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PREFACE
………………

	
	THE LARGER PORTION OF THE following volume was originally published in the year 1886, in the form of Appendices to the Author’s Baird Lectures on the “Revelation of St. John.” When a third edition of that book was called for in the beginning of the present year it seemed, both to the Author and to the Publishers, that it was desirable to separate the Appendices from the Lectures, partly because the topics treated in them appealed to a narrower circle of readers than the Lectures; partly because the growing interest in the subjects discussed appeared to render it necessary to renew the discussion and to bring it down to the present time. The Lectures were accordingly published separately, under the title “Lectures on the Apocalypse,” and the promise was given that they would be followed, with as little delay as possible, by a volume of Discussions on the same book. The present volume is an effort to fulfil that promise, and is not to be regarded as a new work. But the Appendices retained have been revised in the light of later investigation, both on the Continent and in England; while the Appendix on “The Unity of the Apocalypse” has been greatly enlarged. This last point had been treated very briefly in 1886, because at that date the unity of the book may be said to have been generally acknowledged, and attacks upon it, after having been suspended for a time, were then only beginning to be resumed. Two Discussions, one on “The relation of the Apocalypse to the general Apocalyptic Literature of the first century,” and one on “The relation to one another of the seven Epistles to the Churches, in Chap, ii. iii.” have been added. The first of these is an effort to meet the difficulty felt by many, that the author of the Apocalypse cannot be St. John, if St. John be also the author of the fourth Gospel, because it would have been impossible, more particularly when the late date of the Apocalypse is accepted, for the same person to write, within the short period then allowed, two books differing so much both in form and expression. The second of these Discussions, the last in this volume, may, it is hoped, throw some light on the conception and structure of the Apocalypse as a whole, and thus help to prepare the reader for objections of various kinds, taken to a book in every respect so remarkable and unique.

	Such are the circumstances in which the following discussions have been written, and such has been the Author’s aim in writing. How far he may be justified in what he has tried to do, and how far he may have succeeded in accomplishing his aim, it is for others to judge.

	
	The University, Aberdeen,

	December 1892.

	
	
	


DISCUSSION I.RELATION OF THE APOCALYPSE TO THE GENERAL APOCALYPTIC LITERATURE OF THE FIRST CENTURY
………………

	IT WOULD BE IMPOSSIBLE, EVEN were it more necessary to the object of these discussions than it is, to treat at any length of the striking manifestation of what is commonly known as Pseudepigraphical or Apocalyptic literature by which the closing century of the Jewish and the first century of the Christian Church were marked. Something has been already said of it in the author’s volume of Lectures on the Apocalypse, and all that can be attempted now is to convey a general impression of its nature and aims. We shall thus be able to form a clearer judgment than would be otherwise practicable, as to the Revelation of St. John, and the place held by it in the religious and literary activity of its age. To enter further into the subject, or to speak individually of the separate works belonging to it, would occupy space that must be devoted to more urgent topics. Although much of this literature has perished, the remains that have come down to us embrace treatises of great variety and extent. They bristle, too, with questions of the most intricate and perplexing kind. The dates of their composition, whether as wholes or in their several parts; the language in which they were originally written; the source, whether Jewish or Christian, from which they sprang; the degree to which they have been interpolated at different times or by different schools of thought; and their interpretation, present innumerable problems, very few of which have been as yet satisfactorily solved. As one scholar differs from or contradicts another upon almost every point in regard to which, before we can estimate them aright, we ought to have definite views, we seem most of all to learn the value of the actual verdicts of the Church upon the books submitted to her. Such verdicts may be traditions to us. At the time when they were pronounced, they were the deliberate conclusions of multitudes of learned and intelligent Christian men, who were not less deeply interested than we are in ascertaining the truth upon the questions at issue. It may be quite possible, in one or two separate instances, to show that the verdict of the Church was wrong, but the want of it, even although we might not know all the grounds upon which it would have rested, increases in no small degree the difficulty of estimating aright her non-canonical literature. A separate volume, and that the work of a specialist in this particular field, would be needed to convey anything like a correct impression of the facts.

	For our present purpose, however, no such minuteness of inquiry is needed. Without it we may gain a sufficiently accurate idea of the general character of this class of literary productions, of the circumstances which led to them, of the object at which they aimed, of the extent of their circulation, and of their hold on the popular mind. Having gained this we shall be better able to judge of the affinities between them and the Revelation of St. John.

	The pseudepigraphical or apocalyptic literature of which we have to speak was in its origin Jewish, although, as we shall see, it passed by a natural and easy transition into the Christian Church, and became as popular with Christians as with Jews. In part it sprang from the distressed condition of the world at the time, from a painful and oppressive sense of “trials, accusations, contentions, revenge, bloodshed, avarice, envy, hatred and all such things. For these are the things which have filled this world with evil, and vexed the life of men.” But it sprang also and mainly from the extraordinary contrast between the lofty hopes of its future which Israel had cherished and the state of degradation to which in the later centuries of its history it had been reduced. To the intensity of feeling awakened by this contrast the apocalyptic literature is indeed in itself the most striking testimony. No mere description of the feelings with which Israel compared what it was with what it had hoped to be, supposing that such a description had been handed down to us, could have fully revealed, upon the one hand, the prostration of spirit into which the people had sunk, or, upon the other, the passionate expectation of a better future by which they were moved. In this respect the pseudepigraphical writings may be in some degree compared to the marvellous burst of sorrow and wailing which marked so large a part of the population of Scotland on the fall of the Stuart dynasty. In vain should we attempt to explain the flood of grief which then swept over both Lowlands and Highlands by any search into the historical records of the time. Yet the wail remains, and will remain for ever, one of the most striking pictures in the history of the world of the enthusiastic devotion with which a brave, impulsive, and warm-hearted people can be influenced by the power of an idea.

	So it was with Israel, if we only substitute the thought of God for that of a human monarch, and devotion to Him for loyalty to a line of earthly princes. During many centuries the Jews had been nurtured in the belief that they were the chosen inheritance of the Almighty Ruler of the Universe. Their history was full of the wonders of His miraculous guidance, and prophet after prophet had been raised up to tell them that the mercies of the past were as nothing compared to the blessings reserved for them in the future. If they recalled with pride all the particulars of the way by which they had been led, they believed that they were destined for far greater glory. Their Messiah, the hope of their nation, the triumphant Conqueror, the irresistible King, who should scatter His enemies like dust before the wind or make them His own and His people’s footstool, was immediately to appear; and, with His appearance, every cloud of adversity would be for ever dissipated.

	Such had been Israel’s hope. How different had been the reality! Conquerors from the east, the north, and the south, had overrun its land. Instead of drawing nearer in each successive generation to the anticipated goal, clouds had gathered over the nation with ever increasing darkness. Even when not directly attacked the sacred soil of Judaea had been the highway and the battle-field of opposing armies. The people had been trampled under foot, sold into slavery, made the victims of every wrong which cruelty unsoftened by compassion could devise, or power unchecked by mercy execute. Mount Zion had been profaned; its most revered solemnities had been treated with contempt; until, at last, in the terrible days of Antiochus Epiphanes, the very sanctuary and dwelling-place of the Most High, the Holy of Holies itself, had been polluted by the vilest outrage which a wicked blasphemer could conceive,—the pouring out of swine’s blood upon its floor and hallowed furniture.

	Add to all this that there were no longer any prophets, with their direct message from heaven, to counsel and to cheer. The voice of prophecy had ceased. Though it had still continued, indeed, it would not have met the necessities of the case. The prophet’s commission had been mainly to reprove the sins of “the people” themselves, to summon them to repentance, and to warn them of coming judgment. But the sins rampant now were less Israel’s than those of its oppressors. The thought of repentance was supplanted by the desire for vengeance; judgment was needed not so much for God’s people as for their impious foes.

	It was in these circumstances that the Seer, the Apocalyptist, arose, and to them much of the form and style as well as of the contents of his writing was due. He beheld heaven and earth already shaking with the impending wrath of that Almighty God who was about to vindicate His own cause. In visions, in dreams, in the teachings of angels and heavenly messengers, he heard the Divine voice sounding through the gloom, and the chariot wheels of the great Deliverer at the door. The flame of patriotism and of religious enthusiasm leaped from hill to hill, from valley to valley, from house to house, from heart to heart throughout the land. Fed by the memories of the past and the hopes of the future, no fear or doubt could extinguish it. Struggles, like the noble struggle of the Maccabees with its triumphant issue, began, and Israel was itself again.

	It was not unnatural then that apocalyptic writings produced in such circumstances should assume their peculiar form:

	1. They were mainly eschatological, or occupied with the end of that course of history through which the world had hitherto been led. It was not of a succession of victories following a succession of defeats that the prophets had spoken; it was of a triumph at once complete and final; and religious minds were now less occupied with the nature of the better age to be introduced (for as to that there was no doubt), than with the “how,” and “when” it would appear. Even the prophets had felt it to be their chief concern to “search what time, or what manner of time, the Spirit of Christ which was in them did point unto, when it testified beforehand the sufferings of Christ and the glories that should follow them.” More natural still was it that men should do so now. God had indeed deferred His coming, but He had not really forsaken Israel. Had He not made with it an everlasting covenant, more enduring than the mountains? He would certainly fulfil His promises, and would do so without delay. The darkest hour of a long night had come, and the morning must be at hand, a morning without clouds. Out of the depths of bitterness the sweetest drops of hope were drawn. The very nature of God required that the present condition of things should be brought to an end, and that immediately and for ever. This hope was forced upon the mind, and the Apocalyptist gave expression to it. Thus also it was that he so often used definite numbers in speaking of the future. It is true that these numbers, framed upon an entirely artificial system, are frequently as difficult to interpret as the wildest figures of speech employed by him; and that thus, even in the Revelation of St. John, so many different meanings have been assigned to them as to make the work of interpretation almost hopeless. But that they were in every case intended to give a more definite meaning to the apocalyptic vision there can be no doubt, and they became so essential to the nature of the Seer’s task that, without them, men would have declined to recognise his apocalyptic gift.

	2. In doing so he used, instead of his own name, that of one or other of the great names of Jewish history. We need not imagine that it occurred to him that in thus acting he practised any real deception. God, to whom the end is as much present as the beginning, had unquestionably foreseen everything that had either happened or was yet to happen, and had even shadowed it forth in His earliest dealings with His people. It was not an unlikely thing that when He inspired His prophets in ancient times He might have told them more than they had actually recorded. What was now to be spoken might be considered to be not less His truth than anything these prophets had uttered. Why not use their names? There was an obvious advantage too in doing this. That Moses, Elijah, Baruch, Solomon, Ezra had spoken as they were made to do was a proof that, however strange to the existing generation might be the events happening around it, they had not been strange to the God of their fathers. He had foretold the darkness. When therefore He foretold the light the fulfilment of the one prophecy was a pledge that the other would likewise be fulfilled. For similar reasons, arising out of the state of the time, the names thus chosen were generally those of men of action rather than of words. The Twelve Patriarchs in “The Testimony of the Twelve Patriarchs,” Moses in “The Assumption of Moses” and “The Book of Jubilees,” Elijah in “The Revelation of Elijah,” Baruch in “The Apocalypse of Baruch,” Ezra or Esdras in the book now known as “The Fourth Book of Esdras,” were selected rather than persons associated with what we commonly understand as the prophecies of the Old Testament. Action was demanded. Men who had done great deeds rather than uttered reproofs ought to be the inspirers of the new campaign. None could recall so well as they the most signal epochs in the history of Israel, and their very names were fitted to rouse later generations to deeds worthy of their sires. At the same time it ought not to pass unobserved that this ascription of these writings to men who had long since died is a proof that the writers realised the fact that the freshness of the old prophetic spirit was gone. Had their whole being, like that of the genuine prophets of Israel, been possessed by the conviction that they had a direct message of God to deliver to His people, they would both have named themselves and created for themselves new forms of utterance in which they would themselves have spoken. The consciousness of being animated by the Spirit of God, instead of repressing, strengthens and unfolds the individuality of man.

	3. The pseudepigraphical writers dealt largely in the strange, to us indeed the often fantastic, figures to which Israel had been accustomed. God’s prophetic revelations of Himself and His mode of action had always been expressed in the Old Testament by symbols and emblems which the West could not have originated, and which it is hardly able even to comprehend. But, such as these were, the Divine stamp was upon them. They could not therefore be neglected when any one would unfold the will of God in the particular sphere to which they belonged. Nor could the Apocalyptist experience any difficulty in passing from the plain language of simple instruction or exhortation to the more figurative strain employed by him in speaking of the future. The style was not that of the man but of the subject, and the subject could not be appropriated without being accompanied by the style.

	4. It can occasion us no surprise that this literature should have occupied itself not only with the fortunes of Israel, but with many other problems which must have had great interest for the inquiring mind.

	Writers left to the working of their own fancy, and unguided by that Divine inspiration so strikingly manifest in the singleness of aim with which the Canonical writers devote themselves to the moral and spiritual redemption of mankind, naturally endeavoured to solve the perplexing questions which the thought of the universe around them forced upon their notice. Hence a large part of the pseudepigraphical literature of the time was devoted to questions of angelology and astronomy. Nature as well as religion had its mysteries; and the seeker after knowledge, whether in its more general form, or its more particular form as Gnosis, was entitled to the instruction which he desired. The particular form of the pseudepigrapha is thus easily accounted for.

	A not less important inquiry for our present purpose has relation to the amount of popularity which the pseudepigraphical and apocalyptic writings enjoyed, and to the degree to which they penetrated the thoughts and life of their time. It is not possible to enumerate them. The titles of many have in all probability irrecoverably perished. But enough is known to tell us how multiplied and widely circulated they were. The names of several have been already given. In addition to them, and embracing for the moment the pseudepigrapha of the New Testament and of heathenism, as well as of the Old Testament (for all are witnesses to the point before us), we read of The Book of Adam, The Book of Lamech, The Book of Noah, The Book of Abraham, The Book of Joseph, The Prophecy of Eldad and Modad, The Assumption of Isaiah, The Revelation of Peter, of Cerinthus, of Thomas, of Stephen, of Bartholomew, of Mary, The Sybilline Oracles, and many more. So numerous are they that Zöckler, dealing only with those of the Old Testament, divides them into five groups,—the Lyrical, the Historical, the Apocalyptic, the Testamentary, and the Oracular, of which the largest is the third; while the fifth, a heathen group, affords a singular illustration of the extent to which a taste for this class of literature prevailed both before and after the beginning of the Christian era. Further proof upon this point is not wanting, for in 4th Esdras we read of ninety-four books written by the five “swift writers,” whom Ezra was instructed to select for the purpose of transcription, twenty-four of these being the canonical books of the Old Testament, the remaining seventy, books of the nature of those that we are now considering; while a not less striking testimony to the wide circulation of some at least of the pseudepigrapha is given by the fact that of 4th Esdras itself four translations are known—the Syriac, the Arabic, the Armenian, and the Aethiopic. Besides these there is every reason to believe that there were many short apocalyptic writings in circulation (perhaps like the apparently short gospels alluded to in Luke i. 1, the existence of which, could it be demonstrated, would so materially aid in the solution of the synoptic problem): and such writings by means of their brevity would exercise a powerful influence upon the general mind.

	To whatever extent, however, we may be doubtful upon this last point there is everything to assure us that literature of the kind in question was extremely extensive and popular. Dillmann speaks of such books as the “special books of the people,” and as far better fitted than the learned writings of the same period to convey to us a lively picture of the thought, the life, and the efforts of the time. Schürer says that “the actual effect of those enthusiastic predictions appears to have been both powerful and lasting”. . . and that “if revolutionary tendencies among the people grew stronger and stronger year by year, till they led at last to the great insurrection of the year 66, then there cannot be a doubt that this process was essentially promoted, if not exclusively caused, by the apocalyptic literature.” Zöckler, too, describes their number as “certainly very considerable”; and Harnack declares that even “the Jewish Apocalypses were read in the Christian communities.” 

	The remarks hitherto made have had reference mainly to the Jewish pseudepigraphical or apocalyptic literature, but they apply with equal propriety and force to the literature of the early Christian Church. That that peculiar style of literature should pass from the one church to the other, and that it should take as deep a hold of Christians as of Jews, was indeed unavoidable. Even the heathen mind shared the feeling that the period of sin and sorrow through which the world was passing was about to be followed by a golden age of righteousness and peace. Much more did the Christian Church, composed largely of converts from Judaism, and brought into the closest contact with the prophets of the Old Testament, learn to feel, with all the strength of Israel’s convictions, that He was a God who judgeth in the earth, and that a rectification of the balance of human wrong and wretchedness must be at hand. The outward circumstances of Judaism and Christianity were also so much alike that some of the deepest experiences and expectations of the one could not fail to resemble those of the other, and to find utterance in a similar form. We have seen in the previous volume through what depths of trial the Christian Church had to pass in the second half of the first century, and the nature of her hope. That hope was again what it had been before,—The Coming of her Messiah, of her Lord, not indeed in His first Advent, but in His second glorious return. He was to come even for the same purpose (though in a more spiritual form) as that which had brightened the hopes of Israel! Let us put ourselves into the position of the members of the Christian community from the middle of the first century onward; let us suppose that their cruel persecutions were ours, that our longings might be expressed in language almost the same as theirs, that we like them were sick with hope deferred, and that apocalyptic visions were the form in which the religion of the age has long sought and found its consolations. Let us suppose this, it is only a true description of the time,—and, so far from being surprised by the use of apocalyptic language in the mouth of one who would cheer us, we shall look for it. It will be the natural language of the prophet or the poet, the natural gift of which we may expect the Divine Spirit to avail Himself when He would bid our hearts be strong.

	These considerations prepare us for the composition of a book like that known as The Apocalypse of St. John, whether we accept its earlier or its later date, but especially if we think that, upon the whole, the later is to be preferred. If it differs from the other books of the New Testament, it is because its aim and the age to which it belongs are different, and these two correspond closely with one another. As it lies before us in our Bibles we are apt to regard it as a unique manifestation of religious or literary thought, and to be prejudiced against it on that ground. But it ceases to wear this aspect when we remember the large amount of writings of a similar kind which, in the same generation, were circulating in the Church. The à priori probability is rather in favour of the appearance of such a book. The power of the Divine Spirit as it wrought in the Apostolic age had certainly not been exhausted in the tenth, and still less in the seventh decade of the first century; and even an Apostle, in addressing himself to men, would be led to use the forms in which they were accustomed to dwell upon the topics of which he wrote.

	While, however, the method of the Apocalypse has thus a close relation to the literary method of its age, we shall go astray if we do not also mark important points of difference between it and the works, so far as they are known to us, of the Pseudepigraphists of its day.

	1. Its author names himself as one belonging at least to the then existing generation of Christian men. He may not have been the Apostle John, but he was at all events a “servant” of Jesus Christ who wrote, on the lowest supposition, between thirty and forty years after the Death and Resurrection of his Lord, when the Apostle John was certainly alive. Why does he not write under cover of some far more ancient name? It will not do to answer, Because he was writing a Christian revelation, and he could not go farther back than the beginning of the Christian era. Other pseudepigraphists invariably did so. Jewish writers were not the only ones who availed themselves of the great names of the Old Testament. Christian writers did so too. Almost every apocalyptic writing, whether springing from the orthodox church or the heretical sects, propitiated the favour of men by resting itself upon the authority of some well-known name of the Old Testament. Here is a notable exception to the rule; and, whatever other inferences may be drawn from the fact, it offers at least a clear line of demarcation between the Apocalypse of the New Testament and the pseudepigraphists of the day.

	2. The contents differ. Those of the common writings of the kind are of a very varied character. We have seen that they are not confined to religious truth. The Book of Enoch deals largely with the secrets of the natural world, with the sun and moon and stars, with the places of the winds, and even with the geography of the earth, its seven highest mountains, seven greatest rivers, and seven islands. Perplexing questions in theology, too, meet us, such as the Fall of the Angels, the effects of the sin of Adam upon his posterity, the fact that the serpent in the Garden of Eden was able to speak, and the difficulty occasioned by the thought that so few are saved. Again, as in the Book of Jubilees, numerous details relating to the early history of the world, which are not mentioned in Scripture, are given, while the legendary lore connected with the history of Abraham has been described as “a study in itself.” At other times, as in the Apocalypse of Baruch, we meet long dry dissertations upon moral duty, the spring and spirit and life of Christianity being altogether wanting.

	3. There is nothing in which the difference between the Canonical Apocalypse and the multitude of pseudepigraphical Apocalypses which were in circulation first in the Jewish and afterwards in the Christian Church more strikingly appears than in the tone by which these writings are severally marked. That there should be a large amount of thought common to both is easily understood. When, in any age, the foundations of society seem to be overturned, and when the hearts of men are torn by the misery around them, the wildest and most fanatical schemes of reform are always based upon the inextinguishable persuasion that behind the confusion there is a moral order of the universe, and that it is the duty of every well-wisher of the race to endeavour to realise it. The excesses, whether in thought or action, of which in these circumstances men are guilty, may draw forth our condemnation. In the first instance they ought to awaken our pity. Whether it be Anabaptists in Germany, or Communists in France, or Nihilists in Russia, or Anarchists in England, they have to a large extent been maddened by the condition of the time; by the terrible contrast between what is and what yet must be unless Satan, not God, hold the empire of the world, combined with the despairing conviction that, if there be no prospect of improvement, it were better, for very order’s sake, that all things should go to wreck, and that the whole earth, like her satellite the moon, should return to the eternal silence of an extinct volcano. We can understand such men and feel for them. At bottom they have a faith, an aspiration, and a hope in no small degree similar to our own. But, with whatever feelings we may regard them, they inevitably arise. “With the noblest conception,” says Drummond, “when committed to the custody, not of a select few, but of a whole people, it is inevitable that low and selfish thoughts should mingle. While times of calamity answer a holy purpose in raising men’s minds to the contemplation of a divine order to which the world must ultimately be conformed, yet they are times when men of inferior spirit are prone to dream dreams, and to see visions, in which the products of a higher faith are fantastically blended with imagery born from the terror of defeat, the rage of helpless suffering, and the lust of revenge. In such times false prophets abound, and ready credence is given to what satisfies the dominant passion.” These words accurately describe the character of a very large portion of the inferior matter which is found side by side with loftier aspirations and higher thoughts in the pseudepigraphists so eagerly read in the first century of the Christian era. The expected Deliverer is for the most part an earthly conqueror effecting the ends, and distinguished by the characteristics, of a triumphant general of the day. The victories which He secures are for Israel alone, and to it all other nations shall be subjected. Jerusalem is to be the metropolis of the coming King, and the Temple, if a “new house,” is to be erected in its old place. The religious nature of Messiah’s rule often sinks entirely out of sight. At times, as in the Assumption of Moses, the thought of the Messiah to come almost, if not wholly, disappears. “There is no hint of a conquering Messiah, of a Son of David who should restore the dominion of Israel and reign a mighty king over an innumerable people. The Zealot could not contemplate the accession of any earthly monarch to the government of the chosen nation; his hopes centred in the restoration of the theocracy and the visible rule of Jehovah.” It is hardly necessary to say that the blessings of the Divine rule thus to be established are of a material and earthly, not a spiritual kind. Goodness and a righteous life are indeed spoken of as elements of human happiness, but the thought of a kingdom, “not of this world,” and of looking not at “things seen and temporal” but “unseen and eternal” is absent.

	To unfold the contrast between all this and the tone of the Apocalypse of St. John would involve an examination of the whole teaching of the latter book, and it is impossible here to enter upon such a field. We have already had occasion to speak of it in the Lectures, and it will further meet us when we consider the relation between the Apocalypse and the fourth Gospel. Enough has been said to show that the pseudepigraphical writings of the closing period of Jewish, and the opening period of Christian history, while in form so much resembling our Canonical Apocalypse, were about as distinct from it in spirit as are the Apocryphal Gospels from the Gospels of the Canon.
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