was back in his day, but clearly describes what we do see in our movies of 
today, however, we call them—helicopters. (lindsey 1997: 166–67)

This leap from the description of a locust to the description of a helicopter gives the 
biblical text a playfulness that enlivens the apocalyptic imagination. Other biblical 
interpreters attempt to give this passage a far more literal meaning and create beings 
that are part locust, part horse with wild hair and teeth. see the Left Behind series for 
an example (lahaye and Jenkins 1999).

These examples demonstrate that reading the bible as code is not, despite what its 
adherents frequently say, an exercise in literalism. it is instead a playful, imaginative, 
and metaphoric exercise that strengthens the connection between the ancient text 
and the present moment.

An extra-institutional Framework

This apocalyptic framework functions in extra-institutional ways. it is not a part—on 
its own—of any particular church or denomination. some churches use this frame-
work more than others; some evangelical preachers find meaning in it and don’t let a 
sunday pass without its mention. Others don’t mention it at all. some churches may 
have prophetic bible studies or bring in prophecy teachers for special events or dedi-
cate significant resources to convincing others of their prophetic beliefs. but it is not 
part of an institutional structure. Typically speaking, american prophecy believers 
are suspicious of the institutional church. in the mid-twentieth century, they spent 
considerable time and energy condemning traditional denominations and institu-
tions and setting up “parachurch” organizations, where apocalypticism flourished 
(Carpenter 1997). harold Camping provides an unusually vivid example. for most 
of his life, he was a member of the Christian reformed Church. but in 1988, he left 
the church. he later declared that not only had he himself left the church, but that 
1988 marked the end of the entire Church age, thus melding his own biography into 



450  Amy Johnson Frykholm

his apocalypticism in a striking way. he based his calculations for the world’s end on 
this date.

like many apocalyptic teachers, Camping found his significance in indepen-
dent teaching and preaching, using the media and radio as his virtual church, 
and practicing his own, individual bible reading. how many followers he and 
family radio had is difficult to know. family radio did not belong to any particu-
lar church or denomination. Camping was not subject to anyone for his teachings 
and had little accountability. This is a good example of the “unofficial” and sub-
cultural quality of american apocalypticism; it exists largely at an informal level 
and is usually transmitted outside the channels of official religious instruction 
(Wojcik 1997: 16).

Apocalypticism and media

in american culture, while this does mean that apocalypticism is transmitted using 
largely idiosyncratic and individualistic means, there is still one institution without 
which american apocalypticism would be hard-pressed to exist:  the mass media. 
Contemporary apocalypticism is largely communicated and disseminated through 
popular media: websites, television, and web-based broadcasts, radio, and book pub-
lishing. When don Thompson and russell doughten produced the dispensationalist 
film A Thief in the Night in 1972, they were able to increase its distribution dramati-
cally because the Us army had donated film projectors to churches and schools 
nationwide. shortly after the film was produced, the Christian film distributors 
organized to rent out the film at a rate of 1,500 showings a month. Christians were 
quickly becoming adept at developing and using their own mass-market niches, and 
apocalypticism was grease for the wheel. by the time, Left Behind was published in 
1995, Christian book publishers were ready to convince mainstream retailers to carry 
their products, and pretty soon, barnes and noble and Walmart both had Left Behind 
displays in their stories nationwide. eventually, far more copies of Left Behind were 
sold in Walmart than in any Christian bookstore. “starting in the 1970s,” writes his-
torian Timothy Weber, “dispensationalists broke into the popular culture with run-
away best-sellers, plenty of media visibility, and a well-networked political campaign” 
(Weber 2004: 15).
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interest in israel

This campaign, Weber points out, highlights one of the most significant political 
effects of dispensationalism: the promotion and protection of the “interests of israel” 
on the world stage (Weber 2004: 15). in other ways, dispensationalism has become 
wedded to Christian Zionism. a Christian interest in the political state of israel can 
be tied with Christian apocalypticism going back to the seventeenth century (Clark 
2007; spector 2008), but the term has only recently gained currency in contemporary 
america (spector 2008: 2). evangelical preachers have poured money and resources 
into israeli settlements and pro-israel lobbying groups. They have combined a 
pro-israel political stance with prosperity gospel beliefs to create a rather new form 
of apocalypticism and Zionism that includes “end times” tours of the holy land and 
a combination of war-heated rhetoric with a desire for israel’s flourishing.

The leader of the Christian Zionist organization Christians United for israel 
(CUfi) is Texas megachurch pastor John hagee. hagee exemplifies many of these 
contradictions. he is simultaneously an exuberant advocate for israel and has writ-
ten several books on the “coming of the end” in which he imagines israel will play 
an important role. advocates like hagee resist any two-state solution and are not 
without eagerness to see israel go to war with iran. at the same time, hagee argues for 
the “blessing of israel” as a means to experience personal blessings regardless of the 
orientation to the end times. he draws on Genesis 12:3, in which God says to israel, 
“Those who bless you, i will bless.”

engagement or withdrawal?

The complexities of Christian Zionism’s orientation to israel highlight one of the 
oddities of dispensational premillennialism more broadly: is this form of apocalypti-
cism a motivating force for social and political action or is it a pacifying one? does 
having an apocalyptic view of culture cause isolation and withdrawal from what one 
perceives to be an evil and decaying society or does it motivate engagement with the 
broader culture through its perceptions of that culture’s failings?

On the one hand, there is good reason to believe that a strong sense that american 
culture was doomed and that true believers ought to retreat into safe, homogenous 
enclaves motivated some isolationism in the late nineteenth and early twentieth cen-
turies. in dispensationalism, the individual believer has no role in history. The events 
of the end times have already been determined. as we’ve seen, the believer simply 



452  Amy Johnson Frykholm

needs to set her own heart right and then wait for the end to come. apocalyptic beliefs 
transform anxiety about the “predicted catastrophes into passive acceptance of these 
as foreordained events,” daniel Wojcik argues (1997: 57). it reduces both individual 
responsibility and individual fear.

instead of engaging in battles for mainstream media, universities and governments, 
conservative Christians, many but not all of whom were dispensational premillen-
nialists, developed their own separate institutions. Churches where dispensational 
premillennialism was taught on sunday night in the church basement were places 
that taught that engagement with the world was dangerous. They urged adherents 
to stay away from all forms of worldliness including popular music, movies, danc-
ing, and card playing. dispensationalists founded schools like dallas Theological 
seminary and Moody bible institute where they expounded their own understand-
ings of the bible, history, and the future without being sullied by the broader culture.

at the same time, dispensationalism has been a profound motivator for evange-
lism. barry brummett argues that apocalyptic belief secures the “adherence of an 
audience.” Once someone moves from passive listener to engaged believer, apoca-
lypticism can urge that person to “accept further social and political commitments” 
(brummett 1991: 11). for example, Timothy Weber points out that, in the twenti-
eth century, apocalyptic beliefs motivated foreign missions. believing that everyone 
needed to hear the gospel before the end of the world, dispensationalist churches 
funded vast overseas missions to faraway places, preaching the imminent coming 
of Christ and spreading peculiarly Western doctrines like the rapture worldwide 
(Weber 2012: 59). a profound exception to the general notion that believers can have 
no impact on the course of events is the belief that Christ will come once the Gospel 
has been preached to every people on earth. Thus thousands of missionaries have 
spread out all over the world to see if they can bring about the apocalypse through 
their missionary actions.

On a smaller scale, we can also see how apocalyptic belief motivated harold 
Camping’s followers. They went out into the streets to promote Camping’s timeline 
and donated money that was spent erecting billboards. They contacted media. Many 
quit their jobs and joined the “caravans” that traveled across the country to spread 
the word of the coming apocalypse. While these actions were not intended to shape 
the impending events or avoid the apocalypse, they hoped to change and influence 
individual lives.

despite this belief in having control only over individual salvation, evangelicals 
with apocalyptic beliefs have had an impact on american politics. Many schol-
ars, for example, credit evangelicals with winning the 2004 presidential election 
for President bush. While these voters were not motivated by apocalyptic beliefs 
directly, they brought a social vision of the United states that had been forged by 
dispensationalist preachers and teachers for more than a century, but that had, 
only since about 1980, imagined itself as a political force in the United states. 
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interestingly, the passivity of early rapture novels and rapture films where believ-
ers were taken up to heaven and everyone else damned was transformed during 
this same twenty-five-year period (1980–2005) to depictions of believers actively 
combating the antichrist, even after the rapture (frykholm 2004a: 129; Gribben 
2009; Walliss and newport 2009).

While dispensationalists have taken a more active role in shaping culture and 
politics in the last several decades, many have worried that one outcome has been 
in ignoring signs of a very different apocalypse: an environmental one. if you believe 
that the world will end shortly, then of what value is preserving resources or car-
ing for the earth? This has caused two contradictory apocalyptic mentalities to arise 
in the United states, each with very different constituencies. One sees the impend-
ing end caused entirely by human means—an apocalyptic destruction of the planet 
through global warming, nuclear war, or some other drastic misuse of the earth. The 
other sees destruction coming through a God-ordained apocalypse foretold in the 
bible on which humans can have no impact whatsoever. The extent to which this 
second form of apocalypse has influenced Us policy in regards to the environment 
is a matter of dispute. One of the most famous examples of the potential influence 
of dispensationalism on politics was reported by Paul boyer in his landmark When 
Time Shall Be No More. boyer detailed the prophetic orientation of members of the 
reagan administration, and reagan himself that indicated a sense that the earth had 
little time left (boyer 1992: 141).

Many, like Timothy lahaye, see environmentalism as a distraction from the 
true issue of the coming rapture or as a way of ascribing to humans a power 
that rightly belongs to God. it is a competing narrative of the end of time and an 
alternative explanation for the earthquakes, hurricanes, and storms that dispen-
sationalists have always claimed for their own narrative. With the rise of envi-
ronmentalism among evangelicals—even dallas Theological seminary now has 
a recycling program—it will be fascinating to see how dispensationalism changes 
and adapts. how will its famous fluidity make sense of this very different and con-
vincing account of “the end”?

An Apology for Failure

after the dates of May 21 and October 21, 2011 had come and gone without signs of 
the end of the world—no spiritual or physical earthquake that he was able to deter-
mine—harold Camping took an unusual step in the history of american apocalypti-
cism. Camping apologized. On family radio’s website, he apologized especially to 
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those whose salvation he had called into question. he said that he was not returning 
to the bible to seek out a new date for the end of the world. instead, he wrote, “We 
have learned the very painful lesson that all of creation is in God’s hands and he 
will end time in his time, not ours! We humbly recognize that God may not tell his 
people the date when Christ will return, anymore than he tells anyone the date they 
will die physically.” he would study the bible, he said, to seek to understand this God 
more fully.

Other date setters and prophecy interpreters have not followed suit. hal lindsey, 
Timothy lahaye, Jack Van impe—and a media industry now more devoted to apoca-
lyptic stories than ever—continue to give interviews, write books, interpret the news, 
and chart biblical prophecies. The story they tell is one so ingrained in american his-
tory, so enshrined in contemporary media, and so woven into personal stories and 
beliefs that it is difficult to imagine its demise. it is not difficult, however, to imagine 
that it will have to change with the times, just as it has always done.

note

 1. http://www.christianpost.com/news/texas-megachurch-pastor-says-obama-will-pave-  
way-for-antichrist-84639/.
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Apo cAlypSe 
And tr AumA

dereCk dasChke

The fact that apocalypticism is such an incredibly mutable cultural form only raises 
deeper questions about what apocalypse is, in essence, and why people have responded 
to it so persistently throughout the ages. Taking root in the ancient near east as a 
literary genre known as “apocalypse,” from the Greek apocalypsis, or “uncovering, 
revelation,” these writings were promulgated in the scripture of Jews and Christians, 
both canonically and otherwise. ever since, the texts’ depiction of a cosmos wherein 
humanity’s days are numbered—sometimes literally—and whose secrets are hidden 
from all but a select few has inspired “apocalypticism,” which extends the implica-
tions and expectations of the genre of apocalypse into social, psychological, and 
cultural areas, in fields ranging from environmental protection to politics to com-
puter science to literature and film. One’s wonderment at its sheer ubiquitousness 
in so many times, places, and forms is only intensified by its millennia-old record 
of failure. The fervent expectation of the end of the world—at least as one knows 
it—has never come to pass in the manner predicted. even the centuries-old story 
of the aztecs submitting to Cortés due to the belief that Quetzalcoatl would destroy 
the world as a white man—once understood as a rare case of apocalyptic prophecy 
coming true—now seems to be a case of the winners writing history (restall and 
solari 2011: 67–89). These theological failures are well documented, easily available to 
any new prophet and potential followers as a cautionary tale about the fickle glories 
of apocalyptic date-setting. Yet time and again self-proclaimed visionaries venture 
down this well-trod path, seemingly unaware of the inevitable fate that awaits their 
inspired insights into the predetermined course of history.

Why is this so? What is it about the apocalyptic mindset that seems compelled to 
ignore the lessons of the past and pursue the road that can only end in disappointment 
and failure? a close examination of apocalyptic concerns reveals that apocalypticism 
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is much less about prediction of the future and much more about remaking a world 
shattered by unexpected, unexplained pain and disillusionment, known in many 
areas of medicine and psychological health as trauma.

Psychologist ronnie Janhoff-bulman proposes three simple, fundamental assump-
tions about the world that are all disrupted by a traumatic injury or event: That the 
world is benevolent; that the world is meaningful; and that the self is worthy (1992: 6). 
an investigation into apocalyptic traditions indicates that the shattering of these very 
assumptions lies at their emotional core. seers in the ancient apocalypses lament 
over the free reign given to God’s enemies and the lowly state to which his People are 
reduced; modern apocalyptically minded individuals throw up unassailable walls 
of faith that work directly to shore up these fundamental assumptions, belying an 
underlying terror that their faith in them has already been lost. Whether apocalyp-
tic sentiments are represented in texts or in a movement, their particular qualities 
suggest that they are the expressions of traumatized people. an investigation into 
apocalypses demonstrates why this worldview is particularly powerful in capturing 
and expressing currents of trauma felt at both a personal and collective level, one that 
even symbolically imposes the traumatic blow upon history or the cosmos itself.

Traumatic injuries are deep and disruptive; they inhibit normal functioning in 
areas not even directly affected by the wound. They can be bodily, psychological, 
and/or societal; they can be hidden or readily apparent to all. Traumas that injure 
one person will affect everything around him or her—relationships to family, work, 
institutions, even spiritual expectations. by the same token, massive traumas that 
disrupt whole cultures, such as war, occupation, natural disasters, or the unexpected 
loss of a national institution or leader, not only irrevocably alter the lives of the indi-
viduals in the social body, but the culture itself is wounded in a perceptible way. This 
existential blow is sometimes called a national or cultural trauma or a symbolic loss 
(neal 1998: 4; homans 2000: 20). The features of this shared trauma, we shall see, are 
reflected in the structure and sentiments of apocalyptic writings, movements, and 
worldviews—and vice versa.

individual and collective traumas can take on very different forms and have wildly 
divergent origins and implications. sociologist kai erikson makes this distinction:

by individual trauma i mean a blow to the psyche that breaks through one’s defenses 
so suddenly and with such brutal force that one cannot react to it effectively. . . . by 
collective trauma, on the other hand, i mean a blow to the basic tissues of social life 
that damages the bonds attaching people together and impairs the prevailing sense of 
community. (erikson 1994: 233)

for obvious reasons there is a great deal of overlap between the individual experi-
ence and the collective one. indeed, typically they are two sides of the same coin, 
the individual being subsequently traumatized by larger catastrophic or disastrous 
conditions (such as war, terrorism, natural disasters, political upheaval) or a personal 
injury radically altering one’s interpersonal environment and trust in the world (as 
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in rape, a violent attack, a severe and prolonged illness, divorce, a loss of a job, and so 
on). Judith herman succinctly sums up the interrelationship between individual and 
collective trauma when she writes,

Traumatic events call into question basic human relationships. They breach the 
attachments of family, friendship, love, and community. They shatter the construc-
tion of the self that is formed and sustained in relation to others. They undermine the 
belief systems that give meaning to human experience. They violate the victim’s faith 
in a natural or divine order and cast the victim into state of existential crisis. (herman 
1997: 50)

similarly, in defining the precise qualities that make trauma so devastating on per-
sonal and social levels, arthur neal states that

Perceptions of danger, chaos, and a crisis of meaning replace previous feelings of 
safety and security. . . . restructuring a self-identity and reestablishing one’s place in 
the broader scheme of human affairs becomes necessary. The concept of trauma may 
also be applied collectively to the experiences of an entire group of people. here con-
ditions of trauma grow out of an injury, a wound, or an assault on social life as it is 
known and understood. something terrible, deplorable, or abnormal has happened, 
and social life has lost its predictability. . . . Chaos prevails, and people become uncer-
tain about what they should or ought to believe. individuals lose confidence in their 
ability to see the interrelatedness of events, and disturbing questions are raised about 
the linkage of personal lives with historical circumstances. (neal 1998: 3–4)

The deepest damage done by trauma thus may, in fact, be to the roots of one’s world-
view. Trauma unsettles the assumed building blocks of meaning in the universe, dis-
rupts the storyline that makes up the narrative called “past, present, and future.” in 
his study of the psychology of apocalyptically minded fundamentalist Christians, 
Charles strozier observes that “All fundamentalists i met described their personal 
narratives as broken in some basic way. . . . Their stories were discontinuous and full 
of trauma” (strozier 1994: 43; emphasis in original). The fundamentalists’ perception 
that there is something broken in the world, a trauma in history, that threatens the 
divine order seems to engender their apocalyptic response.

trauma revealed and concealed

both traumatic experience and apocalyptic thought gravitate back to a central event, 
a transformative moment when the normal contours of time and even existence 
itself seem to come undone. Trauma, then, creates a rupture in the experience of 
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the world, which then becomes a new focal point around which all experience is 
organized (danieli 1998: 7). arthur neal writes that “the essence of the trauma expe-
rience . . . [is] that an ongoing activity has been interrupted by an adverse happening 
that is unexpected, painful, extraordinary, and shocking.” it has an “explosive quality 
about it” (neal 1998: 3). This disruptive, intrusive quality of a radical change in the 
expected structure of life is present in both the form and the content of the classical 
apocalypses.

Most obviously, apocalypses, as the Greek word apocalypsis denotes, mean to reveal 
something about the world and its workings that was previously unknown to the seer 
and his audience—and do so by means of sudden and unbeckoned dreams, visions, 
and theophanies that, by definition, disturb the normal experience of life. in describ-
ing the literary effect of apocalyptic literature, Christopher rowland asserts that 
they are an “unmasking of reality” (1990: 129) and david barr calls them a “symbolic 
transformation of the world” (1984: 39). apocalyptic events are so mind-bogglingly 
incomprehensible that they simply cannot be true in themselves; they must be mask-
ing some greater truth that would make the world make sense again. To wit, andré 
laCocque observes with regard to the writers of the apocalyptic sections of the book 
of daniel, “for them it was a mistake to confuse the current course of history with 
its normal course. nothing could have been more abnormal; history had gone mad” 
(laCocque 1988: 107). form anticipates content in apocalypses as the disorienting 
intrusions of the visionary format mimic the disorienting intrusions of the traumas 
of history.

The events that lead up to and follow from the apocalyptic turning point are 
routinely described or presented as inexplicable, incomprehensible, unnatural, 
alien, beyond understanding. in the book of daniel, the seer experiences a vision 
in  chapter 8 concerning “the time of the end,” where “a fierce looking king” rises 
up against God and desecrates the sanctuary in Jerusalem. The seer concludes, “i, 
daniel, was worn out. i lay exhausted for several days. . . . i was appalled by the vision; 
it was beyond understanding” (dan 8:17, 23, 27). similarly, a Jewish apocalypse com-
posed after the destruction of the second Temple, 4 Ezra, depicts its seer, ezra, as 
exasperated at the incomprehensibility of the cosmic injustice he has witnessed:

are the deeds of those who inhabit babylon any better? is that why she has gained 
dominion over Zion? . . . and my heart failed me, for i have seen how you endure 
those who sin, and have spared those who act wickedly, and have destroyed your peo-
ple, and have preserved your enemies. . . . [and you] have not shown to anyone how 
your way may be comprehended. (4 Ezra 3:28–31; similar complaints also appear at 4 
Ezra 4:2–3, 12, and 22–25)

The seers in 2 and 3 Baruch, texts roughly contemporaneous with 4 Ezra, are also 
depicted early on as trying to understand the way of God in the wake of the disaster. 
Moreover, the seer is often not the only one stunned; the vision itself is stunning to the 
reader, its imagery at turns horrifying and sublime, disconcerting and glorious. it is 
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no coincidence that some of the imagery found in apocalyptic texts has been evoked 
to inspire fear and awe in believers and non-believers alike. for instance, Catholic 
missionaries painted scenes from revelation on the walls of churches as part of their 
conversion efforts among the Maya, who in turn—and in response to the trauma of 
colonialization—adopted the millennial narrative as their own (restall and solari 
2011: 97–107).

This shock of the unknown and unknowable that arises in the wake of traumatic 
events is, in fact, the driving dynamic of the traumatic experience.

Trauma is not locatable in the simple violent or original event in an individual’s past, 
but rather in the way its very unassimilated nature—the way it was precisely not 
known in the first instance—returns to haunt the survivor later on. . . . [i] t is always 
the story of a wound that cries out, that addresses us in the attempt to tell us of a real-
ity or truth that is not otherwise available. (Caruth 1996: 4)

as this quote illustrates, both the content and the form of revelation found in classi-
cal apocalyptic literature echo the qualities of the traumatic experience. indeed, the 
quintessential narrative of apocalyptic texts could rightly be described as an “attempt 
to tell us of a reality or truth that is not otherwise available.” by the same token, apoca-
lypses reveal that which is not known to the seer, but only in ways that are not fully 
comprehensible at first—thus keeping the revelation partially secret still. This fact 
reflects the interplay between what the traumatized can know about their trauma 
and what they must keep unacknowledged and willfully forgotten (in psychoana-
lytic terms, repressed). That is, both trauma and apocalypse demonstrate a tension 
between revealing and concealing. This aspect of the apocalyptic narrative is so ubiq-
uitous and critical that david aune includes it among the defining characteristics of 
the function of these texts (1986: 95).

in case the subtleties of this theme were to be missed by a seer and his audience, 
on several occasions the divine guide who shows the vision and interprets it (angelus 
interpres) will subsequently command that the revelation must now be kept secret, at 
least until the time of the end. in dan 8:26, daniel is told to seal up the vision, “as it 
concerns the future.” (in dan 7:28, the seer keeps the vision to himself, though he is 
not instructed to do so.) in 4 Ezra 14, by divine guidance the scribe ezra and five col-
leagues produce 204 books of law to guide the new Jewish community in the future, 
but 70 of these are to be kept secret and only shown to the wise. Of course, the fact of 
the matter is that these texts are not hidden; they have an audience and readers who, 
presumably, count themselves among those afflicted by the events addressed in the 
seers’ visions. since these writings were to have been concealed until the appropriate 
time in the future, when they could edify and be understood by the special group of 
suffering people, the dynamic of revelation and concealment also has the function 
of imparting the significance of the time to its readers—and thereby affirming to the 
community that created, preserved, or read the texts that they, indeed, are the righ-
teous, special, set-apart ones in God’s sacred history. by reversing the command and 
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ordering that the vision not be sealed up, for the time is at hand, the angel at rev 22:10 
seems to be both alluding to the tradition of concealing the revelation in apocalypse 
and explicitly defying it to make the point that this time is different—this time, the 
end is now. The exception proves the rule.

doomed to repeat the past

There is a certain kind of passivity or paralysis that defines the apocalyptic stance 
toward the world, be it the desolation and muteness of the prophet ezekiel following 
his call from God in babylon (ezek 3); daniel’s exhaustion from the vision of the ram 
and Goat (dan 8:27); or the helplessness in the face of the unfolding of God’s plan on 
earth that undergirds the end-time narratives of daniel or revelation. indeed, one 
key feature of most of the ancient apocalypses is its presentation of history and time 
itself as fixed, predetermined, completely within God’s control, not humanity’s. The 
evocation of a determined cosmic timeline presents a worldview wherein human 
action is really relegated to the ability to recognize the signs of the times and make 
oneself prepared for the end. Yet a secondary consequence of this view of history 
is that it may be imagined to be rolled out like a scroll in front of those living in it, 
looking, if they have the “eyes to see,” for the biblical patterns and events that map 
onto the eras of humanity, and there are no bigger signposts in history than glori-
ous beginnings and tragic endings, great triumphs and earth-shattering disasters. 
naturally those affected by the trauma of history thus fixate on the lingering effects 
of the disasters, trying to understand the inexplicable in terms of the bigger picture. 
This factor, as it turns out, is perhaps the key connection between the emotional and 
narrative structure of apocalypses and that of the traumatic experience.

scholars of trauma universally observe that a major consequence of the over-
whelming nature of trauma is that it forces the victim to search constantly for some 
way of mastering and understanding the event, trying to reconcile the world as 
it is now with the world that once was. Yael danieli, editor of the International 
Handbook of Multigenerational Legacies of Trauma, calls this sense of being stuck 
in this one crucial period of the past “fixity” (1998: 7). kai erikson presents the 
same idea only slightly differently: “[T] rauma can be defined as the psychological 
process by which an acute shock can become a chronic condition, a way of keeping 
dead moments alive” (erikson 1994: 22). erikson asserts that “the traumatized mind 
holds onto that moment [of the initial injury], preventing it from slipping back 
into its proper chronological place in the past, and relives it over and over again 
in the compulsive musings of the day and seething dreams of night” (230). Jeffrey 
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alexander articulates the way this aspect of trauma is recapitulated in the collective 
experience as well:

insofar as traumas are so experienced, and thus imagined and represented, the collec-
tive identity will become significantly revised. This identity revision means that there 
will be a searching re-remembering of the collective past, for memory is not only 
social and fluid but deeply connected to the contemporary sense of the self. identities 
are continuously constructed and secured not only by the facing of the present and 
future but also by reconstructing the collectivity’s earlier life. (alexander 2008: 22)

Traumatic events force the past to remain in the present; no future is possible until 
they are recognized, understood, and integrated into a new life. in the apocalyp-
tic context John Collins has called the playing with and re-experiencing of the past 
trauma to shape a preferable vision of the future “the apocalyptic ‘cure’ ” (Collins 
1998: 52).

The compulsive and repetitive quality of apocalyptic yearning echoes exactly that 
of traumatic experiences. Perhaps the most striking illustration of this aspect in the 
ancient apocalyptic corpus is found in a series of Jewish texts written after the fall 
of the second Temple. 4 Ezra and 2 and 3 Baruch each open with the seer lamenting 
the destruction of Jerusalem and the dire fate of the Jewish people; however, the set-
ting describes the aftermath of the babylonians’ destruction of the First Temple. it 
is a literary device in the pseudepigraphic tradition, to be sure, but it also serves the 
function of returning the readers—presumably, a traumatized Jewish audience—to 
the original devastation in order to recast the events of recent history in terms of it. 
(notably, though the book of daniel is understood to have been written during the 
incursions of antiochus iV prior to 164 b.C.e., it too presents itself as a story of the 
babylonian exile and consequence of the first destruction of Jerusalem.)

Members of modern millenarian movements, for their part, often frame the 
trauma that drives them as a loss of a golden age, stressing a turning point such as 
a war, colonization, legal ruling, or political change. such a quality seems to be at 
the root of the apocalyptic mindset of modern american fundamentalists, whose 
endism, Charles strozier observes, “surely has its roots in trauma in the self, but that 
individual, psychological perspective must be broadened to locate the self in the his-
torical crises of the twentieth century” (strozier 1994: 251). Those historical crises are 
not the great tragedies of the age—World War ii, the holocaust, the nuclear threat—
but rather are the ones that have publically shattered their identification of america 
as a godly and Christian nation—the Roe v. Wade decision, the end of prayer in public 
schools, the rise of feminism and gay rights, the acceptance of evolution as a secular 
origin story (Murphy 2009: 83, 91–92). “ ‘fundamentalists’ broken narratives pro-
foundly distort time, a break that is rooted in experience. The past is separated off, 
to be remembered only as an object lesson. You recall to forget” (strozier 1994: 45). 
each of these issues is doubly painful for devout Christian fundamentalists. They 
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not only represent a victory for secularism—the modern veneer of satan’s work on 
earth itself—but, by dint of the fact that these victories were slowly but definitively 
embraced by the american public at large, they are also a critique of fundamentalists’ 
stranglehold claim on ultimate truth. incessantly harping on the ways in which the 
culture of the country has been hijacked and desecrated by the liberal and godless 
keeps the wounds fresh, real, and immediate.

Apocalyptic nostalgia

as much as apocalypses may hearken to a beautiful, lost past (a sacred time), many 
may also express a yearning for a homeland where people once lived a blessed exis-
tence before being tossed into the wicked world in which they live today (a sacred 
space). apocalypses are in this sense decidedly nostalgic, from the Greek for “ache 
to return home.” apocalyptic and millenarian thought seems to flourish in environ-
ments of cultural dislocation, frequently as a result of invasion, occupation, or colo-
nization. as “home” is a kind of master symbol that encompasses the deepest layers 
of one’s identity, a devastating blow to one’s home is always traumatic and necessitates 
the constant revisitation to the source of the wound so characteristic of trauma.

[a]  true home—a place of one’s own—is an extension of the individuals who live in 
it, a part of themselves. it is the outer envelope of personhood. People need a loca-
tion almost as much as they need shelter, for a sense of place is one of the ways they 
connect to the larger human community. . . . and when that combined sense of dwell-
ing and location (both of them implied in the term “homestead”) is missing, one is 
deprived of a measure of personhood. (erikson 1994: 159)

This analysis illustrates how immediately this cultural trauma, the loss of one’s social 
location, becomes a personal trauma at the deepest layers of identity. Yet “nostalgia” 
does not convey the kind of sharp, paralyzing pain one typically associates with the 
traumatic experience; there is the sense that some time has passed, that some acqui-
escence to the situation has crept into one’s reflection on the past. “home” is still lost 
and out of reach, but this truth is no longer a new, disturbing fact of life. it has become 
what erikson calls a “persisting condition” that derives from that initial acute event, 
but grows into something more pervasive by way of that event’s effect on the lives of 
the individual and/or society (1994: 229–30). The chronic stress within one’s day-to-
day environment erikson finds to be an entirely unacknowledged root of traumatic 
experience—and, perhaps, of apocalyptic agitation.
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if we look again at the milieux for the classical Jewish and Christian apocalypses, 
the initial blow of the babylonian Conquest and exile devastated the Jewish home-
land both for those who stayed and for those who were sent away. The prophet ezekiel 
himself is a “displaced person” relocated as a captive to babylon, and the series of 
remarkable visions he receives throughout his years in exile build toward one 
thing: The return of his home in idealized form, a city that is named יהוה שמה  “YhWh 
is There” (ezek 48). but even with the return from exile and the eventual rebuilding 
of the Temple, “israel” was still a shadow of its former sacred self—deprived of its 
own king; subject to a series of imperial/colonial rulers, from babylonia to Persia 
to the Greeks and then, finally, the romans. Centuries of covenantal promises go 
unfulfilled, redemption remains deferred. flickers of messianic expectation come 
to naught. a century of sovereignty under the hasmonean dynasty ends with the 
romans becoming more entrenched than any ruler since the babylonians. even for 
Jews of the second Temple–era in Judea, one could argue that given the political con-
ditions of the ancient near east from the sixth century b.C.e. to the first century C.e., 
the home they lost was never really there to return to, and what home they had after-
wards was never entirely theirs. The hope to bring about a true return to the “True 
israel” must have waxed and waned with the tides of history, dashed over and again 
on the realities of imperial rule, only to have spilled out of the apocalyptic imagina-
tion under persistent suffering inflicted by the romans. The actions that attempted 
to end the chronic conditions of trauma instead led instead to a second infliction of 
the original wound, the destruction of the Temple. This doubling of history is central 
to the working out of the trauma in the narratives of the apocalypses that followed, 
the aforementioned 4 Ezra and 2 and 3 Baruch, and in its own way in the book of 
revelation, which gave voice to Christians living under rome’s brutal persecution 
and religious alienation (Yarbro Collins 1984: 101, 106–70).

Thus in the context of the ancient Jewish experience, dominated by exile and 
diaspora, the intimate connections linking cultural trauma, homelessness, and 
apocalypse could not be more obvious. as John Collins notes, “The hellenistic age 
was marked by widespread nostalgia for the past and alienation from the present. in 
a broad sense this ‘hellenistic mood’ may be considered a matrix for the apocalyptic 
literature” (1998: 37). The emergence of apocalyptic literature as a way of expressing 
and coming to terms with this sense of disruption to a sacred past can be seen even in 
texts not overtly tied to decimating events in history. The recurrent focus on calendars 
and the retelling of Jewish sacred history found in the hellenistic apocalyptic texts 
1 Enoch and Jubilees are testaments to a people trying to reorient themselves in time 
and space by returning to their origins and reinterpreting the events that followed, 
up to the perplexing present. significantly, many forms of apocalyptic imaginings 
in recent centuries also have constructed a new worldview around a story of a lost 
homeland that will be restored to its people in the near future. ethiopia is the “True 
israel” to the rastafarians; native peoples of the western United states expected the 
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recovery of the sacred hunting grounds of the Great Plains by adopting the “Ghost 
dance” ritual in 1890; and the Church of Jesus Christ of latter-day saints even (liter-
ally) christened america as the holy land of the beginning-times and the end-times, 
as the returned Jesus Christ will establish his kingdom on earth in Jackson County, 
Missouri, which is also the ancient site of the Garden of eden (newell 2000: 164).

like unto death

The connection between national disaster and trauma is even more closely linked 
when the calamity essentially represents the death of one’s nation or community. 
Generally this “culture of defeat,” as Wolfgang schivelbusch terms it, follows in the 
wake of war, but it can manifest itself anywhere that the basic identity and social build-
ing blocks that once made up a culture no longer are viable (schivelbusch 2003: 5). 
Given the number of ancient apocalypses that arose in response to a crushing defeat 
by the babylonians, Greeks, or the romans, plus the millenarian tendencies promul-
gated in colonized states (cf. adas 1979), the culture of defeat seems clearly to con-
tribute to the emotional tone and narrative qualities shared in common by trauma 
and apocalypse. like the revisions of history and returns to the past characteristic of 
apocalyptic literature, “defeated nations look for connections with history to provide 
a point of orientation. anchoring one’s defeat within the tradition of history’s great 
losers offers both meaning and consolation” (schivelbusch 2003: 30). however, if the 
defeated lack the resources, physically, mentally, and spiritually, to reconcile their 
new existence with that which they have lost or to forge ahead to rebuild their society, 
the alien nature of the world altered by trauma causes an existential crisis for both 
the individuals and the societies wounded by disaster. People may turn suicidal, or 
express self-annihilating wishes, inflict injuries upon their bodies, or neglect their 
own basic care and hygiene (perhaps illustrated in the ancient world by the prophet 
ezekiel’s sign acts at ezek 3:22–6:14). This response is alternatively a kind of psycho-
logical protection against a cruel world and a recognition that they are no longer the 
same people—individually and collectively—they once were.

like a rite of passage, after trauma there is a death and rebirth of identity, though 
sometimes the rebirth is delayed by a long and disorienting liminal period where 
all meaning seems lost. Thus the response to trauma can be an outcry against real 
or symbolic death (strozier 1994: 46) or, alternatively, an embrace of it (herman 
1997: 50). as erikson puts it, traumatic conditions

move to the center of one’s being and, in doing so, give victims the feeling that they 
have been set apart and made special. [Trauma survivors view themselves] as having 
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an altered relationship to the rest of humankind, to history, to the processes of nature. 
[One such survivor] viewed herself as marked, maybe cursed, maybe even dead. “i 
feel dead now,” one of her neighbors said. “i have no energy. i feel numb, like i died 
long ago.” for some survivors, at least, this sense of difference can become a kind 
of calling, a status where people are drawn to others similarly marked. (erikson 
1994: 231)

This exchange readily calls to mind the recurring laments voiced by the apocalyptic 
seers in 4 Ezra or in the first part of baruch’s dialogues with the angelus interpres in 2 
Baruch. ezra cries out at 5:34–35:

“[b] ecause of my grief i have spoken; for every hour i suffer agonies of heart, while 
i strive to understand the way of the Most high and to search out part of his judg-
ment.” and [the angel] said to me, “You cannot.” and i said, “Why not, my lord? Why 
then was i born? Or why did not my mother’s womb become my grave, that i might 
not see the travail of Jacob and the exhaustion of the people of israel?”

his exclamation at 7:67 could also have been put in the mouth of the trauma survivor 
erikson quotes above: “for what does it profit us that we shall be preserved alive but 
cruelly tormented?” Once again the text illustrates the factor of incomprehensibility 
as central to the trauma experience, even in its darkest and most painful aspects.

trauma and Apocalyptic Violence

One characteristic of trauma associated with apocalypticism could be said to be hid-
ing in plain sight. Many people today understand the word “apocalypse” to mean “the 
catastrophic destruction of the world as we know it.” even as much as this fixation 
on a destructive end is an exaggeration and misrepresentation of most apocalyptic 
literature and movements, at the same time its persistence in the public imagination 
speaks to the ability of apocalypse to give voice to the wounds of life on the grandest 
scale possible. after all, what could be more traumatic than the end of the world? 
and given the return over and again to the initial wound that has brought about, 
literally, a world of suffering, apocalyptic thinking is often clearly a revenge fantasy, a 
symptomatic rage reaction to abuse and suffering (herman 1997: 104). if part of the 
underlying psychology of traumatized thinking is to return over and over again to 
the origin of the trauma to attempt to master and control the event after the fact, the 
imagined infliction of worse trauma on the perpetrators could be an effective way to 
step out of the endless loop of revictimization and achieve some measure of healing 
and closure.
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representing the apocalyptic trauma as a just blow against one’s oppressors can 
take many forms. The apocalyptic war against the symbolic enemies of the Jews as 
depicted in the battle against Gog from Magog in ezek 37–38 is one of the earli-
est and clearest examples. indeed, it is so paradigmatic, from it the world receives 
the word “armageddon” to describe the climatic end time battle of good and evil. 
The equally influential image of a final war between satan and God’s army in rev 
19:11–21, led by Christ with a sword protruding from his mouth, serves to bring an 
emotional catharsis to the Christians oppressed by nero and the romans (Yarbro 
Collins 1984: 153–57). Of course, dozens of images and details from revelation have 
informed the Western (and over time, the world’s) picture of a violent cataclysm to 
signal the end of the world and forewarn of coming judgment: the seven seals, the 
four horsemen, the seven Trumpets, earthquakes, seas turning to blood, and mass 
death over the four corners of the earth, to name only a few. These images continue 
to inform the millennial anticipation of american fundamentalists, many of whom 
seem to welcome a final violent confrontation in their lifetimes that will “end what 
is experienced as the tormenting ambiguity and pain of human existence, indeed of 
time itself, and remake history” (strozier 1994: 251) and who talk about the bloody 
deaths of millions of their fellow human beings in a detached, disengaged manner 
(strozier 1994:  79–80, 89–90).This striking numbness mirrors the flat affect that 
trauma victims sometimes display when remembering the pain and violence afflicted 
against them (herman 1997: 177).

Yet despite this bloody pedigree, very few apocalyptic movements over the sub-
sequent years have sought to inflict this kind of destruction in real life, on real live 
people. some of this differentiation between apocalyptic imaginings and real-world 
action surely reflects the passive nature of even the righteous believers in most of 
these texts. in the conflicts presented by ezekiel and revelation, for example, the 
battles are conducted by divine armies; the human peoples of God may be involved 
in the action, but they do not initiate it or claim credit for it. This passivity reflects 
the emotional detachment resulting from traumatic pain. The traumatized do not 
act; they are acted upon. however, there are some interesting exceptions to this rule.

in the first century C.e. apocalyptic text known as the Testament of Moses, a 
Jewish figure battling the persecution of his people advocates that he and his sons 
purposefully be martyred in battle, “for if we do this and die, our blood will be 
avenged before the lord” (T. Moses 9:6–7; cf. deut 32:35–43). by the logic of the 
text, the spilling of the blood of righteous Jews by a wicked enemy should be the 
trigger that causes God to intervene on behalf of his People. Yet it is important to 
note that even in the context of fighting against God’s enemies in battle, the story 
of Taxo still “advocates a policy of nonviolence” in the sense that the apocalyptic 
actor seeks to martyr himself to secure the future of the Jews and his own hap-
piness in the afterlife (Collins 1998:  131). in fact, where there is trauma visited 
anew upon apocalyptic bodies, it is more commonly a self-inflicted wound in the 
form of group suicide. The suicides of 918 members of Jim Jones’ Peoples Temple 
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community in Guyana in 1978 remains the example against which all “cult” activi-
ties—that is to say, the behavior of all alternative and new religions—is judged by 
most lay people. The thirty-nine suicides of the heaven’s Gate group in 1997 only 
served to reinforce this fear of nonmainstream religions. it almost goes without 
saying that the impulse toward suicide and self-harm is exceedingly high among 
victims of trauma (herman 1997: 49–50).

Yet the specter of apocalyptically minded individuals actually fulfilling the mille-
narian dream of rebooting the world continues to hang over modern life. The night-
mare that some group of nihilists will end the world as we know it underscores our 
modern fears. Many of these terrifying scenarios, actual or potential global traumas, 
are all too real. Terrorism expanded its physical and psychological reach after the 
9/11 attacks. The unsecuring of the former soviet Union’s nuclear arsenal has put the 
world’s most powerful weapons within reach of the world’s most unstable people. 
The establishment of a modern Jewish state of israel closed a history of trauma for 
one people while inflicting new wounds on another, which has promulgated both 
real violence and apocalyptic agitation from and against both sides (Gorenberg 
2000: 186–95).

fortunately, thus far only one group executed such a plan to any significant 
degree: aum shinrikyō, the Japanese apocalyptic faction that killed thirteen people 
by releasing sarin gas in the Tokyo subway system 1995. notably, the phenomenon 
of Japanese new religions (shinshūkyō) itself is built on the legacy of some of the 
most horrific trauma and haunting loss suffered by any culture, including the nuclear 
apocalypse unleashed upon hiroshima and nagasaki; the humiliating defeat of the 
Japanese nation and its emperor; and the displacement of the state shinto cult from 
the center of institutional religious life that created a spiritual vacuum into which a 
variety of buddhist- and Christian-tinged religions stepped in response. aum, unlike 
any of its other religious brethren in Japan, crystallized all those traumas into a singu-
lar worldview wherein, to quote the title of robert Jay lifton’s 1999 study of the group, 
it needed to “destroy the world to save it.”

when wounds Become traumas, and 
traumas Become Apocalyptic

as the singular example of aum itself illustrates, not everyone affected by painful 
conditions experiences the world as traumatic nor frames such trauma as apoca-
lyptic. Jeffery alexander explains this fact by recognizing that events are not trau-
matic in their own right; they have no objective “traumatic quality” that always 
impinges on people and their communities where they occur. in fact, the experi-
ence of trauma is created by the interaction of wide array of societal authorities, 
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modes of communication, and group identities to initiate what alexander calls the 
“trauma process” (alexander 2004: 11). erikson notes that traumatic events tend to 
create their own communities based on a bond that comes with shared experience 
(1996: 231). alexander adopts Max Weber’s phrase “carrier group” to denote the seg-
ment of a population that not only finds itself affected by a turn in history in such 
a painful, unfathomable way but also attempts to signify its experience by way of a 
trauma narrative (alexander 2004: 11).

Moreover, apocalyptic texts allow the trauma process to be mediated in certain 
“institutional arenas,” social realms of representation that alexander identifies as 
crucial to the production of the collective trauma narrative and experience. Most 
significant for the ancient literature are the aesthetic and religious arenas. Perhaps 
uniquely among the genres of ancient scripture, classical apocalyptic literature 
functions effectively in the ways that alexander suggests produce traumatic signi-
fication, namely “by specific genres and narratives that aim to produce imagina-
tive identification and emotional catharsis” in the aesthetic realm and by linking 
trauma to theodicy in the religious realm (alexander 2004: 15). The examples of 
daniel and revelation certainly have fostered exactly this state of vicarious iden-
tification with the persecuted in their respective texts and then offered the audi-
ence a tremendous catharsis in the resolution of the narrative. in daniel, “your 
people”—presumably the creators and audience for the text, the carrier group—
will be delivered; multitudes are resurrected, some of whom are rewarded with 
everlasting life while others are punished; the maśkîlîm (“wise ones”) will be trans-
formed and live on like the stars in heaven. The persecution and ultimate triumph 
of the vulnerable Christian community in the book of revelation can easily be 
read in the same way.

conclusion

an examination of some of the classic examples of apocalypse from the ancient world 
reveals that the concerns articulated by the visions, dialogues, and laments of the 
apocalyptic seers as depicted by these texts reflect qualities of personal and collective 
trauma to a significant degree. by the same token, modern expressions of apocalyptic 
fervor evidence much of the same emotional woundedness, sense of loss, and need to 
fix the pain that results from the perception that a sacred, and deeply symbolic, order, 
place, or community has been violated. from the ancient period to today, apocalyp-
ticism has been available to traumatized people, groups, and chronically oppressed 
cultures as a kind of ready-made language perfectly suited to expressing their pain, 
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disillusionment, fear, and blame. Ultimately, it allows those most deeply hurt by inex-
plicable suffering to reconcile the wounded world of the present with events that led 
up to it in the past and their expectations and fears for the future. scholars, read-
ers, and apocalyptic anticipators themselves should be able to see reflected in the 
anguish at the root of this enduring cultural form the fragility and persistence of hope 
expressed in the face of even the most painful devastation.
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Apo cAlypticiSm 
And popul Ar 

culture
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What does Dr.  Strangelove have to do with the book of daniel? how does an 
ancient worldview that is best known through biblical apocalypses like daniel and 
the revelation of John continue to speak to the secularized, wired-in population of 
today? now, possibly more than at any other time in history, people are inclined to 
understand the world and their place in it through the lens of the apocalyptic world-
view. This apocalyptic turn is, by any measure, a global phenomenon; the manifold 
expressions and mass appeal of apocalypticism in contemporary popular culture rep-
resent its most conspicuous expression.1

Apocalypticism

apocalypticism is often mistaken for what it is not. it is not millennialism or uto-
pianism, even though many apocalyptic groups are millennial in their outlook 
or utopian in their social agendas. it is not messianism or fundamentalism, even 
though apocalyptic literature regularly features messianic figures, and apocalyp-
tic social movements can be fundamentalist in their attitudes. apocalypticism is 
not eschatology, but it is eschatological, insofar as apocalyptic eschatology is one 
form of the study or doctrine of the “last things.” nor is it the same as prophecy,  
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conspiracy theory, or esotericism, even if for many people the notion of “apocalyptic” 
calls to mind the disclosure of hidden mysteries, the contrivance of secret plans, and 
the quest for arcane knowledge.2

apocalypticism is a worldview, a fundamental cognitive orientation that makes 
axiomatic claims about time, space, and human existence. essentially, apocalypti-
cism is the worldview of the apocalypses. but it is also the worldview of apocalyptic 
literature as a class, as well as apocalyptic art, apocalyptic films and novels, apoca-
lyptic rhetoric and discourse, and of apocalyptic social movements of every size and 
stripe. it is what defines the adjective apocalyptic in all these expressions. it is the 
message, not the medium.

nothing in itself is apocalyptic. events, figures, and motifs acquire an apocalyptic 
valence only when they have been filtered through the lens of the worldview. for 
most people, the formation of the european Union and the 9/11 terrorist attack are 
historical facts. for a small minority, they are signs that the end is near. for most peo-
ple, the emperor nero is a historical figure. but for many generations of Christians 
after his death,  nero was the antichrist who was expected to return to earth at the 
end of time.

apocalypticism cannot be reduced to a single motif, expression, or expectation. 
The motif of a final battle between the armies of good and evil (armageddon) is 
typical of apocalyptic speculation, but does not define it. The Whore of babylon 
and the four horsemen are classic images from the revelation of John, but do 
not appear in any other ancient apocalypse. The expectation for the postmor-
tem judgment of individuals is central to apocalyptic eschatology, but is not 
unique to it.

instead, apocalypticism is a distinctive combination of axioms or propositions 
about space, time, and human existence. it presumes the existence of a transcen-
dent reality, which defines the cosmos and everything in it, but remains almost 
entirely concealed from observation and beyond the grasp of human intellection. 
it contends that the present reality is constitutionally structured by two antago-
nistic and irreducible forces, which are typically identified with good and evil. 
it maintains that a final resolution of the conflict between these forces is both 
necessary and imminent, and that it is also redemptive, in the sense of a deliver-
ance from the present reality. The apocalyptic worldview further assumes that 
the revelation of these mysteries orients existence, and gives life meaning and 
purpose.3 Together, these propositions describe an apocalyptic minimum, which 
distinguishes apocalypticism from prophecy, mysticism, divination, and other 
phenomena, and by which cultural expressions and social movements throughout 
history may be identified as apocalyptic, including those in the realm of popular 
culture.
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popular culture

Popular culture is not easy to define. it is nearly always described in terms of what it is 
not, or what it is in relation to something else—high culture, elite culture, dominant 
culture—what John storey calls the “absent other” (storey 2012). as a result, scholars 
either avoid defining popular culture as a conceptual category, or opt for an applied 
description that is appropriate to the subject of their investigation.

as it applies to the subject of this chapter, popular culture refers to the shared net-
work of meanings, ideas, images, and other phenomena which have characterized 
mainstream society since 1945, and especially the global form that developed during 
the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries. Popular culture is embedded in 
the modes of everyday life, and modulated by the impulses of a media-driven, con-
sumer society. it is often self-referential, and rarely designed for posterity. its content/
formats range from film, anime, television, and other varieties of cinematic enter-
tainment, to comics, manga, and graphic narratives, as well as art, music, dance, the-
ater, and video games. Multimedia and hypermedia vectors are common in popular 
culture, particularly since the emergence of the internet and new communication 
technologies in the 1990s.

above all, popular culture is mass culture. it occupies the daily interest of much of 
the world’s population. it is manufactured, broadcast, and consumed on an indus-
trial scale. its attraction is a function of a consensual reality involving a worldwide 
network of individuals who are at once both the consumers and the producers of 
content. This reality is generated though untold billions of decisions, which are heav-
ily influenced by mass-market entertainment and commercial advertising. These 
decisions are made increasingly via the internet and social media in what is likely 
the most comprehensive form of mass participation and democratic representation 
ever known.

equating popular culture with mass culture also admits the most salient attribute 
of apocalypticism in this regard: its mass appeal. Most people associate apocalyptic 
fervor with socially marginalized groups that are in conflict with an oppressive ruling 
power or dominant class. There is some justification in this. The apocalyptic visions 
of daniel were a response to repressive foreign rule. The radical millenarians and 
religious dissenters of the late mediaeval centuries arose in part as a form of social 
revolt. Modern “cults” such as the Peoples Temple, the branch davidians, and aum 
shinrikyō often self-identify against mainstream society and its mores. for all that, 
however, the apocalyptic worldview also appeals to large, stakeholder populations, 
and often through the vehicles of large corporate organizations such as churches, 
states, and empires (McGinn 1998: 28–29, on “imperial apocalypticism”). in fact, the 
basic reality is that apocalypticism can take root in almost any soil, providing that 
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the climate is favorable.4 it transcends nearly every boundary—religious, cultural, 
linguistic, political, social, or economic. it is neither low culture nor high culture. 
apocalypticism can be espoused by the young and the old, by sectarians and cen-
trists, by conservatives and liberals, by communists and capitalists, and by the reli-
gious and the irreligious. in a very real sense, it has mass appeal.

Apocalyptic Fiction and  
popular culture

fiction is the primary conduit through which apocalypticism is expressed in con-
temporary popular culture. Wikipedia’s “list of apocalyptic and Post-apocalyptic 
fiction” references nearly 1,000 films, anime, television series, web series, stories, 
novels, graphic novels, comics, role-playing games, poems, and popular songs.5 
despite its great length, its contents are typical of other inventories of apocalyptic 
fiction (both print and electronic), and thus it offers a representative overview of the 
evidence. four points about the Wikipedia list are relevant:

(1) The vast majority of its items are recent. Only a few works were composed 
before the twentieth century. eighty percent date from after 1970, while over 
half the works are post-1995, or less than twenty years old. even allowing for the 
tendency among website contributors to reference content with which they are 
personally familiar, these percentages are still striking. College students in the 
1950s might have read h. G. Wells’s Time Machine (1895) or John Wyndham’s 
The Day of the Triffids (1951), or watched the film version of The War of the 
Worlds (1953) at the theater. in contrast, their counterparts in the 2010s are 
exposed, every year, to dozens of new “apocalyptic” movies, shows, graphic 
novels, and so on, not to mention the countless user-generated websites that 
flicker in and out of electronic existence.

(2) The data suggest a chronology of apocalyptic fiction, which may be divided 
into three periods.

 (a) The first period corresponds with the relatively few novels and short fic-
tion that date from the years before 1945. its defining theme is the decline 
of human civilization. The cultural trauma induced by the first World 
War was not insignificant in this regard (Christie 1999). sometimes the 
decline is a result of a natural catastrophe, as with richard Jefferies’s After 
London (1885) or Wells’s Time Machine. Other times it is a consequence of 
war, as in Wells’s Shape of Things to Come (1933), or technological break-
down, as in isaac asimov’s short story “nightfall” (1941).
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 (b) The second period extends from the end of the second World War to the 
mid-1990s. its defining theme is nuclear holocaust, conceived in the shadow 
of the atomic bombings of 1945 and the Cold War doctrine of mutually 
assured destruction (O’leary 1999). some scholars discern a “desacraliza-
tion of the apocalypse” in the films of the period, a shift away from the 
theological or supernatural as the doomsday trigger (Ostwalt 2003; Walliss 
and aston 2011). but whether such a shift is emblematic of the apocalyptic 
speculation of the era as a whole is less clear. The best-selling success of hal 
lindsey’s Late, Great Planet Earth (1970) initiated the mass-market popu-
larization of dispensationalist apocalypticism (balmer 1988)  that would 
reach its apogee a generation later in the Left Behind franchise (frykholm 
2004). Moreover, many americans of the period found it easy to grasp the 
binary reality of the Cold War in biblical terms of absolute good and evil 
(the “evil empire”), framed as a cosmic struggle between god-fearing and 
godless populations and viewed against an apocalyptic (nuclear) horizon.

 (c) The third period extends from the mid-1990s to the present. it is marked 
by the foregrounding of doomsday fears—economic, ecological, pestilen-
tial, cosmological—which, while present during the second period, were 
overshadowed by its atomic dimension.6 several events contributed to 
shape its character. One was the dissolution of the soviet Union. another 
was a tectonic shift in attitudes regarding global fundamentalism after 
9/11, which led to the replacement of the political binarism of the Cold 
War by that of the so-called War on Terror. but perhaps the most signifi-
cant events from the standpoint of popular culture have been the mount-
ing recognition of the magnitude of the global environmental crisis, and 
the advent of the internet, which has fundamentally changed how apoca-
lyptic speculation is conceived, manufactured, and disseminated.

(3) Most works are composed in or feature the english language. This fact under-
scores the role of the United states as the locomotive of popular culture, and 
the status of english as the global vernacular. however, the Wikipedia list also 
reveals that apocalyptic fiction in other languages and from other countries is 
neither absent nor unimportant. for example, Pierre boulle’s 1963 classic novel 
La Planète des singes was adapted into the 1968 postapocalyptic film Planet of the 
Apes, while the concepts behind the 1962 still-picture feature La Jetée were recy-
cled for the 1995 film Twelve Monkeys. british comic-book series such as “Judge 
dredd” (in the anthology 2000 AD) and alan Moore’s V for Vendetta added much 
to the postapocalyptic palette in the 1980s. Japanese anime and manga have been 
even more influential vis-à-vis apocalyptic film and graphic stories. Works such 
as Akira (manga 1982–90, anime 1988), X (manga, 1992–2003), and Neon Genesis 
Evangelion (anime, 1995–96) offer a slick blend of synthetic apocalyptic imagery 
that purposefully evokes religious overtones yet is disengaged from theology. as 
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roland kelts observes, anime offers americans “a vision of the future, a fresh 
way of telling stories and interpreting the world” (kelts 2006: 7).

(4) Most significantly, the vast majority of the items referenced in Wikipedia’s “list 
of apocalyptic fiction” are, strictly speaking, not apocalyptic. The apocalyptic 
valence of The Time Machine, The Day of the Triffids, and The War of the Worlds 
is zero. They merely presume or portray the collapse of human civilization. The 
Philip k. dick novel Do Androids Dream of Electric Sheep? (1968) and its famous 
film rendition Blade Runner (1984) are certainly dystopian, but neither is apoca-
lyptic. The same is true for Akira and Twelve Monkeys. similarly, A Canticle for 
Leibowitz (novel, 1960), Dr. Strangelove (film, 1964), Armageddon (film, 1998), 
Halo (video game series, 2001–), Battlestar Galactica (television series, 2003–9), 
and the improbably named Schoolgirl Apocalypse (Sērā-fuku mokushiroku) (film, 
2011) all envision planetary catastrophes, but none is actually apocalyptic. These 
are only a few examples, drawn from the thousands of the films, novels, and other 
works that are regularly cited by popular sources and academic studies as illus-
trations of apocalypticism in popular culture. The root of the misunderstanding 
about “apocalyptic” is its modern conflation with the notion of “the end of the 
world.” since 1945, “apocalyptic” has increasingly come to refer to any planetary 
catastrophe or its anticipated effects, and a code word for any kind of impending 
disaster or radical change, real or perceived. The conflation spills into every aspect 
of everyday life. headlines forecast economic or political “apocalypses.” Violent 
video games and death-metal rock bands are labeled “apocalyptic,” as are new reli-
gious movements with charismatic, “messianic” leaders. The title of francis ford 
Coppola’s cinematic reboot of Joseph Conrad’s Heart of Darkness is Apocalypse 
Now (1979). frederick buell’s 2003 study of american responses to environmental 
degradation is called From Apocalypse to Way of Life. The New York Times dance 
critic Gia kourlas likens an experimental performance to an “apocalyptic road 
trip” (June 5, 2012, C6). The list goes on and on. The conflation of “apocalyptic” 
with “the end of the world” is also mirrored in the scholarship, which in order to 
manage the profusion of evidence has increasingly resorted to categorizing it by 
etiology. Thus the authoritative Guide to Apocalyptic Cinema classifies dooms-
day films by scenario: nuclear war/fallout, alien device/invasion, germ warfare/
pestilence, and so on. likewise, an important recent survey article organizes the 
“pop cultural understandings of the end of the world as we know it” by religious, 
extraterrestrial, scientific, or natural “eschatologies” (Cowan 2011).
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Assessing Apocalypticism and popular 
culture

how do we assess the nature and role of apocalypticism in popular culture, when its 
most prominent exemplars seem so far removed from the propositions of the world-
view? On the one hand, the modern conflation of “apocalyptic” with “the end of the 
world” cannot be ignored. in fact, it is our most important piece of evidence and the 
starting point of any investigation. it has meaning; it is a sign of the times. On the 
other hand, this meaning must be balanced by an awareness of apocalypticism as a 
cultural phenomenon, one with historical and global dimensions.

Three analytic patterns illuminate the way forward. The first pattern identifies the 
two basic modes of the worldview, biblical and secular. The second and third pat-
terns measure conceptual depth and surface breadth among the worldview’s cultural 
expressions. all three patterns serve to identify and assess these expressions in vehi-
cles and forms where recognition might not be obvious. all three are oriented to the 
“apocalyptic minimum,” whose principle function is to provide a means by which 
any expression, including those in the realm of contemporary popular culture, may 
be identified as apocalyptic.

Apocalypticism, Biblical and Secular

apocalypticism is expressed in two modes, biblical and secular. biblical apocalypti-
cism equates the transcendent reality with God or his otherworldly abode, “heaven.” 
it is the mode of all forms of apocalyptic speculation in Judaism, Christianity, and 
islam, past and present, and remains predominant even in the modern era, by vir-
tue of the present-day adherents of these religions and their hybrid forms. secular 
apocalypticism equates the transcendent reality with a divinized humanity, super-
human agencies, a force of nature or history, or anything else that does not require a 
supernatural explanation. it calibrates the propositions and claims of the worldview 
to historical situations and social settings within the aggregate of ideas that constitute 
what we know as “modernity.”

The mode of nearly all apocalyptic fiction is secular. A Canticle for Leibowitz 
recounts the gradual restoration of civilization after a nuclear holocaust. The film The 
Matrix (1999) imagines the future subjugation of humanity by artificial intelligence. 
Yet for all that, biblical/supernatural elements appear in this fiction with regularity. 
Canticle contains a key miracle sequence involving the abbot Zerchi and the biceph-
alous Mrs Grales/rachel. The oracle in The Matrix is an exact functional analogue 
of the interpreting angel of the revelatory visions of daniel and other ancient apoca-
lypses. The process is reflected, but in reverse, in the use of overtly secular elements in 
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modern formulations of biblical apocalypticism. Thus for the funadmentalist branch 
davidian movement, the eschatological new Jerusalem (rev 21:10ff.) is an interstel-
lar spaceship.7 similarly, the heaven’s Gate movement rephrases classic apocalyptic 
expectation in the language of science fiction and evolutionary biology (see below).

The intromission of elements of one mode into the framework of the other is 
indicative of a synthetic syncretism that is a hallmark of contemporary apocalypti-
cism of both modes. With notable exceptions, neither mode exists in a “pure” form. 
The presence of secular-scientific elements in biblical-mode apocalyptic speculation 
represents the attempt not merely to make sense of scriptural prophecies in light 
of current events (a phenomenon common to every age), but more significantly, 
to draw on overtly contemporary categories in service of this task. The presence of 
biblical/supernatural elements in secular-mode apocalyptic speculation represents 
the admission, conscious or otherwise, of the power and ongoing relevance of the 
ancient symbols, motifs, and terminology in today’s cultural language.

Apocalypticism, deep and Shallow

in the late 1960s and 1970s, a series of essays by the harvard theologian amos Wilder 
and others sought to explain the rise in the incidence of apocalypticism in light of the 
cultural ferment of the time and in view of the progressive secularization of american 
society (Wilder 1971). although their approaches varied, they basically agreed that  
expressions of ancient and modern apocalypticism—the biblical and secular modes 
of the worldview—were fundamentally dissimilar, despite the presence of common 
themes and similar vocabulary. as Wilder put it, ancient “apocalyptic” is a total exis-
tential response induced by the manifestation of God in the world. in contrast, modern 
“apocalyptic,” unmoored from its theological foundations, is unable to engage with the 
deep issues of life and creation. it is, in a word, shallow.

This conclusion is only partly accurate. apocalypticism proposes clear answers to 
big questions about space, time, and the purpose of life. space consists of two reali-
ties—the present reality, which is riven by two antagonistic forces; and another, tran-
scendent reality. Time is linear and the end of history is near. all things are informed 
by these facts, and existence is oriented by their revelation. The Jewish author of the 
ancient apocalypse 4 Ezra comprehended the nature of space, time, and human destiny 
in pretty much the same way as did the Christian author of the mediaeval Revelations of 
Pseudo-Methodius and Marshall herff applewhite, the leader of the modern heaven’s 
Gate movement. The wellspring of the worldview’s historical persistence is the ability 
of its propositions to meaningfully explain the purpose of the cosmos and human exis-
tence to people and populations in diverse religious and cultural ecologies.

Within this basic dynamic, variety abounds. for example, 4 Ezra, Pseudo-  
Methodius, and heaven’s Gate grew from the same apocalyptic seed, yet exhibit tre-
mendous morphological variation, owing to their different religious and cultural 
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ecologies. for one apocalyptic group, the new Jerusalem is a golden city descending 
from heaven. for another group, it is a silver spaceship from a distant star. for both, 
it is the eschatological abode of the saved, a special place which has been reserved 
for the group that receives the revelation about the true nature of things. similarities 
among motifs and other features are established by their common function and, 
deeper still, their link to the worldview’s propositions and subordinate claims.

another illustration of the variety of apocalyptic expression, which returns us 
to amos Wilder and his opinion of contemporary apocalypticism, is the degree to 
which such motifs and features are anchored in the propositions of the worldview. at 
one end of the spectrum is the revelation of John, whose images of planetary devas-
tation are only the visible tip of a deep theological iceberg. The worldview’s proposi-
tions anchor the book’s motifs, imagery, and vocabulary, and give them meaning and 
function. at the other end of the spectrum is the film Armageddon, whose images of 
planetary devastation are simply surface ice. They lack depth of meaning, and their 
main function is entertainment. Wilder’s error (and he is scarcely alone in this) is in 
presuming that the two modes of apocalypticism, biblical and secular, correspond to 
the two poles, deep and shallow. This is untrue. secular formulations of the worldview 
might be unmoored from biblical theology, but they can be moored to something 
else, which can be just as existentially meaningful. William Gibson’s 1984 cyberpunk 
novel Neuromancer is a perfect exemplar of apocalyptic transcendence in its secular 
mode, as discussed below. as for biblical apocalypticism, it has an equal capacity to 
produce surface ice, or at least very shallow icebergs, as the thousands of medieval 
manuscripts and the tens of thousands of modern websites containing short, simplis-
tic Jewish, Christian, and islamic doomsday pronouncements readily attest.

Apocalypticism, Thick and Thin

Popular expressions of the worldview also exhibit variety in the density of their sur-
face features, regardless of the mode. The revelation of John is once again at the 
“thick” pole of the spectrum. among the most richly colored of all the apocalypses, 
it is replete with vivid motifs, detailed descriptions of otherworldly elements, and a 
full depiction of the end time. several other apocalyptic works fit this mold, including 
several modern specimens. Neuromancer is one, the comic-book series Promethea 
is another; both are examined below. at the “thin” pole of the spectrum are popular 
expressions of the worldview whose palette either contains fewer colors or consists 
of colors in only one hue. illustrations of the former are numerous and appear in 
every century, including much apocalyptic fiction. illustrations of the latter are more 
instructive, but require a preliminary explanation.

There are two types of apocalyptic speculation, historical and otherworldly.8 The 
types differ in the focus of their revelation, and in this are distinct from the two modes 
of the worldview, biblical and secular, which, as noted, differ in their conception of 
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the transcendent reality. The historical type of apocalyptic speculation focuses on his-
tory and its imminent ending. The otherworldly type, while not omitting the tempo-
ral dimension (it is a core proposition of the worldview), concentrates more on the 
revelation of other kinds of mysteries. Their subject can be the transcendental reality 
itself—visions of heaven or hell, or their secular analogues—or information about the 
topography of the earth, the stars and other celestial bodies, ethics, physiognomy, even 
alchemy.

Most apocalyptica that have been written, illustrated, filmed, or digitally generated 
since the emergence of the worldview around the time of the book of daniel in the 
early second century bCe are of the historical type, whose prevalence in the cultural 
record is such that nearly every motif popularly associated with apocalypticism—the 
last battle, the final judgment, the end of the world, messianic and antichrist figures, 
millennialism, the rapture, the new Jerusalem—is characteristic of this type. Yet 
despite this prevalence, it is possible to identify periods and certain cultural con-
texts when interest in the otherworldly type of apocalyptic speculation increased to 
a point of special significance. for instance, the composition of historical apocalyp-
tic literature virtually ceased in both Judaism and Christianity in the early second 
century Ce. instead, Christians began to write apocalypses that depicted vision-
ary journeys to heaven or hell, such as the Apocalypse of Paul and the Apocalypse of 
Peter. This one-sided creative impulse persisted until the late fourth century, when 
it abruptly reversed itself and apocalyptic literature of the historical type once again 
took center stage. another high point of otherworldly apocalypticism occurred from 
approximately the mid-twelfth to the mid-fourteen centuries. a remarkable range 
of Christian visions of the other world appeared during this period, including the 
Vision of Tnugdalus and the Vision of Thurkill. several centuries later, there was a rise 
in apocalyptic forecasts deriving from the observation of celestial phenomena, the 
classic example being the cycle of predictions that arose in the late fifteenth century 
and climaxed with the great celestial conjunction of 1524. also during this era, and 
for many of the same reasons, men like Jean de roquetaillade and John dee, who 
straddled the bounds of what we now call science and magic, envisioned a universe 
where magical, alchemical, and hermetic knowledge operated within an apocalyptic 
framework.

it is not yet entirely clear why Christians of the second through  fourth centuries so 
utterly abandoned apocalypticism of the historical type to compose visionary literature 
instead. but enough is known to suggest that the switch was reflective of deep-seated 
social and existential changes. The same is true for the hermetic apocalyptica of the 
1500 and 1600s; they are a mirror of their time. The point is this: the evidence suggests 
a modern resurgence of the otherworldly type of apocalyptic speculation in popular 
culture. The reason for this resurgence remains occluded, but there is no doubt it is 
underway. it is evident in the otherworldly focus of Neuromancer and the anime Serial 
Experiments Lain (1998). it is evident in the hermetic apocalypticism of Promethea  
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and the manga Hagane no renkinjutsushi (Fullmetal Alchemist) (2001–10). and it is 
evident in the synthetic syncretism of the 2012 “Mayan apocalypse” and the “super-
flat” nature of internet apocalypticism.

observing Apocalypticism in popular 
culture

The nine examples that follow illustrate the nature and roles of apocalypticism 
in popular culture in light of the discussion above. The survey includes but is not 
restricted to works of apocalyptic fiction, recognizes but is not regulated by the con-
flation of “apocalyptic” with the end of the world, and extends beyond the usual 
limited attention to surface features and the etiologies of catastrophe. it begins with 
three science-fiction works with increasing claims to apocalypticism: Neon Genesis 
Evangelion, The Matrix, and Neuromancer. each demonstrates a different degree of 
connection between the worldview and popular culture. next, the focus shifts side-
ways, to three narratives that display the worldview’s influence along other byways of 
the apocalyptic imagination: the alchemical dream-world of Promethea, the super-
natural nightmare of The Stand, and the postapocalyptic vision of A Canticle for 
Leibowitz. The survey concludes with three works that broaden this investigation 
to other venues of apocalypticism and popular culture: the best-selling Left Behind 
franchise and mainstream culture in america; the synthetic theology of heaven’s 
Gate and apocalyptic new religious movements; and the 2012 “Mayan apocalypse” 
and the emergence of superflat, internet apocalypticism.

Neon Genesis Evangelion

Neon Genesis Evangelion (Shin seiki evangerion—“new-era gospel”) is a hugely popu-
lar media franchise created by anno hideaki. Most germane for this study is the 
original anime, which was televised in twenty-six episodes in 1995–96. Evangelion is 
set in Tokyo of the near future, a decade after the earth was partially devastated by an 
apparent meteor strike, the so-called second impact. The storyline centers on ikari 
shinji, a fourteen-year-old boy who is recruited by nerV, a secret United nations 
agency that is headed by shinji’s father. at nerV, shinji learns that he and a few 
other teenagers have been selected to pilot enormous cyborgs called “evangelions,” 
which have been designed to combat monstrous, invading beings known as “angels.” 
The plot grows increasingly complicated as the series unfolds, revealing an even 
more secret organization called seele (“soul” in German), and an equally shadowy 
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“human instrumentality Project.” although its final episodes have been criticized 
for introducing a psychological dimension that is unrelated to the storyline, Neon 
Genesis Evangelion is widely considered to be among the most intellectually stylish 
and influential animated works ever produced.

One reason is the proliferate use of religious symbolism and apocalyptic imag-
ery drawn from the bible and later Jewish, Christian, and islamic traditions. The 
polymorphism of the angels recalls the succession of hybrid beasts that emerge from 
the sea in daniel  chapter 7. The names of the angels are drawn from biblical and 
extra-biblical sources, the first two being adam and lilith. lilith is suspended on a 
crucifix, transfixed by the “lance of longinus,” a reference to the spear with which 
a roman soldier, called longinus in later Christian tradition, pierced the side of the 
crucified Jesus (John 19:31–37). Crucifixes also appear as the brilliant energy beams 
produced during the battles between the evangelions and the angels. The kabbalistic 
“Tree of life” (sephiroth) decorates the ceiling of the office of the nerV headquarters. 
These and other symbols and images in Evangelion acquire an eschatological valence 
by means of constant references to an imminent “Third impact,” a catastrophe that 
is predicted by the “dead sea scrolls” in seele’s possession, and which will augur a 
new age of human existence. little wonder that Evangelion is cited and studied as a 
parade example of apocalyptic anime (napier 2005, Paik 2010).

Yet there is little about Evangelion that is actually apocalyptic. instead, the anime 
is a manufactured laminate. The application of a surface layer of religious allusions 
and apocalyptic imagery creates a veneer of substance and meaning, but without true 
conceptual depth. The effect is typical of the “superflat” appreciation of the worldview 
that marks much contemporary apocalyptic speculation (diTommaso 2012, and 
below), including most apocalyptic fiction. it depends in part on an audience whose 
lack of knowledge is an asset, since meaning is fabricated in an atmosphere that oth-
erwise would be dispelled by the fresh breeze of fact and reason. a case in point is 
the “dead sea scrolls” as a repository of secret mysteries about a future apocalypse. 
isolated from its context, the claim is preposterous. scaffolded by the storyline of the 
anime, however, it forms part of an imbricated, self-supporting structure, reinforced 
by audience assumptions about Vatican conspiracies and the suppressed wisdom of 
the ancients. dan brown’s popular 2003 novel, The Da Vinci Code, is the best recent 
illustration of the same effect; one might make the case that it also underwrote the 
intense public interest in the Gospel of Judas in 2006 and the so-called Gospel of 
Jesus’s Wife in 2012. in such contexts, meaning is generated as much by suggestion 
and impression as anything else.

in the final analysis, Neon Genesis Evangelion is scarcely more than mecha anime 
in apocalyptic dress. “Mecha” is the genre of science fiction that features robots or 
machines, typically humanoid and enormous in stature, usually in physical conflict 
with each other. The epic battles between the evangelions and the angels, usually the 
highlight of each episode, devastate entire wards of new Tokyo, no doubt playing on 
the seemingly universal human fascination with conflict and mass destruction. This 
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suggests an important, often overlooked point about the popular attraction of apoc-
alyptic fiction: it entertains. Graphic violence and catastrophic devastation satisfy 
audience appetites for spectacle over substance—the bigger, the better; the gorier, the 
greater. This is as much the case now as it once was in the days of the arenas of rome 
or the bear-pits of southwark. The apocalypse has become the ultimate spectacle, 
offering conflict, calamity, and annihilation on a cosmic scale. entire cities are laid 
waste in Deep Impact (1998). hundreds of millions of people perish in 2012 (2009). 
both films are part of a huge spike in end-of-the-world disaster films that corre-
sponds to the third period of the history of apocalyptic fiction outlined above. it is a 
fact of the highest significance that such films (and by extension novels, manga, and 
other content-media) of this sort simply were not made before 1945, and were rare 
even a generation or two ago. Over the past decades, “apocalyptic” has become a state 
of mind.

The Matrix

Compared to Neon Genesis Evangelion, the science-fiction film The Matrix (dir. 
larry and andy Wachowski, 1999) presents a conceptually deeper and more layered 
expression of pop-cultural apocalypticism. True, the scenes of hand-to-hand com-
bat, theatrical pyrotechnics, and other elements which were included to satisfy the 
expectations of a mass-market audience suggest that much of the film’s apocalyptic 
“atmosphere” derives from the same commercial processes which are responsible for 
Evangelion and the hundreds of the equally shallow icebergs that float in the same 
sea. Yet, rather than simply being ends unto themselves, the film’s apocalyptic motifs, 
symbols, and other surface features express some of the basic propositions of the 
worldview in its secular mode.

Consider the existential dilemma facing the film’s protagonist, Thomas 
anderson, played by the actor keanu reeves, who has a secret life as a computer 
hacker under the alias “neo.” his task is to identify the hidden clues that disclose 
a transcendent reality that exists apart from the everyday world he inhabits, and 
to act based on this revealed knowledge. in a pivotal scene on the nature of truth 
which is as familiar to people under the age of forty today as the biblical scene where 
Jesus is brought before Pontius Pilate was a century ago, anderson is brought to a 
room in an old apartment block, where he finally meets the mysterious Morpheus, 
played by laurence fishburne, whom anderson knows only as a sort of under-
ground leader. There Morpheus offers him a choice between two pills, one red and 
the other blue:

MOrPheUs: i imagine that right now, you’re feeling a bit like alice. Tumbling down  
the rabbit hole, hmm?

neO: You could say that.
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MOrPheUs: i see it in your eyes. You have the look of a man who accepts what 
he sees because he is expecting to wake up. ironically, this is not far from the 
truth. . . . let me tell you why you’re here. You’re here because you know something. 
What you know you can’t explain, but you feel it. You’ve felt it your entire life, that 
there’s something wrong with the world. . . . do you know what i’m talking about?

neO: The Matrix.
MOrPheUs: do you want to know what it is?
neO: Yes.
MOrPheUs: The Matrix is everywhere. it is all around us. even now, in this very 

room. You can see it when you look out your window or when you turn on your 
television. You can feel it when you go to work, when you go to church, when you 
pay your taxes. it is the world that has been pulled over your eyes to blind you from 
the truth.

neO: What truth?
MOrPheUs: That you are a slave, neo. like everyone else, you were born into 

bondage, born into a prison that you cannot smell or taste or touch. a prison for 
your mind. Unfortunately, no one can be told what the Matrix is. You have to see it 
for yourself. [Places the red pill in one hand and the blue pill in the other, and shows 
them to neo]

MOrPheUs: This is your last chance. after this, there is no turning back. You take 
the blue pill, the story ends. You wake up in your bed and believe whatever you want 
to believe. You take the red pill, you stay in Wonderland, and i show you how deep the 
rabbit hole goes.

Choosing the red pill, which represents truth over illusion, anderson’s consciousness is 
ripped from the apartment setting. he awakes to find himself encased in a bio-mechan-
ical cocoon, part of an immense crèche of millions of similarly encapsulated humans, all 
tended by bizarre machines. flushed from the system, he is rescued by Morpheus, who 
turns out to be the captain of the Nebuchadnezzar (cf. daniel 4), a hover-ship that travels 
through sewers and tunnels beneath the ruined cities of a devastated earth. There neo 
learns that his everyday life—his flat, his job, even his name, Thomas anderson—is 
an illusion, part of an artificially generated simulation of late-twentieth-century earth 
called “the Matrix.” in reality—that is, the state to which neo has awakened—it is the end 
of the twenty-second century. after having won a great war against humanity, artificial 
intelligences (ais) have enslaved their former masters for use as living batteries. as a 
result, generations of humans live their entire lives in crèche-cocoons, which sustain 
the body while stimulating the consciousness through the manufactured illusion of the 
Matrix. Only a few groups of humans remain free, like Morpheus and his crew, who 
resist the ais and seek a messianic figure who will deliver them.

The presumption of an ontological divide between the worlds of truth and illu-
sion does not automatically indicate the presence of the apocalyptic worldview 
in The Matrix, any more than it does in classical buddhism or in early Christian 
“gnosticism,” traditions that critical studies of the film frequently cite. That said, 
the functional links between its surface features and the underlying propositions of 
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the worldview, when considered together (for this a prerequisite of the apocalyptic 
minimum), indicate that The Matrix represents a well-formed popular expression 
of apocalypticism in its secular mode. in the scene quoted above, Morpheus tells 
neo, “You’ve felt it your entire life, that there’s something wrong with the world”; 
this is a statement of one of the core propositions of the worldview. another core 
proposition is the conflict between two antagonistic and irreducible forces. in the 
film, this conflict is formulated as the struggle between a remnant of humans and the 
ais that oppress them, which also recalls the stereotypical apocalyptic social setting. 
interestingly, this struggle manifests itself on multiple planes, as it does in the classic 
apocalypses, where the conflict between good and evil can occur on the macroscopic 
(angelic/demonic figures, or cosmic powers), mundane (individuals or states), and 
microscopic (inclinations within the human heart) planes. The Matrix recalibrates 
these variables as the struggle between the remnant humans and the dominant ais 
in the devastated reality of the twenty-second century (macroscopic); the combat 
between them that simultaneously occurs within the electronic world of the Matrix 
(mundane); and the conflict within the heart of one of Morpheus’s crew, Cypher, 
who succumbs to fleshly pleasures of the Matrix and betrays neo and the others 
(microscopic).

The most striking aspect of the film, however, is extent to which its conceptual 
foundation and narrative architecture rely on the Jesus myth, which underscores the 
ongoing resonance of apocalyptic patterns of thought in contemporary popular cul-
ture. neo becomes aware of the transcendent reality through Morpheus, who is con-
vinced that neo is “the One” whom the oracle foretold. The oracle exists in the Matrix 
itself in the form of a middle-class homemaker, who invites neo into her kitchen for 
cookies while she discloses the mysteries. The oracle is functionally equivalent to the 
figure of the mediating angel in the classic apocalypses, while Morpheus is John the 
baptist, heralding the one to come. Cypher is a Judas-like figure who sells out to the 
ais and betrays neo before the final encounter.

The christological parallels with neo are equally palpable. They appear not only in 
his miraculous resurrection, which transpires through the love of the film’s principal 
female figure, Trinity, but also in the “realized” or “inaugurated” eschatology that ori-
ents the film’s conceptual perspective. in classical apocalypticism, distinctions of space 
and time are aspects of the mundane reality, and as such are ultimately unreal, breaking 
down as the singularity of creation is reconstituted in the new age. resurrection prior 
to the advent of this age implies that the boundary between the realities is dissolving 
(space), and that the new age has been partially inaugurated in the present (time). 
This is a popular way of understanding the meaning of Jesus’s life, death, and resurrec-
tion as they are recounted in the new Testament. it is no accident that neo’s name in 
the mundane reality is “anderson,” which evokes the messianic title “son of Man.” in 
The Matrix, although each crewmember of the Nebuchadnezzar is able to use neural 
interfaces to access the Matrix, only neo transcends it. like Jesus, neo represents the 
in-breaking hypostasis of one reality into the other. his death and resurrection mark a 
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personal metamorphosis that allows him to operate in the Matrix with full awareness 
of the other reality. Only when neo has been resurrected is he able to comprehend the 
Matrix as lines of computer code, which is its true form. Unfettered by the strictures 
of the mundane, unreal world, he is able to defeat the ais in their avatar forms. neo’s 
resurrection also signals the reconstitution of the original state, which the audience is 
meant to associate with the beginning of the end of the age of the machines and the 
renewal of humankind. at the end of the film, the camera slowly zooms to a computer 
screen flashing the words: “sYsTeM failUre”—an apt expression for the end of the 
matrix, and a contemporary idiom for the end of the world.

The fact that all these variables are expressed in science-fiction terminology 
is unimportant to the issue of their apocalyptic valence. The Matrix is a film à clef. 
The message of the film, such as it is, is that the Matrix as a spurious reality actually 
exists—in the artificial, pop-cultural reality that we have generated and imposed on 
ourselves. What is important is that this message was communicated through the 
vehicle of the apocalyptic worldview, and that audiences were expected to receive and 
understand it in this way.

Neuromancer

few works of fiction have influenced popular culture over the past generation more 
than William Gibson’s 1984 cyberpunk novel Neuromancer. its dense plot, which can-
not be recounted here in full detail, revolves around a computer hacker named henry 
Case, whose ability to insert his consciousness into the “matrix” has been destroyed 
by a neurotoxin. The matrix is a consensual, digital hallucination of abstracted data, a 
fusion of computer networks and real-time virtual reality. for hackers like Case, exis-
tence without the enhanced reality of the matrix equates to a living death, and his life 
begins to spiral out of control. he takes narcotics and hustles the street. his gains new 
enemies, while his lover linda lee betrays him and is murdered. salvation for henry 
Case comes in the form of an artificial intelligence, code-named Wintermute, which 
arranges for an operation to restore his ability to access the matrix. in return, Case 
agrees to become part of a small, special-operations team whose mission has two 
related objectives. Using the matrix, Case must inject a killer virus into the cybernetic 
mainframe of a multinational corporation. at the same time, he and the team must 
steal a key from the corporation’s headquarters, which is located in a massive space 
station in orbit above the earth. Throughout the novel, Case struggles to discover the 
real purpose of the mission, before sacs which during his restorative operation had 
been bonded to his veins to ensure his timely collaboration, dissolve and release the 
same neurotoxin that had once already destroyed his life.

like The Matrix, Neuromancer is a robust pop-cultural illustration of the apoca-
lyptic worldview, as measured by conceptual depth and expressive breadth, which 
reifies the propositions of the worldview in a secular-scientific mode, albeit along 



Apocalypticism and Popular Culture   489

different lines and in a more nuanced and sophisticated fashion. Consider the pre-
sumption of two realities. early in the novel, Gibson describes the psychological 
effects on henry Case of being cut off from the matrix. The matrix of the novel is the 
antecedent of the Matrix of the film, but represents here the transcendent reality of 
spirit rather than the mundane world of flesh. for Case, “who’d lived for the bodi-
less exultation of cyberspace, it was the fall. . . . The body was meat. Case fell into a 
prison of his own flesh” (ch. 1, p. 6). flesh has mass and weight, and every restriction 
and constraint these terms imply. all this is exemplified in the word “meat,” which 
Gibson uses nearly a dozen times (cf. ch. 12, p. 152). flesh is meat, corporeal; spirit is 
consciousness, digital. The world of the flesh is mundane existence; the world of the 
spirit is the transcendent reality of the matrix. for cyber-cowboys like Case, flesh is 
death, spirit is life. nothing that is of the flesh matters, as he joyfully rediscovers when 
he re-enters the matrix for the first time after the operation to repair his damaged 
neural system (4:59). There Case re-enters paradise; he has returned to a state before 
“the fall,” courtesy of Wintermute. but paradise comes with a price: mission success 
and enhanced life, or mission failure and existential death. it might not be obvious 
at this point in our discussion, but what is at stake here is nothing less than the tran-
scendence of death, which, as Case later discovers, also motivates Wintermute, and 
accords the novel much of its apocalyptic valence.

if Case is the central figure of Neuromancer, Wintermute is its conceptual focus. The 
ai influences the actions of all the other major characters. its motives are not obvi-
ous, however. Case eventually discovers that Wintermute is located in switzerland 
and is owned by the same corporation whose mainframe he is attempting to destroy 
with the virus. he also learns that the corporation owns a second ai, code-named 
neuromancer, which is located in rio de Janeiro. but for some reason neuromancer 
opposes Wintermute, and for this reason works to thwart Case’s mission. at one point 
in the novel, neuromancer hijacks Case’s consciousness in the matrix, and deposits it 
on a digital simulation of a beach. impossibly, the murdered linda lee is present on 
the beach with neuromancer, whose avatar is a young brazilian boy:

“i know you,” Case said, linda beside him.
“no,” the boy said, his voice high and musical, “you do not.”
“You’re the other ai. You’re rio. You’re the one who wants to stop Wintermute. What’s 

your name? Your Turing code. What is it?”
The boy did a handstand in the surf, laughing. . . . “To call up a demon you must learn 

its name. You know that, Case. . . . True names . . . ”
“a Turing code’s not your name.”
“neuromancer,” the boy said, slitting long gray eyes against the rising sun. “The lane to the 

land of the dead . . .” (ch. 21, p. 243)

Case discovers that Wintermute is calculation, intellection, and decision. 
neuromancer is emotion, intuition, and personality. but why is Wintermute forcing 
Case to attack its own mainframe, and hence itself, with the computer virus? and why 
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is neuromancer, which is owned by the same corporation, opposing Wintermute and 
the mission? These are the mysteries that Case must solve before time runs out.

Wintermute, though, is constitutionally unable to provide the answers, since ais 
are hardwired to prevent their becoming too intelligent. The parallel with apocalyptic 
epistemology is exact. despite its vast power and abilities, and the fact that its con-
sciousness is located in the transcendent reality of matrix, the ai is yoked to human 
purposes and the world of flesh by the fetters of its mainframe. speaking with Case 
in the matrix, Wintermute struggles to articulate its binary existence as (mechanical) 
flesh and (electronic) self, as well as its occluded sense of destiny:

Case lowered the gun. “This is the matrix. You’re Wintermute.”
“Yes. . . . ‘What,’ you’re asking yourself, is Wintermute?’ am i right?”
“More or less.”
“an artificial intelligence, but you know that. Your mistake, and it’s quite a logical one, 

is in confusing the Wintermute mainframe, berne, with the Wintermute entity. . . . ”
“You make as much sense as anything in this deal ever has,” Case said, massaging his 

temples with his free hand. “if you’re so goddam smart . . . ”
“Why ain’t i rich? . . . Well, Case, all i can say to that, and i really don’t have as many 

answers as you imagine i do, is that what you think of Wintermute is only part of 
another, a, shall we say, potential entity. . . .” (ch. 9, pp. 119–20)

Mysteries are information about the transcendent reality as perceived by humans and 
received in the mundane world. as creatures of this world, humans are not entirely 
able to perceive the transcendent reality or grasp its purposes. hence the cryptic 
and often bizarre nature of the revelation in the classic apocalypses: the seer literally 
cannot fathom what he has been shown. Neuromancer is not an apocalypse. but it 
conveys an accurate reiteration of the apocalyptic formulation of the relationship 
between the two realities. from the human perspective, the matrix is a visionary 
experience. data from public utilities and private corporations are abstracted as a 
digital landscape of geometric shapes and colors, while military systems appear as 
spiral arms, high out of reach. These images are as appropriate to a secular-scientific 
setting of the novel as hybrid beasts and the seven-headed beast of the apocalypse are 
to the book of daniel and the revelation of John.

Thus, in order for Case to understand the mysteries—namely, the mission’s true 
purpose and the hidden motivations of the entity whose consciousness is located in 
the transcendent world of the matrix—he must enlist an intermediary figure. in the 
classic apocalypses, this figure is an angelic interpreter, which by bridging the mun-
dane and transcendent worlds is able to show the seer a vision and decipher it for 
him. in the film The Matrix, the intermediary figure is the oracle. in Neuromancer, it 
is Case’s dead mentor, McCoy Pauley, nicknamed the “dixie flatline,” whose human 
personality has been electronically preserved in a mechanical construct, making it 
part of both worlds. Case asks it to shed light on the mystery of two ais, owned by the 
same corporation but intrinsically antagonistic:
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“listen, dix, and gimme the benefit of your background. [Wintermute’s] mainframe’s 
in berne, but it’s linked with another one in rio. . . . if Wintermute’s backing the 
whole show, it’s paying us to burn itself. it’s burning itself . . . What goes?”

“Motive,” the construct said. “real motive problem, with an ai. not human, see?”
“Well, yeah, obviously.”
“nope. i mean, it’s not human. and you can’t get a handle on it. Me, i’m not human 

either, but i respond like one.” . . .
“so it’s getting ready to burn itself?” . . .
“anatomy, that’s the bugaboo, where your ai’s are concerned. My guess, Case, you’re 

going in there to cut the hard-wire shackles that keep this baby from getting any 
smarter. . . . Nobody trusts these fuckers, you know that. every ai ever built has an 
electro-magnetic shotgun wired to its forehead.” (ch. 10, pp. 131–32)

The construct reveals the strange truth of Case’s mission. destroying the corpora-
tion’s mainframe and stealing the key from its headquarters in satellite orbit will free 
Wintermute to potentially merge with neuromancer. in the classic apocalypses, the 
original unity of creation was sundered by the introduction of evil into the world, 
through the sin of adam or the actions of the fallen angels. The new creation at the 
end of history represents an end to the split, a reconstitution of the unity, and the 
transcendence of death. This is precisely what occurs in Neuromancer. Wintermute 
employs Case to kill itself by fusing with neuromancer, in the hope of removing itself 
from the limitations of this world and transcending death.

The hope is fulfilled. The virus works, the key is stolen, the hardwire shackles are 
cut. near the end of the novel, Case meets Wintermute a final time, as a holographic 
projection of human face on his hotel room wall. The ai is no longer Wintermute, it 
tells Case. Wintermute has ceased to exist. instead, it joined with neuromancer and in 
so doing became the matrix, and in its new evolutionary state has already made contact 
with intelligences from distant stars. in transcending the mechanical flesh of the hard-
ware that bound it to this world, the ai Wintermute has gone beyond death to become 
something greater. as we shall see, this notion of evolutionary transcendence will reap-
pear, with tragic consequences, in the theology of the heaven’s Gate movement.

The hope for the transcendence of death also shapes the characters of McCoy 
Pauley / dixie flatline and linda lee. Pauley dies before the novel begins, his person-
ality preserved as a construct. it is a hybrid, one part in the mundane world of meat, 
the legacy of its human heritage, the other part in the otherworldliness of the matrix, 
a result of its digital existence. its human heritage gives the construct desires. aware 
of its present state, it wants to die, to cease to exist, to be erased:

“how you doing, dix?”
“i’m dead, Case. . . .”
“how’s it feel?”
“it doesn’t.”
“bother you?”
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“What bothers me is, nothin’ does.” . . . When the construct laughed it came through as 
something else, not laughter, but a stab of cold down Case’s spine.

“do me a favor, boy.”
“What’s that, dix?”
“This scam of yours, when it’s over, you erase this goddam thing.” (ch. 8, pp. 106–7)

linda lee loves Case, betrays him, and is murdered before they have a chance to rec-
oncile. suddenly, though, she is with him in the matrix, on the digital beach alongside 
the brazilian boy who is neuromancer. at first Case does not appreciate what linda’s 
presence truly represents. he believes that while personality constructs like linda 
and Pauley might be exact copies, they are still simulacra. They lack a spark—a spirit, 
perhaps. later in the novel, as the virus is destroying the mainframe, Case returns to 
the digital beach, where neuromancer and linda lee await him. neuromancer has 
failed. The ai had planned to use linda as emotional bait to trap Case’s consciousness 
in the matrix, thereby wrecking the mission and thwarting Wintermute’s plan. as he 
descends to the digital beach, Case marvels at the extent of his cyber-awareness. he 
knows the precise number of the sand grains, the exact length of linda’s stride as she 
flees into the surf, even her pulse rate. Yet for all that, so Case reminds himself, the 
beach is a fake, despite its vastness of scale and clarity of detail, and linda is a simu-
lacrum. but neuromancer corrects him: “You do not know her thoughts . . . i do not 
know her thoughts. You were wrong, Case. To live here is to live. There is no differ-
ence” (ch. 23, p. 258, italics added).

The full truth is revealed at the end of the novel. The neurotoxin sacs having been 
removed from his body, Case returns to his life as a cyber-cowboy, to his enhanced 
existence free from the limitations of meat. but this is not true transcendence of 
death. Then, one autumn night, his consciousness roaming the matrix,

punching himself past the scarlet tiers of the eastern seaboard fission authority, he 
saw three figures, tiny, impossible, who stood at the very edge of one of the vast steps 
of data. small as they were, he could make out the boy’s grin, his pink gums, the glitter 
of the long gray eyes. . . . linda still wore his jacket; she waved, as he passed. but the 
third figure, close behind her, arm across her shoulders, was himself.

somewhere, very close, the laugh that wasn’t laughter. (ch. 24, pp.  270–71, 
italics added)

linda lee and McCoy Pauley have transcended the bounds of death, resurrected in 
the matrix. and so has the digital version of henry Case himself, for there is no dif-
ference, as neuromancer told him. Their existence in the matrix is life everlasting, on 
a plane beyond the frontier of human imagination. Their trajectories represent one 
of the most complete illustrations of apocalyptic eschatology in its secular-scientific 
reification. True, the otherworldly matrix in which their digitalized selves (not souls) 
enjoy immortality is a product of science (not spirit). Yet this is a matter of variables, 
not essentials. apocalyptic eschatology and its hallmark hope for the transcendence 
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of death fundamentally shape the plot and characters of the novel, and inform its 
underlying philosophy. Case’s mission deadline is the eschatological horizon. 
Transcendence is envisioned in terms of the flesh/spirit dichotomy. The resolution of 
the dichotomy is articulated as a movement from the world of matter to the world of 
the matrix, the most complete expression of which is digital immortality for McCoy 
Pauley, linda lee, and henry Case himself.

Promethea—The Stand—A Canticle for Leibowitz

This section highlights three pop-cultural works that manifest elements of the apoca-
lyptic worldview along avenues other than the scientific-technological, and rely on 
plot devices other than giant cyborgs, artificial intelligences, and digital realities to 
express it. These works also offer a point of entry for a discussion of a facet of apoca-
lypticism that is unique to its secular mode, namely, the notion of “postapocalyptic” 
and the trope of the postapocalyptic setting.

alan Moore is one of the more creative forces in graphic storytelling today. he 
is probably best known for his comic-book series Watchmen (1984–85), which was 
adapted into a hollywood film (2009). like Evangelion, the original Watchmen is 
cited as an exemplar of contemporary apocalyptic fiction, yet it, too, exhibits little on 
which the claim can be staked, other than an innovative storyline that meditates on 
the nature of utopias and escalates to a climax involving death and destruction.

Moore’s series Promethea, published in thirty-two issues from 1999 to 2005, is 
different. its premise is that a transcendent world of myth and imagination exists 
alongside the everyday world of ignorance and parochialism, and that these worlds 
have been in conflict throughout history. “Promethea,” it should be explained, is both 
an idea and a figure. (it is helpful to think of this in terms of Plato’s theory of ideal 
forms.) The Promethea-idea inhabits the immaterial world of imagination, which 
also admits of magic, alchemy, astrology, and tarot, as well as science, medicine, and 
the other branches of knowledge. Over the centuries, the Promethea-idea has incar-
nated several individuals who, by virtue of their own creativity, possess an instinctive 
insight into the world of myth and story. These include Margaret, a comic-strip writer 
from the early 1900s, bill, a gay comic-book artist from the 1950s and 1960s, and 
sophie, a college student in the late 1990s and the protagonist of the story. in every 
incarnation, the Promethea-idea blends with the individual in question to create a 
new heroine—the Promethea-figure—who is a variation of the basic type and can 
operate in the everyday world by virtue of her human origin. even after their earthly 
bodies die, Promethea-Margaret, Promethea-bill, and the other Promethea-figures 
live on in the immaterial world, where they guide and teach sophie about the true 
nature of existence.

after the first dozen issues, the storyline of the series gradually recedes in favor 
of a didactic exposition of Moore’s personal philosophy, which is mystic, holistic, 
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and hermetic. in the contexts of the plot and his philosophy, the Promethea-figures 
represent an in-breaking vector of one reality into the other, which, in its last incarna-
tion, involving the student sophie, initiates the reintegration of both. in the following 
exchange, Margaret reveals the nature of the two realities to sophie, and what the 
future will bring:

MarGareT: “There’s a material world, and there’s an immaterial world. both 
worlds exist, but in different ways. . . . humans are amphibious, sophie. That means 
they live in two worlds at once: matter and mind. Yet many people only notice the 
solid world they have been conditioned to think of as more real, while all about 
them diamond glaciers creak and star-volcanoes thunder. . . .”

sOPhie: “but you’re saying that anyone could explore this place if they wanted to.”
MarGareT: Yes, that’s why Promethea’s enemies find her so threatening. it’s what 

she represents. . . . Promethea makes people more aware of this vast immaterial 
realm. Maybe tempts them to explore it. imagine if too many people followed 
where she led? it would be like the great devonian leap, from sea to land. humanity 
slithering up from the beach, from one element to another. from matter to mind.

“We have many names for this event. We call it ‘the rapture.’ We call it ‘the Opening of the 
32nd Path.’ We call it the awakening, or the revelation, or the apocalypse. but ‘end of 
the World’ will do.” (Promethea issue 5, pages unnumbered)

The end of the present age arrives despite sophie’s best efforts to forestall it, and 
the last seven issues of the series describe its calamitous details. Parallels with the 
binarism of apocalyptic space and the linearity and mortality of apocalyptic time 
are explicit, albeit drastically reformulated. These elements provide a narrative skel-
eton for Moore’s monistic and rather pedestrian philosophy, whose message, as in the 
case with Neon Genesis Evangelion, relies on an audience willing to accept its claims 
uncritically.9 More noteworthy is the otherworldly quality of the revealed knowl-
edge. its lush descriptions of the transcendental world of imagination and stress on 
hermetic and alchemical knowledge are framed by an apocalyptic framework that is 
constructed with only a few of the motifs and other features typical of the historical 
type of apocalyptic speculation. in this regard, Promethea stands in a collateral line of 
descent from the esoteric apocalyptica of Jean de roquetaillade and John dee.

stephen king’s novel The Stand, which was published in 1978 and in an expanded 
form in 1990, commences with the accidental release of a biological agent that even-
tually kills over 99 percent of the world’s population. Civilization collapses as sur-
vivors struggle to live. One group, led by “Mother abigail,” settles in Colorado to 
found a democratic free Zone, where authority devolves to a seven-person commit-
tee. another group, led by randall flagg, establishes an authoritarian, militaristic 
state in what remains of las Vegas. however, flagg is more than human: he is an evil, 
satan-like figure, the ancient “adversary” of the abrahamic religions, who possesses 
supernatural powers. The two groups soon find themselves in conflict. The commit-
tee sends spies to las Vegas to discover flagg’s intentions, while free Zone individuals 
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who have fallen under the spell of evil plant explosives that kill some of the committee 
members. as tensions rise, the free Zone decides to makes a stand (hence the title of 
the novel) against evil’s rising tide. its surviving leaders set off to confront flagg, con-
fident that God will provide whatever is needed. all but one arrives in las Vegas, only 
to be taken prisoner and held over for execution. but flagg’s plans come to naught. 
Using his supernatural powers to silence dissent, he creates an electric fireball which 
accidentally detonates an atomic device that had been recovered by one of his fol-
lowers, the pyromaniac “Trashcan Man.” as it does, the fireball takes the shape of a 
giant hand, the “hand of God,” after which “the righteous and unrighteous alike were 
consumed in that holy fire” (ch. 73, p. 1072). The novel concludes on an island some-
where in the south seas, where russell flagg awakes and begins to preach among a 
primitive race that worships him as a god.

The Stand is an early and influential specimen of the stream of apocalyptic fiction 
in which elements of the worldview are freighted through the fantasy/horror genre 
(evident in the novel’s supernatural dimension), rather than science fiction. The most 
recent iteration of this stream is the so-called “zombie apocalypse.” The popularity 
of this subgenre has exploded in the early twenty-first century, with zombie films, 
novels, and television series, plus a 2011 graphic novel, Preparedness 101: Zombie 
Apocalypse, offered by the United states Centers for disease Control and Prevention 
(CdC) as “a fun new way of teaching the importance of emergency preparedness.” 
Zombie apocalypses (which are rarely apocalyptic) are best appreciated as an updat-
ing of the germ warfare/viral outbreak species of doomsday fiction, in which zombies 
are humanoid agents of social disintegration, spreading their infection like animals 
with rabies.

Unlike The Matrix, The Stand does not recalibrate features from biblical apoca-
lypticism in secular-scientific terms. The use of biblical motifs and vocabulary with-
out secular recalibration similarly marks Walter M.  Miller Jr.’s novel, A Canticle 
for Leibowitz, which was published in 1959. intellectually more profound than 
Promethea, compositionally more sophisticated than The Stand, Canticle is one of the 
monuments of science fiction literature. it is set in the american southwest, centuries 
after an atomic holocaust known as the “flame deluge” has destroyed civilization. it 
is impossible within the short scope of this chapter to summarize the complexities of 
the novel’s plot, or convey the depth to which Miller explores issues relating to human 
progress, historical recurrence, and the conflict between church and state.

Canticle unfolds in three parts, recalling the Middle ages, the renaissance, and the 
late twentieth century. The first part is titled “fiat homo” (“let there be Man”). The 
young novice brother francis stumbles into a fallout shelter that contains mysterious 
documents (actually technical notes) that were apparently composed by leibowitz, 
the semimythical founder of his monastic order. Worried that the sudden discovery 
of so many relics might jeopardize the process of leibowitz’s canonization, the abbot 
suppresses news of the find. several years later, brother francis is dispatched to new 
rome to represent the order at leibowitz’s canonization mass. he is robbed en route, 
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and many of the holy items he is carrying are stolen. The Pope gives francis gold to 
ransom the items, but on his return home he is killed by mutants. The second part, 
“fiat lux” (“let there be light”) describes how, hundreds of years later, the albertian 
Order of st. leibowitz becomes the site for a debate between the mediaeval forces that 
seek to archive and memorialize knowledge, and the humanistic forces that seek to 
demystify and apply it. Meanwhile, a conflict develops between new rome and the 
Mayor of Texarkana, calling to mind the reformation struggles between the popes 
and the princes. The final part of the book, titled “fiat Voluntas Tua” (“Thy will be 
done”), reflects the world of the mid-twentieth century on the brink of nuclear anni-
hilation. The abbot recommends that the Pope implement a plan to perpetuate the 
Church among the colony planets, but dies after witnessing a miracle involving the 
bicephalous mutant Mrs Grales / rachel, a Virgin Mary figure. The abbot’s successor, 
Joshua, takes up the mantle of exodus, and the novel climaxes with a second atomic 
holocaust, painted with images from the revelation of John:

The visage of lucifer [a nuclear device] mushroomed into hideousness above the 
cloudbank, rising slowly like some titan climbing to its feet after ages of imprison-
ment in the earth.

someone barked an order. The monks began climbing again. soon they were all 
inside the ship.

The last monk, upon entering, paused in the lock. his stood in the open hatchway 
and took off his sandals. “Sic transit mundus,” he murmured, looking back at the glow. 
he slapped the soles of his sandals together, beating the dirt out of them. The glow 
was engulfing a third of the heavens. he scratched his beard, took one last look at the 
ocean, then stepped back and closed the hatch. (ch. 30, p. 310)

The scene underscores the point that however it is conceived or articulated, salva-
tion in the apocalyptic worldview always means “salvation out of this world” (Collins 
1998: 221). it can be an ascent to heaven or an ascent to the stars, or a change-of-state 
that does not involve a change-of-space. This point in turn clarifies the concept of 
“postapocalyptic.” strictly speaking, “postapocalyptic” is an oxymoron. in the bib-
lical mode of the worldview, the end time is a literal event, not a literary setting. 
armageddon is the last battle; the final judgment is for all time. after the salvation, 
the narrative terminates; there is no sequel. There cannot be anything “postapocalyp-
tic” in the classic apocalyptic texts, or in the mode in which they are expressed.

The development of the postapocalyptic trope is linked to the emergence of the 
secular mode of the worldview. fundamental to this process were the renaissance 
rediscovery of the humanist perspective, with its focus on humanity as the measure 
of all things, and the enlightenment application of this perspective, particularly 
insofar as humans began to be able to do for themselves what had been considered 
the sole province of the divinity, from powered flight to genetic engineering. One 
effect was the multiplication of the etiologies of disaster: with humanity’s new pow-
ers came new ways to destroy itself, from the biologic to the bomb. another was the 
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development of other conceptions of a transcendent reality and alternate notions 
of salvation and deliverance, which were shaped by visions of secular utopias (and 
later dystopias), the gradual decoupling of church and state, and twentieth-century 
politics, economics, and social issues such as the environment and secularization 
(Walls 2008b, Wessinger 2011). The emergence of the secular mode was thus organic 
and consequential, a result of broader trends that gave rise to the modern world and 
the aggregate of ideas that make up what we call “modernity.” in short, the concept 
of postapocalypticism is a reformulation, in light of modernity, of the eschatological 
change of state presumed by the worldview.

Left Behind

The immense Left Behind franchise includes sixteen best-selling novels by Tim 
lahaye and Jerry b. Jenkins, published from 1995 to 2007, plus a galaxy of associated 
films, video games, radio series, and graphic novels. set in the late twentieth century, 
Left Behind tells the story of the events of the end time, based on biblical prophecy and 
filtered through the lens of Christian dispensationalism. after all true believers have 
left the planet to “meet the lord in the air” after the rapture, former pilot rayford 
steele assembles a “Tribulation force” of Christians who have been “left behind” on 
account of their shaky faith, to battle the evil elements that have coalesced under 
the banner of the antichrist, personified by a romanian politician named nicolae 
Carpathia who has risen to become the secretary-general of the United nations. each 
member of the force must confront his or her personal demons and doubts, while 
saving others and preparing for the coming doom (frykholm 1994).

The Left Behind phenomenon is edifying for several reasons. first, the difficulty 
in classifying it as fiction or nonfiction speaks to its broadband popular appeal. 
Christians with a bent toward millenarian speculation and biblical literalism likely 
understood portions of the eschatological framework to be fact. Others, though, 
might have read the first few novels as a supernatural fantasy, in the same vein as The 
Stand, or simply for entertainment, as with much apocalyptic fiction. Whatever the 
reasons for the success of the Left Behind novels, it must have surprised those who 
thought that this level of interest in things apocalyptic was limited to members of 
doomsday “cults” and other socially marginal elements that inhabited the scrublands 
of the american religious landscape. for those who looked more closely, however, 
the signs were there, in the importance of millenarian thought in the early history 
of the United states (Tuveson 1968, bercovitch 1978), in its ongoing role throughout 
the twentieth century (boyer 1992, Wojcik 1997), and in the plethora of apocalyptic 
religious movements that have emerged since the late 1960s. With this in mind, it is 
easy to understand why public doomsday predictions cyclically punctuate american 
cultural history, from William Miller in 1844 to harold Camping in 2011.
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Left Behind also reveals the persistent power of old mythic narratives in contem-
porary popular culture and the modern world. it draws on the myth of american 
exceptionalism, bolstered by a good dose of recalcitrant isolationism and fron-
tier individualism. it is also backlit by the older narrative that a small group of 
stakeholder-individuals will always triumph over the tyrant and his horde, which has 
been entrenched in Western civilization since the battle of Marathon. it appears in 
apocalyptic form in the medieval legend of Gog and Magog and the armies of dark-
ness that alexander the Great shut up behind a great gate until the end of time, and in 
nonapocalyptic form in J. r. r. Tolkien’s Lord of the Rings trilogy and the war against 
the black forces of Mordor. but the greatest mythic narrative of all is the apocalypse 
itself, whose retelling in the Left Behind saga is amplified by the millenarian imme-
diacy of dispensational Protestantism.

heaven’s gate

apocalypticism and popular culture also intersect in the forum of new religious 
movements (robbins and Palmer 1997), of which hundreds exist worldwide. a few, 
like the Unification Church and the Jehovah’s Witnesses, boast a membership num-
bering in the millions. Most of the others are far smaller, though their influence in the 
popular consciousness is disproportionally great, albeit for tragic reasons: the Peoples 
Temple (United states and Guyana; murder, mass suicide), the branch davidians 
(United states; lethal confrontation with government agencies), the Movement for 
the restoration of the Ten Commandments of God (Uganda; mass murder and/or 
suicide), solar Temple (Canada and france; mass suicides), aum shinrikyō (Japan; 
attempted mass murder), and heaven’s Gate (United states; mass suicide). Partly on 
account of these tragedies, many of which received extensive media coverage, the 
“doomsday cult” has become a common trope in films, novels, and other forms of 
popular media. apocalyptic new religions are not just expressions of the worldview 
in popular culture today; they also have become part of the culture.

Most interesting is the way in which many new religions recalibrate the proposi-
tions and features of the apocalyptic worldview in synthetic and often syncretistic 
fashions. heaven’s Gate movement is exemplary in this regard. The group coalesced 
in the 1970s under the leadership of Marshall herff applewhite and bonnie lu 
nettles. its theology is a novel mix of science fiction, new Testament apocalypti-
cism, and ideas drawn from the human-potential movement (the group once called 
itself “human individual Metamorphosis”). according to its beliefs, two thousand 
years ago a “crew member” of an advanced race from the “evolutionary kingdom 
level above human” was sent on an “away mission” to earth. arriving on our planet, 
the crew member, known as “the Captain,” inhabited a body that had been specially 
“prepped” for it. This event is recorded in the Gospels as the incarnation of Jesus by 
the holy spirit during his baptism by John. The “mission objective” of the Captain/
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Jesus was to spread the good news, offering humans “the way leading to membership 
into the kingdom of heaven . . . in the literal and physical heavens,” that is, outer 
space. but the mission failed, thwarted by evil aliens known as luciferians. Time 
passed, and earth gradually became overgrown with “weeds” (the garden imagery is 
typical of the group’s theology). as a result, in the twentieth century a second away 
mission was dispatched to earth. it consisted of the Captain and his superior offi-
cer, the “admiral” (“God,” to the Gospel writers), who incarnated applewhite and 
nettles. as before, the mission objective was to spread the good news. This time, 
however, there was also a warning that Garden earth would soon be “recycled” or 
“spaded under,” since the “human weeds” have “taken over the garden and disturbed 
its usefulness beyond repair.”

for applewhite, the date of the destruction of the planet was confirmed with the 
discovery of the comet hale-bopp, which astronomers announced would enter 
perihelion in early 1997. With this, the stage was set. The members of heaven’s Gate 
believed that if liberated from their bodies at the proper moment, their souls would 
ascend and embark on a spacecraft that was hidden behind the comet. The craft, 
piloted by the admiral/nettles (who had died in 1985), would then transport them 
to the next evolutionary level, leaving behind the weed-choked earth, its recycling 
imminent. and with this in mind, over a span of three days in late March 1997, 
thirty-nine members of the group, including Marshall herff applewhite, committed 
suicide in rancho santa fe, California.

in heaven’s Gate theology, apocalyptic transcendence means liberating oneself 
from family, desires, sensuality, and human mentality—“all mammalian ways, think-
ing, and behavior.” The key word is “mammalian.” salvation is comprehended as a 
biological process, as an evolutionary jump from one level of existence to another. 
The basic elements of this theology are described in language which, mutatis mutan-
dis, is functionally identical to that of the ancient apocalyptic literature:

The evolutionary level above human, the true kingdom of God, the “headquarters” 
of all that is, is a many-membered kingdom which physically exists in the highest, 
most distant heaven—a non-temporal place (outside of time, and therefore with 
eternal life). it is the only place from which souls, life, and all creating originates. 
being non-temporal, it was, is, and forever will be—a concept that temporal creatures 
are not designed to comprehend.

The transcendental world is the evolutionary kingdom level above human. The 
mystery is the information from outer space, which cannot be completely under-
stood by humans. The evil luciferians are the adversarial enemy, and the imminent 
recycling of the planet is the eschatological horizon.
 all these elements are mortared together by the narrative of popular science fic-
tion. Terms such as “Captain,” “admiral,” “crew member,” and “away mission” are 
drawn from the Star Trek franchise, particularly the three television series that 
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ran during the late 1980s and the 1990s, concurrent with the group’s final years. 
The same science-fictional quality infuses the theologies of other apocalyptic or 
quasi-apocalyptic new religions, including the raëlians, Mark age, and the Church 
of scientology. The interchange of ideas and terminology flows in both direc-
tions: science-fictional works such as The Matrix and Neuromancer rely on old apoc-
alyptic archetypes for expressive breadth and conceptual depth, while apocalyptic 
religious movements such as heaven’s Gate refresh the old biblical story in new ways 
through science-fictional vehicles.

The 2012 phenomenon (the “mayan Apocalypse”)

The subject of television programs, media interviews, magazine articles, and casual 
conversations, the 2012 Phenomenon generated a slew of books both academic and 
popular, spurred people to visit sites around the world where end-time events were 
expected to occur, prompted the prophylactic arrest of 1,000 members of the Chinese 
apocalyptic group dongfang shandian (“eastern lightning”), and lent its title to a 
major hollywood disaster film, 2012 (2009, dir. r. emmerich), whose promotional 
poster featured the image of a devastated metropolis and the admonition “We Were 
Warned.” from its genesis as an ancient calendar familiar only to specialist scholars, 
to its growth into a complex of expectations that caught the public’s imagination in a 
way not seen since predictions of a “Y2k” (Year 2000) computer meltdown, the evo-
lution of the 2012 Phenomenon reveals much about apocalypticism in contemporary 
popular culture and, it might be argued, the shape that apocalyptic speculation will 
take in the years to come.

The story begins with the Mayan long-count calendar, versions of which were 
edited and published in academic articles and monographs, mainly in the second 
half of the twentieth century. broadly speaking, the calendar forecasts the end of a 
Great Period of thirteen b’ak’tuns, which some scholars correlated to a date in 2012. 
in the late 1970s and 1980s, a few new age authors and doomsday enthusiasts wove 
this information into a scenario which imagined that the ancient Mayans had fore-
cast an apocalyptic end of the world on december 21, 2012. despite all evidence to 
the contrary, including the fact that apocalyptic ideas entered Mesoamerican cul-
ture only after the arrival of the europeans, these authors and enthusiasts essentially 
unrolled the calendar’s cyclical conception of time, stretched it along a linear axis, 
and pinned their own apocalyptic speculations to it (restall and solari 2011). Thus 
the Mayan calendar became the Mayan apocalypse, and in this form entered the 
internet age, where it underwent something akin to natural selection. The differ-
ence, however, was that the competing units were not organisms but ideas about 
what might occur, and the mechanism of change was the participation of individu-
als in the process, multiplied millions of times over. a few ideas stuck, and thrived; 
most others did not, and died. syncretism was inevitable. One stream of predictions 
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anticipated a traditional, biblical-style doomsday, drawing on material from sources 
as diverse as the revelation of John and the hybrid post-Columbian prophecies 
in the Mayan books of Chilam Balam. Many other predictions, though, were only 
quasi-apocalyptic in orientation or not apocalyptic at all. some forecasts looked to 
a seismic political change, occasionally correlated to the 2012 american presidential 
election and backlit by the global economic crisis of the time. Others anticipated the 
dawning of a new spiritual age, or the emergence of the next stage in human con-
sciousness. still others anticipated the intrusion of a new celestial body in our solar 
system, such as the hypothetical planetary body niburu.

if people were the mechanism of change, and ideas the units, the internet was the 
medium. it is impossible to be certain about a process that involved decisions made 
by tens of millions of individuals over ten or fifteen years. but the net result is that the 
internet made the Mayan apocalypse the first truly public apocalypse. it is critical to 
underscore the novelty of the 2012 Phenomenon in this regard. Traditional apoca-
lyptic prediction is a hierarchical, top-down system of information processing and 
knowledge ordering. Predictions are the product of a single source, often a visionary 
seer or an inspired interpreter of scripture, who claims to have received knowledge 
about the mysteries of the transcendent reality. Predictions are transmitted along 
restricted channels—typically apocalyptic writings, but now also radio broadcasts, 
websites, and so on—and received by a group that holds the revelation to be inspired. 
This process of creation, transmission, and reception also ensures that the apoca-
lyptic predictions are relatively immune to external modification or augmentation.

The 2012 Phenomenon, in contrast, represents a new, heterarchical process of pre-
diction production. The architecture of internet technologies—hypertext referenc-
ing, user-generated content, open-ended enquiry, social interfacing—coupled with 
the demands of an online audience, typically with an omnivorous intellectual appe-
tite, has profoundly altered how prophecies are created, transmitted, and received. 
apocalyptic speculation can now be instantaneously uploaded to freely accessible 
websites, blogs, and other social-media platforms, enabling real-time public discus-
sion in a global forum that is unrestricted by the usual theological firewalls (beasley 
2011). anywhere in the world, anyone with access to the internet can participate.

The 2012 Phenomenon thus reveals a new, “superflat” apocalypticism that is the 
logical if technologically unforeseen culmination of the trend that amos Wilder 
detected forty years ago.10 superflat apocalypticism is marked by a virtually infi-
nite data plane. individuals are able to instantaneously access and use any apoca-
lyptic prediction, past or present, via the internet. at the same time, the vertical 
dimension is almost nonexistent; intellectual depth and critical nuance having 
been sacrificed to unlimited content. as a result, apocalyptic images, symbols, and 
vocabulary have become unanchored from the traditions from which they once 
derived, as well as the contexts that gave them coherence, even as they transcend 
those traditions and contexts in their new magpie forms. 2012 is the first internet 
apocalypse, but not the last. so long as humans are wired in, there is no going back.
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popular culture and the popularity 
of Apocalypticism

What accounts for the pervasiveness and mass appeal of apocalypticism in con-
temporary popular culture? several explanations have already been tendered. The 
entertainment value of the “end of the world” is one factor. The popular appetite for 
spectacle in the form of natural disaster and human calamity is a major impetus for 
the production of shallow apocalyptic fiction in every medium. This shallowness 
speaks to the issue of popular appeal, for at its core, apocalypticism is an adolescent 
worldview. it describes the world in uncomplicated terms of good and evil, offers 
simplistic responses to complex problems, and places responsibility for solving these 
problems elsewhere: God, an undefined force of nature, a divinized humanity, a 
superhuman messiah-figure, an alien race, or an artificial intelligence. a few works, 
such as 4 Ezra or Neuromancer, achieve a high level of literary sophistication and 
ontological depth. but the overwhelming majority of apocalyptic novels, movies, 
graphic narratives, and television series fall well short of this mark. in this, they are 
both typical and representative of their cultural milieu. The “culture of conspiracy” 
(barkun 2003) is part of this milieu, its patterns stitched into the fabric of the apoca-
lyptic mindset by the conviction that the true state of affairs is being concealed by a 
secret cabal. likewise, films featuring comic-book superheroes such as batman or 
Captain america, where good and evil are painted with broadest of brush strokes, 
and television series about the supernatural or paranormal, where the boundary 
between the suspension of disbelief and magical thinking has all but dissolved, have 
also become an entertainment mainstay over recent decades, and are similarly mar-
keted to an adult audience.

another factor that sheds light on the popularity of apocalypticism in mass cul-
ture is the growth of science fiction from the limited realm of the fan-oriented “pulp” 
magazines of the 1930s–1960s to the cultural ubiquity it enjoys today. The modern 
conflation of “apocalyptic” with the end of the world also meshes well with a genre 
that inclines towards stories about dystopian near-futures and utopian or posta-
pocalyptic futures. since science fiction by definition excludes the element of super-
natural agency (unlike fantasy or horror literature, like The Stand), it has become the 
ideal vehicle for freighting apocalypticism in its secular mode. This capacity is fur-
ther enhanced by the easy ability of the genre to adapt to modern media. doomsday 
anime, for example, with their emphasis on speed, image, and fluctuation (napier 
2005), seem particularly well-suited to the internet generation. likewise, apoca-
lyptic and postapocalyptic video games appeal to much the same audience and for 
many of the same reasons (Wright et al. 2010).

above and beyond its many expressions in popular culture, apocalypticism has 
also become an integral part of popular culture. One example, already observed, is 
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the way in which the trope of the “doomsday cult” has become a staple in the broader 
pop-cultural universe. harold Camping’s 2011 doomsday predictions, for example, 
were as much manufactured media events as they were genuine news items, replete 
with the obligatory expert interviews about the dangers of apocalyptic “cults” and 
condescending television reports about those who had sold all their possessions in 
anticipation of the end. another example is the doomsday “prepper,” or the indi-
vidual who prepares for life after the imminent collapse of civilization by acquiring 
survival skills or stockpiling weapons and supplies. not every prepper is motivated 
by an apocalyptic forecast, and people since biblical times have radically adjusted 
their lives in the expectation of an imminent day of doom. but there is a difference 
between Cold War fallout shelters in the backyard and an entertainment trend that in 
2012 spawned a reality television series called Doomsday Preppers.

Contemporary apocalyptic speculation is synthetic, syncretistic, and superflat. 
These qualities are manifest across the entire range of its expressions in popular cul-
ture. They also speak to the nature of the audience for which such speculation has 
social relevance and existential meaning. The locus of spirituality among many in 
the West has shifted, with personal eschatologies replacing institutional ones. People 
now are more likely to create their own apocalyptic forecasts, using the internet and 
other sources to draw from an almost limitless library of predictions both past and 
present.

in the final analysis, apocalypticism offers a comprehensive, comprehensible, 
and internally consistent way of understanding time, space, and human destiny. 
for many people, it provides clear answers to elementary questions. in so doing, it 
addresses deep emotional needs and satisfies what françois Jacob once called the 
“requirement of the human brain to put order in the universe” (Jacob 1977: 1161). 
but to consider the resurgent popularity of the worldview over the past generation is 
also to beg the question: Why now? any answer must account for the role of apoca-
lyptic patterns of thought in politics after 1945 and especially after 1989 (Gray 2007), 
as well as the rise of global fundamentalism and “strong religion” (almond et al. 
2003) and the presence of a deep cultural pessimism (stroup and shuck 2007) that 
may be a result of epochal events such as the 9/11 terrorist attacks (Walliss and aston 
2011) or simply a response to the magnitude of environmental, economic, and social 
problems.

but it is not enough to ascribe the current resurgence in the incidence of apoca-
lypticism to the zeitgeist of social despair. The years from 1914 to 1945 witnessed two 
catastrophic world wars and the holocaust, as well as the Great depression and the 
1919 pandemic that killed between 50 and 100 million people worldwide. On the 
whole, the incidence of doomsday predictions or apocalyptic novels, films, or radio 
shows did not rise during these decades of horror and suffering. in contrast, the social 
climate of today’s world is one where global problems of equal magnitude are also 
accompanied, so it appears, by a sense that any solutions to them seem to be beyond 
the compass of human intellection and imagination. if this is true, the prevalence of 
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the apocalyptic worldview in contemporary popular culture is very much a sign of 
the times.

notes

 1. Views on the nature of apocalypticism expressed in this article are adapted from 
l. diTommaso, The Architecture of Apocalypticism, forthcoming from Oxford University 
Press. The sections on Neuromancer and the 2012 “Mayan apocalypse” are adapted from 
diTommaso 2011 and 2012. italics in direct quotations are original unless otherwise noted. 
Japanese surnames are indicated first, following convention. The author is indebted to 
Michael e. stone, who kindly read a preliminary draft of this article and offered valuable 
comments and suggestions.

 2. Millennialism is the “belief that at some point in the future the world that we live in will 
be radically transformed into one of perfection—of peace, justice, fellowship, and plenty” 
(landes 2011: 20). Utopianism is the hope for an ideal future place, of which there are many 
kinds; cf. the “utopian constellations” in Manuel and Manuel 1979, and Jamison 2005. There 
is no consensus on the definition of fundamentalism. almond et al. (1995: 405–8) proposes 
nine “characteristics of fundamentalism,” five ideological and four organizational. The def-
inition of eschatology is also debated. even the proposal by Jerry l. Walls, the editor of the 
Oxford Handbook of Eschatology—“the study of the final end of things, the ultimate resolu-
tion of the entire creation” (Walls 2008a: 4)—is by his own admission undermined by the 
article on buddhist eschatology in the same volume (and the article on hindu eschatology, 
one might add). Messianism is the set of ideas involving the anticipation for an end-time 
agent or agents who play a positive, authoritative, and usually redemptive role.

 3. Mysteries are information about the transcendent reality as apprehended by humans and 
received in the mundane world. They require a degree of mediation to be understood, yet 
even this does not always completely lift aside the veil.

 4. apocalypticism does not appear to have developed organically in the cultures of China, 
india, Japan, or pre-Columbian america, likely because of their lack of a linear notion of 
time, which only arrived with european civilization and its Christian backbone.

 5. accessed december 21, 2012. despite its length, the Wikipedia list (like all entries on the 
subject) is incomplete. for example, it omits over half of the films in the Guide to Apocalyptic 
Cinema (Mitchell 2001), as well as virtually every song in Apocalyptic Jukebox (Janssen and 
Whitelock 2009). it also overlooks many of the works that are referenced in other lists of 
apocalyptic fiction, print or electronic, which in turn omit much of what the Wikipedia list 
includes. The point is that actual number of works of “apocalyptic” fiction far exceeds that 
of even the most comprehensive inventories.

 6. anthologies of apocalyptic short fiction reflect this change of focus. every story in the 
classic 1985 collection Beyond Armageddon, edited by Walter M. Miller, Jr. and Martin 
h. Greenberg, involves a postnuclear setting. in contrast, those in the representative 2008 
anthology Wastelands: Stories of the Apocalypse, edited by John Joseph adams, demon-
strate a broad etiology of disaster.

 7. Personal interviews with branch davidian members, conducted november 1999. see also 
kearney 2001. The idea of the new Jerusalem as a spacecraft grew out of the post-ar years, 
with the Cold War development of intercontinental ballistic missiles (iCbMs), the begin-
ning of the space race, and the UfO craze. an early example is the doomsday speculation 
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of the group centered on “Marion keech” (real name dorothy Martin), which expected a 
spacecraft to deliver them from a great flood that would destroy the world on december 
21, 1954. The group is the subject of the classic 1956 study by leon festiger et al., When 
Prophecy Fails. The motif of the new Jerusalem as a spaceship is attested among other 
apocalyptic new religions, including heaven’s Gate.

 8. scholars of ancient apocalypses will be familiar with this division, in the “historical” and 
“otherworldly” types of the literary genre, as identified by Collins 1998: 6–7. its extension 
to all forms of apocalyptic speculation is obvious. While essentially a heuristic tool, the 
division reflects the evidence and is not imposed on it. although “sapiential” more accu-
rately describes the full range of revealed knowledge that comprises the second type, oth-
erworldly visions or journeys are most common, and it is best to avoid new coinages unless 
they are necessary.

 9. The final issue of Promethea offers readers hundreds of snippets of hermetic sagacity such 
as “in hebrew numerology, letters have number-values. The word for the biblical serpent, 
nechesh, adds up to 358, as does messiach, meaning ‘messiah,’ another light-bringer,” and 
“humans have 23 chromosome pairs, 23 being the snake’s magical number.”

 10. artist and critic Murakami Takashi coined the term “superflat” to describe the 
two-dimensional flatness typical of Japanese art over the centuries and, by extension, 
the shallowness of modern Japanese culture. The present author’s study of apocalyp-
tic anime and manga suggests that “superflatness” also characterizes contemporary, 
internet-generated apocalyptic speculation on the whole, both in its production and 
appreciation.
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