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Apocalyptic Background to Mark 13  
Mark 13 contains the longest discourse by Jesus outside the parables found in Mark 4.  The 
discussion shifts attention from the actions of Jesus and his disciples to events that will follow 
the death of Christ and through the end of time.  The references give us some indication of the 
kind of social upheaval and civil strife that existed for Judah during the time that it was written.  
There is some debate about which upheaval and strife are the focus of this text.   
 
Mark 13 has become the primary source of evidence for those who think that Mark was 
composed in Palestine during or shortly after the Jewish war.  Other scholars believe that a 
different crisis was the background.  During the years 35-41 AD the Temple was threatened to 
be desecrated by the Roman Emperor Caligula when he demanded that the Jewish people set 
up a statue of him in the Temple precincts.  According to Philo this demand was made as 
punishment for the Jewish people (in Jamnia) tearing down a newly erected altar to the 
emperor.  Resistance to the erection of imperial images in the synagogues of Alexandria a year 
or so earlier had led to violent outbursts between the Jewish people and the non-Jews in that 
city. 
 
General Discussion on Mark 13  
We did a thorough job of talking through Matthew 24 and 25.  Since the material is pretty much 
the same (since Matthew takes from Mark) we will highlight what makes Mark distinct.  For him 
the destruction of the Temple was not the turning point that introduced the events of the end 
time.  In his passion narrative it was important that Jesus be seen as a true prophet.   
 
The material in Mark 13 appears to depend on smaller units that embody sayings of Jesus and 
oracles from early Christian prophets.  The chapter follows a literary pattern that Mark used 
frequently throughout the gospel.  Jesus makes a public statement (vs. 2) then the disciples 
question him privately (vs. 3-4).  The initial reply by Jesus (vs. 5-13) does not provide the 
disciples with the sign they seek.  As we saw in Matthew the instruction involves discipleship.  
Disciples must be willing to testify to the gospel even though they will be persecuted.  The 
social and political turmoil that they find themselves in (or will find themselves in) is not to be 
mistaken for the end time.   
 
Apocalyptic writings spoke of the evil times to come (before the end of the world) as periods of 
turmoil when the righteous may be led astray.  Mark 13 suggests both hope and patience.  
Mark does not deny that a crisis exists.  The warning is against false prophets and natural 
disasters.  The church must remain in mission to the Gentiles even when hated.   
 



All these accounts tell Christians that they have a responsibility to carry the gospel message 
throughout the world.  Persecution requires endurance.  The presence of false messiahs 
requires careful attention to the prophecies.  The faithful testimony of Jesus’ disciples before 
human courts will assure them that the Son of Man will testify on their behalf in the heavenly 
court.   
 
It is clear in the gospels that the coming of the Son of Man will mean divine judgment.  The lack 
of an explicit description of the judgment of the wicked distinguishes Mark (and the others) 
from the usual apocalyptic literature.  Disciples are not to speculate about the fate of their 
enemies.  Instead they are to anticipate their participation in the eternal rule of the Son.  The 
way in which the angels gather the elect emphasizes the fact that no one will be left out when 
the Son of Man comes (whether the person is dead or alive).   
 
There are at least three other writings by the disciples (that did not make it into our canon) but 
speak of life after death.  We will look at them briefly in order to understand better the thinking 
that took place among the early Christians.   
 
The Apocalypse of Paul  
The author of the document was probably Egyptian and was maybe written between 388 – 400.  
The text had to exist by 415 because Augustine makes a disparaging comment about it in his 
Tractates on the Gospel of John.  Much of its focus is not on external issues but on issues 
internal to Christianity.  It is the more devout and ascetic Christians who would be rewarded in 
heaven.  Christians who erred in some manner (whether by heresy or a failure to uphold ascetic 
vows) would be condemned to hell.  The text says nothing about non-Christians.  Hell is for the 
punishment of disobedient Christians and the whole text is heavy on morality.  It considers 
pride the root of all evil and the worst sin.   
 
Excerpts from the Apocalypse of Paul  
The little child spoke, saying: I know who you are, Paul.  You are he who was blessed from his 
mother’s womb.  For I have come to you that you may go up to Jerusalem to your fellow 
apostles.  And for this reason you were called.  And I am the Spirit who accompanies you.  Let 
your mind awaken, Paul, and see that this mountain upon which you are standing is the 
mountain of Jericho, so that you may know the hidden things in those that are visible.  Now it is 
to the twelve apostles that you shall go, for they are elect spirits, and they will greet you.    
 
(And then later in the text) . . . But I saw in the fourth heaven according to class – I saw the 
angels resembling gods, the angels bringing a soul out of the land of the dead.  They placed it at 
the gate of the fourth heaven.  And the angels were whipping it.  The soul spoke, saying: 
What sin was it that I committed in the world?   
 
The toll-collector who dwells in the fourth heaven replied, saying: 
It was not right to commit all those lawless deeds that are in the world of the dead. 
 



The soul replied, saying: Bring witnesses!  Let them show you in what body I committed lawless 
deeds.  Do you wish to bring a book to read from? 
 
And the three witnesses came.  The first spoke, saying: Was I not in the body the second hour?  I 
rose up against you until you fell into anger and rage and envy.   
 
And the second spoke, saying: Was I not in the world?  And I entered at the fifth hour, and I saw 
you and desired you.  And behold, then, now I charge you with the murders you committed.   
 
The third spoke, saying: Did I not come to you at the twelfth hour of the day when the sun was 
about to set?  I gave you darkness until you should accomplish your sins.   
 
When the soul heard these things it gazed downward in sorrow. And then it gazed upward.  It 
was cast down.  The soul that had been cast down went to a body which had been prepared for 
it. 
 
(And then later in the text) . . . And I saw a great angel in the fifth heaven holding an iron rod in 
his hand.  There were three other angels with him and I stared into their faces.  But they were 
rivalling each other, with whips in their hands, goading the souls on to the judgment.  But I 
went with the Spirit and the gate opened for me.  Then we went up to the sixth heaven.  And I 
saw my fellow apostles going with me and the Holy Spirit was leading me before them.  Then 
we went up to the seventh heaven and I saw an old man whose garment was white.  His throne 
(which is in the seventh heaven) was brighter than the sun by seven times.   
 
The Apocalypse of Peter  
This document is an early Christian text of the 2nd century and another example of apocalyptic 
literature.  It is not included in our canon but is mentioned in the Muratorian fragment (more 
about that in a minute).  The Apocalypse of Peter was supposedly written by the disciple.  It 
describes a divine vision by Christ.  After stating the signs of his second coming the document 
delves into a vision of the afterlife.  It details both the blessings of heaven for the saved and the 
infernal punishments for the unrighteous.   
 
In particular the punishments are described graphically in a physical sense and corresponds in 
some ways to the eye for an eye quote from Scripture.  Blasphemers are hung by their tongues, 
liars who bear false witness have their lips cut off, and callous people are made to wear rags.  It 
is an early example of the same genre that we see in Dante’s Divine Comedy where the 
protagonist takes a tour of the realms of the afterlife. 
 
The Muratorian fragment is a copy of perhaps the oldest known list that contains most of the 
books of the New Testament.  The fragment consists of 85 lines and shows features suggesting 
it is a translation from a Greek original written about 170 or as late as the 4th century.  It gives a 
list of works read in the early Christian churches and includes the Apocalypse of Peter.   



      During the time period of early Christianity there  
     was no accepted New Testament but merely books  
     considered of greater or lesser value than the  
     others.  The fragment is evidence of first attempts to  
     systemize a group of approved writings.   
 
     The unidentified author accepts four Gospels, the  
     last two of which are Luke and John.  The names of  
     the first two at the beginning of the list are missing.  
 

 
Scholars find it highly likely that the missing two gospels are Matthew and Mark.  The Epistle to 
the Hebrews is not mentioned in the fragment.  Also 1 Peter, 2 Peter, and James are also not 
mentioned in the fragment. 
 
Excerpts from the Apocalypse of Peter  
 
Verses 15-20: And the Lord showed me a very great country outside of this world, exceeding 
bright with light, and the air there lighted with the rays of the sun, and the earth itself blooming 
with unfading flowers and full of spices and plants, fair-flowering and incorruptible and bearing 
blessed fruit.  And so great was the perfume that it was borne thence even unto us.  And the 
dwellers in that place were clad in the raiment of shining angels and their raiment was like unto 
their country; and angels hovered about them there.  And the glory of the dwellers there was 
equal, and with one voice they sang praises alternately to the Lord God, rejoicing in that place.  
The Lord saith to us: This is the place of your high-priests, the righteous men.  
 
And over against that place I saw another, squalid, and it was the place of punishment; and 
those who were punished there and the punishing angels had their raiment dark like the air of 
the place. 
 
Verse 24: And I saw the murderers and those who conspired with them, cast into a certain 
strait place, full of evil snakes, and smitten by those beasts, and thus turning to and from in that 
punishment; and worms, as it were clouds of darkness, afflicted them.  And the souls of the 
murdered stood and looked upon the punishment of those murderers and said: O God, thy 
judgment is just.   
 
Verses 32-33: And alongside of that cliff there was a place full of much fire, and there stood 
men who with their own hands had made for themselves craven images instead of God.  And 
alongside of these were other men and women, having rods and striking each other and never 
ceasing from such punishment. 
 
And others again near them, women and men, burning and turning themselves and roasting; 
and these were they that leaving the way of God.  
 



Apocalypse of Thomas 
This document was originally composed in Greek.  It appears to be influenced by the 
Apocalypse of John (the Book of Revelation) but is written in a less mystical and cosmic manner.  
The Apocalypse of Thomas was the foundation for the medieval list (popular at the time) called 
the Fifteen Signs Before Doomsday.  The fifteen signs are shown over fifteen days.   
 

     The waters on earth rise above the mountains 
     The waters sink so low they cannot be seen anymore 
     The waters return to their original position 
     All sea animals gather on the surface and bellow unintelligibly 
     The waters burn from east to west 
     Plants and tree fill with dew and blood 
     Earth is divided into two parts 
     All buildings are destroyed 
     The stones fight each other  
     Great earthquakes occur 
     All mountains and valleys are leveled to a plain 

 
Men come out from their hiding places but can no longer understand each other  
The stars and constellations fall out of the sky  
The bones of the dead come out of their graves 
All men die and the earth burns with water 
Judgment Day follows 
 
Excerpts from The Apocalypse of Thomas 
Here beginneth the epistle of the Lord unto Thomas. 
 
Hear thou, Thomas, the things which must come to pass in the last times: there shall be famine 
and war and earthquakes in divers places, snow and ice and great drought shall there be and 
many dissensions among the peoples, blasphemy, iniquity, envy and villainy, indolence, pride 
and intemperance, so that every man shall speak that which pleaseth him. 
 
(And then later in the text) . . . These are the seven signs of the ending of this world.  There shall 
be in all the earth famine and great pestilences and much distress: then shall all men be led 
captive among all nations and shall fall by the edge of the sword. 
 
On the first day of the judgment will be a great marvel.  At the third hour of the day shall be a 
great and mighty voice in the firmament of the heaven and a great cloud of blood coming down 
out of the north and great thundering and mighty lightnings shall follow that cloud and there 
shall be a rain of blood upon all the earth.  These are the signs of the first day . . .  
 
And on the second day there shall be a great voice in the firmament of the heaven and the 
earth shall be moved out of its place . . .  
 



And on the third day (about the second hour) shall be a voice in heaven and the abysses of the 
earth shall utter their voice from the four corners of the world . . .   
 
And on the fourth day (at the first hour) the earth of the east shall speak and the abyss shall 
roar then shall all the earth be moved by the strength of an earthquake . . .  
 
And on the fifth day (at the sixth hour) there shall be great thunderings suddenly in the heaven 
and the powers of light and the wheel of the sun shall be caught away and there shall be great 
darkness over the world until evening and the stars shall be turned away from their ministry . . .  
 
And on the sixth day there shall be signs in heaven.  At the fourth hour the firmament of 
heaven shall be cloven from the east until the west.  And the angels of the heavens shall be 
looking forth upon the earth the opening of the heavens.  Then shall all men flee . . .  
 
Then shall all the spirits and souls of all men come forth from paradise and shall come upon all 
the earth and every one of them shall go unto his own body, where it is laid up, and every one 
of them shall say: Here lieth my body . . .  
 
Then shall their bodies be changed into the image and likeness and the honor of the holy angels 
and into the power of the image of mine holy Father.  Then shall they be clothed with the 
vesture of life eternal . . .  
 
And that cloud shall compass about with the beauty thereof all the spirits that have believed in 
me . . .  
 
Then also shall they be lifted up into the air upon a cloud of light and shall go with me rejoicing 
unto heaven and then shall continue in the light and honor of my Father.  Then shall there be 
unto them great gladness with my Father and before the holy angels.  These are the signs of the 
sixth day. 
 
And on the seventh day (at the eighth hour) there shall be voices in the four corners of the 
heaven.  And all the air shall be shaken, and filled with holy angels, and they shall make war 
among them all the day long.  And in that day shall mine elect be sought out by the holy angels 
from the destruction of the world. Then shall all men see that the hour of their destruction 
draweth near. These are the signs of the seventh day. 
 
And when the seven days are passed by, on the eighth day (at the sixth hour) there shall be a 
sweet and tender voice in heaven from the east. Then shall that angel be revealed which hath 
power over the holy angels: and all the angels shall go forth with him, sitting upon chariots of 
the clouds of mine holy Father rejoicing and running upon the air beneath the heaven to deliver 
the elect that have believed in me. And they shall rejoice that the destruction of this world hath 
come. 
 
The words of the Savior unto Thomas are ended, concerning the end of this world. 



Luke 21  
Since much of the material is duplicated in Mark and Matthew I will just highlight what is 
distinct about Luke.  Like the other two gospels these words have more to do with how the 
followers of Jesus should react to persecution.  Specifically in Luke they are . . .  
1) to be prepared to testify to the truth of the gospel (vs. 13) 
2) but not to prepare to testify in advance (vs. 14) 
3) to depend on Jesus’ wisdom (vs. 15) 
4) to know that family breakups will be part of this time (vs. 16) 
5) to persevere (vs. 19) 
 
Jesus expresses concern about the safety of his followers during the predicted time of 
persecution.  But his overarching message is one of hope.  Still it would not have been easy to 
hear that their commitment to Jesus might require the breakup of families during the time of 
persecution.  In the life of the first-century (as is true now) the loss of one’s family was central 
to one’s identity.   
 
But the persecution that will come will become an opportunity to witness.  This is key to 
understanding these lessons.  At the time needed Jesus will grant them the necessary wisdom.  
In the Gospel of Luke the word wisdom occurs more than in the other three Gospels altogether. 
 
Luke’s primary distinction from the other gospels occurs in vs. 15 – For I will give you words and 
a wisdom that none of your opponents will be able to withstand or contradict.  Only within Luke 
is the Wisdom of God a speaking agent.  It is in this way that the wisdom of God will allow the 
persecuted followers of Jesus to speak when the time comes.   
 
Next Session on November 9  
New Hope in Christ  
1 Corinthians 15 


