THE HOPE OF ISRAEL

Part Two

(2)  DEATH AND THE AFTERLIFE


The Old Testament prophetic hope was a collective hope. The same is true in understanding the afterlife: immortality was first of the group and only then of the individual.  It was only as one found oneself in the people of God that he or she could be assured of eternal life.

(a)  Death and Sheol

All the peoples of the world understand that death is a natural end to life on earth.  In the Old Testament however, death is related to sin and so reflects something unnatural about the world as it stands, something over which God alone can triumph.

From one point of view, the Hebrews understood how natural it was to die.  At times death was spoken of a simply the end (2 Samuel 14:14).  We return to the ground because we were taken from it (Genesis 3:19).  Here the Hebrews shared a large body of ideas about death that were common in the Semitic world.  In spite of its naturalness, death was a dark terror to be shunned (Psalm 55:4).  Nowhere in the Old Testament is death simply the door to paradise.

Death was both a symbol of the destruction sin brought into the world and the destruction itself. Sin was not in this sense a normal part of the world, but something alien to God’s good purposes.  Genesis 6:3 confirms that man’s unrighteousness is related to death.  Just before their entrance into Canaan, Moses urged the people to choose life or death, by choosing to obey God’s commandments, or by turning to serve other gods (Deuteronomy 30:15-19).  The Old Testament does not make as strong a distinction between physical death and spiritual death.  Man as a whole is subject to death.  But underneath that physical aspect of death there is the deeper reality of spiritual death – a confirmation of the separation from God and from His extraordinary presence.  So Moses could say “I call heaven and earth to witness against you this day, that I have set before you life and death, blessing and curse; therefore choose life that you and your descendants may live” (Deuteronomy 30:19).

The Hebrews knew they had such a choice to make because they understood that life and death were under God’s control.  While man could choose life, it was God who must give it.  God is the one who kills and who makes alive (Deuteronomy 32:39).  But there is nothing in the Old Testament concept that leads to fatalism.  It is God who decides, but it is man who must choose.  And the God who decides is a personal God who was responsive to the prayer of those who call on Him.  He had no pleasure in the death of the wicked (Ezekiel 18:32).

The place of the dead in the Old Testament is Sheol, pictured in visible terms as a shadowy, non-dynamic existence.  In this the Hebrews shared many ideas with their Near Eastern neighbours.  Sheol was never identified with any location, but was thought of more as a kind of existence (which in the case of the Hebrews was thought to be basically opposed to God).  Sheol was the place of bare survival, where one slept with his fathers (Genesis 37:35; 
1 Kings 2:10), and where praise wasn’t possible (Isaiah 38:18; Psalm 6:5).  Sheol was beyond the reach of earth, but not beyond the reach of God (Psalm 139:7-12; Amos 9:2).  From a human point of view, it was a place of hopelessness, but God could ransom from the power of Sheol the one who trusted in Him (Psalm 49:15).

(b) The resurrection of the body and the hope of eternal life

Ideas of eternal life in the Old Testament have been difficult to assess without some framework; so a threefold framework will help us navigate a pathway:
(i)  Theological foundation

The Old Testament view of God decreed the survival of those who trusted in Him.  This belief was rooted in the conviction that God was the unique source of life:  He gave it and He took it away (Genesis 2:7; Psalm 36:9).  Life began with Him and springs from Him.  So when one encounters God and begins to share His life, one acquires an indestructible element.  God is a strong tower in which the righteous are safe (Proverbs 18:10); He is a rock that protects and cannot be moved (Psalm 62:2),  a fortress (Psalm 46:1,4).  While there is never any illusion about human weakness and proneness to death, there is the firm confidence that God will protect those who trust in Him (Psalm 73:26 “forever”).  Even “the valley of the shadow of death” brings no fear (Psalm 23:4).  The expectation is that of dwelling in God’s presence forever.

(ii)  Ethical foundation

The source of the ethical foundation for eternal life is the Old Testament idea of retribution so especially evident in the wisdom literature.  There is a certain kind of fruit that follows from a life of righteousness or of evil.  The fool walks on the way that leads to death, while the righteous on the way that leads to life (Proverbs 11:30).  God’s judgement which is always righteous will bring about a righteous end.  The fact that “life” is called the fruit of the righteous shows how deeply ingrained the idea of justice is. It was something like a law or nature, a sowing and reaping.  God could be counted on to vindicate the righteous with life.  It is this sense of retribution that lies behind Job’s plea, “Oh that my words were written … For I know that my Redeemer lives, and at last he will stand upon the earth” (Job 19:23, 25).  The word redeemer can be equally translated vindicator.  Job knew that even after his flesh was destroyed (Job 19:26), God’s vindication would preserve him.  It’s as though Job is reaching beyond what he knew to be a truth that God’s protection of his flesh after death (v.26b), would be a vindication of God’s own righteous order.

(iii)  Historical/eschatological foundation

Israel did not have to speculate on how God treated His people.  They had seen God take Abraham and bring his seed into the Promised Land.  They had seen God deliver the fledgling nation from Egypt (Exodus 19:4).

All of this gave them confidence that God would yet deliver them in the future.  God’s word through the prophets confirmed this faith and assured them, despite any evidence to the contrary, that God would bring about a final and definitive victory for His people.  They also had the examples of Enoch and Elijah.  All of this led the Hebrews, when they came to reflect on the future, to believe that God’s final victory would certainly include within it, final victory over death.  They didn’t know how God would do this, but understood clearly that He would “swallow up death forever”  (Isaiah 25:8), the multitudes who sleep in the dust of death will awake: some to everlasting life” (Daniel 12:2).
So the Old Testament ends without answering all the questions.  It sees so clearly that when the final victory comes, death will be no more.  The Old Testament seems to stand in anticipation, pointing to the future for the final chapter of the story.  That final chapter is the new creation that Christ came to reveal.  They knew the truth in part, and now in Christ, through His death and resurrection, we have the privilege of both understanding and experiencing the reality of what so much of the Old Testament anticipated. 
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