Notes on the history of apocalyptic thought (originally posted on JBAS)
We have focused on apocalyptic over the years because it points to a core difference between the old story of life and the new story of the universe. The old mythical/religious story saw life as declining from an original perfection or paradise. The new story views life as rising and progressing from a more chaotic beginning to a more ordered, organized, and humane present and future.

Histories of apocalyptic often miss the ultimate roots of this theology of despair in that they trace apocalyptic thought only back to some intermediate source such as early Jewish writing (e.g. the book of Daniel). Thomas Sheehan (The First Coming) does a better job in setting forth the Zoroastrian roots of Western apocalyptic. He notes the distinction between eschatology (the doctrine of the end of time) and its expression in apocalyptic (a catastrophic destruction of this defiled world in order to make way for the creation/restoration of an original perfection and purity).

Zoroaster taught that the world was the setting for the great cosmic struggle between Good and Evil or Darkness and Light. History was worsening toward a fiery conflagration where evil would be purged and the original purity restored or recreated. Hence, apocalyptic thought was about historical pessimism and despair. It was a profound misunderstanding of the trajectory of life.

But the roots of apocalyptic go back even further than Zoroaster’s formalization in his theology. At the core of apocalyptic thought is the perception of life as declining from something better toward something worse. And of course this is due to the sin or failure of humanity. Apocalyptic includes a profound defamation of humanity.

I would suggest that perhaps the earliest roots of apocalyptic (the core idea of life declining) are related to one of the earliest mythological ideas- the idea of an original golden age. This idea may have origins over 100,000 years ago, according to John Pfeiffer (Explosion). It is a belief that may have arisen from the recognition that life was better (food was more abundant) before the onset of the last major glaciation. Early mythmakers may have based their golden age myth on the fact that things actually were better before the worsening conditions of that ice age. The suffering during the subsequent ice age would naturally appear as evidence that things were getting worse and life was declining. 
Others (Isaac Asimov) have also noted earlier roots to apocalyptic thought- for instance, a Sumerian tablet circa 2800 BC states that “Our earth is degenerate in these latter days. There are signs that the world is speedily coming to an end. Bribery and corruption are common” (Book of Facts, 1979). Theologies of despair are more ancient than we may have imagined.
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