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Introduction

A proper understanding of the Old Testament ( OT)
Eschatology includes a right knowledge of what the OT teaches
concerning the after — life.

The OT is vague in what it says about life after death. It “. ..
offers no formal doctrine concerning the destination and fate of the
dead. "® Perhaps this can be explained by the emphasis of the
religion of the OT on this life; and also, it may be that pagan
interest in the after — life caused Israel to be cautious in this
matter. @ Concerning OT references to the after — life, N. H.
Snaith writes, “We find two passages only which speak of a
resurrection life beyond the grave, and none at all of any immortality
of the soul, which is not a Biblical idea at all. ”® The passages are
Isa 26: 19 and Dan 12: 1-3.%9 “OT scholars differ over whether
the psalmists ever express a hope of life after death. . . ”® Likewise,

the popular passage in Job 19: 25 — 26, does not, in the view of



many, refer to the after — life. Nevertheless, the present writer
holds that there are certain passages that do at least point to a life
beyond this.

It should also be noted that, according to T. H. Gaster, all
that the OT says about “the destination and fate of the dead. ..
belongs to the domain of popular lore. .. the biblical writers were
simply drawing on traditional Semitic folklore and not inventing any
new and original conceptions.”® This will become clearer as the

discussion goes on.

Israelites’ understanding of “Sheol” in the Old Testament

What, then, of the OT’s teaching on the after ~ life? First of
all, with the possible exception of a few verses,? the OT teaches
that death does not mean extinction, in holding this, the Israelites
were in accord with what can be thought of as a universal belief of
mankind that man survives death, of course, this belief takes on
many forms. @

It is likely that in the earliest time, Israel thought of the dead
as living on in the grave, in the family burial place, and that later
the idea of a common abode for all the dead emerged. @ It appears
that both ideas then existed side by side “but curiously without the
two being reconciled. "® That is, it seems that, in some way, the
Israelites thought of the dead as living on in both the grave and in
"the netherworld. @

In the OT the most common name for the abode of the dead is
Sheol. € Many of the descriptions of Sheol remind one of the graves.

It is likely that “... these descriptions were transmitted from the



tangible and well — known phenomenon of the ‘grave’ to the
B

unfathomable netherworld. . .”

Sheol is situated under the earth (Num 16: 30, 33; Isa 7:
11; Deut 32: 22), below the (perhaps subterranean) sea (Job 26:
5). Job describes it as the land of darkness and deep shadow; the
land of utter gloom as darkness itself, of deep shadow without
order. .. (Job 10: 21~22)® |

Sheol is also “the abode of silence” (Ps 94: 17; see also Ps
115: 17), a place from which there is no return (Job 7: 9, 16:
22).

Those in Sheol do not know what happens on earth (Job 14
21). Indeed, “There is no work or thought or knowledge or wisdom
inSheol. .. " (Ece. 9: 10 RSV). The dead are said to sleep (Ps
13: 3; Job 14: 12 [an cternal sleep]; Nahum 3: 18; Jer 51: 39,
57). But most important of all, the dead have no relationship with
Yahweh: they do not remember or praise God (Ps 6: 5, Isa 38:
18); and they are “cut off " from the Lord, forgotten by Him (Ps
88: 5).

What survived in Sheol was not a disembodied soul. Rather, “a
shadowy image of the dead person detached itself from him and
continued to eke out a bare existence. .. ® This accords with the
Hebrew conception of man:® “What survives. .. is not a part of
the living man but a shadowy image of the whole man. ”®

The inhabitants of “Sheol” are called “Rephaim”. Many see
this as being derived from “weak”. ® However, of its etymology and
meaning we cannot be certain.® Whatever the outcome of this
debate, we can rightly call the inhabitants of Sheol the “weak dead”

on the ground of the description already given. ? In this regard, it is



interesting for note that in Isa 14: 10, the Rephaim, who have
been aroused in Sheol to “meet” the king of Babylon, say, “Even
you have been made weak as we.”

It is clear that there was a different view of the dead held by
some in Israel. In this view the dead could be contacted and were
considered to be able to aid in some way the living. This view also
involved the leaving of food for the dead (Deut 26: 14). Something
of this understanding can be seen in the story of the medium at En—
dor (I Sam 28: 7) in which Samuel is called an Elohim. Obviously,
this view of the dead was not the orthodox one. The whole area of
spiritism, including necromancy, was forbidden (Deut 18: 10~12;
Lev 26: 31; 27: 6, 27).

Since Sheol is “the common assembly ground of all the dead "@, it
follows that it is without ethical distinctions: the righteous and the wicked
go to the same destination. @ Thus Jacob expects to go there (Gen 37:
35, 42: 38), as does Job (Job 7: 7~9), Hezekiah (Isa 38: 10) and
the writer of Psalm (6: 5). On the other hand, to Sheol went the
rebellious Korah (Num 16: 33), the king of Babylon is spoken of as
going there (Isa 14: 3, 9); and to Sheol go the “wicked” (Job 21 7,
13; Ps 31: 17). “A... distinction between the Old Testament
conception of Sheol and that of the apocalyptists is that in the latter moral
distinctions. . . now make their appearance. .. This distinction is made
for the first time in the Book of Daniel (c. 165 B. C)..."®

Finally, it should be noted that this picture of a gloomy,
pointless after — life without ethical distinctions is simply the general
view. There are some exceptions but this is the most common
concept of primitive mankind in general. 2 More particularly, the

correspondence between Sheol and the Babylonian culture is



striking. @

The Sheol view of the after — life is by far the main teaching of
the OT on the subject. The OT ascribes this belief to the patriarchs
(Gen 37: 35) and “the typical Old Testament conception of Sheol
as the abode of the shades remained the orthodox belief of Judaism
down to the second century BC and continued to be securely held
long after that date particularly by the Sadducean party. ”®

Nevertheless, there is within the OT a development beyond
this gloomy view of the after — life, and it is this development that
the paper now attempts to trace.

Central to this development and the Israelites’ understanding of
death in general is the relationship between death (or Sheol) and
Yahweh. On one hand, as we have already seen, the dead are
presented as being cut off from Yahweh, in a state where He has
nothing to do with them. On the other hand, there are passages in
which he is clearly shown to be Lord over death, where it is seen
that Sheol is not beyond His reach (Amos 9: 2, Ps 139: 8).

Some scholars hold that there is a development of understanding
here, that in “... the oldest concept of death, existence in the
dwelling place of the dead [ was thought to be] entirely independent
of Yahweh,”@ but that later, “... a relationship between Yahweh
and Death [was] affirmed, [and thus] there could be hope of a
victory over death; for where Yahweh reigns, life must
dominate. "®@

Whether there was such a development is a matter of some
dispute. @ But whatever the background to the teaching, it is clear

that the OT presents Yahweh as being Lord over death: He can



translate people without their having seen death (Enoch, Gen 5:
24; Elijah, 11 kings 2: 11); He can bring the dead back to life (I
kings 17: 17-22; 11 Kings 4: 18— 37).?9 This understanding of
Yahweh, then, will be taken as the starting point as we now go on
to trace the development of a new understanding of the after — life.

From what we have seen concerning Sheol, it is clear that the
understanding of death which Yahwism give to Israel was bleak
indeed. The after — life was a gloomy, pointless existence. In every
way the dead were cut off. They were cut off from the living, they
were cut off from the ongoing life of the nation. They “stood outside
the cult and its sphere of life”.® Death was presented “as the final
separation from God. ”® As Von Rad writes, “Yahweh is the God of
life in a quite exclusive sense.”® One can sympathize with the
verdict; “Surely a live dog is better than a dead lion. "®

No doubt this view of death would make for certain difficulties
for the people of Israel. What about the mystery of death concerning
which peopic are so inquisitive? What of loved ones as they passed
into a seemingly pointless existence? And what of this end for
oneself?

But Yahwism presented no way out of these questions, no
resolution of the problems. “There are neither attempts to overcome
the mystery of death by mythopoeic fantasies, by bold analogical
reasoning from the life of Nature, or by rituals of power, nor
palliations of death’s final decree by efforts to maintain a link with
the departed. "® The dead are declared unclean; they have for the
ongoing life of the nation a lack of importance which, when
compared with other ancient religions, is remarkable. ®

And yet in spite of all this, death was simply accepted, taken



for granted, by Israel of old. Of course, there were those who asked

“Why?”® but for the most part, “... the godly man of the OT
meets the absolutely irrevocable ordinance of death in perfect
resignation. ”®

The corporate understanding of life® would have made this
bleak view of death more acceptable: “... It is primarily the
continuing life of the tribe or clan which matters...”® and the
individual was seen to live on in his offspring. But even more, this
acceptance had to do with the Israelites’ view of life as being a gift
from God and tied to Him in all of its many aspects. Thus death
would be accepted as from Him as well, the normal end to the good
life He had given.® “Shall we indeed accept good from God and not
accept adversity?” (Job 2: 10)

Still, considering “... how little Yahwism was able to say
about the phenomenon of death... in face of its reality Israel

displayed an obedience unrivaled in the history of religion. "®

Situational shift of the Sheol concept in the Post — exilic period
of the Israelites’ History

And yet there would come a time when, at least for most Jews,
the Sheol view of death would be replaced by another. Important in
this development is the period around and following the exile. M.
Rist writes, “ [The] basic OT concept of Sheol began to change in
the postexilic period. "® And perhaps Oesterley is correct in saying
that “... it was the Exile which was the great turning — point in
the Israelite belief in Immortality. ”®

What we find occurring around the time of the exile is, not

surprisingly , a great crisis. ® This crisis came around the time of the
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end of the monarchy. These years, “... with their political
catastrophes must have been an age of dangerous disintegration of
the faith. ”® Something of the nature of this crisis can be seen in
these words of John Bright: “The problem of evil and its
relationship to the divine justice was, understandably enough,
peculiarly acute from the exile onward. Both the national
humiliation and the sufferings of many individuals Jew required
explanation. ”®

We find evidence of this crisis in the OT In Zephaniah’s time
(B. C. 625) there were those who were saying, “The Lord will
not do good or evil!”  (Zeph 1: 12). Habbakkuk, Jeremiah’s
contemporary, cries out to Yahweh, “Why?!” in the face of the
success of the wicked; Hab 1: 2~4, 12~17. And “Why?” is the
question which Jeremiah himself puts to the Lord, and this
ccneerning, again, the prosperity of the wicked; Jer 12: 14f. ® Still
again, we find Ezekiel explaining to those in exile just how God’s
justice operates. ® And note the people’s response: “The way of the
Lord is not just” (Ezek 18: 25)9 Deutero — Isaiah “. ..
summoned Israel to accept her sufferings as a part of Yahweh’s
redemptive purpose.”®

Thus we find a questioning of God’s way of His justice, of the
workings of retribution. And that this questioning continued for
some time is evident from Mal 2: 17, “where is the God of
Justice?” and 3: 14;® and from what must be the two most
questioning books in the entire Bible, Job and Ecclesiastes!

No doubt at any time Israel would have been concerned about
justice and retribution. And yet, in the opinion of the present

writer, there was a development that took place (for the most part)



prior to the crisis under discussion, which would have intensified the
people’s normal concern in these areas. For a long time prior to the
exile the prophets had been proclaiming a message that emphasized
the moral: God blesses a man who obey, who do what is right.
Then, around 621 B. C., Deuteronomy, which turned “the

@ appeared with its

prophetic preaching into common currency,’
blessings for obedience and curses for transgression. And finally, the
exile occurred and was explained by the prophets as being the
consequence of sin. With all of this, surely the people’s sensitivity to
the issues of sin, justice and retribution would have been very keen.

So then, we see a great crisis, a crisis of faith in which God’s
Justice is being questioned. Now we turn to consider a development
which has to do with the very fabric of Israelite society, and which
is central to the emergence of a higher view of the after — life. This
development is the rise of the place of the individual.

Something has already been mentioned about Israel’s corporate
understanding of life. To see this we go back to Israel’s earlier
history. Among ancient nomadic peoples, the individual as a self —
conscious unit had not emerged. Every man was part of a blood
group, a family, clan, or tribe bound together by the fact that the
same biood flowed through the veins of all the members. For some
purposes he appears to have been treated as part of the family of
which he was chief, and, for others, as part of the larger group of
which he was a son, so that for some offences the sins of the fathers
were visited upon the children, and for others the fathers suffered
for their children’s sins. @

This sort of corporate thinking can be seen reflected in the
execution of Achan’s family along with him (Jos 7;: 24~26), and



the execution of seven of Saul's descendants (two sons and five
grandsons) because of his treatment of the Gibeonites (II Sam 21:
14f).®

With the view of the individual held by nomadic peoples as a
starting point, the development of the place of the individual in
Israel can be traced throughout Israel’s history.® The basic idea is
that the individual comes more and more into his own, being
emancipated from the group. While the development was gradual,
the period around the time of the exile may be looked at as being
especially important. ® Jeremiah is widely considered to be “the
prophet of personal religion and of individualism.”® And the
individual is central to Ezekiel’s teaching concerning the justice of
God.

Behold, all souls are Mine; the soul of the father as well as the
soul of the son is Mine. “The soul who sins will die. The son will
not bear the punishment for the father’s iniquity, nor will the {father
bear the punishment for the son’s iniquity; the righteousness of the
righteous will be upon himself, and the wickedness of the wicked
will be upon himself. "®

It is worth noting that here we see not only the emphasis on the
individual, which is our present topic of discussion, but also the idea
of retribution, which we discussed just above.

So then, we see evidence that the time of the exile was a special
period in this rise of the place of the individual von Rad speaks of
Ezekiel’s time as one in which there was a “breakdown of the old
patriarchal faith and its conceptions of individual and community . . .
the individual { was] now conscious of his isolation. . .”® Indeed,

the exile contributed to this development. “... Always from storm



and stress, confusion of war, tribes and traditions, the individual
emerges more sure of his separate existence as every organized form

of thought and government collapses. "®

Individualism and the view of After — Life

The rise of the individual is extremely important to the
development of a different view of the after — life. We have seen that
early Israel, for the most part, was resigned to the fact of death.
Eichrodt writes, “Only as individuality awakens to more vigorous
life does the need for unrestrained expression of mourning over the
mortality of the human race increase, and make itself heard in the
psalms, the wisdom writings, and the utterances of the
prophets. "®

We have already noted that the corporate view of life made the
gloomy Sheol teaching on death more acceptable. What will happen
now? Under the corporate understanding of life, the individual could
“share in the eternity of the group. ”® But now, the question would
have to be raised: what about the individual him— or herself?

And with the rise of the individual would come many agonizing
questions concerning retribution, the justice of God. To illustrate,
under corporate thinking, the destruction of a city can be explained
as being a demonstration of God’s judgment; perhaps as a whole,
the city was quite corrupt. But under individualistic thinking, many
problems arise. What about the children? What about the innocent?
And so on one can imagine how the questioner’s thoughts might go.
The innocent have been taken away with the guilty; but god is just;

therefore, there must be a reckoning somewhere.



So then, we can see how the rise of the individual would
greatly influence the development of a different view of the after —
life, and the influence of this emergent individualism comes into the
picture in still more ways than have been mentioned.

We now turn to consider certain things that may well have
provided a background for the development of a richer view of the
after — life. As already mentioned, Israel had the examples of Enoch
and Elijah in their history. Again, in the book of the eighth -
century prophet Hosea, we find mention of what appears to be
resurrection; however, there are problems with the interpretation of
this.® Much clearer is Ezek 37 in which the resurrection of the
nation is spoken of. And then there is the servant of Isa 53, who is
granted “a long, probably immortal life ... as a compensation for
his sufferings and death, which are accepted as an expiation for the
sins of others™® —see vwv. 8 and 10.

Also, there were certain ideas about resurrection held by the
nations round about Israel. It is clear that Israel was not totally
unaffected by these; for example, Ezekiel speaks of women weeping
for Tammuz, a dying and rising god, ® at the Jerusalem temple. So
then, both within and without Israel there was that which might be
thought of as providing a background for the development of Israel’s
view of the after — life.

Having considered certain factors that contributed to, or at
least provided a background for, this development, we now go on to
look at the development itself. This took place along two quite
different paths. The first of these follows along the way of
communion with God. “It is a matter of faith which, trusting to

God for the choice of a solution, asks no other certitude than
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communion with him. ”?

This is what we find in Ps 16. The psalmist loves Yahweh:
“The Lord is the portion of my inheritance and my cup” (v.5). His
relationship with God gives the psalmist great confidence: “Because
He is at my right hand, 1 will not be shaken” (v.8). Will he not be
shaken, even by death? “... Thou wilt not abandon my soul to
Sheol” (v.10).

It is possible to relate this to the emerging individualism. ®
With the rise of the individual, “... there became actual one of the
final and perhaps most serious problems with which Yahwism had to
cope. Wherein did the individual's share in Yahweh and his gifts
consist. "® According to von Rad,? there were individuals who
found the answer to this question through a process of
spiritualization: praise instead of animal sacrifice, prayer instead of
incense, and so on. For such, Yahweh Himself became their
“portion”, their “hiding place.” There would be those, then, who
would conclude (in a manner reminiscent of Rom 8: 38f) that this
relationship could not be broken even by death.

It should be noted that since Ps 16 cannot be dated
accurately,® we cannot make it fit into some rigid scheme of
development. Also, in accordance with what was said earlier,
scholars do not all agree that this psalm refers to the after — life at
all. Nevertheless, it is possible that it does and that we do see here
something of how the belief in a worthwhile after — life came to be.

The next two examples, Ps 49 and Ps 73, cannot be dated
accurately either, but since they both wrestle with the problem of
the prosperity of the wicked, they fit well into the “crisis” period

mentioned above. In fact, there are those who do place then in this



period. @

“I was envious of the arrogant, ” writes the psalmist, “As I
saw the prosperity of the wicked” (Ps 73: 3; Ps 49: 5ff.). Asin
Ps 16, we see here the deep relationship to God: “whom have I in
heaven but Thee? And besides Thee, I desire nothing on earth” (Ps
73: 25).% And then there are the words that at least seem to point
to something beyond this life: “But God will redeem my soul from
the power of Sheol; For He will receive me” (Ps 49: 15; Ps 73:
24).

One other passage, Job 19. 25ff, might be mentioned. While
it is far from certain, it is possible that here there is something of a
reference to an after — life® that makes this especially interesting for
us is that Job is likely from the post — exilic period and definitely
deals with the problem of justice and retribution.

For all the vagueness of these passages and disagreement among
scholars, it is difficult not to think that we have something in the
above — mentioned passages of a looking beyond this life. Of course,
we see no hard and fast set doctrine. It is not explained how death

will be conquered through resurrection or whatever but just that it

will be beaten.
Eschatological view of After — Life

One thing which should be noticed is that in both Ps 49 and Ps
73, when faced with the problem of the prosperity of the wicked,
the writers find the answer as lying beyond this life. This is an
important point to note for what follows.

The second path to a more developed view of the after — life



follows a quite different route than the first. This is “the conquest of
death as an eschatological event. "® The two references to this are
both found in OT apocalyptic literature: Isa 26: 19% and Dan 12:
1~3.

There is debate concerning whether or not Isa 26: 19 actually
refers to the resurrection of the dead. @ If it does, then here only the
righteous are raised. The passage is to be dated (perhaps) from the
third of fourth centuries B. C.@

It is in Dan 12: 1~3 that we come to “the only passage in the
Old Testament where we have a clear and undisputed reference to
the resurrection of the dead. "® The passage dates from around 165
B. C.,® but it is possible that by this time the idea of a resurrection
had been accepted by many, but not all, as we shall see.

The passage arises out of the Maccabean wars. “As righteous
men were brutally done to death, or lost their lives fighting for the
faith, belief that God would vindicate his justice beyond the grave
became an absolute necessity for the majority of Jews. ”® It has been
said that, “The martyr was the real creator of belief in a second
life.”® “On the other hand, there were Jews who had turned
traitor and betrayed their fellows into the hand of the tyrant. Some
of these had died without having paid the penalty of their wrong —
doing. These, too, would be raised to receive their recompense. ®

Here, then, we see a resurrection of both the righteous and the
wicked, and this with retribution clearly in view However, it may
be that this is not referring to a general resurrection since only
many: * are spoken of as being raised.”

The idea of a resurrection can be seen to fit in well with

apocalyptic ideas in general. Just as God’s purpose is not fulfilled in



this age but beyond it, so His justice in not ({fully) carried out in
this life, but rather in the next.

So then, we have seen these two paths to a new view of the
after — life. Von Rad comments on the difference between them:
“The difference is obvious. In the psalms, it was the word of
Yahweh addressed to the individual in a wholly personal way that
bore him over the threshold of death, because he abandoned himself
to it completely. What was characteristic for man’s situation over
against death was precisely the lack of a generally accepted hope in
something beyond, and that inevitability in which nothing remained
but to cast oneself on Yahweh’s word that alone promised life, and
to hide oneself in it before death. On the other hand in Apocalyptic,
the resurrection of the dead is merely one act in the great apocalyptic
events of the end, the main essentials of which were already fixed in
anticipation. These events would overtake the whole world and
therefore the individual as well, who has to hold himself in readiness
for them...”®

We would expect this new and very weighty idea to generate
much debate, and this is just what we find when we look into the
inter — testamental literature. The idea of a resurrection is rejected
by Ecclesiastics, Judith, Tobit, Baruch and I Maccabees, but
accepted by Il Macc 7: 91f., the parable of Enoch, the book of
Baruch and the Testaments of the Twelve patriarchs: however, in
the latter books, “... numerous variations occur. . . as to the mode
and place of resurrection and as to the nature of the resuscitated
bodies. "® And still more ideas concerning the after — life were put
forth during this period: the immortality of the soul, the dividing up

of Sheol into various compartments. ®
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We know that one party, the Sadducees, never did accept the
teaching of the resurrections. ® Still, “in the second century, and
after. . . belief in a general resurrection and a final judgment gained

the upper hand. ”®
Conclusion

And with this we come to the end of our study into the teaching
of the OT on the subject of the after — life. We have seen that the
main teaching of the OT by far is its presentation of Sheol as the
abode of the dead. We have also seem, however, that there was a
development beyond this bleak view of the after — life. We have
looked into the major factors that contributed to this development
and have seen that, evenwually, most Jews came to believe in the

resurrection of the dead and a final judgment.
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