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Introduction:  From Malachi to the coming of John the Baptist there is a 400 year expanse of time known as the 
“times between the testaments” or the inter-testamentary period.  During the time, following the great Babylonian 
exile, Israel meticulously maintained its monotheism and the “law”.  Added to this was the growing Rabbinical 
tradition with it's six hundred plus extensions of the Ten Commandments known as the Mishna.

Many religious  leaders  during this  post  exilic  time thought  and taught  that  through obedience  to  the  law and 
traditions the Kingdom of God would be brought into reality for Israel.  Instead of the Kingdom coming in came the 
legions of Rome with their Caesar worship and standards declaring false gods.

In the midst of Israel’s despair and defeat new theoretical views arose during this long period of prophetic silence 
regarding the coming of God’s Kingdom.  The propagators of this new view became known as the apocalyptic 
writers, with their forecasts regarding the ultimate destiny of the world.

The Apocalyptic School

It is important to note that Biblical scholars use the term “apocalyptic” more than one way.  The first use of the term 
is to describe a specific type or genre of Biblical and extra biblical literature composed between 200 B.C. and 100 
A.D.

Apocalyptic teachings were revelatory in nature and concerned with the coming of cataclysmic future events.  The 
genre is marked by its frequent use of vivid dreams, visions, beasts, and other highly symbolic means of conveying 
the prophetic writer’s message.  The Biblical student can see examples of apocalyptic writings in both the Old and 
New Testaments by looking in the books of Revelation, Ezekiel, Isaiah and Daniel.

The second way scholars use the term apocalyptic is to describe this inter-testamentary school of teaching regarding 
God and His coming kingdom when compared to the historical prophets found in the books of the Old Testament or 
what might be called the “biblical prophets.”

Comparing the Apocalyptic Writers and the Historical Prophets

Understanding Their Differing View of God and History:  The Apocalyptic writers taught that God is no longer 
active in the affairs of human kind because they saw the world as being so evil.  The present evil age that Israel 
found she in was one of uncontrolled darkness.

Because  of  this  great  evil  God was  thought  to  have withdrawn from involvement  in  the  world  until  the  final 
judgment of God would be unleashed on the earth.   The evidence, according to 
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these teachers, of God being aloof could be vividly seen in the absence of new prophets being raised up to teach and 
guide Israel in her hour of need.  

Since the ministry of prophesy was rightly understood to be the effect of God’s Spirit the apocalyptic writers thought 
that there was no longer any direct activity of the Spirit and none should be expected until the Kingdom came in 
fullness.  

Many of the inter-testamentary rabbis taught that Israel must simply wait till the end and in the mean time one had 
only the Temple and the Torah to give strength and comfort. During this period Israel saw herself as being obedient 
to God's law and will even though she was withdrawn from a concern for the nations around her.

In contrast the historical prophets of the Old Testament declared that God has been and always will be 
actively involved in human history.  That God’s promises, purposes, mercies and judgments do not cease simply 
because of Israel’s hardships or disobedience.  The Old Testament prophets declared that God was actively present 
redeeming humankind, [both Israel and the nations], to himself and would continue to do so until the very end of 
time.

Such  a  view would  have  encouraged  an  outward  and  activist  faith  on  Israel’s  part.   But  she  in  fact 
withdraws into a false sense of security toward her own spirituality and an overly harsh view of God’s attitude 
toward the Gentiles. 

Understanding Their Differing View Concerning the End of History:  The apocalyptic writers of this period taught 
that God would act only at the end of history in one final consummating act of judgment on this evil world.

This coming judgment would fall on the Gentiles and on only certain Jews who were notorious in their 
rebellion against God.  Included in this group were tax collectors [known in the KJV as publicans], and sinners.  
“Sinners”  being  a  rather  indistinct  group  that  would  most  likely  have  included  harlots,  the  adulterous,  and 
blasphemers.  

Salvation on the other hand was for the righteous.  The righteous where understood to be those that were 
keepers of the Law of Moses and the traditions of the elders. Therefore, the reasoning went, Israel alone would be 
saved for she alone was the chosen covenant people who kept the law.    

In contrast not only did the historical prophets of the Old Testament think that God had not abandoned the 
world but they foresaw the day when God will visit the world with a new covenant of salvation and as well as a 
judgment for all humanity whether Jew or Gentile When the Kingdom of God broke into human affairs salvation 
would not be based on simple outward obedience to the letter of the law, or due to ones ancestry, but rather would be 
the result of God's grace in response to sincere inner heart faith and allegiance toward the Messiah.

The prophets declared the saved of the future would experience salvation not because they are Israelites in 
the flesh (bodily circumcision) but because they are true Israelites who are circumcised in the heart toward God (Jer. 
4:4; Dt. 10:15-16).
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Understanding  Their  Differing  View  Regarding  the  Necessity  of  Ethically  Action:   The  assumptions  of  the 
apocalyptic school led the writers to omit any call or demand for deep ethical change in Israel.   After all Israel is 
already righteous  through her  obedience  to  the  law,  her  sacraments  of  sacrifice  and temple  offerings,  and  her 
submission to the traditions of the elders.

In stark contrast to this non-ethical religiosity was the repeated call of Old Testament prophets for repentance in 
response to God's character and in preparation for the coming of His eternal reign.  This call was regularly given to 
Israel.  The prophets were quite willing to warn their fellow Jews that being Jewish, being circumcised, and doing 
outward religious obedience was no substitute for a true relationship of the heart toward the Lord.

Conclusion:  These two very different views of God and the Kingdom would be the seedbed for consistent conflict 
between Jesus and the teaching religious leaders of his day.  

We modern students should humbly take note that what one believes does indeed have deep impact on how 
we and the future generations will understand the faith once and for all given to us by the Apostles, prophets, and 
our Lord Jesus.  It behooves us to set our hearts and minds to being patient and thorough students of the Scripture 
less we begin to believe biblical half truths or even worse cultural distortions of the Gospel and its implications.   
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