Death and Afterlife in the Psalms

Significant recent scholarship emphasizes the material and biblical evidence for the assumption within regular Israelite piety that the living may seek to relate to the dead, to contribute to their needs, and to benefit from their knowledge and powers; that clearly implies that the “dead” are in some sense actually alive.
 In light of this possibility, we will here reconsider the attitudes to death and afterlife expressed in the piety of the Psalms.

According to a traditional critical understanding of this matter, generally these writings assume that this life is the only worthwhile life we have, though a small number of passages speak explicitly of a worthwhile afterlife.
  Mitchell Dahood interpreted a much larger number of passages which speak of “life” as referring to an afterlife,
 but this thesis has not carried conviction.  The present writer’s conclusion is that even passages which have been more commonly understood to refer to a worthwhile afterlife do not do so.  The Psalter’s consistent hope is for fullness of life in this life, and it continues to maintain that hope even when it is most severely threatened; it is the same hope as is assumed by Proverbs, Job, and Qohelet.  These strands of Israelite faith implicitly or explicitly opposed belief in a positive afterlife.

Death

What happens when someone dies

What happens to people after death is pictured in a way which reflects what happens to the body in particular.
  When someone dies their body becomes lifeless and incapable of activity, though it does not cease to exist.  Yahweh who gave their breath now takes it away (Ps 104:29).  Normally and ideally the body is put into a pit or a cave where it joins the remains of members of the person’s family who have already died, or into a communal grave.  Where necessary, the remains of the existent bodies, from which the flesh is now gone so that they comprise only bones, are moved to make room for the new corpse; the pit or cave is then re-closed.

So death involves going down to the soil (‘apar, 22:16, 30 [15, 29]), back to that from which we came (90:3) - deathly soil (22:16 [15]), where the worm consumes (Job 17:14).  We go to destruction (Ps 88:12 [11]).
  We go down to the pit (Ps 28:1; 30:4, 10 [3, 9]; 88:5 [4]; 143:7).  We go down to silence (115:17), to a place of darkness (49:20 [19]; 88:7, 13 [6, 12]; 143:3) like that of a deep ravine (23:4).  Death is like an extreme form of sleep (13:4 [3]; 76:6-7 [5-6]; 90:5 MT).  Job 3:11-19 especially emphasizes the point, no doubt with some irony: death is above all a place of rest, not least for people such as the tired, the prisoner, and the slave - and a sufferer such as Job.  It is a sleep from which one never wakes (14:12).  Qohelet 6:4-5 also sees death as a place of darkness and rest, but adds that there are advantages to never having seen what happens on earth (4:1-3).

Presumably the empirical evidence for the fate of the outer person suggests the conceptualization for the fate of the inner person or the inner fate of the person. It is this fact which underlies similarities with the conceptualizations of other peoples,
 as much as direct influence of one culture on another.  At death the inner person also becomes lifeless and incapable of its distinctive activities, such as knowledge, thinking, and worship.  According to Psalm 39:14 [13] death means “I depart and am no more” (’enenni), but the general assumption is that at death the inner person no more ceases to exist than the outer person does, and perhaps the idea in Psalm 39 is “I am here no more.”  It too joins the remains of other dead people, specifically one’s family, in a non-physical equivalent of their pit or cave or the communal grave, a place of silence and darkness.

This can be referred to as Death, as if that is a place (e.g., Ps 6:6 [5]): it is difficult to be sure precisely when to capitalize the word, but to do so sometimes seems appropriate, and the same is true of the related terms.  But the one proper name for the abode of the dead is Sheol (e.g., 6:6 [5]); the name’s etymology is a matter of speculation and does not seem to affect its meaning in the Hebrew Bible.  Sheol is located beneath the ground, like the grave, so that one goes down there or would have to rise from there (88:11 [10]) or be lifted from there (9:14 [13]); but once you go down to Sheol, you do not come back up (Job 7:7-10; cf. 14:7-14; 16:22).  The reference to going back to Sheol in Psalm 9:18 [17]) is likely metonymy for going back to the soil (see above), an instance of the interpenetration of the ideas of what happens to the outer person and to the inner person.  For “the ideas of the grave and of Sheol cannot be separated”
 though neither can they be simply identified.  Their relationship indeed mirrors that of the outer person and the inner person.

Parallelism and content similarly indicate that many references to a/the Pit and to Destruction allude to the location of the dead person rather than that of merely the dead body (e.g., 16:10).  Sometimes it is difficult to be sure whether “the pit” refers to something physical or metaphysical (e.g., 49:10 [9]); perhaps the better way to make the point is to say that the text may not always make a distinction between these two aspects of that pit to which the person goes.  References to “the depths of the earth” (63:10 [9]; cf. 71:20), “deepest Sheol” (86:13), “the lowest pit, the darkest depths” (88:7 [6]), or the grave-pit (55:24 [23])
 may reflect the belief that there are gradations in Sheol (cf. Ezek 31:18), but in this context they are more likely rhetorical devices.

In Psalm 18:5-6 [4-5] beliyya‘al appears in parallelism with Death and Sheol.  Its etymological implication is “Worthlessness,” though this makes poor sense as a term equivalent to Death and Sheol.  It is probably a secondary pointing of a proper noun which had a more sinister meaning, though there is insufficient evidence for us to decide what the noun meant or what kind of noun it was (see e.g., B. Otzen in TWAT).  In later Jewish writings Belial became a term for Satan (see references in The Dictionary of Classical Hebrew), but there is no indication of this usage in the Hebrew Bible; here Worthlessness is personified like Death and Sheol, but not hypostasized.

Like the grave, Sheol is a place of silence (31:18 [17]; cf. 94:17; 115:17).  Among the dead there is no commemorating of God (6:6 [5]), no testimony or thanksgiving for what God has done (6:6 [5]; 30:10 [9]; 88:11 [10]), no making known or telling of God’s faithfulness or commitment or just acts (30:10 [9]; 88:12-13 [11-12]), no praising of God (115:17).  Yhwh does not work wonders there (88:11, 13 [10, 12]), so there is nothing to commemorate, give thanks for, make known, or tell of.  The dead are people who are put out of God’s mind and are (therefore) cut off from the activity of God’s hand (88:6 [5]); in the context, Psalm 31:13 [12] also seems to refer to being put out of God’s mind and therefore not being people for whom God acts.  Death is a land which Yhwh puts out of mind (88:13 [12]).  It is this collocation of ideas which explains why there is no praise in Sheol, not the fact that the dead are tainted, to which the Psalms do not allude.  It is not that the dead cannot commemorate and give praise for Yhwh’s deeds because they stand outside the orbit of worship, but that they stand outside the orbit where Yhwh acts and therefore have no deeds to commemorate or give praise for.

The point is put even more sharply by Qohelet, for whom death itself is a major theme, the reality in whose light all life must be lived (7:1-4).  The substance of the book closes by pressing the nature of old age and death, much of it in picture language which puzzles interpreters (11:7-12:7).  The most systematic and straightforward treatment comes in 9:1-12.  Death is indiscriminate and unpredictable: it comes to all, no matter the moral or religious commitment, and we have no control over it (vv. 1-3, 11-12; cf. 2:14; 3:19-21; 8:8).  Death means the end of hope (v. 4), knowledge (vv. 5, 10), reward (v. 5), being remembered (v. 5), feeling (v. 6), sharing in what happens (v.  6), work (v. 10), thought (v. 10), and wisdom (v. 10).  Life is short (2:3) and death is long (11:8).  Death relativizes all human achievement (5:12-15 [13-16]).
While the Psalms most commonly express this awareness of the nature of death in the context of reference to the early death of the wicked or of someone being treated as if they were wicked (e.g., Ps 6), there is no hint that the experience of eventual death on the part of the righteous is different, though it may be more acceptable.  Indeed, the idea that death ideally occurs when one is “full of days” (Job 42:17) suggests not merely resigned acceptance of death’s inevitability but willing acceptance of its appropriateness; one has had enough and death’s time has come.  Even if death is seen as a regrettable end to life, there is no indication that people feared death.  “Fear” and “death” come together only in the context of discussion of the apparent greater vulnerability of the less wealthy and powerful (Ps 49:6, 17 [5, 16]).  The “terrors of death” in Psalm 55:5 [4] do recall the characterization in the Assyrian “Vision of the World Below” (ANET, pp. 109-10), but in the context the phrase more likely refers to the personified assaults of God’s wrath which threaten and bring death than to death itself
 (indeed “the terrors of death” may in any case be “deadly terrors”).
  Death was a sad but natural and not frightening end to life.
  To say that “the Psalms only knew terror of the grave” is quite misleading.  Indeed, Job 7:14-15 sees death as an escape from frightening dreams and visions.

The dead are called repa’im in Psalm 88:11 [10] (also Job 26:5; Prov 2:18; 9:18; 21:16).  The word’s etymology and/or its usage in Ugaritic might suggest entities who are faded and powerless, or alternatively might suggest heroes with healing powers, but the context of its usage in the Hebrew Bible gives no clue as to its connotations there.

So Death cuts us off from God.  This is not to say that Death is a power of its own or a realm Yhwh cannot enter.  If Yhwh is the one who kills and enlivens, then evidently Death is not a power to rival Yhwh, and demons need not be feared (Ps 91:5-6).  It is Yhwh who determines that people go to Sheol; the torrential waters which overwhelm the Israelite are Yhwh’s torrential waters (42:8 [7]).  Yhwh can reach into Sheol at will, so that one could not escape Yhwh in Sheol; Yhwh would be there (Ps 139:8).  Sheol and Destruction are naked and defenseless before God (Job 26:6; cf. Prov 15:11). “Mwt is in the employ of God.”

The realm of death 

Sometimes Death is pictured as a city with gates, corresponding to Ms Sion’s city with its gates (Ps 9:14-15 [13-14]; 107:18).
  It is so in the Assyrian story of Ishtar’s Descent to the “Land of No Return” with its seven gates (ANET, pp. 106-9).  We do not know whether Israelites also told colorful and specific stories about Sheol like those of other peoples or whether this note in the Psalms is an isolated motif.  There is some indication elsewhere in the Hebrew Bible that life in Sheol partly mirrors life on earth.  Kings on earth are also kings in Sheol, though this does them little good (like being a king after the nuclear holocaust).  Indeed positions may be reversed.  This may be the point of the statement in Psalm 49:15 [14] that “the upright will rule over them at morning,” though “at morning” usually denotes the moment of God’s intervention in this life (cf. 30:6 [5]); perhaps the text has been repointed to introduce a reference to something happening after death (compare NRSV).  

Death is also a raging torrent which overwhelms people (18:5, 17 [4, 16]).  Other references to deep waters and tumultuous waves or rivers (e.g., 88:8 [7]) may also suggest the torrents of Death, though torrents and tumultuous waters can stand more generally for supernatural forces of disorder (e.g., 42:7); the overlap parallels that between the Ugaritic story of Baal and Death and that of Baal and Sea.

In Psalm 69:15-16 [14-15] three descriptions of death interweave: it involves being overwhelmed by torrents, being overcome by enemies, and having the Pit close its mouth.  In Psalm 18:5-6 [4-5], Death, Worthlessness, and Sheol are equipped with ropes and snares designed to catch people as well as torrents to overwhelm them.  Psalm 116:3 adds the “straits of Sheol”:
 NRSV renders “pangs” (cf. JPS), but neither the word’s etymology nor the other occurrences of this or related words suggest physical pain in particular, and “straits” well fits the other occurrence in Psalm 118:5 with the contrast with “a broad place.”  Although it might have been natural to imagine the process of decomposition as involving pain and therefore by analogy to think of Sheol as a place of pain, this inference is not generally drawn.  Psalm 116:3b may imply at least “anguish” if not “pangs” in verse 3a, which will then be a metonymy for the anguish of this kind of death, after undeserved affliction.  The converse is the regret in Psalm 73:4 (MT) that the wicked die an easy death.

Some of these statements in Psalms 18 and 69 picture Sheol or Death as not so much a place as a person; in Psalm 116, too, the straits of Sheol “find” the psalmist, which is at least a personification.  In Psalm 49:15 [14] Death shepherds people (or feeds on them), leading them to Sheol.  More vividly, in Psalm 141:7 “our bones are strewn at the mouth of Sheol,” where the monster Death has left them after consuming the flesh.
  Sheol and Destruction are never satisfied (Prov 27:20).  This is at least a vivid declaration that death is unavoidable: is it more?  In the background of the statements in Psalm 18, too, one can see the imagery of belief in the gods Death and Sea, and subsequent reference to the “many waters” from which Yhwh rescues the psalmist is combined with reference to the psalmist’s “strong enemy” (vv. 17-18).  In Job 18:13-14 the Firstborn of Death or Firstborn Death consumes the wicked, who appear before Death as “king of terrors.”

On the other hand, Psalm 18 goes on to refer to “those who hated me” who were “too mighty for me,” and later speaks further in the plural (vv. 38-49 [37-48]).  The enemy might thus be the psalmist’s human adversary rather than Death.  The terms in verses 5-6 [4-5] are then comments on or metaphors for the strength of the forces against which the psalmist was fighting, forces which are more consistently described as human and physical.  Two conceptualities also appear in Psalm 63:10-11 [9-10], here in tension with each other, for the language moves from going down into the depths of the earth to being slain in battle and left unburied and therefore not even properly at rest in Sheol.  Conversely Psalm 124:3-5 begins by speaking of enemies swallowing us alive, recalling the story in Numbers 16, but goes on to speak of a torrent of seething water overwhelming us and carrying us off, which more explicitly recalls the torrents of Death (cf. Exod 15:12 where talk of “earth swallowing them” comes in the context of a narrative which speaks of waters overwhelming people; also Isa 5:14).  Another reminder of the story in Numbers 16 comes in a weird wish that the psalmist’s enemies may “go down to Sheol alive” (Ps 55:16 [15]: the preceding clause is obscure).  It is a very vivid image for sudden death, death which comes so quickly that people are - as it were - still alive when they die (cf. Prov 1:12).

The alternation between “my enemy” and “my adversaries” also features in Psalms 13 and 31.  While we may thus allow for the presence of Death, it seems unwise to exclude the human adversaries in such passages by interpreting the plural as a plural of majesty which also refers to Death (so Dahood).  More likely such passages reflect an assumption that the conflict involved both human and supernatural forces.  But the psalms are characteristically restrained or reticent in articulating a view of their nature, compared with other middle eastern texts.  L. R. Bailey argues that the latter attach more literal significance to their references to death’s deities, demons, and ghosts and to the fears these aroused.
  The psalms’ combining of motifs which recall the conflict of Baal and Sea and that of Baal and Death supports the idea that they also utilize motifs for death in a way more parallel to the way English may speak of “being at death’s door” or of death “taking” someone from us or of “fighting death.”
Fullness of life and death in life

The poetic books talk much of illness, depression, and defeat, and naturally enough picture these experiences as taking us near death: I have been dying all my life, Psalm 88:16 [15] declares.  They also picture these experiences as resembling death: to lie ill, incapable of much movement or thought and not knowing God’s presence to deliver and therefore not being able to worship, is to experience something like death.  They also go beyond that in picturing them as actual experiences of death.

Psalm 88, the psalm most dominated by death, puts matters in all three ways: “my life has arrived at Sheol....  I have become ... like the slain that lie in the grave....  You have put me in the deepest Pit” (vv. 4-7 [3-6]: hopshi in v. 6 [5] is a puzzle).  For the first verb, NRSV “draws near” undertranslates the verb, which suggests reaching the gates (cf. 107:18) even though still being outside the city.  The experience of being on the edge of death is vividly portrayed in verses noted above: “Death’s ropes encompassed me, the torrents of Worthlessness were overwhelming me, Sheol’s ropes surrounded me, Death’s snares confronted me” (18:5-6 [4-5]).  Psalm 69:2-3 [1-2] takes the picture further.  The waters have not only come up to my neck: they have overwhelmed me and I am drowning.  With superficial contradiction the psalm later urges that the waters should not overwhelm me or (to change the imagery) the Pit close its mouth over me (vv. 15-16 [14-15]).  Psalm 143:3, 7, too, uses the imagery of actual death (he has crushed my life to the earth), of an experience like death (making me dwell in darkness like those long dead), and of being near death (I shall be like those who go down to the Pit).  The vivid image of the scattering of bones near Sheol’s mouth (141:7) relates to an experience within life.

Corresponding to Psalm 88, Psalm 30 is the most systematic description of deliverance from death, which means both deliverance from the company of those who have gone down to the Pit (v. 4 [3]) and deliverance from the prospect of going down to the Pit (v. 10 [9]).  As death involves a downward movement into the Pit, so restoration to life involves an upward movement from Sheol (v. 4 [3]), a lifting up like that of a pail from the waters (v. 2 [1]; cf. 71:20).

The different ways of putting the matter suggest that we should be neither too literal nor too figurative in interpreting the Psalms’ language.  The language of actual death suggests the deathly awfulness of what has happened, but the comparison and the talk of death’s nearness imply that this is metaphor and also leave open the possibility of Yhwh’s intervening.  It is not the case that the psalms’ language reflects “primitive thinking” which did not really distinguish between life and death.
  Yet there is a sense in which life and death are more like overlapping experiences than watertight compartments.

To put it another way, life itself is a spectrum of experiences: there is ordinary life, there is living death, and there is fullness of life.  The opposite of God’s abandoning us to Sheol and causing us to see the Pit is God’s making known to us the living journey, and our discovering that there is joyful fullness in Yhwh’s presence and that delights are ever at Yhwh’s right hand (16:10-11).  It is to know Yhwh’s deliverance and blessing in the land of the living.

Lasting life

Associated with fullness of life is life le‘olam.  Indeed, according to Psalm 21:5 [4], in response to a prayer for “life” Yhwh granted the king length of days ‘olam wa‘ed (NRSV “forever and ever”).  In what sense?

If the Hebrew Bible wanted to suggest something like eternity, for instance in affirming that Yhwh was without beginning and without end, had always existed and always would exist, then it could well use the terms ‘olam and ‘ed.  Thus Psalm 90:2 describes the Lord as being God before the world’s creation, me‘olam ‘ad-‘olam.  Coincidentally (?), the Psalter’s last use of this language draws attention to a distinction between the totality of Yhwh’s life and the totality of the worshiper’s.  I will praise Yhwh all my life (146:2); but Yhwh will reign l7`4lAm (v. 10).

But such words’ characteristic usage is more limited in its reach.  Retrospectively, Psalm 143:3 refers to the “long dead [mete ‘olam]” (cf. Lam 3:6).  Prospectively, Amos describes Edom as holding onto anger “ceaselessly [le‘ad]” (1:11, JPS).  When Psalm 52:10-11 [8-9] speaks of trusting Yhwh ‘olam wa‘ed and praising Yhwh le‘olam, then, that can naturally denote the whole of the person’s life; the same is true of an expression such as lador wador (e.g., 89:2 [1]).  There is no need at all for this to suggest the whole of eternity, nor for such phrases to be understood as hyperbolic royal or implicitly messianic language (cf. among many passages 15:5; 30:7, 13 [6, 12]; 37:27-29 [26-28]; 61:5, 7-9 [4, 6-8]; 73:12, 26; 112:3, 6, 9; 121:8; 145:1-2, 21).  Psalm 48:15 [14] (MT) may make the point explicit: Yhwh is “our God le‘olam wa‘ed; he will lead us on ‘al-mut.”  While A. Weiser translates the last phrase “beyond [über] death”
 and S. Mowinckel “against Death,”
 KJV more plausibly understands “until death.”  But LXX eis tous aionas may imply the pointing ‘olamot (the reading of many medieval Hebrew mss); BHS suggests further possibilities.  If Psalm 72:5 should be emended so as to constitute a prayer that the king lives as long as sun and moon (e.g., NRSV), then this will be a hyperbole, but the hyperbole would be unparalleled and this may suggest that MT should stand.

The delights which are ever at Yhwh’s hand (16:11) are thus the enjoyment of the righteous throughout their lives.  There are no grounds for extending the “ever” (nesah) beyond death.  The idea in Psalm 21 is similarly that the king will enjoy life for the greatest possible fullness of time and not experience it cut off before its time (v. 5 [4]), and throughout that long time will experience the blessings of divine strength, help, honor, majesty, joy, and security (v. 7 [6]).  In Psalm 41:9-13 [8-12], being enabled to stand before Yhwh’s face le‘olam is one aspect of being restored to this-worldly life.  The face or presence of Yhwh can be located in heaven (e.g., 18:7 [6]), or in Yhwh’s earthly shrine (e.g., 24:6; 42:3 [2]), or in life in the world (e.g., 9:4, 20 [3, 19]; 31:17 [16]; 34:17 [16]; 44:4 [3]; 56:14 [13]; 116:9; 140:14 [13]).  The link between these is suggested by Psalm 50:1-6.  In Psalm 41 as in many other passages, the phraseology suggests living the whole of one’s life before Yhwh’s face and thus with Yhwh’s protection and blessing - or Yhwh’s attack, in the case of the wicked (9:4 [3]; cf. Lam 4:16).

Early death

In the Psalms the dominant question regarding death is whether the wicked die before their time, as they should, and whether the just escape early death and live long lives, as they should (e.g., 26:9; 28:1-3; 31:18 [17]; 33:18-19; 37:35-38; 55:24 [23]; 56:14 [13]; 102:24-25 [23-24]; cf. Job, e.g., 20:1-29; 21:1-34; Prov 11:4).  The Psalter indeed opens with a promise that the wicked will not be able to stand in court; Yhwh recognizes (yada‘) the journey of the just, whereas the journey of the wicked fades away (1:5-6).  If the “court” or “judgment” (mishpat) there refers to Yhwh’s judgment on the wicked, then presumably like all other references to this court in the Hebrew Bible, this is not a “Final Judgment” (Dahood) but Yhwh’s judgment worked out in life.  But the parallelism may suggest that the court is the Israelite assembly (cf. 111:1) in which the wicked will have no share because they will be swept away.

The Psalter follows this opening with an exhortation to kings to serve Yhwh with reverence lest Yhwh become angry and they indeed fade away on their journey (2:11-12).  Psalm 9:18 [17] declares that “the wicked will depart to Sheol, all the nations that put God out of mind,” which might suggest that the just will never so fade away, but the context has made clear that this is not the issue.  The psalm’s topic is God’s involvement in political events in the now, bringing death to the wicked and deliverance to the weak (vv. 4, 13, 18 [3, 12, 17]).  It is in this sense that death results from Yhwh’s anger (e.g., 2:12) and that Yhwh is one who kills (78:31, 34) and enlivens (30:4 [3]; 80:19 [18]).

Psalm 39:5-7 [4-6] is widely regarded as a reflection on the brevity of human life in general and as making a request (“make known to me my end”) which is essentially rhetorical, for the psalmist goes on to demonstrate possession of the requested knowledge.  This understanding seems incoherent in itself and makes for an incoherent understanding of the psalm as a whole.  The psalm’s problem is again the experience of life-threatening illness, which is brought about by God as chastisement for wrongdoing (vv. 9-11 [8-10]).  The psalmist believes that the right response to divine chastisement is silent submission (v.  10 [9]) but has a hard time maintaining this stance in the presence of a/the wicked person (vv. 2-4 [1-3]), apparently someone more scandalously wicked than the psalmist.  Perhaps this points to the frequently expressed conviction that the psalmist’s experience is not fair when contrasted with that of people who live happy and full lives despite their wickedness, though the reference is allusive.

The plea “Yhwh, make known to me my end, what is the measure of my days” (v. 5a [4a]) is indeed then a rhetorical one, but verses 5b-6a [4b-5a] provide not its answer but its background.  Given that the psalmist is threatened by death, the plea asks how long it will be before the psalmist’s illness issues in death.  Like a rhetorical question, the plea neither expects nor wants an answer: its real purpose is to motivate Yhwh to respond to the appeal in verses 9, 13-14 [8, 12-13] and invalidate whatever would be the literal implicit answer to the question by delivering the psalmist.  The general reflection in verses 6b-7 [5b-6] then concerns the general vulnerability of human life, which the psalmist’s experience has brought home.  It does not concern the general shortness of human life: this is an irrelevant theme and one which obscures the psalmist’s problem, which is the fact that a person may lose their life when they had no reason to expect this.  The problem in verse 6b [5b] is thus the one pressed by Qohelet (e.g., 6:1-2), that you may work hard to accumulate wealth but never have chance to enjoy it.  Even the bitterness of death (Qoh 7:26) is, in the context, the bitterness of being snatched by death “unfairly” (cf. the comments on bitterness and death in 1 Sam 15:32; Amos 8:10).  There is little evidence that “Israel joined in the lament made by all religions and cultures over the bitterness of dying.”

The same is true of Psalm 144.  This reworking of Psalm 18
 incorporates in verses 3-4 a comment on the brevity of human life which itself reworks Psalm 8:5 [4] and 39:6-7 [5-6], and perhaps 102:12 [11].  In the context it is a comment which relates to someone’s being threatened with death before their time.  The same is true of the reworking of Psalm 8 in Job 7:17-18.

Another mark of the Psalter’s focus on early death is the observation that the death of a whole nation or the death of the wicked means that their name is blotted out or fades away (9:6 [5]; 41:6 [5]; 83:5 [4]; 109:13).  In itself death would not mean this (see e.g., Deut 25:5-7; 2 Sam 18:18); one’s name and one’s memory would be preserved in one’s family.  Thus Psalm 102:24-29 [23-28] contrasts Yhwh’s willingness to shorten the psalmist’s life with Yhwh’s own longevity and then closes by rejoicing in the fact that at least one’s descendants live on securely before Yhwh.

Different dynamics attach to discussion of the question of early death and long life in a society where many people died of illness (or through accident or battle) long before they reached “seventy years, or perhaps eighty” (Ps 90:10).  This forms part of the background to the fact that many expressions of the view that life in general is inherently empty and meaningless are comments which relate to the experience of life not working out as it should, rather than the reflections of people who live healthy and peaceful lives.  The emphasis on the inherent hardness and emptiness of life which is characteristic of Job (e.g., 7:1-6) fits into this pattern.

Fullness of life after death?        

We have noted that Mitchell Dahood found many references to eternal life in the Psalms and elsewhere, often in the consonantal rather than the vocalized text, and often on the basis of a comparison with Ugaritic texts.  There are a number of difficulties with his thesis in principle.
  It presupposes that the Masoretes’ pointing was innovative (and therefore quite likely wrong) rather than traditional (and therefore more likely right).  In assuming that Ugaritic grammar and meanings apply to Hebrew along with Hebrew grammar and semantics as already understood, it assumes that Hebrew was characterized by a much greater degree of syntactical and semantic variety and ambiguity than had previously been thought.  And in doing so, it ignores the distance of time and place between second millennium Ugarit and first millennium Israel.  In addition, it frequently has to rely on understandings of the Ugaritic texts which are themselves hypothetical.
  These difficulties make it appropriate to be hesitant in accepting Dahood’s new interpretations of texts.  For instance, Dahood reworks the introduction to Psalm 18 to read “from the hand of Sheol” rather than “from the hand of Saul.”  He avoids emendation in Psalm 22:30 [29] by inferring usage of the Ugaritic/Aramaic relative pronoun d3.  He declares that some references to Yhwh’s house allude to Yhwh’s heavenly abode: e.g., Psalm 27:4 “is a prayer for eternal bliss with Yahweh in heaven.”  He assumes that statements about divine immortality in Ugaritic texts can be used to illumine statements about human life which is explicitly not immortal.  He postulates a word rega‘ meaning Death in passages such as 6:11 [10] (repointed) and 30:6 [5], or a word ’ur (repointed) which means “[Elysian] field” in passages such as 36:10 [9].  Such procedures seem arbitrary.

Fortunately, in many cases Dahood is offering a variant “take” on passages which other critical scholars have also reckoned refer to a positive afterlife, so that in considering the latter we are also considering texts which illustrate Dahood’s approach.  My conclusion is that an examination of the key passages in the Psalms in their context makes it unlikely that any of them refer to a positive afterlife.

Psalms 11, 16, and 17

Before Dahood, for instance, BDB (p. 302) had already suggested that Psalms 11 and 17 refer to a seeing of God after death.  Both understand the affliction of the righteous as Yhwh’s testing; they thus represent Job in miniature, and recall the enigmatic reference to seeing God in Job 19:26-27.
  Psalm 11:6-7 contrasts the fates of the wicked and the upright.  Yhwh will rain fire and sulfur on the former, while the latter will see Yhwh’s face.  That precise expectation reappears in 17:15, though it is otherwise rare.  But similar expressions occur in other Psalms, such as seeking God’s face, appearing before God’s face, God’s face shining, and the common plaint concerning God’s face being hidden (e.g., 27:8-9; 31:17 [16]; 42:3 [2]).  Elsewhere seeing God is the distinctive privilege of Moses (e.g., Num 12:8) and the elders at Sinai (Exod 24:11), but such passages do suggest that if the seeing of God takes place at all, it is an experience on earth.  

In light of later theologies one might re-read Psalm 11 as referring to the fires of hell and the seeing of God in heaven, but in its context in the Hebrew Bible it denotes the earthly punishment of the wicked and the earthly joy of the upright who are delivered from danger and survive testing to see God’s face.  Again, in later parlance “seeing God’s face” might refer to a religious experience (e.g., in the temple), but there is no clear parallel for that in the Hebrew Bible.  When God’s face turns to us it means that God acts, and “seeing God’s face” implies “seeing God act with favor” and refers not to the consequence of being vindicated and restored to full life but to that vindication and restoration itself in this life.

Psalm 17:14 speaks of the wicked as people “whose portion in life is in this world” (NRSV) or “whose reward is in this life” (NIV), which could be understood as pointing to a contrast with the just as people who have a portion or reward in another life or world.  But the line is obscure; JPS renders “whose share in life is fleeting.”  The psalm goes on to draw a contrast: “I myself will behold your face in justice.  I will be filled with your image in waking.”  NRSV and NIV plausibly imply that the verb “behold” continues its force into the second colon, so that the line may reduce prosaically to “When I myself behold your face/image, justified and awake, I will be filled.”  The expectation of seeing Yhwh’s image (temunah) is even more extraordinary than that of simply seeing Yhwh’s face, as is appropriate in the second colon in parallelism.  The word usually denotes something forbidden (Exod 20:4; Deut 4:12-25; 5:8), but again seeing Yhwh’s image is once the distinctive privilege of Moses (Num 12:8), and there too the word is associated with seeing Yhwh’s face.  As in Psalm 16:11, the emphasis in Psalm 17 is as much on the fullness of joy as on the fact of seeing.

In the context, it is unlikely that “waking” denotes waking from ordinary sleep or that it refers to Yhwh’s waking (the psalmist has not accused Yhwh of sleeping).  In Job 14:12 it denotes waking from death as something which Job knows will not happen, while in Daniel 12:2 it denotes something which will indeed happen (cf. Isa 26:19, perhaps metaphorically).  Dahood takes it in this sense here.  But the context works against this.  The whole psalm has worked with a contrast between the just and the wicked which manifests itself in this life; to introduce an after-death awakening in the last line is to take the psalm in an alien direction.  Rather, the last verse restates the hope of recovering from a “living death” experience.  The reference to “justice” suggests the vindication of the righteous; the word forms an inclusion with the psalm’s opening line and matches the concern of the psalm as a whole with the testing of the righteous.  To think of this as a vindication after death (Dahood) is again to introduce an incoherence into the psalm.  Like Job’s, this vindication is a this-worldly matter.  As in Psalm 11 and Job 19, “seeing God’s face” refers to the experience of God’s acting, healing, and vindicating, which indicate that God’s face is turned back to us and is not hidden, and the fullness which comes from that.

We have noted that the wording of Psalm 16:11 suggests that joyful fullness in Yhwh’s presence and lasting delights at Yhwh’s right hand belong to this life.  Dahood comments on verse 10 that “the psalmist firmly believes that he will be granted the same privilege accorded Enoch and Elijah; he is convinced that God will assume him to himself without suffering the pains of death.”  While it is entirely plausible that an individual Israelite might have become convinced that God would do this, such a conviction is only too falsifiable, and in the psalmist’s case presumably was falsified.  It seems implausible that the compilers of the Psalter would have encouraged such expectations on members of the community.  To believe in resurrection is at least to commit oneself to a belief which has the advantage and disadvantage that it is in this life unfalsifiable. 

Psalms 27 and 36

Psalm 27 begins by affirming that Yhwh is “the stronghold/refuge of my life” or “my living stronghold/refuge,” midway looks to “dwell in Yhwh’s house all the days of my life, to behold Yhwh’s delight and to inquire in his temple” and closes by affirming that “I shall see Yhwh’s goodness in the land of the living.”  That final phrase might be rendered “in the land of life.”  Even so, the whole context of the psalm points to a reference to this life, not a future life (against Dahood).  “Dwelling in Yhwh’s house all one’s life” is admittedly a puzzling phrase.  Dahood again refers it to heaven, but once more this ill fits the context.  Semantically “Yhwh’s house” could perhaps denote Yhwh’s land or Yhwh’s household, but the parallelism implies that it denotes the temple; more likely “dwelling” is clarified by the parallel verb to mean “lingering/staying” in the temple from time to time to seek Yhwh’s guidance and help.  Either way, it is in Yhwh’s powerful and merciful intervention in the land of the living, which the psalmist seeks in the temple, that the psalmist beholds Yhwh’s delight (cf. 90:17) or sees Yhwh’s goodness (cf. 4:7 [6]; 16:2; 21:4 [3]; 23:6; 34:9-13 [8-12]; 65:12 [11]).  

The same point is made in yet further terms in Psalm 36.  Once again the wicked threaten the psalmist, who declares that Yhwh’s faithfulness and justice are then our refuge (vv. 2-8, 11-13 [1-7, 10-12]).  In the midst of this declaration is the assertion “in your light we see light” (v. 10 [9]): when Yhwh’s light shines brightly, deliverance comes (cf. 4:7 [6]; 27:1; 43:3; 44:4 [3]; 89:14-18 [13-17]; 97:11).  Yhwh is thus “the fountain of life.”  In this context the “abundance of your house” and the “river of your delights” may refer to the enjoyment of temple festivities which are the signs and promises of Yhwh’s provision in everyday life, or they may be metaphors.  In the latter case, they are metaphors not for a religious experience in worship but for Yhwh’s bountiful provision of protection and deliverance in life outside worship (cf. 65:10-14 [9-13]; Neh 9:25).

Psalm 49

In a time of trouble, Psalm 49 speaks of being under attack by wealthy people who are confident of surviving the trouble (vv. 6-7 [5-6]).  They ignore the fact that wealth cannot provide a way to evade death, even for the wise and famous (vv. 8-15 [7-14]).  Once more, the psalm is not a general reflection on mortality but a Qohelet-like comment on the way in which disaster and unexpected death are a reality for the wise and wealthy as much as for anyone else.  Not even verse 10 [9] refers to never seeing the Pit (contrast NRSV, JPS) but to not seeing the Pit when this experience threatens, so that one is able to live on to the end, that is for the rest of one’s expected life (lanesah: cf. 16:11).  The rich and arrogant fool cannot buy a way out of the threat of early death, and even wisdom is of limited value in this connection.  But, the psalmist declares, “God will ransom my nepesh; from the hand of Sheol, yes, he will take me” (v. 16 [15]).

The line is one of the passages which have commonly been understood to denote the hope of a deliverance from Sheol in order to join God in heaven, but read against the background of the rest of the Psalms and of other parts of the Hebrew Bible there is little to point in this direction.  Commentators appeal to the fact that Yhwh “took” Enoch (Gen 5:24) and Elijah (2 Kings 2:3, 5, 9), but there are several difficulties about this appeal.  First, the verb is so common that it seems questionable whether one can infer an allusion to those stories; “take” is far from being a “technical term.”
  But second, if one does compare the passages, the verb there suggested taking the person away from their people rather than out of a situation of trouble; thus NIV renders “took away” in Genesis 5, while it is the hiphil of  ‘alah which refers to taking Elijah to heaven in 2 Kings 2:1.  Third, a better parallel for Yhwh’s “taking” the psalmist is thus Psalm 18:17 [16] where Yhwh “takes” from deathly peril in the same sense that we infer here, as elsewhere Yhwh “rescues” from Sheol in this life in the sense of restoring from illness or attack (86:13), or “restores” (ga’al) one’s life from the Pit (103:4).  Fourth, what happens to Enoch and Elijah is translation to heaven from this earth rather than ascension or assumption (Dahood) from Sheol.  To appeal to these parallels thus proves too much, as was the case with Psalm 16.  And if that is to press the linguistic parallel too much, then the appeal to these parallels fails to have significant value.

But in any case, the combination of the recurrence of the ransom image (which referred to something in this life in v. 8 [7]) with the parallel with Psalm 18 points to a deliverance in this life.  The psalmist’s security with God more than counterbalances the security which their wealth gives the rich, for the confidence generated by this wealth proves false both in the short run and in the long run (vv. 17-21 [16-20]).  It is not the case that the psalm contrasts the rich staying in death and the wise who do not.

Psalm 73

Once again the psalm relates the experience of being assailed with punishment despite being of unsullied mind and life, whereas there are people who behave oppressively and arrogantly who do well in life and come to an easy death.  The psalmist did not know how to live with this problem “until I went into God’s sanctuary and considered their end” (v. 17).  NIV “understood their final destiny” and JPS “reflected on their fate” indicate two different understandings of this clause.  The verb bin can denote either realizing something for the first time or paying attention to something already known.  The noun is ’aharit, which denotes the end of life (Prov 5:11) or specifically death (Num 23:10; cf. Prov 5:4-5).  In a similar wisdom-like comment Jeremiah 17:11 declares that the unjustly wealthy will lose their wealth in mid-life and “at their end will prove fools.”  In some way the psalmist’s visit to the sanctuary reinforces the orthodox conviction that these “wicked” will also fall.

What of the psalmist? “I have been continually with you.  You have held my right hand” (v. 23).  The expression “with” you (`im) is an unusual one, though a key one in this psalm (see vv.  22, 25);
 it recurs in Psalm 139:18, though the line is obscure.  In 1 Samuel 2:21 it denotes being with God in the sanctuary.  We might then compare the expression ’et-pene yhwh in 1 Samuel 2:18 which recurs in Psalms 16:11; 21:7 [6]; 140:14 [13].  These parallels then suggest that BDB is right that “with you” suggests “in your thought and care” in the sense suggested by those other passages.  This thought and care might naturally be associated with Yhwh’s presence in the sanctuary, though here the contrast between the visiting of the sanctuary (v. 17) and the “continually” suggests rather an awareness of having lived the rest of life “with” God even if one did not realize this.  The God who dwelt there has also been looking after the psalmist’s welfare and providing protection and blessing in a way which recent experience of affliction has made the psalmist forget.  And this is what is also suggested by “you have held my right hand” (cf. Isa 41:13; 45:1; also Ps 16:8; 109:31; 110:5; 121:5; 142:5 [4]).

I have assumed that the qatal verb following on the one in verse 22b refers to the past, upon which the psalmist continues to reflect in verse 23; the two qatal verbs suggest that the intervening noun clause also be rendered with a past verb.  JPS goes on to render the succeeding yiqtol verbs in verse 24 as past, like those in verses 21-22a, but this implies that the experience of affliction is over, which is not the impression one received earlier.  On the other hand, guiding with God’s counsel is what the psalmist has been experiencing through the visit to the sanctuary, and a purely future reference (KJV) is thus unlikely.  “You guide me with your counsel” is the most plausible understanding.  The parallel phrase is a notorious problem.  MT might be construed to mean “and toward/with honor you [will] take me” (cf. JPS) but this requires an idiosyncratic significance for ’ahar.  More likely it means “and afterwards you [will] take me [to/with] honor.”  The verb “take” recurs from 49:16 [15].  If it suggested afterlife, here this might take the form of translation rather than assumption after death (but not resurrection or immortality of the soul), but the argument for referring it to rescue in this life again holds.  The word kabod commonly refers either to God’s honor or to human earthly honor (e.g., 84:12 [11]; 112:9) and never to a human share in God’s heavenly glory in the manner of doxa in the New Testament.  The statement declares a confidence that God does or will restore the psalmist to honor.  As in other cases, if this verse did “represent a tentative venture to go beyond the then current beliefs,”
 the psalm would be broken-backed.

“Whom do I have in heaven? And with you I desire nothing on earth” (v. 25) then declares the conviction that in this connection the psalmist needs no other helper either in heaven or on earth.  Thus “when my body and my mind have wasted away, God is my mind’s rock and my share for ever” (v. 26).  God is regularly the people’s rock, their means of earthly security and refuge (e.g., 18:3, 32 [2, 31]); God is also their share, their means of sustaining their earthly destiny (16:5; 119:57; 142:6 [5]; Lam 3:24), and this will be true for the psalmist’s whole life.  Verses 27-28 sum up the point: the psalmist is newly convinced that the flourishing of the wicked will not last and that nearness to God puts one in touch with protection which issues in actions on one’s behalf and will thus give material for praise.

Psalms 89 and 90

Psalm 89:48-49 [47-48] does involve a move from concern with the early death of the person praying to the sense in which death makes all human life pointless.  It then explicitly denies the possibility of escaping the power of Sheol.  It is with long life that those who call on Yhwh come to be satisfied; it is in this that salvation consists (cf. 91:16; cf. 21:5 [4]).  There are no grounds for seeing anything “eschatological” or “messianic” in such a passage (see Tate’s comments).  It is “open” to such interpretations only in the sense that words such as “salvation” were later used with different meaning which can then be read into texts in which it was not present, for the individual psalm’s author, or in the context of the canonical Psalter, or in the canonical context of the Hebrew Bible as a whole.  The just flourish to old age: it is this that is the gift of Yhwh’s uprightness as our rock (92:13-16 [12-15]).  Yhwh delivers people from death so that they may walk before Yhwh (that is, with Yhwh’s protection and blessing) in the land of the living (116:8-9).  The recurrent plea “enliven me” in Psalm 119:25, 37, 40, 88, 107, 149, 154, 156, 159 (cf. vv. 50, 77, 93, 116, 144, 175) implies an act of God which replaces affliction with proper earthly life.

Psalm 90 works in the converse way to Psalm 89.  Its actual opening is ambiguous.
  It declares that Yhwh has been the people’s home or refuge (there are two textual traditions) generation after generation: Do the words imply that this is still so or that now it is not?  In verses 2-6 the psalm works out a contrast between the longevity of God and the God-imposed brevity of human life (cf. 103:14-17).  Verses 7-12 then move from generality (’enosh, bene-’adam, the suffix on zemartam) to the experience of the psalmist’s own community (“we/our” recur) and add talk of divine wrath and human sin which did not appear in the earlier talk of divine sovereignty and the brevity of human life.  But the “for” in verse 7 implies a link between the two sections: even verses 2-6 turn out to be a reflection on the experience of the psalmist’s own community.  This second section thus clarifies the ambiguity in verse 1, which turns out to have been a wry reflection on how things were for many generations before the psalmist’s day.  It thereby compares with the opening of Psalm 44,
 though it contrasts with that psalm in going on to acknowledge that Yhwh’s ceasing to be the people’s home or refuge is the result of our own wrongdoing.  Verses 7-12 thus view the life of the psalmist’s people in particular not only as ultimately terminated by God (which is not linked with God’s wrath here or elsewhere in the Hebrew Bible; even Gen 3 talks in terms of God’s curse, not in terms of wrath) but also as characterized by sin, wrath, and trouble even if it lasts seventy or eighty years.  Verses 13-17 then ask for God to turn back to the people and restore their joy and favor.  Divine wrath is expressed in affliction in this life, and in the early terminating of that life, but not in the fact of death which eventually takes all human beings.

Conclusion

Some Psalms thus recognize that death relativizes the significance of life, yet they also illustrate a persistent focus on enjoying a long and happy life on earth.  Some later Jewish writings such as Wisdom affirm the hope that one may continue to relate to God after death.  If texts such as Psalm 73 belong to the same period, that heightens the significance of the fact that the hope of the Psalms, Proverbs, Job, and Qohelet is of fullness in this life (as “the response of Ben Sira was a fairly intransigent adherence to the old perspective”).

  If Proverbs, Job/Qohelet, and Wisdom represent thesis, antithesis, and synthesis (there is cosmic order in this world, this does not work, there is cosmic order if we include an afterlife) (Day, p. 248), the Psalms move between thesis and antithesis; none reach synthesis.  To use the terms of a later context, their stance is that of the Sadducees rather than that of the Pharisees.  Jesus will argue that once God enters into a relationship with someone, that person can hardly cease to exist: God is not God of the dead but of the living (Mark 12:26-27).  This theological argument is of a piece with the Psalms’ affirmations about life with God, but it is not expressed, required or warranted by them.

Their hope is, for instance, that one may see Jerusalem faring well all the days of one’s life and see one’s children’s children (128:5-6).  It is to come to one’s grave in a ripe old age, as a shock of grain comes to the threshing floor in its season (Job 5:26).  With that one would be satisfied; and that is where the story of Job concludes.  “A fulfilled human life is a finite life.”
  This combination parallels the stance of Qohelet.  Although there the gloomy implications of death have much more prominence, they do not overcome the conviction that life is worth living and is to be enjoyed as God’s gift.  It is there that one lives with the face of Yhwh (Ps 140:14 [13]).  Qohelet can envisage the possibility of the human spirit having a different destiny from an animal’s, but knows that there is no evidence that it does (3:21; cf. Ps 104:29).

Interpreters have often seen the affirmation of belief in a positive afterlife which they found in passages such as Psalms 49 and 73 as a bold advance of faith (e.g., Anderson, p. 380).  Rather, the implicit bold determination of faith of the Psalms, Proverbs, and Job, as well as Qohelet, is to affirm an understanding of life and death which makes no appeal to encouraging hopes for which there is no evidence.  To be more accurate, in the community’s history and in the lives of individuals they believe they have evidence of Yhwh’s activity which they allow to override the evidence to the contrary.  They thus determine to continue to affirm that Yhwh unfailingly protects those who “live in the shelter of the Most High” (Ps 91), rather than indulge in what might be a flight of fancy which had no evidence at all.  In subsequent centuries it would be suggested that believing in an afterlife can encourage people to give up on this life and cease to insist on justice being worked out in this life.  If this is so, the Psalms subvert this instinct and insist that the believing community takes this life with absolute seriousness.

Whereas they see human wickedness and divine wrath as the cause of early death, they do not see these as the cause of death itself.
  Indeed, they do not attempt to reflect on why life ends in death and why Yhwh is involved with the former and not with the latter.  The implicit or explicit rejection of worship and prayer which involved the dead, and the declaration that worship was impossible in Sheol, may have resulted from the conviction that Yhwh alone should be worshiped.
  But by asserting that Yhwh was not involved with the dead and that the dead were not in a position to relate to Yhwh or to anyone else, the Psalter implicitly discouraged the natural human instinct (evidenced from our knowledge of religious practice in Israel) to seek to maintain contact with the dead, pray for them, seek their guidance or help, or revere a deity who was the distinctive Lord of Death.
  Instead of being sacralized, the realm of Death is made taboo.
  Among some contemporary peoples, life and death were part of the experience of deity itself; Baal knew death as well as life.  Yhwh is rather the living God (e.g.,  Ps 42:3) - though G. Gerleman in THAT notes that this is a rare statement in the Hebrew Bible, perhaps precisely because it tends to be at home in the context of statements about beings who experience both death and life.

G. von Rad comments that Psalm 16:10-11 became a locus classicus for the doctrine of the resurrection, at the latest in Acts 2:25-36, and adds that we gain little by asking what the poet originally meant by the language of such psalms; “practically everything depends on the meaning and sense in which they were prayed and repeated on each occasion.”
  Two comments are appropriate.  First, Acts 2 is not a declaration of a doctrine of resurrection but a testimony to something new which people believe has happened, for which the Psalms provide its witnesses with language.  It is this thing which they believe has happened to Jesus which adds to the empirical facts in the light of which the followers of Jesus consider the meaning of death.  Second, there is a difference between the meaning of the text in itself and in its context in the Psalter, and the significance it came to have for later Jews and Christians.  A. F. Kirkpatrick once noted that Psalms 16, 17, 49, and 73 “adapt themselves so readily to Christian hope that we are easily led to believe that it was there from the first.”
   In the same way they adapt themselves so readily to Ugaritic hope that we are easily led to believe that this was still there.  But in both cases it was not.
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