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t would be natural to think that any nation stuck between the two great empires of 
Egypt and Mesopotamia would have been influenced by them in matters such as 
death and afterlife. Both of those cultures went into great detail about the 

hereafter - in fact Egypt has been described as a ‘death-driven culture’. We all know 
about the pyramids, the great lengths taken to prepare the body for what was to 
come. Whole books were written about death, and what could be expected 
afterwards. As I said, one would expect some of this to have rubbed off on to the 
nation of Israel but, it seems, very little of it did. The Old Testament, on the whole, is 
very bleak when it comes to an afterlife, offering - most of the time - very little hope 
for the individual. 

 
Have a look at some of these passages, and see what you think of them: 

 
• 2 Samuel 14:14 
• Job 20:7 
• Genesis 2:7; 3:19 
• Job 10:9; 34:15 
• Psalm 90:3; 103:14 
• Ecclesiastes 3:20 
 

And the list could go on… 
 

Death is inevitable, it is a part of who we are - and, at least for some periods of 
Hebrew thought, there is no avoidance of it - see 2 Samuel 14:14; Job 7:9 and 
Psalm 89:48. 
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Body & Soul 
 

It’s worth pointing out right from the start that our modern way of thinking of humans 
as being made up of two parts - the Body and the Soul - would not have been 
understood by the people of the Old Testament. Our concept of the soul comes to us 
from the Greek Philosophers (especially Plato) - and carries with it some very 
unbiblical ideas, especially the one that we are somehow in ‘two parts’. It is true that 
there are mentions of souls in the Old Testament but in much Hebrew thought the 
soul and the body are one - to be human is to be complete! When we do read about 
souls, it is often a reference to a feeling or emotion. 

 
 

 
Sheol, the Grave & the Pit. 

 
When the Old Testament does talk about what might happen after death one of the 
main images used is that of a shadowy existence in a place called Sheol. This 
should not be confused with what we call ‘hell’ - Sheol is not a place of punishment; 
it is morally neutral. Have a look at these examples: 
 
Psalm 30:9; Psalm 88:10-12; Psalm 115:17; Job 14:20-22; Ecclesiastes 9:5-6. All a 
bit depressing! 

 
The Old Testament scholar Walther Eichrodt, says this about Sheol: 

 
“Generally speaking, existence in Seol is a faithful, if shadowy, copy of existence 
on earth. There, too, kings sit on their thrones (Isaiah 14:9 ff) and the prophet 
wears his mantle (1 Samuel 28:14), and therefore rank and calling continue. But 
it is a place of silence and stillness where the impotence of the shadow beings 
make the boisterous vigour of real life quite impossible. Indeed, the shades 
themselves bear the name repa'im the 'weak' or 'powerless' ones. That is why 
even those spirits of the dead which are conjured up can do no more than chirp 
(Is 8:19; 29:4). Going down into the underworld is characterised as becoming 
weak, hullah, (Is 14:10), and the state of the dead is compared to that of men 
who sleep (Nahum 3:18). The picture in Isaiah 14 of the excitement throughout 
the realm of the dead when the oppressor of the nations, who kept the whole 
world in suspense, also arrives below as a powerless shade is a poetic 
description which, in fact, confirms by contrast the customary state of silence.  

The Hebrew word often translated as ‘soul’ is ‘nefesh’, which also means ‘breath’ 
and, most importantly, ‘life’. But it is always bound to a body, so when the body 
dies the soul ceases to exist. At the same time, there is also the idea that the soul 
does go somewhere (see, for instance, Genesis 35:18 and 1 Kings 17:21), but 
one should not ask where! 
 
The other thing to bear in mind is another, similar, word - ruah - which is used to 
talk about the divine breath or wind (Genesis 1:2); the divine Spirit that creates 
(Ps 33:6); and the breath of life. But the great difference between ruah and nefesh 
is that ruah is not bound to a body. 
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As a rule the dead know nothing of events in the world above; cf Job 14:21 -  "his 
sons come to honour, and he does not know it"; Ecclesiastes 9:5ff - "the dead 
know nothing." 

(Theology of the Old Testament, Vol 2, p211) 
 

But, of course, this was not the end of the story; other ideas emerged at various 
times in Old Testament history. Every so often little stories appear that seem to 
indicate that there was at least some thought that there was something more after 
death. 

 
Have a look at the following passages. What do you think they say about the 

possibilities for what happens after death? 
 
• Genesis 5:22-29 & Hebrews 11:5 
• 2 Kings 2:11 
• 1 Samuel 28 
 

Over time, at least two problems seemed to arise with the traditional, pessimistic 
view of Sheol: how it fitted in with the people’s relationship with God; and the issue of 
justice. 

 
The Relationship with God. 

 
Most Old Testament thought about this revolves around the idea of covenant - that 
God had made various covenants with the people. On the whole these are seen as 
communal, in other words made with the whole community and affecting the whole 
community (as an example of this read Genesis 15:1-21). So, death of the individual, 
at least at first, was not seen as being important, because the individual lived on in 
the continuing community. But over time, this came to be questioned; if God has 
such a strong, personal relationship with His people, would He just let them drift off 
into the nothingness of Sheol? Surely that relationship must continue? (There are 
vague mentions of God’s power extending into Sheol - for instance Amos 9:2 and 
Psalm 139:8 - these seem to be more poetic than anything else). 

 
Justice 

 
The God of the Old Testament was a God of justice but eventually people got to 
wondering how life as it is can be just. The good person suffers and the evil person 
prospers. This was especially true in later times, reflected in the book of Daniel and 
the story of the Maccabean revolt; how could the martyrs be justly rewarded for their 
sacrifice if there is only Sheol after death? 

 
Resurrection? 
 
Christians are, on the whole, quite comfortable with the idea of resurrection – it is, of 
course central to our faith. (Although what the scriptures actually say about 
resurrection will be looked at later in this study!)  
 
Certainly, by the time of Jesus, it was a commonly held belief –the fact that we are 
told that the Sadducees did not believe in it seems to indicate that most others did. 
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There is in the Old Testament only one clear reference to a resurrection – in Daniel 
12:2, quite late in Old Testament history – but there are other possible references: 
 

• Deuteronomy 32:39 
• 1 Samuel 2:6 
• Hosea 6:1-3 
• Ezekiel 37:1-14 
• Isaiah 53:8-12 
• Job 19:25-27 

 
Also, worth noting, are the three stories concerning resurrection: 1 Kings 17:8-24;  
2 Kings 4:8-37; 2 Kings 13:20-21. Whether or not these stories are legends or not 
does not take away from the fact that people were willing to accept the possibility of 
resurrection. In many ways, resurrection gave a clear hope for the future. But it has 
to be added that the Old Testament idea of resurrection, from what we can see of it 
involves the restoration to life to the world as it was before – death is not defeated, 
and there is no different quality to life; those ideas come with Christianity. 

 
 

 
 

The faith of the Old Testament logically points forward towards a life 
beyond death, because it is so sure of an inviolable fellowship with God, 
but… it does not attain to any clear vision of the goal of its journey. 
Nevertheless this religious faith supplied the real content for the 
resurrection when this had been reached. 

Wheeler Robinson, Inspiration and Revelation in the Old Testament, 
p.103. 


