Apocalyptic Literature


The word “apocalypse” is from the Greek word for “unveiling” or “revelation.”  Apocalyptic writing is written from the experience of a crisis, and the ending of the world, judgment and salvation.  It develops in the period of 200 B.C.E. – 300 C.E.   During this time the Seleucid ruler Antiochus Epiphanies persecutes the Jews and desecrates the temple in Jerusalem in 165 B.C.E.  During this time the Jews lead the Maccabean Revolt against Antiochus, and the Book of Daniel is written.  Other non-biblical writings of this period include 1 Enoch, The Book of Watchers, and 2 Baruch and 4 Ezra. 


The Book of Revelation recalls the persecution of Christians under the Roman Emperor Nero, 54-68 C.E., who live at the time of the emperor Domitian, 81-96 C.E.  Like the Book of Daniel, the Book of Revelation uses symbolic language that is intended to evoke in readers a view of their situation from supernatural powers.  The intent of the writers is to change the perspective of the reader from despair and complacency to that of hope.  In Revelation, the call for judgment gives hope for justice; the coming reign of Christ brings a different reign than that of the dominant empire.

Apocalyptic writings need to be read in their historical context in order to understand their primary function of providing people with hope for justice.  A problem arises when this literature is used to defend nation and empire, thus stripping the literature of its original intent. Thus, apocalyptic writing is not intended to be used as a predictor of events, but rather as a symbolic casting of past events intended to give hope to Christians in times of persecution.       
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