
Concordia Seminary - Saint Louis Concordia Seminary - Saint Louis 

Scholarly Resources from Concordia Seminary Scholarly Resources from Concordia Seminary 

Bachelor of Divinity Concordia Seminary Scholarship 

6-1-1959 

Life After Death According to the Old Testament Life After Death According to the Old Testament 

Merrill Kluhsman 
Concordia Seminary, St. Louis, ir_kluhsmanm@csl.edu 

Follow this and additional works at: https://scholar.csl.edu/bdiv 

 Part of the Biblical Studies Commons 

Recommended Citation Recommended Citation 
Kluhsman, Merrill, "Life After Death According to the Old Testament" (1959). Bachelor of Divinity. 593. 
https://scholar.csl.edu/bdiv/593 

This Thesis is brought to you for free and open access by the Concordia Seminary Scholarship at Scholarly 
Resources from Concordia Seminary. It has been accepted for inclusion in Bachelor of Divinity by an authorized 
administrator of Scholarly Resources from Concordia Seminary. For more information, please contact 
seitzw@csl.edu. 







S
e
e
 

  

30 

thou dost not give me up to Sheol, or lect thy godly one 

sec the Pit" (Fee 15:10). iWitn regard to this passace 

Sutcliffe reports that 

The ancient authoritics oll eave the translation 'to 
see corruption,’ So the Septuagint, the Syriac, the 
version of Gt. Jerome made from the Hebretie 2» « e Ste 
Luke in tc Acts of the Apostles in settings forth the 
use of the text made by St. Feter and by Ste Faull 
Gives Rbe ceptusgint traneletion, Acts 2,27 and 
15 De 35—°2 

Ste. Peter; it might be added, understands “corruption” here 

to refer to bodily decomsosition rather than the underworld 

(Acts 2:31)6 

Location and Description of the Underworld 

4s has already been implied by the fact that Sheol and 

its equivalents have been identified with the underworld, 

the place of the dead was thought to be below the earths 

The cosmology of Isreel, as that of Belylonia,>* presents’ 

' the universe as being composed of three parts: the eurth, 

the heavens above the earth, and the underworld bencath the 

earth, This is the conception behind such statements ass 

"It is higher than heaven sbove-=what can you do? deeper 

then Sheol--what can you imow?" (Job 1138), and "Though they 

dig into Sheol, from there shell my hand take thems though 

they climb into heaven, from there will I bring them down" 

  

PFIbides Pps T6f. 
54 ; 

Otto Frocksch, fheologie Des A festencnts 

‘ Ze» 1950 aay De 4955 (Guetersloh: Ce Eerteloman Verlag,
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(Amos 9:2). 

That £né6e0l is thougnt to be under the eartn, or at 

least tenezti its surface, is evident from many bassacese 

It is frequently said that people go down to it (Gen. 37:35; 

- 422303; 1 Kings 2:6; Ps. 55:15; Prov. 7:27; Is. 14:15; hze 

31:16,17). It is recorded the earth opened its mouth and 

geovle went down to Sheol alive (Num. 16:32). Samuel came 

up out of the ground at a place far removed from his tomb 

(1 bam. 2o:3ff.). Finally, uzckiel usee “nether world" 

('srets tacntiyyoth) as a synonym for it (Lz. 32:18,24; 

31:15). 

Otner passages 6bugeESt, however, that the tnree parts 

of the universe are not thought to ke the heavens, the-carth, 

and the uncerworld but the heavens, the earth, and the watery 

Gdeeps. one of the comp _ndments issued at Sinai, for cxample 

Stipul«tess “You shall not make yourself a graven image, or 

any likenevs of anytzing that is in heaven above, or that is 

in earth beneath, or that is in the water under the earth" 

(zx.e 20:4). The picture suggested by thie pasease and its 

parallels (Deut. 4:18; 5:3) is that of the earth floating on 

the waters of the great deep or Abyse (t-nom) 9 find al- 

thovueh it is not altogether clear, it secms that the waters 

  

2550 Se R. Uriver, A Critical and kxegetical Commentary 
on Deuteronomy, in The International Critical Gomicntary, 
edited by Ge. Ae Lriggs, & Re Driver, As Ylummer (New York: 
Charles Scribner's Sons, 1905), 5. 70; and Ldward J. Kissane, 
The Book of Job (New York: Sheed and ward, 1946), o. 197; 
Ce fe KGid and & Delltzsch, The rentateuch, in A Eiblical
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of this Abyss are regurded ae tne source of sxrings and 

rivers (cf. Gen. 7:11; Fs. 104:6; and ize 31:15). There 

is one pessuge, moreover, which clearly implies that Ehneol 

is thought to ke situated beneath the waters of the Abyese 

Job's observation thet “the shades bentath the waters and 

its inhabitants tremble" (Job 26:6)>9 imposes the conclu- 

Sion that the earth is here soncsived ag floating on the 

vaters of the Abyes and Sheol ie thought to ke situated 

tenesth the waters. It is soseible that Ezekiel also has 

thie conception in mind, when he says in the oracle against 

frye: "When I make you a city isid waste, like the cities 

that are not inhabited, when I bring the deep (t—-hom) over 

you, and the great weters cover you, then I will thrust you 

down with tiose who go down to the Fit" (Ez. 26:19). The 

idea of the watery Abyss uvon which the ‘earth floats is 

also closely associuted with the idea of Sheol in the Fsalm 

of Jonah.>! Although the passage is far from clear, the 

thought thst theol is beneath the Abyss may be exoressed in 

the statements "The waters closed in over me, the deep was 

  

Commentary on the Old Testament, translated from tne German 
by James Mertin (udinturgh: T. & T. Clark, 1691), Il, 197; 
and Suteliffe, op. cit... np. 46, however maintain that the 
phrase “under the earth’ is merely appended to the "water" 
to express in a pictorial manner the idea of its being lower 
than the solid grounde : 

56R, S. V. translstes incorrcetly: “The shades telow 
tremble, the water and its inhabitants." 

STmneodore He Robinson and Fricderich fioret, Die Zwoelf 
Kleinen ino netens in Hand buch sue Alten Testament (Tuebingen: 
de Ge B Nonr Faul Siebkeck , 135 )> pe 123.
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round abcut me; weeds were wrasped about my head at the 

foot of the mountains. I went down to tne land whose bars 

closed upon me forever" (Jonah 2:5f.). 

From the above evidence, then, it is clear that the 

Israelites imagined that Sheol was kenenth the earth, and 

that they, furthermore, rossible pictured it to be beneath 

the great watery Abyes uson which the earth was thought to 

Float. 

4&6 we try to determine how the Hebrews conceived of 

tais place beneath tiie carth, we soon discover, much to 

our frustration, that the old Teetament descriptions do not 

readily lend themselves to systematization. This results 

from fact tnhut the idea of the underworld is a frequent 

subject of poetic embellishment in the Old Testament, es- 

pecially in the later books. Isaiah's clessic deseristion 

of Sheol (ie. 14:7=-11), for example, -is conveyed in soetic 

langusge and enjoys poetic literty. This is quite clear from 

the fact that he personifies Sheol and depicts it as rous= 

ing the dead under its control to arise and meet the king 

of Eabylon. The Revised Standard Version's rendition of 

    

this passage ies 

When the Lord has given you rest from your pain and 
turmoil and the hard services waich you were made to 
serve, you Will take up this taunt ageinet the King 
of Eabylon: « »« »« e "Sheol keneath is stirred up to 
meet you when you come, it rouses the situdes to greet 
you, all wno were leuders of-the eurth; it raises from 
their thrones all who were kinge of tne nations. All 
of tiem will speak and say to you; ‘You too have te-= 
come es weak as wes You have become like uss' Your. 
pomp is brought down to Sheol, the sound of your harps;
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maggots ure the bed beneath you, and worme are your 
covering." 

Iissish's poem ssye very little atout the underworld itself, 

It depicts it as a place tencath the earth where there are 

thrones, tede of maggots, and coverings of worms. And inus-= 

much us the shades ere depicted es s:éenking, 1t seems to be 

& fblace where there ts) sound. 

Another deserlption of Sneol, which is as clsesic and 

also ae poetic ag Isaian's, is t¢iven us by keckicl. He 

concludes a serice of ornecles with this remarkable pasesges 

fon of man, wail over the multitude of beypt, and send 
them down, her and tnoe daughters of her majestic netions, 
to tue nether world, to those who hive gone down to the 
Pit: ‘Whom do you surpess in beauty? Go down, and te 
laid with the uncircumcised,' They shall full amid 
those who are slain by the sword, and with her shall 
lie all her multitudes. The mighty chiefs snsll sreak 
of them, with their helpers, out of the midst of iheol:s 
‘They have come down, they lie etill, tue uncircumcised, 
slain by the sword." (fz. 32:18=21). 

Ezekiel then asserts that Assyria and Liam and ail their 

company are there. He continues with this interesting 

statements 

Meshech and Tubal are there, dnd all their multitude, 
their grsves round about them, all of them uncircum- 
ciced, clain by the eword; for they spread terror in 
tne land of the living. And they do not lie with the 
fallen mighty men of old who went down to Sheol with 
their weapons of war, whose swords were laid under 
their heads, and whose shields are ugon their bones; 

for the terror of the mighty men was in the land of 
the living. &£o you shall be broken and lie among the 
uncircumcised, with those who go down to the Pit (Ez. 
32:326=-23).6 ‘ 

Ezekiel then tells that Hdom, the princes of the north, 

‘and all the Sidonians are there, and concludes the sassage
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by saying: 

when Pharaoh sees then, he will comfort himself for ail 
his multitude, Pharzoh and all his army, slain by the 
sword, says the Lord God. For he spread terror in the 
land of the living; therefore he shall be laid among 
the uncircumcised, with those who are slain by the 
sword, Jharaoch and all his multitude, says the Lord 
God (Ez. 32:31,32).6 

That this passare is nighly poetic is self-evident. 

Davidson hus appropriately celled it “one of the most wierd 

passages in Liternture.s"53 Consequently, the renl signie 

Picunce of the unusual imegery Ecekiel employs is difficult 

to ascertain. Certainly, there is much which suggests that 

izekiel's Sheol is only "a collection of erovoyards."99 But 

this must not be construed to mesn that Ezekicl has aban- 

doned the concept of an underworld and substituted a. "des 

mythologized" and more penctrating concepte According to 

Ezekicl's depiction, it 1s preeisely in Sheol, the "under-. 

  

world" necting place of all nations where this “collection 

of graveyerds" is to be found. Apparently, just as Jom 

Skinner enye, the underworld is here pictured to the in= 

agination "as an adumbration of the eraves or sevulchre, 

in which the body finds its last resting place or rather 

4t is the. aggregate of all the burying grounds scattered 

over the earth's surface, "60 Accordingly, the shades in the 

  

58a8 quoted by John Skinner, oie Gites ive 2766 

2%pnis is Duhm's expressions; cf. O. Se Ranitin,g Ore oit., 
De L746 

60; Skinner, 10cs Gite
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underworld "are grouped according to their clans or nation= 

alities, just as on earth the menkers of the same family 

would usually be interred in one burying place." iach 

enlef or king together with his multitude is depicted as 

occupying a distinot place in the underworld. ‘There secns 

to be, furthermore, a distinct place for the "nighty men of 

ola" as well as one for the “uncircumoised." Fresumably, the 

place of the "mignty men of old" is a clace of Aonor, 

Besides tnese two classic depictions of Eneol, the 01d 

Testament contains a number of pictures or allusions which 

are equally interesting and probably equally coetice The 

Yealm of Jonah contains two of these pictures. The first 

reference to Sheol in this psalm personifies Sheol and de= 

picts it ss having a belly (Jonah 2:2). “Marti apparently 

is correct in associating this text with those passages 

which depict Sheol as having a mouth (cf. Is. 5:14) and 

saying that if Sheol could swallow and had a mouth, it natu- 

61 The second reference to Sheol in relly alco had a belly. 

this psalm represents Socol'ss e-land which has an entrance, 

at woich is a door secured by bars. Tnis, at any rate, is 

tne picture suggested by the statement: "I went down to 

the land whose bars closed upon me forever" (Jonai: 2:6). 

Job 17:14f, depicts Sheol in a similar waye Job asks: 

‘"TF T Look for Sheol as my house, if I spread my couch in 

Se ERR SPD 

Clinard Marti, Dodekasropheton, in Kurzer Hand-Kommentar 
gum Alten Testament, edited by Kerl Marti (Tuebingen: J. C. 

.« Monr raul biebeck), 1904), Be 25306



  

37 

darimes6si, « « « where tien is my hose? Will i1t go down to 

the bars of bheol?" (Job 17:14f.). It seems that Sheol is 

here again portrayed as a land, serhaps a city or even a 

house, with a gate or door whien is fastened with cross 

beams .©2 

Sheol is also depicted as naving gates. Hezekiah, the 

King ef Judah, is reyorted to have written: "I am consigned 

to the gates of Seol for tne rest of my years" (Is. 32:10). 

fhe mention of gates, of course, once again alludes to the 

picture of Sheol os a subterranean land, or perhaps subter-— 

tancan city, Which is olosed by gateseO> 

As Isaiah's desorintion of Sneol as a glace where there 

are beds of wuggots and coverings of worms has alresdy hinte- 

ea the Old Testament usually presents Sheol in unattractive 

terms. it is, for exam.le, descrited as a land of darkness .64 

ferraps in all of tne passages which so describe sheol the 

chaos and gloom which Job associates with darkness in the 

following pasceage is implicit: "Before I go whenee I shall 

not return, to tue land of gloom and deep darkness, to the 

land of gloom and chsos, where lignt is as darkness" 

  

62mne original text, nowever, is uncertain. ‘The LXX 
does not mention bars; cf. Rudolf Kittel, et al., Biblia 
Hekraica (Seventh edition; Stuttgart: Privilege. Wuertt. 
Eibelanstalt, 1951), re 1124. 

63or. also Job 35:17; Fs. 9:14; and 106:10. 

64oe, sob 17:14; 33:26fe; Fe. dcs3ff.


