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CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

Life and death in the Old Testament

MICHAEL A. KNIBB

Beliefs about life and death, whether consciousty articulated or
not, form part of the make-up of all human beings, and the people of the
Old Testament provide no exception in this respect. There are ap-
proximately eight hundred occurrences ofthe roothayah (‘tolive’} in the Old
Testament and one thousand occurrences of the root midt (to die’; for the
statistics see Gerleman, 1971a, 19718), and in addition there are numerous
references to one or other aspect of the themes of life and death that do not
make use of either of these roots; the sheer wealth of the material is an
indication of the importance of these themes within the Old Testament. The
occurrences of the roots hdyah and midt are discussed by Ringgren {1980
119771 and by Ringgren, Ilimann and Fabry (1984), in both cases with some
consideration of relevant matenal from the ancent Near East, while a
comprehensive treatment of life and, partdcularly, of death and resurrection
in the Old Testament was provided by Martin-Achard {1960 [1956)) in a
work which contains very full references both to the relevant biblical
material and to the older secondary literature,

1. Basic beliefs about life

Basic to the Old Testament is the belief that Yahweh has power
over both life and death {(cf. e.g. Deut. 32.39; 1 Sam. 2.6}, and 1t 15 in
accordance with this belief that Iife 1s frequently depicted in the Old
Testament as the gift of God. This 1s of course the view of the creation
narratives {Gen. 1.1-2.4q; 2.46-3.24}, as 1s expressed abaove all in Gen. 2.7
‘then the Lorp God formed man of dust from the ground, and breathed
into his nostrils the breath of life; and man became a living being’. But this
idea 15 also reflected 1n a number of passages in which God 1s mengoned as
the subject, and ‘life’ as the object, and Ged s said, for example, to ‘make’
(Job 10.12), or ‘give’ {Mal. 2.5), or ‘command’ (Ps. 133.3) life (cf.
Gerleman: 19714, 554-5). It is also reflected in the thought that God 1s the
‘fountain of life’ {Ps. 36.9 (Hebr. 10)) and is implied in the description of
Yahweh as the ‘living God’ (¢f. Johnson: 1964, 106-7).
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The belief that Yahweh is the living God finds expression both in those
passages in which he is described as such (e.g. Deut. 5.26 (23); 2 Kings 19.4.
Josh.3.10) and in passages which use the common oath formula ‘by the i
of Yahweh' (e.g. Judges 8.19, and for the translation cf. Greenberg: 1957).
In 2 study entitled ‘Der lebendige Gott' (1967, reprint 1972) Kraus has
argued that the theological ideas associated with the oath formula are
indicated in the relative clauses that arc in some cases attached to them {e.g.
2 Sam. 4.9; in 1 Sam. 14.39 a participle is used), and that the emphasis in
these passages is on Yahweh's active intervention on behalf of his people
{e.g. Jer. 16.14-15; 23.7-8). Similar ideas occur in those passages which
refer to Yahweh as the ‘living God' in that the term is used in contexts
which refer to Yahweh's presence among (e.g. Josh. 3.10) or intervention
on behalf of (Hos. 1.10 (Hebr. 2.1)) his people, sometines in polemical
contexts in which Yahweh has been insulted (2 Kings 19.4, 16}, or a
contrast is drawn with powerless idols (Jer. 10.10). It is significan,
however, thatin Jer. 38.16 the oath formula s used in association with the
thought of the creation of man: ‘By the life of the Lorp who made our
souls’ (cf. NEB, ‘By the life of the Loro who gave us our lives’); this
passage indicates that one of the ideas associated with the belief that
Yahweh is the living God is that he is the giver of life {cf. Kraus: 1972, 5-30:
but note his conclusion that the thought of Yahweh as the ‘fountain of life’
did not remain confined to the natural sphere, but was shaped by Israel’s
trust in his saving activity).

The belief that life is the gift of Yahweh isaiso reflected in the idea that he
is the one who sustains and preserves life. Thus the Pi ‘el of the verb haydhis
used in Neh. 9.6 with reference to Yahweh’s ‘preserving’ the whole of
creation and in Ps. 33.19 with reference to his ‘keeping alive’ in a time of
famine those who fear him (cf. the use of the Hiph 4l in Josh. 14.10). The
Pi‘el of haydh is also employed in psalms of lament and thanksgiving to
refer to Yahweh's ‘preserving the life’ of the psalmist, thatis delivering him
from danger or distress caused by enemies or curing him of sickness {cf.
Johnson: 1964, 96-100). This usage is tllustrated in Ps. 143.11;

‘For thy name’s sake, O Lorp, preserve my life!
In thy righteousness bring me out of trouble!’

or Ps. 30.3 (Hebr. 4):

‘O Lorp, thou hast brought up my soul from Sheol,
restored me to life from among those gone down to the Pic”

Cf. also such passages as Ps. 41.2 (Hebr. 3); 71.20, and, with reference to the
nation, 85.5-6 (Hebr. 6-7); 80.18 (Hebr. 19). The fact that in some of these
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psalms (e.g. 30.3 (Hebr. 4)) the sickness or distress is scen to bring the
psatmist into the power of death and the underworld will need 1o be
considered below.

The passage quoted above about the creation of man (Gen. 2.7} deserves
further attention because of the light it casts on Israelite beliefs about the
nature of man, i.e. about the way i which he was thought to be a ‘living
being’. By way of background te an examination of this passage reference
should first be made to the important study by fohnson (1964) on the Old
Testament conception of man {cf. aiso Wolff: 1974 [1973]). Johnson's main
concern was to urge ‘that in [sraelite thought man 1s conceived not so much
in dual fashion as “body™ and “soul”, but synthetically as a unit of vital
power or {in current terminology) a psycho-physical organism’ (1964,
87). He took as the starting point of his argument the idea that Israelite
thinking, like that of so-called ‘primitive’ peoples, was predominantly
synthetic and was ‘characterized in large measure by what has been called
the grasping of a totality’, according to which phenomena were “perceived
as being in some kind of relationship.” This approach conditioned Israel’s
conception of man masmuch as ‘in Israchte thought psychical functions
have close physical associations’ (1964, 1, 4). Johnson sought to de-
monstrate his view that man was seen as a psycho-physical organism by a
careful examination of the wide range of meanings that attach themselves
to the terms used for the constitution of man, namely neped (‘convention-
alty ‘soul’), rii’h (often ‘wind’, but with reference to both God and man
conventionally ‘spirit’}, and the various parts of the body, including, as the
most important, [éh or [8hdh (conventionally ‘heart”). He pointed to the fact
that these terms are used, at one end of the spectrum, in a purely physical
sense and, at the other, with reference to the whole range of man’s
emotional, volitional, and intellectual activity. With regard te the parts of
the body he pointed out that ‘besides being referred to in a simple
straightforward way as mere instruments of the ego .. .. they are
sometimes spoken of as themselves actively engaged in some form of
personal behaviour, or as characterised by some personal gualiey” (1964,
37), and that they are in consequence in some cases subject to a moral
judgement (cf. e.g. 1964, 45, 82-87).

The vartous terms used to refer to the constitution of inan have also been
examined in detail by Wolff, who, in the first part of his study, offers what
he describas as an ‘anthropological language primer’ (1974: 5-80 [1973;
19--124]). His approach and conclusions in many ways overlap with those
of Johnson. However, it is not intended to pursue here the guestion of the
(ld Testament conception of man except insofar as it relates to the way in
which man was concetved to be a 'living being’.
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The account of the creation of man in the “Yahwistic’ narrative of the
creation and fall (Gen. 2.4b-3.24) epitomises the Old Testament view of the
constitution of man: “Yahweh God formed man out of dust from the
ground and breathed into his nostrils the breath of life (nifmat hayyim); and
the man became a living being (nepes hayyah)' (Gen. 2.7). It is widely
recognised that there is no suggestion here of a dichotomy between body
and soul; the ‘breath of life’ is not conceived of as having an existence
somehow separate from the body, and it is man as an entity who becomes 3
Tiving being’. Thus, for example, Westermann comments: ‘a human being
does not consist of a number of parts (like body and soul and so on), but
rather is “something” that comes into being as a human person by »
quickening into life . . . a person is created as a nepef hayydh; a *‘living soul”
1s not put into one’s body’ (1984: 206-7 [1974: 282--3]).

Theidea that man’s life depends on the breath breathed into him by God
1s expressed in the Old Testament in a variety of ways. Gen. 2.7 uses the
expression ‘the breath of life” (nifmat hayyim), butin Job 33.4 (cf. 32.8) this
1s explicitly identified as “the breath of the Almighty™

“The spirit of God has made me,
and the breath of the Almighty gives me hfe)

Here ‘spirit’” (ri*) and ‘breath’ (n"Samah) are used virtually synonymously,
as they are also in Isa. 42.5; and in some later passages #d% is used with the
meaning ‘breath’ simply as a synonym of #°Samah: cf. Gen. 6.17; 7.15 (both
‘breath of life’); Zech. 12.1. Gen. 7.22, in a redactional passage, employs the
composite expression ‘breath of the spirit of life’. Again, just as the life of
man 15 dependent on the gift by Yahweh of the ‘breath’ or “spirit’, so the
withdrawal of this by Yahweh means the death of man: cf, e.g. Ps.
104.29-30,

“When you take away their breath [si%h], they die
and return to their dust

When you send forth your breath {m%].they are oreated,
and you renew the face of the earth.’

Cf.Ps. 146.4; Job 34.14-15; Eccl. 12.7. Correspondingly, in Ezekiel’s vision
of the renewal of the nation {(Ezek. 37), sinews, flesh and skin first come
upon the bones, but life only retarns to them after the *breath’ {ri%h} comes
into them at Yahwel's command.

According to what has just been said, the principle of life within man lies
in the ‘breath’. but sometmes in the Qld Testament it is the nefes’
{conventionally ‘soul’} that represents the vital element within him. (There
is an overlap in the Old Testament between such concepts as rid“h and nepel,
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for which Wolff uses the idea of ‘stereometric thinking’; ¢f. ¢.g. 1974: 7-8,
33 {1973:22,59], and his reference to Land sberger: 1963, 17.) As mentioned
earlier, the term nepel has 2 wide range of meanings: at the physical level it
can signify ‘throat’, ‘neck’, ‘breath’, but it is also used with the oleaning
‘life’, and then as something like ‘soul’ in contexts where it is scen as the seat
of feelings and emotions, and hence it can mean ‘desire” it can also mean
‘person’ (as in Gen. 2.7), or even ‘corpse’, and it is sometimes used with
pronominal suffixes as a substitute for the personal or reflexive pronoun
(see e.g. Johnson: 1964, 3-22: Wolff: 1974, 10-25 {1973: 25-48]). Our
concern here is only with the use of nepef to refer to the life force, the vital
principle within men and animals, and hence as meaning ‘hfe’ (cf. e.g. Prov.
7.23). This meaning 1s reflected most clearly in the idea that ‘life’ 15, Or is
contained m, the blood; cf. Deut. 12.23, ‘the blood is the life [nepes]’; Gen.
9.4; Lev. 17.10—14. Because it is the life force within man, the loss of the
nepes, like the loss of the ‘breath’ (see above), means the death of the
individual. Thus at death the nepef 15 said to be ‘breathed out’ (Job 11.20;
31.39), or ‘poured out’ {Ps. 141.8; Lam. 2.12; ¢f. 2 Sam. 14.14), or to
‘depart’ (Gen. 35.18), while in the case of the recovery of the son of the
woman of Zarephath the nepe! is said to ‘return’ (1 Kings 17.21-2),
However, inasmuch as theremis, from one point of view, no clear-cut
distinction in the Old Testament between life and death, fainting can also
be described in terms of the ‘breathing out’ (Jer. 15.9) and despair i terms
of the ‘pouring out’ (Job 30.16) of the nepel, i.c. in terms of the loss of
vitality, while the recovery of strength or spirit can be described in terms of
the restoration of the nepes (e.g. Lam. 1.11; Ps. 23.3), i.e. in terms of the
regaining of vitality. There is an overlap here with the many instances in
the Old Testament in which the nepeis the seat of the teelings or emotions
and thus can be said, for example, to ‘faint’ from hunger (Ps. 107.5).

The nature and characteristics of life in the Old Testament {(and in
ancient Near Eastern writings) were considered by C. Barth in an
influential monograph (1947: 21-36; of, Martin-A chard: 196G, 315 {1956,
11-20]). Here it is tmportant to observe that although ‘life’ in the Old
Testament can be thought of in terms of mere physical existence — the verb
hayah can, for example, be used of survival {Gen. 20.7; 43.8), or of existence
at a place (Gen. 47.28) or over a period of time (Gen. 5 passim}, just as the
noun hayyim can be used of the length of an individual’s life {Gen. 23.1;
25.7), or of life in contrast to death ( Jonah 4.3, 8) —the concept often carries
with it the notions of prosperity, blessing, health, strength, etc., that is of
life in its fullness (cf. Barth: 1947, 27-33; Johnson: 1964, 95-106). This
follows, first of all, from the fact that hayyim 1s sometimes used in
combination with such notions as ‘long life’ (Deut. 30.20; Ps. 34.12 (Hebr.
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13); Prov. 3.2}, ‘good’ (i.e. ‘prosperity’ (t8b), Deut. 30.15), ‘blessing’
(brakah, Deut. 30.16, 19; Ps. 133.3), and ‘peace’ (i.e. ‘weli-being, pros-
perity’ (§além), Mal. 2.5; Prov. 3.16--18). Itis also implied in the idea that an
individual in trouble, whether caused by sickness (e.g. Ps. 88), or the attacks
of encrmies (e.g. Ps. 86, see vs. 13), or some unspecified cause {(e.g. Ps. 40, see
vs, 2 (Hebr. 3)), is already within the realm of death, 1.e. in Sheol, and that
deliverance from such a situation involves being ‘brought up’ from Sheol
{e.g. Ps. 30.3 (Hebr. 4)}. Furthermore, the Pi‘el of hayah is sometimes used
in psalms of lament and thanksgiving to refer to Yahweh’s ‘preserving the
life’ of the psalmist, i.¢. rescuing him fromithe assaults of enemies or healing
him of sickness, as we have seen {(above, pp. 396-7). In a similar way the
Qal of hayah can be used with the meaning ‘be healed, recover’ (e.g. Num.
21.8-9; Josh. 5.8}, or ‘revive’ (Gen. 45.27 {from a state of despair); Judges
15.19 (from faintness), 1 Kings 1722 (from apparent death)), just as the
Hiph ‘il can have the meaning ‘cure’ (someonc of sickness, Isa. 38.16) or
‘restore to life’ {someone apparently dead, 2 Kings 8.15). The clear
implication of all this is that any impairment of, or threat to, life is a form
of death, and that by contrase ‘real’ life is life thatis not in any way impaired
or threatened, but is life in 1ts fulness.

[t is against the background of such an understanding of life that the
frequent references to life in Deuteronomy and in Proverbs should be seen,
In Deuteronomy the attainment of life is dependent on obedience to the
commandments {(cf. ako Lev. 18.5; Neh. 9.29), and life itself is usually
associated with possession of the land and with such concepts as well-being
and long life: of. e.g. 5.33, “You shall walk in all the way which the Lorp
your God has commanded you, that you may live, and thatit may go well
with you, and that you may livelong in the land which you shall possess’;
cf. also, for example, 4.1; 8.1; and especially 30.15-20.

The approach in the book of Proverbs is not dissimilar. Fere the
attainment of Iife is frequently depicted as the conseguence of obedience to
the teachings of the wisdom teacher {e.g. 3.1--2; 4.10), or is linked with the
acquisition of wisdom (e.g. 3.13~18; 8.35), the receiving of instruction
{4.13), or the like. Occasionally other concepts, such as well-being or
riches, are assaciated with life {e.g. 3.2, 16~18; 4.22), and this indicates that
life is understood te mean a full, happy and prosperous kife (cf. 15.27).

So far as the prophets are concerned, it is noticeable that it is only in
Ezekiel that references to life occur at all frequently (cf. Zimmerli: 1963
[19571, 178). in Ezekiel the unconditional prommise of the renewal of the life
of the nation and of the return to the land (37.1-14; cf. 47.9) has to be held
in balance with the two disputations (18; 33.10-20) in which the promise of
life is dependent on the observance of the ‘statutes of life’ (33.15; ¢f. 18.9,
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17,20.11, 13, 21: and see Zimmerk; 1963)). These two disputations take up
the complaints of the exiles that they are being treated unjusdy (18.2, 25,
29; 33.10, 17, 20), and despite the appearance created by the mode of
argument, which makes use of individual case histories, the concern is
primarily with the fate of the exilic generation asa group, rather than with
that of individuals. The prophet argues that cach generation is responsible
for its own fate. There is an inescapable link between sin and death on the
one hand, and righteousness and life on the other. The righteous man who
turns from his righteousness must inevitably die; the sinner who trns from
his sin will live. The exiles are urged ¢o repent in order to obtain life (cf,
18.23, 30-2; 33.11}.

Zimmerl: (1963; ¢f. 1979 [1969a]} has made a particular study of the
background of the literary form of the disputations. He argued with
reference to 18.5-9 that the combination of the recapitelation of a series of
legal pronouncements, the declaratory formula ‘he 1s righteous’, and the
promise of life ‘he shall live!, reflected the procedure of a ceremony of
admission to the temple in which the worshipper had read to him the rules
of the temple, to which he affirmed his adherence — or himself recited a list
of rules as a form of confession of innecence — and was then declared
‘righteous’ and was admitted to the temple (Zimmerli: 1963, 182—4 1979,
375-6 [1969a, 397-9]}; cf. Gunkel-Begrich: 1933, 408-9; vor Rad: 1966,
244-5, 254; 1958 {1950, 2267, 235-6). Zimmerli further maintained that
‘the third element of Ezek. 18.5-9, the promuise oflife, also points to an event
inthesanctuary. ‘Life’ s especially the gift givenin the sphere of the sanctuary
as the place of God’s presence’ (1979, 376 [196%94, 3991}, A similar point had
earlier been made by vor Rad. In comment on Deut. 30.15, 19 he pointed
out that the promise of life was intimately linked to the proclamation of the
commandments, such as occurred on certain great cultic occasions {e.g. the
feast of booths, cf. 31.10-13). He argued that it was within the culeus that
the individual received the assurance that he would have iife, and that this
assurance was given not just on great cultic occasions when the command-
ments were recited, but aiso in more ‘private’ circumstances, when the
individual in distress came to the temple (von Rad: 1966, 2534 {1958,
234-6]). Zimmerk found indirect support for his view inter alia in the
words of Amos 5.4-5, ‘Seck me and live; but do not seck Bethel . . 7,
‘Seeck Bethel and live’. The priests of Bethel sought to encourage
pilgrimage to the sanctuary at Bethel by the promise of life, but Amos (cf.
5.4-5, 6, 14}, like Ezekiel after him, was concerned to stress the conditional
character of this promise of life. Recognition of the cultic background of
Ezek. 18.5-9, and in partcular the promise of life (vs. 9, is important for
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understanding what s meant by ‘Lfe’ in Ezek. 18 (and in 33.10-20),
Whereas 37.1-14 specifically mentions return from exile (see vs. 14), the
promise of life is left undefined in 18 and 33.10-20. Zimmerh drew
attention to the way in which the salvation promised in the cult *was not
primarily the promise of a specific, and materially defined, gift, but more
broadly a promise “God will be with you™”’, as indeed life is defined in
Amoes 5.14. He argued that in a similar way the promise of life in Ezek, 18
was left open and deliberately not restricted to a return from exile. “That
God promises his “Yes”, and therewith his assurance of “life”, to the man
who confesses obedience to him and his commandments is here also the
important factor’ (1979, 381-2; {19694, 406-91).

2. Death in the Old Testament

Relatively more attention appears to have been paid in recent
studies to the theme of death in the Old Testament than to the theme of life.
Mention has already been made of the article by Ringgren, Himann and
Fabry (1984) and of the volume by Martin-Achard (1960 {1956]). Other
general studies include those by Kaiser (Kaiser and Lohse, 1977; Eng. Tr.,
1981), Ringgren (1963, 218-26, 263-5; Eng. Tr., 1966, pp. 23947, 322-3),
Maag (1964, reprint 1980), Fohrer (1968}, Wolff (1973, 150~76 (Eng. Tr.,
1974, 99-118), and Ploger {1978). Studies that are concerned more with the
theological understanding of death in the Old Testament include von Rad
(1, 21958, 274-6, 385-9 (Eng. Tr., 1962, 275-7, 387-91); 11, 21961, pp.361-2
(Eng. Tr., 1965, 349-50)), Zimmerli (1971), Brueggemann (1976), and
Bailey (1979, especially, 23~74). Funeral rites are discussed by de Vaux (1,
1958, 93100, Eng. Tr., 1961, 56-61). Other works will be mentioned in
the course of what follows.

Despite such passages as Rom. 5.12; 6.23; Wisd. Sol. 2.23—4; 2 Esdras 3.7,
thereis no suggestion in the narratives of the creation and fall, nor mdeed in
the Old Testament as a whole, that man was created immortal and lost his
mmmortality as a result of disobedience. In Gen. 2.17 death is certainly
prescribed as the penalty for cating the tree of the knowledge of good and
evil, but there is no hint that man had originally possessed immortatity, and
mn any case the actual punishment was different (of. Gen, 3.17-19), In Gen.
3.19death 1s mentioned as marking the end of man’s toil on the earth, not as
a pumshment, while the implication of 3.22, 24, which refer to the tree of
ife which might have given man immortality, is that man did not at that
time possess it (cf. e.g. Martin-Achard: 1960, 19-20 [1956, 23-4])
Wichter; 1967, 198-203; and on Gen. 3.19 see Westermann: 1974, 362-3
(Eng. Tr. 1984, 2667}, with references to other views). There is thus no
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idca in the narrative of the creation and fall that man had once been
mmmortal. In contrast Gen. 3.19¢, ‘you are dust, and to dust you shall
return’, reflects the view that death is the inevitable fate of all men, a view
that, under a variety of images, occurs throughout the Old Testament: cf.
e.g. 1 Kings 2.2; 2 Sam. 14.14; Job 14.1-2.

Attitudes towards death in the Old Testament are, however, much more
varied than mere acknowledgement of death as the common lot of
mankind, as Wiichter (1967) has shown (cf. also Bailey: 1979, 47-61, 71-4).
Wachter distinguished between instinctive attitudes towards death and the
theological evaluation of death in the Old Testament. Under the former he
regarded aversion to, or fear of, death as the most common reaction,
expressed atits simplestin the flight of an individual in the face of the threat
of death {e.g. 1 Sam. 19.11-12) or the panic of a group in the face of an
enemy attack (e.g. 2 Kings 7.6-7; Josh. 2.9), and ata deeper level in terror at
the prospect of meeting God (e.g. Num. 16.34; Judg. 13.22). But he also
noted other atdrudes, including both acceptance of death (e.g. Job 5.26; 2
Sam. 19.34=7 (Hebr. 35-8)), particularly when it occurs in ‘good old age’
{e.g. Gen. 25.8), but also sometimes a common human longing for death
(e.g. Exod. 14.11-12; 1 Kings 19.4), and in Ecclesiastes a weariness with life
{2.15-18; 6.2-6). The Old Testament also speaks of death as the mevitable
fate of all men (see above), and Wiichter drew attention to the variety of
contexts in which this notion occurs and the variety of purposes to which it
15 put {e.g. as the basis of an appeal to God’s forbearance (Job 14.1-3), or as
the means of emphasising the eternal love and righteousness of God {Ps.
103.134)). So far as the theological evaluation of death is concerned,
Wichter noted that death 1s predominantly seen as divine punishment,
whether of communities (e.g, Deut. 28; Lev. 26) or of mndividuals {e.g.
Amos 7.9, 11). But whereas sudden or premature death 1s clearly seen as a
divine punishment in the Old Testament, mortality as such is not so
regarded (Ps. 90 forms a partial exception (¢f. Kellermann: 1976, 264-6);
for Gen. 2-3, see above). Throughout Wichter drew on ancient Near
Eastern as well as Old Testament sources. He surveyed — and carefully
evaluated — an enormously wide range of material, and it 15 1n this that the
usefulness of his study les.

At death the individual was placed in the grave, but he was at the same
time thought to go down to the realm of the dead, f.e. to Sheol, as that
realm is most commonly named in the Old Testament {cf. e.g. Gen. 37.35).
Maag (1980, 18441.) draws a sharp distinction between the grave and Sheol,
but it seems clear that the two concepts frequently overlap, as is shown
particularly by Ezek. 32.17-32. Pedersen’s comments in relation to this
passage are stil apposite: ‘Sheol is the entirety into which all graves are
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merged . . . The “Ur"-grave we might call Sheol; it belongs deep down
under the carth, but it mamfests itself in every single grave . . . Where
there is grave, there is Sheol, and where there is Sheol, there is grave'
(Pedersen, 111, 1959, 462, quoted by Tromp: 1969, 133, cf. 139; and alse
Barth: 1947, 83-5).

The studies of the two scholars just mentioned, Tromp and Barth, have
considerably increased our understanding of the OId Testament concep-
tion of the realm of the dead. Tromp (1969) devoted the first part of his
monograph to the listing and discussion of the many namesand epithets used
for the nether world in the Old Testament. For the sake of convenience he
divided the names into three groups: those in which the local aspect is the
predominant commen element, such as Sheol, eres (‘nether world’, e.g.
Exod. 15.12}, or bér (‘pit’, e.g. Isa. 38.18); those which reflect something of
the character of the realm of the dead, sach as Abaddon (‘place of
destruction’) or ‘apdr (‘dust’, e.g. Job 17.16}; and those which refer to death
as a personal reatity, such as mdt (*Sir Death’, e.g. Isa. 28.15) or melek ballghi
(*king of terrors’, Job 18.14). In the second part of his study Tromp
attempted to draw out the implications of the material he had assembled in
Part]in relation to other biblical descriptions of the realm of the dead. Here
he treats such topics as the nether world as a city, or a prison, death as a
personal force and the demons associated with him, and the inhabitants and
conditions of the nether world. The distinctive feature of Tromp's study is
the extent to which he makes use of the evidence of the Ugaritic texts in his
elucidation of the Old Testament material. Whether or not one agrees with
all the derails of his interpretation of the Old Testament texts, there is no
question that his monograph marked 2n important advance in the study of
the subject. Not the least point of interest is his demonstration of how
widespread was the concern with death and the realm of the dead in the
Old Testament.

An equally important advance was marked by Barth’s somewhat older
study (1947}, which has remained very influental. Barth (76-91), who
made extensive use of parailels drawn from Mesopotamian and Egyptian
sources, treated a good deal of the same Old Testament material as Tromp
in the context of a study whose particular purpose will be discussed later.
Here attention should be drawn to Barth’s views on the location of Sheol,
which 15 conventionally regarded as being under the carth. Barth, who was
strongly influenced by the ideas of Pedersen (cf. 111, 1959, 460--70), argued
that the various Jocations and names of Sheol expressed something of the
character of Sheol and were not to be understood as providing precise
geographical information. Thus the common idea that Sheol lies in the
depths of the earth reflects the separation of Sheol from the world of life.
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The conception of Sheol as being in the depths is derived from the grave,
which itself is to be regarded as 2 manifestation of Sheol. But Sheol also
manifests itself in other phenomena, particularly the ocean (cf. e.g. Ps.692,
14-15 (Hebr. 3, 15-16); 71: 20), which was perceived as the embodiment of
death and destruction, and the desert. Barth concludes: “The realm of death
s present wherever death exercises its rule. The location of the realm of
death cannot be defined more precisely or more comprehensively’ (ibid.,
88; see particularly 80-G).

There is undoubtedly an element of truth in Barth’s view of the
descriptive character of what is said of the realm of the dead and its location
m the Old Testament, but to some extent his argument represents an
overstatement. ‘Iromp (1969, 129-40), while paying tribute to the
importance of Barth’s study, nonetheless offered a number of qualifications
to his views. So far as the location of Sheol is concerned it must suffice here
to qudte the following comment: ‘It seems imperative to distinguish
between death’s province comprising both local realities as ocean and
desert, and other realities as prison, illness, and wild beasts — and the abode
of the dead proper, which is seated deep in the carth. Sheol then is the
complete reign of Death, the abode of the dead from which nobody
returns; it is pareially identical with the grave and with the primeval ocean
also” (ibid., 133).

The Old Testament conception of the realm of the dead as a place of
darkness, in which the dead lead a sha dowy existence, cut off from men and
God, unable to praise God and indeed unable to do anything, is well-
known and has often been discussed by scholars (see e.g. Martin-Achard:
1960, 3646 [1956, 36-43)); Wichter, 1967, 181-93). The OId Testament
gives vivid descriptions of thisrealm in such passages as [sa. 14.9-20a Ezek.
32.17-32; Ps. 88 Job 3.13-19; 10.21-2; 14.12; Eccl. 95, 10. It is not
intended to discuss the nature of this realm here, except to note that the
dead were believed to continue in existerce in Sheol, albeitin a very weak
and reduced state. ‘Dheath is to be explained in terms of life. It is 2 weak and
indeed, insofar as it marks the final disintegration of one’s nepes, the weakest
form of life’ (Johnson: 1964, 88, and see 88-95). The idea that the dead
survive in 2 much reduced form of life 15 presupposed by the practice of
offering food and drink to the dead (cf. Deut. 26.14; Sir. 30.18}, which may
well have been ‘intended to strengthen the dead (¢f. Wichter: 1967,
18693} Butitis also reflected in 1 Sam. 28, the account of the conjuring up
of the ghost of Samuel by the woman of En-dor (cf. vs. 13, ‘I sce a ghost
[*I6him] coming up from the nether world ), in which Samuel complains at
being disturbed (vs. 15); and above all in the taunt-song against the king of
Babylon {Isa. 14.3-23), in which the ‘shades’ (rpaim, here a term referring
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to former rulers) are roused from their thrones to greet the arrival of th,
dead tyrant in Sheol:

‘Sheol beneath is sturred up
to meet you when you come,
it rouses the shades to greet you,
all who were leaders of the earth;
it raises from their thrones
all who were kings of the nations.
All of them will speak
and say to yow:
“You oo have become as weak as we!
You have become like us!™’ {vss. 9~10, cf. vss. 16-17

(For the +*p@#m and their relationship to Ugaritic rphm, see Healey: 1978,
and b; Spronk: 1986, 161-96.)

The conception of death as a very weak form of life forms the
countter part to the belief that any impairment of, or threat to, life represent
a form of death {cf. Johnson: 1964, 95). It is against the background of thi
conception of life and death, and against the background of the perceptior
that the realm of death cannot simply be defined in terms of Sheol asa place
deep in the earth, that those passages in the individual laments anc
thanksgivings which speak of the individual in distress as being already ir
the realm of death have to be interpreted. Barth's discussion of the Ol¢
Testament understanding of life (1947, 20-51) and death (ibid., 52-91) wa:
intended to provide the necessary basis for the interpretation of just these
psalm passages (91-122). Barth, who built on the work of Pedersen (-~
1959, 1534, 460-70) and Baumgartner (1959 [1933], 125}, noted that in ar
earlier period passages which referred to the individual who was sick o1
otherwisc in distress as being in Sheol were understood as metaphor, o1
exaggeration, or poetic fantasy. The character of the language used in the
individual laments might at first appear to support this view. The laments,
which in any case tend to avoid the ominous overtones of the name ‘Sheol’,
and tousesynonymsinstead, speak of theindividualbeing ‘like’ those who g
down to the pit, etc., or ‘near’ to death, the gates of death, etc. (cf. e.g. Ps.
28.1; 31.12 (Hebr. 13); 88.3-5 (Hebr. 4-6); 107.18); the individual in distress
never directly identifies himself with the dead. It is only in the
thanksgivings that the individual is said in retrospect to have been
compietely withint the power of death and so can be said, for example, tc
have been ‘brought up’ (Ps. 30.3 (Hebr. 4)) or ‘delivered’ (Ps. 86.13) from
Sheol. (The difference in approach is illustrated by the difference in
language in verses 22 and 28-30 of Job 33). It would, however, be a mistake
to interpret the language of the Jaments as metapharical, and the language
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of the thanksgivings as exaggeration, for this would fail to do justice to Old
Testament ways of thinking. We have already seen that from one point of
view there 1sno clear cut distinction in the Old Testament between life and
death, and that the realm of death cannot simply be defined in local terms.
Further, similarity tmplies real identity. Thus Barth argues that the
experience of death of the individual in distress is rezl, but only partial. The
difference between the individual in distress in the realm of death and the
dead man is that for the former there is still the possibility of a change in his
situation, of a deliverance by God; the latter is completely cut off from God
and without any hope of deliverance {cf. Ps. 88.10-12 (Hebr. 13-13)).
Wichter (1967, 48-50) has criticised Barth’s approach as being too
‘philosophical” and has argued that the references to the underworld were
intended metaphorically. But on the whole Barth’s views have been
accepted and have been widely influential (cf. ¢.g. Maag: 1980, 187-9; or
the psalm commentaries of Kraus and Anderson). Reference should,
however, be made here to the careful qualificadions of Tromp (1969,
129-40, particularly 135-9). Two points may be mentioned here. Barth
spoke of the individual being in ‘the domain of the dead’ { Totenreich), but
Tromp, whiie accepting the main thrust of Barth's arguments, prefers
rightly to speak of ‘the domain of death’. Further, Tromp takes up the
question of the character of the spatial language used of residence in, and
deliverance from, the realm of death, and the extent to which this retained
its force. He concludes: “The use of nether-world terminology, though
implying a real experience of death and consequently being more than
mere poetic ornamentation, must, as far as the peculiar use in the individual
laments and thanksgivings is concerned, be considered as secondary and
technical.” The extent to which such language is “secondary and technical
{ibid., 139) or ‘figurative’ (ibid., 138) requires further consideration.

3. Life after death

One of the characteristics of Sheol is thatitis ‘the land of no return’
(cf. e.g. 2 Sam. 12.23; Job 7.9-10; 10.21-2; 16.22; Barth, 1947, pp. 77-8;
Tromp, 1969, pp. 189-90), and this raises the question of how far there is
present in the Old Testament a belief in resurrection or in life after death.
Dan. 12.2-3 clearly expresses the belief in the resurrection of some, or all,
Jews (cf. Ploger: 1965, 171}, and there would probably be fairly general
agreement that Ezek. 37.1—14 refers to the restoration of the nation in exile
(cf. Zimmerli: 1983, 264-5 [1969b, 900]). Beyond this there is a very
considerable difference of opinion about the interpretation of the relevant
Old Testament evidence. Thus, for example, in recent studies Isa. 26.19 has
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been understood to refer metaphorically to the restoration of Israel
(Wildberger: 1978, 995; cf. Fohrer: 1968, 260; Clements: 1980, 216), to
refer explicitly to the resurrection of the dead, but to be a later interpolation
{Kaser: 1973, 169, 173-7; Eng. Tr., 1974, 210, 215-20), and to refer to the
physical resurrection of the faithful as the climax of the ‘heart” of the Isaiah
Apocatypse (Hasel: 1980, 275). Again, several passages in the psalms have
been thought to refer in some way to life after death. Thus Ps. 49.15 (Hehy,
16) and 73.24, to mention two of the most important, have frequently been
interpreted as referring to a future life, as expressing, for example, 2 belief,
however, tentative, in life after death {cf. e.g. von Rad:1, 21958, 403-5 (Eng.
Tr. 1962, 405-7); Kraus: 1961, 367-8, 509-10; Anderson: 1972, 1, 379-80, 1,
535-36), as referring to the translation of the soui (Maag: 1980, 196~93), or
as expressing the conviction that the communion of the faichful with
Yahweh would not be broken by death (Kellermann: 1976, especially
275-7; cf. Martin-Archard: 1981a, 309-10). In contrast, Barth (1947,
152660, particularly 15863} argued that Ps. 49.15 (Hebr. 16) refers to
deliverance from distress in this life, not to a future life, and that Ps. 73.23fF
refers to life this side of death; and Wachter {1967, 195-8) believes that only
Ps. 73 may express the hope of communion with God continuing after
death. To take one final example, Isa. 53.205-12 has been traditionally
understood to refer to the resurrection of the servant, or at least — even
though it is impaossible ¢o define 1t precisely — to ‘ar act done upon him after
his death and on the far side of the grave” (Westermann: 1969, 267 [1966,
2151]); but Whybray (1975, 171-83; 1978, 79-106) has argued that there is
no idea of resurrection, or indeed of the death of the servant, in Isa. 53.

The diversity of views in the three cases just mentioned illustrate the
difficulties that beset any attempt to trace the development in the Qld
Testament of a belief in resurrection or life after death, difficulties that are
compounded by the uncertainties concerning the date of many of the
relevant passages (e.g. bsa. 26.19). Ftis unlikely that the belief in resurrection
only emerged at the time when Dan. 12.2-3 was composed, 1.e. at the time
of the persecution by Antiochus Epiphanes, and indeed Ecel. 3.19-21; 9.2
show that the question of the fate of man after death was in the air in the
Hellenistic period; but we cannot be at all sure how far back the idea of
resurrection is to be carried. Isa. 26.19 may provide evidence of a belief in
resurrection, but if so, it is hard to say whether this would be evidence of
what was believed at a time not much earlier than that of Dan. 12.2-3, ar of
what was believed at a much earlier time, i.e. in the exilic or early post-
exilic period. Psalm passages such as 49.15 (Hebr. 16) and 79.24 may hint at,
if notactually express, a belief in some form of life after death, but thisis by
1o means clear, and in view of what has been said earlier in this article, 1t
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scems more likely that Barth’s approach is correct, and that the passages
refer to deliverance from distress and from the power of death in this life. In

any case, there Is again the problem of the date of the material.

It is not possible to pursue this question here. For a detailed discussion of
all the relevant Old Tescament material, reference may be had to the studies
of Martin-Achard (1960: 49-181 [1956, 45-144], supplemented by his two
articles of 1981) and of Spronk (1986). Here it is only possible to refer
briefly to attempts to use new materials and new methods in tackling this
subject.

In his three-volume commentary on the Psaims Dahood {1965, 1968,
1970} has argued that the belief in reswrrection and immortality is widely
reflected in the psalter — he speaks of it occurring in some forty texts — and
hence that the belief existed in Israel at a much carlier stage than is
commonly assumed: ‘the opinion of Sigmund Mowinckel that “neither
Israel nor early Judaism knew of a faith in any resurrection nor is such 2
faith represented in the psalms™ will not survive serious scrutiny’ (1965,
kxxvi; see further particularly 1670, xli-lii). Dahood based hisargument on
his interpretation of the Ugaritic texts, notably KTU 1. 17. vi, 25-38, and
maintained, for example, that hayyim can have the meaning ‘life eternal’
and ‘ahri the meaning ‘the future’ or ‘future life’. Thus, to mention only
two instances, he rranslates Ps. 16.11a, "You will make me know the path of
life eternal’, and Ps. 109.13, ‘May his future life be cut off, from the age to
come his name erased.” (For a similar treatment of material in Proverbs, see
Dahood, 1963 {e.g. 289, 48-9))

Dzhood's views have not on the whole been accepted, but here it must
suffice to menticn only two of the criticisms that have been made (cf.
Martin-Achard: 1981a, 307-8). Vawter (1972) rightly pointed out that
Dahood had too ane-sidedly read the material in the light of what was
philologically possible and had taken insufficient account of what was
theologically probable (161-2), 1.e. he had not taken account of the whole
context of the book of Psalms, and of the Old Testament in general, in
which death is usualiy presented as the inevitable end of all men. Further,
Loretz (1979, 462—8) has shown that Dahood’s reliance on the evidence of
KTU 1. 17. vi, 25-38 was based on a misinterpretation of the passage. He
conchuded that the Ugaritic texts confirmed anew that ancient Canaan and
pre-exilic Israel were convinced of man’s mortality and his unenviable fate
after death, and that it was only after the breakup of the old Semitic culture
mn the exilic and post-exilic period that the way was open for new
speculation about the life and the fate of man after death.

Dahood was not of course the only person who has attempted to make
use of the Ugaritic texts in relztion to the emergence in Israel of a belief in
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resurrection, or life after death. As representative of the work of othey
scholars in this area reference may be made here wo the recent study by
Spronk (1986). Spronk places his treatment of the Old Testament materis]
i the context of a discussion of ancient Near Fastern conceptions of 3
beatific afterlife, and makes particular use of the evidence of the Ugaritic
texts. He argues that the Israclites were clearly familiar with, even if
Yahwism did not adopt, ‘the Canaanite belief in Baal rising from the
netherworld every year and taking the deificd spirits of the royal dead with
him’ (p. 324}, and that although Israclite belief in a life after death was
clearly distinguished from Canaanite belief — particularly because it was not
tied to the cycle of nature, but depended totally on Yahweh himself — the
wav in which the belief was formulated was mfluenced by the Ancient
Canaanite conception of a beatific afterlife. He maintains that Canaanite
traditions survived for a long time in the folk religion of Israel {not in the
official Yahwistic religion) and were thus able to be influential as late as the
second century BC, and he behlieves that some clements in Jewish and
Christian conceptions of life after death can be traced back to this influence.
It remains to be seen how far all the details of Spronk’s study will be
accepted, but this work represents an important contribution to the subject,
not least because of its comprehensive treatment of all the relevant Ugaritic
and Old Testament evidence.

Sawyer (1973) has used linguistic technigues In his treatment of the
theme of resurrection. He noted the value both of studying a word, not
only in its immediate linguistic environment, but also in ‘its situational or
non-verbal context, that is to say, the “universe of discourse” in which it
was used’, and of studying a word’s ‘associative field’. He discussed the
associative field of the Hebrew term “hryyat hammétim, ‘resurrection of the
dead’, and observed that most of the examples come from Hebrew of the
Middle Period, the period that covers the later parts of the Hebrew Bible,
the Dead Sea Scrolls, and mishnaic and mediaeval Hebrew. It was just in
the carly part of this period that belief in resurrection began to be a live
issue, and Sawyer notes that whereas Ben Sira rejects this belief] there is no
indication thatall the late psalms were orthodox in this sense. It was also in
the early part of this Middie Period that the Prophets and the Writings
received their final form. Against the background of these considerations
he suggests that a belief in the resurrection is reflected in the final form, but
not necessarily the original context, of some twenty passages, mostly
passages in which the belief has traditionally been sought, and he
endeavours to illustrate this by a discussion of Ps. 1.5; Job 19.25-7, and Isa.
53.11.

The linguistic techniques to which Sawyer has drawn attention clearly
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have their value for the study of the ‘resurrection’ passages, but there
remains a considerable degree of uncertainty about the interpretation of
these passages — even in the context of the final form of the text. Thus it is,
for example, by no means clear that Job 19.25-7 wasalready understoad in
the context of the final form of the book as referring to the resurrection of
Job from the dead (Sawvyer: 1973, 232-33). What applies in the context of
the final form of the text applies even more in the original context, and the
difficulties 1n tracing the emergence of the belief in resurrection and life
after death remain.

4. Distinctive formulas relating to death

The themes of hifc and death in the Old Testament raise many
other 1ssues which 1t is not possible to consider here. But by way of
conclusion reference may be made to two studies which are concerned —in
quite different ways — with the language used of death.

[lmann (1979) examined the Qld Testament formulas used about death,
and his approach in this monograph underlies his treatment of the root mdt
in the Theologisches Worterbuch zum Alten Testament (Ringgren, Illmann
and Fabry, 1984, cols. 768-86). (Treatment of formulas relating to death 1s
not in itself new, and mention may be made here of Alfrink’s discussion of
the expressions ‘he slept with his fathers” and ‘he was gathered to his people’
(1943, 1948, cf. Driver, 1962, 137—43); whatis distinctive of llmann’s study
is his comprehensive treasment of one particular root and his concern about
methodology). [llmann neted that his purpose in his 1979 volume was
twofold: ‘to describe the characteristics of the Hebrew formula from the
horizon of the stem mdr’, and ‘to find out whether the formulaic use of this
stem 1s an essential feature to be borne in mind in interpreting its meaning’
(1979, 178). He defines a “formula’ as “a repeated word group or repeated
word combination’, but also as one which has ‘a distinct function within
the larger context’ (ibid., 18), and he attempts, both in his introduction and
throughout the book, to distinguish a ‘formula’ from an ‘idiom’ (where the
criterion of function is lacking, and the word group is the natural Hebrew
way of expression}, a ‘repetivon’ (where the word grovp 1srepeated within
a limited coneext and generally by the same anthor}, and a ‘coined phrase’
(where the word group is borrowed by another author), The formulas are
grouped under such rubrics as ‘Recognizing Death’, ‘Death and Burial’,
etc., and the study 1srestricted abmost entirely o the occurrences of the rost
midt. lmann notes that he is primarily concerned with the mode of
expression, with frow the Old Testament speaks about death, and although
the appreach has its hmitatons, the arrangement and discussion of the
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material in terms of the formulas used often cast an interesting light on the
interpretation of particular passages.

One of the formulas studied by Hlmann is mét yidmat (‘he shall be put to
death’), and the sentences that conclude with this formula (e.g. Exod. 21 12,
‘Whoever strikes a man so that he dies shall be put to death”) were
investigated by Schulz (1969) in an important form-critical study {cf.
Wagner: 1972, 16-31). A series of these mdt ydmat sentences, in which the
first part consists of a participial phrase, occurs in Exod. 21.12, 15, 16, 17,
and a further series, in which the participle is replaced by a relative clause,
occurs in Lev. 20, Schulz began his inquiry by referring to the uncertainty
that exists as to whether the mdt ylimat sentences of the type represented by
Exod. 21.12 are to be categorised as apodictic law, as Alt argued (1966,
10914 [1953, 307-13}; cf. Boecker: 1980, 1917 [1976, 166-721), or as a
form of casuistic law {cf. e.g. Gese: 1960, 147-530). Schulz maintained that
the mdt yimat sentences represented a transformation of the prohibitive law
of the clan (thus, 2.g., Exod. 21.12 was based on the prohibition of Exod.
20.13, “You shall not kill’) and constituted a distinct legal form. He placed
this transformation at the time of the occupation of the land and argued on
the basis of a study of Gen. 26.1-11 that the Sitz-im-Leben of this legal form
belonged in the tribal community, in the proclamation of law by the tribal
leader. After the settlement the responsibility of pronouncing the death
sentence was taken over by the local community, which for this purpose —
s0 it is argued on the basis of 1 Kings 21, Jer. 26.7f., and Jer. 7 — was
constituted as a cultic community in order that the community might
thereby avoid any risk of bloed guilt. Ananalysis of Lev. 18-20, in which it
is striking that there are close links between the mdr yimat sentences of
chapter 20 and the prehibitons of chapter 18, indicates that the influence of
cultic institutions in such proceedings continued in the post-exilic period. It
isargued that underlying Lev. 18-20 the various stages of a cultic procedure
can be traced, by which the cultic community pronounced the sentence of
death. Schulz also suggests that the influence of this legal tradition can be
discerned in material in Ezekiel which he regards as secondary.

Schulz has not been the only one to study the mat yilmat sentences (see the
discussion, with bibliography, by Boecker), but to pursue this further
would take us beyond the limits of this article. Schulz’s monograph offers
much of interest, but the soundness of his overall thesis stands or falls on the
soundness of his interpretation of a large number of individual passages in
the Old Testament, and there must inevitably be a question about his
treatment of some of the material, not least the use that he makes of Gen.
26.1-11; 1 Kings 21; Jer. 7 and 26. However, it must saffice to refer to the
detailed and careful review by Zimmerli (1970). What may be said here is
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that the form-critical study by Schuiz and the treatment of formulas by
llmann both point to areas where there is yet room for further work in
relation to the themes of hife and death in the Old Testament.
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