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Within the later biblical/canonical texts exists a genre of literature that is especially distinct from the wisdom and prophetic writings.  This genre, which is defined as apocalyptic, exhibits a number of primary and secondary characteristics that clearly separate it from surrounding literary forms.  It was popular and flourished in times where Israel was under tremendous stress.  These stressful times visibly influenced the apocalyptic form.  By looking closely at examples of the apocalyptic style and content, it is easy to discern these influences on, and characteristics of the style, as well as the motives of the authors.  


The apocalyptic style was popular during the Babylonian exile until approximately 100 CE.  It arose as a literary form primarily in times of persecution from foreign governments or during intense disagreement between the numerous factions of Judaism.  Early apocalyptic literature is visible within the books of Joel, Ezekiel, and Daniel.  The later style is seen in the New Testament within the book of Revelation.  Although these books were written several hundred years apart, their apocalyptic passages all share some common characteristics.  


A primary characteristic of all apocalyptic literature is a shared eschatological theme.  Eschatology is the study of things before the ‘end of time’.  The use of eschatology serves two purposes within apocalyptic literature; one is a confirmation of the people’s belief that the present is evil and to provide support during that time, second is a message of hope that the future will be better.  This theme gives apocalyptism its general attitude, which is a prophecy of future events.    


The second primary characteristic of apocalyptic literature is dualism.  This is the theme of the opposing forces of good and evil, light and darkness, heaven and hell.  The dualism and eschatology within apocalyptism are in relationship to one another.  Because eschatology deals with the present being evil and the future being good, the dualism allows the eschatology to take form.  This form is that although evil may reign now, in the future God will triumph over evil.  This relationship is how these two themes speak directly to the reader.  


There are numerous secondary characteristics that apocalyptism exhibits.  Although not every secondary characteristic is seen in all apocalyptic passages, their use is pervasive within the entire tradition.  An almost universal secondary characteristic within the tradition is the use of visions. These visions are only made available to a select few, and are the primary vehicle for the transportation of God’s message to the apocalyptist.  

Within the visions, God’s message is revealed to the apocalyptist using symbols such as trumpets (Rev 8:6), fire (Dan 7:10), thrones (Dan 7:9), colors (Ezekiel 1:4), clouds (Dan 7:13), streams (Joel 3:18), and scrolls (Rev 5:1).  These symbols are another secondary characteristic and are very cryptic at times.  This is because that the symbols may have been apparent to the readers within the time the passage was written, but symbols change over time; therefore, they do not hold the same meaning in a different time. Other symbols within the visions are animals (Dan 4:12b), and numbers (Dan 9:24, almost all of Revelation (6,7,14,20, etc.)).  

It is interesting to note that some of the secondary characteristics are specific examples of the primary characteristics.  The first of these examples is the uses of angels and demons within the apocalyptic form.  The angels obviously represent good and light, while the demons represent evil and darkness.  Angels play a major role within the apocalyptic tradition; sometimes the role is active (Rev12: 7-9), and in others it is more passive (Dan 8: 15-27).  However, in both cases the representation of the angels is clearly a characteristic of dualism.  A second example of the influence of primary characteristics is in the use of a messiah.  The messiah character is clearly seen as a symbol to mark the ‘end of time’ within the eschatological theme.  The messiah bringing with him the end of the world is used almost primarily within Revelation (5-6, 11:15-19, 22:20).  

The last secondary characteristic is the use of pseudonymity by the authors.  Within the prophetic writings, the authors used their own name; yet, in the apocalyptic literature the authors usually used an alternate name.  A reason for this may be that the authors were afraid that the writings might be seen and interpreted as treasonous because of the language of the downfall of the civilizations.  Alternatively, Matthews and Moyer points out, “apocalypticists used the authority attached to the name of an ancient hero of prophet as their pseudonym.”  This is because the people would rather listen to a heroic or historic figure than a ‘no-name’, and the message would be more readily accepted.  Now that the characteristics of apocalyptic literature have been identified, it is possible to look closer at individual examples to ascertain a possible motive of the author and the influence the stress of the period had on the passage.

DANIEL 7: 1-12

The first thing a reader notices in this passage is that “Daniel had a dream and visions of his head as he lay in bed” (7:1).  The passage specifically mentions that what is to follow are visions that Daniel has when he is asleep.  It next examines what was in the vision, which are 4 “great beasts” that are coming out of the sea (7:3).  Here the vision of beasts is a clear representative of the kingdoms that surround, and are currently oppressing, Israel.  Already the symbolism and placing it within the correct context is a key to understanding the passage.  


After a through description of each beast, Daniel goes on to describe, “thrones were set in place, and an Ancient One took his throne…” (7:9).  This “Ancient One,” is an obvious messiah figure who is sitting in judgment of all people, “thousand thousands served him, and ten thousand times ten thousand stood attending him.  The court sat in judgment, and the books were opened” (7:10b-c).  The reader should also notice that the Ancient One’s “clothing was white as snow, and the hair on his head like pure wool; his throne was fiery flames, and its wheels were burning fire” (7:9).  These are examples of the secondary characteristics of color and fire; the color helps the reader to understand that the Ancient One is pure and the messiah, the fire helps to underscore his wrath and power.  

Verses 11 to 12 describe that the beasts were put to death, which would mean that the messiah judged the nations that were oppressing Israel and destroyed them.  This is clearly eschatological because in the current time the ‘beasts’ reign, but in the future the messiah will judge them and destroy them, therefore giving Israel peace.  The use of symbols such as the beasts to represent the kingdoms, fire, colors, a messiah figure, a vision, and the eschatological form all show that this passage is one that fits into the apocalyptic tradition.  The author’s motive is clear: to give Israel hope that one-day a messiah will deliver Israel from the oppression of the surrounding kingdoms.  The environment of oppression and the stress of the situation obviously influenced the author’s use of beasts to represent the kingdoms, as well as the hopeful message he is sending to Israel.  

REVELATION 12:7-10


All of Revelation is a vision about the end of the world, the destruction of Satan, and the judgment of the people.  In 12:7, Michael (the Archangel) is fighting against the dragon in heaven.  But in 12:8 the angels defeat the dragon and its angels and 

“The great dragon was thrown down, the ancient serpent, who is called the Devil and Satan, the deceiver of the whole world—he was thrown down to the earth, and his angels were thrown down with him” (12:9).

The passage is exhibiting the apocalyptic characteristic of dualism in the use of the angels and the Devil as battling each other in heaven.  In 12:10 Revelation states, “Now have come the salvation and the power and the kingdom of our God and the authority of his Messiah.”  The passage exhibits a secondary characteristic in the use of a messiah figure. 

Along with Daniel 7:1-12, the use of both a primary and secondary characteristic show that this passage belongs in the apocalyptic tradition.  The author of the passage may be helping the reader to understand that God is supreme and can overcome any enemy, even the “deceiver of the whole world,” Satan.  The influence of the Roman persecution of the Jews is prevalent in the passage through the idea that though Rome may seem powerful and invincible, God is the most powerful of all and will destroy them.  This is the evidence of the eschatological theme, the present situation may seem terrible now (Rome’s persecution), but God will destroy the evil in the end.  

Through the study of a passage in Daniel and in Revelation, one can see how the use of the primary characteristics of an apocalyptic passage, which are dualism and eschatology, can be used to identify passages that belong to the apocalyptic tradition.  It is then clear how the social situation of the writer influenced his message and his motives, as well as the use and meaning of the secondary characteristics such as, symbols, messiah figures, etc.  By looking at these influences, the motives of the authors, and examining the secondary characteristics, an understanding can be reached of the situation Israel was in at the time the passage was written.  This understanding will lead to answering how that situation may apply to the reader’s life, and thereby connecting with today’s world.  

