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ABSTRACT 

This study sets out to redefine the concept of the biblical nether­

world designated ~1N~, by focusing on the specific contexts within 

which it is mentioned as well as on the contexts of its semantic 

equivalents in the Bible. In the course of this study former views 

are reviewed and modifications suggested on the basis of different 

interpretations and in the light of new comparative material. 

In Chapter I previously proposed etymologies of ;1N~ are surveyed 

and their linguistic and semantic adequacy critically evaluated. This 

study proposes a semantic development leading from Hebrew/Aramaic ;N~ 

- 'to inquire' > 'to call to account' > and probably 'to punish' as 

relevant. 

Chapter 2 examines the contexts in which the semantic equivalents 

of Sheol appear. It is demonstrated that the contexts of 112 - 'pit', 

a semantic equivalent of Sheol, always imply the realm of divine punish­

ment, while nn~ - 'pit', another semantic equivalent of Sheol, appears 

in a similar context in all but one instance. This chapter further indi­

cates the similarities between the biblical vocable n1~ - 'the realm of 

death', which parallels Sheol, and its Ugaritic counterpart Mot. These 

two concepts share a number of physical attributes. The suggestions con­

veyed by these attributes, however, are basically different. In Ugaritic 

literature they symbolize the intrinsic aggressiveness of the realm of 

Mot, but in biblical literature they serve to convey divine retributive 
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judgement, thus raising a natural power onto an ethical plane. In the 

case of yet another semantic equivalent of Sheol, Y,N - 'netherworld', 

there are a number of similarities between the biblical and extra­

biblical concepts. Its range of meaning, however, in comparison to bib ­

lical Sheol, seems to be both wider and more neutral. While generally 

having negative denotations, it may appear in neutral and even once in 

a positive context . Sheol, on the other hand, is attested to in a negative 

context only, implying divine wrath and judgement. 

In Chapter 3 an examination of the contexts in which Sheol proper 

appears indicates that it is almost exclusively associated with unnatural 

death. Such a death, implying divine judgement, is further suggested by 

a literary use of ordeal terminology derived from Babylonian sources. The 

relationship of this terminology to the biblical j7N - 'catastrophe' has 

been discussed in an excursus and its Babylonian affinities indicated. 

Chapter 4 deals with the descriptive details of Sheol and points 

out their paucity and vagueness in comparison with extra-biblical accounts 

of the netherworld. It is shown that most of the physical features of 

Sheol - cords, snares and fetters - may be explained as conveying the 

idea of inescapability of divine judgement. 

Chapter 5 deals with the ancient Near Eastern notion of 'evil death' 

as distinguished from natural death, and indicates the relationship between 

such a death and the denizens of Sheol. The discussion focuses particularly 

on two groups _ Rephaim and Belial. The former are considered in the light 

of Ugaritic texts. While in both Ugaritic and biblical texts Rephaim are 

heroic figures, in the Bible the attitude to them seems to be negative and 
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a polemic vein against a belief in their power may be detected. Part 

of the explanation for this may be suggested by hints of an ancient 

myth recounting the unsuccessful rebellion of the Sons of El, among 

whom the Rephaim may have been numbered. A second group of the d\vellers 

of Sheol are the Belial. This designation is transferred by metonomy 

from the name of the underworld river to a special category of trans­

gressors - the Belial. These are violators of the basic norms of ethical 

behavior of Israelite society. These norms are stipulated in the covenant 

between the Israelite and his fellow man. As a violator of these norms, 

the Belial merits an 'evil death', and since he cannot be pardoned, he 

will never rise from Sheol. 

The conclusion reached by this study is that the most formative 

influence on the concept of Sheol on the Bible was the view of God as the 

divine judge. It was this notion that prescribed the limits of the borrow­

ings from neighboring cultures, entirely precluding a profusion of elements 

incompatible with the concept of ethical judgement. And it was this notion 

that accounts for the restriction of descriptive detail of Sheol in the 

Bible to a bare minimum. The emphasis is on a situation rather than on a 

locale, the situation of a person under judgement in a place of judgement 

suggested by the etymology of Sheol - Place of judgement. 

- - -- - - ---------
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Introduction 

THE STUDY OF SI-lEOL 

For ancient man death was not the end of life. Death constituted 

the transition from one mode of existence to another - from earthly life 

to afterlife in a realm of its own. In the Bible this realm is most com-

monly designated 7IX~. 

A culture's values are reflected in its conception of this after-

world and a study of these conceptions is therefore revealing. To empha-

size the uniqueness of the Old Testament netherworld, biblical scholars 

have studied the concept of 7iXW on a comparative basis. The cultures 

most often considered in earlier studies were those of Greece and Meso-

potamia, while more recent studies have drawn upon Egyptian and especially 

1 Ugaritic sources. Much of the Mesopotamian data adduced, however, is 

dated and more recent editions of these texts need be consulted. As for 

the Ugaritic sources, they too have often been used to point out the 

similarities between biblical and Canaanite concepts, the differences 

1. Reference to alleged parallels in ancient Greek sources abound 
in the treatises listed in Note 2 p. 2. Babylonian and biblical beliefs 
were compared by A. Jeremias, "Holle und Paradies bei den Babyloniern," 
Der Alte Orient (Leipzig, 1903), pp. 3-43; M. Jastrow, The Religion of 
Babylonia and Assyria (Boston, 1898), pp. 606f.; P. Jensen, Die Kosmologie 
der Babylonier (Strassburg, 1890); A. Bertholet, "Zu den babylonischen 
und israeli tischen Unten:el tvorstellungen, ,. Festschrift P. Haupt (Leipzig, 
1926), pp. 9-18; W. Eichrodt, Theology of the Old Testament, Vol. 2 (Lon­
don, 1964), pp. 210-213. For a comprehensive comparison of Egyptian and 
biblical notions see J. Zandee, Death as an Enemy (Leiden, 19601. The 
Ugaritic material has been compared to biblical concepts by ~!. J. Tromp, 
Primitive Concepts of Death and the Netherworld in the Old Testament (Rome, 
1969). Comparisons between the two cultures concerning the netherworld are 
also found in M. Dahood's conunentary: Psalms, Vols. 1-3 (1962, 1966, 1970). 
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between the two often being neglected. Accordingly, the present study 
'") 

\\'ill include a re-evaluation of some Babylonian and Ugari tic material.-

Both in early and in more recent studies the concept of ~jX~ was 

commonly discussed within the framework of more general themes connected 

with death. Its unique characteristic and the specific context of its 

mention were not sufficiently emphasized. The characteristics of II~W 

were deduced from treatises focused on such topics as ancestor worship, 

immortality of the soul or resurrection,3 and discussed mainly to the 

extent that they were supposed to reflect those beliefs. The nature of 

II~W was also inadequately defined from another point of view. Guided by 

the frequent occurrence of II~ill paralleled by nl~ - 'death,' or 'the realm 

of death, ,4 scholars assumed semantic equality between the two and 

was regarded as the common designation of the abode of all the dead, "the 

meeting house of all the living" (Job 33:23). At the same time these 

scholars noted that II~W was mainly, if not exclusively, attested to in 

a specific context: in connection with 'evil death' and the fate of the 

2. Sinc~ in older studies, analogy to the Greek culture is of a 
broad and general nature, it will not be considered in this study; the 
Egyptian concepts are not directly related to the biblical ones, and will 
be alluded to but rarely. 

3. E.g . , J. Frey, Tad, 5eelenglaube und 5eelenkult im alten Israel 
(Leipzig, 1898); C. Grueneisen, Der Ahnenkultus und die Urreligion Israels 
(Halle, 1900); P. Torge, feelenglaube und Unsterblichkeitshoffnung im 
A Uen Testament (Leipzig, 1909); R. Martin-Achard, From Death to Life, 
English trans . J. P. Smith (Edinburgh and London, 1960); L. Wachter, Der 
Tad im Alten Testament (Stuttgart, 1964), \vith a comprehensive list of 
the more general treatises on pp. 206-214. 

4. Isa. 28:15,18, 38:18; Has. 13:14; Ps. 6:6, 18:6//2 Sam. 22:6, 
49:15, 89:49, 116:3; Provo 5:5, 2:27; Cant. 8:6. In a sequence : Ps. 
9:14, 18, 88:4-6; Provo 23:13-14. Ps 55:6 may also be adduced, but the 
text in this psalm is not clear. 
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wicked. S And yet they considered the more general meaning of ~~~O to be 

its normative meaning. But most recent research in poetic parallelism 

has indicated that the choice of fixed ~airs of words in parallel arrange­

ment at best serves to indicate connotative values and not denotation.
6 

The normative meaning of i,~w has therefore to be reconsidered. 

It should also be emphasized that the nature of biblical ~I~W has 

often been erroneously elucidated by adduction of post-biblical beliefs. 

It is true that there is insufficient biblical data to allow us to draw 

a chronological sequence7 of the development of the i,KW concept. Yet i n 

early post-biblical times the notion of afterlife and consequently the 

nature of i"K~ underwent a significant transformation and may not be used 

to project biblical beliefs. 8 

In the present study, in order to arrive at a more precise meaning 

of ~"KW, greater emphasis wi 11 1:e placed on the specific context in which 

it and its semantic equivalents appear. An attempt will be made to 

5. H. Bueckers, Die Unsterblichkeitslehre des Weisheitsbuches 
(Muenster, 1938), p. 74; A. Heidel, The Cilgamesh Epic and Old Testament 
Parallels (Chicago and London, 1963), pp. 184-186; C. Barth, Die Errettung 
vom Tode in den individuellen Klage- und Dankliedern des Alten Testaments 
(Zollingen, 1947), pp. 144-145; L. Wichter, op. cit., pp. 54, 55, 191. 

6. A. B. Lord, "Horner, Perry and Huso," American Journal of Arche­
ology 52 (1948) 34-44; A. B. Lord, The Singer of Tales (Cambridge, Mass., 
1960); P. B. Yoder, "A-B Pairs and Oral Composition in Hebret.., Poetry," VT 
21 (1971), esp. 473, 481. 

7. Such attempts have been made by A. Lads, La croyance a la vie 
future et le culte des morts dans l'antiquite israelite (Paris, 1906). 
1--1ore recent attempts are by W. Rudolph, "Amos," KAT, Vol. 13, 2 (Gutters l oh, 
1971), p. 245, and S. Terrien, "Amos and Wisdom," Israel's Prophetic Heri­
tage, Festschrift S. Muilenburg, p. Ill. The concept of i"~~ had best been 
treated on a phenomenological basis rather than an historic one. 

8. In the present study, rarely and only when firmly rooted in the 
Bible, has an idea been traced to post-biblical times. 
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establish the frame of reference of the images used in describing i'j~r,'. 

Throughout, the methods used will be inductive rather than deductive.
9 

9. Unless otherwise indicated, biblical quotations are from the 
Revised Standard Version. Quotations from Job are according to the 
translation of M. H. Pope, "Job," The Anchor Bible, Vol. 15 (Doubleday, 
1965). Quotations from the Psalms and Isaiah are according to The Jewish 
Publication Society of America (Philadelphia, 1972 and 1973, respectively). 



Chapter I 

/I~~ - PROPOSED ETYMOLOGIES 

The special term /IX~, used in biblical Hebrew to refer to the 

netherworld and the realm of the dead, does not occur in any other 

Semitic language. 

The substantive /IXW is attested sixty-five times in the Bible;l 

all but eight
2 

occurrences are in poetic texts. The noun has a qital 

form and is apparently considered to be feminine.
3 

It appears rarely in 

4 defective orthography and is always used without the article, i.e., as a 

proper noun. 

No consensus has been reached among scholars as to the etymology of 

/IXW. The efforts to determine its root and discover its primary meaning 

can be divided into two main categories: 5 (a) proposals which derive the 

1. The MT n?~~ of Isa. 7:11 should be emended to njx~ according to 
Aquila, Symmachus, and Theodotion, thus bringing the total to sixty-six. 

2. Gen. 37:35, 42:38, 44:29,31; Num. 16:30,33; I Ki ng 2:6,9. 

3. So Isa. 5:14, 14:9a; Ps. 86:13. Job 26:6 does not prove the 
contrary since the adjective precedes the noun. Cf. G. R. Driver, "Hebrew 
Studies," JRAS (1948) 164-176. In Isa. 14:9,b,c, however, the subject 
seems to be masculine. 

4. Seven times in BH3: I King. 2:6; Job 17:16; Gen. 37:35, 44:29, 
31; Num. 16:30,33. The last five references with h locative. 

5. The suggestions offered in Gesenius' ~~esaurus (Lipsiae, 1829), 
1348, which derive /IX~ from Arabic roots, are too precarious to be con­
sidered from a linguistic as well as a semantic point of view. The root 
Jy-, indicating 'flaccid belly,' is semantically inappropriate; besides, 
it lacks the medial 'alef. J~, indicating 'scarcity of liquid,' is 
semantically inappropriate, lacks the medium 'alef, and does not conform 
according to accepted phonetic correspondence to Hebrew 0. 

1 
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noun 71XW from an Akkadian equivalent, and (b) proposals which explain the 

word by means of a Hebrew root. 

a.1. 
~ 6 

In 1881, Delitzsch referred to an Akkadian noun, Su~alu, 

alleged to have the meaning of netherworld, which he claimed to have found 

in a number of Sumero-Akkadian vocabularies, and \vhich he equated with 

biblical 71XW. This deduction, based on erroneous interpretation of the 

term Sv al~ was soon challenged by Jensen,7 but nevertheless enjoyed wide 

acceptance as a result of which it entered the biblical commentaries. 8 

Although Delitzsch himself abandoned this interpretation, his early 

proposal can still be found as a possible etymology in a recent monograph 

9 
dealing with the biblical concept of the netherworld, and in the current 

editions of the BOB Lexicon. 10 V S d · .. 1 11 on 0 en, In a recent reVlew artlc e, 

discusses this erroneous interpretation and indicates that the sign Su 

is not the first syllable of the word but a scribal shorthand device 

6. F. Delitzsch, Wo Lag das Paradis (Leipzig, 1881), p. 121. 

7. P. Jensen, Die Kosmologie der Babylonier (Strassburg, 1890), 
pp. 222-24. 

8. This etymology was accepted by A. Jeremias, Die babylonisch­
assyrischen Vorstellungen von Leben nach dem Tode (Leipzig, 1887), 62; 
/vI. Jastrow, "The Babylonian Term SU'ALU," AJSL 14 (1897) 165-170; H. 
Gunkel, Schopfung und Chaos (Gottingen, 1895), p. 154. 

9. :1. Tromp, Primitive Conceptions of Death and the NetheY"..uorld in 
the Old Testanent (Rome, 1969), p. 21; henceforth cited as Pri~i~ive Con­
ceotions. 

10. F. Brown, S. Driver and C. Briggs, A Hebrew and English Le~:con 
of the Old Testament, reprinted with corrections (London, 1972), p. 982 
(listed as 'dubious'). 

11. W. von Soden, "Assyriologische Enliigungen zu einem neuen Such 
liber die Totenreichvorste11ungen im A1ten Testament," UF 2 (1970) 331-332. 
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indicating that the word in the right-hand column is identical with that 

in the left. This etymology is therefore to be rejected. 

a.2. Another Akkadian etymology suggested by A1bright 12 in 1926 

attempts to derive the biblical 71K~ from Akkadian Su~ara - the abode of 

Tarnrnuz in the underworld. Albright bases his theory on the cornmon inter-

change of rand Z. Su~ara, he claims, is a modification of Subaru, the 

name of a town in southern Baby l onia and a famous center of the Tarnrnuz 

cult. Tammuz, god of vegetation, was believed to spend part of his time 

in the underworld. According to Albright's theory, a general notion of 

the underworld evolved from the specific cult center in Subaru. Though 

later abandoned by Albright himself, this assumption was accepted by Baum­

gartner, who adduced additional details to substantiate it. 13 This ety-

mology is also regarded as noteworthy in the recently issued TheoZogisches 

HandJorterbuch zum AZten Testament. 14 However, ~u-ba-~: in CT 16 PI 6, a 

text upon which Albright based his interpretation, has been shown by 

Jacobsen to be a corruption of Ku-ba-ri,15 and therefore this etymology 

should also be rejected. 

12. W. F. Albright, "Mesopotamian Elements in Canaanite Eschatol­
ogy," Oriental Studies in Corrunemorlltion of Paul Haupt (Baltimore, 1926), 
151-152. 

13. W. Baumgartner, "Zur Etymologie von Sheol," Theologische Zeit­
schrift (1946) 233-235. 

14. (Munchen, 1976), p. 838 (entry wri tten by G. Gerleman); hence­
forth cited as TRw. 

15. Th. Jacobsen, The Sumerian King List: Assyriological Studies 
No. 11 (Chicago, 1939), p. 88, n.126. Cf. also I. J. Gelb, Hurrians and 
Subarians (Chicago, 1944), pp. 94ff. 
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a.3. 
16 Jensen · connects "7'l'{u" with the common belief, attested both 

in ancient Babylonia and Egypt, in the nocturnal descent of the sun to 

the netherworld. He refers to Silan/SiUan, a noun which appears on a 

tablet of synonymous words, as parallel to 'sunset': ai-la-an = ereb 

dSam-. 17 st.. 

Si t(l Jan. 

Jensen suggests that biblical 7"l'{~ derives from Akkadian 

This etymology, which is linguistically plausible as the end-

ing an constitutes a nominal element, is of some interest because of the 

evidence from Ugarit on the sun's descent to the netherworld, whether as 

a mythological event 18 or on her regular nocturnal circuit. There is, 

however, no clear evidence that such a belief is chared in the Bible. 19 

b. Etymologies based on Hebrew roots 

b.1. 
20 

An etymology for 7'l'{~ suggested by Koehler is treated at 

4 

16. In a review article in ZA 5 (1890) 131. Cf. A. Jeremias, Das 
Alte Testament im Lichte des Alten Orients (Leipzig, 1906), p. 399, Anm 3. 
For ailan cf. von Soden, AHw, p. 1235(b): "ailan, auch sillan 'bei Sonnen 
eintauchen' im Westen." His reference to silu I 'Vertiefung,' which 
appears in an omina text, does not seem applicable here since it refers 
to a shallow indentation such as is found in the liver of an animal. 

17. Published by Scheib, RA 14, p. 167. More recently by A. Draff­
korn-Kilmer, JAOS, 83 (1963), 442, line 63. 

18. E.g., eTA 3 v 25-26; eTA 4 VIII 21-22; eTA 6 VI 41-48. See 
also J. de Moor, The Seasonal Pattern in the Ugaritic Myth of Ba~alu~ AOAT 
16 (Neukirchen-Vluyn, 1971), pp. 114, 183-184; !vI. Tsevat, "Sun Mountains 
of Ugari t," Journal of Northwest Semitic Languages 3 (1974) 71- 73; S. E. 
Loewenstamm, "eTA 4 VIII 1-35," Eretz Israel, Vol. 14, E. L. Ginsberg 
Volume, 1978 (Hebrew; English summary, p. 122*). 

19. According to Tromp, Job 17:2, a partly unintelligible verse, 
includes the name of the two hills tZym bordering the entrance to the 
netherworld (CTA 4 VIII 8:4) where the sun descends. He also interprets 
wbhmrwtm in the second colon of v. 2 as a dual form of hmT"d referring to 
the double deep. Tromp, Primitive Conceptions, pp. 54-55, 144, 185. 

20. L. Koehler, "Alttestamentliche Wortforschung: She'ol," ThZ 2 
(1946) 71-74, elaborated upon by the author in "Problems in the language 
of the a.T.," JSS I (1956) 19-20. 
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length in the rece?tly published TRW. 21 Koehler derives 7iX~ from the 

Hebrew root nxw. He assumes an ancient form *MXW/iXW with an epenthetic 

final consonant '7, and from this root he derives the nouns (iXW, M~XW 

and m~w. "All of these, and also the verb itself, however, if we note 

its use, must have the heightened sense of a district or domain which is 

called desolate waste-lying place. This is best expressed by 'No Land.' 

It means the world ... where are found shadowiness, decay, remoteness 

from God Nothingness.,,22 

Beside the hypothetical nature of *MXW > 7XW, the semantic denota-

tion of nXw is by no means unequivocal, and the nouns which Koehler lists 

as derivations denoting "something desolate or devastated" are listed in 

the standard dictionaries of bi blical Hebrew as having disparate meanings. 

According to Gesenius, nxw combines the meaning of noise with that of 

desolation: "MXW verbindet larmen und wUste, verwUstet (krachend zusam­

menstUrzen).,,23 It should be stressed, however, that the sense of 

'devastation' is derived from only one biblical source, Isa. 6:11. \fuile 

BDB follow Gesenius' interpretation, they seem to feel that the connota-

tion of noise, din, is primary: "Make a din or crash into ruins ... storm, 

devastation. ,,24 This definition is certainly applicable to (iXW in Isaiah 

17:12 and Jer. 51:55, where the word is used to describe the roar of 

21. Thea Zagisches HancMorterbuch zwn A Z ten Tes tcunent (Munchen, 
1976), pp. 838-839. 

22. Koehler, "Alttestamentliche \'!ortforschung," p. 20. 

23. W. Gesenius in F. Buhl's edition (Leipzig, 1921), p. 796b. 

24. BDB (1972). 
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waves. Probably also the collocation 1'~ I'~ CPs. 40:3), the 'pit of 

roaring waters' seems more in accord with the watery nature of 7,XW than 

'pit of destruction.' Koehler's suggestion, therefore, does not commend 

itself. 

Other attempts to derive 71~ from a Hebrew root point to various 

semantic aspects of the meaning of the verb 7~W - 'to ask.' 

b.2. Jeremias
25 

suggests "fordern, zur Endscheidung fordern," 

hence, 71~W - "Ort der Endscheidung." This meaning, according to Jeremias, 

assumed a weaker connotation in biblical Hebrew, connoting "Ort der 

Ein(for)derung." It is in this sense, Jeremias contends, that the word is 

used in Hab. 2:5, Provo 30:16, and Cant. 8:6. However, neither is this 

proposed meaning for the root TXW the primary meaning according to bib li-

cal evidence, nor is the development from "art der Endscheidung" to "art 

der Einforderung" an obvious one. Hab. 2: 5 and Prov. 30: 15, and probably 

also Cant. 8:6, will have to be interpreted along different lines, taking 

into account the Ugaritic description of the realm of MOt, as will be 

shown later. 

b.3. Jastrow's proposal focuses on the meaning 'inquire' for bib-

lica17XW, and assigns to it the special connotation of 'religious inquiry,' 

namely, the inquiry by the living of the dead. He concludes that "there 

is every reason for the netherworld to describe this function of the dead"; 

hence, 7iXtll - "place of inquiry, a place where an oracle can be obtained.
26 

25. A. Jeremias, Die BabyZonisch-Assyrischen VorstelZungen vom 
Leben nach dem Tode (Leipzig, 1887), pp. 62, 109. 

26. lvI. Jastrow, "The Babylonian term SU' ALU," American ~Tou.rnaZ of 
Semitic Languages and Literatures 14 (1897-98) 169-170. 
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and 

Konil
7 

accepted this interpretation in reference to I Sam. 28:7, 

28 Gaster called it "the most plausible view" with references to (for-

bidden) necromantic practices in Deut. 18:11 and I Chron. 10:13, where 

the root TXW is used in this meaning. 

Close investigation of the Hebrew verbs denoting the act of inquiry, 

however, indicates that the verb Wii rather than 7XW is the technical 

term in biblical Hebrew for necromancy. It is the verb ~ii and not 7XW 

which is employed in I Sam. 28:7, the story describing the practice 'of 

necromancy by the witch of Endor, which is the passage upon which Konig 

based his etymology of 7iXW. It is noteworthy that Ben Sira. in reference 

to this passage, uses the verb WiT: "Even after his death he [Samuel] 

was consulted [= WiT.:l]. ,,29 In earlier sources, the root Wii is used 

h .. d 30 w erever necromancy 1S ment10ne . Both of the passages adduced by 

Gaster to substantiate his assumption that the use of the root TXW in 

necromancy determined the name for the underworld 7iX~ are considered by 

Westermann to indicate a late usage reflecting a period when the technical 

31 distinction between Wii and TXW was no longer strictly observed. But 

in I Chron. 10:13 the roots Wii and TXW are used side by side and outside 

27. E. Konig, Hebraisches und Aramaisches Worterbuch zum Alten 
Testament 3 (Leipzig, 1933). p. 474. 

28. T. I-I. Gaster, in The Interpreter's Dictionary of the Bible 
(New York-Nashville, 1962), pp. 787-788. 

29. Ben Sira 46:20(b). 

30 . Is ai ah 8: 19, 19: 3. 

31. C. Westermann, "Die Begriffe fUr Fragen und Suchen im A1ten 
Testament," Kerygma und Dogma 6 (Gottingen, 1960) 2-30, esp. 23. 
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the syntactical framework of the verse. The verse is a conflation of I 

Sam. 28:7 -

as observed 

where Wii is employed - and Deut. 18:11 - where 7XW is employed, 

32 
by Talmon. Weare left with only one source in which 7XW 

is used with necromancy, Deut. 18:11, hardly enough to warrant the conclu-

sion that the verb was ever used as the technical term for this practice. 

Even were the assumption that the root 7~ primarily denotes necro-

mancy to be maintained, the association between this practice and 7iXW 

would have been by inference only, since nowhere is 7i~ proper explicit l y 

associated with this practice. The spirits are called up from ~iX - the 

underworld, the lower regions of the earth - which, as will be indicated 

below, is a wider and more neutral designation for the realm of the dead 

than 7i~W proper. 

b.4. Drawing on another aspect of the meaning of the root 7X~, 

Albright, having apparently rejected his own earlier proposal discussed 

above, proposed: "Just as ~ursan meant 'place of ordeal' and 'underworld,' 

so Canaanite-Hebrew Se~oZ seems to have meant etymologically 'examination, 

ordeal' and then 'underworld'," i. e., it sterns from an originally foren­

sic use. 33 Albright draws attention to the practice of examining the 

accused on earth as a parallel to the examination of the shades in the 

34 underworld. A similar association between the root 7XW, in its conno-

tation of 'to interrogate' (and, by extension, the concept 'to put through 

32. S. Talman, "Double Readings in the Hasoretic Text," Textus I 
(1960) 164. 

33. W. F. Albright, in a review of M. Pope's "EI in the Ugaritic 
Texts," JBL 75 (1956) 257. 

34. No source reference is given by Albright to illustrate this 
practice. 
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an ordeal') and biblical 7"~t.:J. has been proposed by McCarter in his arti-

35 
cle on the River Ordeal in the Old Testament. 

Following this line of interpretation it should be noted that there 

is indeed ample evidence for a technical meaning of the root 7~W in a 

forensic context in biblical Hebrew as well as in the cognate languages. 

In the Old Testament this meaning is attested in the case of a rebellious 

city: "You shall investigate and inquire and interrogate [7~] thorough l y" 

(Deut. 13:15); in the context of fal~accusation by malicious witnesses: 

"Who questions [7~W] me about things I do not know" (Ps. 35:11); in a 

judicial inquiry: n~7XW (Ezra 5:9-10). In a text from Ugarit. s~lm 

occurs as the technical name for controllers who have the duty of investi­

gation. 36 The use of the root 7~W in a similar forensic sense in Akkadian 

is attested in the Amarna Letters: sarrurube-li-ia la-as-al-ni. "may the 

King my lord not call me 37 to account." Similarly. in an Akkadian text 

from Ugarit: "And he who shall annul this gift. may the storm-god, the 

[
1' • ~ 1 ~] 38 lord of Mount Casius, interrogate him "t.-t.s-a,,-su." Significantly, 

the verb 7~W is mentioned in a passage describing Gilgamesh as judge of 

the underworld. which is patterned after the procedure of terrestrial 

judgment: 

35. P. K. McCarter. "The River Ordeal in Israelite Literature." 
Harvard Theological Revie~ 66 (1973) 408, n.20. 

36. Ch. Virolleaud. Palais Royal d'Ugarit, II, text 161:5; cf. O. 
Eissfe1dt, "The Alphabetical Cuneiform Texts from Ras Shamra," Journal of 
Semitic Studies 5 (1960) 32, 45. 

37. J. A. Knudson, Die El-Amarna Tafeln (Leipzig: Vorderasiatische 
Bibliothek, 1915), I, No.25l:S-6. 

38. J. Nougayro1, Palais Royal d'Ugarit. III, 16.157. 



You stand in ,the underworld and give final verdict 
Your judgment is not altered, nor is your utterance neglected 
You question [ta-sal], you inquire, you give judgment 
You watch and you put things right. 39 

c. We propose the development sa~al > to call to account> to 

punish. 

In a letter from Iasmah-Addu to a deity dating from the Assyrian 
'" 

domination of Mari, the writer recalls an offender who violated an oath 

and was punished by the deity: "You learned of it, you called him to 

10 

account 
.... .... 40 

> you punished him [ta-sa-al-su]." This nuance of meaning is 

even more unequivocal on the reverse side of the same letter. A similar 

word is employed in a context which mentions the retribution of the 

addressed deity to Ia~dun-Lim who destroyed the deity's temple: 

Your temple which previous kings [had made] he eestro~ed 
and built .... You went out and punished (?) [ta-sa-aZ-su] 
him, and his own servants slew him (11. 10-12). 

Commenting on the word 'Sfilum in these contexts, Oppenheim proposes "A 

meaning 'to reject, forsake, punish' or the like seems to be required by 

41 the context." The same verb is attested in two poetic passages where 

a similar context of retributive justice meted out by a deity seems to 

39. N. G. Lambert, "Gilgamesh in Religious, Historical and Omen 
Texts and the Historicity of Gilgamesh," in Gilgamesh et sa Legende, 
Etudes recueilles par Paul Sorelli, VII, Rencontre Assyriologique Inter­
national (Paris, 1958), 40, line 5. Text by P . Haupt, Das Babylonische 
Nimrod Epos, No. 53. 

40. G. Dossin, Archives Royales de Mari (Paris, 1949), I, No. 3.14. 

41. A. L. Oppenheim, "The Archives of the Palace of Mari. A 
Review Article," JNES 11 (1952) 130; henceforth cited as "Archives." 



be implied. In the Samas Hymn the verb is used in connection with the 

divine reaction to a dishonest merchant: 42 

If he demanded repayment before the agreed date there will 
be guilt (?) [(i.,'sa-aZ] upon him. [Cf. CAD AI, 98b: "will 
be brought to account.] 

The second passage is a prayer to Istar in which a suffering suppliant 

asks alleviation of his pain caused by the anger of the deity:43 

Take his hand that he be not [is-sa-al x(x)] punished (?) 
(1. 160). 

Concerning this verb Lambert notes: "The form is-sa-al, may be presumed 

11 

to corne from sa~alu, but the usual meaning 'ask' seems impossible here." 

Lambert therefore refers to the above-cited Mari texts as well as to the 

'&mas Hymn and concludes about the latter: "The line is ambiguous but if 

it does consist of synonymous parallelism the first verb must indicate 

44 something unpleasant." We propose a semantic development from inquire> 

call to account > punish. This meaning seems to us also to be implied in 

two additional Mari texts,45 Although given the context of a military 

activity in which this verb is attested to in these texts, the meaning 

'to attack, turn against' proposed by Oppenheim46 may be considered primary. 

42. W. G. Lambert, Babylonian Wisdom Literature (Oxford, 1960), 
132-33, 1.115. 

43. W. G. Lambert, "Three Literary Prayers," At] 19 (1960) 53. 

44. Ibid. 

45. G. Dossin, "Benjaminites dans 1es Texts de ~!ari," Melanges 
syriens offerts a M. R. Dussaud (Paris, 1939), 992, 1.20. 

46. Ch. F. Jean, Archives Royales de Mari II. Lettres Diverses 
(Paris, 1950), No. 62 rev. 11.15-16. Oppenheim, "Archives," p. 130. 
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In Aramaic this semantic development is attested in several fifth-

century texts where the term for being 'strictly called to account and 

reprimanded,' according to Driver, is tst~l in Itpeel. 47 The sense of 

'to punish' was suggested as preferable in these texts by Benveniste. 48 

To appreciate the possible relevance of the root 7~W denoting 'to 

interrogate,' 'call to account,' and possibly 'to punish' for the under-

standing of biblical 7i~W and its etymology, we shall first have to dis-

cuss its semantic equivalents and the contexts in which they appear. For 

it is through examination of the equivalents that the nuances and poten-

tial meanings of the word 7iHW itself become clear. 

47. G. R. Driver, Aramaic Documents of the Fifth Cent~d B.C. 
Oxford, 1954), No. 4:3-4, 7:9, 12:8. 

48. E. Benveniste, "Elements perses en Arameen d'Egypte," Journal 
asiatique 242 (1954) 304-305. There is, however, no need to assume a 
Persian influence on this semantic development. 



Chapter 2 

THE SEMANTIC EQUIVALENTS OF SHEOL MJD THEIR CONTEXTS 

I. n~~ - 'Death~' The Realm of Death 

A perusal of the fifteen biblical passages in which 71~W appears in 

connection with the noun n1n-'death,1 reveals that n1n only rarely refers 

2 to the phenomenon of death as an abstract concept, serving more often as 

3 a spatial concept signifying the realm of death, or as the personal name 

4 of a specific being - namely, personified death. The line of demarca-

tion between these two aspects of death, the spatial and the dynamic-

personal, is a fluid one in the Bible, and identical descriptive details, 

recurring in certain variations, serve to characterize both, so that the 

two concepts partially coalesce. These descriptive details are similar 

to those employed in Ugaritic myth to characterize Mot - the ruler of the 

underworld - and his domain. Moreover, a number of distinctive features 

1. II Sam. 22:6=Ps. 18:6; Isa. 28:15,18, 38:18; Hos. 13:14 (2x); 
IIp.l:. 2:5; Pss. 6:6, 49:15, 55:16, 89:49, 116:3; Provo p5:5, 7:27; Cant. 8 : 7. 

2. E.g., Ps. 89:49. 

3. II Sam. 22:6//Ps. 18:6; Pss. 6:6, 116:3; Provo 5:5, 7:27. The 
realm of death rather than the abstract phenomenon is also intended in 
Ps. 9:14 mn "iVtl - 'gates of death'; cf. Ps. 107:18; Job 38:17. See 
also n1n ~ - 'dust of death,' Ps. 22:16, and probably n1n "~ii - 'the 
ways of dedth,' Provo 14:12,16:25, and mn 7~ ni'it1 - 'to sink down to 
death,' Provo 2:18. 

4. I sa. 28: 15 , 18, 38: 18; Ho S. 13: 4 ( 2 x); Hab. 2: 5; P s S. 49: 15 
55:15; Cant. 8:7; cf. also personified death in Jer. 21:9 and a refer­
ence to his messengers in Provo 16:14. 

13 
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which serve to describe the Ugaritic god of the underworld and his pecul-

iar demeanor recur verbatim in the Bible as characterizations of personi ­

fied ~JD or the realm of death. 5 Only a common literary tradition can 

account for so great a similarity between the biblical and Ugaritic 

descriptions. In order to determine to what extent the two cultures 

shared a common view of the realm of death we shall examine the actual 

texts in which scholars have noted similarities of form and content. 

In the precise instructions issued by Ba'al to his two messengers 

to the realm of Mot, he includes a detailed description of Mot's domain 

as well as a warning against its master's characteristic behavior: 

~idk . ~aZ . ttn pnm 
Cm gr tr?J22 
Cm . gr !rmg 
Cm Um g?r . "ar? 

5 s~a gr cZ ydJn 

hZb Z?r rhtm .... 

wrd. bt hott ....- -
"ar? . tspr by 
rdJn . ~ ar? 

10 ~idk . ~aZ . ttn 

pnm . tk . qrth 

hmry . mk . ks"u 

tbth. hh ~ ars - ........ 
nJ} Z th vmgr 

15 Cnn. ~ i Zm "a Z 

tqrb . Zbn 

5. A partial fusion between the realm and its ruler occurs in 
Ugaritic literature as well, but the fact that death in Ugarit is a deity 
with well-marked features allows us to differentiate more clearly bet\veen 
the two. 
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mt . ~ a l . y ~ bdJ<.m 

k~imr bph 

kZl~i btbrn 

qnh . t~t~an 

CT A 4 V I II, 11. 1-2 0 ( II 11-14/ / CT A 5 II 15:... 16 ) 

(11. l5f.//CTA 6 II 21-42) 

According to this description, the entrance to the netherworld is bordered 

by two mountains (ll. 1-6). This feature, common to portrayals of the 
~ 6 

underworld in the an~ient Near East and ancient Greece, was once thought 

to be represented in the following biblical passage: 

~7 ~~LJv j~r~ ~b~ n7~~ ~nj' 
~~~V 17n DnjlO~j ~jnv b~7nn ~7 w~ 

. . ,' -: 

7 which was rendered by Tromp: 

My spirit is broken 
My days are spent; 
It is the grave for me 
Indeed the two hills are before me 

(Job 17:1-2) 

And my eyes pass the night in the twin miry depths. 

Elsewhere, Tromp was even more explicit: "Surely the two nether-world 

hills are with me." 8 tJ~7nn was thus identified with Um in the Ugaritic 

text cited above (1 4) which is understood as a plural of tl 'mount.' 

While the consonantal MT translation of O~7nn into 'underworld hills' 

6 . The Gilgamesh Epic. Tabl. IX.II.4-5 (ANET 88. trans. E. A. 
Speiser) . Cf . Th . H. Gaster, T'fle spis (New York, 1961), pp. 197-198, note 
c; R. J . Clifford, The Cosmic Mountain in Canaan and the Old Testament 
(Cambridge, Mass., 1972), pp. 79- 83, henceforth cited as The Cosrrr~c Moun­
~ain . For additional bibliography on this feature see J. C. de Moor, The 
Seasonal Pattern in the Ugaritic Myth of Ba~lu According to the Version 
of Ilimilku, AOAT 16 (Neukirchen-Vluhn, 1971), henceforth cited as The 
Seasonal Pattern. 

7. ~!. .J. Tromp, Primitive Conceptions, p. 55. 

S. Ibid., pp. 144, ISS. 
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(v.2) seems to agree' with b~LJP 'graves' (v.l), the vocalized ~IT reads 

LJ~7ni1 - usually translated as 'mockers.' Moreover, the verse as a whole 

is too corrupt to allow any unequivocal conclusion to be drawn as to its 

meaning. 
9 

And although post-biblical literature does refer to underworld 

mountains,lO the sole alleged reference, Job 17:2, is too ambiguous to be 

11 considered as evidence for a similar notion in a biblical context. 

A typical feature of the realm of MOt, considered by scholars to be 

similar to biblical 7iXW, is its watery nature. ~1ot's city (qrth) is 

12 denoted or qualified in the above quoted text by the word hmry. This 

word, which in another form - mhmrt - stands in parallelism to MOt's 

13 throat, was considered to be related to the biblical hapax mahamorot (Ps. 

140:11). According to one line of interpretation, the biblical noun was 

etymologically related to Arabic hamara - 'to pour down (rain, water), ,14 

and thus signified 'watery pits.' MQt's city was rendered accordingly as 

tlSlushy,,15 "miry,,16 "Ooze.,,17 An additional feature used in our text to 

9. Note the various emendations suggested by BH3 and the different 
readings of the Peshitta and VUlgate. 

10. Enoch:22, 1-14. 

11. Similarly, no conclusion can be drawn as to the meaning of 
tJrn ~'1:l (v. 2) . 

12. So also in C7~ 5 II 15. 

13. CTA 5 I 6-8. 

14. G. Widengren, in a review article in VT 4 (1954) 98-99. 

IS. M. H. Pope, Job AB 15 (New York, 1965), p. 73, henceforth 
ci ted as Job. 

16. G. R. Driver, Canaanite MYth and Legends, Old Testament Stud­
ies 3 (Edinburgh, 1956), p. 137, 159, n.16, henceforth cited as CML. 

17. F. M. Cross, Jr., Canaanite MYth and Hebrew Epic (Cambridge, 
Hass., 1973), p. 117, henceforth cited as Canaanite Myth. 
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describe Mot's abode is: bb. ~ ar? n':!:Uh - Ii terally "!}!} is the land of 

his heritage.,,18 This vocable has been rendered by Albright on the basis 

of Akkadian ha':!:Gu - 'filth, slaver,' and our line translated accordingly: 

"Filth the land of his inheritance.,,19 Similarly, other scholars render 
, 20 

"loathsomeness," "slime." 

A third element in our text which was thought to have a bearing on 

the watery nature of Mot's realm is bt7;};p!t ~ar? (11. 7-8). This word was 

associated by Virolleaud (Syria 12 [1931] 224) with the biblical h~wnMn h~~ 

21 (II King. 15:5; cf. II Chron. 26:21, hlW~nn h~~) and rendered by Albright 

on the basis of Arabic hbt, 'be low, base, vile,' as "subterranean house, 
'" -

22 
basement." Pope further demonstrates the notion of foulness in the 

23 Arabic vocable habuta - 'was bad, foul, corrupt.' The idea of baseness 
'" -

in the~blical h~W~nn h~~ was thought to be further conveyed by its asso-

ciation with ~w~n which refers in extra-biblical sources as well as in 

18 . C f. CT A 5 II 16. 

19. W. F. Albright, "The North Canaanite Poems of Al'eyan Ba'al," 
JPOS 14 (1934) 162, n.166; henceforth referred to as "A1'eyan Ba'al." 

20. J. Gray, The Legacy of Canaan (Leiden, 1965), p. 55, n.8; 
Cross, Canaanite Myth, p. 117, respectively. 

21. Consonantal bthvtt written without word divider was divided by 
A. Herdner in CTA 4 VIII 4~S (cf. p. 30, n.5) into bt hptt; this division 
was accepted by most scholars. For a different word division and inter­
pretation see N. J. Tromp, Primitive Conc~tions, p'v158f., and O. Loretz, 
"Ugaritisch-Hebraisch HB/PT, BT HPTT - HPSJ, BJT Hl:lPSJ/I'IT," UF 8 (1976) 
129-131. '" - v - • 

22. Albright, "A1'eyan Ba' aI," p. 131, n.162. 

23. H. H. Pope, "The Word 11i:1.7 in Job 9:31," JBL 83 (1964) 277. 
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the Bible to "a member of one of the lower social orders.,,24 According 

to this line of interpretation, which imputes a filthy, putrid nature to 

the abode of Mot, the Ugaritic text corroborates the information presented 

by Philo of Byblos, that the name of the Semitic god of Death - Mot - was 

interpreted by some as meaning 'mud' and by others as designating a 

'putrescent, watery mixture. ,25 At the same time, it was considered to 

correspond to the watery nature of biblical ~IXW described in a number of 

26 passages, and in particular to its slimy quality referred to in such 

epithets as ~,~ CPs. 69:15) or 11'" ~,~ CPs. 40:3). However, this line 

of interpretation concerning the Ugaritic text has not been unanimously 

accepted, and different interpretations have been proposed for the expres-

sions which were considered to point to the watery nature of the realm of 

death. Concerning biblical niliOnO CPs. 140:11), it has been shown
27 

that nothing in the context argues for a relationship with the Arabic 

root hmry, and that the meaning of this noun could more convincingly be 

gleaned from its post-biblical use. In Ben-Sira 12:16 nliOno denotes the 

deep pits in which the wicked Cin his heart) schemes to trap his fellow. 

The Greek translation, too, understood the word to mean 'pit,' and the 

24. See CAD.!] p. 24lf. (Jupsu; cf. ABU) 357. 1. Hendelsohn, Slavery 
in the Ancient Near East CNew York, 1949), pp. 74-91, and "~~ew Light on 
the !]upsu," BASJR 139 (1955) 9-11. For a comprehensive bibliography see 
Lohfink, TWAT, Vol. III (Bonn/Uppsala, 1978), pp. 123-128. 

25. C. Clemen, Die phonikische Religion nach Philo von 21:/olos 
(Leipzig, 1939), p. 10, 2. 

26. 2 Sam. 22:5-6//Ps. 18:5-6; Ps. 88:3-8; Jon. 2:3-7. 

27. M. Held, "Pit and Pitfalls in Akkadian and Biblical Hebrew," 
JANES 5 (1973) 188; henceforth cited as "Pit and Pitfalls." 



same word figures in the Talmud, \vhere it refers to temporary burial 

28 places for criminals executed by the court. 

19 

Ugaritic mhmrt, balanced by nps - 'throat [of Mot],' therefore sig-

Further, the noun GG has been explained nifies a pit - a cave. 

30 
and Gordon by the Hebrew noun n~n~~ (I Sam. 13:6), signifying 

~ by Cassuto 

caves, 

clefts in rocks. Albright's interpretation on the basis of Akkadian GaGGu 
31 has been challenged by Held, who argues that Akkadian baaau is a medical 

term which is never attested in any simile or metaphor related to the 

netherworld, and that it never denotes 'filth' as such but rather 'spittle.' 

He further argues that since the noun aa appears in the Ugaritic text in 

synonymous parallelism with mk - a stative verb in Hebrew and Aramaic 

denoting 'to be low, depressed; to sink down,' it must be understood as 

similar in meaning. Finally, bt ap!t should not be connected with Arabic 

~b!, argues Held, since the primary meaning of this root seems to be 

'wicked, evil, malicious' and not 'filthy.' Both de Moor and Loewenstamm 

consider bt hp!t to be related to the expression ~W~r, n~nn~ - 'free among 

the dead' (Ps. 88:5-6) and see the phrase as a euphemistic designation 

for the netherworld which was, in fact, considered a prison from which no 

32 one returns. 

28. Palestinian Talmud, Moced Qatan, I:5(80c). 

29. U. Cassuto, The Goddess Anath (Jerusalem, 1951), English trans­
lation I. Abrahams (1965), p. 154, n.36. 

30. C. H. Gordon, Ugaritia Textbook, Analeata Orientalia 38. Glos­
sary No. 949. 

31. M. Held, "Pit and Pitfalls," p. 188, n.2. 

32. See J. C. de Moor, The Seasonal Pattern, p. 171; S. E. Loewen­
stamm, "CTA 4 VIII 1-35," H. L. Ginsberg Volume, The Israel Exploration 
Society, XIV (Jerusalem, 1978), p. 2, n.12 (Hebrew). 
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This line of interpretation, which underscores the low spatial posi-

tion of Mot's abode, rather than its watery nature, is more compatible 

with other designations of Mot's realm - namely, sd sb Zmmt and Jar~ dbr33 

which are (euphemistically?) accompanied by the attributes 'beauty' and 

34 'pleasantness' respectively. But consistency is not a criterion by 

which notions of the underworld should be. judged, and the mixing of 

'watery' with 'dry, dusty' attributes occurs also in Mesopotamian culture. 35 

More evidence is needed before conclusions concerning these allusions to 

Mot's domain and its possible relation to biblical 71HW can be drawn. 

A more definite relation between Mot and his realm and biblical 

71Ktll can be detected in those biblical passages in which 71KW is personi-

fied and assumes both the features and characteristic behavior of the 

Ugaritic god of death. 

To convey the aggressiveness of the all-consuming power of death, 

the Ugaritic mythographers describe Mot grabbing his victims with both 

hands in order to devour them. 36 Personification is used also to imply 

the aggressive nature of his realm. Thus, darkness on earth is explained 

as though "Sps, the luminary of the gods ... is in the hands [byd] of 

Mot.,,37 The phrase "to be in the hands of Mot" connotes capture in and 

33. CTA 5 V 19-18. 

34. C2'A 5 VI 29-30. For commentary on the possible meaning of the 
names see de Moor, op. cit., pp. 186-187, and R. J. Clifford, The Cosmic 
Mountain, pp. 83-85, nn.57-58. 

35. See W. G. Lambert, "Dingir.S4..DIB.BA Incantations," JNES 33 
(1974) 296. 

36. CTA 4 VIII 48f. CTA 5 I 20. RS.24.293; for a discussion of 
these texts see below. 

37. CTA 4 VIII 21-22. CTA 6 II 23-24. 
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by an alien domain.. In several biblical passages a similar connotation 

is achieved by means of the same personification: 

What man can live and not see death 
can save himself from the clutches [myd] of Sheol. 

CPs. 89:49) 

But God will ransom me, from the hand of Sheol 
will he surely snatch me selah 38 CPs. 49:16) 

Shall I ransom them from the hands of Sheol 
Shall I redeem them from Death 
a death where are your plagues 
a Sheol where is your destruction [lit. plague]. 

(Has. 13: 14 ) 

21 

But in the Bible the realm of death seems not only to be opposed to 

the land of the living but also to its ruler - God. Hence the use of the 

verb n1~ - 'to ransom' - which is used when an alienated object or person 

is recovered in return for payment. Since God is the redeemer from Sheol, 

the salvific nature of this act is underscored as well as the hostility 

of the realm from which redemption is effected. 39 In Ugarit, a different 

relationship between 'El and the realm of death obtains. Mat, the god of 

death, is commonly qualified by the epithet bn ~il, ydd ~il - 'the son of 

'El,' 'the beloved of 'El.' There is therefore a positive relationship 

38. For this translation consult M. Dahood, Psalms 1-50, The Anchor 
Bible 16 (New York, 1966), pp. 301-302; henceforth cited as Psalms. 

39. This aspect of ~,~ will be discussed in greater detail below 
in connection with n~ . 
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between 'EI and ~1ot. Since' E I, who as the head of the Ugari tic pantheon 

represents judicious authority, never actively interferes on behalf of a 

protagonist in his struggle against Mat, it seems that this strife was 

seen basically in terms of waning and natural death. The descent into 

the realm of death was therefore without any ethical associations such as 

are encountered in biblical contexts in connection with ~I~. \fuile this 

attitude does not render the Ugaritic realm of death less frightful, it 

does place it in a different frame of reference than the biblical ~I~~. 

Another feature of Mat, which is also encountered with ~I~, is his 

voracious appetite. Mot's rapaciousness is notorious. Ba'al warns his 

messengers not to approach him "Lest he make you like a lamb in his mouth, 

40 
you be crushed like a kid in his gullet." Mot's gaping maw is described 

as encompassing both heaven and earth. 41 

[spt . la]r? . spt . lsmm One lip to earth one to heaven 

[------ ]sn lkbkbm . y ~rb [He stretches his to]ngue to the stars 

[b~]l bkbdh . bph jrd . Ba'al enters his mouth 

k~rr . zt . ybl . ~ar? wpr descends into him 

~ 8m like an 0 live cake like the 

yield of the earth and trees' fruit. 

Mot states that his voracious appetite is as natural with him as the 

predatory instindis in wild animals. Just as all beasts are driven by 

40. CTA 4 VIII 15-20. 

41. CTA 5 II 2-4. The text is reconstructed on the basis of 
23.61f. Line 3 on the basis of Isa. 57:4. For translation cf. H. L. 
Ginsberg, A NET , 3rd ed. (Princeton, 1969), p. 138; all subsequent cita­
tions are from this edition. Cf. Cross, Canaanite MYth, p. 117, n.18. 
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their desires, so, too, is he impelled by his longing to kill:42 

As the greed of the lioness for the desert 

And the yearning of the dolphin for the seas 
As the buffalo panteth after the pools 

It is a living being 
that excites the 
desire of lions 

And the hart panteth after the fountains of water 
So is my greed (nps) to kill to kil l 
So is my yearning to kill heaps upon heaps 
With my two hands do I eat 
Seven portions they prepare for me 
And a cup they fill for me, as big as a pitcher. If my seven por­

tions are in 
the bowl if 
Naharu mixes 
the cup. 

Mot's gluttony is underscored by the fact that he eats with both hands 

and needs seven portions for a meal, but unlike the animal's appetite, 

his voraciousness can never be satisfied - nps bart bn nsm nps hmlt 3ar? 

"my throat lacked people my throat the multi tudes of the earth" (eTA 6 

II 17). 

The nature of biblical 7iKW is often personified with similar fea-

tures: 

PM ~7~7 n~~ niV~i nw~J 71KW ~~nin 1~7 
n~ i7V1 nJI~1 nJIDnl n'1n 1i~1 

Therefore Sheol has enlarged its appetite and opened its 
mouth beyond measure and the nobility of Jerusalem and her 
multitudes go down her, throng and he who exults in her. 

(Isa. 5: 14, RSV) 

42. Text eTA 5 I 14-22, eTA 4 VIII 48f, and text 4. RS24.293, pub­
lished in Ugaritica 5. The left-hand column follows the translation of 
U. Cassuto, "Baal and Mot in the Ugaritic Texts," IEJ 12 (1962), 80, 
henceforth cited as "Baal and Mot." The right-hand column follows the 
translation of J. c. de Moor, "Studies in the New Alphabetic Texts from 
Ras Shamra," UPI (1968) 184-185. For a slightly different translation 
cf. M. H. Pope, "A Little Soul Searching," Maaravl/l, 1978, 27. 



7iXWJ ~~G~i iWX lIi~~ X7i i111~ Ij) i)ij 11~1I ~J ~Xi 
VjV~i n~1i)1I 7~ i~7X ~OX~i VjW~ X7i ninJ Xilli iW~~ 

43tJ~nVII 7J i~7X 

... The arrogant man shall not abid, his greed is as wide 
as Sheol like death,he has never enough, he gathers for 
himself all nations and collects as his own all peoples. 

(Hab. 2: 5, RSV) 

As Sheol and Abaddon are never satisfied Man's desire is 
insatiable. 

(Prov. 27:20; trans. according 
to R. B. Y. Scott, Proverbs 3 

AB 18 [New York, 1965]) 

1 ill i inX X7 YjlX I1~V~ X7 II~II X7X 
lill II!nX X7 tl!Xi D~n il'Y~W X7 'PIX Oni iiVi 7iXW 

There are three things that will not be satisfied 
Four that will never cry Enough 
Sheol, a barren womb, a land short of water 
And a fire which never cries Enough. 

(Prov. 30:16, trans. according 
to Scott, op. cit.) 

Let us swallow them up alive, like Sheol 
As they tumble whole into the Pit. 45 

(Prov. 1:12, trans. according 
to Scott, op. cit.) 
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It is this all-pervasive similarity - in part, uniformity - of the 

biblical and Ugaritic portrayal of death which leads us to inquire into 

the relationship between the two cultures' understanding and appreciation 

43. The Qumran version which deletes the waw and reads VjW~ X7 ninJ 
seems superior. M. Burrows, The Dead Eea SeroUs of St. Mark's Monastery, 
Vol. I (New Haven, 1950), Plate 5:VIII. 

44. Probably li,jX; see BH3. 

45. The mouth of 7iXW is further mentioned in Ps. 141:7. 
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of death. While the paucity and frequent lack of clarity of the Ugaritic 

material gives us a rather narrow basis for comparison, even the most 

tentative attempt reveals certain peculiarities unique to each of the 

literatures. 

The motivating force behind the personification of death in the 

Ugaritic myth is the awareness of a primeval power operative in the uni-

verse that had to be reckoned with. In order to understand the way the 

universe functioned, the nature of this power had to be described. The 

task of the mythographers was to translate their intuitive perceptions 

into vivid concreteness. On this, scholars agree. However, the question 

of the precise aspect of death which became the object of description is 

a point of contention. Virolleaud, Dussaud, Gaster and de :·loor believe 

that basically Mot represents an aspect of a seasonal conflict: MOt per-

sonified the withering heat of summer and his struggle with Ba'al, god of 

rain and vegetation, r~volved about a seasonal pattern. According to 

Gordon and Ginsberg, the struggle between the two Gods is not a seasonal 

one but rather represents a 'sabbatical cycle' - 7 years of alternating 

d h d f ·1· 46 roug t an ertl lty. A third approach, offered by Cassuto, admits 

that the natural element is part of the myth of Ba'al and Mot, and fits 

47 in well with several of its passages, but maintains that the epic "as a 

whole must have had a far wider general significance ... that of the awe-

some clash between the forces of life and existence and the forces of 

46. For a detailed description of the above-mentioned oplnlons and 
bibliography and references consult de Moor, The seasonal Pattern, pp. 9-28. 

47. Notably eTA 6 II 30-37 . 
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death and dissolution . .. [and that] in the struggle between these two 

for the mastery of the world the forces of life are eventually victori-

48 ous." Similarly, according to Cross, "Mot, 'Ells dead son, represents 

the dark chthonic powers which bring sterility, disease, and death. 

The drama, however, is still a cosmogony, the victory of the god of life. ,,49 

These approaches, of course, differ primarily in emphasis. Accord-

ing to the !seasonal' interpretation, the destructiveness on which the 

mythographers focused was that of an unrelenting natural force (the on-

slaught of the summer drought), cause of the perennial shrivelling up and 

withering of vegetation - the power of temporary sterility. The destruc-

tive power personified according to the cosmogonic interpretation was 

wider in scope, and of a more awesome nature - a destructive force encom-

passing all forms of life which, as a basically chaotic power, represents 

an alien, less comprehensible and therefore more menacing force. But 

the common denominator of both interpretations is that the destructive-

ness in Mot is an innate and intrinsic quality, totally independent in 

its function and indiscriminate in its object. 

first: 

Two verses in the Bible present ,j~~ in a similar capacity. The 

As Sheol and Abaddon are never satisfied 
t-1an's desire is insatiable 

(Prov. 27:20) 

appears in a section of 'sentence literature' with a marked secular ten-

dency, and clear affinities to extra-biblical Wisdom literature (according 

48. Cassuto, "Baal and Mot," pp. 79, 86. 

49. Cross, Canaanite Myth, p. 116. 



to some, direct influence).50 The second verse, 

There are three which are never satisfied 
four which never say 'Enough'! 
Sheol, an unopened womb, land short of water 
and fire which never says 'Enough'! 

(Prov. 30:16; trans. 
according to McKane) 
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appears in a section of graded numerical sayings, most of which deal with 

natural phenomena and animal life. The verse, which may derive from a 

riddle,51 uses a poetic device well known in ancient Near Eastern litera-

52 ture. In form as well as in content these verses seem to belong to a 

well-established literary tradition of wisdom literature which ancient 

Israel shared, but upon which it did not leave its unique mark. Provo 

1-12, however, indicates a typical change in the notion of the ferocity 

of 7iXW. The chapter belongs to the section of the Book (chap. 1-9) 

which is commonly recognized as the most typical of biblical 'reformula-

tions' of wisdom dictums. Here, the insatiability of 7i~W is likened to 

the wicked impulse of the murderer. This characteristic is again trans-

ferred from the natural, moral l y indifferent sphere to the social in 

Hab. 2: 5 -

The arrogant man shall not abide, his greed (i~~J) is as 
wide as Sheol; like death he has never enough .... 

50. Cf. W. McKane, Proverbs. OTL (London : SC}'I Press, 1970) , p. 607; 
and B. Gemser, spruche Salomons . 84.T 16 (Tubingen, 1963), pp . 96-9 . 
Verse 1 is dependent upon The Instructions of Amen- em- Opet, chapter 18.13, 
ANET , p . 923 , trans . J . A. Nilson, Verse 7 on The r';ords 0 Ahiqar , AlVET , 
p . 430 , trans . H. L. Ginsberg . 

51. Tur Sinai, ~n7W ~7wu (Tel Aviv, 1947), p. 62. 

52. W. M. Roth, "The Numerical Sequence X/X+l in the Old Testa­
ment," VT 12 (1962), 300-311. 
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Similarly, the arrogant, godless man in Psalm 73:8-9 is described by means 

of the features which served to describe the typical demeanor of Mot: 53 

They scoff and speak with malice, loftily they threaten 
oppression. [v.9] They set their mouths against the 
heavens and their tongue struts through the earth. 

The most significant modification. however. has occurred in regard to 

7'1XW itself. 54 In Nurn. 16:29-33 and Isa. 5:14, the innate, independent 

power of MOt, who opens his mouth to swallow his victims. has become a 

measure of divine judgment. 7'1~~ does not act of its own accord but only 

reacts, in submission to God's bidding. The morally indifferent power of 

Ugaritic myth is clearly channeled and purposefully subjected to ethical 

considerations. Monotheistic faith, because it could not tolerate any 

notion of an independent power beside God, and because of its deep-rooted 

trust in an ethically motivated, judicious ruler of the universe. exerted 

a formative influence which transformed the original notion of the realm 

55 
of death, that the Ugaritic mythographers tried to convey, into an 

aspect of God's own righteous omnipotence. 

53. A possible link to such a transference of meaning may have 
been suggested by the Ugaritic text CTA 23.61f - if the interpretation 
that the 'Beautiful and gracious Gods' who also are characterized by 
these features of Mot represent a certain act of rebellion against 'El is 
valid; cf. R. Clifford, The Cosmic Mountain, pp. 166-168. 

54. This passage in which ~iX and 7'1XW interchange is dealt with 
on pp. 36-37. 

55. The force of Mot- 'z (CTA 6 VI 16-22) is echoed in Cant. 8:6. 
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II. r i ~ - 'Netherworld' 

In 1895 Gunkel observed that in a number of biblical verses the noun rlK 
56 

denotes 'netherworld' and not, as commonly translated, 'ground' or 'land.' 

Gunkel's insight has been corroborated by various biblical scholars who 

adduced additional occurrences of rlK in this sense. 57 A comprehensive 

list, recently prepared by Dahood, includes twenty-five biblical passages 

and one post-biblical reference in which r~ denotes 'netherworld. ,58 In 

this denotation, biblical r~ corresponds to er~etu, the noun most fre­

quently employed in Akkadian literature to designate the netherworld. 59 

56. H. Gunkel, sahopfung und Chaos in Urzeit und Endzeit (Gottingen, 
1895), p. 18, n.l. Gunkel refers to Exod. 15:12; Isa. 14:12, 24:4, 44:23; 
Ezek. 26:20, 31:18, 32:18,24; Pss. 63:10, 139:15; Eccl. 3:21. 

57. E. Dhorme, "Le sejour des morts chez les Babyloniens et les 
Hebreux," RB 4 (1907) 51f., refers to I Sam. 28:13 and Isa. 26:19. GB 68 
A. sub. 7 refers to Job 10:21. W. Baumgartner, Die Klagegedichte des 
Jeremia3 BZAW 32 (Giessen, 1917), p. 40, adds Pss. 22:30, 71:20, 143:3; 
Jon. 2:7, and Ben Sira 51:9. 

58. Gen. 2:6; Exod. 15:12; I Sam . 28:11 - 13; Isa . 26 :19, 29:4 , 44:23 ' 
Jer. 15:7, 17 : 13; Jon . 2:7; Pss . 7:6, 18:8, 22 : 30, 41 : 3, 61:3 [61:10 is 
erroneously listed for 63:10. R.R.] 71:20, 95: 4, 106:1 7, 141:7, 143:3, 
147 :6 , 148 : 7; Job 10:21, 12:8, 15:29; Provo 25 : 3; Ben Sira 51 :9 . The 
reference to Ps . 41:3 in this list is very dubious as it depends on 
Dahood ' s controversial ideas about biblical afterlife. The following 
verses, however, should be added: Isa. 14 :9 , 21:9 and Obad . 1 :3, accord­
ing to F. ~1. Cross and D. N. Freedman, "The Song of Miriam," JVES 14 (1955) 
2 7, n . 39; also Ps . 44 : 26 , according to Ch . Barth, Die Errettung von Tode 
in den individuelZen KZage- und Dankliede~a des Alten Testamen~s ( olli­
kon, 1947), p. 84; henceforth cited as Errettung. 

The suggestions by W. L. Holladay which refer to Exod. 1:10 and 
Hos. 2:2 seem doubtful; see 'PEres-Underworld Two ~1ore Suggestions," VT 
19 (1969) 123-124. 

59. K. L. Tallqvist, Sumerisch-akkadische Ncunen der Toterv.Jelt, 
Studia Orientalia edidit Societas Orientalis Fennica, V.4 (Helsinkforth, 
1934), pp. 8-11. Henceforth cited as Namen. Cf. CAD E. 310; AHw 245. 
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A further correspondence between Y~ and er?etu is in their location in 

cosmic space and in the expressions used to indicate it. Like biblical 

Y""iH, Akkadian er?etu frequently appears without any qualifying attribute, 

but occasionally its position in relation to other, higher cosmic levels 

is indicated by the feminine plural, sapZati 60 - 'the low place,' or by 

t ... Z· 61 er?e u sap ~tu - 'the low land.' A similar combination is found in the 

Code of Harnmurabi: sapZis ina er-?e-tim etemmisu me Zisa?mi - "below, in 

62 the underworld, may he cause his shade to thirst for water." 

The following biblical verses call to mind the Akkadian idiom: 

Then deep from the earth you shall speak, 
From low in the dust your words shall corne. 

(Isa.29:4) 

[The Lord] brings the wicked down to the netherworld. 
(Ps. 147:6) 

Note also: 

[You sent your envoys ... ] down even to Sheol. 
(Isa. 57:9; RSV) 

60. Tallqvist, Namen, pp. 12-13. 

61. In a tripartite division in which er?etu eU,tu - 'the upper 
earth' refers to the land inhabited by man, er?etu qabZitu - 'the middle 
earth' is the abode of Ea, and er?etu sapZitu - 'the lower earth' is the 
abode of the Anunnaki - the infernal deities; see Tallqvist, Namen, pp. 
11-12. Such a cosmic division is not common in the Bible, but may be 
implied in Job 26:5. 

62. R. F. Harper, The Code of Hammurabi King of BabyZon (London, 
1904). Translation followed here is by Th. J. Meek, ANET, p. 179 (rev. 
27:38-40). 
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This conception of the netherworld as situated directionally down-

ward made it a counterpo1e to the heavens. In Akkadian, we read t hat 

ilu sa same ana same itelu ilu sa er-se-tim ana 
er-f}-tim iterbu 

the gods of heaven went up to heaven, the gods of 
the netherworld went into the netherworld. 3 

The same counter-parallelism between D~nw - 'heaven, sky' and ~iX -

'netherworld' also occurs in the Bible, as will be indicated below. 

Finally, the descent to the netherworld is often described by means 

of the verb aradu - 'to descend,' e.g., Istar ana er?eti Urid ul ila -

"Ishtar has gone down into the netherworld and has not come up." The 

same verb is also employed for Nerga1's descent into the netherworld, or 

a man's descent into the netherworld in his dream. 64 While the expression 

~iX ii~ is not found in the Bible, various combinations imply its exist-

ence: 

(Ezek. 32:18) 
(Ezek. 32:24) 
(Eccl. 3: 21) 

ii~ ~iii~ n~ ni~nnn ~iX 7~ ... iniiini 
m ~nnn ~iXl D~7iS) iii~ i~ 

~iX7 i1t!lb7 ~~ n n%n nbiOn rn ii ... 

These expressions are paralle l to the Akkadian idiom and to a number of 

biblical idioms such as: 7i~W ii~ - 'to go down into Sheo1' (Num. 16:30; 

Job 7:9), nnw ii~ - 'to go down into the pit' (Ps. 30:10, Job 33:24), ii~ 

ii:J - 'to go down into the pit' (Isa. 38:18, Ezek. 26:20), nbii ii~ - 'to 

63. Text (4R 28 No. 2:19) and translation according to CAD E., p. 
310. 

64. For references see CAD A2 aradu Ie, p. 216. For discussion, 
the study by Y. Avishur, Pairs of Words in the Bible and Ancient semitic 
Literature, Part 2, Chap. 1, note 128, forthcoming in the AGAT series 
(Keve1aer/Neukirchen-V1uyn). 
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go down into [the land of] silence' (Ps. 115:17). Similarly, the ascent 

from r~ - 'netherworld' is described in the Bible by means of the verb 

n7V (I Sam. 28, v. 11, twice in hiphil and twice - vss. 13,14 - in qal). 

Note also ul-tu er-?e-ti u-se-la-an-ni - "from the netherworld he raised 

me up, ,,65 which is parallel to such biblical expressions as: ni7Ylnntli 

"~7vn :Jiwn r~iT - "You will raise me up from the depths of the eart h/ 

netherworld" CPs. 71:20). 

In what follows, the features of biblical r~/netherworld will be 

outlined and its Ugaritic affinities indicated. The purpose of doing so 

is to reveal, through a comparison of this concept with 7i~W, that the 

two - though overlapping - are not entirely synonymous. 

A marked affinity can be detected between biblical r~ and t he cog-

66 nate concept in Ugaritic literature, ~ar? - netherworld, expressed in 

several verbal idioms and in certain descriptive details associated with 

r'~/~ar$ that are common to both literatures: El, upon hearing of Ba'al's 

death, expresses his grief in an idiomatic expression: ~atr b~l ard 

b3 ars - "after Ba'al shall I go down to the netherworld,,,67 which is simi-

lar to biblical r~ 1'" and resembles Jacob's expression of grief, 7i~ ,,~ 

n7~W 7:J~ "~:J 7~ - "I shall go down to sheo 1 to my son in mourning" (Gen. 

37: 55). A simi lar expression - tspr byrdm ~ ars - "you will be counted 

65. RS 25.460:41, published in Ugaritica 5 

66. For a list of references see Driver, CML, p. 135B. For cor­
rection of and addition to this list see Tromp, Primitive Conceptions, p. 
7, n.lO. 

67. A similar expression is voiced by 'Anat, CTA 6 I 7-8. 
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among those who go down into the earth,,68 is parallel to ",..,.,,, IT:) "n::lv.r) 

..,.,::l - "I am numbered with those who go down to the pit" (Ps. 88:5). Note 

also the expression ~i~ kyrdm ~ar? - "El is like those who go down into 

69 the netherworld." 

The spatial location of ~ar? - 'netherworld' in the cosmic structure 

is indicated in Ugaritic literature by its balance with thmt - 'depth' or 

ym - 'sea' and counterbalance with amm - 'sky, heaven': 

spt l~ars spt lsmm 
wl ~rb bphm 
~ 9r smm wdg bym 

A lip to earth a lip to heaven 
and there verily enter into their mouth 
birds of heaven and fish of the sea. 

(CTA 23.62-63) 

If the above-quoted lines, describing the voracious appetite of two 

divine beings, are read according to a chiastic arrangement - then ~ar? 

parallels ym - 'sea' and counterbalances amm. An analogous arrangment 

appears in Job 12:7-8 -

j7 i)"" D"D~n ~"V" jin., n"D~ ~) 7~W J7"~" 
u" i1 ")' j7 ., '1-,~"" jir1., 1''''~7 r7' t,:.! ., ~ 

Now ask the beasts they will teach you the birds of the 
sky will tell you, 

Or speak to the earth [netherworld] it will teach you, 
the fish of the sea will tell you. 

A similar juxtaposition of ~ar? and smm in Ugaritic appears in the 

68. CTA 4 VIII 8-9; CTA 5 V 15-16. Note also text RS 34:126 (obv. 
1.21-22) for the association of rd and spl with ~ar? probably denoting 
netherworld. (Published by A. Caquot, Annuaire du College de France 75 
[1975/76] 427-429.) 

69. RS .24.258 published in Ugaritica 5, pp. 545-547, interpreted 
according to J. C. de Moor, "Studies in the new alphabetic texts from Ras 
Shamra I," UP 1 (Neukirchen-Vluyn, 1969) 167-169, 174; henceforth cited 
as "New Alphabetical Texts." 
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description of the entrance to the netherworld, which is described as an 

entrance into the maw of MOt, god of death: 

[Slit Z~ a]rs spt Zsmm 
[-'"------ ]sn Zkbkbm 

70 and in the following text: 

thmt r m kbkbm 

[A lip to ear]th a lip to heaven 
[and to]ngue to the stars 

(eTA 5 II 2, restored 
after eTA 23:61) 

The murmur of heaven with the 
netherworld 

of the deep with the stars 
(eTA 3 IIIc 21-22) 

The same cosmological polarity is conveyed in a letter from EI-Amarna: 71 

summa niteZZi ana same / sa-me-ma 
summa nurrad ina er-se-te 
u resu-nu / ru-su-nu'i-na ~a-te-ka 

Even though we were to go up to heaven 
[even] if we were to go down to the netherworld 
our head is in your hand. 

In the Bible, too, riX-netherworld is counterbalanced by O~DW-sky-heaven: 

i~\ 1j 77~n n~DWb n7~~ j~~ 

O~~1j ~) W71M riX7 nVij) 

How are you fallen from heaven 0 Luminous one, son of Dawn! 
How are you felled to earth 0 vanquisher of nations! 

Sing 0 heaven~ for the Lord has done it: 
shout 0 depths of the earth: 

(Isa. 14 : 12) 

(Isa. 44:23) 

As the heavens for he i gh~ and the netherworld for depth, 
so the mind of kings is unsearchable. 

(Prov. 2S: 3) 

70. For a discussion of the chiastic arrangement see ~1. Dahood, 
"Ugaritic Hebrew Syntax and Style," UP 1 (1969) 25. 

71. J. A. Knudzon, Di~ EZ-Amarna-TafeZn (Leipzig, 1915), \0.264 , 
11.15-19. 
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These examples, and those previously quoted from Akkadian literature, 

indicate that Israel shared the ancient Near Eastern conception of the 

structure of the universe and the literary tradition of expressing cosmic 

polarity by means of antithetical parallelism. A further correspondence 

between biblical ~iX-netherworld and Ugaritic ~ar? is the association 

with Qinn - 'the deep': 

"'.J'" m :Jitlln mVii m:Ji m ~ .., .Jtl~in ~ 
.., .J'?))tl :Jitl.iIl ~iXiT monnm 

You who have made me undergo many troubles and misfortunes 
will revive me again and raise me from the depth of the 
earth [netherworld]. 

CPs. 71: 20) 

The watery nature of ~iX-~ar~ is somewhat incompatible with an addi-

tional characterictic feature which is associated with both biblical ~iX 

and Ugaritic 'ar? - namely, the dust of the netherworld. References to 

the dust of the netherworld appear in biblical poetry as part of a stand-

ard usage in which ~iX is correlated with ~ in synonymous parallelism. 

The word pair occurs fourteen times in the Bible,72 and usually refers to 

terrestrial//earth//ground//dust, but in four verses where ~iX denotes 

73 netherworld and ~ the dust of the netherworld. The same word pair 

occurs in Ugaritic in connection with 'ground~dust,74 and with 'netherworld// 

72. For references and discussion see U. Cassuto, Tarbiz 14 (1942) 
1 (Hebrew); S. Gevirtz, "The Ugaritic Parallel to Jeremiah 8:23," JNES 
~ (1961) 43; Y. Avishur, The Construct State of Synonyms in Biblical Rhet­
oric (Jerusalem, 1977; Hebrew; English summary), pp. 39-40; henceforth 
cited as Biblical Rhetoric. 

73. Isa. 29:4; Pss. 7:6, 22:30, 44:26. Cf. H. H. Ridderbos, "'pr 
Staub des Totenortes," OTS 5 (1948) 174-178. 

74. For references consult L. R. Fisher, ed., Ras Shamra Parallels 
Vol. I, Analecta Orientalia 49 (Rome, 1972), II §67, pp. 124-125; hence­
forth cited as RSP. See also Gevirtz, lac. cit. 



dust of the netherworld,' e.g.: 

We planted my foes in the netherworld and in 
the dust those who rose up against your brother, 

(eTA 10 II 24-25; 
cf. RS.34.126 1.22) 

which is reminiscent of the biblical verse 

Then let the enemy pursue and overtake me, let him trample 
my life to the ground [netherworld] and lay my body in the 
dust. 

CPs. 7:6) 
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Further similarities between biblical y~ and Ugaritic concepts of 

the netherworld may be seen in the description in which personi fied fi~ 

opens its mouth to receive the Egyptians (Ex. 15:12) and in another pas-

sage (Num. 16:30-32) on Dathan and Abiram. This last episode, which is 

recorded four times in the Bible, uses fixed terminology also employed in 

Ugaritic epics to describe the descent into the realm of Death - literally, 

into the gullet of the god of death - Mot: 75 

~n~nj n~~ nn~ V7~i~ n~~ n~ f~n I:n~n' 

W~~bi 7~ n~' nip7 ~ ~i~n 7~ n~' 

And the earth opened its mouth and swallowed them up with 
their households and all the men that belonged to Korah 
and all their goods .... 

75. For elaboration on this feature cf. pp. 22-25. 

CNum. 16:32; 
cf. 26:10) 



... how the earth opened its mouth and swallowed them up 
with their households their tents .... 

(Deut. 11: 6) 

The earth opened up and~allowed Dathan closed over the 
party of Abiram 

(Ps. 106:17) 

In Num. 16:30 the noun ~IK is substituted by ~~iK in a similar formula-

tion: 

... and the ground (nniK) opens its mouth and swallows 
them up. 

An identical phrase is used in connection with the death of Cain: 

And now you are cursed from the ground (~~iK) which has 
opened its mouth to receive your brother's blood from your 
hand. 

(Gen. 4: 11) 
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The last two verses indicate that ~~iK, like its synonym ~iX, also 

77 denotes netherworld. If this interpretation is accepted, it may point 

to yet another link with Ugaritic culture, where a chthonic deity, ~dm, 

78 is probably the equivalent of ~a:t'f!ay - "the one of the netherworld." 

76. Reading no~~ with the ancient versions instead of MT MDf~' 

77. So U. Cassuto, in his Commentary 
I. Abrahams (Jerusalem, 1961), pp. 219-220. 
Blau, Thesaurus I (Jerusalem, 1957), p. 32, 
nDiK denoting 'netherworld.' 

on the Book of Genesis, trans. 
See S. Loewenstamm and J. 

for this possible meaning of 

78. M. Dahood ("Hebrew Ugaritic Lexicrography," Biblica 44 [1963] 
292) draws attention to the Hebrew noun w;i~, which in several biblical 
passages denotes, according to the author, 'earth, steppe.' He accordingly 
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This threatening nature of ~iX/nD'X in the Bible, described in 

terms identical to those used to convey the destructiveness of the Ugaritic 

realm of death, indicates the essential similarity between the concept of 

the netherworld in both cultures. But the very passage (Num. 16) in 

which the similarity to the Ugaritic concept is found also includes a 

distinction: The biblical writer takes pains to emphasize that God's 

opening up of the netherworld in this particular manner was an ad hoc cre-

ation by God for a punitive purpose, and not, as in Ugaritic literature, 

an innate trait of the netherworld. Thus, the autonomous, essentially 

alien nature of the netherworld as a counterforce to the powers of life 

is minimized in the biblical description: in Num. 16, the netherworld 

merely acts at God's bidding, and has completely renounced the fierce 

independence that characterizes it in the Ugaritic epics. 79 One cannot 

but detect a polemic undertone here on the part of the Biblical narrator,80 

interprets the name ~,IX IjlY in II Sam. 6:10 as ~abd-~edOm - 'the servant 
of Edom' - the theophoric element in this name r eferring to a chthonic 
deity . This deity , written ~ itwm in the Leiden Magical Papyrus, is the 
wife of Rashpu who is identified with Nergal (see A. Mussart, The Leiden 
Magical Papyrus (Leiden, 1954), I , 343 & I, 345 col .S. ?, pp . 17, 65) . 
Since Nergal's consort, Allatu, is ident ified with one of Baal's \Vives, 
Aqay - ' the one of the netherwor ld' (see F . M. Cross , HTR 55 [1962] 247) 
in the Ugaritic pantheon (see J. Nougayrol, "RS 20 . 24 . Pantheon d'Ugarit," 
Ugaritica 5, 44-45, line 22: daZ- la-tum//[a]r?(y)), it seems that ~ edom 
is her equivalent . Cf. W. F . Albright, Ya.}u,;eh and the Gods 0 ~ Canaan 
(New York, 1968), p . 140 . For another possible reference to this deity 
see H. P. Muller, "Die phonizische Grabinschrift aus dem Zypern-Museum 
KAI30 und die Formgeschichte des nord-west-semitischen Epitaphs," ZA 65 
(1975) ll2-l13; henceforth cited as "Phonizische Grabinschrift." 

79. A similar phenomenon may be observed in the reaction of the 
netherworld and the sea in Exod. 15:8,10,12. 

80. Chapter 16 in the Book of Numbers is of a composite nature in 
which a Priestly account of the rebellion of Korah has been combined with 
an epic source dealing with the rebellion of Dathan and Abiram (Deut. 11: 6 
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intended to divest t~e netherworld of all intrinsic potency. The Deuter-

onomist, too, uses this episode as an illustration of "the discipline of 

the Lord. his greatness, his mighty hand" (Deut. 11:2), albeit without 

polemical overtones. 

Thus, all the descriptive details discussed above, that serve to 

qualify both Ugari tic ~ ar? and Biblical r\"~, are also to be found in con-

nection with 71~W. The opening of the mouth of 71~ to swallow up its 

victims and the verbal idioms which describe both the descent into 71~ 

and the ascent from it have been discussed in the previous paragraph. 

The dust mentioned in connection with Biblical r~ and Ugaritic ~ar? is 

also associated with 71~W (Job 17:16), though again this feature is some-

what incompatible with the conception of 7j~W as being located, like 

r''''~/~a:t'? in "the midst of the seas" "in the deep" (Jon. 2:3-6). 

Like biblical r'~ and Ugaritic 'ar?, 7j~W serves to signify the 

and Ps . 106:17 indicate the independence of the epic source from the Korah 
episode); cf . J . Liver, "Korah, Dathan and Abiram , " Scripta Hierosolymitana 
8 (Jerusalem : The Hebrew University, 1961) 180-217 . While the motif of 
the opening up of the netherworld belongs to the ep ic source, it is here 
suggested that the phrase ' j! ~l:l j!~"l:l w~j - "But if the Lord creates 
something new" ( urn. 16:30a) stems from the Priestly hand which combined 
the two stories. This phrase betrays the difficulty encountered by the 
Priestly writer in integrating the essentially chaotic and independent 
realm of the netherworld into the harmonious cosmic order of his world view. 

Contrary to extra-biblical cosmologies, the netherworld was not 
mentioned in the Priestly creation account and hence was not considered 
as an integral part of the cosmos. The common idiom XLJ - 'to create,' 
which is used in the Priestly creation account to convey both the sover­
eign will of the Creator and the novelty of his creation, is similarly 
employed in our passage to emphasize both the comp liance of this realm 
with the sovereign will of God and the unprecedented nature of this event. 
(Note the nominal form i1~"1U - 'creation , ' a hap~x legomenon used to 
underscore the uniquenes s of the phenomenon . ) 
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lowest region of cosmic space, beside its common designation as the abode 

of the dead: 

A~a sign of the Lord your God, let it be as deep as Sheol 
or as high as heaven. 

(Isa. 7: 11) 

For a fire is kindled by my anger and it burns to the depth 
of Sheol. 

(Deut. 32:22) 

The location of 71~ at the farthest reaches of the universe is further 

underscored by antithetical parallelism in which 71~ counterbalances 

Q~nw - 'sky, heaven': 

Though they dig into Sheol from there shall my hand take 
them. Though they climb up to heaven I will bring them down. 

(Amos 9: 2) 

If I ascend to heaven thou art there. If I make my bed in 
Sheol you are there t oo. 

(Ps. 139:8) 

yin no 71~ npnv 7v~n nn n~DW 82~nJ) 

81. MT n7XW should be emended to n7XW according to the reading of 
Aquila, Symmach~; : and Theodotion. 

82. MT reads ~[l:;{ - "the heights of heaven/ldeeper than Sheol." 
Jerome V reads l)~~ mb) - "higher than heaven" - thus making the two 
lines conform. Dahood suggests to shift the proclitic element m­
(from, that) to the end of the preceding word where its function should 
be considered as the enclitic emphatic particle. M. Dahood, "Nort!:west 
Semitic Philology and Job," The Bible in Current Catholic Thought, ed. 
J. L. McKenzie (New York, 1962), p. 57f. 



The heights ' of heaven, what can you do 
Deeper than Sheol how can you know 

(Job 11:8) 
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In their capacity as designations of cosmic space, ~iK and 7iK~ are 

apparently employed interchangeably. Even when denoting the abode of the 

dead the two concepts show so marked an affinity that an actual identity 

of the concepts would seem to suggest itself. However, a closer examina-

tion of the contexts in which the two words occur implies that despite all 

the affinity between them they do not entirely coincide. 

But before turning to the contexts in which ~iK occurs, a brief com-

ment on the combination of the term ~iK with the qualifying element 

n~nnn/ni~nnn. First we must examine the contention that the plural form 

83 
ni~nMn ~iK is an intensive plural meaning "the lowest parts of the 

netherworld" and that in this form the term implies the existence of dis-

tinct realms in the netherworld. It should be noted that Ezekiel uses 

the singular n~nnn ~iK84 and the plural form ni~nnn ~iK85 indiscriminately 

in the same context. Most conspicuously, he uses the singular and plural 

86 
forms alternatively to describe the fate of the same nation - Egypt. 

The distribution of the plural form, ~iK ni~nr:n, which occurs in Isa. 

83. So N. J. Tromp, Primitive Conceptions, pp. 180-183, esp. 182, 
and others. 

84. Chap. 31:14,16,18. 

85. Chaps. 26:20, 32:18,24. 

86. Cf. chap. 31:14,16,18 to chap. 32:18. Note, however, that 
according to BH3 8~1SS the Peshitta and T. have a singular form in 32:18. 
These may represent a tendency to harmonize the passage with the singular 
form in chap. 31. The singular form is also attested in 9MSS, LXX, 
Peshitta and T. in 32:24, in which case they represent a variant reading. 
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87 
44:23, Ps. 63:10, 139:15, seems to point to late Hebrew usage. Note 

also: 

versus 

(Deut. 32:22) 
(Ps. 86:13) 

(Ben Sira 5l:6c) 

n~nnn 7i~m 

n~nnn 71~m 

n,~nnn 71~m 

The plural form may therefore represent a stylistic preference of late 

88 
Hebrew, without implying any difference in meaning from the singular. 
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Ezekiel's vacillation between the singular and plural forms may represent 

an intermediate stage in this transition. Secondly, a distinction should 

be drawn between ni/n~nnn r~ and r~ ni~nnn.89 The former is a specific 

term for the abode of the dead, and occurs only in Ezekiel in the chap-

ters indicated above, where it is juxtaposed with o~~n ri~ - 'the land of 

the living' (Ezek. 26:20, 32:24). The latter term, r~/r1K ni~nnn, 

designates the lower regions in cosmic space - the netherworld in the 

broadest sense. As such, it may on occasion also refer to the abode of 

the dead (Ps. 63:10) but it is not limited to this meaning as an examina-

tion of its context will indicate. 

87. Psalm 63:4 contains the verb ~m - 'to praise' which is common 
in Aramaic and late Hebrew but is not attested in pre-exilic Biblical 
prose and occurs only four times in Pss. 106:47, 117:14, 145:4, 147:12, all 
of which contain typical late-Hebrew linguistic features. Cf. A. Hurvitz, 
The Transition Period in Biblical Rebrew (Jerusalem, 1972), pp. 70-108, 
esp. pp. 88-91, 171, 175. Psalm 139 contains three Aramaisms: n7D (v.4), 
pO~ (v.8), 7~pn (v.19) which renders it suspect of late composition. 

88. Cf. R. Polzin, Late Biblical Hebrew~ Toward an Historical 
Typology of Biblical Hebrew Prose, Harvard Semitic Monographs (Montana, 
1976), pp. 40-43. 

89. So A. Ehrlich, Randglossen zur Hebraischen Bibel, vol. 5 (Leip­
zig, 1912), p. 103; cf. W. Zimmerli, Ezechiel. BK 3 (Neukirchen, 1969), 
pp. 612-622. 
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According to the Yahwistic account of creation, ,>JX - the cosmi c 

netherworld - is the region where the vital sources of fertility reside, 

and from which issues the primordial river \'ihich nourishes the surface 

of the earth (Gen. 2:6).90 In several poetic and wisdom texts, this 

cosmic netherworld is described as "mother earth" where human life, too, 

91 was creat ed as in a mother's womb: 

My frame was not concealed from You 
when I was shaped in a hidden place 
knit together in the recesses of the earth [~JX nl~nr.n] 

Your eyes saw my unformed limbs 
they were all recorded in Your book 
in due time they were formed 
to the very last one of them. 

CPs. 139:15-16) 

And it is into this womb-like netherworld that man departs at the time of 

his death: "Naked I came from my mother's womb and naked shall I return 

there" (J ob 1: 20). This idea is explained and elaborated upon in Ben 

Sira (40:1): 

Great hardship God has alloted 
A heavy yoke upon Adam's sons 
From the day he comes out his mother's womb 
To the day he returns to the mother of all life. 

The netherworld is therefore the place to which the spirit of the 

90. For this meaning of Hebrew "ed cf. W. F. Albright, "The Baby­
lonian Matter in the Predeuteronomic Primeval History CJE) in Gen. 1-11," 
JBL 58 (1939) 102-103; for a slightly different view see E. A. Speiser, 
""ed in the Story of Creation," BASJR 140 (1955) 9-11. 

91. The netherworld is also considered the womb from which the sea 
came gushing forth at the time of creation (Job 38:8). In a proto­
apocalyptic passage, the netherworld is described as giving birth to the 
Rephaim (Isa. 26:19). 
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d d d d 92 d h ... k d 93 ea escen s an w ence 1t 1S 1nvo e . This realm belongs initially 

h d f . . 94 d' f d f h to t e or er 0 cosm1C creat10n an 1S re erre to as one 0 t e com-

ponent parts of the universe that bear witness to the greatness of God as 

creator-King: 

For the Lord is a great God 
the great King of all divine beings 
In His hand are the depth of the earth C~~ ~ivnn) 
the peaks of the mountains are His 
His is the sea, He made it 
and the land, which His hands fashioned. 

CPs. 95:3-5) 

More distinctly, as an integral part of creation, ~i~ nl~nnn are called 

upon to join in praise and rejoice along with the entire world as they 

witness the saving acts of God in redeeming his chosen people: 

Sing 0 heavens for the Lord has done it 
Shout 0 depths of the earth [~b~ nl~n~] 
break forth into singing 0 mountains 
o forest and every tree in it. 
For the Lord has redeemed Jacob 
and will be glorified in Israel. 

elsa. 44:23; RSV) 

Since, as indicated above, the nether regions were also considered 

to be inhabited by the departed, ~~ nl~n~n/~~ naturally also developed 

negative connotations. Prompted by its location deep in the furthermost 

recesses of the universe, shrouded in ominous darkness, it became a sym-

bol for abject misery both in Israel and in other cultures with a similar 

view of its location. Thus, the persecuted, feeling his vital forces on 

92. Isa. ~:4, and, in a paemic context, Eccl. 3:21. 

93. I Sam. 28:13. Note that in all biblical references the spirit 
of the dead cn'n7X, ~IX) is associated with riX and not with 7IXW. 

94. In the Priestly cosmogonic account as mentioned previously, all 
references to the netherworld are conspicuously absent. 



the wane, describe.s his dire condition as though he already resides in 

the netherworld: 

My foe hounded me 
he crushed me to the ground [literally: netherworld] 
he made me dwell in darkness 
like those long dead. 
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CPs. 143:3; cf. Ps . 7:6) 

In Israel, as in other ancient Near Eastern cultures, death did not mean 

total annihilation. However, in biblical faith more than in other cul-

tures, it did constitute the total denial of religious and worldly values. 

For this reaso~ the realm of death was conceived as a place fit for the 

wicked, and particularly for those who suffered untimely death, as this 

was considered a punitive measure meted out by God: 

The Lord gives courage to the lowly 
and brings the wicked down to the dust [~~~ ~iV w~VWi 7~~J 

CPs . 147:6; cf. Isa. 14:12) 

May those who seek to destroy my life 
enter the depths of the earth C~iXn ni~nnnj i~j~) 

CPs. 63: 10) 

The idea apparently also forms the background of Jer. 17:13 -

Yahweh, thou hope of Israel 

iWj~ 1~jlV 7~ 'n 7~iW~ nip~ 
i~~~ ~~j (~iiOi Q) ~ iiO~ 

.'n n~ Q~~n d~D ijlV 'J 

They'll be ashamed all who leave thee [or: 'which leave thee'] 
They'll be writ in the earth who forsake thee [or: 'who 

forsake him'] 
For they've left the fountain of living water.

95 

95. This interpretation follows the Q and the evidence of a num­
ber of MSS which read ~i"lOi for MT ~i~O~. Note also H. Dahood, "The 
Ivletaphor in Jer. l7,3,"-Biblica 48 6967) 109-110. 
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"Wri t in the earth . [netherworld]" means to be destined to die (prematurely). 

The background of this verse is the belief that all life is recorded in 

heavenly books (Ps . 139:16) and is of fixed duration. A person destined 

to live is "recorded for life" elsa. 4 : 3); to be blotted out from the 

divine book (Exod. 32:32) means to die prematurely in retribution for sin 

(v.33); The wish expressed in Ps. 69:29, "May they [i.e., the guilty] be 

erased from the book of life and not be inscribed with the righteous" is 

parallel in meaning to Jer. 17:13, "They will be writ in the earth [nether-

world] who forsake thee." 

Biblical faith imparts no heroic dimensions to any form of death, 

nor was religious value as yet attached to it. Its negative aspect, 

therefore, could not be counter-balanced by any system of values which 

transcended the values of terrestrial life, nor could it be mitigated by 

a reflective attitude. But the view of the nether regions of the earth 

(n,~nnn ~~/r~) as an integral part of the universe and of its created 

order could, on occasion, also confer a more neutral aspect to the abode 

of the dead which formed part of it. Consequently, the departure to the 

infernal regions could be considered as a "natural return" to the source 

of all being. A positive aspect of the land of the departed seems to be 

conveyed in the following passage: 

CPs. 22: 30) 

~~ ~)W'1 I::' ":-ntll~, , I:JX 
lEY) ~'ji' ~ 1::-' W"t.'~ , ~ )!)I 

n~n XI ,tll!))! 

Various translations have been offered to this verse, which has been pre-

served in divergent formulations in the ancient versions and a number of 

MSS:
96 



All they that be fat upon earth shall eat and \'iOrship 
All they that go down to the dust shall bow before him 
and none can keep alive his own soul. 

Yea, to him shall all the proud of the earth bow 
before him shall bow all who go down to the dust 
and he who cannot keep himself alive. 

(KJ) 

(RSV) 

Nur vor ihm sollen niederfallen die in der Unterwelt schlafen 
vor ihm das Knie beugen die hinabfuhren in dem Staub 
die leblosen Seelen sollen seinen Arm ehren. 

Indeed to him shall bow down all those who 
the netherworld [later translation: 
of the netherworld' - see note 96] 

Before him shall bend the knee all who have 
to the mud 

For the Victor himself restores to life. 

(Il. Gunkel) 

sleep in 
'the fat ones 

gone down 

(M. Dahood) 
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Although the meaning of V~ ~JWi is not clear, and the emendation V~~ ~JW~ 

not certain, the parallelism between ~ ~lj'~ and V~ ~JWi seems to point 

to a netherworldly meaning for V~ in this verse. The passage thus 

96. For details see BH3. The reading '7 1~ instead of MT J7~~ sug­
gested by BH3 is followed by most commentators. The expression V~ ~JW1 -
lit. 'the fat ones of the earth' was originally analyzed by M. Dahood, 
Psalms I AB 16 (New York: Doubleday, 1966), p. 143, as di - relative pro­
noun as in Ugaritic and Aramaic and a syncopated form sene < yesene - 'those 
who sleep.' The emendation to V~ ~JW~, which is followed by many commen­
tators, although it has no support in the ancient versions, agrees with 
the context and is analogous to ~ nnl~ ~JW~ in Dan. 12:2 (probably a 
conflation of two variant readings: nnl~ ~JW~ and ~) ~JW~; cf. S. Talman, 
"Double Readings in the MT," Textus I [1960] 167-168). 

Apparently reconsidering this explication of the text, Dahood later 
changed his rendition of the expression V~ ~JW1 on the basis of Ugaritic 
evidence, and rendered the expression literally, "the fat ones of the 
earth" - referring to the denizens of the netherworld who are sated by 
the deity Mot; see "Hebrew-Ugari tic Lexicography," BibZica 53 (19i2) 397. 
But his interpretation of ~ar? in eTA 4 VII 52 as 'netherworld' seems 
erroneous; cf. C. H. Gordon, UL 37; J. C. deMoor, The SeasonaZ Pattern, 
p. 164, and others. 
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describes those who' have departed into the netherworld and the coming 

generations (cf. Ps. 78:4) as joining in the universal acknowledgment 

and the reconfirmation of God as absolute ruler-King. Such a statement 

concerning the netherworld is admittedly an isolated case and is in con­

flict with other biblical statements in which the dead are referred to 

as those who can no longer praise God (Pss. 6:5, 30:9, 115:7). But since 

the nether regions (~~ nl~nnn/~~) are addressed similarly in at least 

two more biblical passages (Isa. 44:23; Ps. 95:3-5), which have been dis­

cussed ~ove, this verse should not be emended to conform with other 

biblical texts; rather, its uniqueness should be recognized. 

In conclusion, corresponding to the various functions attributed to 

the nether regions, nl~nr.n ~~/~~ comprises a varied spectrum of connota­

tions. The basic notion of ~~ 'netherworld' as a constituent part of 

the cosmic order occasionally influenced the notion of ~~ as the abode 

of the dead, reducing its inherent negative character to a more neutral 

one, denoting the place to which all mankind goes. Only once, but sig­

nificantly, is ~~ used to refer to the abode of the dead i n a positive 

context. 

71~W does not share this wide scope of meaning. In its denotation 

as the abode of the dead, it is never attested in any but a negative con­

text. Even as cosmic space, 71~W rarely occurs in a neutral connotation 

elsa. 7:11) and never in a positive one. The context in which 7iXW 

appears as cosmic space seems somehow different from that of y~~ in the 

same capacity. The occurrence in Job 26:6 may indicate the difference. 

God is described here (vv.5-14) in language charged with imagery drawn 

from the mythological battle of the divine warrior, as exerting his power 
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against his adversaries - the representatives of chaos. Before he could 

create the universe and establish his dominion ('1",' v.14), jni, n~, and 

n~LJ wnJ had to be vanquished. The diction employed in th i s chapter 

belongs to the stock vocabulary of ancient Hebrew epic, which describes 

97 the battle and final submission of Sea to God the Creator. It is also 

attested in Ugaritic myth, especially in the Ba'al Yamm-Nahar cycle and 

its variant, the slaying of Lotan (biblical Leviathan), where 'Anat (CTA 

3 III 34-39) and probably Ba'al (CTA 5 I 1-5) figure as chief protagon­

ists. 98 Job 26 also contains allusions to the Mesopotamian creation 

99 
myth. In this context, 7i~~ figures as follows: 

1 i 1:J~'7 ni 0:) 1 ~ ~i i 1) J 7i l'@ OJ iY 
Naked is Sheol before him, perdition has no cover. 

(26:6) 

The expression "niO:J p~i ... DiiY" recurs in Job 24:7, where it serves 

to describe the vulnerability of the poor, semi-outcast, savage desert 

dweller. 7i~W therefore is vulnerable before God, and seems to share to 

a certain degree the fate of the other chaotic powers subject to divine 

wrath. Note the laying-bare of the foundations of the sea (II Sam. 22:16 = 

Ps. 18:16; cf. !-lab . 3:13). 

97. For the epithets ~~LJ wnJ, jni, O~, and the verbs iV) - 'to 
roar, rebuke,' 1":-:7) - 'to smite,' V)i - 'to quell,' 7'7il - 'to pierce (by 
weapon),' as part of an epic tradition, see U. Cassuto, i1'7~'7')n lli~W," 
"'7~iW~j Qneset S (1943-44), 121-142, and The Goddess Anath, English trans . 
I. Abrahams (Jerusalem: 1971), pp. 18-52. 

98. For the verbs ~)), l1iU and probably also '7'7~ in Ugaritic myths 
cf. Ugaritic glossaries. 

99. For details cf. G. Fohrer, Das Buch Hiob, Y~T 16 (GUttersloh, 
1963), !p. 385, and H. Pope, Job, AB 15 Ciew York, 1965), qp. 164-167. 



n1~ ~jJ nlJ7 ~~ ~~ 'n 1)j 111J~1 71~W 

Sheol and Abaddon lOO l ie open before the Lord 
how much more the hearts of men. 

[Prov. 15: 11] 

Even Sheol is under His scrutiny - which seems to imply not only God's 
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omnipotence and omnipresence, but also, by logical induction, his ability 

to bring the nether regions under his control. Likewise, it is more than 

divine omniscience which is conveyed in the following verses which deal 

with 71~: 

Where can I escape from your spirit, where can I flee 
from your presence .... If I descend to Sheol you are 
there ... if I say 'surely darkness will conceal me, 
night will provide me with cover': Darkness is not 
dark for you, night is as light as day, darkness and 
light are the same. 

(P s. 139: 7 -12) 

Here, again, it is God's discerning scrutiny that watches over Sheol. If 

God reaches down to it - it is again in the image of the warrior trans-

101 ferred from the mythological to the social sphere, that he does so: 

For a fire is kindled by my anger and it burns to the 
depth of Sheol. 

(Deut. 32: 20) 

Thus we conclude that contrary to ViK - 'netherworld' which, in its 

capacity as cosmic space, seems to be associated in biblical context with 

100. Abaddon is synonymous to 71~~. For the form of syndetic para­
taxis as a rhetorical device see Avishur, Biblical Rhetoric, p. 113. 

101. For a similar expression concerning iCi ~11i1rl see D. Hillers, 
"Amos 7:4 and Ancient Parallels," CBQ 26 (1964) 221-225, and generally P. 
D. Miller, "Fire in the Mythology of Canaan and Israel," CEQ 27 (1965) 
256- 261. 
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the order of creat~on, 7i~W as a spatial concept seems to be associated 

with the chaotic aspect of the nether regions. It constitutes a realm 

which had to be turned by God into cosmic space. These associations may 

have been a contributive factor which influenced the concept of ViX and 

7iKW as the abode of the dead. While the former may also be seen as a 

neutral place of return and is attested once with a positive connotation, 

the latter is attested in a negative connotation only. This aspect of 

7iKW will be pursued further as we turn to additional semantic equivalents 

of the noun. 

III. nnw - "Pit, nethepworZd" 

The substantive nnw, denoting pit/netherworld, is attested twenty times 

o h BOb 102 0 0 d O l 0 ln tel Ie. All occurrences are ln poetlc texts, pre offilnant y ln 

103 the Individual Lament and its corollary - the Thanksgiving Psalm. 

nrW1 is mentioned once in synonymous parallelism with 7iKW CPs. 16:10), 

twice in consecutive sequence with it (Job 17:13-14; Isa. 38:17-18), and 

four times in non-consecutive sequence in which 7i~W along with two other 

synonyms of the netherworld, ii~ and ViX, are mentioned (Jon. 2:3-7; Ps. 

30:4-10, 49:9-16, 55:16-24). The parallelism between n~ and 7iKW is 

further indicated by the fact that both are said to be located in "the 

102. Isa. 38:17, 51:14; Ezek. 28:8; Jon. 2:7; Pss. 9:16, 16 : 10, 
30:10, 49:10, 55:24, 94:13, 103:4; Provo 28:10; Job 9:31, 17:14, 33:18, 
22,24,28,30. 

103. For the inclusion of Isa. 38:10-20 in the category of Thanks­
giving Psalms see J. Begrich, Der Psalm des Hiskiah CGottingen, 1926), pp. 
2-3; C1. Westermann, The Praise of God in the Psalms, tTa.:!.S. K. R. Crim 
(Virginia, 1965), pp. 102f., further modifies this category of Psalms and 
includes Isa. 38:10-20; Jon. 2:2-9; Job 33:26-28 in a category he calls 
"The Declarative Psalm of Praise of the Individual." 
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heart of the seas" . (Jon. 2:3-4; Ezek. 28:8). 

There are almost no attributes attached to nnw which could elucidate 

its connotation. The combination ~7~ nMV in Isa. 38:17 is not clear. l04 

Perles' emendation to 7V~7~ n~105 is a conjecture, but it is noteworthy 

that such a combination is attested in Akkadian with the noun baltu which, 

as will be indicated below, is equivalent to Hebrew nnw. The line in 

Akkadian reads: "I heaped up my people in the narrow pit from which there 

. ." 1 06 h' h . . 1 ~ b ................ ~-' .. I 1.S no com1.ng up - w 1.C 1.S equ1.va ent to he rew ,.:y 'I' ... nlll1. This emenda-

tion, while ingenious, has no support in the ancient versions which treated 

~7~ as a privative element and derived nnw from a verbal root nr.w denot-

ing 'corruption, annihilation.' In order to make sense of this difficult 

verse, the ancient translators reversed the word order and dfered the fol-

lowing translations: The Septuagint: "without annihilation"; the Targum 

to the Prophets: "[so that my soul] should not be corrupted"; the Peshitta: 

"so that you should not be corrupted in the place of corruption." ~7~ is 

probably a verbal noun from the root n7~ (which in Qal means 'to become 

worn out,' in Piel - 'consume away'), denoting disintegration. This is 

the only attestation of ~7~ as a noun. 

The only other combination in which ni:W is attested is nr~ iX~ in 

104. IQlsaa 38:17 has n7~ nnw. Kutscher assumes that the scribe 
may have been influenced by the Hebrew verb n7~ - 'to annihilate' - and 
thus changed the text. See E. Y. Kutscher, The Language and Linguistic 
Background of the ISAIAH Scroll (Jerusalem, 1959), p. 187. 

105. Perles, Analekten zur Textkritik des AUen Testaments (Hunich, 
1895), p. 30. 

106. E. Ebeling, "Bruchstiicke eines poli tischen Propaganda Gedichtes 
einer Assyrischen Kanzlei," M..AOG 12/2 (1938), col. 4.36; English trans. 
according to CAD H, p. 143 a-b; henceforth cited as Ebeling, P~OG 12/2 . ... 
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Ps. 55:24. ~:l in biblical Hebrew, as in Akkadian, denotes not only 'well, 

cistern' but also 'pit, hole. ,107 n~ and ~ are therefore synonyms. 

The combination of two synonyms in the construct state is a stylistic 

d · h' h' t' . 108 d ff 1 . f' . eVlce w IC alms a poetIc exaggeratIon an 0 ers no qua I lcatlon 

of the noun nhW which might help to define its meaning. 

The etymology of nnw is also problematical. The commonly advanced 

derivation of nnw from a verbal root ~,W - meaning Ito sink down,' with a 

109 t'-afformative analogous to nlJ > niJ, has recently been questioned. 

The very existence of such a root is considered doubtful by Held, who 

indicated that in each of the seven alleged attestations of the root niW 

h b 1 f b d . . 1 f h 110 t ever a orm may e parse more convIncIng y rom ot er roots. 

Recently the etymological equation between Hebrew Ilrn:J and Akkadian l;astu/ 

baltu, which also denotes 'pit/netherworld,' has been indicated by von 

Soden. III ~stu(m) is equated in lexical texts with Suttatu(m) and this 

pair corresponds to Hebrew Ilnw/~W not only in denoting 'nethenvorld' but 

also in the verbal idioms employed with it. Furthermore, the contexts in 

107. M. Held, "Pits and Pi tfalls in Akkadian and Biblical Hebrew," 
JANES 5 (1973) 176, n.36; henceforth cited as "Pits and Pitfalls." 

108. This stylistic phenomenon has been discussed by Y. Avishur, 
The Construct State of Synonyms in Biblical Rhetoric (Jerusalem, 1977; 
Hebrew with English summary), esp. p. 61. 

109. So in the standard lexica: GB, p. 821; BVB, p. 1001; KEP, p. 
963b. 

1l0. M. Held, "Pits and PitfallS," pp. 176-181; for Ps. 42:6,7,12 
and Ps. 43:5, ~~njnwn, Held suggests h~ - 'be low,' or n~~ - 'to complain, 
muse.' Ps. 44:26 - nnw - from miW - the verb revocalized to nnw. Lam . .,. ... 
3:20; the Q tasoa~ is to be derived from nnw. Or, according to the K., 
tastah should be derived from Ii~~. Provo 2:18 - the reading offered is 
~o~ea& from in7ill (for details and argumentation consult the above-mentioned 
article) . 

111. \'J. von Soden, AHu;, p. 334b. 
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which m1ll and Akkadi.an bastufbaZtu are attested indicate a similarity that 

may yield some insight as to the concepts associated with the terms. We 

turn therefore to their examination. 

The verbs employed with hl:W are n~ (Ps. 94:13) and ~n (Ps. 35:7), 

both meaning 'to dig' (a pit). The descent to the pit/netherworld is 

expressed by means of the following verbs: 'i~/'~iin - 'to descend, 

cause to descend' (Ezek. 28:8; Ps. 30 : 10, 55:24; Job 33:24), hie - to die' 

or 'go down dying' elsa. 51:14), n~i - 'to experience,' lit. 'to see (the 

pit' CPs. 16:10; 49:10), jiP - 'to draw near' (Job 33:22), jjV - 'to pass 

through' (Job 33:28). The rescue from the pit/netherworld is expressed 

by means of the verbs: n~vn - 'to bring up' (Jon. 2:7), j~wn - 'bring 

back from' (Job 33:30), ~~) ,mEl - 'redearn, save' CPs. 103:4 and Job 

112 33:28, respectively), and lon - 'to spare, hold back' (Job 33:18). 

The rescue from the pit/netherworld is expressed in Akkadian by ina ba-as­

ti su-l.U[u], which is parallel to hrttUD i1~Vi1 (Jon. 2:7).113 

A number of the verbal idioms which, as has been indicated above, 

were employed with n~w are also used in connection with ~i~W: the verb 

nnw~ 'i~/'~iii1 is employed also with ~iHW (Gen. 42:38, 44:29; Isa. 14:5; 

I Sam. 2:6; Ezek. 31:8; Job 7:10); nr;wo i1~vn is paralleled by ~lXWO i1~i1 

(Ps. 30:4); hnW~ jiv is synonymous with V)j (cf. Isa. 5:8) which is 

112. The verb pwn - to covet - which in Isa. 38:14 is employed 
with nnw, should be emedded to lon - according to the version of the LXX, 
Vulg. and in correspondence with Job 33:18. Note also Ps. 78:50 where 
1011 is employed in a similar context, and Ben Sira Sl:2(b), where lon is 
employed with nr~. 

113. E. Reiner, Surpu. AfO. Beiheft 11 Cr,raz, 1958), IV, 43-44; 
henceforth cited as Surpu. 
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employed with 7'~W (Ps. 88:4). The noun ~) - dust is associated with 

nM~ CPs. 30:10) and 7'~W (Jon. 17:16), as well as the noun~! - maggots 

(Job 17:14; Isa. 14:11). The equation of h~ and 7i~~ is therefore evi-

dent. From the verbal idioms the spatial location of n~ may be inferred 

as a place deep below. 

The verbs Mi~ (Job 33:28) and 7~) (Ps. 103:4) which are employed 

with nnw are more complex in meaning and may therefore reflect upon the 

nature of nnw. The verb Mi~ - to ransom - is originally a technical term 

which describes the legal procedure by which an alienated object or per-

114 son is recovered in return for payment. The connotation of the verb 

differs from the more neutral n)p - 'to buy,' by implying not only a 

change of ownership but also a transfer into a more positive position. 

This meaning is especially evident when human property is involved. In 

religious contexts, where God is the redeemer, this aspect is even more 

pronounced; since the person is redeemed not only from an incurred status 

but from a state of affliction. The legal aspect of the act of redemption 

therefore recedes and the charitable, salvific motivation moves to the 

fore. But what lends the act of redemption its special poignancy is the 

fact that it is effected from a situation or surroundings which constitute 

a threatening potency: "For I brought you up from the land of Egypt and 

redeemed [Mi~] you from the house of bondage" (Mic. 6:4). To imply both 

the hostile nature and the threatening power exerted by the sphere from 

which redemption is effected, the Bible frequently employs the expression 

114. The following summary is partially based on the observations 
of J. J. Stamm, ErZosen und Vergeben im AZten Testament (Munich, 1940), 
pp. 1-6; henceforth cited as ErZosen. 



l'ltl in!)/~~tl in!) - .' to redeem from the hand of': 

b'l~'liY ~tl 1"nl!)j 
jjtltl vin l'ltl j7~~j ~py'l n~ 'n in!) .,~ 

iJl!)~ 7~W l'\b 
~it1 ... 'lj'ltl 1j!) 

"jji!)n iJ'l~'liY i'ltlj 

Jer. 15:21 
Jer. 31 :11 
Hos. 13:14 
Job 5: 20 
Job 6:23 

The verb 7~~ is employed either in the context of original owner-

ship - in the case of inanimate property - or of kinship, when a human 

being is concerned. It therefore connotes the restitution of a natural 

state ln its widest implication, and stresses the obligatory nature of 

the act. 7~~, which is attested only in Hebrew, is a more emotionally 

charged concept than in!), which is attested in similar use in other 

115 Semitic languages, and underscores the special relationship between 

the redeemer and the redeemed. 
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While it must be admitted that in poetic language the semantic dis-

tinction between in!) and 7~~ has disappeared and the original denotation 

of the two verbs somewhat paled, their occurrence still serves to IDvoke 

the associations that stem from their original meaning. Thus, while n7vn 

nnwn implies merely the spatial ascent from a lower region, nnwn inB and 

nr,wn 7K~ reflect upon the alien nature of the domain and its threatening 

potency. 

Further information as to the connotation of n~\ may be gained by 

comparing the context in which Akkadian ~stu/baZtu and biblical n~ are 

attested. 
116 

Akkadian ~astu, which, as has been indicated above, is the 

115. For references see TRw, II, 389-390. 

116. See p. 53, n.ll!. 
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etymological and semantic equivalent of biblical hilW, is attested once in 

a lexical text as "the house for the offering to the dead" and may, in 

117 another text, have the meaning of "grave." 

The literary texts are more explicit in articulating the conceptions 

that were associated with Gastu. In a passage of Ludlul Bel Nemeqi, the 

righteous sufferer complains: 

My fami l y treats me as an alien 
the pit [bas twn] a\~ai ts anyone who speaks we 11 of me 
For [him] ... who says God bless you, death comes at 

the gallop . 118 

In this context, untimely death is associated with bastwn. In The Baby­

lonian Theodiay the just sufferer complains that sin is not duly punished. 

This complaint is answered by a pious friend: "For the crime [lit. 'as 

retribution for the crime'] which the lion committed the pitfall awaits 

him." The commentary on this line reads as follows: ''(¥z-as-tu: 
. tim erset1.,m 

ana mubbi !fAB : sa-ga-su." [pstum means ert?etim (netherworld) because gAS 
119 means 'to murder.' This is probably a popular etymology, but it may 

nevertheless indicate the belief that hastum was associated with violent ... 

death - the text certainly reflects the association of being consigned 

to the pit (hastumJ with retribution for sin . ... 
There are additional texts in which untimely, violent death is 

associated with being consigned to ~stu . Thus, Tiglatpileser boasts 

about his dealings with his enemies: ana hal-te ukinsunuma ziqiqis um-mi -

118. \'I. G. Lambert, Babylonian Wisdom Literature (Oxford, 1960) 
Ludlul Bel Nemeqi, I, 92-93, 96. 

119. Ibid. The Babylonian Theodicy, 64-65 . 
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"I put (my enemies) into a pit and reduced (them) to nothing.,,120 In the 

Tuku1ti Ninurta epic, the Babylonian king admits to his crime in vio1at-

ing a treaty and describes the ensuing catastrophe which he brought upon 

his people: ana pasuqti ~al-ti sa la ele ukimmi[rJ - "I heaped up (my 

people) in the narrow pit from which there is no coming up. ,,121 The asso-

ciation of violent death and hastu is further indicated by the idiomatic ... 

expression in which hastu is balanced by kaY'asu, which denotes catastro-

phe,122 annihilation, slaughter. In an incantation to Marduk, the peni-

tent asks the deity to exercise his power and save him: ina ha-as-ti su ... 
Zu[u] - "to pull out from a pit," ina KA ka-ra-se-e e-te-ru - "to rescue . 

123 from the throes of catastrophe." In LudZul Bel Nemeqi, the rescue 

from the pit by divine mercy is described: [ina aa-stJi e kim-an ni -

"he rescued me (from the pit), [ina ka-ra]se-e id[kan]an ni - "he sununoned 

me from destruction" [xxx] ina hu-bur is-du-da-an~ni - "he pulled me from ... 
the Hubur river." 124 The Hubur river refers to the waters of death but 

'oJ 

also to the river ordeal. 125 

120. E. Weidner, "Die Fe1dziige und Bauten Tiglatpi1esers, " AfO 18 
(1957/58) 349, 10; English trans. according to CAD g, p. 143b. 

121. E. Ebeling, ~OS 12/2, Col.IV 36; English trans. according to 
CAD !J, p. l43a-b. 

122. Karasu is used for the destruction wrought by the flood both 
in Gilgames XI 173 and Atranasis, III vi.10, VIII[lO]. lowe this refer­
ence to W. W. Hallo, "Antediluvian Cities," JCS 23 (1970), n.74. 

123. Surpu IV, 43-44. 

124. LudZul Bel Nemeqi, IV 5, 6 [for restoration and similar con­
text see Ludlul, IV, 35-36; W. G. Lambert, Babylonian Wisdom Literature 
(Oxford, 1960), p. 58]. 

125. W. Rollig, ReaUexi7wn del' Assyriologie, Vol. 4 (Berlin, NY, 
1974-75), p. 478f. 
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In accordan~e with the developed guilt consciousness in the Baby-

1 · 1 126 h' d h . on1an cu ture, catastrop e, unt1mely eat, and annihilat10n were not 

considered accidental, nor were they attributed to the arbitrary willful-

ness of a deity, but rather to a divine retributive measure provoked by 

human transgression. The following will exemplify this causal relation-

ship. 
127 In a prayer to Ishtar, the penitent confesses: 

I have been remiss, I have sinned, I have acted 
profanely .... I have trespassed in ignorance and 
transgressed your ordinance .... Save him from the 
mouth of destruction Cpa-is ka-ra-si]. 

128 Similarly, in a prayer to Marduk: 

Your slave is cast into the mouth of destruction 
[ina pi-i ka-ra-se-e]. Take away your punishment, 
rescue him from the morass. 

Thus it seems that the thematic sequence in which the rescue from 

the pit (Gastu) is mentioned in Surpu is not accidental: 

It rests with you Marduk to keep safe and sound ... 
to rescue from sin 
to wipe out crime 
to raise from the sick[bed] 
to rescue from trouble 
to forgive sin 
to save from hardship 
to pullout from a pit [ha-as-ti] 
to rescue from the throes of catastrophe [KA ka-ra-se-e] 

126. A. Falkenstein and W. von Soden, Swner'ische und Akkadische 
BYmnen und Gebete (Stuttgart, 1953), pp. 36, 45, 55. 

127. W. G. Lambert, "Three Literary Prayers of the Babylonians," 
AfO 19 (1959), 51, lines 67, 69; henceforth cited as "Literary Prayers." 

128. Ibid., p. 59, lines 153-154. 



Note the similarity to Ps. 103:2-4 -

2 Bless the Lord 0 my soul 
and do not forget all His bounties 

3 He forgives all your sins 
heals all your diseases 

4 He redeems your life from the pit [~nw] .... 
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There is thus a marked coincidence in Akkadian literature between 

untimely death and being consigned to ~astu. The causal relationship 

that the Akkadians assumed between this kind of death and human transgres­

sion implied that the descent into hastu was effected by divine wrath, 

and the rescue from it by divine mercy. This coincidence is noteworthy 

. . '1 b" b'bl' lli 129 S1nce a S1ID1 ar nexus 0 ta1ns 1n 1 1ca terature. 

As the following passages will illustrate, being consigned to ~r:w 

is attested to in the Bible in a specific context which almost exclusively 

deals with divine retribution for human sin: 

For you 0 God will bring them down to the 
nethermost pit [~nw ~~] 

tho~murderous treacherous men 
they shall not live out half their days .... 

God of vengeance Lord 
God of vengeance appear 
Give the arrogant their deserts 
How long shall the wicked 0 Lord 

(Ps. 55:24) 

129. There may be a mention of a similar concept to Akkadian hastu 
in Ugaritic literature. In eTA 16 I l4f - the term ~st is paralleled by 
bt. These lines are rendered by de Moor: 

How could we enter your tomb willingly 
even your vault on our own account? 

J. C. de Moor, "Studies i n the New Alphabetic Texts from Ras Shamra I," 
UF 1 (1969), 171, and notes 27-29. De Moor's rendition of the passage 
is'prob1ematic, but his understanding of ~st as connected with Akkadian 
~stu may be valid. 



How long -shall the wicked exult 
Shall they utter insolent speech 
Shall all evildoers vaunt themselves 
They crush your people ... 
They afflict your very own 
They kill the widow and the stranger 
They murder the father less 
Thinking the Lord does not see it ... 
The God of Jacob does not pay heed 
.. , until a pit [nnw] is dug for the wicked. 

(P s. 94: 1- 7, l3b) 

Arrogance is also mentioned as the guilt of the Prince of Tyre (Ezek. 
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28:2) and since in his hubris he arrogated divine (or Ells) prerogatives 

he was consigned to nnw (v.8). Conversely, the deliverance from nnw is 

associated with forgiveness of sin: 

He forgives all your sins 
heals all your diseases 
He redeems your life from the pit [nnw] 
surrounds you with steadfast love and mercy. 

You saved my life from the pit of 
destruction [~7~ nnw] 

(Ps. 103:3-4) 

for you have cast behind your back all my offenses. 

o Lord my God 
I cried out to you and you healed me 
o Lord you brought me up from se'ol 

(Isa. 38:17:b,c) 

preserved me from going down into the Pit [nnw] .. . 
For He is angry but a moment 
and when He is pleased there is life 
I called to you 0 Lord 
to my Lord I made appeal 
what is to be gained from my death [lit. - blood] 
from my descent into the Pit [nn~] ... 
You undid my sackcloth and girded me with joy. 

CPs. 30:3,4,6,9,lO,12b) 

In the last psalm the guilt consciousness of the suppliant is attested 

indirectly by referring to his sackcloth which is a sign of mourning and 

penitence, and by the awareness that he must have had provoked divine 
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anger to be chasti~ed with severe illness. In this psalm, as was the 

case in those previously quoted, rescue from the pit is attributed to 

divine magnanimity. It was because his trust in this divine quality was 

f t t d th J b . d d h b' 1 . 130 rus ra e at 0 was ~n uce to t e ~tter conc USlon: 

I am already found gui lty why should I struggle in vain 
Were I to scrub myself with soapwort, cleanse my hands 

with lye 
You would douse me in the pit [hnW] and my clothes would 

abhor me 
He is not, like me, a man whom I could challenge, let us 

go to court together. 
(Job 9:29-32) 

And it is in an attempt to refute this allegation by Job that Elihu most 

fully articulates the belief that being consigned to the pit [hIW] is due 

to a just divine judgment. In Chapter 33 a description is given of the 

subtle ways in which God chastises the transgressor with an aim to redeem 

him from premature death. The fate of the sinner, if unheeding the divine 

warning, is determined at a heavenly court presided over by God. While 

recounting the ways of divine discipline, the rescue from the pit is 

described four times. Since this passage (vv.l3-30) supplies us with 

details concerning the various beliefs associated with the notion of the 

pit, it merits full quotation: 

13 Why do you charge him 
That he answers none of your words 

14 God may speak in one way 
Or another, and one not perceive it. 

15 In a dream a vision of the night 
When slumber falls on men 

130. The translation followed here is by M. H. Pope, "Job," but 
for the noun rliit.:1 in verse 31, which is rendered by Pope as "filth" and is 
here translated according to its common meaning by "pit." 
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26 
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As they sleep upon their bed 
Then he opens men's ears 131 
Terrifies them with warning 
To deter man from evil132 
To keep man from pride 133 
To spare his soul from the pit [nnWl 
His life from crossing the Channel 134 
Or one may be chastened on a bed of pain 
With ceaseless agony in his bones 
Till his soul loathes food 
His appetite choice dishes 
His flesh wastes from sight 
And his bare bones are seen 
His soul draws near the Pit rnnw] 
His life to waters of Death lj5 
Unless he have by him an angel 
A spokesman one out of thousand 
To tell the man's uprightness 
To haY~6pity on him and say 
Spare him from going down to the Pit [nnw] 
I have found him a ransom 
His flesh becomes plump as a boy's 
He returns to the days of his youth 
He prays to God and he accepts him 
He sees his face with joy 
He announces to men his salvation 
He sings before men and says 
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l3l Reading mar~im - 'visions' with the LXX. instead of MT mosaram 
and vocalizing the verb ye~ittem - 'he terrifies them' rather than MT 
ya~tom - 'he seals.' 

132. MT ma~~seh should be emended to mimmaAsehu, the first m 
dropped out by haplography as did the final w. By implication - 'his 
deed' denotes here 'his evil deed.' 

133. Reading according to BH3. 

134. As to MT seZa~ - E. Dhorme suggested the equation with 
Akkadian siZiatu. denoting 'channel': E. Dhorme. Livre de Job (Paris, 
1926), pp. 452-453. This interpretation is followed by Pope. "Job." p. 
218; M. Tsevat. "The Canaanite God Salah." VT 4 (195r) 43-45; D. Leibel. 
"'br bsll),." Tarbiz 33 (1964) 225- 227. a~d "An Addendum to 'br bsl~." ibid .• 
405; H. Yallon. "Comments to D. Leibel's Article 'br bsl1).." ibid .• 403-
405. For a different view. see M. Held. "Pit and Pitfalls," p. 174. 

135. MT memi~im - 'killers.' Pope, "Job," suggests leme-mawe!-mo 
with enclitic emphatic particle. 

136. ~nvia of the MT does not occur elsewhere and should be emended 
.. T ~ 

to ~nJ~ according to v.28. the Peshitta, Targum II, and probably 11 Qtg 
Job which has P?hy. Cf. M. Sokoloff, The Targum to Job from Qumran Cave 
XI (Tel-Aviv, 1979), p. 72. 



I sinned and perverted the right 
Yet he did not fully requite me 

28 He saved my soul from the Pit [nnw] 
And my life sees the light 

29 All those things God does 
Twice or thrice with a man 

30 To turn back his soul from the Pit [nnw] 
To light him with the light of life. 
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(Job 33:13-30) 

In this passage, Elihu underscores the idea that it is human trans-

gression which ' brings man to the verge of the pit and the final aim of 

the divine measures taken to deter man from evil is therefore "to spare 

his soul from the pit, his life [lit. 'soul'] from crossing the channel" 

(v.18). The nature of nnw as a place of punishment is evident in this 

passage and is further conveyed by the reference to the "crossing of the 

channer' which, as has been maintained by several scholars, points to the 

"infernal stream," "the water of judgment.,,137 In the ensuing divine 

judgment scene (vv.23-26) which is patterned after the common procedure 

138 of litigation in a terrestrial court, the verdict of being consigned 

h .. k d fIb 1" 139 d to t e plt lS revo eater an appea y an ange lC lntercessor an 

the offer of ransom money. This judgment scene articulates most explicitly 

what has been implied by many a Lament of the Individual, namely, that nnw 

is a place meant for the transgressor. 

137. Cf. p. 63, note 134. 

138. So interpreted by H. Ri chter, Studien zu ~ob (Berlin, 1959), 
p. 115. N. Johansson, ParakZetoi: VorsteZZungen von Fursprecnern jUr die 
Menschen vor Gott in der aZttestamentZichen ReZigion im ~atjudentum und 
Urchristentum (Lund, 1940), pp. 27 , 43, 47. 

139. For the function of the angelic intercessor cf. N. Johansson, 
op. cit., pp. 24-47; S. Mowinckel, "Hiob's gote1 und Zeuge im Himmel," 
Vom AZten Testament (Marti Festschrift), ed. K. Budde (Giessen, 1925), 
pp. 207 - 212 . 
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Psalm 49, a wisdom psalm which reflects on the transitory nature of 

wealth, may however contain a passage in which n~ is the final destina-

tion of every man, a place from which no mortal can redeem himself no 

matter how rich he may be (vv.8-l0). The passage, however, contains many 

textual difficulties which render its precise meaning uncertain: 

~jjIO~ ~jPY IIV VI ~D~j KI~K nD7 (6) 
177nh~ b~WV j\jl u7~n 7V n~~jn (7) 

I~~ a~n7K7 lh~ K7 W~K ni~~ ni~ K7 l40nK (8) 
071))7 7ii:~ LJW~j II~i~ li'~1 (9) 

.hi':'W'IT nKI~ K7 ii.:r:J7 ilV ~ n~" (10) 

In time of trouble, why should I fear 
the encompassing evil of my deceivers 
men who trust in their ri hes 
who glory in their great wealth 
Ah, it cannot redeem a man 
or pay his ransom to God 
the price of life is too high 
and so man ceases to be forever 
Shall he live eternally 
and never see the grave [lit. nnW] 

CPs. 49:6-10) 

Whether the object of the verb ni~ is the accrued wealth or man himself, 

or else a fellow-man who offers the ransom money (so according to MT) 

does not change the central theme of the psalm - the inadequacy of human 

means to rescue from death. What is of greater consequence for under-

standing the psalmist's intention is whether vv.8-10 refer to death as a 

general fate, as is the common understanding of the commentators, or 

140. !vlost commentators fol lO\.; the version preserved in 8 MSS and 
substitute lK - 'alas! for MT nK - 'brother . I I f this reading is pre­
ferred, the object of the verb ni~ becomes somewhat problematic . The 
object could be either the wealth mentioned in v . 7 or e l se Man himself in 
which case the verb n}~: (in qal) would have to be changed to ~~: (in 
nipl). For a comprehensive summary of the divergent exeg~tical ' approaches 
to this passage cf. H. Gros, "Se lbst -Oder FremderH:isung. Uberle gung u Psalm 
49 8-10," Fes t schrift E. Ziegler. For schung ZU1" Bibel 2 (1 972 ) , pp . 65 -70. 
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whether the psalmist has a particular kind of death in mind. In other 

words, is it the inevitable fate of man to descend to nrw or is it only 

in some specific situation that man cannot redeem himself from being con-

signed to it. Close analysis of the vocabulary and of the cultic setting 

in which the psalm is used may reveal the latter to be the case. 

The commentators who understand vv. 8-10 to point to human fate in 

general base their interpretation on the common meaning of w~~ in bibli-

cal Hebrew. The following renditions of v.8 are offered according to this 

line of interpretation: 

(a) "Yet man cannot redeem himself nor give ransom to God 

for his life. ,,141 

(b) "A brother can by no means redeem a man, he cannot give 

to God a ransom for him.,,142 

(c) "Ah, it [i. e. J wealth] cannot redeem a man or pay his 

143 ransom to God." 

Verse 9 is commonly considered a gloss due to its uncertain relation to 

the context of the passage from the point of view both of syntax and 

content. LX~s reading iW~J (v.ga) - 'his soul' is usually preferred to 

MT DW~J - 'their soul,' and this pronominal suffix understood as an 

141. M. Buttenwieser, The Psa~ms (Chicago. 1937), p. 645; hence­
forth cited as Buttenwieser. Similarly, C. A. Briggs, The Book of Psalms~ 
I.C.C. (Edinburgh, 1969; reprint of the 1906 edition), p. 405; henceforth 
cited as Briggs; H. J. Kraus, Psalmen, B;( 15 (Neukirchen-Vluyn, 1960), p. 
362. 

142. A. Heidel, The Gilgamesh Epic and Old Testament Parallels, 4th 
ed. (Chicago, 1963), p. 184, following the MT. 

143. JPS. p. 49. 



objective genitive. The object of the verb 71~ (v.9b) is, according to 

this interpretation, man, and the verb is translated accordingly 'to 

cease' thus yielding: "the price of life is too high and so man ceases 

to be forever" (JPS) According to another interpretation, the object 

of 7iM is the effort of redemption, the verb is translated accordingly 

'to desist' and the verse rendered: 144 

For the redemption of their soul[s] is too costly 
and he must desist from it forever. 
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Verse 10 is considered to be the conclusion of the preceding reflections 

on the inability of man or his wealth to redeem him from death: "Shall 

he live forever and never see the grave [lit. nnw]" (JPS); "That he may 

live forever and not behold the engulfing pi tl' (Buttenwieser). "The pit" 

is consequently understood as the final destination of all mankind. 

A different interpretation proposed here, which construes the passage 

as pointing to a specific kind of death - namely, that of the wealthy 

wicked145 mentioned in vv.6-7 - is based on the following considerations: 

a. Besides the common meaning of w~~ - 'man,' there is also a spe-

cific meaning of this noun attested in biblical Hebrew, i.e., a man of 

sp~cial rank due to his valiance (I Sam. 26:15; I King.2:2) or to his 

social status (II Sam. 16:18). In II Sam. 16:18, 7~i~ w~~ constitutes 

the 'body politic' in counterdistinction to the commoners, ~; he belongs 

to 'the highborn. ,146 Our psalmist clearly has a specific meaning of w~~ 

144. A. Heidel, op. cit.; Briggs, p. 408. 

145. For this meaning of ~j~) cf. Jer. 17:9. 

146. So according to Buttenwieser, p. 647, n.3; cf. II Sam. 20:2. 
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in mind since he distinguishes between wi~ ")~ and t:J.,~ ".:J~ in verse 3,147 

the former he identifies according to the chiastic arrangement of the 

verse, with the poor, the latter with the wealthy. The deceivers from 

whose machinations the psalmist suffers are described as "men who trust 

in their riches, who glory in their wealth" (v.7). The major theme of 

the psalm is to point to the contrast between the fate of the wicked and 

the poet's own fate. To underscore this contrast the poet uses identical 

phraseology to describe both fates: 

(v.S according to MSS) 

(v.16) 

The juxtaposition between the poet and his adversaries who have earlier 

been identified as "men who trust in their riches" (v.7) secures the 

meaning of W"~ in its special denotation in V.S and tallies with its 

denotation in v.3. 

b. The verb ni~ and especially the phrase W~j n1~ - 'to redeem a 

soul' (vv.S-9) through ~~ - 'ransom money' is used in the Bible in the 

context of redeeming a life which has been forfeited. 148 The forensic 

connotation of offering ransom money in such a case, reminiscent of Job 

33:24, is attested in a Babylonian prayer in a liturgic setting which may 

elucidate our passage. In a prayer to Marduk, the penitent (or a priest 

who intercedes on his behalf) prays to the deity:149 

147. Cf. Ps. 62:10. 

148. Exod. 21:30; Provo 6:32-35; Job 33:24. Note also I Sam. 
14 :45. For different connotations in the Priestly Documents cf. J. J. 
Stamm, ErZosen, pp. 12-13. 

149. W. G. Lambert, "Literary Prayers," p. 59. 
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153 Your slave is cast into the mouth of destruction 
154 Take away your punishment, rescue him from the morass ... 

Receive his present take his ransom. 

From the above-quoted text it becomes evident that the ransom money was 

offered in a specific cuI tic setting as a propitiatory measure, believed 

to be efficacious in mollifying divine wrath, and resorted to in time of 

dire need when untimely death seemed imminent. It seems that this spe-

cific situation is referred to by the author of Psalm 49 when he expresses 

his doubt concerning the efficacy of this religious practice. In order 

to underscore the futility of human initiative in saving a life forfeited, 

the psalmist juxtaposes this effort to the sovereign resolution of God 

who alone can save at will: "But God will ransom me, from the hand of 

~e 150 ;:, '01 will he surely take me" (v.16). But the polarity aimed at in 

this psalm is the contradistinction between the fate of the wealthy wicked 

and the fate of the psalmist. rather than between human limitation and 

divine omnipotence. If the i dea that the psalmist wishes to convey is 

that. contrary to common belief. no sinner can redeem himself by means of 

ransom money. then the meaning of nnw in v.lO tallies with its meaning 

elsewhere in Psalms and denotes a place where the wicked are destined to 

be consigned. 151 This interpretation, more than the one previously men-

tioned, takes into consideration the consistency with which the psalmist 

uses his terminology and follows more closely the drift of the major theme 

ISO. On the emphsizing denotation of the particle "ki" in v.16, 
cf. Ps. 128:2; for the parallel syntactic phenomenon in Ugaritic - C. H. 
Gordon. Ugaritic Grammar (Rome, 1940), p. 54. The stichometric division 
of v.16 should shift MT ~atna~ accordingly. 

151. So also Briggs, p. 408. 
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as (~>;ressed by the structure of the psalm. However, due to the uncer­

tainty concerning the object of the verbs 7in and ~n~ in vv. 9 and 10, 

respectively, this interpretation ought to be considered plausible rather 

than conclusive. But for Psalm 49, the connotation of M~ in the Bible 

is uniformly the final destination of the wicked. The kind of death 

associated with being consigned to Mi~' is always premature and often 

violent. Thus, a common nexus is attested: guilt consciousness, fear 

of untimely death which is combined with the fear of being consigned to 

M~W. This nexus between human transgression, divine judgment, and being 

consigned to Mr.w poses the question of whether a negative connotation is 

innate to the noun, and the word is therefore employed to designate the 

fate of the wicked, or whether n~ is a neutral term - the abode of all 

the dead - and the special context of human guilt and divine judgment in 

which tliit.1 is mentioned is determined by the literary genres in which it 

is most frequently attested, namely, the Individual Lament, Psalms of 

Petition, and the Thanksgiving Psalm of the Individual in which these 

themes constitute the major motifs. This second possibility ought to be 

considered, since in Ps. 49:10, as discussed above, MnW may have a more 

general meaning, and in view of the fact that the noun n~ is attested 

only in these specific literary genres. 

It is noteworthy that the descent to n~' is never attested in a 

context in which natural and peaceful death is described. Natural death 

was accepted by biblical man with a kind of sober resignation, and no 

hope to elude it was nurtured. The grave - the final abode of all man­

kind - is never attested in the Bible in connection with one of the idio­

matic verbal phrases which are employed to express the hope of escape from 
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nliW such as n~vn - 'to bring up,' nl~ - 'to ransom,' ~~) - 'to redeem,' 

jwn - 'to spare,' ~wn - 'to turn back.' There was no turning back from 

natural death, and the grave, as a human destination, is conspicuously 

devoid of negative connotations in the Bible, and often contemplated with 

composure: 

You will come in full vigor to the grave 
Like a sheaf of corn in its season. 

( . .Job 5: 26) 

The family grave in particular was a place one hope to go once one's 

life had peacefully come to an end (II Sam. 19:38). One could nostalgi-

cally recall the burial-place of one's ancestors (Neh. 2:3) since to 

reach it was a sign of divine grace (II King. 22:20). It is therefore 

inaccurate to translate biblical nrr~ as 'grave,' as is so often done. 

fo.loreover, there are passages in which a specific connotation, dametri-

cally opposed to the one discussed, seems to be inherent in the noun nnw: 

"You will not let your faithful one see the pit [nnw]" CPs. 16:10). Since 

biblical man resigned himself to the limitations set upon mankind by cre-

ation and did not aspire to immortality, and since the hope of resurrec-

tion was yet beyond his historic horizon, this verse could have but one 

meaning: "You [God] will not let your faithful die an untimely, evil 

death. ,,152 The same interpretation is valid for Deutero-Isa.: 153 nlO" ~~ 

152. Psalm 16:10 exerted a formative influence on early Christian­
ity (cf. Acts 2:27:b and 13:35) since it was believed to contain a refer­
ence to resurrection. But this understanding is a post-biblical develop­
ment. Cf. H. W. Boers, "Psalm 16 and the Historical Origin of the Chris­
tian Faith," ZNW 59 (1968), 105-110, for discussion and additional bibli­
ography. 

153. Translation by H. 1. Ginsberg, "The Book of Isaiah," JPS (1973). 
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nnuJ'? - "He is not cut down and slain" elsa. 51:14). The verse is part of 

an oracle of salvation, "a proclamation of release," to the nation in 

distress, offered as a divine response to a Community Lament. 154 In 

these verses a specific denotation of nnw as a place of evil death is 

inherent in the noun itself, and it seems therefore plausible that this 

meaning determined the choice of the specific term both in Deutero-Isa. 

and in the Psalms when the context was one of untimely death. whether 

feared by the worshiper or wished upon his enemy. 

The Septuagint translators apparently derived the noun nnw from 

the root nnw meaning 'to corrupt. spoil. ruin.' and when not paraphrasing 

d · h 155 ",156,157 accor lng to t e context. translated nnw by ~vopa 6La~~opa 

xaTa~~opa158 - meaning 'destruction, ruin. cessation of existence.' and 

b ' \ 159 , \ 160 . 'd ., y a~oAAu~L a~WA€La meanlng estructlon. This derivation should 

not simply be considered an "erroneous derivation.,,16l The problem is a 

more complex one. The notion of 'destruction,' 'corruption.' etc. could 

have been suggested to the Greek translators by the negative aspect of 

155. Job 9:31 - pu~os - ' filth. dirt.' 33:18.22.24.30 - ~&vaTos -
'death'; Ps. 7:16. 94:13; Provo 26.7 - S6~pos, S6~uvos - 'hole.' 

156. Jon. 2:7; Ps. 103:4. 

157. Ezek. 19:48; Ps. 9:15. 16:10. 30:10. 35:7,55:24; Job 17:14. 
33:28. 

158. Ps. 49:10. 

159. Isa. 38:17. 

160. Ezek. 28:8. 

161. So S. Jellicoe, "Hebrew Greek Equi valents for the Netherworld, 
Its Milieu and Inhabitants in the Old Testament." Textus 8 (1973) 18. 
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nnw, which, as we have indicated above, was implied in the Bible. Espe-

cially such a verse as Job 17:4, which describes nnw as a place of 

physical disintegration, could have prompted their translation. The Greek 

t ranslation could thus be part of the pervasive post-biblical exegetical 

tradition which, according to contemporary religious motivations, further 

developed connotations already latent in the biblical concept. 162 Both 

the Targum and Peshitta follow the same exegetical tradition and fre­

quently render nnw by ~7jn - 'destruction. ,163 The use of nrw in the 

Qumran literature may represent yet another stage in this exegetical 

tradition, underscoring particularly in such combinations as n~ ~)j -

.... 164 
'sons of sa~at' the negative aspect both from a spatial and from a 

moral point of view which, as proposed above, was already implied in the 

biblical term. 

In conclusion, n~ - the semantic equivalent of biblical 71~W - is 

used predominantly to describe the ultimate destination of the wicked who 

died prematurely. 

162. A religious reinterpretation of n~ according to new contempo­
rary religious notions and anticipation is suggested by A. Schmitt, /Ips. 
16,8-11 als Zeugnis der Auferstehung in der Apg./I BibUsche Zeitschrift 
17 (1973) 229-248. 

163. Cf. Targum to Isa. 51:4; Ezek. 28:8; Jon. 2:7. Peshitta to 
Isa. 38:17, SI.:14; Ezek. 28:8; Jon. 2:7; Ps. 16:10,49:10, 103:4; Job 
17:14, 33:18,22,24,28,30. 

164. See R. E. Murphy, "Sahat in the Qumran Literature," Bibl.ica 
39 (1958) 61-66. 
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IV. 'l I J - "Pit~ netherworld" 

The noun 'lIJ - 'pit' occurs twenty-two times in the Bible. All occur-

rences are in poetic texts which, with the exception of one wisdom text, 

belong to the genres of the Individual Lament, the Lament for the Dead 

b · d . h T d Th k " P 165 com lne Wlt a aunt song, an an sglvlng salms. 'l1:J. is balanced 

six times with 71~W166 and like the latter always appears without the 

article. 

As to the exact meaning of 'lIJ, Gensenius suggests 'grave.' He 

systematically explains all combinations in which 'lIJ is attested as 

referring to the grave, and explicitly rejects the meaning 'netherworld. ,167 

His interpretation is followed by BOB, who translate 'l1:J. i nto "pit of 

[the] 168 grave." 

But the meaning 'grave' for 'lIJ does not fit the context in which 

165. liJ is attested in the Individual Laments in Isa. 38:18; Pss. 
28:1, 88:5,7, 143:7. Since ~~J may also refer to the pit and thus be 
similar to IIJ, two more references may be obtained from Pss. 55:24, 
69:16; both belong to the category of the Individual Lament; cf. Held, 
"Pit and Pitfalls," p. 176, n.35. Isa. 14:15; Ezek. 26:20(2x). 31:14,16, 
32:18,24,25,29,30 are a compound form. Although Isa. 14:4b-2l formally 
belongs to the Lament for the Dead genre and employs its diction, it con­
stitutes a 'mock dirge' expressing relief and joy rather than grief. A 
similar situation obtains in Ezek. 26:17-21 and 32:1-16. The former is 
a lament on Tyre, the latter a lament on the King of Egypt, both employ 
typical lament diction although the sentiment is that of divine judgment 
and not grief over the deceased. Ch. 31 in Ezek., although not called a 
lament, anticipates in vv. 14-18 the lament over the King of Egypt elab­
orated in Ch.32 by employing identical diction. II:J. is attested in the 
following Thanksgiving Psalms: Pss. 30:4, 40:3; Lam. 3:53,55. C. Wester­
mann, Praise of God, p. 102, calls this category "The Declarative Psalm 
of Praise of the Individual." Wisdom text: Prov. 1: 12. 

166. Isa. 14:15, 38:18; Ezek. 31:16; Pss. 30:4, 88:4; Provo 1:12. 

167. GB. 89(3). 

168. BD B , 92 ( 4) . 
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the noun occurs and is not congruent with several descriptive details that 

qualify it. The inadequacy of the meaning 'grave' may be indicated by 

the forced, and sometimes inconsistent, interpretations that Tromp had to 

resort to in his attempt to maintain the meaning 'grave' throughout. We 

. 11 . d f f h· . . 169 W1 conS1 er a ew 0 1S 1nterpretat1ons: 

There can be no reasonable doubt now as to bar meaning "grave" 
(bar is balanced by sa~at in Ps 7:16 see also Ps 55:24) this 
interpretation is imperative in Isa. 14:19 ' ... who go down to 
the stones of the pit.' Vincent remarks how well this queer 
expression corresponds to palpable facts: in Palestine dead 
were found buried on a bed of stones (H. Vincent Canaan 270) ... 
It is clear now that Lam. 3:43 [should be corrected to 53. R.R.] 
must refer to a custom different from the one found in Isa. 14 ... 
but certainly bar in Lam. 3 bears on the grave : 

They flung me alive into the pit 
and cast stones on me 
Water closed over my head 
I said: 'I am lost.' 

The waters here suggest a deeper understanding of this verse: 
the psalmist feels himself in Sheol, and the first two cola 
are to be understood as referring to a lamentable situation. 

Commenting on the combination nJ~n~ I'~ in the next verse and in Ps. 

88:7, Tromp writes: n ••• bar itself is a certain name of the nether-

ld ,,170 wor . 

171 As indicated above, n~ does not refer to the grave but to the 

netherworld. The expression IJ~ ~~~~ - 'the stones of the pit' should 

probably be emended to IJ~ ~Jj~ - 'the lowest, least desirable place in 

172 the underworld.' Furthermore, the meaning 'grave' for I'~ does not 

169. Tromp, Primitive Conceptions, p. 67. 

170. Ibid., p. 183. 

171. Cf. pp. 70, 71. 

172. The Vulgate reads this verse: ad fundamenta laci. That 
Jerome probably had before him ~Ji~ rather than ~IT ~J~~ is suggested 
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accord with the various references to water associated with ii~. Beside 

the passage in Lam. 3:54 referred to by Tromp, iiJ is balanced by ni7~ 

in Ps. 88:7. Again in Ps. 40:3, the association with water is indicated 

by the combination 1iXW ii~ which should be rendered 'miry pit,173 since 

the expression is balanced by 1i~r ~~~ - 'slimy clay.' 1i~W in biblical 

Hebrew generally implies noise, and in particular the roar of waves. 174 

These watery images belong to t he description of the netherworld which is 

located "in the heart of the seas," and do not fit the description of a 

terrestrial grave. 

Finally, the difficulty of the equation liJ=grave can be illustrated 

by the context in which ii~ is attested in Ezek. chapters 26 and 32. In 

chapter 26:20, iiJ ~Jii~ - 'those who descend [or who have descended] 

into the pit' is balanced by V~ ni~nrn - 'netherworld,' which is further 

described in this verse as the dwelling place of people who are long dead 

by B. Kedar-Kopfstein, "Divergent Hebrew Readings in Jerome's Isaiah," 
Textus 4 (1964) 187. H. L. Ginsberg, "Reflexes of Sargon in Isaiah after 
715 B.C.E.," JAGS 88 (1968) 52, n.33 (henceforth cited as "Reflexes of 
Sar gon") also prefers ~)J~ over ~J~~ in vies of the 'lowest pit' in Isa. 
14 : 15. A variant of T. preserved in Qimhi's commentary (ed. L. Finkel­
stein) on our verse - ~)JJ~ (n~~ Ji)) ~~~~b7 - may support the reading 
~)J~ if ~~~~b is a miswritten ~~"b. Cf. S. Talman, "Aspects of the 
Textual Transmission of the Bible in the Light of Qumran Manuscripts," 
Textus 5 (1964) 102, n.16. 

A different rendition of this phrase is offered by Albright, Yahweh 
and the Gods 0 Canaan (New York, 1968), p. 141, n . 80,. who construes it 
as >el ~ ebe - 'the manes, I dead spirits of ancestors, a plural of >El~eb, 
the patron of ancestor-worship. But the numerous text emendations that 
this rendition entails render it highly hypothetical . 

173. So translated in The Book of Psalms, JPS, 

174. Isa. 17:12,13; Ps. 65:8. The roar of "many waters" and per­
sonified sea. 
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(~7IV cry). In chapter 32:23, Assyria is described as destined to die an 

ignominious death: executed, slain by the sword, her multitudes are con-

signed to a special place, 11:1 "n:I"j n"n-cp 1.:m:I ~ - "whose graves are 

set in the recesses of the pit." Were we to translate 11:1 here into 

'grave,' the verse would read: "Whose graves are set in the recesses of 

the grave." Moreover, 11:1 "rwl" in this verse is a quotation from Isa. 

14:15, the only other instance in which the phrase occurs, and there the 

expression is balanced by 71~W. 

Ezek. 32:23 is admittedly a difficult text. The relationship 

between the grave and the netherworld in this entire chapter is no clear, 

and various commentators have observed that a certain merging of the two 

concepts has taken place. Driver offers a partial solution to this dif-

f
o 175 
lculty. He distinguishes between D"~I:JP (a plural form of I:JP -

'grave' that occurs only in v.23 discussed above) and MD~~ - 'burial' in 

the same verse (used collectively for buried ones and which Driver renders 

"round about are her buried ones, all of them slain"). This word recurs 

in v.24 and, according to Driver, should be restored in v.25 where the 

defective writing of nnl:Jp favors this rendition, and in v.26 where this 

reading has the support of the Septuagint and the Peshitta. But some dif-

ficulties in understanding Ezekiel's vision of the netherworld still 

remain: his description of the 'ancient people I who \.,rent down to the 

netherworld with 'ancient ruins' (ch.26:20) and the references to 'burials' 

in the underworld in ch.32 are unique to Ezekiel and can by no means be 

175. G. R. Driver, "Ezechiel: Linguistic and Textual Problems," 
BibZica 35 (1954), 301. 
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considered normative for biblical belief. And yet, the rendition 'nether-

world' for iij in these chapters offers a more satisfactory explanation 

than 'grave.' 

More in accord with biblical evidence is Gunkel's comment concern-

ing the meaning of iij in the Psalms: "iij -Zisterne dann der Ort da die 

Toten wohnen. Der Bedeutungsubergang erfolgt nicht uber die Bedeutung 

'Grab' was das Wort niemals bezeichnet.,,176 Gunkel's interpretation also 

accords with the verbal idiom iij ~Iii~ - 'those who descend, or those 

who have descended into the pit' which is balanced five times by n~nnn f~1 

ni~nnn f~ and six times by 7i~w177 where the reference is clearly to the 

netherworld and not to the grave. This verbal idiom iij ~Iii~ seems to 

be a stereotyped phrase similar in form and content to 7i~W ii~ - 'descent 

into se~ol' CPs. 55:16; Job 7:9), n~ ii~ - 'descent into sa~at' CJob 

33:24) and i~ li~ - 'descent into the dust' CPs. 22:30). The expression 

iij ~Iii~ :]'1) ~njtu':l::J - "I am reckoned among those who go down to the pit' 

CPs. 88:5) is to be compared with a similar expression in Ugaritic litera-

ture: tspr byrdm aY'? - "You will be counted among those who go down into 

178 the earth," referring to Ba'al's descent into the netherworld - the 

domain of Mot. 

The particular form of the phrase iij ~Iii~ should probably be 

176. H. Gunkel, Die Psalmen. GHAT (Gottingen, 1926), p. 121. This 
interpretation is followed by H. J. Kraus, Psalmen BK 15/1 (Neukirchen­
V1uyn, 1972), p. 230. 

177. !l~nr:n r\~: Ezek. 31:14,16. m~ni1r11'i.~: Ezek. 26:20, 32:18, 
24. 7i~W: Isa. 14:15, 38:18; Ezek. 31:16; Pss. 30:4, 88:4; Provo 1:12. 

178. eTA 4 VIII, 8-9. Cf. Ras Shamra Parallels, Vol. I, ed. L. R. 
Fisher, Analecta Orientalia 49 (Rome, 1972), p. 27. 
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understood in most cases as expressing a past action, 'those who have 

descended,' rather than 'those who descend' into the pit. 179 This mean-

ing is implied in the following texts, where the parallel expression 

refers not to dying people but to those who are already in the realm of 

the dead: In Ps. 88:5 iij '1ii' is paralleled by b'~n - 'the dead' (v.6); 

in Ps. 143: 7 it is paralleled by tl'?iV 'Iln - 'those long dead' (v. 3); and 

in Ezek. 26:20 it is paralleled by b'?iV ~) - ~he people of old' Cv.20). 

In order to elucidate the concepts that are associated with this 

expression in particular and with iij in general, we turn to examine the 

contexts in which they occur. 

The contexts in which iij - 'pit/netherworld/ occurs imply that 

being consigned to the pit does not simply mean to die, but rather to be 

doomed to die prematurely by divine judgment and wrath: 

o Lord hear my prayer 
give ear to my p l ea as You are faithful 
answer me as You are beneficent. 
Do not enter into judgment with Your servant .... 
Do not hide Your face from me 
or I shall become l ike those who descend [descended?] 

into the Pit [iij '1i' OV 'Il'?~n~J] 
CPs. l43:l,2b,7bc) 

You have put me at the bottom of the Pit180 IlI'IlMn ilj] 
in the darkest places in the depth. 
Your fury lies heavy upon me 
You afflict me with all your breakers .... 

179. For the participle referring to the past tense cf. Jon. 5:6; 
Jer. 28:4; Ezek. 32:23, 39 : 10. 

180. l"ihether the plura l in Il"PtltiI'l ij~ - lit. 'lowest pit' - refers 
to an intensified form, as suggested by Tromp, Primitive Conceptions, p. 
69, n.2l6, cannot be determined with certainty. Note that this form 
which occurs once more in Lam. 3:55 is used there interchangeably with 
il~ echo 3:53), without a qualifier. 



Your fury overwhelms me Your terrors destroy me 
They swirl about me like waters all day long 
they circle me on every side. 

CPs. 88, vv.7-8, 17-18) 
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Just as consignment to the pit is a direct result of divine anger, 

so is the rescue from it an indication of the abatement of divine wrath 

and a sign of mercy: 

a Lord You brought me up from Sheol preserved me from 
going down into the Pit [Ii~] ... 

For He is angry but a moment and when He is pleased 
there is life. 

CP s. 30: 4,6) 

. .. He inclined toward me and heeded my cry 
He lifted me out of the miry pit the slimy clay. 

CP s. 40: 2b , 3ab) 

Contemplating the reason for the divine anger which consigned him 

to the pit, the psalmist concludes, "my iniquities caught up with me" 

(ps. 40:13). Other psalmists indicate the same causal relationship 

between being consigned to the pit and sin: 

a Lord ... do not disregard me for if You hold aloof 
from me I shall be like those gone down into the 
Pit.... 181 

Do not count me with the wicked and evildoers. 
(P s. 2 8 : 1 , 3) 

Cf. Isa. 38:17,18. 

The nature of the offense is usually not specified. In one instance it 

may refer to the sin of overweening confidence CPs. 30:8);182 in two 

181. MT ... ~) ~):wnn 7~ - lit means 'do not drag me off.' Dahood 
renders: "do not rank me," equating rJI) 1U,'D wi th IJ~ ~i 7 n~ i 1" 1wn - "He 
associated with scoffers" (Hos. 7: 5) . Based on an unpublished suggestion 
by Albright. 

182. Cf. Ps. 10: 6. So also H. L. Ginsberg, "Psalms and Inscriptions 
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other psalms the expression that qualifies the divine anger may enable us 

to determine the nature of the sin that caused it: 

Do not hide Your face from me or I shall 
become like those who descend into the Pit. 

CPs. 143:7) 

When You hid Your face I was terrified ... 
what is to be gained from my death from my 
descent into the Pit. 

CPs. 30:8b,lO) 

The expression 'to hide the face' has been defined by Friedman as "Yah-

183 weh's response to betrayal of his covenant": " mastir panim thus 

stands beside active divine chastisement as an additional and more terri­

fying dimension of YHWH's response to IsraePs infidelity.,,184 Although 

betrayal of the divine covenant is not explicitly mentioned in our texts, 

it seems to be implicit in the specific terminology that the psalmists 

employ in describing the abject condition of those who have been con-

signed to the pit, and in their plea for deliverance and restoration of 

the relationship between God and man. 

iiir'~ J""'" i1tlJl)7J~ J"'7'Y:; 7:;j "'n"':li1 lJ'i'7J ;J"'7J'" "'n""'L:i 
i'~ ""i'" DV "'n7WO~' "'~OD J"'~:; /non 7~ 

.•. "'nrnj J~ "':1 ITor: ii'n "'~'Y"'7JWi1 
"'tll:;~ i1~ ~"'::rJn Jni";:O "'~"'m 'i1 J7:ltll 1V7J7 

.... "'j"'~ n"'7J~ J,on~' 

of Petition and Acknowledgment," Louis Ginsberg Jubil,ee Vol,wne CNew York, 
1945) 167. 

183. R. E. Friedman, "The Biblical Expression Mastir Panim," Hebrew 
Annual, Review I (1977) 147. 

184. Ibid. J 142. The psalms referred to here are not treated in 
Friedman's article but he claims that the meaning of the phrase "remains 
remarkably consistent in all its contexts so that mastir panlm acquires 
the status of a formulaic expressionmd perhaps even of a terminus tech­
nicus." 



Then I thought of the days of old I rehearsed all 
Your deeds 

Do not hide Your face from me or I shall become like 
those who descend into the Pit 

Let me learn of Your faithfulness by daybreak for 
in You I trust. 

For the sake of Your name 0 Lord preserve me as You 
are beneficent 

Free me from distress as You are faithful 
put an end to my foes .... 

CPs. l43:5,7b,8,11,12) 

.1n~~~ i~)~n ~ li~~n l85n~ 7~ ~niiO ~Di~ V~ n~ 

What is to be gained from my blood from my descent 
into the Pit 

Can dust praise You can it declare Your faithfulness. 
CPs. 30:10) 

Note also the similar vocabulary in connection with iij ~ii~~: 

They who descended into the pit do not hope for Your 
faithfulness. 

Clsa. 38:18) 

1iij~ 1n)~b~ 1iOM iO~j ~o~n 
n~W) f~j 1n~i~' lX~~ 1~ij Vi'~n 

Is Your faithful care recounted in the grave 
Your constancy in the place of perdition 
Are Your wonders made known in [the place of] 

darkness 
Your beneficent deeds in the land of oblivion. 

CPs. 88:12-13) 

While an occasional isolated use in a liturgical context of terms such 
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as lnvi~, lno~, 110M - to indicate God's ~aithfulness,' 'beneficent deeds,' 

'loving kindness' and 'steadfast love' would not necessarily suggest 

covenant terminology, the implications here are more clearly defined. 

The accumulation within one organized complex of terms which specifically 

185. The synonym for nnw - iij - is mentioned in Ps. 30:4. 



denote covenant relations and covenant faith indicates that it is this 

meaning that the above-quoted psalmists have in rnind. 186 

To sum up - in the Individual Lament Psalms "to become like those 

who have descended into the Pit" (Pss. 28:1, 143:7) is equivalent to 

being "ranked with the wicked" (Ps. 28:3), treated as one of those 

"treacherous people who have no regard for the deeds of God" (Ps. 28:5) 

and are judged and punished for violating the covenant. 

In one particular case, in Ps. 88:5,6, consignment to the pit is 

associated with another typical form of divine judgment - death by the 

sword: 

I am numbered with those who have descended 
into the Pit .... 

like the slain that lie in the grave. 

The concurrence of this particular kind of death, the descent into the 
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pit, and of divine judgment, is a major motif in a number of additional 

texts: in the mock-dirge over the 'King of Babylon' elsa. 14:4_121),187 

186. The following terms mentioned in our psalms and in Isa. 38:18 
have specific covenant denotation: 10n (Pss. 88:12, 143:8,12), see N. 
Glueck, ijesed in the Bible, trans. A. Gottschalk (Cincinnati, 1967). 

1n~/nn~ (Pss. 30:10, 88:12), cf. Deut. 32:4,21; I Kings 3:6; Isa. 
38:3; II Chron. 31:20. 

1v1~/1~~~ in Ps. 88:13 equals in meaning 1~j~ nwyn/1~V~ in Ps. 
143:5 referring to the saving acts in history through which God reveals 
his loyalty to the covenant. Cf. G. von Rad, Old Testament Theology, I, 
trans. D. M. G. Stalker (Edinburgh/London, 1963), pp. 373-383, 449. 

n1vD w~n~ ~niJt in Ps. 143:5; cf. the identical terminology within 
a context referring to redemptive history in Ps. 77:6,7,12,13. See B. S. 
Childs, Memory and Tradition in Israel, Studies in Biblical Theology 37 
(London, 1962), 60-65. 

187. For the historical identification of the 'King of Babylon' cf. 
H. L. Ginsberg, "Reflexes of Sargon," pp. 49-52. 
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in Ezekiel's Laments over the prince of Tyre (ch.26), the King of Egypt 

Cchs.3l, 32:1-21,31-32), the kings of Assyria (ch.32:22-23), Elam (ch. 

32:24-25) and Meshech-Tubal (ch. 32:26-28). 

The divine punishment inflicted on the 'King of Babylon' was meted 

out in retribution for his extreme cruelty in his dealings with the 

nations he conquered (14:5-8,17,20) as well as for his hubris, arrogating 

to himself divine prerogatives (vv.13_l4).188 The prophet describes in 

detail the shameful death visited on the King, who was 

Left lying unburied189 like loathsome carrion190 

like a trampled corpse in the clothing19l of the slain 
gashed by the sWQrd who descend to the depths of 

the Pit. ln 

(v.9a,b,c,d) 

The final horror of this punishment is indicated by the fact that the 

188. These verses probably contain an allusion to an ancient myth 
whose details are not known. Articles on this problem include: M. Dahood, 
"Punic hkkbm'l and Isa.14,13," OrientaZia, NS.34 (1965), 170-172; J. W. 
McKay, "Helel and the Dawn Goddess: A Re-examination of the Myth in Isaiah 
l4.l2-15,"VT 20 (1970) 451-464; P. C. Craigie, "Helel, Athtar and Phae­
ton," (Jes.14,12-l5) ZAf:' 85 (1973) 223-225; O. Loretz, "Der Kanaanaischer 
Mythos vom Sturz des Sal).ar-Sohnes Helel (Jes.14,12-l5)," UF 8 (Neukirchen­
Vluyn, 1976), pp. 133-136. 

189. Translation and verse order according to Ginsberg, op. cit., 
p. 52. 

190. According to a variant reading in the LXX, Aquila, and Jerome, 
MT ~~ should be read 7~~, which, in post-biblical Hebrew, means 'decom­
posing dead flesh.' 

191. Reading ~1~7~ for ~IT WI~7 due to haplography. 

192. Divergent readings of v.llb may contain yet another indica­
tion of the shameful death of the King: IQls a reads ln7~J n~Dn instead 
of MT 1~7~~ n~nn. The Targum agrees with IQIs a . The Vulgate points the 
first word of MT n~bn which probably indicates a similar reading to 
IQI sa. 

------
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King is not united in burial with his peers - the dead kings who had pre-

ceded him (v.20). Denied proper burial, the King is doomed to restless-

ness in afterlife. 

There are marked similarities between Ezekiel's Laments for the 

above-mentioned kings and princes and the Mock-Dirge of Isaiah. All the 

kings (but for Edom) have committed similar crimes, "spreading terror in 

the land of the living." In addition, the Kings of Egypt and of Tyre (cf. 

ch.28) are both charged with the sin of hubris. And finally, the kings 

and princes share a common fate of shameful death, the details of which 

are reiterated by Ezekiel for each and every king in schematized, monoto-

nous repetition. The kings are all ~irn t1",,!ljil tl"'"rr - "slain by the 

sword" - a phrase which refers not only to death on the battlefield but 

also to execution by divine judgment~3The shamefulness of this death is 

underscored by Ezekiel in descri bing their descent to the netherworld as 

n"',iV - 'uncircumcised,' which denotes a particularly ignominious kind of 

194 death, and in referring to ni"'nnn/n"'nnn ViK - 'the low part of the 

193. For this interpretation see O. Eissfeldt, "Schwerterschlagene 
bei Hesekiel," Studies in Old Testament Prophecy, ed. H. H. Rowley (Edin­
burgh, 1950), pp. 73-81. 

194. This term shOUld not be understood literally, since there is 
evidence that the Egyptians, Phoenicians and probably the Edomites too 
did practice circumcision. Cf. J. Sasson, "Circumcision in the Ancient 
Near East," JBL 85 (1966) 473-476, and W. Zimmerli, Ezechiel, BK 13 
(Neukirchen-Vluyn, 1969), pp. 785-786. Aanrding to A. Lods, "La mort des 
incirconcis," Comptes rendus l'Academie des Inscriptions et BeUes-Lettres 
(Paris, 1943) 271-283, this term refers to a kind of death which in Israel­
ite society was considered especially ignom~ous because of the importance 
of circumcision for nmional identity. Thus, an uncircumcised Israelite, 
according to Lods, was not only excommunicated during his lifetime, but 
was severed from his kin after death by being denied burial in the family 
grave. The fate particularly affected children who died before the rite 
of circumcision was performed. 
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netherworld' - as the proper destination for these slain kings. The con­

stant conjunction
195 

of u~77M, b~7'V, and ~J~~hh r~ with IJ~ ~'IJ~ extends 

the ignominy to this concept as well. It becomes clear that descent into 

the pit designates not merely death, but death of a particularly shameful 

k · d 196 ln . 

O. Eissfeldt, noting the frequent parallelism in Ezekiel between 
"the slain by the sword" and O~7il) nib, extended the category of people 
who were considered to have died a shameful death to include those "slain 
by the sword" (op. cit.). A different interpretation for the term nib 
O~7il) is offered by H. J. Van Dijk, Ezekiel's Prophecy on Tyre, Biblica 
et Orientalia (Rome, 1968), p. 113: on the basis of I Sam. 18:25,27, where 
Saul is represented asking a hundred foreskins (~orlot) of the Philistines 
as a dowry from David, the author interprets the term "the death of the 
castrated." (Van Dijk refers to M. Dahood as the source of this inter­
pretation.) The common denominator of these various interpretations is 
the understanding of the phrase w~7il) ~,D as connoting a particularly 
shameful death. 

195. Ezek. 26:20(24), 31:14,16, 32:18,24,25, 29,30. 

196. Three more (rare) equivalents of Sheol: n~w~, n~Dli, 1"~X, 
are discussed in the chapter on the descriptive details of Sheol. 



Chapter 3 

THE CONTEXT OF SHEOL 

When Jacob was led to believe that his favorite son had died a violent 

death, he despaired and would not be consoled: 

All his sons and all his daughters rose 
up to comfort him; but he refused to be 
comforted and said: No I shall go down 
to Sheol to my son mourning .... 

[Gen. 37:35] 

When it seemed that the life of another favorite son might be in danger, 

he responded in similar vein: 

If harm should befall him on the journey 
that you are to make, you would bring 
down my grey hairs with sorrow to Sheol. 

[Gen. 42: 38] 

With but slight variation thjs last phrase recurs two more times in this 

narrative: 

If you take this one also from me, and 
harm befall him, you will bring down my 
grey hairs in sorrow to Sheol. 

[Gen. 44: 29] 

When he sees that the lad is not with us, he 
will die; and your servants will bring down 
the grey hairs of your servant our father 
with sorrow to Sheol. 

[Gen. 44: 31] 

But when at long last Jacob is reunited with his lost son and his longing 

is at rest, his readiness to die is expressed as follows: 

Now let me die, since I have seen your face 
and know that you are still alive. 

[Gen. 46: 30] 
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In this context Sheol is conspicuously absent. 

The discriminate use of Sheol indicates a clear distinction between 

natural and unnatural death. This distinction is not limited to the 

above-mentioned narrative-cycle but is maintained throughout the Bible. 

Whenever death is due to unnatural causes, Si1eol is mentioned; whenever 
. 1 

death occurs in the course of nature, Sheol does not appear. As the 

rebellion of Korah Dathan and Abirarn indicates, those who descend to 

Sheol do not "die the common death of all men" nor are they "visited by 

the fate of all men" (Nurn. 16:29). Their death is always premature and 

often violent: 

As when the earth is cleft and broken up 
... bones are scattered at the mouth of Sheol. 

[Ps. 140:7] 

The form of death often associated with Sheol is "the death of the 

transfixed by the sword" - ';>'m "moo - (Ezek. 28:17). In Ezekiel, to "go 

2 
down to Sheol" virtually means to join "those who are slain by the sword." 

This sort of death was considered particularly ignoble when met with on 

the battlefield;3 there, denial of decent interment may turn the dead 

into "loathsome carrion ... a trampled corpse in the clothing of slain 

gashed by the sword" (Isa. 14:19). The violent nature of death associated 

1. The texts that seem to indicate otherwise, e.g., I Kings2:6, 
Ps. 89:49, Eccl. 9:10, are discussed on p. 234f. 

2. This form of death is mentioned 19 times 
Sheol. It appears in Provo 7:26, Ps. 88:6, and is 
in Ezek. chaps. 31:14,18 and 14 times in chap. 32. 
a variant - "gashed by the sword" - ::lin "'.:JV~O. 

in connection with 
particularly frequent 

Isa. 14:19 contains 

3. E:ek. 32:24,25,30. See discussion on p. 85 and notes 193, 194. 



with Sheol is also conveyed by the phrase "to bring down with blood to 

Sheol, ,,4 and implied by the verbs that describe this particular kind of 

death: to "be felled" elsa. 14: 12), "swept way," "beaten down" (Isa. 

89 

28:17,18), "cut down" (Ezek. 31:12), "broken" (Ezek. 32:28). This is an 

5 untimely death "in the noontide" of one1s days. 

Even when descent into Sheol is caused by illness, the biblical 

writers underscore the fact that this is not illness which affects man in 

the course of nature . Since any serious disruption of the natural order 

of things was considered divine decree, all such deaths were understood 

H" d" " "6 as .1S 1rect 1ntervent10n. Untimely "evil death" was believed to be 

due to God's retributive measure. As a result, a sufferer remanded to 

Sheol of necessity was suspect of transgression or considered outright 

wicked. This is explicit in a number of texts: 

Heat consumes the snow 7 
Sheol those who have sinned. 

[Job 24: 19] 

They [the wicked] pass their days in 
prosperity and quickly8 go to Sheol. 

[Job 21: 13] 

4. I Kings 2:9. Cf. Ps. 30:10, Provo 1:11-12. 

5. lsa. 38:10. ""l.iJ"l. "l.iJ1:J" has not been satisfactorily explained 
but the parallel part of the verse "for the rest of my days" conveys this 
general meaning. Cf. Pss. 55:24, 102:24,25. 

6. On lsa. 38 see S. Talmon, "Textual Study of the Bible," Qwnran 
and the History of t he Biblical Text (Cambridge, Mass., 1975), pp. 330-331. 
The explanation offered in this article may also be applied to Hos. 13:14. 
See also Pss. 6:5, 30:7-8, 31:7,9-11, 88:8,10,15-18, where it is made 
clear that it is not ordinary illness that the poet has in mind. 

7. Concerning the textual problems of this verse see G. Fohrer, 
Hiob 337. 

8. For a different rendition of V)i - Jenoting 'death' or 'perdition' 



The Lord has made Himself known 
He works judgment 
the wicked man is snared by his own 

devices 
Let the wicked return tor/be in?] Sheo1. 

[Ps. 9:17-18] 

o Lord, let me not be disappointed when I 
call You 

let the wicked be disappointed 
let them be silenced in Sheo1. 

[Ps. 31:18] 

Such is the fate of those who are se1f-
confident 

the end of those pleased with their own speech. 
Sheep like they head for Sheol 
with death as their shepherd. 
The upright shall rule over them at daybreak 
and their form shall waste away in Sheol .... 
But God will redeem my life from the clutches 

of Sheol 
for He will take me. Selah. 

[Ps. 49:14-16] 

Let Him incite death against them 
may they go down alive into Sheol 
For where they dwell 
there evil is. 

[Ps. 55:16] 

In all the passages cited above, "death" is to be understood as evil, 

premature death which leads the wicked to Sheol. 

A clear distinction marking Sheol as a place for the wicked seems 

also to be indicated in two extra-biblical passages. The first example 

is from Ben Sira:
9 
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on the basis of Ps. 30:6, 6:11, and probably also Num. 16:21 as well as 
UT 67: 11-2, see H. Dahood, Psalms I, AB 16, p. 182. This meaning is pre­
served in the LXX's translation of V:l i as "destroy" in various bib lical 
passages. See I. L. Seeligman, VTS I (1953), p. 169, n.2. This rendi­
tion also supports our premise that Sheol is a place for the wicked. 

9. The translation, but for the last line, is from The Ben Sira 
SaroH from Masada, Y. Yadin, Israel Exploration Society (1965). Our 



Fear not Death thy destiny 
Remember former and latter [share it] 

with thee 
This is the span of all [flesh from Go]d 
[and how canst thou withstand the decree of 

the Most Hig[h] 
be it for ten, a hundred or a thousand years 
He who is often reproved [descends] into 

She [01 ] alive. 
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The second text is an Aramaic papyrus of the fifth century B.C. Although 

fragmentary, its overall theme seems clear. The text concerns Bar Punes 

h h · d d ... d d b h ki 10 w 0, aVlng ren ere a merltorl0US serVlce, was rewar e y t eng. 

Line 15 reads: 

... and your bones shall not go down to Sheol. 

This formulation may be of precatory intent and as such has its anteced-

ents in the Bible. 

The hope that the devout can, and indeed will, be spared from Sheol 

is variously expressed in the Bible. The Wisdom Literature, true to its 

optimistic pragmatism, indicates the ways to achieve the former, while 

the Psalms dwell on the latter: 

Do not hesitate to discipline a youth 
Though you beat him with a stick, he 

will not die 
Indeed you should beat him with a stick 

translation of the last line is based on the Hebrew Language Acad. 1973 
edition, and takes into account the meaning of njn~jn W~~ in Provo 29:1. 

10. According to A. Cowley, Aramaic Papyri of the Fifth Century 
B.C. (Oxford, 1923), pp. 179-181. Cowley's rendition 'grave' for 7jKW is 
unwarranted. Aramaic 1~~iU - 'bones' may be a reference to the body or 
understood literally (cf. Ps. 141 : 7, Ezek. 32:27). 



And so save his life from Sheol. 
[Provo 15:24; trans. 
R.B.Y. Scott, AB 18] 

The path of l i fe leads upwards for the 
enlightened 

Taking him ever farther from Sheol below. 
[Provo 15:24; trans. 
ibid. ] 

For You will not abandon me to Sheol 
or let Your faithful one see the Pit. 
You will teach me the path of life .... 

Teach me Your way, 0 Lord 
I will walk in your truth 

[Ps. 16:10,lla] 

let my heart be undivided in the worship 
of you .... 

For Your steadfast love toward me is great 
You save me from the depth of Sheol. 

[Ps. 86:11,13] 
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The belief that if the "torments of Sheol overtook" the devout "the 

death of His faithful ones is grievous in the Lord's sight" CPs. 116:3b, 

15) was a deep conviction of the Psalmists. Even Job, who in his bitter-

ness despaired of being saved from Sheol: 

A cloud evaporates and vanishes 
so he that goes down to Sheol does not 

come up 
[Job 7: 9] 

expressed the hope that his stay there would be temporary, until God's 

indignation would pass and his sins forgiven: 

o that You would hide me in Sheol 
Conceal me till Your anger pass 
Then set me a time and remember me •.. 
then You would not count my steps 
nor be alert to my sins 
My guilt would be sealed in a bundle 
You \vould coat over my iniquity. 

[Job 14:13,16,17] 
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In this, as in most biblical passages, consignment to Sheol is a 

direct result of previous sin and rescue a sign of forgiveness or of the 

culprit's vindication. The notion that "God brings down to Sheol and 

brings up from it" (1 Sam. 2:6) is reiterated in the Bible not so much to 

stress divine omnipotence as to manifest His righteousness as a judge. 

Therefore remand to Sheol is often preceded by the parti cle ~~ - 'because, 

since' and the clause then specifies the various sins. ll Or else, the 

particle r:'7/1:J '7)) - 'therefore' is mentioned. This particle is an intro-

ductory formula in the Covenant Lawsuit which marks the transition from 

description of sin to verdict. 12 Conversely, redemption from Sheol 

results from remission of Sin: 

For Thou has cast all my sins behind 
Thy back. 

[Isa. 38: 17] 

He rescued me because He was pleased 
with me 

The Lord rewarded me according to my merit. 
He requited the cleanness of my hands 
for I have kept to the ways of my God 
for I am mindful of all His rules. 
I have not disregarded His laws 
I have been blameless toward Him 
and I have guarded myself against sinning .... 

[Ps. l8:20b-24// 
2 Sam. 22:20b-24] 

The association between divine judgment
13 

and being consigned to 

11. Num. 16:30; Isa. 14:20, 28:15; Ezek. 32:25,26,27; Ps. 55:16. 

12. See H. B. Huffmon, "The Covenant Lawsuit in the Prophets." JBL 
78 (1959) 285-295; see Isa. 5:14, 28:16-17. 

13. In the Psalms in which the protagonist is tormented by human 
adversaries and their machinations bring him to the gates of Sheo1 - it 
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Sheol is a marked feature in the Psalms and the poet often describes his 

plight and deliverance by means of forensic terminology: 

For You uphold my right and claim 
enthroned as righteous judge. 
The Lord abides forever 
He has set up His throne for judgment 
it is He who will judge the world with 

righteousness 
rule the peoples with equity .... 
The Lord has made Himself known 
He works judgment. 
Let the wicked be in Sheol 
all the nations who ignore God 
Rise a Lord 
Let not men have power 
let the nations be judged in Your presence. 

[Ps. 9:5,8,9,17,18,20] 

This passage contains most of the pertinent terms. The root ~~ is 

attested 6 times in this passage both in verbal and nominal forms (v.S, 

8,10,17, 20); l'~ twice (v.lO, 5); pi twice (v.S, 9); and O"'iW"'T) (v.g). 

The term "Rise, a Lord" 'il l'Inil' (v.20) also has a forensic meaning, 

"arise for judgment.,,14 Similar terminology is used in Ps. 42/43 in a 

plea for rescue from engulfing waters which, as will be indicated below, 

serve to qualify Sheol: 

Vindicate me a God, Champion my cause 
[Ps. 43: 1] 

is made clear that it was God's anger that lay at the core of their suc­
cess or allowed the situation to deteriorate (e.g., Ps. 69:27). 

14. The use of the verb bjl' is attested in Ps. 7:7; 35:2; 74:22; 
76:10. For a comprehensive list of this verb in the Bible and discussion 
of its use in forensic context see THw II, 638-639, and B. Gemser, "The 
RIB-Or Controversy Pattern in Hebrew ~1entali ty," Supp. VT 3 (1960) 123; 
henceforth cited as "Rib." 
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In Psalm 69 the poet is beset by similar waters (v.2-3, 15-16). He pro-

tests his innocence (v.S) and pleads with God as in a court of justice: 

"You know my folly, my guilty deeds are not hidden from you" Cv.6). In 

Psalm 6 two more terms with a forensic connection occur: 

o Lord do not punish me C':JI'T":J'1h) in anger 
do not chastise me (~:JIO'h) in fury 
Have mercy on me (~:J:Jn) 0 Lord for I languish 
heal me 0 Lord for my bones shake with terror. 

[Ps. 6:23] 

Various shades of meanings of the root n:J' are attested in the 

Bible, but scholars agree that the basic meaning of the root is a forensic 

15 one. The verb employed in this psalm in pleading divine forgiveness, 

"':J:JI1," is most commonly attested in the Psalms where rescue from Sheol 

16 
is requested. The use of this particular term is of interest. Though 

not strictly a legal term, it is often used in a context conveying rnitiga-

tion of the severity of divine judgment. In this context, the absolute 

sovereignty of the divine decision is always stressed: "The verb l'1n had 

as its fundamental sense the bestowal of kindness which cannot be claimed. 

111 is the unmerited favor bestowed through altruism of a superior .... When 

used of God 111 shows how unrestricted by any condition is this conde-

scending favor of Yahweh, who is not morally bound either to give or to 

15. For a list of sources and discussion see H. J. Boecker, Reder­
formen des Rechtslebens im Alten Testament (Neukirchen, 1970), 44-45; I. 
L. Seeligmann, "Zur Terminologie fur das Gerichtsverfahren im Wortschatz 
des Biblischen Hebraisch," Festschrift W. Baumgartner, SVT 16 (1967) 
266-268; Kraus, "Psalmen," p. 47; Gemser, "Rib," pp. 124-125. 

16. Both in verbal and nominal forms: Pss. 6:10; 9:14; 30:9,11; 
55:2; 86:3,6,16; 116:1,5; 140:7. 
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withhold.,,17 Since in the Psalms under discussion admission of sin is a 

common motif and remand to Sheol the most severe of divine punishments, 

the act of bestowing 1M indicates the extent of divine grace. 

In a number of psalms in which the supplicant pleads for divine 

grace he also asks for a sign of forgiveness: 

Turn to me and have mercy on me C" jjlT) 

Show me a sign (hl~) of Your favor. 
[Ps. 86:l6a,17] 

18 Such a sign was also sought by Hezekiah when promised rescue from death. 

In other passages it seems that divine verdict had been reached 

and a certain "sign" given: 

The Lord has made Himself known 
He worked judgment. 

[Ps. 9:17] 

Whether such "sign" assumed the form of an oracular response obtained in 

a cultic setting and mediated by a priest,19 or was originally announced 

~ 20 
in a night vision or dream and in later preiods proclaimed by a prophet 

cannot be decided with certainty. But in whatever form it may have been 

17. E. R. Dalglish, PsaUn Fifty One (Leiden, 1962), p. 83. To the 
bibliography cited add THw I, pp. 587-597, and Tw, pp. 23-39. 

18. 1 Sam. 38:22 and 2 King. 20:8. For the textual problems of 
this verse see S. Talman, "Textual Study of the Bible," p. 330. 

19. J. Begrich, "Das priesterliche Heilsorakel," ZAW 52 (1934), 
81-92. H. J. Zobel, "Das Gebet um Abwendung der Not und seine Erhorung 
in den Klageliedern des Alten Testament und in der Inschrift des Konigs 
Zakir von Hamat," VT 21 (1971 ) , 98, 99. 

20. J. C. Greenfield, "The Zakir Inscription and the Danklied," 
Proceedings of the Fifth World Congress of Jewish Studies, Vol. I (Jeru­
sal em, 1971), 174-191. 
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obtained, it was considered a divine verdict in matters of life and death 

and therefore may account for the sudden shift from utter despair to hope 

21 
in a number of psalms. Of special interest for our discussion is the 

fact that such divine verdict was anticipated in the morning hours: 

Hear my voice 0 Lord at daybreak 
at daybreak I plead before You and wait 

Let me hear of Your faithfulness at 
daybreak. 

I look to the Lord 
I look to Him 
I await His word 
I am more eager for the Lord 
than watchmen for the morning 
watchmen for the morning. 

[Ps. 5:4] 

[Ps. 143:8] 

[Ps. 130:5,6] 

While the morning hours are typical for divine deliverance,22 morning is 

also the time when both heavenly and earthly courts of justice convene. 23 

The concentration of legal terminology in the psalms seems to be de1iber-

ate and an essential part of the message to be conveyed. Metaphoric 

interpretation of the legal terminology, as suggested by Gemser, is mis­

leading and should be rejected.
24 

21. G. von Rad, '" Gerechtigkei t' und 'Leben' in der Ku1 tsprache 
der Psalmen," Festchrift A. Bertho1et (TUbingen, 1950) 418-437. For a 
different view see F. Heiler, Prayer (English trans. and eds. S. McComb, 
J. Park, 1932), pp. 260-264. 

22. J. Ziegler, "Die Hi1fe Gottes 'am Morgen, '" Festschrift F. 
Notscher (Bonn, 1950), pp. 281-288. 

23. E.g., Jerem. 22:12; Zeph. 3:3. For the heavenly court see 
Frymer-Kensky, "Ordeal," pp. 524-535. 

24. Gemser, "Rib," p. 128. Note: "Metaphor is traditionally 
taken to be the most fundamental form of figurative language. Figurative 
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The legal terminology used in the psalms has its counterpart in 

Babylonian prayers. The phrase "judge my judgment, decide my decisions" 

is often employed in appeals for succor from various God-sent afflic­

tions. 25 The use of this terminology indicates that illness, demonic 

influence, or a malformed izbu could be objectivised as an adversary in 

a legal dispute which God was asked to adjudicate. 

The interpretation of the terms ~~W and (~~1 in the psalms as well 

as in their Babylonian counterpart as connoting a more general meaning -

'to help, rescue,' as suggested by Gamper,26 is also unacceptable. Gamper 

supports the latter by arguing that in ancient times the function of a 

judge was more that of a modern attorney pleading his suppliant's case. 

However, our present knowledge of ancient judicial systems is too scanty 

to allow for such deductions. It would be more adequate to accept the 

forensic terminology in the psalms in its literal meaning, i.e., as divine 

judgment. 

The water images may provide further aid in connecting Sheol with 

the idea of judgment. When the Psalmists who composed Laments of the 

language is language which does not mean what it says," T. Hawks, Meta­
phor (London, 1972), p. 1. 

25. W. Mayer, Untersuchungen zur Formensprache der Babylonischen 
'Gebetsbeschworungen' (Rome, 1976) , 221-225, esp. 222. See also J. 
Laess¢e, Studies in the Assyrian Ritual and Series bit rimki (Copenhagen, 
1955), pp. 86-89; T. Jacobsen, "Ancient Mesopotamian Religion. The Central 
Concerns J" Proceedings of the A.merican Phi losophical Ebciety 107 (1963) 
480, n.22. For a discussion of the use of forensic terminology in Baby­
lonian prayers and source indication of the various texts see A. Gamper, 
Gott als Richter in Mesopotamien und im Alten Testament (Innsbruch, 1966), 
pp. 82-100. 

26. Gamper, ibid ., p. 94f. 
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Individual attempt to describe the descent of the worshipper into Sheo1 

or to emphasize the fear of this descent, they use expressions which 

describe immersion or drowning in water. Furthermore, rescue of the 

individual from Sheo1 in the Thanksgiving psalms is described with the 

aid of images depicting an ascent from water. These descriptions are 

also found in psalms in which the worshipping individual is a king (or in 

psalms written for him). In these psalms the distress described is not 

the distress of the individual but is on a national scale. These images 

are also found in clearly communal laments and national Thanksgiving 

psalms. Actually, the water images constitute the most common descrip-

tiona1 element in connection with the concept of Sheo1, or the deadly 

terror which is connected with this concept. 

The majority of commentators consider the most plausible exp1ana-

tion of this phenomenon to be based on ancient cosmography according to 

which the earth is surrounded by water and floats on seas and rivers.
27 

Whoever leaves the land of the living to descend into Sheo1, located "in 

the heart of the seas" (Jon. 2 :4), of necessity, therefore, crosses a 

watery passage. This concept of the cosmos, it was further argued, was 

. . d 11 1 b f d· . 1 28 not unlque1y Israel1te, an para e s may e oun ln anClent cu tures. 

Such passage from the land of the living to the world of the dead was 

considered normative for all mortals: 

27. E.g., Gen. 1:6-10; Isa. 40:22; Pss. 24:2, 104:3,6-9, 136:6; 
Provo 8:27-28; Job 26:10, 38:8-11. 

28. 
596-604. 
pp. 180f. 

For the Mesopotamian sources see Frymer-Kensky, "Ordeal," pp. 
For Egyptian: S. Morenz, Agyptische Religion (Stuttgart, 1960) , 



Our fathers in fact give up and go the way 
of death. It is an old saying that they cross 
the river Hubur . 29 

.., 
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But in those cultures in which the departure to the world of the dead was 

described as a water passage the reference was to a journey across, or a 

voyage down a certain body of water. Fo:r this purpose model boats were 

supplied among other funeral appurtenances and various means provided to 

induce the ferryman of the netherworld to grant safe passage. 30 The 

Psalms, however, mention drowning, which the ancients commonly considered 

an unnatural passage into the world of the dead. Such a fate was wished 

upon demonic forces and reserved for certain human sinners. 3l The water 

images mentioned in connection with Sheol therefore cannot be explained 

as referring to conventional passage to the land of the dead. In addi-

tion, some of the verbs which describe the action of the waters upon the 

sufferer are not, as \iill be indicated below, the verbs commonly found 

in other biblical descriptions of water. Also unique is the intervention 

of the Lord in the action of the water. All these taken together create 

the impression that the intention of the Psalmist was other than to 

describe the usual departure to the netherworld. The uniqueness of these 

images, therefore, merits further study. 

29. W. G. Lambert, BWL, p. 71. 

30. D. O. Edzard, Worterbuch der MythoZogie (Stuttgart, 1965), 132. 

31. Such a fate was wished upon demons, witches, or people accused 
of slander . In order to bring abou~ t heir drowning, model boats were 
placed upside down in the water ; see O. R. Gurney, "A Tablet of Incanta­
tions Against Slander," Iraq 22 (1960) 221-227; Z. Abush, "Mesopotamian 
Anti-Witchcraft Literature . Texts and Studies. Part I: The Nature of Maqlu," 
JNES 33 (1974) _60 and note 31. The overturned boats were also meant to 
prevent the return of the deceased's spirit to the land of the Ii ving. 
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In the Myth and Ritual School the centrality of the water images in 

relation to Sheol was emphasized, but their explanation is unacceptable 

on many counts. The Myth and Ritual School explains the water images 

within the framework of the Sacral Kingship theory which surmises that 

they represent the chaotic waters into which the king must descend and 

which he must overcome in a ritual battle. According to this School, the 

king figures in a cultic drama associated with the New Year's festival in 

three capacities: (a) as humiliated sufferer. (b) as ritual warrior in 

combat against the chaotic life-and-order threatening powers. and (c) as 

temporary detainee of the underworld. held in death-slumber. In these 

capacities the king was considered to symbolize on the one hand the fluc-

tuation of the powers of nature according to a seasonal pattern. The 

king's sojourn in the netherworld paralleled the barren dryness in nature. 

His awakening from the death-slumber symbolized quickening to new life 

of the dormant natural powers. On the other hand, the humiliation and 

suffering were believed to represent the struggle for the re-establishment 

of cosmic order over and against the threatening chaotic powers. Of the 

many psalms to which the above-mentioned interpretation has been applied 

f h . . . 32 T f h we will ocus only on t ose contalnlng water 1mages. wo 0 t ese. 

Psalms 69 and 88, are central to such a discussion for they contain 

elaborate water images. These psalms are devoid of any explicit refer-

ences or implicit allusions that would permit us to assume that the pro­

tagonist is a king. 33 On the contrary, the details mentioned in these 

32. Pss. 18,40,42,66,69,88,116.124,144. No full-scale criticism 
of the school's tenets is intended. The discussion will be limited to 
the points that have direct bearing on the present study. 

33. Only in Psalms 18 and 144 is the protagonist a king. 

NOTICE: This nl2tcri'J! mc:y be protected 

by copyright law (Title 17 U.S. Code) 
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psalms, such as the accused's protestation of innocence of theft in Ps. 

69:5, or the feeling of being a social outcast lamented in Ps. 88:9, pre-

clude such an interpretation. And yet, Ahlstrom advocated a royal back-

ground for these psalms. He maintained that only a king would thus plead 

with his God and demand to be rescued from the realm of the dead. 34 This 

argument is surprising indeed, coming from a scholar well versed in Near 

Eastern liturgical literature. 

There is, in addition, a latent ambiguity in the School's theory of 

the relationship between the role of the king and that of the Godhead in 

the postulated cultic drama. While Johnson insists that the king, although 

considered "a potent extension of the divine personality," is no more than 

" . . h . f h K· ,,35 h f h a V1ce regent 1n t e serV1ce 0 t e 1ng, ot er exponents 0 t e 

School's theory claim that "God is embodied in the king. ,,36 The vaci 11 a-

tion between representing the king as God's suffering servant on the one 

hand and on the other hand as the embodiment of the suffering deity, imper-

sonated in a cultic drama, can be found within the writings of one and the 

same author (Ahlstrom, Psalm 89, pp. 146-51). But if the king is identi-

fied with the Godhead in the annual struggle for the establishment or re-

establishment of cosmic order, how are we to understand the sufferer's 

current appeal for divine succor in these psalms? And, if God himself is 

in the netherworld, who is it who finally effects the redemption from it? 

34. G.W. Ahlstrom, PsaZm 89 (Lund, 1959) 145-146, commenting on Ps. 88. 

35. A. R. Johnson, Sxcral Kingship in Ancient Israel (Cardiff, 
1967) 16 md 12~ respectively, 

36. I. E. Engnell, Studies t.n Divine KingshiD in the Ancient Near 
~ast (Uppsala, 1943), p. 163. 
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The contention37 that God rescues himself and thus paves the way for the 

rescue of the king severely strains any logic. Furthermore, the suffer-

ing of the protagonist in t hese psalms offers no basis whatsoever for 

understanding the prayers in terms of the waning powers of nature or the 

struggle between order and chaos. Rather, the issue in the Psalms (Pss. 

18, 69, 88) is a purely moral one and he who emerges from Sheol is not 

the victorious but the righteous man who has been vindicated, or the 

penitent who has been pardoned by his gracious God. 

Concerning the water images, two decisive points have been over-

looked by the Myth and Ritual exponents. The water epithets fuat describe 

the chaotic element in the Bible belong to a definite literary tradition 

which employs stereotyped phrases, some of them in fixed sequences bearing 

a marked resemblance to those employed in Ugaritic literature. 38 However, 

the many water images employed in the Psalms in connection with Sheol do 

b 1 h · d·· 39 not e ong to t 1S tra 1tlon. Moreover, the waters are not represented 

as opposed to God, but are considered his implement in meting out 

37. G. Widengren, 8akraZes Konigtum im AZten Testament (Stuttgart, 
1955), p. 66f. 

38. These phrases have been commented upon by Cassuto: ,1~IO~p.1.~ 

1-:ItVn :J":J~ 'i'n .11 P"7~":J 'L."Jr7 nOJ:J ",n"JVJ:J ili"tJj n"uV ili"W." 

39. The following combinations occur in connection with Sheol: D"D 
(Ps. 69:2, 88:18; Jon. 2:6), D":Ji ~"n (Pss. 18:17//2 Sam. 22:17, 32:6, 
144:7), ~"n n7:JW (Ps. 69:13), o"n "pnvn CPs. 69:3,15), il71~ (Ps. 69:16; 
cf. Ps. 88:7), ii71~ 11" CPs. 69:3), O"uWD/::J"7:1 (Pss. 42:8, 88:8; Jon. 
2:5), l"iIJ~ (Ps. 42:8), ~~IW ~IW CJes. 28:15), n'i'~W CPs. 69:3), wiiln 
(Jon. 2:6; Ps. 42:8), 'i't1J (Ps. 18:5//2 Sam. 22:5), biJ (Jon. 2:4), ~:J 
CPs. 69:16), ~,,~ (Ps. 69:15), 11"ii ~,,~ CPs. 40:3). Of these, the vocables 
u"n, 0"1j"1fl & il71~ appear in both contexts but are the more general and 
neutral terms for a body of water, whereas the special combinations that 
signify the chaotic waters are not represented here. 
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. h 40 punlS ment. Had the protagonist's appeal for rescue from Sheol been i n 

any way symbolic or reminiscent of the divine battle with the primordial 

waters, mention of this event would have been expected. Certainly, as 

often encountered in biblical descriptions of dire need, the past victory 

41 over the chaotic waters could have served as a model for future rescue 

from Sheol and a source of hope. But this event is neither explicitly 

mentioned in the psalms under discussion or implicitly alluded to. And 

yet many commentators accepted the interpretation that the water images 

associated with Sheol refer to chaotic waters, although they did not follow 

the "ritual" interpretation of these psalms in any other detail. 

An alternative interpretation of the water images proposed by oppo-

nents of the Myth and Ritual School as well as by others divested them of 

all mythological garb and saw in them natural images reflecting actual 

experience. 42 According to Bernhardt, the reason for choosing water 

images associated with the sea CPss. 69 and 88), the flood CPs. 69), the 

morass CPss. 40 and 69), raging waters CPs. 124) and torrents (Pss. 18, 

42, and 69) to describe the awesomeness of the realm of the dead was that 

the Israelites became a partially land-locked people. Since any sea voyage 

was frightful for them, they chose elements of this experience to express 

their fundamental terror of death. This approach was extended to include 

40. Pss. 42:8, 88:8; Jon. 2:5. 

41. E.g., Isa. 51:9- 10; Pss. 74:13-15, 89:10-11. 

42. K. H. Bernhardt, Das PY'obler.z deY' altol"ientalischen Xonigside­
oloaie im Alten Testar.zent (Leiden, 1961), 278, followed by L. Wachter, 
DeY' Tod im Alten Testament (Stuttgart, 1967), 46-48; \'I. Rudolph, l'Jonah," 
XAT 13/2 (GUters1oh, 1971), 351-354. 
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other water images which, according to Bernhardt, reflect the special 

climatic conditions in the Sea of Galilee and the Dead Sea, where sudden 

storms could endanger human life. Yet comparison of the water images with 

the one biblical description which seems to reflect an actual sea voyage, 

Ps. 107, points to the inadequacy of this approach: 

Others go down to the sea in ships 
ply their trade in the mighty waters; 
they have seen the works of the Lord 
and His ,-londers in the deep. 
By His word He raised a storm wind 
that made the waves surge 
Mounting up to the heaven 
plunging down to the abyss 
disgorging their misery 
they reeled and staggered like a drunken man 
all their skill to no avail. 
In their adversity they cried to the Lord 
and He saved them from their troubles. 
He made the storm subside 
the waves were stilled. 

[Ps. 107:23-29] 

This impressionistic description seems to convey real experience. 

At any rate, the words of the author and the method of his description 

bear the stamp of imaginative individuality. By contrast, the water 

descriptions in the Psalms, though numerous, are written in formularized 

style, varied only by slight differences. In several of these psalms, it 

is obvious that the protagonist's plight is due to the direct intervention 

of God. In two, Psalms 42 and 88, as well as in the prayer inserted 

into the book of Jonah (chap.2:3-l0), the waters constitute a divine 

punitive measure. In two additional prayers, Psalms 40 and 69, similar 

images are mentioned. In these four psalms, therefore, explicit references 

are made to divine judgment by water. The mode of judgment, however, 

especially its vocabulary, bears no affinity to the literary traditions 
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that describe the classical divine judgment by water in the Bible. Neither 

the story of the Deluge (Gen. 6) nor the Song of the Sea CExod. 15:1-18) 

h d h f h d .. 43 seem to ave serve as t e prototype or t ese escrlptlons. 

On the other hand, as we indicated, the water images do not seem to 

reflect spontaneous impress i ons, or bear the stamps of creative imagina-

tion of individual poets. Rather, they seem to show the fixity of a 

literary tradition that employs stereotyped phrases. Such a literary 

tendency usually points to a specific frame of reference the nature of 

which should be investigated. 

Albright 44 has suggested a connection between the concept of bibli-

cal Sheol and that of the Mesopotamian river ordeal, but he never elab-

orated on it, nor did he base his argument on the water images. 

More recent research of the text that Albright alluded to in drawing 

his comparison between the Mesopotamian river ordeal and biblical Sheol 

(KAR 143 + duplicates) indicates that its interpretation has to be revised. 

Frymer-Kensky, in her study of the ordeal (pp. 431-449), indicated that 

it is by no means certain that the scene dealt with in this text does, 

indeed, refer to an actual ordeal. 

A direct link between the water images in the Psalms under discus-

sion and the concept of the judi cial ordeal known from the cuneiform 

documents has recently been proposed by McCarter in "The River Ordeal in 

43. For a recent analysis of the Song of the Sea, cf. F. ~.1. Cross, 
Canaanite Myth and Hebrew Epic, pp. 121-144. 

44. JBL 75 (1956) 257. 
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Israelite Literature.,,45 McCarter puts forth a two-part theory: He 

offers an explication of a number of our psalms against a proposed "con­

ceptual backdrop of judgment by river ordeal,,,46 and he further suggests 

a re-interpretation of several biblical passages which contain the con-

cept i~~, usually rendered by 'calamity, distress,' as explicit refer-

h · d 47 ences to t e rlver or eal. McCarter's basic assumption merits serious 

consideration; however, much of his reasoning does not bear up under 

close scrutiny. We shall therefore discuss his article in some detail. 

McCarter states that the above-mentioned psalms share a common 

48 
motif which "clearly presupposes a situation of judgment by water." 

This motif comprises 3-4 elements: (a) the psalmist is beset by raging 

waters, (b) he is surrounded by accusers, Cc) he protests his innocence 

and his reliance upon God, and he beseeches God to deliver him. In those 

psalms which also describe a previous instance of God's salvation, a 

fourth element may be added: Cd) the psalmist is drawn out of the waters 

and set in a safe place. On further inspection, however, we discover 

that these elements are not to be found in most of the seven psalms 

singled out by McCarter. The Psalm of Jonah (Jon. 2:3-10) does not con-

tain any mention of an accuser or an accusation, neither is there any 

protestation of innocence nor use of terminology which would indicate the 

45. P. K. McCarter, "The River Ordeal in Israelite Literature," 
HTR 66 (1973) 403-412. 

46. Ibid., p. 403. The psalms 50 interpreted are Pss. 18 (=2 Sam. 
22), 66, 69, 88, 124, 144, as well as Jon. 2. 

47. Job 21:17,30; 31:23; P5. 18:19; Deut. 32:35. 

48. ~lcCarter, OD. cit., p' . 403, 404. 
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juridical frame of reference one would expect in a poem allegedly dealing 

with an ordeal. The river ordeal may be defined as a juridical procedure, 

used to determine guilt or innocence; thus, the absence of accusation, 

protestation of innocence, and other legal terminology renders McCarter's 

contention that the Psalm of Jonah is one of the "parade examples of the 

. f . . ,,49 d b f 1 motl ln questlon very ou t u . The only element that the psalm does 

contain is an extended description of the supplicant's being surrounded 

by water. Similarly, Psalm 88 contains neither mention of a personal 

accuser, protestation of innocence, nor legal terminology of any kind, 

nor is any rescue described. The poet in this psalm has incurred divine 

wrath and suffers from loneliness, the deprivation of human company 

imposed upon him by an angry God. The results of the "covering of God's 

face," a concept discussed previously, and the ensuing suffering are 

described in this poem, as in the other psalms listed by McCarter, by 

means of water images. It is precisely this absence of enemies and of 

the consciousness of guilt - usually encountered in the Lament of the 

Individual - that both early and recent commentators have noted as being 

unique to the Psalm of Jonah and Psalm 88. 50 Again, in Psalm 144, no 

mention is made of an accusation. The psalm does speak of adversaries, 

but they are explicitly referred to as ~J ~J~ - 'foreigners' (vs.7, 11). 

This is a royal psalm of thanksgiving to God who trains the hands of the 

King for battle (v. 1), rescues him from the deadly sword (v.lO), and 

49. Ibid., p. 404. 

SO. Gunkel, PsaZmen, p. 382; Kraus, B.K., p. 608; for Jonah, 
Wolff, B.1<.., p. 104. 
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"gives victory to Kings" (v.lO). Apart from the psalmist's plea "save me 

from the mighty waters" (v.7), none of the other elements mentioned by 

McCarter are present in this poem. The adversary in Ps. 124 is once 

again not a personal accuser; he seems, rather, to be a political ruler. 

This psalm, too, lacks all reference to an accusation or protestation of 

innocence, and shows no evidence of a legal background. The one element 

that links this psalm \vi th the others under discussion is the water 

imagery by which the calamity caused by the political (?) adversaries is 

described. A similar situation seems to be the background of Psalm 66: 

"You have let men ride over us" (v.l2) is commonly understood as a refer-

ence to political distress, and is considered by some commentators to 

refer to a specific (but not further described) situation, and by others 

to be of a more general, representative nature. 

In conclusion, out of 7 psalms which McCarter supposed to contain 

"all or most" of four elements which together comprise the conceptual 

backdrop of the ordeal, none contain all four. One (Ps. 18 = 2 Sam. 22), 

while it contains three, speaks of the adversaries of a king rather than 

of the legal accusers of an individual: five times in the psalm n~j~,~ 

= 'enemies' are mentioned; these are explicitly defined as i~~ ~~j = 

'foreigners' (vs.45, 46, 49), as ~nv ~j~iD = 'contenders with my people,' 

as ~np = 'those who rebel against me' (v.4l), and ~~J~ = 'those who hate 

me' (v.4l). Even ann = 'violence' (2 Sam. 22:3) and ODi: w~~ = 'man of 

violence' (v.40) are too general to be considered as referring to a per-

51 sonal accuser. It would also appear strange to imagine the King as one 

51. For the meaning of CD~ see ThW, 583-587; T. W., 1050-1061 . 
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of the litigants in a judicial ordeal. Psalm 69 is the only other psalm 

which contains three of the elements listed by McCarter and in which a 

legal frame of reference is indicated (v.S; for discussion see below). 

The other five psalms all contain one element only - the description of 

the distress by means of water images. It is precisely against the vari­

ety of literary forms - two Royal Psalms of Thanksgiving (Pss. 18 = 2 Sam. 

22, 144), two National Laments (Pss. 66,124), two Laments of the Indi­

vidual (Pss. 69,88), and a Psalm of Thanks giving (Jon. 2) - and the 

diversity of distress referred to, that the uniformity of the water images 

by which the distress is described is impressed upon us. 

As to the method McCarter employs, it is doubtful whether valid 

conclusions could be reached concerning the presence of a "conceptual 

backdrop of an ordeal" in biblical literature without any attempt to pre­

cisely determine the salient features which constitute such a backdrop. 

The only appropriate starting point for comparison would be a fully sub­

stantiated, detailed acquaintance with the river ordeal and the termino l ogy 

associated with it. While it should not be expected of a poetic passage 

to reflect precisely all of the conditions present in the legal situation, 

certainly if these conditions are not even known, neither the legal situa­

tion nor its metaphoric use can possibly be identified. Similarly, liter­

ary use of technical terms can only be ascertained insofar as the original 

expressions are known. It must be admitted that at the time McCarter's 

article was written no comprehensive study of the judicial ordeal - which 

might aid in establishing these characteristics - was available. A more 

precise comparison between the biblical passages which allegedly deal 

with an ordeal and the cuneiform documents which actually refer to one is 
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therefore needed. Such a comparison has been facilitated by a recent 

exhaustive study which includes all the extant Ancient Near Eastern docu-

52 ments referring to the judicial ordeal. Beside discussion of the legal 

and religious significance of the ordeal, the societal prerequisites for 

its institution and its historic and geographic distribution, the study 

offers a meticulous analysis of the various legal cases that were sub-

jected to trial by ordeal. The study further comprises a survey of the 

major forms of the ordeal, adduces all the available information as to 

the legal procedures involved and, what is of particular importance, 

establishes the specific terminology employed in connection with an ordeal. 

Although, as stated in this study, "it is sometimes difficult to find 

general patterns for the occasion of ordeals since their application 

seems to have varied from period to period and from region to region," it 

does become clear that appeal to the supernatural for direct intervention 

was no casual matter and that ordeals were used in "a very limited number 

of otherwise insoluble cases." The nature of the legal problem for which 

solution was sought by means of an ordeal was that of a formal accusation 

of a major offense which, because of its commonly covert nature, could 

not be proven by means of the conventional modes of proof to which legal 

courts have recourse. The offense was perceived as endangering the entire 

society, and therefore an immediate answer, backed by the highest authority 

52. Tikva Simone Frymer-Kensky, "The Judicial Ordeal in the Ancient 
Near East" (unpublished dissertation, Yale University, May 1977). Hence­
forth ci ted as Frymer- Kensky, "Ordeal." I wish to thank Dr. Frymer­
Kensky for making her dissertation available to me, allowing me to quote 
from it, and for graciously offering me her time to discuss various . 
points. 
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and thus acceptable to all, was needed. The classical cases subjected to 

ordeals were those of witchcraft which, due to its anti-social nature, 

was considered a threat to society, treason, habitual or night theft, 

and - in those societies where they were considered offenses against the 

53 social order - adultery and murder. 

Considered against the background of specific occasions upon which 

ordeals were evoked, the bib l ical passages under discussion lack the 

details that would justify the (even tentative) conclusion that a similar 

situation obtains in them. On the contrary, the absence of any formal 

indictment in six of the seven psalms indicates that their setting is not 

a legal one. Even in Ps. 69, where a forensic background is indicated by 

reference to "enemies without cause," and false accusation of theft (v.5), 

their mere mention does not immediately imply an ordeal, which has to be 

used only in specific cases of theft.
54 

It thus seems unwarranted to 

assume such a background in Ps. 69 without further support from addi­

tional references or the presence of specific ordeal-terminology.55 

A comparison of the several biblical passages in which the term i~~ 

allegedly occurs "with the exp lici t meaning 'river ordeal', ,,56 wi th the 

53. Citations are from Frymer-Kensky, "Ordeal," pp. 52-57, 501-
409. Other c:~ses which illustrate the function of the ordeal as the pro­
tector of social order are those that involve property disputes in soci­
eties with strong land-holding corporate groups or, as in Hittite docu­
ments, offenses that involve the purity of the king (op. ci~, 234f., 514) . 

54. Ibid., p. 53. 

55. For which see ibid., pp. 489-95. 

56. McCarter, "River Ordeal," p. 403. 
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actual specific background of a juridical ordeal in the Ancient Near East 

leads to the same negative conclusion. McCarter arrives at an ordeal 

denotation for biblical i'~ by identifying this noun with biblical i~ (Gen. 

2:6, Job 36:27) which, following Dhorme's suggestion,57 has been inter-

preted as 'cosmic river.' In a number of biblical passages, McCarter 

maintains, i'~ refers to the cosmic river in its function as judge in an 

ordeal. It should be noted in passing that Dhorme's suggestion is not 

without problems, since there is some evidence thatfue Sumerian id 
'River,' here representing the cosmic river, started with a guttural 

rather than an aleph. Concerning the initial sound of dID, Dr. Frymer-

Kensky comments: 

A comparison of Hebrew hideqel = 7viM with Sumerian idiglat 
leads to a suspicion that the initial vocable of Sumerian 
id might be a rough breathing or some similar sound to 
Hebrew ~et. This seems supported by the possible relation 
of the name of the city of Hit with Accadian iddu (ittu) = 
bitumen, and ultimately with the Sumerian id and didki.58 

Although this evidence is not conclusive, it should be noted. As to the 

offenses mentioned in those biblical passages which contain the i'~ con-

cept and which lead McCarter to assume an ordeal background they are 

couched in rather general terms: VWi and Vi both denote 'evi1,59 in 

57. P. Dhorme, "L'Arbre de verite et l'arbre de vie," RB 4 (1907) 
274; cf. also E. Sachsse, "Der jahwistische Schopfungsbericht," ZAW 3/4 
(1921) 281; W. F. Albright, "The Babylonian Matter in the Pre-deuteronomic 
Primeval History (JE) in Gen. 1-11," JBL 58 (1939) 102-103; E. A. Speiser, 
", ed in the Story of Creation," BASOR 140 (1955) 9-11. 

58. Frymer-Kensky, "Ordeal," 482-83. See also the bibliography 
cited on p. 534, Nos. 7,8. S. Cohen, "Studies in Sumerian Lexicography," 
Kramer AV AOAT 25, p. 99, n.lO; B. Landsberger, "Lexikalisches Archiv," 
ZA 41 (1933) 226, n.2, and Encyclopaedia Biblica, Vol. III, p. 187. 

59. Job 21:17, 30. 
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general, and are too vague to allow any precise definition, let alone an 

assumption that they refer to specific offenses grave enough to warrant a 

test by ordeal. The text of Job 31:23, which is more explicit in describ-

ing the evil that evoked an i~~, refers to the resort to violence in 

dealing with an orphan, a social offense which is too conventional to be 

considered a capital crime and be remanded to an ordeal. 

Beside his reliance on a notion of the ordeal too vague and impre-

cise to serve as evidence to back up his basic contention, ~kCarter I s 

interpretation of the biblical texts in which ,~~ supposedly has the 

explicit meaning of 'river ordeal' is untenable. The following example 

will illustrate his exegetical method: Job 21:17 -

60 
is rendered by McCarter: 

1V'~ :J~Vtl1i i.J nn~ 
tJ,~~ "7:)~7Y ~:J~" 

.,!)ta i'71i~ tl~ 7:Jn 

How often is the property of the wicked confiscated 
And their ordeal goes over them? 
(How often) does he distribute lots in his anger? 

In order to establish the background of a river ordeal, McCarter argues 

as follows: the second law in the Code of Hammurapi mentions the con-

fiscation of the property of the convicted party. By substituting the 

vocable ~ - 'lamp, candle' in our verse for i~/i~~ - meaning' (landed) 

61 
property,' McCarter claims "the same result is reflected here." But 

60. t-tcCarter J "River Ordeal," p. 410. 

61. Ibid. 
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62 
while the rendition of I~/I~~ as '(lande~ property,' suggested by Hanson, 

offers a new understanding for a number of biblical verses,63 its intro-

duction in our verse is unacceptable for more than one reason. McCarter 

fails to appreciate the fact that ~~~~I ~ - lit. lthe candle or lamp of 

the wi cked' - is a stereotyped phrase commonly used in Wisdom Literature 

to indicate the life and fortunes of the wicked. Extinguishing the light 

signifies a life prematurely cut short: 

Also: 

And finally: 

lVi~ ~~VWI i)i Mn~~ u~P~i~ ii~ 

Th 1· h f· h· b' h 1 64 e 19 t a Just men s 1nes r1g t y 
But the lamp of the wicked will be extinguished. 

(ProY. 13: 9) 

For the bad man has nothing to look forward to 
And the lamp of the wicked will go out. 

(ProY. 24: 20) 

One who curses his father and his mother 
His lamp will go out in the darkness. 

(ProY. 20: 20) 

i ~ :J~:JW m ~ ~'i lVl~ :J~V~i Ii ~ ll:I 
1Yi~ 1~'V ii)' i'~:J 1~n il~ 

62. P. D. Hanson, "The Song of I-leshbon and David ' s Nir," HTR 61 
(1968) 297-320 (cited by McCarter). 

63. Num. 21:30; 1 King. 11:29-39, 15:4; 2 King. 8:16-19. 

64. Trans. R. B. Y. Scott, "Proverbs," A3 18, ad loc o For substan­
tiation of rendering the verb tmw by 'shine brightly' see .T. C. Green­
field, "Lexicographical Notes I I," EUCA 30 (1953) 141-50. 



The light of the wicked is put out 
The flame of his fire does not shine 
The light of his tent grows dark 
His lamp above him goes out. 

(Job 18:5-6) 

This idiomatic use has its roots both in the empiric reality of 

everyday life, where the shining lamp signifies the inhabited home and 

connotes peaceful family life (Jer. 25:10), and in the more reflective 
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conception of the light as the source of being. Hence, light is the sym-

bol of life in general (Job. 3:20; Pss. 36:10, 56:14), and the lamp of 

the human soul in particular ' (Prov. 20:24).65 

The structure of the speech cycles in the Book of Job may also serve 

to indicate the meaning of u"ytlli i.:I in Job 21:17. While Job is here 

answering Zophar's speech (ch. 20), he also ~ddresses himself to a previ-

ous comment by Bildad, c!lallenging the truth of the latter's description 

of the fate of the wicked by means of the snuffed-out lamp - repeated 

66 twice for emphasis (ch. 18:5-6). That Job is indeed here using the 

phrase in its conventional meaning can further be proved by the context 

in which it appears in ch. 21:17. True to Wisdom Literature's didactic 

tendency, Job underscores the idea he wishes to drive home by the conven-

tional means of reiteration. But whereas Bildad used synonymous paral-

lelism to describe the fate of the wicked, Job employs another stock epi­

thet used throughout the Bible67 to describe the fleeting fortunes of the 

65. For an elaboration of the life-lip,ht darkness-death motif see 
the chapter dealing with the descriptive details of IIX~. 

66. Pope, "Job," AB 145; esp. G. Fahrer, Das Buch Hiob, K4T 16, 
p. 340. 

67. See Pss. 1:4, 35:5; Isa. 17:13, 29:5; [los. 13:3. 
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wicked: the wind-blown chaff which here both complements and underscores 

the image of the snuffed-out lamp: 

How often is the wicked's lamp snuffed ... 
That they become as straw in the wind 
Like chaff the storm snatches away. 

(Job 21: 18, 18) 

There can therefore be no doubt as to the meaning of n~VWi iU in 

this verse. Further, McCarter never reveals his basis for rendering the 

familiar verb 7)1, which is four times associated in the Bible with i) -

'lamp/candle' and which in these as well as in all other attestations68 

69 means 'be extinguished, quenched, go out,' by 'confiscated.' 

Finally, 7~~ is not attested in the Bible in the abstract meaning 

of 'destiny' nor could this vocable without any additional qualification 

70 refer to 'just destinies' as proposed by McCarter. 

In conclusion, the projection of a river ordeal into the text by 

ascribing unattested and unverified meanings to otherwise well-defined 

biblical expressions must be rejected. Another point should be mentioned. 

McCarter rightly deems the derivation of Hebrew i~~ from Arabic ~wd - 'be 

curved, bent,' proposed by the lexica, to be unsatisfactory. But an 

alternative proposal, if it is to be seriously considered, ought to take 

more thorough account of the attestations of this vocable in the Bible. 

Though McCarter's methods of biblical text analysis are unacceptable 

and his extra-biblical supportive data insufficient, his basic assumption 

68. Isa. 43:17; Provo 13:9, 20:20, 24:20; Job 18:5,6; Ps. 118:12. 

69. BDB 15; cf. ThW, 122. 

70. McCarter, "River Ordeal," p. 410; for 7~n see recently ThW, 
pp. 699-706. 
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of an association between the water images in the psalms and an ordeal 

merits further investigation. His additional premise, that the ordeal 

concept gradually assumed broader connotation is also worth probing. And 

finally, the possible connection between the biblical i~~ and the Accadian 

edu should be examined anew. 

The ordeal background of literary texts should be traced on the 

71 basis of the judicial ordeal terminology established by Frymer-Kensky. 

Indeed, Frymer-Kensky found ordeal terminology in Mesopotamian literary 

texts as well. By extending her findings to additional Babylonian texts 

it is possible to relate their frame of reference to biblical prayers. 72 

In this work, several Babylonian prayers will be analyzed in accord-

ance with ordeal terminology and it will be proposed that they may have 

served as the inspirational source of the Biblical Psalmists. 

In three recently re-edited Babylonian literary prayers,73 two of 

which are addressed to Harduk and one to Nabu, a common theme is elabo-

rated on at considerable length. A suppliant in a situation of extreme 

71. Frymer-Kensky, "Ordeal." 

72. The present hypothesis concerning the connection between the 
Israelite Psalms and the Akkadian prayers was independently posited in 
our study. It is, however, the basic and exhaustive research by Frymer­
Kensky in ordeal texts and especially the ordeal terminology which pro­
vided the basis for the present proposal. 

73. w. G. Lambert, "Three Literary Prayers 10 the Babylonians," AfO 
19 (1959-60) 47-66. The texts discussed here are the Prayers to Marduk 
No. 1 and No.2. (The Prayer to Istar which also appears in this article 
is only alluded to in our discussion.) The texts will be referred to by 
name, number, and line. The third prayer discussed here was re-edited 
by W. von Soden, "Der Grosse Hymnus an Nabu," ZA 61 (1971) 44-71; hence­
forth cited as Nabu. Both Lambert and von Soden also discuss the Ii terary 
genre and proposed date of the prayers. 
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distress, u~derstood by him to be the result of divine punishment, appeals 

for mercy and deliverance. These liturgical compositions 74 seem to be of 

a penitential nature, and although not formally of the ersaGunga type 75 

(a prayer intended to appease the heart of an angry god), they do seem to 

76 share some features of this literary genre. In the hymnic address in 

the three prayers the deities evoked are apostrophized with similar storm 

epithets which convey their awe-inspiring might: in the Prayer to Marduk, 

No.1, "your stare is ... a massive flood" (lines 5, 7), "an onslaught of 

the fire god" (lines 6, 8), [you have raged in your fury] amid [the seas 

the far away .... Daily the surging waters (e-du-u)] . ... The flood (a-gu-u) 

raised" (lines 41-46). In the Prayer to Marduk, No.2, the god is 

referred to as a "furious wind" (line 84) and a "dark cloud" and is com-

pared to "the flood of the battle-turmoil of the sea" (line 43). The 

Prayer to Nabu contains similar descriptions and here, too, the deity's 

fury is likened to "fire" (lines 21, 33) and his "look of anger" to a 

"cloud" (lines 25, 27). Nabu himself is predicated as "a billowing sea" 

74. The liturgical setting of these prayers is not known. The 
length of the prayers, their artful style, and predilection for rare 
words render their use in an actual cuI tic setting dubious. They may 
have been composed by learned poets for a learned audience, and con­
sidered as "literature in the highest sense." Lambert, Prayers 47; cf. 
von Soden, Naill 48. 

75. On this literary genre see E. R. Dalglish, PsaZm Fifty One 
(Leiden, 1962) 21-34. 

76. Cf. M. J. Seux, Hymnes et Prieres aux Dieux de BabyZonie et 
d'Assyrie (Paris, 1976), p. 19. Note also Marduk No.1, lines 1, 207 
and Marduk No.2, lines 71ff. ; Nabu 21-34, 37, 39, 40. For discussion 
see Seux, ibid., pp. 19-20, 70-71, 172-173, 181; henceforth cited as 
Hymnes. 



120 

(lines 9, 11).77 There is no doubt in the mind of the suppliants that it 

was the anger of the deity which caused the various afflictions mentioned 

in the prayers in question. The Prayer to Marduk, No.2, is rather frag-

mentary at the point at which the prayer strikes a personal note (lines 

73-93), bu~ clearly, the suppliant suffers in consequence of the divine 

"wrath," "fury," and a certain "penalty" (line 73). The Prayer to Nabu 

describes the suppliant as being subjected to "want [and] moaning" (line 

46) and "diminishing Vitality" (line 191). At the brink of annihilation 

(line 51) he is "bellowing terribly like a bull at a butcher's knife" 

(line 57).78 In the Prayer to Marduk, No.1, a divinely inflicted illness 

(malaria?) is the major source of the suppliant's misery (lines 125-130), 

and ensuing fear and sleepless exhaustion. A subsequent appeal for mercy, 

which follows in each of the three prayers, implores the god to waive the 

penalty and relieve the suppliant's wretched condition. However, in all 

three prayers this condit i on is uniformly described in terms of similar 

water images despite the differing modes of affliction which have previ-

ously been recounted in each of the prayers: 

47 "Nabu, zorngewaltiger, du zUrntest jetzt gegen deinen Knecht 

48 ] dar auf legten sich auf ihn Mangel (und) Seufzen. 

49 1m gewaltigen Wogen schwall liegt er, und die Flut schlagt Uber ihm 

zusammen 

(49 ~na gi-ris e-d-e na-di-ma a-gu-u e-Lis it-ta[k-kip]) 

77. The hymnic addresses in these prayers are preserved in frag­
mentary form, but there is no doubt as to the wording of the various 
storm epithets and their use as meta.phors for divine anger. 

78. The sufferer may also have been harassed by demons (line 58) . 
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50 das Ufer ist fern von ihm, weit ab von ihm liegt das Trockene. 

51 Er verging schier im Garn der Nachstellungen, das einen Gewaltigen 

abschneiden konnte; 

52 er legte sich nieder im Morast, wurd gehalten im Sch1amm. 

(52 it-ta-tiZ ina na-ri-if-fu kaZi ina ru-sum-du) 

53 Fasse seine Hand, dass nicht zu Boden geworfen werde dein Knecht. 

S4 beseitige seine Schuld,79 erheb ihn aus dem Morast 

55 Nabu, fasse seine Hand, dass nicht zu Boden geworfen werde dein 

Knecht 

56 beseitige seine Schuld, erheb ihn aus dem Morast! .... 

173 Lose seine Fessel, zerbrich [seine] ket[te],,80 (Nabu lines 47-56, 

"Tak e him by the hand, ab sol ve him from hi s guil t 
173) 

Banish from him malaria (?) and sleeplessness 

Your slave is cast into the mouth of destruction/catastrophe (pi-i ka-ra-

se-e) 

Take away your punishment, rescue him from the morass (na-ri-pi) 

[.] ... his fetter, undo his bonds 

Cause him to beam .... " (Marduk No.1, lines 151-156) 

"Tare away, Lord, his guilt, waive his penalty 

His mouth has confessed the sin which he committed 

Lift him out of the mighty surging waters. 

79. ser-tus is understood by Lambert to refer to punishment in 
parallel expressions. 

80. For reasons indicated below, line 173 is considered as part 
of the nexus under di "':'l~sion. 
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(lit.: from the heart of) Ub-bi e-de-e ra-b[u]-ti .... " (Marduk No.2, 

lines 73-75) 

An additional occurrence of similar water images in an identical context 

81 is attested to in "A Prayer to Every God": 

"0 my lord do not cast thy servant down 

He is plunged into the waters of a swamp, take him by the hand (ina me-e 

.... t' d') 82 ru-sum- 1- na- 1-

The sin which I have done turn into goodness" (Prayer to Every God, lines 

54-56) 

In these prayers several elements combine to form a recurring nexus. 

The sense of the imminence of the sufferer's death throes 83 is conveyed 

through a description of being cast into surging waters and/or into a 

morass by an angry god. For the first water image the ~xts employ the 

vocable edu which is paralleled once by its semantic equivalent agu;84 

naritu is used for the second water image, once paralleled by its seman­

tic equivalent rusumdu/tu85 and once replaced by it. 86 Secondly, the 

appeal for succor (figuratively expressed, as often in Babylonian prayers, 

81. ANET, 391-392, translated by F. J. Stevens. 

82. Original text cited according to S. Langdon, BabyLonian Peni­
tential Psalms (Paris, 1927), p. 43, line 38. 

83. Nabu, line 51, and von Soden's comment on p. 63. Marduk (1), 
lines 63, 65, 142-144, 157. 

84. Nabu, line 49, for agu - "flood water, current, wave, destruc­
ti ve flooding," see CAD A., 157-158. 

85. Nabu, line 52 for naritu = rusumdu S0e AHu, 747. 

86. A Prayer to Every God, line 55. 
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by the phrase "take him by the hand") is addressed to the deity with 

decided emphasis on his merciful character, while the plea for rescue 

from the waters is a concomitant of a plea for mitigation of punishment 

. 87 
and remission of sin. Finally, the rescue involves the undolng of fetters. 

The meaning of the elements and the significance of their combination 

becomes clear in the Prayer to Marduk, No.1, in the section which pre-

cedes the above-mentioned description: "They took him with gloomy face, 

bringing him to the place of judgment/His arms were bound in your gate of 

punishment/As he explains to you his responsibility or ignorance" (Harduk 

[1], lines 142-144). 

The phrase as-ris di-ni (line 141) "to the place of judgment" is 

reminiscent of a similar expression in the cuneiform commentary to Lud1u1 

111:1, as has been observed by Lambert. 88 The line in the commentary 

reads: 
-". . d -' - d .- .mes 'b b' . d - . ~-na ~-te-e ~ a-sar e-en n~s~ ~ - ~r-ru ~-te-e na~ 

h -. "ur-sa-an: beside the River, where the judgment of the people is decided, 

on the shores of the dRiver-nursan.,,89 This similarity led Lambert to 

conclude that the phrase in the Prayer to Marduk "apparently refers to 

the same institution and makes clear that it is the river ordeal. Appar-

ent1y, then, the river ordeal had a religious as well as a legal app1ica­

tion.,,90 The line which follows in the commentary to Ludlul and refers 

to the vindication of the culprit as a result of the ordeal seems also to 

87. This motif recurs also in Marduk (1), lines 60-61. 

88. Lambert, Prayers 58. 

89. Lambert, EWL, 54-55, text k 3291, rev: 1. 

90. Lambert, Prayers 58. 
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have a bearing on 1he explication of the Narduk prayer: "Half my body was 

. 91 
stricken, but I was freed from the fetters, [sLave ma]rk-fetters." The 

removal of fetters also occurs, as observed above, in the Prayer to 

Marduk, No.1 (lines 60-61, ISS), and in the Prayer to Nabu Cline 173), 

since the removal of fetters seems to have been mentioned in two texts in 

connection with the river ordeal,92 it is possible to take the undoing of 

fetters literally, as referring to a certain practice connected with the 

ordeal and thus connoting in the Prayer to Marduk the wish fur the exonera-

tion of the sufferer: "take away his punishment, rescue him from the 

morass ... his fetters, undo his bonds" (Marduk [1] lines 154-155; cf. 60-

61). A different interpretation of the fetters in an ordeal context is 

equally possible. In order to indicate conviction by the river, Sumerian 

literary texts employ su .. ri-ri, a standard verb for describing the action 

93 of the neckstock and one which denotes to "clamp cbwn" or "enclose" and 

91. Text k 3291, rev: m. We followed the translation by R. D. 
Biggs in ANET, p. 600, which, based on the reading proposed by R. Borger 
in JCS 18, p. 52, seems to be superior to the one proposed by Lambert in 
BWL, p. 55. 

92. The meaning of the fetters in these texts is not entirely 
clear. The first text (FLP 37), an old Sumerian text of the Sargonid 
period edited by Frymer-Kensky, "Ordeal," pp. 78-79, was written on a 
tablet that may have been worn around the neck and seems to contain a 
reference to an ordeal by means of which an individual was proven free of 
all claims upon him. The editor suggests that the tablet may have been 
worn to counteract a permanent slave mark. Cf. op. cit., pp. 460-461. 
The second document (Text 6NT566) seems to be a legal or administrative 
text from Nippur . In lines 21-22 an ordeal is mentioned in which, accord­
ing to the interpretation offered by W. Hallo, an individual swims a cer­
tain distance and then tries to get out of his fetters. Frymer-Kensky 
cites this interpretation of the text alongside her own differing rendi­
tion (op. cit., pp. 114-120). 

o 
93. For a discussion of this term see A. Falkenstein, ZA 49, l1 7f. 

and A. Sjoberg, AfO 24, 30 and line 31. 
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may be construed as a description of the culprit's physically being held 

back by the waters, i. e., his beginning to sink. The Hymn to Bes lamtea and 

94 Lugalgirra also describes this action of ordeal waters: 

The two of them are kings of the river 
the Ilurugu which acquits the righteous (makes the righteous shine) 
they enclose the evil man like wooden [fetters]. 

(p. 143: 2 - 4 ) 

9S Similar phraseology is employed in a hymn to Nungal in which the Ekur 

temple serves as a place of judgment and a site for the river ordeal: 

"Ekur, house of the gods, huge neckstock of heaven and earth (line 2) 
Raging sea which mounts hi gh, flood which rises high .... (line 4) 
House, trap which lies in wait for the evil, which makes the body of the 

wicked tremble. (line 5) 
House, net whose fine meshes are skillfully woven, which gathers people 

as booty. (line 6) 
House, watching the righmous and the evil man, out of his hand the bad 

one cannot escape. (line 7) 
House, river of the Ordeal (Ilurugu) who does not kill the just (but) 

tires the evil man." (line 8) 

Thus the Sumerian phrase conveys, in figurative language, the meaning 

inherent in the verb kasadu "to catch," the Old Babylonian technical term 

for conviction by the river ordeal , and in the verb kalU "to detain, hold 

back" which in the Nuzi texts is employed in connection with conviction 

96 by ordeal. This verb appears in a text from Ugarit which seems to refer to 

o 

94. Edited by A. W. Sjoberg, Orient. Suec. 19-20, 142-144. 

95. A. W. Sjoberg, "Nungal in the Ekur," AfO 24 (1973) 19-46, and 
T. Frymer, "The Nungal-Hymn and the Ekur Prison," JESHO Vol. 20, 1 (1977) 
78-89. 

96. For a discussion of these terms see Frymer-Kensky, "Ordeal," 
102, 491-492. The Nuz term is discussed on pp. 257-258. 
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97 
an ordeal. Furthermore, this last term is used in the present hymn to 

~abu, in which the sufferer's plight is described as being "cast into the 

mighty waves" (line 49), "held back {ka-UJ in the slime" (line 52). The 

notion that the Nabu prayer concerns an ordeal that the sufferer must 

endure is further supported by the descriptive details of his plight: 

"The shore is far from him, in a far away distance the dry land" (line 

50). Moreover, this verse seems to embody another feature of the ordeal 

since there is some evidence that the river ordeal may have involved 

swinuning a specific distance from the shore. There is also a statement, 

albeit in a fragmentary context, that an innocent party in an ordeal was 

able to reach the banks of the river. 98 The verb ka-li may therefore be 

understood here in its specific river-ordeal denotation. 

Two additional phrases which occur in the Prayer to Marduk, No.1, 

a~ ~art of the conceptual sequence in question also point, in a varying 

extent, to an ordeal context: 

Your slave is cast into the mouth of destruction (pi-i ka-ra-se-eJ 
Take away your punishment, rescue him from the morass 
[.] .. his fetter, undo his bonds. 
Cause [him] to beam (nu-um-m[ir-su]J. 

(Marduk [1], lines 153-156) 

In Sumerian, the term pi-i ka-ra-se-e "mouth of destruction/catastrophe" 

97. This text, Pl. 106, is an Akkadian-Hurrian bilingual published 
by Nougayrol in PRU III, pp. 311-333 and seems to be a wisdom text deal­
ing with the observance of oaths, guilt, and perhaps also ordeals. A 
tentative reading of the pertinent line (3) is offered by Frymer-Kensky, 
"The one who swears at the river and is held back (ka-UJ he is liable 
for his life (?)" (ibid., 250). For a different reading, cf. Lambert, 
BWL, 116 and 117. 

98. The texts that refer to swimming in what seems to be an ordeal 
context are The Ur III, text 6NTS66 discussed by Frymer-Kensky, "Ordeal," 
pp. 113-120 and 529-530, and CT XLVI 45 discussed on p. 530. 



127 

is ka-garasa and appears in a number of literary texts as a descriptive 

99 phrase for the river ordeal, most notably in the above-mentioned Nungal 

Hymn (line 96f.) which comprises a detailed description of the procedure 

of the ordeal in connection with this term: 

My great Sheriff Nin-Dimgul stretches forth her arm 
In the 'Mouth of Penalty' she does not ... the man, she does not 

destroy him 
She snatches that man from the 'Mouth of catastrophe .' 
He is brought in (or they bring him in) to my 'house of life" 
I place him under guard. 

Here the sheriff of Nungal, the divine mooring pole, snatches the culprit 

out of the river and brings him to Nungal for the further disposition of 

his case, a description which indicates, probably in figurative language, 

according to Frymer-Kensky, the common procedure of thenver ordeal in 

. M . 100 anClent esopotamla. 

The second term, "cause him to beam," used in the Player to Marduk 

(1, line 156) as well as in the Hymn to Nabu (line 212), may refer not 

only to the restoration of the sufferer and his general well-being, but 

may also imply, more specifically, his acquntal at the ordeal. Such an 

interpretation is prompted by the cornmon description, in the Mesopotamian 

legal and religious literary texts , or describing acquit t al by means of 

99. For a discussion of ka-garasa/garasa, see Frymer- Kensky, 
"Ordeal," 431, 550, 556-557, where source references and additional bibli­
ography are cited. Note also the occurrence of the same phrase in a simi­
lar context in the Prayer to Istar, AfD 19 (1959-60), line 163. 

100. Frymer, "The Nungal Hymn," pp. 84-85, "Ordeal," 103ff. The 
association of the rescue from the "mouth of catastrophe/destruction" 
with the rescue from the "pit" in the texts cited on pp. 60, 60 of our 
study lends furtha- support to our contention that the "pit" - Akkadian 
!Jasti and Hebrew nnw - do not mere l y connote "grave" or "underworld," 
but denote the underworld as a place of punishment. 
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verbs which denote cleansing, and legal innocence by metaphors of the 

burnishing of silver and/or gold. This descriptive language is also used 

as technical terms for acquittal in the context of ordeals. Thus the 

action of the river in its capacity as judge (the river-ordeal referred 

to by the term Ilurugu) is described: "your core is the Ilurugu which 

acquits the righteous (lit. - 'makes the righteous shine,)"lOl 'You 

CAsarlubi as Ilurugu) make the just man shine like silver,,102 "The 

upri[ght man] you make shine like gOld.,,103 The phrase in the Marduk 

prayer and Nabu hymn may therefore be a variant, conveying the same idea 

and thus placing these passages in a legal context. 

We conclude therefore that in light of these referencsthe judgment 

of the sufferer in the Prayer to Marduk, No.1 (line 142), was associated 

with the concept of the ordeal, and that the plea "rescue him from the 

morass" (line 154) which appears in counterparallelism to being "cast into 

the mouth of catastrophe/destruction" should be understood within this 

frame of reference. This interpretation receives additional support from 

the occurrence of the same plea in an identical context in the hymn to 

Nabu (lines 54, 56) where the divine punishment of being "cast into surging 

waters, surrounded by the flood and detained by the swamp/slime" (lines 

49, 52) is again associated with terminology specific to the ordeal. The 

recurrence of a variant phrase, "He is plunged into the waters of a swamp" 

as a description of divine punishment in the Prayer to Every God (line 54), 

10l. 
97-98. 

493. 

102. 

103. 

Text TCS III 32: 264 discussed by Frymer-Kensky, "Ordeal," pp. 

Text UET VI 69: 5-6 discussed by Frymer-Kensky, "Ordeal;' P. 98. 

Text OECTI, III 11-14 discussed in ibid. ,po 101; cf. also p. 
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would seem to imply that these water epithets constituted a literary 

cliche for an ordeal in the literary prayers. However, while the concep-

tual framework of these water images has thus been clarified, it is not 

certain whether the allusions to an ordeal in these prayers are to be 

understood literally or metaphorically. Although Lambert assumes that 

an actual ordeal forms the background of the Ludlul section mentioned 

above, details such as the mention of fetters he does not interpret 

1· 11 104 ltera y. On the basis of additional instances of fetters mentioned 

in connection with ordeal texts and calumnies against the suffer~in the 

Ludlul section (lines 84-97), Frymer-Kensky considers a literal meaning 

of the ordeal mentioned in this textffi well as in the Prayer to Marduk 

(1). Alternatively she would interpret the ordeal as a metaphor for a 

purification ceremony at the river in which the sufferer is vindicated. 

Concerning these texts she concludes: "the sufferer undergoes some form 

of 'judgment' at the river and although this may not actually be an ordeal 

the terminology used to discuss it is evocative of the ordeal and this 

connection to the ordeal was understood and made explicit by the writer 

lOS of the conunentary to Ludlul." In her study Frymer-Kensky dealt only 

with the Prayer to Marduk, No.1, and the Ludlul section, but her observa-

tions may be developed with the aid of additional references to this mode 

of religiolS "judgment.,,106 To be sure, the Hymn to Nabu and the Prayer 

104. W. G. Lambert, BWL, 24. 

lOS. Frymer-Kinsky, "Ordeal," 431. 

106. I had an opportunity to discuss the additional texts with Dr. 
Frymer-Kensky and get her view on their possible reference. The elabora­
tion, however, is my own as i s the respons i bility for the content. 
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to Every God do not allow us to determine with any certainty whether an 

actual ordeal-like ceremony formed part of the exoneration procedure of 

the sufferer, si.nce both texts contain many lacunae. But they do indi­

cate the way in which the sufferer understood his situation to relate to 

an ordeal judgment. In the Nabu hymn, as in the other literary texts 

under discussion, the sufferer has no doubt that his misery is divine 

retribution for some transgression on his part. Although his admission 

of his own sinfulness is couched in rather general terms (lines 54-56), 

his consciousness of guilt is pervasive, and he acknowledges the justice 

of the divine punishment. Convinced of his own guilt, the poet of the 

hymn describes his condition in terms of the fate of the guilty party in 

an ordeal: the waters close over his head; he is about to drown and 

cannot reach the shore; fue slimy waters detain him. All of these details, 

as discussed above, are direct indications of an indictment in an ordeal 

judgment. It is noteworthy, however, that the verb employed in all of 

these literary texts in connection with the water images is not saZu "to 

plunge," the standard verb applied to ordeals, but nadu "to throw." 

According to Frymer-Kensky, this is "a term used with water when indicat­

ing the form of punishment which involved being cast into the waters.,,107 

This form of "judgment," therefore, although based on the notion of judi­

cial ordeal and generally evoking its terminology, changes the judicial 

setting and shifts the center of gravity. The "religious ordeal" in our 

texts is not intended to decide between the claims of the two opposing 

parties, but rather to bring the "case ll of a guilt-ridden mortal before 

107. Frymer- Kensky, "Ordeal, 11 528. 
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the judgment of his God. l08 After all, the suppliant in all the texts 

under discussion has already admitted his sin, no tension is focused on 

the test and its outcome of guilt or innocence. Rather, tension mounts 

around the question of whether the angered gcd will relent "on the edge 

of punishment.,,109 In accordance with this shift of interest the deity 

is not addressed primarily in his capacity of impartial arbitrator and 

discerning judge, but as a god: "Who pi ties like a father ... who knows 

how to pardon in the face of guilt ... to waive the penalty and spare dis-

110 tress." The recurring apostrophes of the deities in these texts use 

terms such as gods of "Grace" and "Mercy." These modifications mise the 

question of why explicit ordeal terminology was used at all in a setting 

twice removed from an actual situation of an ordeal judgment. If these 

prayers were indeed based upon an ordeal-like purification ceremony, the 

use of such terminology would be self-explanatory. Yet even if no such 

ceremony was the Sitz-im-Leben of these prayers, the evocation of ordeal 

terminology may be accounted for. The very form of a judgment by ordeal 

inspired terror not only in the heart of the offenders, but also in soci-

ety as a whole although this kind of judgment was ultimately beneficial 

to the maintenance of law and order, in that same society. For this 

108. The Prayer to Marduk (1) claims mankind's basic ignorance of 
the divine will as a mitigating circumstance (lines 104-112); cf. Prayer 
to Every God (lines 51-53). 

109. Marduk (1 ) lines 13, 15, as translated by Frymer-Kensky, 
"Ordeal," 429, as an alternative to Lambert's rendition "in the face of 
guil til (AfO 19, 56). 

110. Marduk (1) lines 17, 150, 171-172, 201, 203, 206; Nabu, 
lines 99, 206, 208; Prayer to Every God 39; ~Iarduk (2) line 31. 
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reason, the ordeal is mentioned along with afflictions and neurotic i1l-

. 1" . 1 N A . l' 111 S"l . h nesses In re 19lo-maglca eo- ssyrlan lStS. lml arly In t e prayers 

distress and overwhelming fear are prominent features of the sufferer's 

plight. The literary tradition of employing ordeal terminology in peni-

tentia1 prayers to describe the predicament of a sufferer may have evolved 

because of the emotional similarity between the two situations. Then, 

as was often the case in ancient cultures, the poet perceived this simi-

larity as a complete identity of situations. An even closer connection 

between the situation of the sufferer in the prayers and the culprit in 

an ordeal suggests itself if we considerfue nature of the bodies of water 

commonly associated with the ordeal in Mesopotamian cultures. An actual 

earthly river could be seen at the same time as the cosmic dID or the 

Ilurugu river, which were envisaged as flowing atfue edge of the world 

and forming a link with the netherworld. 112 And the river tlubur, the 

classical underworld rive~ also f i gures occasionally as an ordeal river 

wi th explicit ordeal terminology. 113 We may also understand the term 

ka-gara sa - mouth of hell/catastrophe - of the ordeal. 114 The ordeal 

river therefore by its very nature provided access to the underworld so 

that this form of trial gave the culprit a foretaste of death not only 

111. The texts are BRM. IV. 20, edited by Ungnad, "Besprechungskunst 
und Astrologie in Baby10nien," AfO 14 (1941-44) 258f., and tlIncantation 
of the Maqlu Type" published by Lambert in AIO 18 (1958) 288-299. For 
discussion cf. Frymer-Kensky, "Ordeal," 424-427. 

112. See Fryrner-Kensky, "Ordeal," pp. 583-584, 587f. 

113. The Samas Hymn, lines 61-62. W. G. Lambert, BWL, p. 128, and 
comment on p. 319. For a different interpretation of the verb taru indi­
cating loss in an ordeal, see Frymer-Kensky, "Ordeal," pp. 385-387, 462, 
492, 532-533. 

114. See T. S. Frymer, "The ~~ungal Hymn," pp. 84-85; "Ordeal," pp. 
595-596. 
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because it imperilled him and was potentially fatal. The analogy between 

the situation of the sufferer in these penitential prayers and the cUl-

prit in an ordeal may therefore be drawn on several counts. His guilt-

ridden conscience led the sufferer to perceive his grave situation as 

punishment incurred for his overt sins or unwitting transgression. Like 

the culprit in an ordeal he is in extremis, exposed to the severe judgment 

of his god exemplified in the media of the trial. His rescue is totally 

dependent on a last-minute intervention of divine will. The poignancy of 

his plight and the urgency of his case are thus made palpable with ordeal 

. 1 115 term1.no ogy. 

In four psalms and the prayer in Jonah 2:3-10, the reality of death 

is conveyed by means of water images. The reason for distress may vary 

b h · .. . 1 d' . d . 1 116 ut t e water 1.mages are qU1.te S1.ffi1 ar, an somet1.mes even 1. ent1.ca . 

Three of the psalms, 42/43, 69, and 88, belong, according to Gunkel's 

classification, to the category of Lament of the Individual,117 while Ps. 

40:1-12 and Jon. 2:3-10 belong to the category of Thanksgiving Psalms of 

the Individual. 118 In Ps. 88 it is reasonable to assume that the source 

115. Pre-logic way of thinking in which resembling phenomena coa­
lesce seems to have been an important factor in describing moral distress 
in terms of an ordeal. On this way of thinking cf. E. Cassirer, Die 
Begriffsformen Mythisahen Denkens (Leipzig, 1922); H. and H. A. Frankfort, 
J. A. Wilson, T. Jacobsen, Before Philosophy (Chicago, 1963), p. 21. 

116. The water images that describe Sheo1 in Jon. 2:4 recor verbatim 
in Ps. 42:8, though Sheol is not mentioned in the latter. Pss. 88 and 
69 contain similar water images though Sheol is mentioned only in the 
former. We therefore consider these images as descriptive of Sheol. 

117. H. Gunkel, EinZeitung ~n die PsaZmen (Gottingen, 1933), p. 
172. 

118. Ibid., p. 265. For a more detailed sub-division see below. 
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of distress is illness (v. 16), and this prayer is considered one of the 

typical examples of the category of prayers of which illness is the sub­

ject. 119 In Ps. 42/43,120 the source of distress is oppression by an 

enemy (42:10; 43:2) and on the basis of the analogy121 to the taunting 

questi on "Where is your God?" (42:4, 11), we should assume that the 

reference is to a foreign enemy. In Ps. 69, on the other hand, it emerges 

that the enemies are from among his own people and the expressions which 

appear in v.S, "Those who hate me without reason, my enemies without 

cause, must I restore what I have not stolen?" may indicate that the sub-

ject is false witnesses and the Psalm is considered a typical Psalm of an 

Accused Man. 122 Th P 1 f Th k ., d 'f h f e sa ms 0 an sg1v1ng 0 not spec1 y t e cause 0 

the misfortune from which the worshipper is rescued. In the Psalm in 

Jonah, the Psalmist has no more than a generalization: "I called to the 

Lord out of my distress" (Jon. 2:3), and in Ps. 40 it is mentioned only 

that the Psalmist understands the Lord's answering his cry for help as an 

act of "righteousness." 

119. For this genre see K. Seybold, Das Gebet des Kranken im Atten 
Testament (Stuttgart, 1973). 

120. For the unity of Ps. 42 and 43 see H. Gunkel, Die Psalmen 
(G~ttingen, 1926), p. 179, and H. J. Kraus, Psalmen, Bk.1S/1 (Neukirchen, 
1978) , 472. Their conclusion has been commonly accepted. 

121. Pss. 79:10, 115:2. 

122. H. Schmidt, "Das Gebet des Angeklagten im A1ten Testament," 
BZAW 49 (1928) 32ff. However, the enemies mentioned in YY. 10,22-28 
cannot be identified with any certainty. The problem of the identity of 
the 'enemies' in the Book of Psalms has not yet been satisfactorily solved 
despite various attempts at their identification. For a recent survey of 
the proposed solutions see H. J. Kraus, Psalmen, 15.1, pp. 112-117. While 
the sufferings of the Psalmists seem to be schematized and described, like 
those of the Babylonian worshiper, in stylized form, these Psalms nonethe­
less have different emphases from each other. In Psalms 42/43, 69, and 
88, it seems that the Psalmist suffers from a more specific source of dis­
tress, as indicated above. 
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While the reasons for distress are various in the Psalms which we 

have mentioned, in descriptions of the distressed state of the Psalmists 

the water images recur either in word-for-word repetitions or with only 

slight variations. We get the impression that this is a literary tradi-

tion preserved in fixed formulae and set phrases: 

For You didst cast me into the deep 
into the heart of the seas 
and the flood was round about me 
all Your breakers and waves passed 

over me .... 
The waters closed in over me 
the deep was round about me .... 

... Deep caUs to deep 
in the roar of Your cataracts 

[ J on . 2: 4 , 6 ] 

all Your breakers and waves passed 
over me .... 

CPs. 42:8] 

You have put me at the bottom of the Pit 
You have put me in the depth 
Your fury lies heavy upon me 
You afflict me with all your breakers 
Your fury overwhelms me 
Your terror destroys me 
They swirl about me like waters all 

day long 
They encircle me on every side. 

[Ps.88:7,8] 

Deliver me 0 God 
for the waters have reached my neck 
I am sinking into the slimy deep 
and find no foothold 
I have corne into the watery depth 
the flood sweeps me a\ .... ay .... 
Rescue me from the mire 
let me not sink 
let me be rescued from my enemies 
and from the watery depth 
let the flood waters not sweep me away 
let the deep not s\.allow me 
Let the mouth of the well not close over me. 

CPs. 69:2,3,15,16] 
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He lifted me out of the miry Ii t 
the slimy clay .... 

[Ps. 40:3J 
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l~~W i~~ ~j~V~~ 

. . .. 1~~11 ~~tt) 

Like the sufferer in the Babyl onian prayers, the biblical protagonist 

describes himself as cast into the waters by an angry God. 123 As in the 

N b~ 124 d k d h' 125 d prayer to a u, waves an brea ers surroun 1m an he is about to 

drown. 126 Also, as in the prayer to Nabu,127 this plight is paralleled 

128 by that of being cast into the morass. The last image served in all 

the Babylonian prayers under discussion to indicate the occurrence of a 

religious ordeal. 

Within the biblical context, the formulation of overwhelming divine 

f 129, f d b k d ' 1 ury 1n terms 0 waves an rea ers nee s spec1a comment. In biblical 

poetic texts breakers and waves usually are an integral constituent of 

the chaotic waters, hostile to creation and defying its Creator. They 

must constantly be subdued and held at bay.130 In the psalm under dis-

cussion, however, the waves and breakers appear associated with God in the 

genitive case: 

123. Jon. 2:4, or being put into the waters, Ps. 88:7. 

124. Line 49. 

125. Jon. 2:4; Pss. 42:8, 88:8. 

126. Jon. 2:4,6; Pss. 69:2b,15. 

127. Lines 52-56. 

128. Ps. 40:3, 69:2b,16. 

129. Especially Ps. 88:8,16,17. 

130. Isa. 51:15; Jer. 5:22, 31:35; Job 38:11; Pss. 89:10, 93:4. Once 
waves are mentioned as a result of a divine stormy wind CPs. 107:25,29). 
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Ps. 42:8 

Ps. 88:8 

- ------ -

iLJV ~7V 1~7)i 1~LJWD 7~ 

iLJV ~7V 1~7)i 1~LJWD 7~ 

n70 n~)v 1~LJ~ 7~i jn~u n~~o ~7V 

In the hymnic introduction to the Babylonian prayers these same 
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furious elements are used to illustrate the divine power of the respec-

tive gods, and may consequently also serve as a mode of their wrath. In 

the Bible, the close association of the waves and breakers with God is 

limited to the above-mentioned texts. This leads us to suggest probable 

derivation from the Babylonian source. The biblical passages, like their 

Babylonian counterparts, abound in verbs underscoring the encircling 

power of the waters: 

Jon. 2:4 

Ps.88:l8-

~J~iO~ uiJ ,~J~iO~ Oinn 

in~ ~ 7V 131 i E)~ i'n ,ll~ ~.'J ~ .:li:JO 

One verb in particular merits further elucidation. In Ps. 88:8, the verb 

n)v in its usual denotation 'to afflict, humiliate' cannot be readily 

applied to water. Most commentators realizing this difficulty resorted 

to emendation of the text. 132 However, the need for such an emendation 

is obviated if we consider the Arabic ~ 'became captive, was in a state 

of confinement,133 as related in meaning to a Hebrew verb *n)v, which, in 

a transitive meaning, denoted 'to confine, bind, shackle (in fetters).' 

This verb seems to be represented in the following verses: 

131. The last-mentioned verb also occurs in the prayer to Nabu, 
line 49. 

132. For a summary of the various attempts see Kraus, PsaZmen, Bd. 
15, 772. 

133. E. W. Lane, Arabic-EngZish Lexicon (London, 1874), 2178b. 



His feet were shackled by fetters 
an iron [collar] was put on his neck. 

His [or: my] cord he opened and 
shacked me with ... 

[Ps. 105:18] 

[Job 30: 11] 

... By what means we may prevail 
against him that we may bind him 
[so as] to shackle him [rather than 
to afflict hi m]. 

[Jud. 16:6] 

'U" .:IV7 7iTl, 

And she began to shackle him. 
[J ud . 16: 19] 

In each of the quoted verses ' to shackle, bind' renders a more precise 

meaning than the commonly suggested 'to afflict,' which constitutes a 
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deviation from the concrete meaning of the verb suggested by the context. 

There also se~'ms to be a verbal noun *".:IV denoting 'shackles, fetters': 

".:IV "7:J.iT.:l 1,'1::7" tJ"i''l':J. u"i'OK tJK' - "But if they be bound in manacles, 

held in the cords of fetters" (Job 36:8), rather than 'cords of aff1ic-

tion.' Note also the counterpart of this verse - i'n.:I" nn"n.)ib,n, " ... (He) 

broke their neckstocks" (v.14). We therefore suggest to render Ps. 88:8 

"Your fury lies heavy upon me, You shackled (me) with all your breakers. ,~34 

134. The Arabic vocable was suggested by D. W. Thomas, The Text of 
the Revised Psalter (London, 1965), 45, as an explication of Ps. 107:10. 
To my knowledge he has not otherwise elaborated on his suggestion. N. J. 
Tromp, Primitive Conceptions, pp. 65-66, extends this meaning to Ps. 88:8 
but renders the verse "Thou entang1est me in all Thy breakers." 
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The probability of such an interpretation which would bring the biblical 

imagery very close to that of the Babylonian prayers gains some support 

from an additional biblical passage in which this specific imagery recurs 

in a context in which the waters are associated with 71~W and figure as 

a divine punitive measure: in Isa. 28:14 the prophet quotes the mock-

statement made by the spiritual leaders of Jerusalem who scoff at the pos-

sibility of being subjected to divine punishment by referring to a cove-

nant made with death and Sheol which would safeguard their impunity: 

~ illi1 WViT "'7tllD 11'~7 "'Wj~ 'i1 i::li IYOO 1:J7 
71 ~tl1 iWI m D nx n"l "'tl j In'LJ : :Jrl"'tl~ "I:J • r,'" 7W1 j'" :J 

..• I)~I:J'" ~7 ('p LlY"') LlY "':J ('p ~1tl1) ~"'W ,i1Tr. 1)"'WV 

Therefore hear the word of the Lord 
you scoffers who rule this people 

in Jerusalem 
Because you have said 'we have made 
a covenant with death and with Sheol 
we have an agreement when the over­
flowing waters shall pass it shall not 
come unto us .... 

To this cynical statement the prophet offers the following rebuttal: 

I shall make justice the line and 
righteousness the plummet and hail 
will sweep away the refuge of lies 
and water will overwhelm (IBnw"l w"'D) 
the shelter. Then your covenant with 
death will be annulledl35 and your 
agreement with Sheol will not stand 
when the overflowing water (~~Itl1 ~)tl1) 
shall pass through, you shall be 
trodden down by it .... Now therefore 

135. The verb wekuvpar has customarily been emended to read 
wetupar - 'will be annulled,' a verb frequently connected with treaties. 
But as Levine has recently argued , this verb which means 'to erace' may 
be retained in a treaty context because it too signifies 'to nullify. ' 
B. S. Levine, In the Presence of the Lord (Leicien, 1974), p. 61. 



do not scoff lest your shackles (tD"ibiO) 
[lit. 'neckstock'] be strong. 

[Isa. 28:17,18,22] 

140 

The shackles are not previously mentioned in this context and they may be 

accounted for if we assume that they were associated with the notion of 

1 fl ' 136 tle over oWlng waters. 

In conclusion: the similarity between the water imagery in the 

Babylonian and biblical prayers is too striking to be incidental. May 

we therefore presume that the bibl i cal imagery derived from the Baby-

Ionian prayers? Secondly, may we assume that the Psalmists were familiar 

with the concept of religious ordeal? 

As to the first question, there has been renewed demand for reap-

praisal of the relationship between the Liturgical literature of the two 

137 
cultures. Recent comparative studies have indeed indicated marked 

similarities not only in religious concepts but also in their verbal 

136. We trans lated the noWl nWl by 'overflowing water' instead of 
the common rendition 'scourge' for the following reasons: the verb ~bW 
which is associated with it always refers to the flow of a liquid sub­
stance and could not reasonably be applied to 'whip' or 'scourge.' Nei­
ther does 'whip' or the more abstract 'scourge' fit the context which 
explicitly refers to the elements let loose in a tempest. We derive the 
meaning of the Hebrew vocable from Arabic.by- meaning 'flood' for which 
see J. Barth, "~W biW," ZAW 33 (1913) 306-307 and ZAW 34 (1914) 69, who 
refers to a similar use of this vocable in the Koran 89:12 where it is 
used as a punishment of God and the verb 'to pour' attached to it leaves 
no doubt as to its meaning. The s i milar noun is attested to in Ethiopic, 
ibid. For additional corroboration of this interpretation from the Targum 
and medieval commentators cf. S. Poznanski, "Zu ~~itlll'l.,tll," ZAW 36 (1916) 
119-120. For a different view, defending the translation 'whip,' see H. 
Gese, "Die Stromende Geisel des Hadad und Jes. 28:15 und 18," CaUing 
Festschrift CTubingen, 1970), 127-134. Shackles as a descriptive part 
of Sheol will be discussed below. 

137. W. W. Hallo, "Individual Prayer in Sumerian: The Continuity 
of a Tradition," JAGS 88 (1968), esp. 71-82. 
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expressions. 138 Concentrating on one genre of Liturgy, Dalglish139 con-

cluded: 

There are many striking similarities between fue Sumero-Accadian 
and the Hebrew psalms of lamentation. These include a similar ity 
of literary types and component themes , rhythm and parallelism, 
phraseology and idiom, and rel igious thought and cultic provenance . 
This community has been accounted for in several ways .... The most 
likely theory to account for t he similarities as well as the dif­
ferences between the Sumero-Ac cadian and Hebrew psalms of lamenta­
tion presents t hree major posits: (1) a proto-Semitic inheritance 
common to both cultures; (2) a probable Babylonian influence, 
direct or indirect , upon the Hebrew psalm of lamentation, and (3) 
the creative genius of Israel's religion and of the originality of 
her psalmists. 

The second proposition seems to be the more probable; especially so since 

in the prayers under study direct analogy, additional to the water images, 

is evidenced. In the prayer to Marduk No.1, identical terms to those 

encountered in the Bible are employed in pleading for divine succor: 

What profit is there in one who 
is like clay 

What profit is there in my 
blood 

h · 1 d When I go down to the pi t A living slave reverences IS or 14'0 Shall the dust praise Thee 
What can dead dust give to a god. Shall it declare Thy truth. 

[Marduk 1, 67-69] [Ps. 30:10; KJV 30:9] 

Taking into consideration a l l the above, familiarity seems obvious, 

138. See ii'1l7:l7~::m - iJ"7i1Il '1!)Oi n"i'JW1i1 mi~Oii" ,j7~.::r"i .n ,i'Jii' . .::r.W 
(j'''?wn) u"7Wii" ,160-136.0 .'::1 ;24-8 .i.::r .'~ ,~ii?n il"::J.. 

139. E. R. Dalglish, Psalm Fifty One (Leiden, 1962), 250, 254. For 
the first position see further W. F. Albright, "The Psalm of Habakkuk," 
Studies in Old Testament Prophecy, ed. H. H. Rowley (London, 1950), p. 4. 
The second position seems to us to be the more plausible. 

140. Translation of line 69 follows the rendition by M. J. Seux, 
"I-Iymnes," p. 175. For similar ideas in the Bible see Isa. 38:18,19; Pss. 
6:6, 88:11. For further similarities no~ also the description of the 
deity bestowing fertility in Prayer to Marduk ~o. 2, lines 5-28, and Ps. 
104:10-14 . 
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and as a result derivation possible. As to the water images, do they 

denote a religious ordeal in the Bible as well? 

While the concept of a river ordeal seems to have been known in this 

141 
cultural area, there is no direct evidence for it in the biblical lit-

erature. And yet the following passages may support the contention that 

the biblical writers were familiar with the notion of a religious judgment 

by water, for which no specificmchnical term is attested to, but which 

was referred to by the above discussed terms ~jW and ~~'W ~,~, and by the 

term u"'jj u"'n. 

In Psalm 32, a penitent who experienced divine forgiveness of his 

sins describes the way in which the devout may be saved from divine judg-

ment: 

Then I, acknowledged my sin to You 
I did not cover up my guilt 
I resolved 'I will confess my transgressions to the Lord' 
And You forgave the guilt of my sin. Selah. 
Therefore let every faithful man pray to You 
Upon discovering [his sin] 
[Others: In a time when you may be found] 
That the rushing mighty waters (n"'~j n"'n) 
Not overtake him. 

[Ps. 32:5-6] 

The many-faceted connotations of the term a"'jj n"'n - 'many waters' 

h f b . d' d 142 ave 0 ten een 1n 1cate . Less observed in these discussions, for 

infrequently attested in the Bible, is fue function of the 'many waters' 

141. See p. 126, n.97. However, the title 'Judge River' encoun­
tered in Ugaritic mythological texts would seem to be an honorific title, 
as the parallelism to 'Prince Sea' indicates, rather than a reference to 
the function of the River as Judge. 

142. H. G. ~1ay, "Some Cosmic Connotations of Mayim Rabbin, 'Many 
Waters'," ~TBL 74 (1955) 9-21. 
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as a divine tool in meting out punishment. When serving in this capacity, 

their role as an insurgent element is reversed; no longer hostile to the 

C 143 h' h 1 144 d . d ' . d 1 145 h reator, 1S c osen peop e, or a evout 1n 1V1 ua , t ey are 

turned against God's enemies in the form of a destructive flood,146 or 

withhold their nurturing powers.
147 

As God's penal agents the 'many 

waters' may also appear as part of the divine storm theophany, paralleled 

by wind and hail, i. e., the weapons of the Divine Warrior fighting his 

enemies. 148 Flooding waters, by their very nature, tend to be indis-

criminate. In the Bible their judicious use by a discerning judge became 

symbolic of divine justice. It was precisely the absence of God's right-

eousness that Job lamented using this imagery: 

He would crush with a tempest 
and multiply my wounds without cause .... 
When the raging flood (DiW) slays 

suddenly, 
He mocks the despair of the innocent. 

[Job 9:17,23] 

But neither the occasional despair of a Job nor the arrogant 

"scoffers" elsa. 28) could shake the basic biblical tenet "Destruction is 

decreed, over flowing with righteousness" - i1i'b~ ~DIW 1"iin li'l'i':J (Isa. 10:22) 

143. E.g., Hab. 3:15; Pss. 29:3,77:20,93:4. 

144. Isa. 17:12-14; Ps. 124:3-5. 

145. Pss. 18:17//2 Sam. 22:17, 144:7. Cf. Isa. 43:2. 

146. Ezek. 26:19 (probably also 27:26). 

147. Ezek. 31:15. 

148. Isa. 17:12,13; see also tJ'I ·1'1~'"J !J'Ib//::J'I~i ::J'Ib in v.12 and in 
28:2. Cf. Ezek. 1:24 & 43:2. Note also the ~BO/ in ~ah. 1:8 and Daniel 
9:26, 11:22. 
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The idea of judgment by water is elaborated on in the Bible in the 

context of a catastrophe designated by j~t~. The relationship between 

biblical j~~ and Babylonian edU - 'a catastrophic onrush of water' is of 

special interest for our study since edu is referred to in the prayer to 

Nabu as referring to a religious ordeal and believed to be a punishment 

evoked by an angry God. A detailed discussion of this concept is there-

fore in order. Since we wish to pursue further, but along different lines, 

the assumption of a possible relationship of the concept of an orderal to 

the water images in the psalms and the notion of biblical i~K, we turn to 

a definition and discussion of the term i~K. 

Excursus - the nature of the i~~-catastrophe 

The vocable i~~ is attested twenty-four times in the Bible. 149 It always 

occurs without the definite article, and seventeen times contains a pre­

nominal suffix. 150 Except for Exek. 35:5, the term appears only in 

poetic passages. i~~ is paralleled in the Bible by n~15l and nv,152 -

'calamity,' 'distress,' 'disaster,' and it is by this rather broad sense 

that the term is defined in the standard lexica. 153 The predicate 

149. Deut. 32:35; 2 Sam. 22:19=Ps. 18:19; Jer. 18:17,46:21, 
48:16, 49:8,32; Ezek. 35:5; Obad. 13(3x); Provo 1:26,27, 6:15, 17:5, 
24:22, 27:10; Job 18:12, 21:17,30, 30:12, 31:3,23. 

150. 1 masc. sing. 2 Sam. 22:19=Ps. 18:19. 2 rnasc. sing. Provo 
27:10. 2 masc. pI. Provo 1:26,27. 3 masc. sing. Jer. 18:17,46:21, 
49:39; Deut. 32:35; Obad. 13. 

151. Provo 1:27; Obad. 12-14. 

152. Jer. 48:16; Obad. 13. 

153. BOB, p. IS, "distress," "calamity." KB, p. 36, "not occa­
sional but final calamity." Thesaurus, p. 90, "disaster," "collapse," 
"ruin." Cf. also THw., 122-25. 
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associated with ,~~ is usually the verb ~I~ - 'to come' in Qal 154 or in 

Hiph;155 once the cognate verb ~n~ is used (Prov. 1:27), and once the 

verb ~IP - 'to rise' in Qal (Prov. 24:22). 

The object of ,~~ in Wisdom Literature, where the term occurs 

twelve times, is always an individual, and - but for two instances in 

h · h h t . . f' d 156.. h . k d w 1C t e erm occurs 1n an unspec1 1e context - 1t 1S t e W1C e , 

or allegedly wicked, upon whom ,~~ is inflicted. In Deut. 32:35 and in 

late prophetic texts the term refers to the evil fate of a nation -

. h I 1157 h . 158 b h b b' h f d e1t er srae or er enem1es - roug t a out y t e anger 0 Go . 

In 2 Sam. 22:19 (= Ps. 18:19) the term refers to the calamity that 

befalls an individual, in this case a royal protagonist. 

The catastrophe referred to by '~~, whether applied to an individ-

ual as in Wisdom Literature or to a nation as in Deut. and late prophecy, 

is usually a measure of divine retribution. It is a severe measure meted 

out in an eruption of anger which strikes without warning and results in 

total destruction: 

Therefore shall his [the villain's] calamity ['~~] 
come suddenly 

Suddenly shall he be broken without remedy. 
(KJV. Provo 6:15) 

154. Jer. 46:21; Provo 6:15; Job 21:17, infin.; Jer. 48:6. Cf. 
Provo 1:26,27 with the parallel xn~ in Qal. 

155 .. Jer. 49:8,32 + the preposition 7'Y Job 21:17, 49:8; Jer. 48:6. 

156. Provo 17:5, 27:10. 

157. Deut. 32:35; Jer. 18:17; Obad. l3(3x). 

158. Egypt: Jer. 46:21; ~·loab: Jer. 58:16; Edom: Jer.49:8; 
Kedar: Jer. 32:49. 
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Since, from the point of view of the victim, the occurrence of the disas-

ter is unpredictable, it is rendered all the more frightening: 

For God's calamity ['~K] is a dread to me 
I could not withstand its terror. 

(Pope Job 31: 23) 

But from the divine point of view the disaster is premeditated: 

For he sends(?) his feet into a net and he walks upon 
a snare. The trap shall grip his heel, the bands tighten 
on him. The snare is laid for him in the ground and a 
trap for him in the way. Horrors frighten him on every 
side and chase him at his heels. His strength is hunger 
bitten and calamity ['~~] is ready for his rib .... His 
roots dry up beneath and his branches wither above. 
His memory perishes from the earth and he has no name 
in the street. He is thrust from light into darkness 
and driven out of the world .... They that come after him 
shall be astonished at his day and horror seized them 
that were before him. Surely such are the dwellings of 
the ungodly. Such is the place of him who knows not God. 

(Job 18: 8-21) 

The totality of destruction and the horror it evokes among contemporary 

witnesses and future generations lends the punitive measure manifested 

in the ,~~ a paradigmatic character. As a result of the notion of divine 

predetermination and careful planning inherent in it, this concept became 

an apt mode to express divine retributive justice in dealing with the 

fate of nations on a historic scale in terms of a Rib - 'a divine cove-

1 
.,159 nant aWSUl t. 

Is not this laid up in store with me, 
and sealed up among my treasures? 

159. See G. E. Wright, "The Law-suit of God. A Form-Critical Study 
of Deut. 32," Israel's Prophetic Heritage, ed. B. W. Anderson and W. 
Harrelson (New York, 1962), pp. 26-67. B. Gemser, "The rib - or controversy­
pattern in Hebrew Mentality," SVT 3 (1960) 120-137. 



To me belongs vengeance and recompense; 
their [Israel's] foot shall slide in due time: 
For the day of their calamity [uj~~] is at hand, 
and the things that shall come upon them make haste. 

(Deut. 32:35. KJV) 

147 

It was thus that j~~ was employed by the later prophets to describe the 

catastrophic events of the years 587-586 that engulfed both Israel and 

her enemies. 160 In this context j~~ became a technical term for a time 

of calling to account, for the day of visitation: 

and punishment: 

n7~~ ni~ II nnjv~ nv 

iwY j~~ II i~njv~ nv 
nj~~ II VP 1i V nv 

(Jer. 48:16,21) 

(Jer. 47:21) 

(Jer. 49:8) 

(Ezek. 35: 5) 

The tangible manner in which an j~~ manifests itself may be gleaned 

from the similes by which j~~ is described. 16l Three times j~~ is likened 

to a storm; designated n~ib, n~i~ and D~jv nii. 

When panic strikes you like a squall wind 
And disaster [b~j~~] falls on you like a gale 

(Prov. 1:27; trans. 
according to R.B.Y . 
Scott, AB, 18, ad lac.) 

... ni~~ nin~ ~7V i7~~i ... 
... i7)7)nn n~~ nnn i~n~~ ~ni ~~= 

160. In reference to Isarel: Jer. 18: 17; Ezek. 35:5; Obad. 13(3x). 
Egypt: Jer. 46:21. Moab: Jer. 48 : 16; Edom: 48:8. Kedar: 49:32. 

161. The vocable j'~ used in parallelism to j'~ (Prov. 24:22) is 
not clear and the other parallel vocable ~~ (Job 31:3; Obad. 12) merely 
adds a notion of a strange occurrence. Cf: Isa. 28:21. 



They162 come upon me as a wide breaking in of waters 163 

Amid 164 a tempest they roll on. 
(KJV. Job 30:12,14) 

tJ"jE) ~7i ~iY j""i~ "jE)7 ~"E)~ O"'i' m""C 
'0'" ~ tJI., j lJ~'U~ 

Like a wind from the east I will drive them before 
the foe. My back and not my face I will show them on 
their day of disaster [U1"~ D,"j] 

(J er. 18: 17) 

148 

The "wind from the east" in biblical contexts is not merely a 

natural phenomenon but is considered a direct agent of the Lord,165 usu-

ally in a punitive capacity: 

n7V i:J1nb 'n nii D"'i' ~j" 
ITTbn "'7:J 7:J m~ noW'" ~in ij"Vb jim i iii?7J ttJ:l" i 

The east wind the wind of the Lord shall come 
from the desert and his spring shall become dry 
and his fountain shall be dried up, he shall 
spoil the treasure of all pleasant vessels. 

(Has. 13: 15) 

He removed them with his fierce b1a~ in the day 
of the east wind. 

(1 Sam. 27:8) 

A similar notion of a destructive storm seems to be implied in Deut. 32: 

162. In these passages the wicked act as divine agents. 

163. For this rendition of1".~ cf. 2 Sam. 5:20=1 Chr. 14:11; Job 
28: 4; J ud. 5: 17. 

164. Trans. according to Pope. 

165. Note also the alternation between the prose version of the 
crossing of the Reed Sea which has ~"'i' D,i (Exod. 14:21) and the poetic 
version which has jE)~ n,i (Exod. 15:8). Similarly in Num. 11:31 it is 
the "divine wind" which brings the quail versus Ps. 78:26 where the "east 
\vind" is referred to in the same context. 



34-35 -

~inv bD~ ~in ~7n 

~ni~i~~ Oinn 
D7Wi Dv~ ~7 

D7)i ~inn nv7 
wi~~ ai~ ~iiv ~~ 

Is this not stored up with me 
Sealed up in my storehouses 
For the day166 of vindication and requital 
For the time when their feet will slip 
For the day of their calamity is at hand. 

149 

The heavenly storehouse is attested as holding the elements, especially 

the winds (Jer. 10:13 = 51:17; Ps. 135:7) in store for a time of divine 

punishment. At the appointed time of judgment, the divine storehouse 

opens, freeing the Lord's agents to carry out His punishment: 

The Lord has opened his armory and brought out 
the weapons of his wrath. 

(Jer. 30:25) 

The i~~ - catastrophe in Deut. 32:34-35 may therefore refer to a 

storm, a notion further conveyed by the results of the onslaught: 

Like a wind from the east I will drive them 
before the foe. 

(Jer. 18:17) 

To the winds I will scatter these clipped 
temple men. 

(Jer. 49:32) 

They [the wicked] became as straw in the wind 
Like chaff the storm snatches away. 

(Job 21:18) 

166. Reading Oi~7 with LXX. 
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Dispelling my dignity like a wind. 
(Job 30: 15) 

You lift me up and mount me on the wind 
You toss me about with a tempest. 

(Job 30:22) 

The divine rage that induces the i~~ - catastrophe, in accord with the 

storm motif, is termed ~~ - 'anger' (Job 21:17), h~W - 'welling up' (Job 

31:23), and nLJV - 'over-flow, I 'outburst of fury' (Job 21:30). 

Another feature of the i~~ - catastrophe also in accord with the 

nature of a storm is the onrush of waters. Thus, Job describes the on-

slaught of i~~: "They came upon me as a wide breaking in of waters" 

(Job 30:14; KJV) and the poet of the Royal Psalm of Thanksgiving describes 

as his personal i~~ his being immersed in "many waters" - a concept that 

has been discussed above. Finally, a number of recurrent images which 

are employed to describe the initial stage of the impending catastrophe 

may also, by implication, refer to a storm, namely, "cordis," "shackles," 

"bridle," and \6.rious forms of traps. 

His 
and 

In~w ~~~ 1011 ~~~V~I nh~ lin~ ~~ 

167 [Q = my] cord he opened and shackled me with 
the bridle they cast on168 to my face. 

(Job 30:11) 

The Ketib and Qere versions differ on whether Job's punishment is to be 

attributed to God (K) or to his agents, the wicked (Q). The Q has the 

167. For this meaning of the verb nJV see p. 137. 

168. For this meaning of the particle 'n in Hebrew see N. Sarna, 
"The Interchange of the Prepositions Beth and Min in Bib lical Hebrew," 
JBL 78 (1959) 310-16. For lOt in the context of a storm see Isa. 30:28. 
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support of biblical passages in which the trap set for the innocent is 

considered a typical scheme of the wicked CPs. 35:8; Provo 3:25), but the 

following passage indicates that the trap imagery is intrinsic to the 

i~~-catastrophe as such: 

1'7i1rl~ i1~~W '7V' , ~ '7:1 i:J nw'L:l il'7W ~:J 

u~n~ '~?V vlil~ il~ ~~~ lnK' 
~~n) ~'7V 'n1:J'7n, '7~i1 ~~~ 1,nm 

'~'7)i'7 jn'~~n' n'i1?~ 'n'nv~ ~~~b 
'V?~ 1'~) i~~' ')'~ ~Vi ~n~ 

For he sendsC?) hs feet into a net and he walks 
into a snare 

The trap shall grip his hee~ the bands tighten on him 
The snare is laid for him in the ground and a trap for 

him in the way 
Horrors frighten him on every side and chase him at 

his heels 
His strength is hunger bitten and calamity [i~~] is 

ready for his rib. 
(Job 18: 7-12) 

It should be noted that the 'snare' and the 'trap' are closely associated 

with the Mesopotamian storm deity EntiZ = "Lord Storm." Commenting on 

E "'1."'1 J b k h f 11· b . 169 '~£'''l-''' aco sen rna es teo oWIng 0 servatlons: 

In the storm a brooding violence and destructiveness in Enlil finds 
expression ... because Enlil is force, there lie hiddin in the dark 
depths of his soul both violence and wildness ... suddenly and unpre­
dictably the hidden vio l ence in him may break forth ... a scattering 
of all life and of all life's meaning. Therefore man can never be 
fully at ease with Enlil but feels a lurking fear which finds 
expression frequently in the hymns 

What has he planned? .. 
What is in my father's heart 
What is in En2.i1's holy mind 
What has he planned against me 

in his holy mind? 

169. The Treasures of Darkness (London: Yale University Press, 
1976), p. 101. 
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A net he spread: the net of an enemy 170 
A snare he set, the snare of an enemy .... 

In view of the well-attested trap imagery associated with the storm and 

the '~~-catastrophe, it seems that the LXX version of Job 2l:l7c which 

reads I!)~:J lJlv~rl1~ tJ~'?:Jn - "cords are holding them [due to the Lord's] 

anger" is to be preferred to MT I!)X:J v7ri" b~7:J11 - "cords [or lots] he 

portioned out in anger" which makes no clear sense in the context of the 

passage. The trap imagery may be further explained by the notion that 

the storm which underlies the ,~~- catastrophe is env~saged as coming 

from all directions at once, as explicitly stated by Jeremiah: 

From all directions their doom I will bring sayeth 
the Lord. 

(Jer. 49:32) 

In conclusion, '~X in the Bible denotes a catastrophe which amounts 

to total destruction and which commonly manifests itself in the form of 

an engulfing storm, occasionally accompanied by an onrush of waters. In 

Wisdom and Psalmodic Literature the ,~~ always pertains to the fate of an 

individual and is commonly understood as a divine punitive measure which 

strikes without warning. The notion of divine premediation in bringing 

171 
about the '~~-catastrophe, which is implied in some of the Wisdom 

texts, is underscored in Deut. 32:35 and late prophecy where the ,~~-

catastrophe becomes a technical term for "a time of reckoning" i1iIP!) :JI~ , 

170. KAR No. 375. II.1-6. Before Philosophy (1963), 197. Cf. 
Jacobsen. 

172 . Job 18:1_; 31:_-3. 
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an historic turning point in which the fate of Israel or her enemies is 

determined. 

It should be noted that there are additional passages in the book 

of Job which describe a storm as a measure of divine retribution for moral 

transgressions and which contain the same elements as an i~~-catastrophe 

although the term ,~~ is not explicitly mentioned in them: 

n~iO jnJJ) n7~7 nin7~ n~D~ in)~wn 
inivDO in1Vw~ 17~i D~iv in~W~ 

n~~ nLJ i'~n 7nn~ ~7i i~7V 1(W~i 
inipDD i~7V v~~i in~~~ in~7V v~~ 

Terrors take hold of him as waters 
a tempest stealeth.him away in the night 

The east wind carrieth him away and he deporteth 
and as a storm hurleth him out of his place 

For God shall cast upon him and not spare 
he would fain f l ee out of his hand 

Men shall clap their hands at him 
Hnd shall hiss him out of his place. 

(Job 27:20-23 KJV) 

D~~ ii:~ 17~~i w~n~ 1~ni~~~O 1~7V 
1o:;n u~n nv~i n~1r1 ~7 1wn i~ 

Therefore snares are round about thee 
and sudden fear troubleth thee 

A darkness that thou canst not see 
and abundance of waters cover thee. 

(Job 22:11) 

In these clusters of images, identical1D those of the '~~-catastrophe, 

the element of water is more pronounced than in the previously discussed 

,~x texts and it seems therefore that this element - though not always 

elaborated upon - forms an integral part of the stock imagery. This ele-

ment of water associated with the i~~ concept is similar in meaning and 

semantic range with Akkadian edu. This noun, contrary to Speiser's172 

172. E. A. Speiser, '''Ed in the Story of Creation," BASOR 140 
(1955) 9-11, esp. p. 10; cf. ~1. Saeb¢, "Die hebraische ~omina 'ed und 
'ed," Stud.ia T'r;ec Zogica. 2,1 (].9 (0) 130-141 for a critical appreciation 
of Speiser's article. 
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interpretation. is defined in the Akkadian lexica as "onrush of water." 

"high water." "The phenomenon referred to by edu is a rare and catastrophic 

event. as against rrfilu. the annual high water.,,173 Von Soden similarly 

173 defines edu as "[bedrohliche] Wasserflut, Wogenschwall." The Akkadian 

vocable. as indicated by the lexica. may refer also to a wind-tossed sea 

which hits a collective body such as a town or an individual. 

What is the frame of reference of the i~~ concept? The last-mentioned 

body of waters u~D ny~ (Job 22:11) recurs in Job 38: 

Knowest thou the ordinances [Pope translates: "statutes." 
"rule"] of heaven 

Canst thou set the dominion thereof in the earth 
Canst thou lift up thy voice to the clouds that 

abundance of waters [O~b ny~] may cover thee 
Canst thou send lightnings. that they may go and 

say unto thee. Here we are. 
(Job 38:33-35. KJV) 

While the context of Job 38:34 does not enable us to determine whether 

reference is made to the seasonal rains. as seems to be implied in "the 

rule of heaven l
! (v. 33). or whether O~D ny~ refers to a more stormy 

event, as suggested by the lightning in the following verse (35), it 

does help us to understand the frame of reference of the terrifying experi-

ence in Job 22:11. a flow of waters associated with storm clouds. The 

natural phenomenon of streaming waters emanating from storm clouds is 

variously attested in the Bible in a mythopoeic sense as part of a divine 

storm theophany. the rom and function of which seems to constitute the 

possible matrix of the i~~ concept under discussion. A short outline 

173. CAD E. 35, 36. 

174. AHw. 187. 
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of the former is therefore in order. In a number of poetic texts in the 

Bible, the theophany is described by means of imagery which, both in form 

and content, is sufficiently recurrent to have led scholars to recognize 

in it a specific literary "Gattung.,,175 Psalm 18 v.8-l6 = 2 Sam. 22:8-16 

clearly represents the salient components of this storm theophany. Simi­

lar descriptions of theophanies are known from the Ancient Near East. 176 

The most marked affinities with the biblical descriptions are attested 

in Babylonian and especially in Ugaritic literature. In Babylonian lit-

erature it is the Storm God Adad whose theophany is described in language 

that bears 

even more 

striking resemblance to t he biblical descriptions. 177 But 

pronounced similarities may be found in the Hymns to Marduk. 178 

Marduk assimilates features of other deities, ~~ong them that of a storm 

d 179 0 h O h 0 h 0 hOb 1 w1°th T"·am-at.180 
go, 1n w 1C capac1ty e appears 1n t e cosmogon1c att e v 

Th o h b f W S 0 0 0 0 181 1S myt may e 0 est em1t1c or1g1n. The closest relationship to 

175. For a discussion of this Gattung and the pertinent texts see 
J. Jeremias, Theophanie~ Die Geschichte Einer AlttestamentlickGattung~ 
WMANT 10 (1965); henceforth cited as "Theophanie." 

176. See Jeremias, "Theophanie," pp. 73-90, for the pertinent 
examples. 

177. E.g., the Adad Hymn IV R.28 No.2 translated by H. Zirnrnern, 
Babylonische Hymnen und Gebete in Auswahl (Leipzig, 1905), p. 12; cf. 
St. Langdom, Babylonian Penitential Psalms (Paris, 1927), p. 32. 

178. Text - K.3351. E. E. Ebeling, Die Akkadische Gebetserie 
"Handerhebung" (Berlin, 1953), p. 94. 

179. See Th. Jacobsen, Before Philosophy, pp. 189, 193-194. 

180. Enuma e1is IV 39ff. 

181. Jacobsen, "The Batt l e of Marduk and Tiamat," JAOS 88 (1968) 
104-108. 
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biblical storm theophanies, however, is attested in Ugaritic literature 

in those texts which describe Ba ~l as a storm god. 182 Both in the extra-

biblical and biblical storm theophanies, the fierce winds, storm clouds, 

thunder, bolts of lightning, hail, and the onrush of waters constitute 

the entourage of the deity, which he uses as weapons in his capacity as 

Divine Warrior. A well-known context in which the use of these weapons 

is described in Babylonia is the cosmogonic struggle of Marduk with the 

chaotic powers represented by Tiamat and her helpers. Similarly in the 

Bible the concept of God as the Divine Warrior was originally associated 

with a cosmogonic battle against the chaotic power s represented by Yamm, 

also referred to by the designations of Rahab, Tanntn and Leviathan. In 

Ugarit, conflicts between Ba~l and MOt, and between Ba~l and Yamm or 

Lotan, may similarly refer to a cosmogonic context. However, the concept 

f d h ·· W . 183. . . d o Go as t e D~v~ne arrlor ln a cosmogonlc context ~s not atteste 

in the Bible as a 'self-sufficient' motif but is associated with other, 

mainly historical scenes in which the Divine Warrior is depicted as mani-

festing his prowess against 'human enemies. These themes range from the 

Exodus-Conquest theme through other Holy War themes of the early Israelite 

league. They are also attested in later historical events in which the 

Divine Warrior comes to the aid of his chosen King and/or nation, and 

finally culminate in proto-apocalyptic and apocalyptic war-theophanies 

182. E.g., CAD.4 V:68-7l; CAD.4 VII : 25-48. 

183 . For a discussion of this concept in the Bible see F. I. Cross, 
'The Divine Warrior in Israel's Early Cult," BibUcal Moties : Origins and 
Transfigurations , ed . A. Altmann (Cambridge, Mass., 1966), pp. 11-30; 
Canaanite . jth , esp . pp . 91-11, 155-177; P.O. ~(i ller, The Divine Warrior 
in Early IS l''1e l (Cambridge, tvlass., 1973) . 
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against the foreign nations who, by oppressing Israel, have become His 

enemies.
184 

Conversely, the motif of the Divine Warrior is attested in 

contexts in which the adversary is either the chosen nation itself or its 

leaders who, by reneging on His covenant, become His enemy or, on rare 

occasions, an individual who has transgressed His laws. As the center of 

gravity shifts from the cosmogonic to the social scene, the nature of the 

Divine Warrior becomes more complex and the aspect of God as Divine Judge 

becomes associated with the former concept and often moves to the fore-

185 
ground. This underscoring of the idea of judgment in these contexts 

is due to the tendency of the biblical writer to view every tension and 

rift between the divine and social sphere in socio-ethical terms. It is 

in the I~~-catastrophe that the divine mode of revelation in a storm and 

the notion of the Divine Judge is most poignantly combined. The I~X-

catastrophe therefore seems to be a facet of the storm theophany in which 

the notion of the Divine Judge, inherent in the literary Gattung, became 

crystallized. The inner relationship between the Divine Warrior motif 

and the I~~ concept may also be implied by another phenomenon. The 

chronological distribution of the concept of I~~ in the various books of 

184. For a discussion of the various themes associated with the 
notion of the Divine Warrior see F. M. Cross, Canaanite Myth, esp. pp. 
91-111. For a different emphasis concerning these themes and their asso­
ciation with the Divine Warrior concept see J. Jeremias, Theophanie, pp. 
ll8-50. 

185. This may be interpreted as a combination of two distinct 
concepts, originally associated with two different deities such as Ba'al 
the Storm God and El - a deity associated with the social sphere, offer­
ing decrees, entering in covenant with certain groups of people, and thus 
accounting for the element of judgment. On the other hand, it may be an 
extension of a mythic pattern in which the heroic figure which conquers 
the chaotic power and establishes an orderly cosmos is also responsible 
for establishing and guarding social order. 
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the Bible roughly coincides with that of the Divine Warrior motif: both 

are attested in early poetry and enjoy a resurgence of popularity in late 

biblical texts. 186 However, the centrality of the notion of God as 

Divine Judge in the i~~ concept brought about a number of modifications, 

both in the function of the storm as a divine tool and in its literary 

presentation. 187 The aim of the i~~ being a punitive rather than an 

186. But for the occurrence of i~~ in Proverbs, which cannot be 
dated with any assurance, the i~~ concept is used in early poetry - Psalm 
18 = 2 Sam. 22 and Deut. 32 of the tenth and ninth centuries BC, respec­
tively - and again in late prophecy - Jer. chs. 18, 46, 48, 49, Ezek. 35, 
and Obad. - of the last part of the seventh and sixth centuries, and Job 
(chs. 18, 21, 30, 31), also presumably to be dates to the sixth century BC. 

187. The closest ties of the i~~ concept with its proposed matrix, 
the storm theophany, is indicated in Deut. 32:35 where the divine (tools 
of) vengeance are described as "stored up," "sealed" in His heavenly 
treasuries - the common habitat ofne elements unleashed in a storm -
until the opportune time for the i~~. The vengeance of the Lord is then 
described in vivid colors as it materialized in a battle scene (vv.40-42). 
Job 36:27, "i~f7 ~ "i'i~ w~7J ~~.) V"U~ ~::J, "[He] diminishes drops of 
water, distills rain for his i~~" seems to us to be another instance where 
the storm is closely associated with the concept under discussion. This 
verse is commonly associated with Gen. 2:6, the only other place in the 
Bible where i~ is attested in a defective spelling. Most commentators 
understand i~ in Gen. as a designation for "underground flow of water" on 
the analogy of Akkadian id (cf. E. A. Speiser, '''Ed in the Story of Cre­
ation," BASOR 140 [1955] 9-11). Job 36:27 is considered to constitute the 
cosmic counterpart of the subterranean i~ and thus refer to the heavenly 
reservoir of water. But it should be noted that 50 MSS in Kennicot codices 
read i~~ for MT i~ in this verse, and the plene spelling is also attested 
in the Talmud where this verse is cited (Pal. Tal., Shebi'it, IV, 10). 
Also from the point of view of context, i~~ is to be preferred since Job 
36:27ff serves as an introduction to Job 37, where a detailed description 
of a storm is given. Moreover, v.27 contains a typical description of 
the way God prepares the downpour for an i~~. v.27(b) deals with the pro­
cess of distilling water which is a familiar phrase often associated with 
the clouds in the capacity of a sieve. Cf. S. I. Feigen, "The Heavenly 
Sieve," JNES 9 (1950) 40-43. Verse 27 (a) describes the initial stage of 
a storm preparation, when the waters in the storm-cloud, which are other­
wise described as "stored up," "sealed" or "bound" ["He binds the water 
in nimbus but the clouds burst not with the burden," Job 26:8; trans. 
Pope] are diminished at the appropriate time for an i~~. Note also that 
in v.29ff these various elements are described as means to judge nations 
for good or evil. 
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aggressive military act, the divine weapons - the natural elements - are 

represented more sparingly and wielded more discriminately. As a result, 

the vividness of the presentation of the storm is toned down and the 

descriptive details recede. Consequently, the '~~-catastrophe tends on 

occasion to become an abstract designation for a day of visitation, a 

1 f 1 · 188 genera term or a ca amIty. But no linear development from the con-

crete to the abstract is attested, and one may find the ,~~ concept both 

in various degrees of abstraction and in its concrete manifestation as a 

189 storm used side by side within the writings of one prophet. There are 

rather various modes or stages of adaptation. The biblical poet who 

inserted the Divine Warrior motif into the context of a Royal Psalm of 

Thanksgiving (2 Sam. 22:8-16 = Ps. 18 : 8-16) left the storm imagery intact 

in all its pristine force. But since the divine struggle was used as a 

frame of reference for divine omnipotence in a social rather than a cos-

1 . 1 d h . 190 f h 1 1 f d mo oglca context, an t e ComposIte text 0 t e psa m no onger ocuse 

on the all-out contest of power for dominion but rather on divine chas-

tisement of the defiant, elaborate insistence on the discriminate nature 

of God in His dealings with His adherents and adversaries was appended 

(vv.22-29) to the storm theophany. Thus, by implication, the devastating 

divine force manifested in the storm is balanced, and an appropriate 

188. Jer. 48:16,49:8; Ezek. 35:5; Provo 17:5, 27:10; Job 31:3, 
23; Obad. 13. 

189. Cf. Jer. 18:17 to Jer. 48:16, 49:8, 49:32. 

190. 2 Sam. 22:8-16 = Ps. 18:8-16 may be an independent poetic com­
position secondarily introduced into t he psalm. Cf. Jeremias, Theophanie, 
pp. 3-4, 129; F. M. Cross, Canaanite Myth, esp. p. 158. 
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background is created for the poet's succor by a just God at the time of 

his ,~~. In other biblical texts of similar composite nature, this ten-

dency is made more explicit by reference to a discriminate use of the 

storm weapons themselves, even in the climax of the storm. 19l Another 

modification brought about by the same tendency results, as has been 

observed above, in a restricted representation of the storm elements. In 

its original setting, the unleashed power of a storm is most effective in 

a cO:lcerted onslaught of its various elements which are used by the Divine 

Warrior to intimidate his enemies to the point of petrifying fear. The 

authors of the composite judgment scene, however, while they do employ 

the mode of a storm to convey both the intensity of the divine wrath and 

the unrelenting nature of His punishment, are also interested in evoking 

an edifying experience and may therefore content themselves with a 

description of the effects of one storm element only, while other storm 

elements are merely hinted at or not mentioned at all. Thus, they focus 

192 on the blast of the wind only in occasional ,~~ texts, or on the ele-

193 
ment of lightning and fire in a related punitive storm theophany. A 

similar case in point, and one which was at the center of our field of 

interest, concerned the element of water. 

191. E.g., Nah. 1:2(b),3(2),7,8; Hab. 3:13; Ps. 144:6. 

192. Jer. 18:17; Provo 1:27. 

193. Isa. 66:15; Ps. 50:3. 
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Chapter 4 

THE DESCRIPTIVE DETAILS OF SHEOL 

The descriptive detai ls of Sheol found in the Bible are few. and present 

an incomplete mental image. Their scantiness is most conspicuous when 

compared with the descriptions found in Egyptian and Babylonian litera-

ture. In Egypt, the concept of the Realm of the Dead became so intricate 

that a special genre of mortuary literature had to be devised to serve as 

'guides to the beyond.' These 'guides' contain· illustrations, maps, and 

ground-plans to help the dead alongfue mazes and labyrinths of the under-

1 world. The Babylonian descriptions of the underworld are less detailed 

than those of the Egyptians, but nevertheless convey a vivid image of the 

physical and spiritual conditions prevailing there. 2 By comparison, the 

1. For literature, see H. Grapow , "JenseitsfUhrer," in B. Spuler , 
Handbuch del' OrientaZistik (Leiden , . .1952), 12; and J. Kees, Totenglauben 
und JenseitvorsteZlungen del' alten Agypter (Berlin, 19562) , 287 - 302 . 
Additional descriptive det ails may be found in C. E. Sander-Hansen, Del' 
Begri f des l'odes b:i den Agyptern (Kopenhagen , 1942) ; S . Morenz, "Alt ­
agyptischer Totenglaube im Rahmen der Str uktur agyptischer Religion , " 
Forschungen und Fortsahritte , 4l.Heft 2, 48-54; J . Zandee, Death as an 
Enemy according to Ancient Egyptian Conceptions (Leiden , 1960); E. Hornung , 
AZtagyptische HaZlenvorstelZung (Berlin , 1968) . See also the paragraph 
"Mort uary Texts : Life after Death," in AllET , pp . 32- 36, trans . J. A. Wil­
son. 

2 . For the Babylonian concept of the netherworld see E. Ebeling, 
Tod und Leben naah del' VorstelZu~4en dar Babylonier (Berlin & Leipzig , 
1931); . . Heidel , The GiZgamesh Epic and Old Testament Parallel., (Chicago/ 
London , 19634); S. N. Kramer, "Death and j ethertvorld according to the 
Sumerians," Iraq 22 (1960) 59-68; A. Shaffer , Sumerian SOUY'ces 0 _ablet 
XII o~ the Epia 0 - Gilgamesh (dissertation, University of Pennsylvania , 
1963); K. Tal1qvist, Sumerisch- akkadische ~amen del' Totenwelt (Helsinki, 
1934); T. Jacobsen, The TreasUY'es of Darkness . 

Pertinent texts from Sumerian literature are: "The Death of Gil­
gamesh," "inannats Descent to the :.letherwor1d," AT~IET 50-57, trans. S. :.: . 
Kramer. Also: S. N. Kramer, ThJo Elegies i n a Pushkin Museum Tablet 

161 



162 

biblical Sheol is vague and insubstantial. As in other ancient cultures, 

its location in space may be inferred from its juxtaposition to other 

cosmic entities: opposite the sky,3 "lower than the earth,,,4 "in the 

heart of the seas" (Jon. 2:4). But a more specific site is not mentioned. 

In contrast to other ancient cultures in which 'openings' to the under-

world are associated with major cult centers or linked to sites of extraor-

5 dinary natural phenomena, "the mouth of Sheol" remains unanchored, the 

geography and topography of Sheol unknown. 6 

In a paragraph on the World of the Dead, Pede'rsen relates the con-
o 7 

cept of Sheol to three "non-worlds" - the grave, the desert land, and 

8 the ocean. This view exerted a formative influence on subsequent scholars 

(Moscow: Oriental Literature Publishing House, 1960) . Akkadian pertinent 
texts are : "Nergal and Ereshkigal," trans. E. A. Speiser; " ergal and 
Ereshkigal - Additions," trans . A. K. Grayson, ANET, 103-104, 507-512, 
respectively; "Descent of Ishtar to the Netherworld," "A Vision of the 
Nether World," trans . E. A. Speiser , ANET, 106-109, 109-110, respectively. 
In the following discussion the Mesopotamian parallels to biblical con­
cepts will be referred to as ANET by page and line. 

3. See pp. 39-41, above. 

4. Isa. 57:9, and pp. 30-31, above. 

5. See pp. 22-24, above. 

5. The !~"ili ":l~ in Jon. 2:7, commonly translated "bottom of the 
mountains' (ICC) or "roots of the mo untains " (RSV) are not topographical 
references (see Qimche's commentary equating _~? wi~h ~v, and 1 King . 
6:24-25; also Targum Jonathan 'X"il~ i~7') - they are but a measure of 
Sheol's depth. According to the ancients, the primordial mountains, in 
the midst of the sea, represented the very foundations of ~he cosmos; cf. 
Pss. 18:8, 46:3. 

7. J. Pedersen, Israel Its Li fe and CuZture , I-II (London, 1964), 
5th ed., p. 464. 

8. I bid., p, ' . 462-463. 
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and was reiterated in practically every treatise dealing with the subject. 

Pedersen's premise, however, does not bear up under close examination. 

While the concept of the underworld is associated both in Egyptian and in 

9 Babylonian cultures with the desert, there is not a single verse in the 

Bible that connects Sheol proper with this realm. As for the grave, 

Pedersen claims "Sheol is the entirety into which all graves are merged. 

\fuere there is grave there is Sheol and where there is Sheol there is 

grave ... the 'Ur' grave is Sheol."lO This contention, too, cannot be sub-

stantiated, for all the author's (somewhat bedazzling) phraseology. Here, 

again, Pedersen may have been influenced by extra-biblical beliefs. In 

11 ancient Egypt, the grave formed a veritable continuum with the underworld, 

and in Mesopotamian culture the grave was sometimes thought to constitute 

an access to the underworld, since the spirits of the dead and the demons 

were believed to emerge from it. 12 But in the Bible the concept of the 

grave and of Sheol or its semantic equivalents were consistently kept 

13 apart. It is only in Ezekiel (32:17-32) that the concepts of Sheol and 

grave merge in a visionary description. But this description cannot be 

considered normative for bi blical belief since the prophet describes a 

9. For the Egyptian culture see Zondee, Death as an Enemy, pp. 92-
93; for Mesopotamian culture: Tallqvist, Nomen deY' ToterMeZt, pp. 17-22. 

10. Pedersen, op. cit, p. 462. 

11. See H. Bonnet, Reall exikon deY' agyptischen Religionsgeschichte 
(1952), 257- 260. 

12. Tallqvist, Namen deY' ToterMelt, 2. The equation between 
netherworld and grave appears only in Syllabars and the author doubts 
whether the reflect actual usage. 

13. See pp. 70-71 above. 
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vision of a unique, catastrophic event in which all the kings who had 

previously spread terror "in the land of the living" are slain and descend 

to Sheol with their entourages, where they now dwell surrounded by their 

burials(?) (see discussion on pp. 77, 83-85). Beside Ezekiel there is 

an additional verse (Ps. 88:5) which also refers to the slain and which 

is mentioned in sequence with Sheol. Given the fact that these concepts 

basically belong to a similar frame of reference, it is remarkable how 

consistently the Bible keeps them apart, and no concept of 'Ur' grave is 

attested in the Bible. Finally, whi le it is true that the ocean, espe-

cially as representing the primeval \vaters, is considered also as the 

realm of Sheol, we indicated above that not all the water images associ-

ated with Sheol were meant to reflect a chaotic nature ascribed to Sheol. 

The passage in Ezekiel 26:19-20, considered by Pedersen as the prime 

example of his contention, where a ll three "non-worlds" allegedly merge 

to form the concept of Sheol, is in fact conditioned by the specific topic 

described there. The "many waters " conjured up to destroy Tyre are a 

reversal of the previous state (v.17 ) : " ... inhabited of sea-faring men, 

the renowned city, which wast strong in the sea, she and her inhabitants, 

which cause their terror to be on all that haunt it." And to underscore 

her utter destruction the prophet uses a simile "like eternal ruins" and 

not because desolation or ruins are indicative of Sheol. 

There are but two structural elements associated with Sheol, "gates 

14 15 . of Sheol" (Isa, 38:10) and "bars" (~n a sequence with Sheol; Jon. 

14. Cf. DiD ~iYW - 'gates of death' Pss. 9:14, 107:18; Job 38:17. 
Gates in connection with the underworld are variously attested. For the 
Egyptian concept see J. Zondee, D,~ath as an Enenr,J, pp. 114-125; for the 
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2:4-7). These bare details do not add up to the "house," "city" or "coun-

t " h hId f h "hb" "16 ry common to tenet erwor concepts 0 t e nelg orlng countrles. 

Nor does "life" in Sheol bear any semblance to life on earth. The Egyp-

tian mortuary literature often describes the "land of eternity" as an 

ideal place, where life's pleasures abound and none of its imperfections 

prevail. In Babylonian literature the netherworld is on occasion described 

as resembling life in a city-state with elaborate social stratification 

and a body of officials to run the complex social organization. It is a 

place teeming with boisterous life, a place where feasts are prepared for 

the gods, bread is baked, oxen slaughtered, beer brewed, and where the 

incidental conversation of the gods among themselves enlivens the whole 

d k " f "I" I" 17 scene an rna es lt a aml lar c lme. 

In Sheol, the analogy to life on earth appears in only one verse 

Mesopotamian concept see ANET 54 1.73, 55 1.116 and parallels, 103 1.5lf., 
107 1.11 and parallels, 508 1.18. 

15. 71~W 'ij in Job l 7:l6a rendered by RSV "bars of Sheol" is pro­
bably a contraction of i'j - 'in the hands (power) of.' See M. H. Pope, 
"Job," AB 15, 122, and bi bliography cited there for Ugaritic parallels. 

16. For the concept of the netherworld as a house, see K. Tallqvist, 
Namen der TotenweZt, pp. 7, 25, 34-37; ANET 104 1.4-5, 7-9; 107 1.7-9. 
All the biblical references adduced by Tromp, in which n'~ allegedly 
refers to the netherworld, speak of the tomb and not of the netherworld. 
The combination ~71V n'~ (Eccl. 12:5), which is also found in Palmyrene, 
Phoenician, Aramaic, and Syriac, refers to the tomb as "family grave." See 
N. J. Tromp, Primitive Conceptions, pp. 77-79, and bibliography cited. In 
fact, Job 17:13 indicates that Sheol was not thought of as a house. For 
the netherworld as a city in Ugarit see eTA 4 VIII 1.11 and p. 14 above. 
For Mesopotamia - Tallqvist, op. cit., p. 15; A. Heidel, The GiZgamesh 
Epic, pp. 172-173 and note 123. Tromp, though featuring a paragraph 
describing Sheo1 as a "city" adduces not a single biblical verse in which 
Sheo1 is so described (ibid., pp. 152-156). For the netherworld as coun­
try, see Tallqvist, op. cit., pp" lSI7; ANET 54 1.82; 107 1.1, 12, 41. 

17" See ANET, pp" 507ff" 
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Clsa. 14:9), where kings are described as rising from their thrones, and 

may be regarded as vestigial at best. The biblical narrator is more 

anxious to convey the lethargy of Sheol: 

Whatever your hand finds to do, do it with 
your might; for there i s no work or thought or 
knowledge or wisdom in Sheol, to which you are 
going. 

[Eccl. 9: 10] 

This characteristic of Sheol is also reflected by its synonyms nUll 

'[land of] silence, ,18 n~W) riK - ' land of oblivion" CPs. 88:13), and 

111~~ - '[place of] perdition. ,19 Here the meaning 'fullness of life' 

as the Israelites saw it, reflected in the special relationship with God, 

is denied: 

For there is no praise of You among the dead; 
in Sheol, who can acclaim You? 

What is to be gained from my death, 
from my descent into the pit? 
can dust praise You? 
can it declare Your faithfulness? 

Do You work wonders for t he dead? 
do the shades rise to praise You? 

[Ps. 6:6] 

[Ps. 30: 10] 

is Your faithful care recounted in the grave, 
Your constancy in the place of perdition? 
are Your wonders made known in the underworld 

[lit. 'darkness'], 
Your beneficent deeds in t he land of oblivion? 

[Ps. 88:11-13] 

18. Ps. 31:18; cf. Pss. 94:17, 115:17. For the netherworld as a 
domain of silence, see Zandee, op. cit., 93-94; E. Hornung, 28llenvor­
stellungen, p. IS, n.l. 

19. Provo 15:11 and probably also 27:20; Ps. 88:12; Job 26:6, 
28:22, 31:12. 



For it is not Sheol that praises You, 
not [the land of] Death that extols You; 
nor do they who descend into the pit 
hope for Your grace; 
the living, only the living 
give thanks to you .... 

[Isa. 38:18-19; trans. JPS] 
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But not only the positive aspects of Sheol are denied; the negative 

aspects are also held at bay. Of the physical constituents of Sheol: 

dust, darkness, and water, also found in extra-biblical concepts of the 

netherworld
20 

- the first is not elaborated upon and the two others are 

uniquely treated. In the Bible, as i n extra-biblical. sources, darkness 

is part of the environment of the dead - "My foe ... made me dwell in dark­

ness like those long dead" (Ps. 143:3//Thren. 3:6).21 It is opposed to 

light, ergo, "life" and of chaotic nature. 22 But at this point the Bible 

differs, and is unique in its stand on the mythological powers allotted 

20. For the dust as an element of the netherworld see ANET 53 1.45 
and parallel lines; 107 1.8, 11. A.Shaffer, Sumerian Sources of Tablet 
XII of the Epic of Gilgamesh (English trans. p. 166 1.95). The dust is 
associated with Sheol in Job 17:16 and appears in association with the 
dead in Isa. 26:19; Pss. 7:6, 22:30; Job 21:26, and probably also 40:13; 
Dan. 12:2. For discussion see p. 35 and note 73 above. For darkness 
in Egyptian mortuary literature see Zandee, op. cit., pp. 88-91; Sander­
Hansen, Dpr Begriff des Todes, pp. 13-14; for Mesopotamia - ANET 50 1.27; 
107 11.4, 7, 9, 39. 

21. Cf. Pss. 88:7,13, 139:8-12; Job 10:21, 38:17. 

22. The life = light equation is variously attested in the Bible, 
e.g., Ps. 56:14; Job 3:20, 33:28, and common also to other cultures. For 
elaboration on the concept of light and darkness in the Bible see S. 
Aalen, Dip Begriffe "Licht" und "Finsterniss" im Az.ten Testament, im 
Spatjudentum und in Rabbinismus (Oslo, 1951). For Mesopotamian culture: 
Iv. von Soden, 'Licht und Finsterness in der sumerischen und babylonisch­
assyris chen Religion," Studium Generale 13 (1960) 647-653. The Egyptian 
concepts of light and darkness are treated by E. Hornung, "Licht und 
Finsterness in der Vorstellungswelt Altagyptens," Studium Generale l~ 
(1965) 73-83, and in "Chaotische Bereiche in der geordneten Welt," ZAS 81 
(1956) 28- 32. 
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darkness. Great pains were taken to divest it of its potency. Fragment-

ized into night (Gen. 1:4-5, 18), it becomes a tool of God, at His com-

mand (Exod. 10:21; Amos 8:9; Ps. 104:20). No longer independent, it is 

his creation (Isa. 45:7) and permeated by Him (Ps. 139:12). The end 

result is darkness de-mythologized and reduced to a mere physical state 

(Job 10:21). Although given a specific domain (Job 38:19), it can no 

longer serve as a haunt for demons and alien powers, so abundant in extra-

biblical and post-biblical descriptions. By association, and uniquely 

so, biblical Sheol (except for one instance)23 is also bereft of demonic 

powers. On the other hand, Sheol is i tself personified (Isa. 14:9) and 

bears demonic features. The gaping maw, voracious appetite, and grasping 

hands of Sheol have been discussed above, and the similarity of these 

f h f U " ~ '1· . d ' d 24 eatures to t ose 0 garltlc ~ot ln l cate . Of similar forcefulness 

and aggressive power are the waters associated with Sheol. 25 

The cords/breakers of Death 27niD ~i}WU/niD ~/~n 26~Ji~BX 
encompassed me 

23. Hosea 13:14. On the meaning of J~I and ~~p see J. Blau, 

24. See pp. 22-25 above . . 
25. The text of 2 Sam. 22 seems to have preserved more archaic 

orthographic and linguistic features. For discussion as well as the 
above-cited translation see F. N. Cros s and D. N. Freedman, Studies in 
Ancient Yam)istic Poetry (Montana, 1975), pp. 125-130, 141-144. 

26. The verb ~BX, which in the Bible is attested to only in poetic 
sections (Jon. 2:6, Pss. 40:13, 116:3), is rendered according to context 
as connoting an encircling movement. The Mari texts, in \vhich this verb 
is apparently attested to (see CAD A II .166; .A.H1'l 57) are too fragmentary 
to afford additional information. 

27. Cross-Freedman prefer the 2 Sam. 22 version of 'breakers' in 
v.5 to 'cords' in Ps. 18. But see Ps. 116:3 and the support of the Sep­
tuagint as well as an Akkadian parallel to be discussed below. 



The torrents of Bel i al over­
whelmed me 

The cords of Sheol surrounded me 

The traps of Death confronted me 

'l ':J'l:nO '/ i Xtl 'l '/~II 

niD 'l tllVD 'l.) i DiP 

[Ps. 18:5,6//2 Sam. 22:5,6] 
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In Ps. 18 the "cords of Death" are paralleled by the "torrents of 

Belial" - lit. "[aplace from which] none arises." These torrents seem 

to belong to the category of underworld rivers whose name, indicative of 

their nature, reflects also the character of the real to which they 

belong. This biblical river is reminiscent of the 'Mesopotamian under-

Id ' . k d f' d" .. ,,28 wor r1ver ~?- ur-ra, e 1ne as man consumlng r1ver . In Ps. 116:3 

similar imagery to that of Ps. 18//2 Sam. 22 occurs: 

The bonds of death encompassed me 

The torments(?) of Sheo l overtook me 

nlD 'l'/:m 'l ')iElEl~ 

"')i~ '/iXtll 'l~" 

29 
The "cords of Death" are reminiscent of the "snares of death" and the 

30 "nets" and various "fetters" associated with death. In view of these 

items of hunting gear associated with death, it is probably that .,~ 

'/it~tll (v. 3) should be rendered according to Akkadian ~erretu - 'nose-rope, 

h 1 d (d' . 1 .) ,31 a ter, lea rope to 1rect an an1ma or a pr1soner . This rendition 

seems preferable to "straits of Sheol" (ICC) or "pangs of Sheo1" (RSV), 

28. H. Behrens, EnZiZ und NinZiZ . Studia Pohl. Series Maior (Rome, 
1978), pp. 216 1.93, _17 1 . 94 , trans . p . 24, discussion pp. 192-195. 
Note also the names of the ferrymen of the underworld rivers: "Kill do 
not Spare, " (Kensky, Or deaZ , p. 583), and "Remove Hastily" (ANET 109). 

29. Provo 13:1'+, 14:27. 

30. Eccl. 7:26. 

31. CAD~, pp. 134-135. 

- - - -- -- ~--
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for it balances nln "'?:JrT in the same verse, agrees better with the con-

crete connotation of the verb K~n, and is aptly counterbalanced by the 

description of the deliverance: "itlin lliTll!J - "You opened my fetters" 

(v.16) (lit. 'neckstock'). This term also constitutes a semantic equiva-

lent to '?iKtll "'?:J:-T (Ps. 18:6//2 Sam. 22:6) and is in accord with hunting 

images associated with death and its personified realm. The use of this 

specific imagery in connection with death is not unique to Israelite cul-

ture, but recurs quite often in ancient Near Eastern texts when the writers 

wished to convey the sly onslaught of death's attack or the cunning of 

his demoniacal agents. In Akkadian literature the decree of Nergal, God 

of war and pestilence, traps his victims in a net. 32 An Egyptian spell 

33 clearly conveys this aspect: 

Spell in order to escape the net. Oh catcher, 
who catches. 0 catcher, who catches his prey ... 
do not catch me with this net of your ... do not 
trap me in ),our snares ... the floats of which 
reach heaven and the weights to the earth. 

But it should be noted that since entrapment in nets and snares affords 

no escape, they are often used as tools by gods in judicial capacities: 34 

He who [has transgressed] the bounds of Shamash ... 
may the snare, the curse of Shamash overthrow him 

32. J. Bollenriicher, Gebet und Hymnen an Nergal (Leipzig, 1904), 
36. For a recent discussion of the net-trapping motif in Akkadian and 
biblical literature see L. Wachter, Der 7'od im AUen ':'estcnent (Stuttgart, 
1967), 35-44. See especially Eccl. 7:26. 

33. E. A. Wallis Budge, The Book of the Dead (London, 1898), 153A. 
For elaboration see J. Zandee, Death as an Enemy, 21-24, 226-234. 

34. Etana, Neo-Assyrian Version C2 1.12,14 and C3 1.10, respec­
tively; trans. E. A. Speiser, A NET , 116 a & b. 
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and catch him .... Verily 0 Shamash 
[wide earth]. They snare is the [far away] sky. 

We cited above the imagery that intended to convey the role of jus­

tice carried out by the Ekur temple in designating it "mighty pillory of 

the cosmos," "a snare," "a finely wrought net which captures people as 

35 
booty." In the Bible, too, God uses the net and snare especially in 

. h . h . 1 f h' 36 11 . h pun1s 1ng t e V10 ators 0 1S covenant as we as ln t e course of 

more general judicial procedure: 

You have tried us, 0 God, refining us, as one 
refines silver. You have caught us in a net, 
caught us in trarnrnels. 37 You have let men ride 
over us, we have endured fire and water. 

[Ps.66:l0-l2] 

We may therefore ask whether the "snares of Sheol" made tangible by 

engulfing waters are not meant to convey an additional aspect - namely, 

that of divine judgment. That this may indeed be the case is promoted by 

the following considerations. A Babylonian parallel to the imagery used 

in Ps. 18//2 Sam. 22 and Ps. 116 which also employs similar terminology 

suggests that this idea was associated with the image of fetters: 

Out of Your judgment the fetters of fierce 
death are spread out. 38 

35. Text published by A. Sjoberg in AfO.24 (1974) 19-46. Transla­
tion followed here is by T. S. Frymer, "The Nerga1-Hymn and Ekur Prison," 
JESHO 20 (1977) 78-79, esp. p. 89. 

36. Isa. 8:14-15. Especially Ezek. 12:13, l7:!l-20, Cf. Has. 7:12; 
Isa. 24:16-18. For use of the net in curses against treaty violation see 
D. Hillers, Treard Curses, 

37. This rendition of iTP')10 by .JPS is based on Arabi c jr.. See 
Lane I.5.2l98f. 

38. E. Ebeling, "Beschworung gegen den Feind und den bosen Blick 
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But this idea, encountered sporadically in the Babylonian culture, was 

central to biblical faith. \'Ie indicated above that in biblical faith 

Sheo 1 assumes its aggressive power ma-j nly in the context of divine punish-

ment and its potency is imparted at His bidding. We also noticed that 

the mortal plight of the psalmist and~ea for rescue from the engulfing 

waters were clearly set within a context of divine retributive justice. 

It seems, therefore, that the water images which were meant to convey a 

religious ordeal ar.d those which seem to be part of the underworls scenery 

coalesce in conveying divine judgment. At least this idea is a constitu-

ent part of their meaning. A similar case of reinterpretation may be 

related to biblical underworld river 7V~7~ (2 Sam. 22:5; Ps. 18:5). A 

similar river is referred to in the Babylonian Address of Marduk to the 

Demons: "May the stream (?) of the great underworld hold you back" (W. G. 

Lambert, AfO, 17, p. 117, 1.32). The concept of 7V~7~ in biblical writing 

was extended to a type of sinner whose grave offense, as will be dis-

cussed below, prevents him from being rescued from the underworld. 

aus dem Zweistromlande," ArOr 17/1 (1949) 183. For discussion: G. R. 
Castellino, "Mesopotamian Paralle Is to Some Passages of the Psalms," 
Festschrift ;.;. 7, i.'77T"1eY' ~ i (Gottingen, 1977), 60-62. 



Chapter 5 

THE DENIZENS OF SHEOL AND THE CONCEPT OF 'EVIL DEATH' 

The normative view concerning the nature of Sheol in treatises dealing 

with the subject maintains that "Sheol is the shadowy insubstantial under­

world, the destination of all, good and bad without discrimination."l 

This premise is based on those poetic sections in which Sheol is paral-

2 leled by death . Considering the fact that Sheol is mentioned far more 

often in other contexts with more specific intent, such generalization is 

not justified. Actually, the discrepancy between this generalization and 

the scanty evidence supporting it did not elude the scholars. This led 

some to assume that the concept of Sheol had been transformed in its 

development, though this was never traced. Others formulated statements 

in what amounts to contradictory terms. Both tendencies are illustrated 

in the following examples: 

Viewed from the world of light all the decesed form a 
common realm because they are essentially subject to 
the same conditions. This common realm the Israelites 
call Sheol or the netherworld .... Everyone who dies goes 
to Sheol. 3 

The darkness ... abides with sinners and men of evil, for 
they themselves belong to the world of Sheol . 'The 
sinners shall return into Sheol' it is said CPs . 9:18) 
for there they belong . Accor ding as Sheol more and 

1. J. Gray, "I and II Kings," OTL. (Great Britain, 1964), 99. 

2. See Introduction, p. ii, note 3. 

3. J. Pedersen, Israel. Its Life and Culture, Vol. II (London, 
1964), pp . 460, 461. 



more becomes the concentration of evil, all sin must 
tend toward Sheol, because it belongs to its world. 4 

The common Hebrew designation for the place of the dead 
is Sheol .... It denotes the subterranean spirit world, 
the grave, the state or condition of death, and the 
brink of death or the like. 5 

And contrarily: 

And as regards Sheol in particular, we have evidence 
that it, in the signification of the subterranean realm 
of the spirits, applies to the habitation of the sould 
of the wicked only (Ps. 49). Contrariwise, there is 
no passage which proves that Sheol was ever employed 
as a designation for ~he gathering place of the departed 
spirits of the godly. 

Obviously, reappraisal of the biblical texts is in order. 

Indeed, who are the denizens of Sheol? Given the wide range of 
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literary forms and diverse contexts in which Sheol appears, the approach 

must be a quantitative one. 

Four times does the Bible mention a disciplined way of life as 

counterparallel to being remanded to Sheol. 7 Explicitly it is ten times 

8 stated that the wicked are remanded to Sheol, and may be so inferred 

4. Ibid., p. 465. 

5. A. Heidel, The Gilgamesh Epic and Old Testament Parallels. 
(Chicago, 1965), p. 173. 

6. Ibid., p. 184. 

7. Ps. 16:10-11; Provo 9:3-15, 15:24, 23:13; probably also in 
5:6. 

8. ~um. 16:21-26, 30; Hos. 13:12-14; Isa. 5:8-14, 14:5-9; Ezek. 
32:27; Pss. 9:18, 31:18, 49:15, 55:16; Job 21:7-13; probably also Job 
24:19. 
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eight more times. 9 Eighteen times is it explicitly mentioned that those 

10 who descend to Sheo1 die a violent death, by the sword, and three more 

times they die "in blood. ,,11 

Sh 1 d d h 1 0 12 eo escen t ere a lve. 

In four instances those who are remanded to 

13 Five times severe affliction is the cause. 

T OO 0 h 0 0 d 14 0 IS dO, 0 1 ' Wlce lntense anguls 1S ment10ne, once mournlng an tW1ce eVl 

16 
appears. In all instances the common denominator is premature death. 

In previous sections we indicated that the semantic equivalents of 

Sheo1, hnw and il~, were also associated with premature death, its causes 

o 01 h 0 fO d b 17 Slml ar to t ose spec1 1e a ove. This, then, is not the common fate 

of all mankind. 

Additional support for this contention may be adduced upon analysis 

of the notion of 'evil death' held by ancient man. The Ancients acqui-

esced in death as "the way of all the earth" (Jos. 23:14; 1 King. 2:2), 

9 . Pss. 18 : 18, 49:15-16; Isa. 38:18; Jon. 2:4; Job 14:13; Provo 
5:5, 7:27,9:18. 

10. Isa. 14:19; Ezek. 31:17,18, 32:20,21,22,23,24,2s,26,28,29(2x), 
31; Provo 7:21; Ps. 88:4-6. 

11. I King. 2:9; Ps. 30:4-10; Provo 1:12. 

12. Num. 16:29; Isa. 5:14; Ps. 55:16; Provo 1:12. 

13. Isa. 38:10,11; Pss. 6:3-4, 30:3, 31:8, 88:16-17. 

14. Gen. 42:38, 44:31. 

IS. Gen. 37:35. 

16. Gen. 44:29, Ps. 88:4. 

17. We indicated previously that out of 20 instances (p. 51) in 
which nhW is mentioned, it is associated 19 times with premature death 
caused by divine punishment (pp. 60, 69, 70, 73). All 22 occurrences of 
il~ a? ~, ear in such a context (pp. 74, 79, 83-86). 
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provided it occurred as the end of a life of full measure. This is con-

veyed by the biblical blessing "~/O~ 1"0" ~OO," "I will fulfill the num-

ber of your days" (Exod. 23 : 26 ) . It is also evident in the death of the 
i1~,t!) 

patriarchs: "I "OV-7~ ~OM" I V~tlll li'i /i1~" tLr..l tJi1'"tlM rn" I Vi)" i ," often 

described as 'dying at a happy ripe age, old and full of years, he was 

gathered tons kin. ,18 Obviously, the narrator considered this a harmoni-

ous end to a life corne full circle, consummated upon saturation. 

"The length of days" was predestined and of divine decree, accord­

ing to both the ancient Israelites CPs. 139:13-16) and" their neighbors. 19 

Though fixed 20 and recorded in divine ledgers, a person's "length of days" 

21 was at times subject to change - extended (Isa. 38:5) or cut short. Such 

decisions, however, were not arbitrarily reached, for not only human 

destiny but also human deeds were recorded in the divine books: 

Then those who feared the Lord spoke with one another; 
the Lord heeded and heard them, and a book of remembrances 
was written before Him of those who feared the Lord and 
thought on His name .... On the day when I act I will spare 
them as a man who spares his son who serves him. 22 

[Mal. 3:l6,17b] 

18. Gen. 25:8. Trans. according to E. A. Speiser, Genesis, AB 1 
(1964). This formulaic expression recurs in shorter form in Gen. 25:17, 
35:29, 49:29,33; Num. 20:24, 27:13, 31:2; Deut. 32:50; Judg. 2:10, and 
will be discussed below. 

19. For ancient Egyptian views see M. Morenz and D. Muller, Unter­
suchungen ZUY' Rolle des Schicksals in der agyptischen Religion (Berlin, 
1960). Babylonian views will be discussed below. 

20. Predestination is much more pronounced in post-biblical litera­
ture; cf. Jubilees 5:17. 

21. Isa. 38:10-12; Pss. 89:46, 102:24,25. 

22. He:ekiah substantiates his plea for reversal of the divine 
decree by claiming to have "walked before" Yahwe "in truth and wholeheartedly" 



... but at that time your people shall be delivered, 
everyone whose name shall be found written in the 
book. 

[Dan. 12: 1] 

Conversely, the sinners, but only the sinners, would be erased: 

May they have no acquittal from Thee. 
Let them be blotted out of the book of the living; 
let them not be enrolled among the righteous. 

[Ps. 69:27b,28; RSV] 

Note also the dialogue between Moses and God: 

But now if thou wilt forgive their sin - and if not, 
blot me, I pray thee, out of thy book which thou 
has written. But the Lord said to ~1oses: Whoever 
has sinned against me him will I blot out of my book. 

[Exod. 32: 32,33] 

Obliteration from 'the book of the living,23 was tantamount to being 
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"wri tten in the netherworld" (Jer. 17: 13) . Both in Israel and in ~lesopo-

tamia, divine bookkeeping was believed executed in the manner and pre-

24 cision of a court of law: 

The court sat in judgment 
and books were opened. 

[Dan. 7:l0b] 

In the House of Dust ... [lives] Ereshkigal, 
Queen of the Netherworld [and Belit-]~eri, 
recorder of the netherworld, kneels before her. 

(lsa. 38:3), i.e., loyally; for which see M. Weinfeld, Deuteronomy and 
the Deuteronomic School, p. 76f. 

23. Cf. also Ps. 109:13. 

24. On the pervasive i nf l uence of this belief see E. A. Speiser, 
"Census and Ritual Expiation in Hari and Israel," in Oriental and Bibli­
cal Studies (Philadelphia, 1967), pp. 171-186, whence the above transla­
tion is taken. 



[She holds a tablet] and reads out to her. 
[Gilg. VII.4.49-52] 

The Annunaki, the great gods, foregather. 
Mamrnetum, maker of fate, with them the fates 
decree. Death and life they determine. [But] 
death its days are not revealed. 

[Gilg. X.6.36-39] 
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To fit these rigid molds, sudden death had to be justified. Such 

death, both in Israel and Mesopotamia, was considered "not according to 

fate," "not according to the appointed day/time." In a Neo-Assyrian 

25 
ritual this idea is thus conveyed: 

The Annunaki who have fixed the boundaries [of the 
life] of NN now are leading him on the road to the 
Land of No Return, his personal god and goddess have 
disregarded his day and fate/natural death. 

This same notion is-expressed in the Historical Prism Inscription of 

Ashurbanipal: 26 

On a day [lit.: days] not appointed by fate, death 
became hostile to him. Amid mourning he began to 
reach his end [and] seep away. His feet no longer 
stood in the land of the living [lit.: life]. That 
same year his life came to an end; he went to his 
dismal fate. 

Similarly, the violent death of Ur-Namu, who died on the battlefield, is 

f d h f ·· 1 f 27 re erre to as c ange 0 orlglna ate: 

An altered his holy word: Enlil deceitfully changed 
his fate decree. 

25. E. Reiner, "Fortune Telling in Hesopotamia," JNES 19 (1960) 
trans. 26, Text 32. The variant trans. 'day and fate I is by M. Tsevat, 
"Studies in the Book of Samuel," HUCA 32 (1961) 200. 

26. A. C. Piepkorn, Historical Prism Inscriptions of Ashurbanipal 
I (Chicago, 1933), Col. 4, 11. :'5-58, pp. 58-59. 



Hence the prayer to Nabu, the heavenly scribe: 28 

On your unchangeable tablet which established the 
boundaries of heaven and earth, proclaim length of 
days for me, inscribe long life. 

In the Bible, similar expressions are found which distinguish 
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between 'timely' and 'untimely' death, but here the idea of retributive 

justice underlying the change of fate is somewhat more emphasized: 

Behold, it is written before me: 
~ will not keep silent but I will repay.' 

[Isa. 65:6] 

An~ David said, 'As the Lord lives the Lord will 
smite him; or his day shall come to die [~~~~ iDi~]; 

or he shall go down into battle and perish. ' 
[1 Sam. 2 6 : 10] 

Be not wicked overmuch, neither be a fool; why 
should you die before your time [lDV ~?~]? 

[Eccl. 7: 17] 

Note also DV ~?i it:J.':!j:= UlX - usually translated "snatched away before their 

time" (Job 22: 16)29 and ... m~ ~?:l. - "not at his appointed day" (Job 15:32). 

Particularly relevant to our study is the formulation of unnatural de~th 

in Num. 16:29,30: 

ir~~ ni~n ?~ nir~i n7~ lino~ Wi~n ?~ niD~ D~ 
i'1DiXn lire;!)i 'Ii X:::O ~ IiX~ W J~" ~ .J ir7W 'n ~? iJi1~ IV 
Ii?XW D~~n "ii~" DIi? i~~ ?~ nXi ~X rr)?~i i1~!) nx 

,'Ii n~ 1i?~1i W~W.JXi1 i~.J ~~ rnyi~i 

28. VAB. 4. 100 ii. 23-25, cited according to S. Paul, "Heavenly 
Tablets and the Book of Life," JANESCU 5 (1973) 346, and ns. 10 and 11 
vThere addi tional scurces are ci ted. 

29. See J. C. Greenfi eld, "Scripture and Inscription: The Literary 
and Rhetorical Element in Some Early Phoenician Inscriptions," ?lear East­
ern Studies in donor of "1. F. Albright, ed. II. r-oedicke (Baltimore, 1971), 
p. 260 and notes 25, 26; henceforth cited as "Scripture." 



If these men die the common death of all men, or 
if they are visited by the fate of all men, then 
the Lord has not sent me: But if the Lord creates 
something new, and the ground opens its mouth, and 
swallows them up, with all that belongs to them, 
and they go down alive into Sheol, then you shall 
know that these men have despised the Lord. 
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The Hebrew vocable ,~~ has been proved equivalent to the Akkadian 

samu, often used with simatu ' fate' to denote 'the decree of fate,' and 

-d . f .... ~ . h . . 30 paqa u appears as a var1ant 0 samu 1n t 1S meanlng. In Num 16:29,30 

'unnatural death' not 'in accordance with the fate of all men' remands 

the rebels to Sheol. 

Even when not violent, 'premature' death is always conveyed as 

forced, according to the verbs used in this context both in the Bible 

and in extra-biblical texts. The feeling is one of severance. In the 

Phoenician funerary inscription of 'Esmun'azor, the untimely death of 

31 the king is conveyed thus: 

I was snatched away 
before my time. 

Similar expressions occur in the Bible: 

You have cut short the 

30. W. G. Lambert and A. R. Millard, Atra~asis. The Babylonian 
Story of the Flood (1969), p. 58:220. For discussion: n7~7V ,'7~)~i '~ 
1 n~n ,4 I~V I)'~wn u~7Wii~ .ni!Yni nn)in .W~7K nDiJK nK~~n 

31. H. Donner and W. Rollig, Kanaanaische und aramaische Inschriften. 
Wiesbaden (1966), No. 14:2,3; henceforth cited as KAI and document number. 
For the date see J. B. Peckham, The Development of the Late Phoenician 
Scripts (Cambridge, 1968), pp. 76-101, esp. p. 87. For recent discussion: 
J. C. Greenfield, "Scripture," pp. 259-265; Y. Avishur, Phoenician Inscrip­
tions and the Bible (Jerusalem, 1979), Vol. II, 181-195; as well as S. 
Gevirtz, "West Semitic Curses and the Problems of the Origins of Hebrew 
Law," VT 11 (1961) 149-150. 



days of his youth. 

He drained my strength in 
mid-course 

He shortened my days 

I say, '0 my God, do not 
take me away 

in the middle of my life.' 

He was cut off from the 
land of the living 

They [the slain] are cut off 
from your core. 

Like a weaver I have rolled 
ut: :1ty life, 

He cuts me off from the loom. 

[Ps. 89:46] 

't li:J li1j Ii':!';; 
'li'.)'t -c:w 

'l)~vn ~~ 'l7~ iD~ 

[Ps. l02: 24-25] 

[Isa. 53:8] 

32 
[Ps. 88:6] 

'l)v~" 1i7iD 
[Isa. 38: 12] 
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The most severe form of premature death is designated by the verb 

- 'to be cut off/cut out' 

That person shall be cut 
out of his people/kin. 

~., Iili t:,'EJ) Ii lini:)) "j 
IiDY ~ii'l') 

[Num. 15:30] 

which always refers to premature death at the hand of God. 33 

In extra-biblical sources, sudden death which nipped life's potential 

32. Note also Ps. 31: 23a "l.tni:1) and Greenfield's comment (ibid., 
p. 20). The untimely death wished upon the violators of the grave of 
'Esmun'azor is described by the verbal form n"j~~~p which apparently denotes 
'being cut off' for which compare II Kings 10:32; r~I 14:9/10; and Green­
field, "Scripture," p. 264. 

33. For discussion see ~1. Tsevat, "Studies in the Books of Samuel," 
HUCA 32 (1961) 19l-2lh; W. Zimmerli, "Die Eigenart der prophetischen Rede 
des Ezechiel," 2M16 (1954) 1-26. 
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34 3S 36 in the bud was considered 'evil death,' mUtu Zem-nu, Vi nlD, hn7 nlD, 

an 'odious' death - nnnDD 1~~n~,37 an 'evil end' - lli~~ ~10.38 In the 

Bible several word combinations with Vi - 'evil' are used39 thus. Such 

40 death was regarded by ancient man as an 'intensive' kind of death, 

different from natural death not only in form but also in quality and in 

its far-reaching consequences for afterlife.
4l 

The boastful words of 

Assurbanipal concerning his dealings with his enemy: 42 

I did not grant any burial to his body but I made him 
even more dead than before as I cut off h~s head. 

should not be taken as a mere figure of speech. They should rather be 

34. This kind of death is evoked by Sin as punishment. M. Streck, 
AssurbanipaZ(Leipzig, 1916) 32.111.124. Cited according to CAD.I.123a, 
where this kind of 'evil death' is understood as referring to "a terrible 
disease." 

35. Evoked in the name of SHR,NKL and NSK on a potential grave 
disturber, Sin-zera-ibni. KAI.225.l0. For this meaning of nn7 see G. R. 
Driver, Aramaic Documents of the Fifth Century B.C. (Oxford, 1954), 19b. 

36. Ben Sira 28:24(21); M. Z. Sebal (Jerusalem, 1972). 

37. Evoked in the name of the same deities as above in the same 
context, on the funerary inscription of GBR. KA1~226.9/l0. 

38. N. Avigad, Beth She~arim, Vol. 3, Catacomb 12 (Jerusalem, 
1971), p. 171. 

39. E.g., Gen. 43:29. See further below. 

40. For the biblical notion of an 'intensified' form of death see 
L. Wachter, Der Tod im ALten Testament: Verscharfte Formen des Todes 
(Stuttgart, 1964), pp. 171-180. For Mesopotamia: H. Hirsch, "Den Toten 
zu beleben," AfO.22 (1968/69) 50 and 55. For Egypt: J. Zandee, Death 
as an Enerrrd, p. J.gr . 

41. Whether this applies also to Israelite relief \"ill be discussed 
below. 

42. Streck, Assurbanipal.62.VII, 45-47 . 
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regarded as belief in ' intensified' death. 

The tangible forms assumed by 'evil death t in the Bible are quite 

similar to those found in the literature of the neighboring cultures, 

but different emphasis may also be detected. A typical form is that of 

uncommon illness. Not only does such illness differ from that due to 

natural causes 43 or old age,44 both considered 'bearable, ,45 but it also 

differs from such illness considered a measure of divine chastisement. 

The latter, though straining the relationship with God, did not sever 

it; therefore rehabilitation could be anticipated: 

When he conuni ts iniquity, I \Vi 11 chastise him with 
the rod of men, with the stripes of the sons of men, 
[w'~ ~J~ ~V)J] but I will not take my steadfast love 
from him. 

[2 Sam. 7: 14] 

This privi l ege was not reserved for the dynastic house of David, but any 

man "may be chastened on a bed of pain with ceaseless agony in his bones .... 

He prays to God and He accepts him .... All these . things God does twice or 

thrice over with a man" (Job 33:19,26,29). There is, however, a divinely 

inflicted disease, often designated by 'D~~17i1n, ,46 which, when further 

qualified by 'evil' - tJ~Vi b~~"7llrl47 - was considered without cure. 48 It 

43. E.g., Hosea 7:5; Provo 13:12. 

44. 1 Kings 15:23; 2 Kings 13:14. 

45. Jer. 10:19. 

46. Deut. 29:21 (note also the piel of 07~ in this verse). Jer. 
14:18, 16:4; 2 ehron. 21:19; probably also Ps. 103:3. 

47. 2 ehron. 21:19. 

48. For ')1 = 'without cure' see 2 ehron. 21:18; cf. pro w:"ich was 



49 was inflicted as part of a divine curse upon violation of covenant. 
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Such illness was also accompanied by severance of relationships between 

man and God. This is designated in the Bible by ID~~B !non' - covering 

of the (divine) face. 50 In such a context, no pardon was granted, the 

intent being total annihilation (Deut. 29:19). A special term was coined 

for this kind of death: t:'~~"'im "mDD - the death of illness (Jer. 16: 4) 

using the intens. pl.5l An additional feature of this 'evil disease' is 

given in Deuteronomy (28: 59): j"m::D n~ 'n ~'iBm - "The Lord will make 

52 ' thy plague wonderful," i.e., beyond human ken. This aspect of 'evil 

disease' is elaborated on in the epilogue to the Code of Hammurabi, where 

h '" 1 d" , . d . f d" . 53 t e term eV1 1sease 1S use 1n context 0 1V1ne curse: 

May Ninkarrak, the daughter of Anum, my advocate in 
Ekur, inf1ict upon him in his body a grievous malady, 
an evil disease, a serious injury which never heals, 
whose nature no physician knows, which he cannot 
allay with bandages, which like a deadly bite cannot 
be rooted out. 

54 In three of the five Psalms in which affliction brings the psalmist 

considered carab1e (Lev. 13:18; 2 Kings 20:7//Isa. 38:21). However, prnv 
Vi (Job 2:7) is qualified in Deut. 28:35 as incurable. 

49. Deut. 18:15. Q"Vi u""'iM = 'evil diseases' seem to be a vari­
ant; cf. Deut. 28:59 with 29:21. 

50. Deut. 31:16-18. For a discussion of this term see p. 81 and 
note 

51. For \vhich see G. K. l24c. 

52. Ps. 131:1; Provo 30:18; Job 42:3. 

53. The Code of Hammurab i , Rev.28, 1.50ff. Trans. T. J. ~feek, 

ANET 180. 

54. Pss. 6, 30, 31, 69, 88. 
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to the brink of Sheol - the extent of divine wrath is that described by 

u~J~ inon .55 
Severance of divine care is emphasized two more times by 

the verbs which denote being 'cut off. ,56 The illness which is said to 

have "sated the soul with evil" CPs. 88:3) also seems to be of the excep-

tional kind discussed above, both in severity and bewildering nature: 

Heal me, a Lord, for my bones shake with terror, 
My whole being is stricken with terror. 

I have become the butt of my neighbors; 
a horror to my friends; 
those who see me on the street avoid me. 
I hear the whispering of many, 
a terror on every side. 

You make my companions shun me, 
You make me abhorrent to them; 
I suffer your terrors wherever I turn; 
Your terrors destroy me. 

[Ps. 6:3b,4a] 

[Ps. 31:12,14] 

[P s. 88 : 9 , 16 b , 1 7b ] 

The Bible makes an additional distinction between 'evil disease' 

and natural illness. In 1 Kings 15:23, Asa's i llness, apparently associ-

ated with old age, is thus described by the Chronicler: 

They buried him in the tomb which he had hewn for 
himself in the city of David. They laid him on a 
bier which had been filled with various kinds of 
spices prepared by the perfumers art, and they made 
a very great fire in his honor. 

[2 Chron. 16: 13] 

On the other hand, Yehoram, punished by tJ~Vi i:l~~"'m (2 Chron. 21:19), 

was denied this ritual -

55. Ps. 30:8; 69:18, 88:15. 

56. Ps. 88:6 and presumably also 31:23. 



His people made no fire in his honor, like the fires 
made for his fathers. They buried him in the City 
of David but not in the Tombs of the Kings. 

[2 Chron. 21:19,20] 
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Whether the Chronicler is drawing on historical sources at his disposal 

or tendentiously rewriting history for purposes of religious edification 

cannot be determined. The distinction he makes concerning ritual inter-

ment is, however, signifi cant. The observance of funerary ritual was 

considered of great importance by Israel's neighbors. A recently edited 

57 
Hymn to Utu seems to indicate that admission to the realm of the dead 

was granted upon proof that all funerary rites had been performed in 

accordance with accepted norms. Other texts indicate that performance 

of funerary rites conditioned the quality of the afterlife of the deceased; 

h . lId h d d . f' .. 58 t elr neg Hct re egate t e ea to an ln erlor posltlon. The burning 

of incense, part of the royal funerary cult, is mentioned in a stele of 

Nabonidus, and was regarded a pious duty.59 The exact significance of 

the burning of aromatics is not known; it may have been an act of sacri-

60 ficial immolation, or meant to provide a proper setting for a meal. 

Neither is it clear whether it was invested similar meaning by the 

57. H. E. Cohen, "Another Utu Hymn," ZA 67 (1977) 1-19. 

52. A. Shaffer, Sumerian Sources of Tahlet XII of the Epic of Gil­
gamesh (University microfilms, 1963). 

59. H. Bayliss, "The Cult of the Dead Kin in Assyria and Baby­
lonia," Iraq 35 (1973) 123-124, where the text of this stele is dis­
cussed. The pertinent line reads: " ... abundant offerings of sweet smell­
ing incense as a regular due [Here offered every month]"; trans. accord­
ing to ibid., p. 124. 

60. So in a non-funerary context, R. Caplice, The Akkadian Na.m­
bu:rbi Texts: An Introducti on (Los Angeles, 1974), pp. 10-11. 
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Israelites. This rite must, however, have been of major importance in 

61 the Bible since it is mentioned as the climax of a reassuring prophecy: 

Only heed the word of Yahweh, 0 Zedekiah, King of 
Judah! This is what Yahweh has said of you: You 
shall not die by the sword. You shall die peacefully. 
And as spices were burned for your ancestors, the 
Kings who preceded you, so shall they burn spices 
for you and bewail you, crying 'Ah, Lord!' Truly 
that is a promise, and I myself have made it -
Yahweh's word. 

[Jer. 34: 5. Trans. accord­
ing to J. Bright, AB 21] 

A second form of 'evil death' which looms large.' in the Bible and is 

often associated with Sheol is that of those slain by the sword. Again, 

a special term was coined for this death, similar to that for 'evil ill-

ness,' using the same intensive grammatical form: 77h ~n~DD - 'the death 

of the slain [lit.: transfixed]' (Ezek. 28: 8). We have previously indi­

cated that death of this kind was considered especially ignoble,62 an 

example par excellence of divine retributive punishment: 

... Yahweh has indicated the nations; 
Is about to judge all flesh; 
The wicked he'll give to the sword -
Word of Yahweh? 
This is what Yahweh of Hosts has said: 
'Ah look! Disaster proceeding [n~~~ MY;] 
From nation to nation, 
A great tempest churning 
From the earth's farthest bounds. 
Those slain by Yahweh on that day will reach 

from one end of the earth to the other. 

61. This ritual may also have been referred to in a non-royal con­
text in Amos 6:10; the text, however, is not entirely clear. 

62. For a detailed discussion see pp. 76, 78, 84-86 and notes 192 
and 193 of the present study. 



They will not be lamented, or collected, or 
buried but will be like so much dung to 
fertilize the soil. 

[Jer. 25:31-33. Trans. 
J. Bright, AB 21] 

For by fire will the Lord execute judgment, 
And by His sword, upon all flesh; 
And those slain by the Lord shall be many. 

[Isa. 6C):16] 

Often, the slain abandoned on the battlefield were not accorded 

proper burial, and were denied interment rituals. The shades of these 

illlcared-for dead, according to the Mesopotamians;, troubled the living. 
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A recently-published Old Babylonian text63 indicates that a (special? or 

regular?) ceremony was conducted in which lI[any] soldier who fell while 

on his Lord's service [1. 33] [and] all humanity from the East to the 

Wes t who have no one to care for them or to call their names [11. 36f, 38]" 

were invoked among the ancestors of Hammurabi to participate in a funerary 

meal - the kispu. The purpose of this ceremony was probably to placate 

the shades, prevent the potential harm they could wreak, and induce them 

to bestow their blessing. Both in the Bible and in the ~Iesopotamian cul-

tural sphere, to be left unburied - the corpse "food for a11 birds of 

the heaven and for the beasts of the earth ll (Deut. 28:26) - was a dire 

threat, a curse often inve,ked upon treaty violators. This threat as we11 

as the malediction IIAnd they shall not be gathered / they shall not be 

lamented, or buried, they shall be as dung on the surface of the ground" 

63. The text is B.~1.80328, published and conunented on by J. J. 
Finkelstein, liThe Genealogy of the Hanunurapi Dynasty," ~TCS 20 (1966) 95-
118. A slightly different interpretation of the text is offered by W. G. 
Lambert, "Another Look at lIammurabi' s Ancestors," JCS 22 (1968) 1-2. The 
translation cited and interpretation followed is of the latter. 
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(Jer. 8:2, 16:4, 25:33) recurs time and again in the Bible. It is 

attested at times in fixed formulaic phrasing, influenced by extra-

biblical treaty terminology adopted by the Deuteronomic school, or else 

. f .. 64 In ree varlatlons. Again, the significance of this threat in biblical 

thought can be deduced from the fact that it usually constitutes the 

climax of the malediction.
65 

Again the question arises: was this of 

bearing on the afterlife? Note the stele that Absalom erected "for he 

said, 'I have no son to keep my name in remembrance '" (2 Sam. 18: 18b) . 

Finally, untimely death may be caused through excessive grief: 

... he refused to be comforted and said 'No I shall 
go down to Sheol to my son, mourning.' 

[Gen. 37:35] 

... You would bring down my grey hairs with sorrow 
to Sheo!. 

[Gen. 42:38, 44:31] 

You will bring down my grey hairs in evil to Sheol. 
[Gen. 44:29] 

Both ~yi - 'evil' and \1)~ - 'sorrow' are also mentioned in Psalms as 

causing the descent to Sheol (Pss. 88:3 and 31:11,18, respectively). 

64. Pertinent texts are 1 Sam. 17:46, Isa. 5:25; Jerem. 7:33, 9:21, 
15:3, 16:4-6, 25:33; Ps. 83;11. For a discussion of the relationship 
between biblical formulations and extra-biblical treaty terminology see 
see H. Weinfeld, Deuteronomy and the Deuteronomic School, pp. 118, 119n, 
l22n, 138-140, where distinction is also made between Deuteronomic ar.d 
non-Deuteronomic formulations. 

65. Whether this fate was also believed to influence the afterlife 
of the Israelite will be discussed below. 
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The three categories of 'evil death' that have been discussed above 

are also the main causes that remand the Israelite to Sheol. Does this 

cause of death also affect the afterlife of the Israelite? The question 

is a pertinent one in view of the changes in funerary rites accompanying 

'evil death.' It is of special interest to pursue this question further, 

considering that among Israel's neighbors, especially Mesopotamia, per-

sons who died an evil death belonged to a special category. Th~ consti-

tuted a group of embittered spi rits which did not remain in the under-

world, but returned as restive spirits to haunt the living. Their after-

life was qualitatively different from that of the well-attended dead, 

66 deceased due to natural causes. 

In the Bible vestigial beliefs concerning the spirit of the dead 

b d b h . .. . d 67 may e encountere - ut no auntlng splrlts are mentlone . There seems 

66. For 'catalogues' of such spirits, compiled for incantations 
aimed at their exorcising, see A. Falkenstein, Die Haupttypen der Sumer­
ischen Beschworung (Leipzig, 1931); E. Ebeling, Tod und Leben (Berlin and 
Leipzig, 1931), p. 144f.; R. C. Thompson, The Devils and Evil Spirits of 
Babylonia, Vol. I (London, 1903); G. Castellino, "Rituals and Prayers 
against appearing Ghosts," OrientaZia 24 (1955) 240-274; S. Lackenbacher, 
"Note sur l'Ardat-Lili," Revue d'Assyriologie et d'Archeologie Orientale 
65 (197 ), 119-129. The biblical categories of the dead who died an 
'evil death' are reflected in these 'catalogues'; the slain by the sword 
(Thompson, p. 31; Castel1ino, p. 245); the one who died through excessive 
grief and affliction (Lackenbacher, p. ~9, trans.). 

67. The potency of the spirit of the dead is implied by its desig­
nation D~n7K (1 Sam. 28: 13; Isa. 8:19); note also that ln~~7K ~~i (Num. 
25:2) alternates with :J~r1D ~i"Ci (Ps. 106:28). Ex. 22:19 may also refer 
to the spirit of the dead. The Bible attests to a belief that the spirits 
could be invoked and information obtained through them concerning the 
future. This belief, ridiculed by Isaiah (8:20), must have been popular 
in view of the recurrent prohibitions of necromancy (Lev. 19:31, 20:6,27; 
Deut. 18:11. Cf. 2 Kings 21:6, 23:24). Israel is also familiar with the 
mortuary cuI t of her neighbors and practiced some of her 0\\'11 (Deut. 26: 14) . 
However the SPirits of the dead are never described in a positive capa-, . 
city as bestowing fecundity, nor are they ever described as harmful. There 
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to be one point concerning the fate of those dying an evil death at which 

the ~fesopotamian and Israelite vie\\"Points coincide. On a kudurru stone 

h f 11 . .. °b d 68 teo ow~ng curse ~s ~nscr~ e : 

~!ay his corpse not be buried in the earth, may his 
ghost not join the ghosts of his relatives. 

A d o 0 ° h 69 n ~n a curse aga~nst a w~tc : 

Utu der Richter von Himmel und Erde mage ihr ein 
schlimmes [Ur]teil sprechen 
Nergal der Herr der Unterwelt wird ihren [To]ten­
geist nicht zu dem To[tengeistern] rechnen. 

These two maledictions call to mind the biblical phrases: ~O~~i 

'j~DV 7~ - "he was gathered to his kin," i~mj~ lJI) :=:'-u~i - "he slept with 

his fathers" as well as the punishment of karet - ii~DVD ~~iiii WE:l.:m ittli:J.:n -

"this person shall be sundered from his kin." Upon further examination of 

meaning and context, these phrases may be used to additionally support 

relatedness between Israelite and Mesopotamian beliefs. 70 

is, however, awareness of the prohibition against disturbing their rest 
(designated by the verb T)i; see 1 Sam. 28:15, Isa. 14:9), lest they 
become vengeful. Note the LXX version of 1 Sam. 28:19, which may indi­
cate punishment: IO~/EJIJ 1~Jji iin~ ir.Di. I Post-biblical literature is 
familiar with the concept of the restive spirit; significantly, it is the 
spirit of a sinner. 

68. CAD.E 398/9. 

69 ° C. Wilcke, "Sllll1erische 1i terarische Texte in ~1anchester und 
Liverpool," AfO 24 (1973) 12, 11.36-39. 

70. The phrases ',~D~ I~ ~C~~,I and tl~nl~~ ~ :=~~'jl have been 
treated in the following articles: B. Alfrink, "L'Expression i~rnJ.~ -::; ~t,'," 
Oudtestamentische Studien :2 (1943) 106-118; idem., "L'Expression 7~ t"iC~J 
'j"DY," Oudtestamentische Studien 5 (1945) 118-131; G. R. Driver, "Plurima 
~iortis Imago," Studies and Essays iY'. Honor of A. A. Heuman (Leiden, 1962) 
pp. 138-143; E. J. Smit, "Death and Burial Formulas in Kings and Chronicles 
Relating to the Kings of Judah," ?Y'oceediY'.gs of the ~hnth ~leeting of Die 
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The primary connotation of ~y indicates kinship relation. Secondar-

ily, it refers to "the extended family ... people in the sense of a larger 

but fundamentally consanguineous body.,,71 The plural '1'1nv "indicates the 

archaic social unit of the "Kultgemeinschaft." Distinction is made via 

the three consecutive waws (Gen. 25:8,9, 35:28) between dying, being gath-

ered to one's kind, and being buried. Being gathered to one's kin is not 

dependent on burial in a family tomb, for it is mentioned in connection 

with Abraham who was interred in a newly purchased cave (Gen. 25:9-10) 

and not in an ancestral tomb. This phrase, in abbreviated form, is used 

in connection with the death of Aaron (Num. 20:24) who died in the wilder-

ness (Num. 32:39) and with that of Hoses (Num. 27:13) who was interred in 

a lonely grave whose location "no man knows" (Deut. 34:6). The phrase is, 

however, connected with the manner in which a person died. In its com-

plete form it is preceded by exact indication of the respective person's 

span of life and is followed by the summational comment "dying at a happy 

ripe age, old and full of years he was gathered to his kin" (Gen. 25:8,9). 

Even when of shorter form, the context makes it clear that the person 

reached a ripe age. The phrase '1'1~V 7V ~O~"', used for the Patriarchs, 

~1oses and Aaron, who were considered representative of their generation, 

conveys an ideal natural death. 

Where was this gathering place? It is never specified in space, 

but this much is clear: it is never jointly mentioned with Sheol. 

Oudtestamentiese Wergemeenskap in Suid-Afrika (1966) 177-183. Citations 
\vi 11 be referred to by author I s name. 

71. E. A. Speiser, "People and ~~ation of Israel," JEL 79, 159. 
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Correspondingly, in the more than sixty biblical passages in which Sheol 

is mentioned, it is never portrayed as a peaceful ancestral gathering 

place. This is even more explicit in the context in which the variant 

phrase 

commonly used when summarizing a king's reign upon his demise. In record-

ing the death of eighteen kings of Israel this expression is used to 

describe the death of only nine. 72 The selective use is deliberate: the 

expression is omitted in cases of unnatural death. This procedure is 

repeated in recording the death of the Judean kings: five omissions 73 for 

those who died unnaturally from a list of twelve kings. The Bible's dif-

ferentiation seems to be consequential. Natural death is accompanied by 

unification \vi th kin and Sheol is never mentioned. In counterpart, evil 

death is followed by sundrance from all kin. Evil death in the Bible also 

results in delegation to Sheol, which is never described as an ancestral 

meeting place. Though undefined in space, the conceptual distinction 

between the two is always evident. 

Among the denizens of Sheol the w~X~i are mentioned. 74 The meaning 

of this vocable, as well as its relation to D~X~i as the designation of 

72. For tables illustrating this fact and source references, see 
Alfrink, pp. 110-111, and Driver, p. 138, who also explains the only 
exception to the rule, namely, by pointing to the variant versions in 
Chronicles and LXX which omit thi s formula (p. 140). 

73. The phrase is also omitted concerninp, i!~j~~ (2 Kings 23:24), 
probably because he was no longer the official king. 

74. 1 Sam. 14:9; Job 26:5-6; Ps. 88:11. In Isa. 26:19 they are 
associated with riX, signifying 'netherworld,' and, as in v.14, paralleled 
by D~no. In Provo 2:18 they are associated with niD, the 'realm of death.' 
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an ancient people who inhabited parts of Canaan and Transjordan 75 has 

been the subject of many scholarly treatises. This research received new 

impetus from the discovery of Ugaritic texts in which the word rp~m occurs. 

The history of research and the various interpretive approaches have been 

76 conveniently surveyed by L'Heureux and will therefore not be repeated 

here. Our discussion will be limited to the points on which we differ in 

opinion or emphasis from previous studies. It will :lOcus on the biblical 

Rephaim and refer to extra-biblical texts only where a direct bearing on 

the biblical data seems provable. 

While the standard dictionaries distinguish between Rephaim I as a 

designation for the shades of the dead and Rephaim II as referring to an 

ancient people, both earlier and recent commentators usually try to con-

nect the two. Opinions differ, however, as to which meaning is to be 

considered original and which a secondary development. One view, com-

monly held prior to the discovery of the Ugaritic texts, traced the ety-

mology of Rephaim I to the root i1!)i - 'to be slack, weak,' considered 

most appropriate for the feeble existence of the shades. The secondary 

75. Gen. 14:5, 15:20; Deut. 2:10-11, 20-21, 3:11,13; Josh. 12:4, 
13:12,17:15. See also "Valley of the Rephaim," 2 Sam. 5:18,22//1 Chron. 
14:9, 2 Sam. 23:13; Josh. 15:8, 18:6; 1 Sam. 17:5. 

76. C. E. L'Heure~x, Rank among the Ca~~anite Gods El~ Ba~al and 
the Rephaim (~10ntana, 1979), pp. 111-223, esp. pp. 111-127; henceforth 
cited as Rank. To bibliography add: E. Lipinski, "Ditanu," Studies in 
Bible and the Ancient Near East S. E. Loewenstarnm Festschrift; Jerusalem, 
1978), pp. 91-110; W. T. Pitard, "The Ugaritic Funerary Text RS34.126," 
BASOR 232 (1978) 65-75; A. Caquot, "La tablette RS24.252 et la question 
des rephaim ougaritique5," Syria 53, 295-304; H. Dietrich, O. Loretz, J. 
Sanmartin, "Die Ugari tischen Totengeister RPU (M) und die Biblischen 
Rephaim," UP 8, 45-52. The last five items came to my attention after 
completion of the bibliography for this study and are therefore not 
listed there. 
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meaning, that of Rephaim II, was thought to have evolved due to the 

presence of gigantic megalithic structures, mainly in Transjordan, 

regarded as the graves of the aboriginal inhabitants. The enormous size 

of these graves, the haunt of the spirits of the dead 'of old,' led later 

generations to assume that their builders must have been giants. Thus, 

the meaning of Rephaim I was extended to the early inhabitants of Trans­

jordan and part of Canaan - Rephaim II, in the sense of an ethnicon. 77 

The occurrence of rp~m in Ugaritic texts in a context unrelated to 
78 1 

the world of the dead led most scholars to abandon the previously pro-

posed etymology. A recent proposal, according to which *rapi~u, a stative 

formation with intransitive meaning, designates a hale condition,79 is 

80 
elaborated on by L'Heureux in connection with both Ugaritic and bibli-

cal Rephaim. He states that in Ugaritic texts this descriptive term was 

applicable to gods as an appellative or could become the epithet of a 

given god (e.g., El). It is also applied to an elite group of chariot 

77. For a summary of the various views on the subject prior to 
the discovery of the Ugaritic texts see P. Karge, Rephaim: Die vorge­
schichtZiche KuZtur PaZastinas und Phoniziens (Paderborn, 1925; unrevised 
reprint of 1917), pp. 644-645. See also C. Steuernagel, Deuteronomium, 
HKAT (Gottingen, 1923), p. 57. S. R. Driver, Deuteronomy, ICC (Edin­
burgh, 1896), p. 40. After their first mention all commentaries will be 
referred to by the author's name only. 

78. For all the pertinent Ugaritic texts see L'Heureux, Rank, 129-
199, where text analysis is included. 

79. F. M. Cross, in hi s article ~K in TWAT, I (Stuttgart, 1979), 
Col. 163. 

80. L'Heureux, Rank, pp. 116-118, where the problem of the Hebrew 
vocalization of ~~KBi is also discussed. 
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. h . 81 h ... h h warrl0rs, t e rp~ ar?, w ose assoclatlon Wlt t e divine sphere is 

explained by L'Heureux as being caused "either because of the feeling 

that certain elite human beings participate in the world of the gods or, 

more specifically, because a certain group was felt to have a special 

relationship with a god whose name or epithet was rapi'u.,,82 This group, 

L'Heureux further maintains, has its heavenly counterpart in the rp~m of 

eTA 20-22, which serve as a prototype for and legitimation of the earthly 

institution. 83 The heavenl y rp~m are not divine "in a secondary or 

derived fashion,,,84 but the term iLnym by which the word is paralleled85 

expresses their full divinity. Rp~m as a reference to the dead is the 

latest link in this chain of meanings; it evolved, according to L'Heureux, 

via the notion of "heroes" implied in the term, which was first applied to 

living or divine heroes and then to dead heroes. 86 The notion of an elite 

group of warriors, it is claimed, left its mark in the biblical concept 

of the Rephaim as a pre-historic ethnic group. Revolving around traditions 

81. eTA 15.3, 2-4, 13-15. For discussion see ibid., 201-204, 218-
223. 

82. Ibid., 222. In this connection note the author's elaboration 
on the concept of the marzea~, pp. 206-212, and the association of the 
rpi ar? with it, pp. 218-221. 

83. Ibid., p. 205. 

84. Scholars have attributed various degrees of divinity to the 
Ugaritic rpm; ' semi-gods,' 'deified dead,' 'sacral functionaries' - con­
sidered divine in view of their cultic role. For a survey of the several 
views see ibid., esp. pp. 111-122. 

85. See also eTA 6.6, 44-49. 

86. Ibid., pp. 221-222. It should be noted that L'Heureux tends 
to underestimate the signification of ~p~m as a designation of the dead, 
especially in eTA 6.6,44-49. 
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about Og, King of Bashan, and influenced by speculations on the megalithic 

structures, the idea of a gigantic pre-historic people, among them the 

Rephaim, crystallized. The survival of a warrior guild whose patron was 

""'~i h b' h' 87 D~ seems to ave some ear~ng on t ~s. Finally, biblical 'Rephaim,' 

designating shades of the dead, first referred to an aristocracy among 

the dead (Isa. 14:9); later the term was 'democratized' and applied to 

the shades of all the dead. 

These interpretations of the biblical Rephaim, as well as of the 

postulated relationship between Rephaim I and Rephaim II, seem to need 

some modification. In order to evaluate properly the information yielded 

by the pertinent texts, greater emphasis should be hid on the nature of 

the documents and their intent. 

First, the assumption that Rephaim II constitutes an ethnicon should 

be re-examined. In Genesis 14:5-7, the Rephaim are among those defeated 

by coalition of foreign kings. While the background of this chapter is 

not known and the very names of the invading kings are enigmatic,88 the 

way the various participants in the battle are mentioned is significant 

for our problem. The four invading kings are mentioned by name and coun-

try (v.l). The coalition of the local kings are mentioned by name and, 

true to the prevailing historical conditions in Canaan, as rulers of 

their respective city-states (v.2). The defeated party constitutes two 

87. L'Heureux, Rank, pp. 221-222, and idem, "The yeZi.de harapa - A 
CuI tic Association of Warriors," BASOR 221 (1976), 83-85. 

88. For discussion, see J. E. Emerton, "Some False Clues in the 
Study of Gen. XIV," VT 21 (197l) 24-74, and "The Riddle of Genesis XIV," 
ibid., 403-439. 
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groups; in one, ~in, ~in~, ~v7DV are mentioned with the respective places 

of their defeat (vv.5-7). Preceding them are u~~~i, U~~I~, and b~D~~, 

also mentioned with the respective places of their defeat (v.5). On the 

one hand, we have well-defined entities: rulers of countries, city-

states and a group of three entities all having a gentilic ending, i.e., 

representing ethnic groups. The group of Rephaim, Emim, and Zuzim, on 

the other hand, are not so defined. This becomes even more conspicuous 

if we turn to Gen. 15:19-21, where the Rephaim are mentioned as one of 

the ten nations of Canaan that Israel is to dispossess according to the 

covenant with Abraham. 

f h R h · 89 but or t e ep a1m. 

All nine nations are mentioned with a gentilic 

The sources of information concerning the Rephaim 

cannot be established, or their historical validity ascertained. There 

is nevertheless some agreement among scholars as to when these narrative 

traditions crystallized as well as their possible intent. In Genesis 14 

the invasion episode is linked to the episode concerning the blessing of 

Helchizedek by the figure of Abraham, who appears in both incidents. The 

Melchizedek episode contains details which have led scholars to attribute 

. h· f D . d 90 I h b d h . t 1t to t e t1me 0 aV1. t as een suggeste t at 1ts purpose was 0 

authenticate the claim of Jerusalem to a central position among the 

Israelite cult centers, while Abraham's successful intervention against 

89. The name of the Reuhaim is omitted in LXX, but, even if consid­
ered secondary, no adaptation- was made to harmonize this entry with the 
entire list. 

90. Salem in v.18 is mentioned again in Ps. 76:3 in parallelism to 
Zion, and is thus associated with Jerusalem. For the association of 
Melchizedek with the Davidic dynasty see Ps. 110:5. In addition, the 
"King's Vale" in v.17 is anachronistic in this chapter. This place, n;en­
tioned again in 2 Sam. 13:18, is close to Jerusalem (so Josephus, Ant~q. 
VII,x.3 = §243). 
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the invaders was meant to substantiate the right to the land from El-paran 

to Damascus on both sides of the Jordan. 9l Genesis 15 is also thought to 

reflect the historical conditions of the Davidic empire. The divine 

promise of land made to Abraham and his descendants It ••• from the river of 

Egypt to the great river, the r i ver Euphrates" (Gen. 15:18) represents 

the aspirations of the Davidic empire. 92 

The list of nations included in the blessing of Abraham may also 

reflect Davidic times. The Kenites and Kenizzites were tribal groups of 

the Negev, whose absorption by the tribe of Judah had been completed by 

h . f D 'd 93 t e tlme 0 aVl. The last entry in the list, the Jebusites (v.2l), 

fixes the terminus ad quem of the compilation to David's conquest of 

Jebus. According to a commonly held view, the line-up of these peoples 

in the comprehensive list of those destined to be dispossessed served to 

legitimize the seizure of land in Davidic times. However, the list as 

such, comprising ten entries, may represent a typological pattern rather 

than historical reality.94 Such lists may contain fictitious entries for 

the sake of comprehensiveness 95 and the Rephaim, suspect on other grounds, 

91. See B. Hazar, "The Historical Background of the Book of Gene­
sis," JilES 28 (1964) 74-75. 

92. R. E. Clements, Abraham and David (Illinois, 1967), 2lf, 38f, 
47, esp. 60-63. 

93. The Kadmonim are not known from any other list and are com­
monly associated with Bene Kedem of Gen. 29:1, lit. "easterners. 1t 

94. See T. Ishida, "The Structure and Historical Implications of 
the Lists of Pre- Israeli te Nations," BibZica 60 (1979) 461-490. 

95. The list of ten entries, representing a typological pattern, 
is known from the ideal "Ahnentafel" which has sometimes ,Hoven to con­
tain fictitious entries in order to conform to a well-est~blished lite­
rary tradition. Such compilations are knO\~n from extra-biblical sources 



200 

may have been such a fictitious entry; hence one cannot deduce conclu-

sively from their occurrence in this list that they represent a proper 

ethnic element. 

The context in which the Rephaim appear in Deut. 2:11,20 seems to 

cast further doubt on the ethnic denotation of the term. Included in the 

instruction not to trespass on the borders of Moab and Ammon is the fol-

lowing information about the pre-history of the respective countries: 

The Emim lived in it beforehand, a people great and 
many and as .tall as the Anakim. Like the" Anakim they 
too are known as Rephaim, and the Hoabites call them 
Emim. 

[Deut. 2: 10,11] 

That is also known as the land of Rephaim; Rephaim lived 
in it beforehand, and the Ammonites call them Zarnzurnrnim, 
a people great, many and as tall as the Anakim, and Yah­
weh destroyed them before them and they dispossessed them 
and settled in stead of them. 

[Deut. 2: 20,21] 

An additional note on the Rephaim is included in the description of the 

Kingdom of Og: 

... for only Og, the King of Bashan, was left of the 
remnant of the Rephaim, see his bed was a bed of iron, 
is it not in Rabbah, nine cubits was the length 
thereof and four cubits the breadth of it .•.. 

[Deut. 3: 11] 

The data concerning the pre-history of Moab and Ammon is commonly regarded 

and similar techniques seem to have been employed in both literatures by 
the official royal scribes. See A. Malarnat, liKing Lists of the Old Baby­
lonian Period and Biblical Genealogies, II JAOS 88 (1968) 169-171. Although 
the list of nations in Gen. 15:19-21 is different in kind from those dis­
cussed by Malamat, it too is an official royal document, apparently from 
the same time. It stems from the same scribal circles and serves a simi­
lar purpose in presenting an all-inclusive background to legitimize royal 
actions. Similar techniques may therefore have been employed. 
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as 'antiquarian' or 'learned glosses' by a 'later hand, ,96 but this view 

ignores the fact that these verses are couched in typical Deuteronomic 

97 
phraseology and constitute an integral part of the prologue's concep-

tual framework. Sumner, in his article on Israel's encounter with Moab 

and Anunon, indicates that "these notices provide the logic behind Yahweh's 

instructions not to take the lands, and are surely just as original as the 

98 instructions themselves." In fact, they provide more than that. In 

the marked political atmosphere that permeates the prologue, as well as 

the entire book, in the "very pressing concern with ISrael's existence 

. f' . ,,99 h . . d 1" f' over agaInst orelgn natIons t ese sectIons provl e not on y a Justl 1-

cation, by way of analogy, for the dispossession of certain peoples and 

honoring the borders of others - but the very raison d'etre for Israel's 

national being. As has been elucidated by Dahl,lOO a certain universality 

96. S. R. Driver, Deuteronomy (1896), 36, 40; C. Steuernagel, Deu­
teronomium (1923), 57; A. C. Welch, Deuteronomy (1932), 174-176; G. von 
Rad, Deuteronomy, trans. D. Barton (Great Britain, 1966), 42; J. L. McKen­
zie, "The Historical Prologue of Deuteronomy," 4th World Congress of Jew­
ish Studies, Vol. I (Jerusalem, 1967). 

97. The adjectives Q1' ~1' ;,j) constitute a combination of two 
frequently encountered phrases in Deuteronomy; lit. /Q~~1 Q~~')/D1' ;,j) ny 
Q~;'j) (cf. Deut. 1:28, 4:38, 7:1, 9:2a, 11:23). See Driver, Deuteronomy, 
p. 23; M. Weinfeld, Deuteronomy and the Deuteronomistic School, p. 343. 
Note the different description in Num. l3:28a. The verb ~1~, too, is typi­
cal of the Deuteronomic style which consistently avoids the use of the 
verb W1) - 'drive out' found in other sources, which denotes a more 
arbitrary aspect of the conquest. 

98. W. A. Sumner, "Israel's Encounter with Edom, ~foab, Ammon, 
Sihon, and Og According to the Deuteronomist," VT 8 (1968) 220f. 

99. G. von Rad, Studies in Deuteronomy (London, 1953), trans. D. 
Stalker, p. 59. 

100. N. A. Dahl, Das VoZk Gottes (Darmstadt, 1963), P. 26. See also 
Ivl. Weinfeld, "The Awakening of Israel's National Consciousness in the 
Seventh Century BC," Oz Ze David (1964), p. 406f. 
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is presupposed by the idea of election. And it is precisely at a time 

when Israel's national consciousness become problematic and its national 

existence threatened that its awareness both of the similarity of its 

fate to that of other nations as well as its uniqueness within the divine 

plan of history is emphasized. Viewed in this context, the Rephaim con­

stitute a relevant element. They figure in the divine design in which 

everything is patterned according to a preconceived plan. Whatever hap­

pened in Israel's encounter with the indigenous population of Canaan has 

its analogy in the history of the surrounding nations; they all acted "as 

Israel did unto the land of his possession" (v.12). Thus, Israel's dis­

possession of the peoples of Canaan is analogous to the dispossession of 

the Rephaim of Moab and Ammon on the one hand, and to the similar treat­

ment of the Hori tes by Seir and of the Avvim by Caphtor on t,he other. 

Thus, both stylistically and conceptually, the notices concerning the 

Rephaim are part of the Deuteronomic prologue and whatever information 

they were meant to yield must be gleaned from the general drift and intent 

of the text. 

Two notices which the Deteronomist appended to his mention of the 

Rephaim - and to them only, of all other nations mentioned in his stylized 

rewriting of historical events - should guide us in determining whether 

he indeed meant to introduce them as an ethnic group. First, the note 

stating that the ~1oabi tes refer to the Rephaim as Emim (v.ll) and to the 

Ammonim as Zamzummim (v.20). Had the Deuteronomist been referring to an 

ethnicon proper, one would have expected only minor phonetic changes in 

the term' Rephaim,' given the linguistic similarities between biblical 

Hebrew and, say, what is known of Moabite. The term Emim, and also 
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Z . 101 . k (d ..?) . h 102 amzu~m, strl e one more as a escrlptlve. eplt et or as an 

appellative employed in the respective languages in reference to the 

Rephaim. Note, however, that in Gen. 14:5 Rephaim, Zuzzim, and Emim are 

treated as three different entities and it is only the Deuteronomist who 

combines them. The Deuteronomist is also unique in comparing the Rephaim 

103 to the 'Anaqim (vv.ll, 21). Al though biblical information concerning 

the latter is equivocal, certain details associated with them are sugges-

tive of the motive underlying the Deuteronomist's comparison of the two 

and thus reflect his understanding of the term Rephaim. 

We turn first to the data found in extra-Deuteronomic sources. The 

'Anaqim were encountered by the spies on their tour of Canaan, in the 

region of Hebron. 104 They are mentioned three times in the story, always 

as a special entity apart from the other inhabitants met by the spies. 

While they shared with the rest of the indigenous population the feature 

101. Genesis Apkr. 21:29 inserted a superlinear b over the medial 
t of Gen. 14:5 b~tt and substitutes l'~V~ for MT nn~. 

102. The suggestion by Driver and many others to explain these 
terms by Hebrew (!) etymologies, derived from Hebrew n~~~ - 'terror' and 
bt~t - 'whisper, murmur' (p. 40) is gratuitous. The Deuteronomist explic­
itly refers to these designations as Moabite and Ammonite, and not as 
Hebrew terms. Other such references on the part of the Deuteronomist 
(chap. 3:9) may be verified by extra-biblical data and indicate that he 
is well versed and precise in such matters. Moreover, though Hebrew may 
be very similar to Moabite (the Ammonite data are too sparse to allow one 
to draw any conclusions), too little is known about the vocabulary of the 
latter to justify explanation of this Moabite term through a Hebrew ety­
mology. 

103. The use of the imperfect ,~~~ implies the frequentative force 
of a custom, but although mention of Rephaim and 'Anaqim recurs in the 
Bible, they are never so equated outside the Deuteronomic historical work. 

104. Num. 13:22, 28, 33. 
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of grand and intimidating stature, they were singled out by the spies as 

d Ol O . . f hId 105 a eterrent to ml Itary InvaSIon 0 t e an. Scholars often regard 

them as a product of popular or mythic lore, which tends to cast the 

. . h . ld 106 anCIent races In a erOlC mo . But the enormous stature of parts of 

this population is not necessarily a figment of ancient man's imagination. 

Both biblical prophetic literature unconnected with this conquest tradi-

. 107 d b'bl' 1 l' 108. h . 0 • f h tlon an extra- 1 lca Iterature mentIon t e gIgantIc SIze 0 t e 

inhabitants of the region of Syria-Palestine. While all these sources 

admittedly use hyperbolic language, they may yet be based on historic 

facts. The three names of the 'Anaqim, ~n~n) ~WW, 1D~~, also seem to be 

genuine Hurrite names of this period. l09 The historicity of the biblical 

'Anaqim could be further maintai ned if their postulated connection with 

the Iy-'anaq mentioned in the Egyptian execration texts of Asiatic princes 

could be proved valid. 110 Although the extra-biblical texts do not shed 

much light on the 'Anaqim, and the biblical data are too scanty to provide 

a clear picture, there are cumulative indications that seem to point in a 

certain direction; one can thus draw certain conclusions regarding their 

105. Always mentioned last in the climactic description of the dan­
gers of the land. 

106. G. E. Wright, "Troglodites and Giants in Palestine," JBL 57 
(1938) 307f. 

107. Amos 2:9. 

108. Papyrus Anastasi I. Anet 477. 

109. E. Lipinski, "'Anaq - Kiryat 'Arba' - Hebron et ses Sanctu­
aires Tribaux," VT 24 (1974) 41-55, esp. 44, and bibliography cited. 

110. K. Sethe, Die Achtung feindZicher FUrsten~ VoZker und Dinge 
a.uf aUagyptischen ~Qngerc.sscherben des MittZeren ?eiches (Berlin, 1926). 
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nature. According to the conquest traditions, the 'Anaqim differ from 

other segments of the population in their structural organization. They 

are designated vJvn ~~~7~,111 vJvn/vJV ~J~,l12 and their region, Hebron, 

is traced to viJvn/vJvn ~~~.ll3 The occurrence of the name with the 

definite article l14 indicates that 'Anaq was probably not considered a 

proper name but rather an appellative. 115 Biblical ~~7~ never designates 

lineage in its genealogical sense, but a dependent social status. It 

occurs in the construct state with three determinatives, (Q~~~i)/n~u' 

vJvn, n~~. 116 The combination in~~ ~i~7~ in Gen. 14:14 is of particular 

interest, for in that context it serves to qualify the term '~~~Jn, an 

E . 1 d f ' d . ,117 d h" " h gypt1an oan wor or arme reta1ners, an t 1S term recurs 1n t e 

above-mentioned Egyptian execration texts in connection with Iy-'anaq. 

The term n~in ~i~7~ also seems to connote military prowess, since it 

describes the opponents of David's elite warrior group of n~ii~). The 

n~u' ~~~7~ are associated with the Philistines and their gigantic stat­

ure is conveyed by the size of their weapons. 118 GOliath (1 Sam. 17:4-52) 

111. Num. 13:22,28; Jos. 15:14b. 

112. Num. 13:33; Deut. 9:2; Jos. 15:14; Jud. 1:20. Note also ~J~ 
O~vJV in Deut. 1:28, 9:2. 

113. Jos. 15:13/Jos. 21:11. Note also n~vJV~ 7i~Jn ~~ Jos. 14:15. 

114. Also Jos. 11:21. 

115. The relationship to Hebrew vJV - 'necklace' is not clear. 

116. See F. Wil1esen, "The Yalid in Hebrew Society," Studia Theo­
logica 12 (1958) 192-210. 

117. T. Lambdin, "Egyptian Loan Words in the Old Testament," JAOS 
73 (1953) 150. 

118. 2 Sam. 21:16-22; cf. 23:18. 
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seems to have belonged to this group of professional warriors. 119 The 

Deuteronomist's report (Jos. 11:21,22) that all 'Anaqim have been anni-

hilated but for those residing in the Philistine towns of Gaza, Gath, and 

Ashdod120 may provide a further link between 'Anaqim, n~in ~'~7~, and pro-

fessional warriors. 

The martial aspect of the 'Anaqim is also stressed by their associ-

ation with Nephilim (Num. 13:33) who are described in Gen. 6:4 as "the 

121 heroes of old," OW "WJK - "men of renown." . That it indeed is this 

martial aspect of the 'Anaqim which the Deuteronomist wishes to convey in 

his recurrent use of the term may be deduced from the fact that he singles 

them out to examplify invincibility: 

Hear, 0 Israel; you are to pass over the Jordan this day, · 
to go in to dispossess nations greater and mightier than 
yourselves, cities great and fortified up to heaven, a 
people great and tall, the sons of the Anakim, who~ you 
know and of whom you have heart it said "Who can stand 
before the sons of Anak?" 

[Deut. 9:1-2. RSV] 

The subjugation of the 'Anaqim through divine aid is used by the 

119. 2 Sam. 21:19. 

120. The Septuagint version which reads O"pJV n~iKW - "the remnant 
of 'Anaqim" in connection with the town of Ashdod for ~IT OP7JV n""1h'W (Jer. 
47:5), and which is commonly preferred by commentators, should be rejected. 
MT 0P7JV should be rendered 'force, vigor, strength' on the basis of Acc­
dian emUqu and Ugaritic ~mq . Cf. Job 39:21, where it is paralleled by n~. 
The Targum to Jerem., which renders our verse lln~pln iKW, confirms the 
proposed rendition. 

121. Note that ~w "DJX in biblical context is usually paralleled 
by 7"n "il~) (1 Chron. 5:24, 12:30; cf. v.38). Both in biblical and 
extra-biblical contexts 'to make one's self a name' means to gain renown 
through a special act of heroism or more generally the ability to vanquish 
enemies. For a discussion of the biblical term see ~f. Weinfeld, "Awaken­
ing of National Consciousness," Dz le David, 399-400. For extra-bib lical 
sources: Gilgamesh, Yale Tablet, Col. 5, 11.7, 31-33. T. G. Dossin, ARM 
I, 69,13-16. 
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Deuteronomist as a telling precedent indicative of the determination by 

which God carries out His plans in history. In this rousing military 

oration (Deut. 9:1-6) 'actualizing' past events, he wishes both to retain 

the freshness of IsraelIs gratitude for the divine aid as well as to 

stimulate its active participation in His redemptive history. It fully 

accords with the national fervor of the Josianic period in which the 

Deuteronomist wrote, and sought to inspire confidence for future warlike 

endeavors. 122 

The Deuteronomist's remarks concerning the nature of the fAnaqim 

were therefore meant to satisfy neither his 'antiquarian' nor his 'learned' 

interests but to emphasize his national feelings and theological views. 

And it is his emphasis on the nature of the fAnaqim that should guide .us 

in the explication of his remark that "Rephaim too are counted/reckoned 

as 'Anaqim" (chap. 2:11). This equation points to similar characteristics 

and indicates that the Deuteronomist conceived of the Rephaim primarily as 

heroic figures. The impression gained from Chapter 2:10-11, 20-21, that 

he may also have considered them to constitute a quasi-ethnic group, seems 

to derive from the previously-mentioned aim of the Deuteronomist to make 

IsraelIs dispossession of the indigenous population fully analogous to 

that carried out by neighboring Moab and Ammon. This, however, seems to 

be an artificial construction. 123 Although the mention of Emim, Zuzim, 

122. For the nature and aim of the military orations in the Book 
of Deuteronomy see M. Weinfeld, Deuteronomy and the Deuteronomic School 
(Oxford, 1972), pp. 42ff. 

123. The Deuteronomist may well have drawn upon the royal archives 
for his material concerning the mention of Rephaim as a quasi-ethnicon, 
such as is found in chapters 14 and 15 in Genesis, and who~nature we 
discussed above. 



208 

and Rephaim in Gen. 14, each with their respective geographic localities, 

apparently contains some genuine information, their combination in 

Deuteronomy with the two former serving as different designations for the 

1 t t t b d f h · 124 at er seems 0 us 0 e a secon ary use 0 t 1S source. 

The contention that Rephaim primarily denoted heroic figures re-

ceives some further support from Isa. 14:9 and Ezek. 32:19-22,27. In all 

these passages reference is made to the denizens of the netherworld. In 

Isa. 14:9 the term 'Rephaim' is paralleled by rlK ~"~) - literally the 

'rams of the land.' The latter designation has been shown to refer to 

the 'heroes, princes of the land. ,125 In Ezek. 32 Egypt is remanded to 

the nethenvorld, met there with taunting remarks by certain heroes desig-

nated as D~il~~ ~7~ (v.2l). The MT of these verses (19-22) seems to have 

preserved a corrupt text and commentators usually follow the Septuagint 

version which rearranges these verses as follows: 126 

v.18 Son of Man, wail over the pomp of Egypt and send it 
down [ ... ] to the netherworld to thos who go down 
to the pit 

v.2l The godlike heroes [O~il~~ ~7~] shall speak to it out 
of the midst of Sheol [ ... ]. Whom do you surpass in 

124. Neither does the mention of geographical names which include 
the term Rephaim (Deut. 3:13; Josh. 12:4, 13:12, 15:8, 18:6; 2 Sam. 5:18// 
1 Chr. 14:9; 2 Sam. 23:13; Isa. 17:5) necessarily imply that the latter 
constitute an ethnicon. It could merely indicate that Rephaim lived 
there long enough to lend their name to these places. 

125. For a detailed discussion of Isa. 14:9-22?23 see p. 242f. of 
the present study. 

126. Although our rendition of O~il~~ ~/~ and n~)J ~~ differs 
from that of Eichrodt, the English translation of his book renders the 
text close enough to be followed here. W. Eichrodt, Ezekiel, trans. C. 
Quin (from the German edition of 1965-66; Great Britain, 1970), p. 435. 
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v.19 uncircumcised. 
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The collocation n" i'~) ",K is rendered by Hiller as "the rams [i. e. , 

chiefs] of the mighty men. ,,127 In view of the frequent parallelism in 

the Bible of tl",K and w""nv, the tJ"i'~) ",K of Ezekiel may be considered 

a variant of Isa. 14:9 ~iK ""nK which in turn parallels tl"K~i (ibid.J.128 

In view of this meeting in the netherworld between the heroes 

slain on the battlefield and thos already there, we again prefer the 

Septuagint and Peshitta version of Ezek. 32:27 which does not contain the 

negation at the beginning of the verse of MT. We consider this verse to 

be a further elaboration on the major theme of this chapter - the shame-

ful death of the nations slain on the battlefield and their ignoble fate 

in the netherworld. We thus read verses 27, 28: 

"/~~ ,'KW "i" iWK l29 tJ"VD tJ"'~J tl"i'~) nK ,~." 
'V nn'J'V "m, tln"WKi nrm iJr1'~in 'In'', tl17Jn,D 

tl"/~ "no nnK' .tl.,.,~ ~iK~ ~"i'~) n"nn .,~ nn'D~ 
.~in ""n nK :J:ltl.t1, i:ill.'Il 

127. P. D. Hiller, "Animal Names as Designations in Ugaritic and 
Hebrew," UP 2, p. 182. 

128. A further similarity between Isa. 14 and Ezek. 32 may be 
detected in the taunt ' ~)J "DD.' This phrase is usually rendered on the 
basis of Hebrew cr)J as 'pleasant' or 'beautiful.' Note, however, Ugaritic 
n~m in text RS 17.120:1, which implies a general condition of health and 
is best rendered by 'vigor.' Note also naim in Papyrus Anastasi I, 
which is applied to a maryannu mahir after slaying a lion, i.e., after 
performing an act of heroism. The rhetorical question in Ezekiel may 
therefore, similar to Isa. 14:10-11, mock the haughtiness and high aspira­
tions of the once-great nation, by pointing to its shameful end. For 
further similarities between Isa. 14 and Ezek. 32 see pp. 243-245 of the 
present study. 

129. Thus the Septuagint and Old Latin version. 



And they 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 iniquities 
are upon their bones; for the terror of the mighty men 
was in the land of the living. So you shall be broken 
and lie among the uncircumcised with those who are 
slain by the sword. 
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Most commentators understand the consonantal text ~~Jvn D~~~) D~iJ~) 

130 to contain an explicit or covert reference to the Nephilim of Gen. 6:4. 

From the recurrent interlocked variants D~~~)nIID~Jyn ~ D~iJ~~n (Gen. 

6:4), D~~~~)nIID~~~)n lD P)y ~)~ (Num. 13:33), D~~~iIID~P)Y (Deut. 2:11, 

20,21), D~iJ~)//D~JyD D~~~) (Ezek. 32:27; Septuagint version), we may 

infer that biblical O~~~i denote 'heroes.' 

The heroic aspect imparted to the Rephaim as shades of the dead, 

and to the living n~in ~)~, if indeed they prove to be the living counter-

parts of the former, is reminiscent of extra-biblical rp~m. But the simi-

1arity between the two may be maintained only on a general level. Upon 

closer examination fundamental differences assert themselves. 

A clearly marked association between the heroic figures designated 

rp~m and the divine sphere is evident in several of the Ugaritic texts. 

R ~ , 11 l' 'h'l 'd' , ' d ,131 P m appear 1n para e 1sm W1t ~ nym - go s or sem1-go s. They 

are invited to divine banquets, in particular to the marze~ of E1,132 to 

h ' h h . 'dO h' h' 133 w 1C t ey arr1ve r1 1ng t e1r c ar1ots, They are designated mhr bel 

130. For a discussion of this association and the meaning of 
Nephilim see C. Westermann, Genesis 1-11, BKAT (Neukirchen, 1974), pp. 
491-512, esp. p. 511. 

131. eTA 6.6.45; eTA 20.B. 1-2, 21.A.1-4, and may be restored also 
in eTA 22.A.3-6. See also the Latin-Punic bilingual KAI 117. 

132. eTA 20.B.21A. For mrzey see O. Eissfe1dt, "Ku1tvereine in 
Ugarit," Ugaritica 6 (1971), 187- 195. eTA 22B. 

133. eTA 20B4, 22a, 2223 (partially restored) , 
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and mhr ~nt, 'warriors of Ba'l' and 'warriors of 134 Anat, ' and are men-

tioned together with the retainers, ~yZ, and princes who share the com-

135 
pany of the gods. In the Bible, on the other hand, no direct associa-

tion between Rephaim and the divine sphere is attested. This is note-

worthy since God is often designated 'nJ~~ 'n' - 'the Lord of Hosts,' who 

rides his cloud-chariot in Barl-like fashion (2 Sam. 22:ll//Ps. 18:11) and 

is surrounded by angels described as 7~1; ~iJ~~ - 'mighty warriors' (Ps. 

103:20). "God's chariots are myriads upon myriads, thousands upon thou­

sand his charioteers,,136 (Ps. 68:18), but Rephaim are never mentioned in 

such contexts. A certain relationship bet\veen the Rephaim and the divine 

sphere may be postulated only by indirect inference from the biblical 

association between Rephai m > CAnaqim > Nephilim, and the designation of 

the latter as Q~n7~ ~)~ - 'sons of God' (Gen. 6:4). 

The lack of association between biblical Rephaim and the divine 

sphere is even more conspicuous when Rephaim are mentioned as shades of 

the dead. This is remarkable since belief in the deified shadows of the 

dead - designated 'n~n7X' - is attested in the Bible. Although prophetic 

circles were critical of such belief elsa. 8:19), there existed among 

Israel a cult of dead kin, prevalent enough to necessitate prohibitive 

134. eTA 21B.22b. 

135. eTA 22B. The stock epithet of Dan'el, mt rpi, seems to be an 
honorific title of heroic connotation on the basis of its parallel, gzr 
mt h~~- 'the hero man of hrnmy' (placing the person so designated under 
the special patronage of the deity rp~?). 

136. See A. F . Rainey , "The ~fili tary Personnel of Ugari t," JNES 24 
(1965) 22-23, for 1~)W, which may be rendered 'charioteers' or 'bowmen.' 
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1 . 1 . 137 egls atlon. Nevertheless, the valuation of Rephaim as shades of the 

dead seems to be fundamentally different from that of rp~m in extra-

biblical literature. 

A pertinent Ugaritic text is the description of the status of Krt: 

mid rm krt btk rpi ar~ bpbr qb~ dtn - 'may Keret be greatly exalted among 

the rpi a:t'~ in the assembly of dtn" (Idem in RS.34.126).138 If dm is 

taken as meaning I warrior,139 rather than being a tribal eponym or clan-

140 
ancestor as some assume, and rpi a:t'~, the parallel line is a reference 

141 
to the shades of the dead, a certain rank of di~tinction is implied in 

the term rp~. To join the rp~m after death seems to be a beneficial con-

di tion, as evidenced in two Phoenician sepulchral inscriptions. The 

inscriptions comprise the following curses, wished down upon potential 

disturbers of these royal graves: 

Whoever you are who might find this sarcophagus 
donlt, don't open it and don't disturb me .... 
But if you do open it and if you do disturb me 
may [you] not have any seed among the living and 
under the sun or resting place together with the 
shades [~l ~<k>n l<k> zr~ b~ym t~t sm(8Js wmskb 
~ t rp~m]. 142 

137. Lev. 19:31,20:27, Deut. 18:11, 1 Sam. 28:9. 

138. eTA 15.3.2-4; 15.3.13-15. 

139. Accadian da-at-nu is paralleled by qarradu - 'heroes, I see A. 
Draffkorn-Ki Imer, "The First Tablet of malku-'Sarru," JAOS 83 (1963) 435. 

140. S. B. Parker, "The Marriage Blessing in Israel and Ugaritic 
Literature," JBL 95 (1976) 28-29; M. Astour, "A North Mesopotamian Locale 
of the Keret Epic?" UF 6 (1973) 35-37; E. Lipinski, "Ditanu," S. E. Loewen­
stamm Festschrift (Jerusalem, 1978) 91-110; and others. 

141. Contrary to L'Heureux, Rank, 201-204, and others. 

142. KAI 13 7/8. 



Whoever you are. ruler and [ordinary] man. may he 
not open this resting-place .... 
. .. for any ruler and any man who shall open this 
resting-place ... may they not have a resting-place 
with the shades [~Z ykn Zm mskb ~t rp~m] may they 
not be buried in a grave. and may they not have 
son and seed to take their place .... 143 

144 According to L'Heureux. "These texts preserve the nuance that 

the rp'm are an aristocracy among the dead. as in RS 34.126. In other 
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biblical texts. the term has become democratized and applied to the shades 

of a11 the dead." If indeed the rp~m ini tia11y constituted an 'aristoc-

racy among the dead' it seems that the concept had al ready been ~emocra-

tized' in these inscriptions to the degree that potentially everyone 

could join them after death. Otherwise the curse addressed to 'ruler 

and [ordinary] man' alike could not have served as a deterrent to the 

commoner. The deeply rooted belief in the efficacy of curses suggests 

that these were not casually formulated. Moreover. it is doubtful whether 

such a process of 'democratization' may be postulated for either biblical 

or extra-biblical beliefs. It seems rather that upon death every deceased 

was believed to acquire a 'larger than life' image. and supernatural 

powers were attributed to him; his words were considered more potent even 

when he was only approaching the hour of his death (Gen. 49:lff.; Deut. 

33:lff.). Every dead therefore became D~n~~ - 'a go~' and every kinship 

group turned for advice to its own ancestor-god. Note that in the 

143. KAI 14:8. 

144. C. E. L'Heureux, Rank. 222; cf. R. Dussaud. Les Decouvertes 
de Ras Shamra (UgaritJ et Z'Anaien Testament. end ed. (Paris. 1941). p. 
187. 



follo\lTing verses LJ"ii'~ parallels 'O"m as such: 

Wi"" j"ii'~ ,~ DY ~'ii 
(Isa. 8:19) n"~nii'~ o""nn iV~ 

1 ii" ii'~' j mw" j tlYi1 ,:;~" 'j 1 ii" ii'~ "rr.H' ny, 1 ~iI"m 
(Num. 24:2-3) .... jlV~ 'v~' '~iW" in~j 
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Note also that in the above-mentioned curse to "have a resting place with 

rp~m" is mentioned in line with being "buried in a grave" and having "son 

and seed" to take one's place. Having 'a resting place with rp~m" thus 

seems to connote the very same idea conveyed in the previously discussed 

phrases, j"nv ,~ ~D~~, I"~I~~ WV ~~W"i, implying no more than being 

granted a natural and proper afterlife, which, according to ancient man's 

belief, entailed being granted god-like and hero-like features. 

While in these extra-biblical texts joining the rp~m is a desirable 

fate, it is not so in the Bible. One detects an ironic tone in the fo1-

lowing verse: 

A man who wanders from the way of understanding will 
come to rest in the company of the Rephaim. 

[Provo 21:16; KJ) 

The attitude of ridicule is even more pronounced in the following verses 

on the seductions of an~ultress: 

'Whoever is simple, let him turn in here' 
And to him who is without sense she says 
'Stolen water i s sweet and bread eaten in 

secret is pl easant' 
But he does not know that Rephaim are there, 
that the guests are in the depth of Sheol. 

[Prov. 8: 18; cf. 2: 18] 
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But it is not only the unheeding simpleton or the one who strays 

from rational behavior who is destined to "rest in the company of Rephaim." 

Diametrically contrary to the Phoenician inscriptions, it is he who has 

been 'cast out of his grave,' 'trodden underfoot,' who 'is not united 

with his ancestors,' 'his descendants unnamed,' his sons 'slaughtered,' 

who is not met with by the Rephaim elsa. 14:19-21). 

An outright polemical attitude concerning the belief in Rephaim and 

their efficacy may be detected in the Bible. This again is in contrast 

to extra-biblical attitudes. In a recently published text from Ugarit, 

rp~m were invoked, among other deceased ancestors, in order to bestow 

145 their blessing upon the town of Ugarit and its royal dynasty. This 

146 text, as has been noted by commentators, seems to be related to the 

royal kispu ritual, but the occasion of its performance is not entirely 

clear. A kispu ritual was performed on fixed dates, on either the first 

or sixteenth of the month, and was meant to supply the deceased with food 

offerings and water libations to satisfy their needs and secure their 

blessings for state and royal dynasty. There seems to have been a kispu 

ritual not only for the deceased ancestors but also for "[any] soldier 

who fell while on his lord's service" and for "all humanity, from the 

145. Text RS.34.126, published by A. Caquot in Annuaire du College 
de France 75 (1975-76) 427-429. 

146. The text has been discussed by J. C. de ~Ioor, "Rapi' uma­
Rephaim," ZAvl 88 (1976) 333-336, 341-346; M. Pope, "Notes on the Rephaim 
Texts from Ugari t," Connecticut Academy of Arts and Sciences 19 (1977) 
177-182; C. E. L'Heureux, Rank, 187-192; W. T. Pitard, "The Ugaritic 
Funerary Text, RS.34.126," BASOR 232, 65-75. A privately published study 
by T. H. Gaster mentioned by Pope (op. cit., p. 182 , n.92) was unavailable 
to me. 



East to the West, who have no one to care for them or to call their 

147 
names." Apart from these, special kispu offerings were also known, 

involving commoners as well as kings. These were performed at times 

when misfortune befell an individual, a state, or a royal dynasty, and 

were aimed at placating vengeful spirits of the dead. While it cannot 

be established with certainty, it seems to us that the Ugaritic text 
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under discussion belongs to this last category. This assumption is based 

on the copious weeping mentioned in lines 14-16 and on line 17 which con-

tains the vocable rdmtin what seems to be a liturgical repetition IIrdmt.w 

rdmt." We consider this vocable to be equivalent to Hebrew 'Inn 1V148 and 

Accadian adi_mapi 149 - 'how long?' which occurs in biblical as well as 

Accadian prayers. This is a formul aic expression, attested both in royal 

and individual laments, introduced as a plea for mercy and usually con-

stituting the climax of the lamentation. If this interpretation is 

accepted, the rp~i ~a[r~] mentioned in lines 2 and 9, the various rp~ [aJ 

in lines 4-5, and the rp~m qdmym in line 8 are invoked in order to be 

placated and finally to bestow their blessing and thus restore 'peace' to 

Ugarit and the royal dynasty of Hammurapi. At any rate, this text is an 

147. Text BM.80328 11.33, 37f, 38. This text has been published 
and discussed by J. J. Finkelstein, "The Genealogy of the Hammurapi 
Dynasty," JCS 20 (1966) 95-118. Cf. W. G. Lambert, "Another Look at Ham­
murabi's Ancestors," JCS 22 (1968) 1-2. For the kispu offering see M. 
Bayliss, "The Cult of Dead Kin in Assyria and Babylonia," Iraq 35, 115-125. 

148. Pss. 74:10, 79:5, 80:5, 89:47. For a non-liturgical use of 
this phrase see Isa. 6:11. For discussion see H. Gunkel, Einleitung ~n 
die PsaUnen (Gottingen, 1966), p. 127. 

149. For discussion as well as source indications of this expres­
sion in Accadian prayers see E. R. Dalglish, Psalm Fifty One (Leiden, 
1962), pp. 27-28 and note 40. 
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appeal for their help and it is hoped that their good-will will be 

150 enlisted together with that of the more recently deceased ancestors. 

In the Bible no power at all - benevolent or malevolent - is attrib-

uted to the Rephaim. Although the Bible is apparently familiar with 

extra-biblical beliefs concerning the rp~m, it denies the efficacy of the 

Rephaim. It claims that they are no more potent than all other dead who, 

once dead, will not rise any more. They have absolutely no part in 

divinely-planned history: 

Do you work wonders for the dead? 
Do the shades [n~~~i] r i se to praise you? 

[Ps. 88: 11] 

The polemic against the Rephai m and against power being attributed 

to them is most explicit in Isa. 26 : 13-14, 19. In this proto-apocalyptic 

passage the belief in God, the invocation of His name only, is pledged in 

what seems a liturgical formulation : 

a Lord our God. Other lords besides Thee have ruled 
over us, but Thy name alone we acknowledge. 

[v.13] 

Contrasted with this acknowledgement is the disavowal of any potency to 

the Rephaim: 

The dead will not live 
The Rephaim will not rise. 

[v.14] 

ISO. The term rp~m qdmym (1.8) seems to be a collective term com­
prising the more ancient 'heroic' ancestors while the subsequent names in 
this list (11.11-12) point to more recent royal ancestors. The former 
term is reminiscent of D71~ ~; in Ezek. 26:20, which, in view of the of ten­
encountered parallelism between ~7~V and nip may be a variant of the 
Ugaritic term. 
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Chapter 26 of Isaiah is, admittedly, beset with many difficulties 

for which no satisfactory solution has as yet been offered. The sequence 

of ideas is not at all clear and the chapter seems to be of a rather com-

posite nature. Yet a tension may be detected in verses 13 and 14 between 

two opposing beliefs. In these verses belief in the resurrection of the 

dead and the ability of the Rephaim to rise from the dead is denied, and 

belief in the exclusiveness of divine help and sovereignty is underscored. 

This may well be a facet of the biblical polemic with the belief in the 

deified dead, n~n/X, and their potency. Even when resorting to ridicule, 

the biblical writer must have felt the vitality, hence the potential dan-

ger to stark monotheism, emanating from the belief he wished in this man-

ner to reject. 

The vehemence of the verdict against the Rephaim: 

Thou hast vis i ted them with destruction and wiped 
out all remembrance of them. 

[v .14] 

may indicate that more is involved than polemic against a rival belief. 

Perhaps also faint echoes of an ancient myth, concerning the rebellion of 

the "sons of God" (Gen. 6:4) whose pattern can no longer be reconstructed 

on the basis of biblical data, but which is hinted at time and again in 

various bib l ical contexts, may have some bearing on the problem of the 

Rephaim. 

Concerning the "sons of God," designated Nephilim and "heroes of 

ol~' (Gen. 6:4), E. A. Speiser draws attention to t he Hittite mythological 

cycle which recounts in bloodthirsty and morbid detail the primeval wars 

between Titans and gods which, familiar to much of the ancient world, must 
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have been known to the author of Genesis 6:4. Speiser concludes that "it 

is evident moreover from the tenor of the Hebrew account that its author 

was highly critical of the subj ect matter ... " and that "the present posi-

tion of the fragment immediately before the account of the flood ... emerges 

as a moral indictment and thereby a motive to the forthcoming disaster."lSI 

We may add that the critical attitude of the author to the "sons of God" 

may be further deduced from his introductory phrase 'nnn a~D~~' - 'in 

those days.' This seems to be a formulaic expression ~hich. when used in 

h B· bl f . I . . . h 152 t e 1 e or a past event. a ways p01nts to 1ts negat1ve c aracter. 

Thus. a latent sin is attributed to the sons of God in Gen. 6:4. which 

becomes more explicit (although by no means entirely c l ear) in the divine 

aspirations of a certain Helel ben Shachar (Isa. 14:12-14). More such 

hints are encountered in the Bible. and the above discussed sequence of 

sons of God = heroes of old = Nephilim = cAnaqim = Rephaim may suggest 

that all these references are allusions to the same mythological cycle 

which recounts the rebellion and subsequent fall of the sons of God (or 

El). 

The recurrence of the root ~~J in various verbal and nominal forms 

in these verses may echo the myth of this rebellion and its inevitable 

result: 

~J~ i~~~ i~ 1~ ~inx D~i ann u~D~~ fiX~ i~n D~7~Jn 
a7iVD ~~ D~~~n nnn an7 li7~1 ~~n nlJ~ 7~ D~n7~n 

• atlliT ~ w .:n~ 
[Gen. 6:4] 

151. E. A. Speiser, Genesis. AB.l.46. 

152. See esp. Judg. 17:6, 18:1,19:1.21:25; 1 Sam. 3:1,28:1; 2 
Kings 10:32. 15:37. 20:1//2 ehron. 32:24; Ezek. 38:17; Dan. 10:2. 



n7V~ D~Dwn niD~ nn~j ... iMU l~ 77n n~DWD n7~~ 1~~ 
7~ iiin 7i~~ 7~ 1~ :li~7v7 nDi~ ~V ~nD~ 7V n7V~ 

[Isa. 14:12-15] 

DnDr,7D ~7~~ 7i~ jii~ ~ DIYD w~7~~ D~ii~) n~ i~W~i 
~J Dmm~v 7V oni~jV ~nm wn~tlJXi nlln Dm~iii n~ j.:m~i 

.D~~n ~iX~ D~il~) n~nii 

[Ezek. 32:27; Septuagint] 

[Isa. 26: 19] 

This may be the sin of the fallen heroes 153 mentioned in Ezek. 32:27. 

This myth may also explain why Rephaim were encountered in Sheol and, 
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finally, why people who died ignoble deaths were believed to share their 

fate. 

The nature of Sheol may be indirectly indicated by yet another 

group, that category of people which seems to constitute its potential 

denizens: the 7V~7~-W~~/~w~~/~~~.154 

The ancient versions understood Belial to connote 'evil' in a rather 

general sense and rendered the term by 'lawlessness,' 'sacrilege,' or 

'iniquity' in accordance with the various contexts. Their renditions are 

for that reason not of much help for establishing the proper denotations 

f h · 155 a t l.S term. An explication which was widely accepted both by former 

153. The sin of the fallen "sons of God/heroes of old" is a promi­
nent feature in post-biblical 1i terature. See D. Dimant, "The Fallen 
Angels in the Dead Sea Scrolls and in the Apocryphal and Pseu~~~pigraphi­
cal Books related to Them" (unpublished dissertation, Jerusalem, 1974). 

154. The term 7V~7~ occurs 27 times in the Bible: Deut. 13:14, 
15:9; Jud . 19:22,20:13; 1 Sam . 1:16, 2:12, 10:27,25:17 ,5,30:22; 2 Sam. 
16:7, 20:1, 22:5, 23:6; 1 King. 21:10,13 (2); Nah . 1:11,2:1; Pss. 18:5, 
41 : 9, 101:3; Provo 6:12, 16:27, 19:28; Job 34:18; 2 Chron . 13:7. It pre­
dominantly serves to qualify a human being, human thought or intention. 
For simplicity it will henceforth be spelled 'Belial.' 

155. For details see D. W. Thomas, "7V~7:J in the Old Testament," 
Biblical c:nd Patristic Studies in t'1emory of R. P. Casey (1963), 11-12. 
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and by more recent commentators understands the vocable to be a compound 

form composed of a privative element, ~7~, plus a verbal noun derived 

from the verb 7V~, which in Hiphil denotes 'to be of avail,' 'helpful.' 

156 
Thus, 7V~7~ = 'worthless.' However, this verbal noun is a purely hypo-

thetical postulation and is nowhere attested in biblical Hebrew or in any 

157 
of the cognate languages. More probable is another interpretation which 

understands the term as a combination of n7V~ + ~7~, 7V~ being an apoco-

pated (imperfect) and renders the term' [who] will not come up [again]' -

from the netherworld. This interpretation is derived from the Babylonian 

158 euphemism for the netherworld - 'land of no return' - and from the 

similarly described biblical 71~~ (Job 7:9); Belial is accordingly ren­

dered as 'hellion. ,159 

The relation between Belial and the Babylonian-biblical descriptions 

of the netherworld has yet another aspect. Besides serving as a human 

characterization, the term Belial is also employed as a description for 

the underworld rivers associated with Sheol (2 Sam. 22:5//Ps . 18:5). As 

previously indicated, a conceptual counterpart to these rivers is found 

in Mesopotamian underworld topography. In both cultures the intimidating 

156. Gesenius, Taesaurus (1829), 209. BOB.116. KB.130. J. Gray, 
I and II Kings (Great Britain, 1970), p. 441, and many others. 

157. For additional interpretative proposals of similar hypotheti­
cal character see G. R. Driver, "Hebrew Notes," ZAW 52 (1934) 51-56; N. 
Tromp, Primitive Conceptions, pp. 125-128, and the summary of Otzen in 
TWAT (1973), pp. 654-658. 

158. K. Tallqvist, Namen der TotemJeZt, p. l5f. 

159. For early scholars see T. K. Cheyne , EncycZopaedia Biblica 
(1899), Vol. I, pp. 525-526; F. Baethgen , ~~e PsaZmen, HAT (1892), p. 51 . 
For more recent studies: F. ~~. Cross , O. ,r. Freedman, "A Royal Psalm of 
Thanksgiving," J BL 72 (1953) 22; S. J e 11 icoe, "Hebrew-Greek Equivalents 
for the ~~ etherworld," ':'ex-;us 8 (1973) 5. 
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character suggested by their name is underscored by the imagery of entrap­

ment associated with them. Both in Babylonian and in biblical prayers 

penitent supplication is made for rescue from the clutches of the under­

world and its lethal rivers. In the Bible, however, an even-handed and 

gracious God is believed to preside over Sheo1 and to check its inherent 

aggressiveness; and hope for such rescue is the predominant motif: 

1 Sam. 2:6 

Ps. 16:10 

Jon. 2:3 

Ps. 49:16 

Ps. 49:13 

Ps. 86: 13 

Job 14:13 

~~i ~i~~ '~iin 'n 

~iKW~ ~W~~ ~ilvn ~~ 

~i~ 1~~ ~~JV~i 

~iKW '~n ~~~J ~~~ 

'i'iKW '~n ~~~J n~~ 

n~nm ~i~t.:JD ~~~J n~~i 

~J~lni vM ~~ n~wn ... ~JJ~~~ ~i~ 1n~ ~n 

And since nllW is synonymous to Sheol, the following verses are also 

relevant: 

Job 33:18 

Isa. 51: 14 

Ps. 103:4,14 

Job 33:28 

Job 33:30 

Jon. 2:7 

Ps. 16:10 

'nnw ~Jn i~~J 1wn, 

nnw~ mn'" I'{~' 

1~ ~ 11 nnttlD ~I'{i:m 

nrm i' :lvn ~ ~~J n'~ 

n~ ~Jn ~W~J ~"'~n~ 

~ ~!i n!ita7J ~vn 

nnw n,l'{i~ 1~,~on 1nn I'{~ 

Not everyone, however, was deserving of divine mercy and rescue. 

The unworthy, we suggest, were the people designated ~V"''i'~ ~J~ O"'WJI'{, 

~V"'~~ "IJ~/l~/~. The term "IJ~/l~ in this phrase is not taken to mean 
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'son/sons, I \vhich would be redundant in a phrase which already has tJ"t!l)~ 

160 to designate 'people,' but rather in its meaning 'worthy of [a verdict]'/ 

'deserving the penalty of ... ,' as in the formulation niT) p. - 'worthy of 

the penalty of death' or ni~n 1~ - 'deserving the penalty of being beaten/ 

flogged' (Deut. 25:2). The ,~.,,~ ")~ are therefore those deserving a 

161 
penalty of not Icoming up' from Sheo1, which, according to the context 

in which Sheol usually appears in the Bible, amounts to 'not being rescued 

from premature and unnatural death.' This indeed is their fate in the 

Bible. 

Who are the people designated 'V"'~ ")~? They obviously are sin-

ners. But the studies devoted to elucidating this term which describe 

Belial as "a very wicked man,,162 are hardly specific enough, whereas such 

definitions as "what fundamentally works as dissolutatory, destructive, 

chaotic - Belial constitutes what is arch evil ... ," "Contrary to God and 

the fundamental regulations concerning social life,,,163 may be further 

refined. At first the various malefactions designated an act of Belial 

seem to constitute a rather heterogeneous body of transgressions. Upon 

closer examination a common denominator as to the nature of the sin and 

160. E.g., Jud. 19:22,20:13; 1 King. 21:10,13. Hany commentators 
therefore suggest the elision of one of the two vocables. But the above­
mentioned interpretation requires no text emendation. 

161. The term may be a double-entendre, referring to both the realm 
of the netherworld and the person who deserves to be confined there. 

162. Joiion, "Belija'al," Biblica 5 (1925) 183. 

163. V. Maag. "Belija'al im Alten Testament," raZ 21 (1965) 295, 
and 294; D. W. Thomas, ",:;.,,::. in the Old Testament," PP' 11-19. 
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the mode of punishment emerges. Moreover, a number of terms which serve 

to qualify the sin of Belial may be considered as ramifications of one 

basic concept - that of breach of covenant. 

When David, then a fugitive captain in the wilderness of Paran, sent 

his retainers to Nabal on the occasion of the shearing of sheep festivi-

ties, he enjoined them to offer a salutation to Nabal: 

Peace be to you, and peace be to your house, and 
peace be to all that you have. 

[1 Sam. 25:6-7] 

and to request as token of his hospitality a supply of food. This David 

fully expected, having previously protected Nabal' s shepherds "by night 

and by day" (v .16). Nabal, however, spurned his request. His malefac-

tion, termed an act of '7V"'7:l 1:l, is further qualified as "returning evil 

for good" - i1:lit:l nnn i1Vi "'7 :lW"i (v. 21), as VW!l, as bringing upon himself 

i1Vi, and as i1'7~. These terms need further elucidation. The term VW!l in 

biblical Hebrew denoted 'breach of covenant,' precisely what Nabal was 

seen to be guilty of, for according to ancient Near Eastern norms of hos-

pitality, the host-guest relationship was a binding covenant entailing 

. f' bl' . 164 spec1 1C 0 19at1ons. This background justifies the seemingly extreme 

measures planned by David, and carried out by God, in retaliation for 

Nabal's abuse. To "return evil for good" is no simple offense. It is 

breach of covenant, in this case between protector and protected. 

Recent research in treaty terminology has established that the term 

tb~ in Sefire treaties is a legal term meaning "friendship, good relations 

164. For elaboration see A. Draffkorn, "How Was Queen Ereshkigal 
Tricked? A ~ew Interpretation of the Descent of Ishtar," UP 3 (1971) 299-
309. 
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165 wi th specific reference to the amity established by treaty." A simi-

lar legal usage has been discerned in Accadian tubtu/tubu/taoutu. The . . . 
Hebrew term too - ~,~ in various forms occurs with a similar technical 

166 meaning in covenantal context. It should be noted that the term j,~ 

or nj,~ has its negative counterpart in the term MYi. It is therefore 

suggested that the term Vi/MYi be considered not as connoting evil in a 

general sense but as denoting a specific act in the framework of a cove-

nantal relationship. The term MYi/Vi alludes either t,o seditious acti vi ty 

such as inciting to political rebellion against the overlord or qualifies 

an act that aims at or results in a breach of covenant through violation 

of one of its specified stipulations. The term may also refer to the 

conditions created as a result of such a breach of covenant. This mean-

ing of MYi/Vi may be discerned in biblical usage where the term appears 

as a counter-parallel to ~,~/j,~ in a covenantal context,167 or when the 

168 context otherwise clearly indicates a covenantal background. This 

165. W. L. Moran, "A Note on the Treaty Terminology of the Sefire 
Stelas," JNES 22 (1963) 173-176. 

166. Deut. 23:7; 2 Sam. 2:6. For discussion: D. Hillers, "A Note 
on Some Treaty Terminology in the O.T.," BASOR No.176 (1964) 46-47; also 
2 Sam. 7:28; 1 King. 12:7, and possibly 2 King. 25:28; 2 ehron. 24:16. For 
further discussion see A. Malamat, "Organs of Statecraft in the Israelite 
Monarchy," BA 28 (1965) 64; see also 1 Sam. 25:30; Jer. 33:14, and, for 
discussion, ~f. Weinfeld, "o-)~1"ii7 D"l.)i'l'n n:::."Y," Lesonenu 36, 10-13, 85-105. 

167. The following source indication is not exhaustive and merely 
indicates a number of representative examples: Gen. 26:28,29; Jos. 23:15, 
16, 24:19-21; Jud. 9:16,56; Jer. 4:22. 

168. E.g., Deut. 17:2,5; 1 Sam. 12:24,25; 2 Sam. 19:8. Note 1Jn 
1IT)LJ (2 Sam. 15:8). The stereotyped phrase 'n "lJ"lVj Yin ~V"l' occurring 
more than forty times in the historical framework of the Book of Kings 
should therefore be rendered "he did what constituted a breach of covenant 
in the eyes [valuation] of the Lord" since it invariably involves the wor­
ship of other gods. 
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more specific usage of iWi/Vi has its parallel in Aramaic ))i169 n"1i7 177:)-

'b d d '
170 d' H' , 'da 7 ,.. , .... 171 , f' a war s an ~n ~tt~te 1,.. "u;;; mermt.as. It is therefore s~gni ~-... 

cant that in the Bible the term Belial is balanced eight times by iWi172 

and in the chapter under discussion this term appears seven times in 

counter-parallelism to the ' house' (dynasty) of David, which will be 

established in a lasting covenant with God. 

The nature of the 'evil' committed by a Belial is further defined 

by the term 'n7~~' which parallels it in our chapter (v.24) as well as 

in Judges (19:23,24, 20:13). An act of 'n7~~' is a breach of the basic 

social behavioral norms of a given society. The formulaic expression 

which recurs time and again in the Bible, 7~~"~ n7~~ nwv, is probably a 

legal expression which signifies an act which "ought not be done," (Gen. 

34:7), one which violates tenets of behavior considered normative in a 

given society and which also serve to set that society off from other 

173 social groups. The specific norms of behavior which distinguished 

Israel from other nations, it should be noted, were also considered to be 

169. KAI 26.A.l.9 - counter-balanced by WV~ - a technical term for 
covenant relationship; see M. Weinfeld, Lesonenu 36, pp. 84-91. 

170. J. A. Fitzmyer, The Aramaic Inscriptions of Se~re, III, 1-4; 
H. L. Ginsberg, JAOS S9 (1939) 105; J. C. Greenfield, Acta OrientaLia 29 
(1965) 8-9; ~1. Weinfeld, Deuteronomy, p. 93, m.ll, p. 96, m.6. 

171. J. Friedrich, /,fVAG 34 (1930). 

172. Jud. 19:22,23 (cf. 20:3,6), 20:13; 1 Sam. 30:22; 2 Sam. 16:7, 
8; Provo 16:27; Nah. 1:11. 

173. See M. Noth, The History of IsraeL (New York, 1958), pp. 103-
105; A. Philis, "Nebalah," VT 25 (1975) 237-241. On the term 7~~ see W. 
H. W. Roth, "NBL," VT 10 (1960) 394-409; R. A. Bennett, "Wisdom Motifs in 
Psalm 14=53: nabiU and <e~ah," EASOR 220 (1975) 15-21. 
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the specific stipulations of the covenant between God and His people. The 

violation of such norms was not only believed to disrupt the orderly func-

tioning of social life, it was also felt to constitute a threat to the 

very foundations of society. It was therefore a matter of communal 

responsibility to eradicate the violator so as to '~urge the evil from 

among you" - 1:Jii'1:) Yisi n"1Y:J.,. 

The violator of such basic norms of behavior is in the Bible called 

Belial. The recurrent covenant terminology in these texts indicates the 

nature of the transgression, as does the punishment - which is invariably 

death, and often described as the typical death sentence reserved for the 

violators of covenant. The gravity of the offense is indicated by the 

fact that it cannot be atoned for. 

An incident similar to the Nabal story is encountered in Jud. 19-20: 

the offense is again breach of the covenant "of brothers,,,174 which is to 

offer protection and food. The violators are designated ~)~7:J ~J:J (19:22), 

their act M7~J (19:22) 7~iW~~ M7:JJ (20:6,20) and MY' (19:23, 20:3). A 

delegation of representatives of all the tribes of Israel (20:12) approaches 

the tribe of Benjamin, whence came the malefactors, with a formal accusa-

tion: D~:J ~~MJ iWK n~TM MYiM M1:) (20:12) and a formal demand of 'handing 

over' the transgressors: ~)~7~ ~J:J D~WJKn n~ JJn. 175 The verdict is 

death, in order to "purge the evil from Israel" (20:12). Upon failure to 

174. J. Priest, "The Covenant of Brothers," JBL 84 (1965) 400ff. 

175. This demand to 'hand over' the malefactor was the legal for­
mula used by representatives of the community in such instances. It 
recurs in connection with 7;J~7:J ~J:J (1 Sam. 10:27) in 1 Sam. 11:12. See 
H B k -:J' ~ • R . 1· . A 1 -"- m -"- t ('1 k' , . oec er, IieaejOrmer. -::.es ecnts"eoen'L-m _c.-"er. ies",al71en ,~eu l.rc!"'..en, 
1970), pp. 24ff. 
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comply, all-out war is decreed. The story makes it clear that it was 

divine intervention that brought the 'evil' upon the tribe of Benjamin 

(20:28,34,35). This transgression has its classical prototype in the 

sin of Sodom and Gomorah (Gen. 19:1-29), where a similar offense is desig-

nated by the verb Vi (v.7) and the punishment is conceived of lias the 

classic punishment of breach of covenant with the deity."l76 

Another instance of an 'evil,' a "thought of Belial," is to refuse a 

loan to a needy "brother" (Deut. l5:2,3;\Z9). That this is a betrayal of 

" 
kinship obligation is conveyed by the formulation of the Deuteronomist 

who introduces the term 1~nH - 'your brother,' not found in the JE and 

P sources which deal with these laws. 177 The sin ~n 1~ n~nj - 'you will 

incur sin' (v.lO) is equivalent to jJjV XWJj - 'he will bear his iniq­

uity' which, in the P source, denotes a sin that cannot be atoned for. 178 

Yet the violation of kinship covenant in this transgression is part of a 

larger breach, that of the divine covenant. The land if God's property; 

man was merely entrusted with the use of it and cannot dispose of it as 

private property. To deny aid because of calculations of loss and gain 

related to the sabbatical year amounts to disregard of the true ownership 

of the land, which is the Lord's. In terms of the covenant relationship, 

this constitutes abuse of the rights of the overlord. 

An additional betrayal of the basic 'brotherhood' among men is 

176. For this interpretation see M. Weinfeld, Deuteronomy, pp. 111-
112. 

177. S. R. Driver, Deuteronomy, ICC (Edinburg, 1895), p. 175f. 

178. See W. Zimmerli, "Die Eigenart der prophetischen Rede des 
Ezechiel," ZA~l 66 (1954) 9f. 
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connected with the sin of bearing false witness, designated in the Bible 

as 7V~7~ iV (Prov. 19:28). ~)~7~ ~~~ is also the term used to character­

ize the false witnesses in the Naboth story [1 King. 2l:l0,13(2x)].179 

False testimony in court, which could affect a man's life, impair his 

freedom, and endanger his life, was of special concern to ancient society, 

as can be deduced from the requent mention of its potential danger in both 

biblical and extra-biblical literature. 180 The fact that prohibition 

against it was included i n the Ten Commandments lends it paradigmatic 

importance as a potential disrupter of orderly communal life. This is 

also underscored by the special way in which this offense is envisaged in 

the biblical context. The offense is committed against a fellow-man, 1Vi -

literally 'your friend' (Exod. 20:13; Deut. 5:17), which Deuteronomy later 

underscores by twice substituting the noun 1~~ for 1Vi (Deut. 19:18,19). 

The offense thus constitutes a breach of amity. Since God is not only 

the guarantor of the covenant, but also a party to it, the offense is a 

composite one - against fellow-man, the covenant community, but also an 

affront to God. The false witness has thus to be "purged from among the 

community" (Deut. 19:19). 

179. The Septuagint, which is commonly considered to have preserved 
the superior text, retains Belial only in v.lO. It is doubtful that the 
designation ~)~7~ ~~~ for the witnesses is part of the actual wording of 
the royal decree. It seems rather to belong to the critical valuation of 
the trial by the narrator, who seems to be the Deuteronomist. For discus­
sion see O. Steck, UberZieferung und Zeitgeschichte in der Elia ErzahZung 
(Neukirchen, 1968), pp. 32-77. To her arguments add the linguistic cri­
teria: the phrase ~VTJ 10 (v.4) is found only once more in the Bible, in 
a typical Deuteronomy passage: 1 King. 20:43. 

180. Note the equivalent term onn ~) (Deut. 19:15; Exod. 23:1; Pss. 
27:12, 35:11) and the frequent equation onn = bi in the Bible: Hab. 2:8, 
17; Jer. 51:35; Ps. 72:14. 
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The composite nature of an offense designated 7V~7~ may also be 

inferred from the fact that an act of high treason is described in sacral 

terms - i.e., as a violation of a sacred covenant, much as an act ofliol-

worship is described in the same terms as an act of high treason, as the 

following examples indicate. 

Kingship in Israel was seen as a covenant between God and king. 

Accordingly, the unwillingness of some to accept the king as a savior 

designated by God was considered an act of Belial. 1 Kings 10:27 further 

qualifies their sin: the verb ni~ - 'to abuse' which in the Bible denotes 

breach of covenant. The community had to expunge these people and, using 

the legal expression we encounter in similar circumstances, demanded that 

they be 'handed over.' These Belial, granted an amnesty on the occasion 

of a divinely-assisted victory, are the only ones to have avoided death 

as the penalty for their violation. A person who incited to rebellion 

against the king was considered a man of Belial (2 Sam. 20:1) and put to 

death. From the point of view of a loyalist to the House of Saul, David, 

who inherited his place, was a 'man of Belial' deserving the 'evil' that 

befell him when his son rebelled against him (2 Sam. 1S:7). All these 

cases of high treason were also considered betrayal of the Lord who 

installed the king by covenant. It is therefore noteworthy that the term 

Belial occurs as a counterforce to covenant relationship in counter paral-

h d .. f·d 1 k· h· 181 ·d 1 . 1· 1elism to t e escr~pt~on 0 ~ ea ~ngs ~p, - ~ ea , ~.e., ever ast~ng 

181. Ps. 101 is a Furntenspiegel describing the behavioral norms 
of the ideal king in terms of 'covenant loyalty' to God - as opposed to 
the behavior of Belial. 
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182 dynasty and everlasting royal covenant - or even as counter-parallelism 

to 'king' as such. 183 

Conversely. political terminology, including the term Belial. is 

used to describe an act of religious treason (Deut. 13:12-14). This is 

described as instigated by men 'sons' of Belial.' These malefactors insti-

gate to worship foreign gods. described as nnyi~ ~7 ~ o~n7~. i.e., 

"Gods which you do not know." According to recent elucidation of the 

term Yi~. 184 this means gods to which one is not bound in covenant re1a-

tionship, i.e., gods which have no legitimate claim on one. Although 

this transgression is a religious one. it has political implications 185 

and is described in terms analogous to those employed in Hittite. Aramean. 

and Neo-Assyrian political treaties which deal with political conspiracy 

and seditious activity among vassals sworn to loyalty by oath. The 

punishment. too. corresponds in form and content to that meted out to a 

186 rebellious city, namely. "put the inhabitants to the sword." 

Finally, the violation of divine covenant is also implied in the 

sin of the sons of Eli. whose abuse of the sacral ordinances caused them 

to be designated 'sons of Belial' (1 Sam. 2:12). Their sin is qualified 

182. 2 Sam. 22:5-6; note also 1 Sam. 25, where the everlasting 
Davidic dynasty is counter-paralleled by the fate of Naba1 "the man of Belial. I' 

183. Job 34: 17 

184. H. B. Huffmon, liThe Treaty Background of Hebrew Ylida'," BASOR 
181 (1966) 31-37. 

185. So already F. Horst. Das PriviZegerecht Jahwes (1930), p. 19; 
~1. Weinfeld, Deuteronomy, pp. 92-100. 

186. J. C. Greenfield. "Studies in \Vest Semi t i c Inscriptions, " T 

Acta OrientaZia, 29, p. S. 
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as 'n nK iVi~ ~, - 'they did not know God.' As already indicated, the 

term Vi~ belongs to treaty terminology and denotes recognition of the 

t . l' b' d' 187 reaty st1pu at10ns as 1n 1ng. In Israel, the technical treaty ter-

minology was transferred from the suzerain-vassal relationship to the 

Yahweh-servant relationship. The same degree of unconditional loyalty 

and appropriate behavior was, however, expected. Moreover, the knowledge 

of the covenant stipulations was especially impressed upon priestly offi-

cials since instruction in the law - i.e., stipulations of the divine 

covenant - was considered a priestly responsibility (Mal. 2:7). Their 

abuses are again seen in terms of covenant violation designated by the 

verbs nl~ and rHJ, both of which are attested in the Bible in this mean­

ing. 188 The sin of the sons of Eli therefore could not be expiated, and 

189 their punishment is the epitome of evil death, the death of Karet. 

The specific meaning of Belial as characterizing tho~who transgress 

against the covenant must have been a live tradition in the early pre-

Christian era, and may have contributed to the selection of the term itself 

(or Beliar)190 to designate, in the sectarian literature of the Dead Sea 

187. H. B. Huffmon, BASOR 181 (1966) 31-37. 

188. Numb. 15:30,31, 16:59; Ezek. 17:16,18,19. ~~J Numb. 16:30; 
Deut. 31:20, 32:19; Isa. 1:4, 5:24j Jerm. 14:21, Neh. 9:18,26. 

189. See M. Tsevat, "Studies in the Book of Samue l I," RUCA 32 
(1961) 191-216. 

190. The importance of the term Belial as a central concept both 
in the Apocrypha, Pseudepigraprn. and sectarian writings has been empha­
sized by O. Flusser (Bulletin of the Israel Exploration Society, Vol. 17 
[1952/53], p. 30); cf. Y. Yadin, The Scroll of the war of the Sons of 
Ligh t again.st the Sons of Darkness (Oxford, 1962), pp. 232-234; henceforth: 
DSW. The connotation of Belial varies in this 1i terature. While DSW uses 
Belial as a symbol of all the forces of Darkness opposed to the Sons of 
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Scrolls as well as in the Apocrypha and Pseudepigrapha. those factions 

among the people of Israel who \vere considered n" u "V"W"'V.:l - 'offenders 

against the covenant ' (Dan. 11:32) as well as Israel's chief enemies 

among the gentiles. 

The connotation of Belial as a counterforce to the covenant is 

underscored by the idea. reiterated in this literature. that Belial is 

191 powerless to harm those who observe the Law . (God Himself urges the 

Sons of Light to keep His covenant as a protective means in their struggle 

with Belial who tries to seduce them to forsake the covenant.) According 

to the Discipli ne Scroll. those who were excluded from the sect and did 

not participate in the annual oath of faithfulness to the Divine Covenant 

were designated "the lot of Belial,,192 upon whom an annual curse was 

invoked. The writers of this literature believed that all the calamities 

that befell them \Vere to be attributed to the 'dominion of Belial.' but 

Light (note the similar usage in 2 Cor. 6:14-15). the author of the Thanks­
giving Scholl uses this term to denote a more limited range of evil. Cf. 
The Thanksgiving Scroll, ed. Y. Licht (Jerusalem. 1957). Chapter 2,20. 
10 , 4, 13,4. 28,3. It is beyond the scope of this thesis to trace the 
various shades of meaning assumed by Belial in this literature, nor can 
the question be answered whether the shifts in meaning reflect different 
emphases of different sectarian authors, or whether they indicate a devel­
opment in meaning from a defiant tendency within man to an objectified 
and personified spirit of evil created by God (mainly in the Book of 
Jubilees and The Testament of the Twelve Tribes) towards a principle of 
evil in a dualistic world view. Suffice it to note that the term Belial, 
in this literature , whether used in i ts more limited sense or in a broader 
one, serves to designate the antinomy of the observer of the covenant 
which, besides the new sectarian interpretation, was also considered to 
be a continuation of the covenant made with the patriarchs, or a renewal 
of it in the spirit of Jer. 31:31. 

191. DSW 14.8- 10 . Test. Reuben . 4,11 . 

192. The Rule Scroll. ed. Y. Licht (Jerusalem. 1965), chapters 1,16-
21. 2.2-5, 19.5; DSW 14.9 ; CDC 4.12-13; Asc.Is. 2 ,B. 
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they also hoped that after a period of struggle, aided by angelic power 

but mainly due to divine judgment, Belial would be brought to eternal 

destruction. 

It is here suggested that the identical skein composed of the term 

Belial, the notion of violation of covenant, and the idea of divine judg-

ment resulting in eternal condemnation is not a new idea of the Apocrypha, 

Pseudep igrapha, and Sectarian Ii terature. l'lhat is encountered of it in 

that literature is an elaboration , a development lending broader social, 

national and cosmic dimensions to a nexus that in O.T. literature was com-

prised of conventional transgression and retributive judgment on a per-

sonal scale. 

Biblical Belial as a transgressor of the basic tenets of moral and 

religious belief was umvorthy of divine grace; therefore, when remanded to 

Sheol, could not hope to come up. Indirectly, this again suggests that 

h . f h d d b h f h' 193 S eol 1S not the place or all t e ea, ut rat er only or t e Slnners. 

There are, however, several verses in which Sheol is not associated 

with 'evil death,' and seems to have a more general meaning denoting the 

abode of all the dead without mora l distinction. Such seems to be the 

purport of Sheol in Ecc1. 9:10 -

~'lhatever your hand finds to do, do it with 
your might; for there is no work or thought 

193. It may well be that the term Belial originated in Wisdom Lit­
erature which concerned itself with norms of behavior. Its frequent 
occurrence in Deuteronomy and in writings inspired by this school should 
not surprise us in view of the influence of sapiential literature on this 
·school. And it seems that it is due to the Deu{~ronomistic school that 
Belial ass~ed its more comPlex connotation relating the term to the idea 
of covenant '!iolation, which is a basic theme of this school. 

onCE: 
y 



or knowledge or wisdom in Sheol to which you 
are going. 

This counsel is addressed to mankind in general, the implication being 
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that Sheol is the final destination of all. But the import of this verse 

derives from Ecclesiastes' world view, according to which "one fate comes 

to all" without moral differentiation. It is precisely this absolute 

lack of retribution in l i fe or death which is considered the source of 

evil: 

But all this I laid to heart, exam1n1ng it all, 
how the righteous and the wise and their deeds 
are in the hand of God •.. since one fate comes to 
all, to the righteous and the wicked, to the good 
and the evil, to the clean and unclean, to him who 
sacrifices and him who does not sacrifice. As is 
the good man so is the s inner and he who sW.erars is 
as he who shuns an oath. This is an evil in all 
that is done under the sun that one fate comes to all, 
also the hearts of men are full of evil and madness 
is in their hearts while they live, and after that 
they go to the dead. 

[Eccl. 9:1,3] 

This passage, which directly precedes the comment on Sheol, delineates 

Ecclesiastes' specific world view, and no conclusions of a more general 

nature pertaining to Sheol may be drawn. 

In Ps. 89 Sheol appears in a context which seems to refer explic-

itly to the destination of all mortals: 

nin nXi~ X7i n~~~ lj) ~n 

7iXW i~n "iWEJ.:J !:)7n~ 

What man can live and not see death, 
Can save himself from the clutches of Sheo l ? 

[Ps. 89:49] 

The tenor of this passage is set in the previous verse, whose meaning 

is decisive for an understanding of the whole section: 



194i7M nn ~~~ ii~l 
'D'iX ~~:l 7:; n~u HiW i'm 7'Y 

I remember how short my life is; 
Why should you have created man in vain? 

This rendition of the verse is commonly accepted by commentators. The 
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idea expressed in the second colon, however, is unique, and this has not 

195 eluded Gunkel. Nowhere else in the Bible do we find the notion that, 

since human life is of limited duration, the very creation of man is 

futile. Neither, to my knowledge, is such a view expressed in extra-

biblical Near Eastern literature. Ancient man conceived of the whole 

d ld f · 1 .., h' d" d 196 create wor as 1na, acqu1esc1ng 1n t 15 1V1ne ecree. Though he 

ma~ at times, have resented his fate and found it hard to accept,197 it 

was considered normative for man, as it was for all the rest of creation.
198 

The novelty of the idea allegedly expressed in v.48 does not discredit 

it; it may simply be unique testimony to an otherwise unattested view. 

194. The frequent vacillation in the MSS between 17M and 7ii1 may 
justify the assumption of the Rabbinic exegetes that we are dealing with 
one term only which, due to metathesis, is represented in two forms, much 
like M7DW/Mn?W and ~/~t~. See BH3 and the discussion in D. W. Thomas, 
"Some Observations on the Hebrew Root 7il1," SVT 4 (1957) 8-16. 

195. H. Gunkel, Die Psalmen (Gottingen, 1976), p. 395. Although 
he does not elaborate on the verse, he does mark it as "auffallend." 

196. For Ugarit, see eTA 16: 1.3-4, eTA l7.VI.34-38. For the bibli­
cal view see Jos. 23:14//1 King. 2:2; 2 Sam. 14:14; Ps. 82:7. 

197. So in the Epic of Gilgamesh. For source reference and dis­
cussion see H. Frankfort et al., Before Philosophy (Great Britain, 1963), 
223-227. 

198. Especially so in Egypt, for which see: e. E. Sander-Hansen, 
Der Begriff des Todes bei den Aqyptern, p. 20f. In the Bible, the fact 
that only the fruit of the Tree of Life was to imp~rt immortality to man 
implies that initially he was not meant to be immortal. 



237 

There are, however, other considerations which must be taken into account 

if one wishes to determine the psalmist's intention. 

First, a remark concerning the connotation of ~j~. This vocable 

does not primarily denote futility. Its basic meaning is falseness. 

This is close to the meaning of the parallel vocables in Arabic and Ethi­

opic: to be evil, base, 199 and it is most commonly balanced ty ii't!1 and 

~T~.200 The alleged meaning 'in vain' is problematic. Even in the few 

passages where such a connotation may be valid, it is a secondary meaning 

which seems to have evolved via the meaning 'false. " An action or intent 

which had failed to produce the desired result was regarded as though it 

had been implemented falsely. Note: 

[Ps. 127:1] iDi~ ii'~ ~j~ i~Y iDW~ ~7 'n D~ 

and the variant formulation 

[1 Sam. 25: 21] 

••• nT7 ~ 7:J n~ ~niDttJ ii?tJ7 l~ 
miD n;m nvi ~7 ~t:.'''i 

In order to convey the idea of futility proper, the Bible usually 

uses the words DP~i or D)n. The modern rendition 'in vain' of the bib1i-

cal ~jW may well have originated in the Latin translation of this vocable 

by vanus, vanitas. 201 The exact meaning of Kit!) that the psalmist wished 

to convey may be further elucidated by tracing the main ideas of the 

verse. The introduction "J~ ~T (usually emended to "Ji~ i:T), followed 

199. BOB 996. 

200. So J. F. A. Sawyer in TRw, 882-884. 

201. ! cid., 884. 
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by a description of human transience, is a common motif in biblical pleas 

202 aimed at assuaging divine wrath. Combined with the emphasis on the 

transcience of human life and man's physical frailty is a plea for re-

evaluation of his sin. The plea for leniency is based either on the 

basic insignificance of human transgressions, considered undeserving of 

d· . . hI' fl' . h . 203 1V1ne attent10n, or on t e c a1m 0 mora 1mpotence as 1n erent 1n man. 

According to the Bible, sinfulness was lodged in man's heart "from his 

youth" (Gen. 8:21), even from the womb: 

The wicked are estranged from the womb; ~ 
They go astray as soon as they are born, 

speaking lies. 
[Ps. 58:4] 

He is a sinner at the very inception of life (Ps. 51:7): 

Who can bring a clean thing out of an 
unc l ean? Not one .... 

What is man, that he should be clean, 
And he that is born of woman, that he 

shoUld be righteous? 

[Job 14:4] 

[Job 15:4] 

However, in the Bible God is intimately associated with the fashioning 

of every stage of human l ife: 

Thou didst form my inward parts, 
Thou didst cover me in my mother's womb. 

[Ps. 139:13] 

202. E.g., Ps. 103:14,15; Job 7:7, 10:9. 

203. For an elaboration of this theme in biblical and extra­
biblical prayers see E. R. Oaglish, PsaZm Fifty One, pp. 118-138. 



Your hands molded and made me ..•. 
Did You not pour me out as milk, 
Curdle me as like cheese, 
Clothe me with skin and flesh, 
Knit me with bones and sinews? 
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[Job 10: 8, 10] 

Is it not possible, then, to consider God - rather than man - as responsi-

ble for man's moral impotence? The idea is a bold one, but not without 

parallels in biblical204 and extra-biblical literature: 

God i~ [ever] in His success 
Man is [ever] in his failure .... 
Say not I have no crime 
Nor labour to seek strife. 
Crime belongeth to God, 205 
it is scaled with his finger. 

Ps. 89:48,49 should be rendered accordingly: 

o remember how short my life is; 
Why should vou have created every man 

to sin200 
Nhat man can live and not see death, 
Can save himself from the clutches 

of Sheol? 

Thus, the contention that man is morally impotent because he was 

created a sinner could induce the creator to consider the extenuating 

circumstances and pacify His wrath (v.47). The claim that man was cre-

ated "in vain" would seem to have no direct bearing on the plea. In our 

rendering, however, there would also be a close correspondence between 

204. See 1 Kings 18:37. 

205. F. L. Griffith, "The Teaching of Amenophis the Son of Kanakht," 
JEA 12 (1926) 216; for discussion , see p. 217. 

206. Rendering MT Wltll as e ll iptical for ~.,tll7. Note also the com­
bination x.,~ ~nj - 'false men' (Ps. 26:4; Job 11:11). 
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48a and 48b, 48b and 49b conveying the idea that no short-lived mortal 

can hope to elude death, nor a man created to sin - Sheol. Verse 49, 

accordingly, balances the generic term nin with the specific term ~iXW, a 

structural device which is quite common in biblical poetry. 

The above interpretation of vv.48,49 cannot be considered conclu-

sive. It is, however, in better agreement with the common drift of ideas 

in both biblical and ancient Near East prayers than the usual rendition 

of these verses. 

By implication, certain other verses may also :point to Sheol as a 

place for all mankind. In his " l egacy of blood vengeance," David enjoins 

Solomon not to spare the lives of Joab and Shimei. Concerning the former, 

he instructs his son: " ... do not let his gray head go down to Sheo1 in 

peace" (1 Kings 2:5), and as to the latter: "Therefore hold him not 

guiltless ... and you shall bring his gray head down with blood to Sheol" 

(1 Kings 2:9). It might be inferred from these verses that there is a 

way of 'going down to Sheol in peace,' which David wanted to deny the two 

malefactors. The intent of the verses, howeve~ is different. The object 

of both injunctions is retribution for a grave offense, committed not only 

against the king but also against sacrocanct social norms. The basic aim 

underlying the act of retribution is, therefore, to restore harmonious 

order. 

In general, retaliation conctitutes restitution, 'measure for meas-

ure' punishment. This is most explicit in the talion penalty: 

Pay them according to their deeds, 
their malicious acts; 
According to their handiwork pay them, 
give them their just deserts. 

[Ps. 28:4] 
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In order to underscore the 'measure for measure' idea, the Bible commonly 

repeats the same vocable for both offense and punishment. This is some-

times done in a chiastic arrangement, for retribution restores the orig-

inal situation - in a negative way. The verbal correspondence between 

the description of the crime and its punishment is not a mere stylistic 

device, but a means to create a link, via the power of the spoken word, 

between two initially unrelated phenomena - the offense and the intended 

punishment: 

According to the numbers of the days in which 
you spied out the land, forty days, for every 
day a year you shall bear your iniquity, forty 
years .... 

[Numb. 14:34] 

Viewed in this light, the formulation of the injunction against 

Joab becomes clear. Because he " ... murdered, avenged in time of peace 

blood which had been shed in war," he is not to "go down to Sheol in 

peace." Thus, his offense against the Davidic dynasty is counteracted 

and harmony is restored: 

To David and his descendants and to his house 
and to his throne there shall be peace from the 
Lord for ever more. 

[1 Kings 3:33] 

The same correspondence holds in the case of Shimei. Here, however, 

it is less explicit, only because both David and Solomon refrain from 

repeating the curse which is the object of the retaliation. When the 

curse is reinserted, the verbal correspondence between crime and punish-

ment becomes evident. In the curse, David is designated "a man of blood," 

his plight said to be a vengeance for "the blood of the house of Saul," 
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and his ruin caused by ~)i - evil (2 Sam. 16:5). For a curse to be ren-

dered impotent, it must be counteracted by a blessing (Judg. 17:2) and 

its harmful invective reverses measure for measure. This is precisely 

the goal of David's injunction and the ensuing punishment by Solomon. 

Since Shimei cursed David as "a man of blood," visited by the guilt of 

"all the blood of the house of Saul" and ruined by his own /levi l," he 

shall be brought down "with blood to Shea!." Thus, the Lord "will bring 

back the evil" (v.14) upon his own head. "But King Solomon shall be 

blessed and the throne of David shall be established" (ibid., v.45). 

The formulations of 1 Kings 2:6,9 are therefore indicative of the 

nature of the intended punishment but not of the nature of Sheol. 

Finally, in Isa. 14:9 Sheol is described as a place where congre-

gate "all who were leaders of the earth ... all who were kings of the 

nations." They all greet the newcomers with the words: "You too have 

become as weak as we. You have become like us." The common understanding 

of this verse is that the shades of former kings and leaders/heroes point 

mockingly to the mortality of the arrogant king who aspired to scale the 

heavens. According to this rendition, "weak" refers to the enfeebled 

condition of the dead. 207 The Hebrew text, however, has n~~n, which means 

literally 'to be made ill.' Although one could naturally have expected 

to find in the Bible a more general use of the vocable n~n, connoting 

weakness, the fact is that biblical usage indicates a strict adherence 

207. The use of the Pu'al with this verb in Hf is a hapax, replaced 
in lQlsaa by the Qal stem for which see P. Wernberg-H~ller, "Studies in 
the Defective Spelling in the Isaiah-Scroll of St. Hark's Honastery," JSS 
3 (1958) 250 and note 1. 
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to the denotation of illness. lfuile severe illness may give a person a 

foretaste of death (Ps. 30:3-4), ~ath could not be - and indeed is not -

designated by illness.
208 

The biblical ~IT n~~n is therefore suspect in 
". 

this passage. The reading n'?'?n - 'you have been transfixed by the sword' 

would be more appropriate to the context. This is in agreement with the 

description in v.19: " ... You were left lying unburied ... in the clothing 

of slain gashed by the sword" and also with the historic fate of the king 

h k 'll d . 209 w 0 was l. e l.n a \"ar. ~foreover, this interpretation would emphasize 

the discrepancy between the king's lofty aspirations and his actual fate 

much more than the previous interpretation, since to die by the sword and 

to be left unburied was the most ignoble of deaths. It would follow, 

however, that the kings and leaders/heroes who greet the Assyrian king 

have suffered an equally shameful death. Who are they? According to 

history, the fate of the Assyrian king was unique. The oldest commentary 

on our passages seems to be Ezekiel, Ch. 32. 210 The general similarity 

between Isa. 14 and Ezek. 32 has often been pointed out. 2ll Even more: 

Ezek. 32 seems to be stylistically dependent on Isa. 14. Describing the 

208. In the Egyptian religion, where such a notion is attested, 
all references to death as illness are connected with the myth of Osiris, 
in which the God's i11ness .. is a major theme. See Sander-Hansen, Del' 
Begriff des Todes bei den Agyptern, pp. 14-17. 

209. For identification of 'the King of Babylon' \"i th Sargon see 
H. L. Ginsberg, "Isaiah in the Light of History," Conservative Judaism 
22 (1967) 13f. H. Tadmor, "The 'Sin of Sargon' ," Eretz Israel, 5 (1958) 
154-158 (Hebrew). 

210. Add also Chapter 26:20 and 31:16. 

211. W. Zinunerli, Ezechiel (Neukirchen, 1969), p. 281. ~'1. Eich­
rodt, Ezekiel (Great Britain, 1970) , p. 438. 
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shameful death of the king of Assur, Isaiah point to his fate in the 

netherworld, where he is assigned a unique place - i'~ ~~i~~ - 'in the 

lowest pit.' Isaiah deviates here from the cornmon biblical phrase ~iii~ 

i'~ which, though connoting shameful death, he apparently considered not 

severe enough for the unique fate of the king. Ezekiel, describing the 

shameful fate of seven kings in the netherworld, monotonously repeats 

i'~ ~ii,~212 eight times, except in one instance, the fate of the king of 

Assur, where he uses Isaiah's variation i'~ ~n~i~. The use of this phrase 

within the context of Ezekiel's vision cannot be justified on grounds of 

specific intent, since it is contrary to the general tenor of the descrip-

tion according to which the shameful fate of all seven kings is equal in 

all details. Ezekiel's use of ij~ ~noi~ therefore seems to indicate a 

literary dependence on Isaiah's description of the Assyrian king's fate. 

The similarity between the Isaianic description and the vision of Ezekiel 

can be demonstrated on four more counts. The sin of the king of Assyria 

(Isa. 14:4-8, 16-17) is similar to that of all the kings who died a shame-

ful death - they all spread "terror in the land of th,e living." Their 

punishment was death by the sword. All of the slain kings are relegated 

to Sheol; there they encounter the heroes CEzek. 32:21) "of old" whom 

they join in a shameful death (v.27). There is no doubt, therefore, that 

Ezekiel patterned his description on that of Isaiah, and that ' he under­

stood the exclamation of the kings and heroes in Sheo1 in Isa. 14:10 as 

"You too have been 5 lain like us" rather than "You too have become \"eakl 

enfeebled like us." Moreover, Ezekiel must have understood the phrase 

"like us" literally, Le., the similarity lay in their being accorded a 

212. 26:20 C2x), 31: 16, 32:18,24,25,29,30. 
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shameful death. These kings and heroes are "an eternal people," "of old" 

(Ezek. 26:20, 32:27), i.e., they seem to belong to the sphere of ancient 

lore more than to ancient history. Their fate, however, was considered 

paradigmatic and therefore was associated by both prophets with historical 

events in order to present a moral. The nature of Sheol, whether in the 

Isaianic description or in that of Ezekiel, is therefore in no way differ­

ent from its nature in other biblical passages. 

The interpretations offered above are by no means to be considered 

conclusive, but as best probable. ~evertheless, even if they be entirely 

or partially rejected, on the grounds that in the above-mentioned verses 

Sheol does connote the meeting place of all the dead, it would still be 

safe to conclude that the specific meaning of Sheol - as a place for the 

wicked - is normative for biblical usage. 



Conclusion 

GOD AND SHEOL - THEOLOGICAL IMPLICATIONS 

From what has been said until now, Sheol emerges as a rather composite 

concept and it is evident that i n shaping it biblical writers often drew 

upon neighboring cultures. Bib l ical ideas are indeed eclectically deriv­

ative, but, as has been observed, 1 

The real quality of any civilization is shown less 
perhaps by its indigenous products than by the way 
in which it constantly grafts new shoots onto its 
own trunk, to stimulate further growth and to 
achieve richer and more differentiated products .... 
This means that a living culture allows the borrowed 
elements to develop to the extent that they are 
adaptable to and blend with its native forces, but 
resists with all its power their over-luxuriant 
growth. 

The question which must be asked refers to the nature of these 

"native forces," for it is clear that a determined selectivity asserts 

itself in what was borrowed and assimilated in the Bible, and that the 

"grafts" were not allowed to grow and develop but seem rather to have 

been stunted in their growth. While beliefs associated with the after-

life are a major constituent of the religious worldview of the neigh-

boring cultures, and their descriptions of the realm of the dead are 

elaborate and rich in detail,2 the contours of biblical Sheol are vague 

1. H. Gibb, "The Influence of Islamic Culture on Hedieval Europe," 
BJRL 38 (1955/6) 86, 87. 

2. This is true of the Babylonian and especially of the Egyptian 
cultures. The extent relevant texts sup,gest that Canaanite culture, too, 
had a vivid view of the realm of the dead. However, the material is too 
sparse to yield a picture of the nature of the afterlife. 

246 
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and insubstantial and it itself is i nconsequential for the major tenets 

of biblical religious belief. The concept of Sheol is a derivative of 

other biblical beliefs; it does not have formative influence on them. 

That the biblical notion of the realm of the dead was rather rudi-

mentary was noticed by scholars and explained as a consequence of the 

biblical concept of God as "the God of the living and not of the dead ... 

the God who made the heavens and the earth but not Sheol .... He is not 

really present in death for all of Him is life ... between Yahweh and the 

dead relationships are as it were non-existent.,,3 These and similar 

statements which insist on the "this sidedness" of monotheistic faith 4 

go beyond the evidence of the biblical texts. That God is "not God of 

the dead, but of the living" is nowhere stated in the Old Testament. 

This categorical statement, found in the New Testament (Mk. 12:27) is, as 

will be indicated below, a new emphasis prompted by specific historical 

condi tions with which post-biblical faith had to cope. While the Old 

Testament describes the realm of the dead as permitting no opportunity 

for a meaningful relationship with God, such as is expressed for the 

Israelite by recital of His praise and loving kindness and salvific deeds,S 

not all communication bet\Veen God and man was conceived as severed at 

death. Nor \Vas Sheol a place outside His domain. Rather, it was a place 

3. R. Hartin-Achard, From Death to Life (London, 1960), 41, 42, 
45, 50. 

4. F. Beisser, "Tad und SUnde," Kerygma und Dogma 24 (1978), 1-6; 
W. Eichrodt, Theology of the Old Testament (London, 1964), Vol. 2, p. 
218f.; r,. Fahrer, "Das Geschick des fo.lenschen nach dem Tod im Al ten Testa­
ment," Kerygma und Dogma 14 (1968) 249, 254. 

5 . Isa . 38:18; Pss. 6 : 6 , 30:10 , 88:11 -1 3 ,115: 1 . 
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laid bare before Him (Job 26:6), ever under His \'iatchful eye, \'lithin the 

reach of His arm (Amos 9:2), permeated with His omnipotence (Ps. 139:8-

10) . 

Although, in the Bible, no mystical communion with His immediate 

presence was anticipated after death, He was conceived of as gathering 

the spirits of the departed to Himself (Job 34:14; Eccl. 12:7), taking an 

interest in the agonized worry of the long dead ancestral Mother Rachel 

and comforting her (Jer. 3l:l5f.), and that "His kindness has not forsaken 

the living or the dead" (Ruth 2:20). The stark dichotomy between the God 

of the living and the dead seems therefore to be more an artifact of schol­

arship than an article of biblical faith, and cannot account for the spe­

cific nature of Sheol. 

The biblical concept of God as Judge seems to have exerted a more 

direct influence on the concept of Sheol. Corollary to the basic need of 

Israelite faith to conceive of God as judge, the alogica1 tabu-ridden God­

Man relationship was translated into personal undogmatic relationship 

governed by clearly defined and easily comprehensible ethical norms. This, 

it seems, was that "native force" behind the selective "borrowing" which 

rejected as much as it assimilated in forging its image of Sheol. It was 

this "force" \'ihich eschewed the commonly encountered demonic features of 

the realm of the dead as not befitting a rational and ethically motivated 

judge. It was this same "force" which checked the initially aggressive 

features of the realm of Mot, which it "borrowed" from Canaanite culture, 

by making them subservient to His will and an instrument of His justice 

(e.g.) Numb. 16:30f; Isa. 5:14). The very same need led to the "borrow­

ing" of Babylonian imagery to convey in the terms of a religious ordeal 
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the plight of the person remanded to Sheol. But since the dramatic ten-

sion focused on whether the divine judge would relent, and the trans-

gressor be pardoned, there was no room for the bizarre and monstrous ele-

ments so often encountered in underworld descriptions of the neighboring 

cultures. Attention was not paid to the locale and it remained largely 

undefined. As a result, Sheol became suggestive more of a condition than 

of a place; of a state of being under divine judgment - as implied by its 

name. 

In emphasizing the personal and ethical nature'~ of the divine judge, 

biblical faith, more than any of the neighboring cultures, became exposed 

to the problematics of theodicy. This assumed special urgency in the 

period of the Second Commonwealth, when in the wake of religious persecu-

tion the righteous and devout were subjected to severe suffering and 

untimely death. In view of the martyrdom of the righteous, untimely 

death could no longer be viewed as a sign of divine judgment. The cer-

tainty of the righteousness of divine retribution came under severe strain 

and a pressing need to vindi cate divine retributive justice arose. New 

dimensions had to be suggested that would somehow account for the 'evil' 

untimely death of the rightous. It seems most probable that the state-

ments which try so emphatically to dissociate between God and death were 

formulated in the wake of the religious persecutions of these times 

Because God made not death, 
Neither delighted he when the living perish. 
For he created all things that they may 

have being. 
[Wisdom of Solomon 1:13,14] 

But the righteous though he die before his 
time will be at rest. 



For honorable old age is not that which 
standeth in length of time. 

[Ibid., 4: 7] 

The insistence in Mark 12:27, in the context of a discussion on 
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resurrection, that "He is not God of the dead but of the living" may be 

yet another reflection of this period's quest for new answers to justify 

the ways of God with man. This ins i stence on God as "not God of the dead" 

occurs together with the idea of resurrection which counters the injus-

tice of the untimely death of the righteous (Mark 12:18-27). In connec-

tion with it a belief in a new divine judgment appeared as corrective to 

untimely and evil death which could no longer be fitted in the traditional 

pattern. 

It is significant for our study to trace the way in which the new 

idea of resurrection took root. In its germinative stage it is encoun-

tered in Ezek. 37:1-14 -

Behold I will open your graves and raise you from 
your graves. 0 my people: I will bring you home 
into the land of Israel: And you shall kno\</ that 
I am the Lord when I open your graves and raise 
you from your graves 0 my people. And I shall 
put my spirit in you and you shall live .... 

In a more pronounced manner the idea is expressed in Daniel (12:2): 

And there shall be a time of trouble such as 
never has been ... but at that time you people 
shall be delivered, everyone whose name shall 
be found written in the book. And many of those 
who sleep in the dust of the earth shall awake, 
some to everlasting life and some to shame and 
everlasting contempt. 

The new idea of resurrection of the dead is associated in these 

passages with the two conventional resting places of the dead: the grave 
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(Ezek.) and the earth/dust (Daniel).6 These, we indicated, were viewed 

by biblical man with an air of neutrality and the new idea could there-

fore easily and most naturally be attached to them. It is noteworthy 

that resurrection did not attach itself to the concept of Sheol. This, 

we suggest, was due to the fact that the new hope, which vindicated the 

martyred dead and which buttressed anew faith in the justice of God, 

could not be associated with a place of negative connotation. Sheol as 

Gehenna with its intricate compartments, divisions , and sub-divisions is 

a later development. As a place of the wicked, however, its modest ante-

cedent is found in the Bible. 

6. The MT ~) no,~ (v.2) is probably a conflated text of two diver­
gent readings. 
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