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Recap of Last Session

• The “end times” or “end of days” is a future time when world events will reach a definitive 
climax.

• Different from the “end of the world”
• Is bound up with cosmology.
• Cosmology = the meaning of the cosmos.  How we understand the universe, time, the world, 

ourselves.
• Eschatology: a branch of theology concerned with the ultimate destiny of the individual soul 

and humanity.
• Apocalypse: revelation.  Associated with eschatology.
• Apocalyptic literature: prophetic writing about the end-times. Written in a “code” with 

fantastical imagery. Resistance literature; a reaction to erosion from within, and oppression 
from without.

• Israelite apocalyptic literary characteristics very evident in book of Daniel.
• Christian apocalyptic literature rests on shoulders of previous. Dominated by Second 

Coming of Christ (parousia).



Jesus and Apocalypticism: Background

• Israel dominated by one empire after another since the 8th C BCE: Assyrian, 
Babylonian, Persian, Alexander the Great (Macedonians), Seleucids, Roman.
• Persians, Macedonians, early Seleucids were tolerant
• Brief periods of independence

• Period from late Seleucids to Roman Empire was brutal:
• Terrible persecution during Antiochus Epiphanes (“God manifest), 215-

164 BCE, empire in decline.
• Altar to Zeus in Temple, pig sacrificed there.
• Maccabean Revolt (167-160 BCE): resistance or civil war?

• Jerusalem heavily damaged, as was Temple
• Temple cleansed and rededicated by Maccabees, puppet High Priest 

replaced. Replacement not in favor with traditionalists. Tension runs high 
in Galilee.



Jesus and Apocalypticism: Background, con’t

• High Priest became nominal King.
• Herod the Great installed by Rome, 63 BCE, 

appointed own High Priests from Babylon and 
Alexandria (his brother-in-law was first) - traditionalists 
continue to be upset.

• Judea comes under direct Roman Rule in 6 CE. 
Temple priests pander to Rome. Seen as collaborators.

• Conclusion: erosion from within, oppression from without. 
Classic conditions for apocalyptic beliefs to thrive.



Jesus: Apocalyptic Prophet?

• Reconstruction of the historical Jesus
• Is the theological reflection on the identity and significance of Jesus as valid as historical 

facts?
• Preaching of Jesus/Preaching about Jesus

• Scholars are split on this question
• First “quest for the historical Jesus” reaches its height in 18th - 19th centuries at the 

same time as historical-critical method of Scriptural interpretation comes into being.
• 18th C: debunking of literalism; 19th C: reconstruction of “religious personality” of 

Jesus.
• Late 19th, early 20th C push-back: Jesus reconstructed in light of Romanticism.  

Insurmountable gap between Jesus of history and Christ of faith.
• Focus of the “kerygma:” the message of Jesus without reference to the person.
• Albert Schweitzer: leading critic of first quest. Jesus’ mission and preaching were 

totally eschatological.  Strictly an apocalyptic prophet.



Jesus: Apocalyptic Prophet? con’t

• “Second Quest for the historical Jesus:” begins in mid-20th century.
• What is the historical basis of the kerygma? Connection between 

preaching of Jesus and preaching about Jesus? (Jesus Seminar)
• Some scholars say connection is in proclamation of Kingdom of 

God.
• Some say in the faith of Jesus.
• Others in the authority evident in his ministry.
• Many say connection is the resurrection. But that is also 

problematic.
• Some take a middle ground: Jesus is apocalyptic prophet, but issue 

of divinity is left to faith.



“Little Apocalypse” of Mark

• Obvious references to Daniel, but does not fit the mold of apocalyptic 
literature.
• Not a vision
• Not in coded language

• Context is series of disputes with Temple leaders in Temple area.
• Who  is truly faithful?
• Target community of the Gospel of Mark (possibly in Rome) facing 

persecution.
• Reference to statue of Antiochus Epiphanes IV in Temple and destruction.  

Rome as the “new Seleucids.”
• Did Jesus really say it or did author of gospel “put it in his mouth?”

• What would that change? Less valid? Less inspired?
• Did Jesus understand himself to be the “Son of Man?”



The Jesus of Scripture

• Gospel references important: “Son of God” title less Israelite and more 
Greco-Roman.
• Possible move away from apocalyptic expectations to “hero story.”

• Actions of Jesus:
• Cleansing of the Temple - apocalyptic inspiration or not? Note use of 

“cleansing.”
• Healing of sick, infirm, exorcism of demons - apocalyptic or not?

• Preaching of Jesus:
• Kingdom of God - apocalyptic or not?

• What are implications if viewed as entirely apocalyptic? What of the 
present world?

• Jesus is clear that the Kingdom of God (or Heaven) is also in the 
present: Mark 1:14-16



Preaching About Jesus

• Resurrection clearly has eschatological implications. 
Christian hope of eternal life is a sharing in the Resurrection 
of the Lord.

• The Kingdom of God is “already/not yet.” Incarnation 
breaks into history, the resurrection confirms the 
transformation of the world.

• Second Coming of Christ: transformation reaches its 
climax. 7  major references in the Gospels, 20 in all of the 
NT.  Final judgment.
• A “setting right” of the imperfections of the world. Said by 

Jesus? Literal interpretation?



Theologico-mystical Interpretations

• Andrew Harvey:
• Second Coming not the return of historical Jesus, but full 

realization of Christ Consciousness in humanity. But we 
must be transformed in an ongoing way by following Christ’s 
Way.

• Teilhard de Chardin:
• Second Coming is the “Omega Point.” Humanity reaches 

its full potential, then Christ takes us the rest of the way.  A 
full convergence of human consciousness with Christ. Evil 
“falls away” as all is perfected in and through Christ. We 
follow the Way and Christ meets us “on the road.”



Next Week

• Final session: How we view apocalypse and the 
end-times today, and how it affects us.
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