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Digest 

The purpose of this thesis is to examine the concept of Sheol (and its 

later incarnation, Gehenna) in biblical and rabbinic literature. Although Reform 

Jews have generally not embraced the concept of a Jewish afterlife, Sheol has 

served as a significant foundation of traditional Jewish belief. Indeed, the 

literature's use of Sheol and Gehenna usually reflects a particular ideological or 

historical development within the Jewish community. 

The thesis' methodology is as follows. I reviewed each and every 

reference to Sheol and Gehenna in four major primary sources: the Tanakh, the 

Apocrypha and Pseudepigrapha, the Midrash, and the Babylonian Talmud. 

The references were then systematized by topic, and then organized into broad 

behavioral and theological categories. The thesis contains four chapters - a 

chapter for each major source - al)d a brief summation of my findings. The 

thesis is heavily weighted towards the primary sources and uses secondary 

sources only to the extent that they provide historical or theological context. 

The Bible describes Sheol in vague, usually fleeting references. 

Nevertheless, certain themes may be gleaned from the text. In the Pentateuch, 

Sheol is thought of as a universal waiting area where everyone will go when 

they die. However, because of th~ ancients' fear of mortality and God, Sheol is 

viewed as a place of trepidation and concern. This is particularly evident in the 

Korah rebellion, when Sheol opened her jaws and swallowed Korah and his 

men alive. This moment establishes Sheol as a place where one may be 

judged and condemned. 

In the Prophets and the Writings, Sheol emerges as a powerful weapon 

of God's arsenal. While foreign enemies or unfaithful heathens may prosper in 
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this life, God will surely condemn them to Sheol in the next life. Thus, with the 

exception of Job, Sheol provides a theological answer to Jewish suffering and 

torment. While the prophets utilize Sheol as a place of condemnation, the 

wisdom literature discusses Sheol as the ultimate consequence of negative or 

unfaithful behavior. 

In the intertestamental period, particularly the Pseudepigrapha, Sheol 

emerges as a fully realized dwelling of the dead. The Books of Enoch offer 

detailed descriptions of Sheol, including multi-leveled chambers, fiery rivers, 

people in chains and sub-zero temperatures. While the graphic imagery is 

reminiscent of contemporary images of hell, this literature serves as a crucial 

link between the ambiguity of Tanakh and the poetry of the aggadah. 

The midrash focuses on Gehenna's relationship to larger theological 

questions. The Rabbis view Gehenna as one aspect of humanity's larger 

cosmic struggle between good and evil, between a life of Torah and a life of sin. 

For the Rabbis, Gehenna serves ~s the direct counterpoint to Gan Eden; where 

the non-righteous dead will dwell while they do teshuvah for their sins. The 

midrashim's primary focus is not on the punishment itself, but rather on how the 

sinner will be redeemed from punishment. 

Finally, the Talmud uses Gehenna primarily as a deterrent against 

inappropriate behavior. The Rabbis' major interest appears to be maintaining 

high moral standards for the community. Thus, Gehenna is used as a threat 

against social infractions including, losing one's temper, slanc;ler, and 

haughtiness. For the Rabbis, the afterlife is that time when each person stands 

before God, awaiting His judgment. The evidence is the entirety of one's life. 

Therefore, the Rabbis emphasize how one may avoid Gehenna through proper 

discipline, Torah study, and the highest ethical standards. For the Rabbis, 

ii 



Sheol/Gehenna is a very real place - a place that the righteous will avoid, a 

place where the wicked will be punished, and a place where everyone else will 

go to do teshuvah. 

iii 
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Chapter One 

The Concept of Sheol in the Bible 

In a recent issue of "Reform Judaism," Rabbi Marc Gellman wrote that 

Reform Jews were not as spiritually satisfied as our Christian neighbors 

because our tradition has denied the possibility of an afterlife. He contends that 

the movement's approach to death - rooted in rationalistic, scientific, and 

existential viewpoints - fails to provide our congregants with any real or lasting 

comfort. Therefore, he suggests that Reform rabbis should join our Orthodox 

brethren and begin expressing our belief in the "o/am habah," the world to 

come. 

Gellman's article is just one example of an emerging theme in religious 

and popular culture - the belief that death is not the end of life. Rather, it is the 

first step towards immortality and the ultimate reunion with our loved ones. We 

see this in popular culture, with the success of films such as "Ghost," and Albert 

Brooks' clever "Defending Your Life," that imagine the afterlife with a most 

benign sensibility. Moreover, the continued growth and success of "New Age" 

religions, that incorporate themes of immortality, soul travel, and reincarnation, 

seem to be addressing a spiritual yearning that more traditional religions are 

not meeting.1 As Gellman writes in his introduction, "Somewhere between 

what we want and what we inherit, what we invent and what we are 

bequeathed, is what we need. And what spiritually enlightened Jews need now 

is to believe in life after death."2 

1 A recent newspaper article chronicled the proliferation of recent books on death and the 
afterlife. Some of the titles discussed were, Then an Angel Came: A Family's Inspiring True Story 
of Loss and Renewal (a grieving family is saved by a very large angel); My Lim After Qying: 
Becoming Alivf) to Universal Love (a man i~ brought back to life after being dead for nine minutes); 
Ka,ddish (a serious examination of Jewish mourning by a prominent literary critic). Tom 
Kuntz,"Death Be Not Unpublishable: The Literature of Good Grief," New York Times, 29 
November, 1998, Section 5, p. 7. 
2 Marc Gellman, "lhe Eternal Eden," Reform Judaism, Summer (1998): 16. 
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Gellman is not content, however, to imagine just the pastoral Gan Eden 

of the olam habah. He argues that the absence of a belief in the afterlife 

deprives us "of a belief in an ultimate judgment of the wicked, thereby wilting 

our faith in God."3 Gellman wants to believe that the wicked will ultimately be 

punishe~, and the place for such punishment, in Judaism, is in Sheol or 

Gehenna. 

Indeed, our rabbinic sources are replete with aggadic materials 

concerning the afterlife. The Jewish people were going through a particularly 

oppressive period under Roman rule, and the Rabbis felt compelled to reconcile 

their belief in Jewish chosenness with the reality of Jewish suffering. An afterlife 

that accounted for moral or immoral behavior in this world would answer 

significant questions regarding the suffering of the innocent, the triumph of evil, 

and the apparent meaninglessness of our existence. Perhaps there was no 

sufficient explanation for the triumph of our enemies, but surely they would be 

punished in the afterlife, specifically in Gehenna or, in its earlier incarnation, 

Sheol. 

In addition, the Rabbis used the concept of the afterlife to goad Jews into 

positive, obedient behavior. Just as the concept of "hell" is used in certain 

Christian circles to moderate or control errant behavior, likewise the Rabbis 

used Gehenna as a stick to keep the principles of Torah close at hand. 

This thesis will critically explore the biblical and rabbinic texts which 

comment on Sheol and Gehenna, the locus of the punitive aspects of the 

afterlife. It will examine the relevant themes that surround its mythology, 

including its physical characteristics, who went there, what the status of their 

corpus was, the nature and length of punishment, and the possibility of God's 

redemption or resurrection from the netherworld. 

3 k;!., p. 18. 
2 
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The Historical Origins of Sheol 

The ancient Ugaritic texts of the Canaanite world describe the 

netherworld as the dominion of "Mot," the god of death. Mot's world bears a 

certain resemblance to the Bible's Sheol; the world of the dead is clearly 

located beneath the earth, and Mot 

himself is described as a powerful monster with dangerous jaws. 4 The story 

resonates with this imagery, as the dead "go down Into the mouth of Mot." 

Indeed, Mot is so powerful that when the god Baal, lord of the earth, descends 

to the netherworld, Mot swallows him up.5 Baal's sister, Anat, then descends 

into the netherworld to rescue Baal's corpse. She retrieves his body and brings 

him back up to earth, in order to give him a proper burial. This myth suggests 

that a proper burial was essential to Baal's eternal peace in Mot's kingdom. 

Thus, even though Baal was already in Mot's netherworld, he had to be brought 

back to earth and returned to Mot with appropriate honor, respect and ritual. 

Just as everyone in the Bible went to Sheol, likewise everyone in the Canaanite 

world went to Mot's netherworld. The determinative factor in the quality of their 

eternal life depended on the nature of the funeral. In short, was it a ceremony 

befitting a king or a commoner? Clearly, the family's concern for the dead 

played a crucial role in the deceased's relative comfort in the afterlife.6 Thus, 

while everyone went to the netherworld, the experience was qualitatively 

different depending on the family's level of devotion. 

For ancient Egypt, the most relevant source for discerning the nature of 

its afterlife is "The Book of the Dead," which, among other subjects, chronicles a 

person's post-mortem trial. The trial is conducted for the purpose of reviewing 

4 Nicholas J. Trqmp, Primitive Conceptions of Death and the Netherworld in the Old Testament 
(Rome: Pontifical Biblical Institute, 1969) 6 • 8. 

5!Q.'10 - 11. 
6Jd.,13. 
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the person's moral life, and on the basis of the evidence, determines the nature 

of his eternal life. The Egyptian god Osiris presides over the Libran scales, 

weighing a person's heart - believed to be a person's actual conscience,? 

against the feather symbol of Maat, the goddess of truth.a Thus, a perfect 

balance between the heart and objective truth would indicate a person of moral 

rectitude.9 In addition to this symbolic balance, the deceased declares his 

innocence to a variety of transgressions, thirty-six in all ("I have not used poison. 

I have not caused-weeping. I have not killed" etc, etc). The ancient Near East 

scholar, S.G.F. Brandon, claims that these declarations of innocence were 

made before Osiris, and then the heart was weighed against the truth to 

determine the veracity of the declarations themselves.1 o Notwithstanding the 

primitiye nature of the judgment itself, the clear significance of the myth is 

Ancient Egypt's purposeful connection between a moral life in this world and 

one's fate/happiness in the next world. 

Later on, the post-mortem judgment evolved into weighing the person's 

sins against the person's merits (the primitive "heart against truth" scale 

dropped away). Even social distinctions were stripped away, as rich and poor 

were subjected to the same trial. Moreover, the deceased no longer had to 

declare her innocence according to a prescribed formula. Rather, the 

deceased's fate depended on the balance of the evidence, where a person's 

merits were weighed against her sins. The verdict was the determination of an 

individual's moral worth. 

Once a man was declared morally wanting, however, the deceased's fate 

7 S.G.F. Brandon, The Judgment of the Dead: The Idea of Life after Death in the Major Religions ( 
New York: Scribner's 1967) 37. 
B S.G.F. Brandon,"Redemption in ancient Egupt and early Christianity," Types of Redemption 
(Leiden: E.J. Brill 1970) 43. 
9 Brandon, Judgment of the Dead, 38. 
10 ld., 44. 
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was uncertain. A monster; "Am-mut," "the eater of the dead;'' is depicted as 

standing right next to the scale, apparently waiting to devour the unlucky soul. 

One story suggests that the condemned were devoured body and sou1.11 Still 

another bizarre myth indicates that the condemned were punished in "Amentit,'1 

where a door pivot was implanted in the person's right eye, and rotated on the 

eye whenever the door was open or closed.12 In a more traditional vein, 

another story portrays the dead being 

tormented in pits of fire.13 

In Mesopotamian culture, as expressed in the Epic of Gilgamesh, 

humankind was destined to dwell in a nasty, depressing netherworld, which 

was known as kur~nu-gi-a or the "land of no return." It was imagined as a city, 

enclosed by seven walls and gates, cloaked in darkness and inhabited by 

monsters. Everyone, regardless of social standing or personal rectitude, ended 

up here 1 living in a state of total wretchedness.14 

Such equality is illustrated by the myth of Ishtar's descent into the 

underworld. Ishtar, the goddess of love and fertility, descends to the 

netherworld, and at each of the seven gates, is stripped of some article of 

clothing until she is completely naked before the Queen of the underworld, 

Erishkigal. Upon encountering her, Ishtar is struck with sixty diseases and 

immediately dies. Rescued by the intervention of other gods, and brought back 

to the upper world, Ishtar's descent becomes a metaphor for everyone's journey 

to the netherworld. Just as the great goddess is standing naked in the 

underworld, stripped of all her powers, likewise all mortals are equally 

powerless against their own misery. 

11 kL 45. 

12 -.Id.' 44. 
13 Id., 46. 
141d., 51. 
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The only mitigating factors in the Mesopotamian afterlife are implied in 

the Gilgamesh epic. The text alludes to those who die outside of their 

community and who are not given appropriate burial rites. These souls, in the 

absence of burial offerings from their relatives, are forced to live on the table 

scraps of others and live (as if it were possible) in even worse conditions than 

the others. Indeed, the legend developed that these ghosts were so angry at 

their fate that they wreaked vengeance upon their living relatives, plaguing 

them with disease and misfortune.1 s The morality of their lives in this world 

mattered little, since they knew what awful fate awaited them in the afterlife. It 

was a horrific, egalitarian approach to the fate of the dead. 

In marked contrast to the Ugaritic, Egyptian, and Mesopotamian texts, 

each of which describe elaborate scenarios concerning the afterlife, the Torah 

offers little insight into the fate of the dead. The language suggests that the 

dead go to Sheol, but what actually happens there, if anything, is not discussed. 

The influences of the surrounding .cultures will only become apparent later on, 

when themes of morality, judgment and punishment enter into the textual and 

mythical conversation. 

The origin of the word "Sheol" is quite obscure. It is always feminine and 

is never joined with a definite article - a sign of a proper noun.16 The Hebrew 

root "Shin - Alef - Lamed" means "to ask or inquire". Accordingly, some 

commentators believe that Sheol was named as a place of an ordeal or an 

examination. Jastrow notes, however, that the Accadian word "su'alu," in all 

likelihood, refers to the netherworld, and may be the etymological root of Sheol. 

Still another scholar contends that "Sa'al" was the name of the Canaanite 

underworld goddess who was connected to the ordeal of death. Thus, he 

15 Id., 52. 
10 Tromp, 22. 

6 
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contends that "Sa 'al," the goddess of death evolved into Sheol, the place of the 

dead.17 

The problem with the "Shin-Alef-Lamed" theory, however, is that Sheol -

at least as it is referenced in the Torah - was not thought of as a place of ordeal 

or examination. Therefore, the apparent relationship between the Hebrew root 

and the netherworld name "Sheol" seems somewhat contrived. Judgment 

myths appear much later in the canon, and it is speculative, at best, to suggest 

that these themes_ had an impact on the Toraitic conception of the afterlife.18 

Indeed, there are many other names given to the afterlife, although they 

appear almost exclusively in Prophets and Writings. These include "Eretz" (I 

Samue.128:13), "Kever'' (Psalm 88:12), "Afar" (Isaiah 26:5,19), "Abbadon" (Job 

28:22), "Dumah" (Psalm 94:17, 115:17), "shahaf' (Psalm 7:16), and "nahale 

Beiya'af' (the torrents of Belia!, II Samuel 22:5). All of these names attest to the 

variety of beliefs and conceptions about the afterlife in the Bible. 

Sheol in the Torah 

In the Torah, Sheol is the place where people go after their death. It is 

(apparently) underneath the earth, and is spacious enough to contain everyone 

who dies. Sheol's indiscriminate non-judgmental nature is established in its 

first citation, when Jacob has just been told that his son Joseph has been killed 

by a wild animal. Upon hearing this news, Jacob fears that he "will go down to 

my son in mourning, to Sheoll''19 Jacob not only admits that he will spend the 

rest of his life mourning for his beloved son, but he also knows that at the end of 

his life, he too will end up in Sheol. 

This short passage reveals a wealth of information about Sheol, and 

17 jg., 21 - 22. 
1B ld., 23. 
19 Genesis 37:35, The Five Books of Moses, trans. Everett Fox, (New York: Schocken Books 
1995). 

7 
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about attitudes toward death and the afterlife. Since Jacob tells us that he 

expects to go to Sheol when he dies, we can assume that Sheol is a universal 

place where everyone - rich or poor, monotheist or idol-worshipper, righteous or 

wicked - will end up. Moreover, Jacob says that he will go "to his son," which 

implies that Jacob will be going to the same place as Joseph. It is not clear, 

however, whether Jacob expects to be reunited with Joseph, or if he is just 

expressing his belief that he will be going to the same destination. 

Indeed, the Torah's references to Sheol are so vague, and offer so little 

context, that translators have often interpreted the word "Sheol" as synonymous 

with "grave." Everett Fox, in his new edition of the Torah, translates the Hebrew 

"Sheol" correctly as a place name, but points out in an explanatory footnote that 

the highly influential Buber-Rosensweig translation, and others, interpret 

"Sheol" as "grave."20 Then, in Genesis 42, Jacob exclaims that he would be 

overcome with grief if his son Benjamin were to die, and that his "gray hairs 

would go down with sorrow to Sheol."21 Such translations are consistent with 

the belief that Sheol was simply the place beneath the earth where the dead 

were buried, and that death's primary significance was the marking of the end of 

life. 

However, this interpretation of Sheol is belied by the next reference in 

Genesis 44, where the author(s) implies that Sheol might be more than just a 

repository for dead bodies. Here, Judah is attempting to persuade Joseph to 

spare Benjamin's life by repeating Jacob's own dark words about what will 

happen if Benjamin dies. In this verse, Judah changes the word from "yagone" 

(grief) to "beRa~h" (ill-fortune). The implications of the change are profound. In 

the first pass~ge, Jacob says that he will be in mourning for his sons until his 

20 Id., Fox commentary on verse. 
21 Genesis 42:38. 

8 
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own death. The second passage suggests that he will die with ill-fortune - that 

is, his time in Sheol may be impacted by events on earth. Here, the authors 
-

may be implying, through this subtle change in word and tone, that life may not 

only continue on in Sheol (in one fashion or another), but its quality may also be 

affected by what occurs on earth. 

Sheol is not mentioned again in the Torah until the story of Korah. Korah 

and his men, in an apparent revolt against Moses and the priestly class, 

challenge Moses' authority to lead the Israelites. Moses and Korah square off, 

their incense pans at the ready, awaiting God's judgment. Moses, of course, 

knows what the outcome will be, and pursuant to God's instructions, orders the 

community to move away from the homes of Korah, Dathan and Abiram, thereby 

saving the innocent who might be inadvertantly caught up in God's wrath. 

The narrative is fascinating, not only because of its dramatic 

denouement, but also because of Moses' narrative clairvoyance. In past 

encounters with God's power, Mos.es (and by extetision, the reader) has either 

been forewarned or simply been astonished by God's capabilities. When God 

inflicted the ten plagues on the Egyptians, each plague was prefaced by God's 

instructions, informing Moses of the next horror that would be inflicted. 

Accordingly, Moses acted as God's conduit in communicating with the Pharoah. 

Similarly, at the Red Sea, God tells Moses to hold up his staff in order to part the 

sea. Moses is still astounded by this awesome display, but it is not a surprise. 

God has told him what He will do, and then He does it. 

In the story of Korah, however, Moses only knows that God is angry. God 

does not tell Moses how He will punish the rebels - only that they will be 

punished. In theory, based on past encounters, Moses should be surprised by 

God's actions. Nevertheless, without any prior instructions, Moses describes in 

9 
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precise detail what is about to happen. "But if YHWH creates a new-creation, 

and the ground opens its mouth and swallows up them and all that is theirs, and 
~ 

they go down alive into Sheol, then you will know that these men have scorned 

YHWH."22 . The narrative removes any lingering doubt regarding Moses' 

leadership. At this critical juncture, Moses is not just the conduit for God's 

words; rather, it appears that God is speaking directly through Moses! With an 

extraordinary exclamation point, Moses' status is elevated from knowing the 

mind of God to actually becoming the mind of God. 

Moses' elevation also might explain the sudden introduction of the 

concept of Sheol. Despite all of the death and pestilence that surrounds Moses 

up to this point, this is his first reference to the netherworld. However, if God is 

actually speaking through Moses at this time, the mention of Sheol would not 

have been surprising . 

The Korah story is also the only moment in the Bible when Sheol plays a 

significant role in the narrative. DE!spite the Bible's numerous references to 

Sheol - which will be discussed below - it is usually mentioned as part of a 

larger commentary on the fate of the Israelites or their enemies. In this instance, 

though, Korah and his followers are swallowed alive, as if by a voracious 

monster that only God could control. Although the text is not clear as to whether 

God has dominion over Sheol - that is, whether God actually controls the inner 

workings of the netherworld - the death of Korah tells us that Sheol is an actual 

place, located beneath the earth, and that God is capable of sending people 

down to Sheol at any time. 

The narrative is also unequivocal In its moral judgment. If Sheol had 

previously been just a neutral location where everyone, including Jacob, had 

resided after their death, now it was a place with a highly charged, negative 

22 Numbers 16:30. 
10 
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context. For the sin of direct rebellion against Moses and God, ordinary death 

would simply not suffice. After all, God was not averse to the penalty of capital 
~-

punishment. He had just done so for the sins of Nadab and Abihu, ahd 

immediately after Korah's punishment, God consumed by fire the 250 men who 

had stood with Korah in support.23 

But for the leaders, the people who not only rebelled against God, but 

also incited others to do so, God felt compelled to punish with a flourish. The 

people witnessed the opening and closing of the earth, watching as their 

neighbors suddenly disappeared beneath the ground, as if they had never 

been. Surely, they had not descended to Sheol to spend the rest of their 

natural Hves in paradise. Rather, they had been buried alive, fully aware of 

what had happened, awaiting their fate beneath the earth. The reader - and 

more importantly, the Israelites - can only assume that going down to Sheol 

under such circumstances would be a fate worse than death; a place where the 

rebels would presumably die in a s'ate of torture, or at the very least, extreme 

discomfort. After Korah is swallowed, Sheol could no longer be thought of in 

morally neutral terms. 

The last citation of Sheol in the Torah occurs in Deuteronomy, and 

confirms its status as a place for punishment. In the Song of Moses, God is 

excoriating the Israelites for worshipping other gods and provoking His anger. 

God declares that a fire burns within His anger, a fire so intense that it will burn 

all the way down to Sheol.24 Thus, we see in this passage the first association 

23 Dr. Ellis Rivkin notes that this is God's angriest moment in the Torah. Not even the building of 
the Golden Calf warrants this kind of response. Rivkin explains that Korah's rebellion is the 
depiction of the Levite's attempt to wrest authority from Moses and Aaron. Accordingly, they are 
defeated and the Levite's are stripped of their priestly authority in favor of the Aaronhide priestly 
cult. Ellis Rivkin, The Shaping of Jewish History, (New York Scribner's 1971) 31. 
24 Deuteronomy 33:22. 
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of Sheol with a burning fire, a familiar sensory image that will endure through many 

centuries of Jewish and Christian texts. Moreover, the verse is unequivocal in 
-

establishing God's dominion over Sheol. If the fire of His anger burns all the way down 

to Sheol's lowest level, God can apparently extend His wrath beyond the earthly 

realm. Indeed, it appears that Sheol developed punitive associations that Jacob's 

generation did not seem to know. 

The Prophets 

As I indicated above, the references to Sheol in the Torah provide just fleeting 

glimpses of its character. We know that Sheol is a place where the dead dwell, and 

that one must "go down" - beneath the earth's surface - to get there. We have little 

insight, however, into what existence is actually like in Sheol for its inhabitants. Does 

the corpus remain intact? Or is it just the person's soul that descends? If, as Jacob 

imagines, a person is reunited with his familial ancestors, do they duplicate their lives 

on earth? Or, did peopl~ live a similar life, albeit in a diminished or weakened form? 

Moreover, if the inhabitants maintained a.sense of their own consciousness, were they 

.J able to maintain a relationship with God? Were their prayers heard? Did it make any 

difference if they sinned in Sheol? 

As we survey the texts beyond Torah, a number of these questions about the 

netherworld and its relationship to God begin to be clarified. Indeed, as the perception 

of God's personality changes, God's relationship to Sheol becomes stronger, 

particularly God's power to revive the dead. Thus, in the Prophets and Writings, we 

begin to see the origins of the struggle - one that continues to confound us today -

between the belief that our lives will simply end at death, and the faith that God will 

resurrect us for eternal life in the "olam haba." While our prophets clearly imagine a 

life beyond our own realm, the substance of such a life remains obscured in doubt and 

metaphor. 

12 



The first encounter between the living and the dead occurs in 1 Samuel 22, 

when Saul employs the witch of En-Dor to raise the prophet Samuel from the dead. 
- -

Samuel is described by the witch as an "old man coming up" who is wrapped in a 

robe. Samuel seems genuinely annoyed by Saul's intrusion, and he asks, "Why have 

you disturbed me and brought me up?" Here, the text emphasizes twice that Samuel 

has been "raised up," which logically requires that he had been residing somewhere 

"down." The reader is left to wonder, however, just where Samuel has been, since the 

word "Sheol" and its other euphemisms are never mentioned. Prior citations of Sheol 

had been clearly associated with anger and punishment. Perhaps the author was 

ambivalent about Samuel's presence in a place like Sheol. A righteous prophet such 

as Samuel would never have spent his eternity in .a land of darkness or punishment. 

Perhaps he went "down" to the afterlife, but to a non-punitive location. 

The Samuel story also establishes an afterlife where both body and soul were 

united. Samuel comes up to the realm of the living and is identified by both the witch 

of Endor and Saul. It appears that Samu~I lives on "down there" in a similar fashion to 

the life he lived on earth. 

Moreover, this story sugge_sts that the folk customs of ancestral cult worship 

were very much allve. Samuel is not only capable of rising up and communicating 

with the living, he is also capable of predicting the future. Samuel's unusual powers 

are a reminder of the days of ancestral cult worship, when people believed that dead 

family members were far more interested and concerned about their living relatives 

than a powerful, impersonal God would be. Indeed, the Torah banned necromancy 

and divination for precisely this reason: to discourage people from worshipping 

ancestors rather than God.25 

In fact, Samuel's powers of prediction directly contradict biblical views 

concerning Sheol's inhabitants. The dead may continue on in Sheol, but their 

25 Simcha Paull Raphael, Jewish Views of the Afterlife (Northvale, NJ: Jason Aronson 1994)50-51. 
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existence is greatly diminished and weakened. They are living "shadow" existences -

shrouded in darkness and unable to praise or know God. In Psalm 88, the author 
-

cries out to God for help and understanding. He is in a very dark pit, at the very brink 

of Sheol (which, in this Psalm, is apparently a metaphor for death), and he declares 

that the dead, lying in the pit, are cut off from God. How will God's wonders be known 

"in the dark" and God's righteousness in the "land of forgetfulness."26 Here, the author 

imagines Sheol's inhabitants - the "shades, or "refaim," 21 - to be weakened not only 

from living in a dark, dank pit, but also because they are cut off from God's wisdom and 

righteousness. The author asks rhetorically if he may rise and praise God, even 

though the psalmist clearly knows the answer. 

Similarly, in Proverbs 9, the man who turns his back on wisdom/Torah follows 

instead the path of a frivolous woman, who can only lead him to an early grave. The 

woman's temptations may be sweet, but the man does not know that the "refaim" live in 

her house, and that he too is residing there, in the depths of Sheol. The inhabitants of 

Sheol, the "refaim" have separated themselves from Torah. Thus, they are dead and 

virtually powerless, cut off from God's wisdom and divinity. 

The above examples offer a striking contrast to Samuel's neo-divine status. 

Samuel, the righteous prophet, goes "down" and is not only still connected to earthly 

events, but is also capable of predicting the future. Samuel's connection to God and 

wisdom is clear. Accordingly, the word "Sheol" does not appear in this context. 

However, when the text discusses those who turn away from God, and turn away from 

righteousness, they will be the powerless shadows, the "refaim" who will reside in the 

darkest depths of Sheol. Again, we see that residence and status in Sheol may be 

dependent upon one's earthly conduct, rather than on the "everyone goes to Sheol" 

26 Psalm 88: 11, 13. 
27 This Hebrew term for Sheol's inhabitants is frequently cited in Tanakh, including Psalm 88: 1 O, Isaiah 
26:14, Job 26:5-6, Proverbs 9:18 and 21:16. 
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model that is allegedly represented in Torah. 

King David's views on Sheol are also clo~ely associated with sin and 
-

immorality in this world. In I Kings, Chapter 2, David lies on his deathbed, giving 

Solomon his final instructions. David explains that first, Solomon must kill Joab, an 

enemy who killed two captains during peacetime, and second, he must kill Shimei, an 

enemy who put a curse on David. In a literary refrain used for both, David tells 

Solomon that he is a wise man, and knows what to do: kill them and send their heads 

down to Sheol in blood. These are his final words. In the next verse, David dies and is 

buried in his city.28 

In this brief but telling passage, the author's linkage of Sheol with sin and 

betrayal is clear. David's enemies - one who engages in war during peacetime and 

one who curses him - have committed transgressions for which they must be 

punished. Accordingly, Solomon will kill them and send their heads (their bodies) 

down to Sheol. Death will clearly not suffice for those who have betrayed .their words. 

Rather, they will go down to Sheol, to a place where sinners will be punished in the 

depths of darkness and isolation. Indeed, the author's association of Sheol and sin is 

so clear that when David dies in the very next verse, he peacefully goes to sleep with 

his fathers and is buried in the city of David. King David, the righteous warrior, will not 

end up in Sheol, a place now reserved for sinners and enemies of Israel. 

As the Israelites began to coalesce from a collection of tribes into a national 

entity, the monotheistic God, YHWH, also begins to emerge as the supreme universal 

authority. Accordingly, the Israelites' ancestral worship motifs of the past began to 

fade, along with the recognition that the familial dead might possess extra-human, 

nearly god-like powers.29 Similarly, the scholar Neil Gillman notes that God's 

development as a universal ruler required that all conversations with the dead be 

28 1 Kings 2:5-9. 

29 Raphael, 57-58. 
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prohibited. The blurring of lines between the living and the dead was no longer 

acceptable. Only God lived eternally. The dead had to be dead.30 But, even if the 

dead were not as influential as they had been in the past, it was impossible for ancient 

beliefs to simply disappear; rather, the will to believe in an afterlife remained strong, 

albeit with God firmly in charge of Sheol. 

Indeed, while Sheol continued to exist as a dwelling place for the dead, God 

now played an active, moral role in a person's eternal judgment. Those who 

abandoned God would be punished in Sheol, those who worshipped idols would be 

punished, and of course, Israel's enemies would be in for a long stay. Moreover, 

during the period of the major prophets - Isaiah, Jeremiah, and Ezekiel - Sheol 

became an explicitly punitive place. In addition to Israel's wayward sinners, the 

prophetic theodicy required Israel's enemies to.be punished in the next world. The 

prophet's sense of morality and justice demanded that an all-powerful God, our God, 

would not simply let our enemies prosper while we suffered. God's retributive power, 

as manifested in Sheol, would at least explain, if not justify, the Jews' historical 

circumstances. An omnipotent God would not only redeem a righteous nation from the 

gates of Sheol, but would also assure that an enemy nation would find its way down. 

In the Book of Isaiah, Sheol acquires, for the first time, a descriptive third 

dimension. In contrast to the Torah, which merely provides a name and a vaguely 

defined moral context, the prophetic imagination brings Sheol vividly to life. In Isaiah 

14, the author writes a "song of scorn" for the king of Babylon, who is now suffering in 

Sheol. Upon the king's arrival, Sheol's royal inhabitants (the other earthly kings who 

are little more than "refaim") are excited to see the king receive his due. They strut and 

gloat lil<e hardened prisoners welcoming the newest murderer to the fold. "So you 

have been stricken as we were, You have become like us! Your pomp has been 

30 Neil Gillman, The Death of ~: Resurrection and Immortality in Jewish Thought (Woodstock, VT: 
Jewish Lights 1997) 60-61. 
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brought down to Sheol and the strains of your lutesl"31 

In Sheol, there is no special treatment for royalty. Rather, as an arrogant king in 

life, his existence in Sheol will be particularly unpleasant. Isaiah spares no detail, as 

the king's sleeping arrangements are graphically described for maximum impact. 

"Worms are to be your bed, maggots your blanket."32 The author seems to take 

perverse delight in the king's misfortune, noting that while on earth he sat at the 

highest throne, while in Sheol he is at the very bottom of the pit. 

Indeed, once the individual sinner reaches Sheol he can no longer even be 

heard by God. In Isaiah 38, King Hezekiah wrote a poem to God thanking Him for his 

miraculous recovery. Hezekiah reminds us that God has special powers of 

redemption, but such powers are only for the living. Hezekiah contends that only the 

living praise God; that once a person reaches Sheol, their cries can no longer be 

heard.33 · Here we have a powerful reminder that the worlds of the living and the dead 

are totally separate, and that God's world is the world of the living. Hezekiah is not 

denying God's power over Sheol. Rather; he is claiming that the dead no longer enjoy 

the reciprocal relationship with God that the living have. While the living can both 

praise God and receive God's grace, Hezekiah denies that the dead can participate in 

such a covenant. 

Isaiah's retributive stance is so biased against the sinners in Sheol, that he 

claims that they will continue to sin even when they arrive in Sheol. Thus, even in the.ir 

darkest days in hell, these sinners go on with their transgressions. They just continue 

their sinful lives in a new place.34 Still, just a few verses later, God admits that He only 

desires repentance, and that for those whose hearts are contrite, "Neither will I always 

be wroth ... I have seen his ways, and will heal him: I will lead him also, and restore 

31Isaiah14:10-11. 

32 Isaiah 14:11. 

33 Isaiah 38:18-19. 

34 Isaiah 57:9 
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.I comforts unto him and to his mourners."35 God concludes the chapter, however, not 

with a voice of compassion, but with a voice of awe and fear. "But the wicked are like 

the troubled sea when it cannot rest, whose waters cast up mire and dirt. There is no 

peace, saith my God, to the wicked."36 God's door may be open for repentance, but 

His sinners in Sheol may be too wicked to walk through it. 

The theme of collective retribution continues in the book of Ezekiel, as Israel's 

enemies - Assyria and Babylonia ~ are fated to receive God's harshest punishment in 

the afterlife. In contrast to Isaiah's allusions, which were fleeting and usually 

mentioned in light of a general moral decline, Ezekiel's description of Sheol is a more 

detailed account of a multi-leveled chamber of horrors. Indeed, as Israel's socio

political status. continues to deteriorate, the fate of its enemies appears ever more 

certain: God will cast them down to Sheol, where they will be punished in perpetuity. 

Ezekiel, speaking on behalf of God, compares the might of Egypt to the past 

glory of Assyria. Ezekiel likens Assyria to a flourishing cedar of Lebanon, "his height 

was exalted above all the trees of the field ... and under his shadow dwelt all great 

nations."37 But soon his arrogance is offensive to God, and he is driven out of Eden 

and cast down into Sheol, where he will be joined by any tree that exalts itself above 

the· others. The metaphor is quite clear: the nations that conquer Israel and 

contravene God's intentions will be judged and punished accordingly. 

In this chapter, however, Ezekiel describes a Sheol that exists as both a 

universal place for the dead, and a particular locus of punishment and torture. In one 
' 

significant verse, Ezekiel reveals that the dead may descend to a netherworld with a 

variety of chambers and levels. In the "a" part of the verse, the nations shake at the 

sound of the tree's descent to Sheol because the tree is cast down into the pit (bor). In 

35 Isaiah 57: 16, 18. 
36 Isaiah 57:20-21 
37 Ezekiel 31 :5-6. 
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contrast, the verse's "b" part describes all the other trees of Eden, the best that 

Lebanon can offer, who are comforted (vayinachamu) in the "nether parts of the earth 

(eretz tachteem)."38 Ezekiel conjures up a netherworld with the best trees - the other 

nations - comforted in their afterlife, while the conquering nations descend into the 

darkest pit. Thus, even though these nations are Assyria's allies, and are still cast 

down into the netherworld, God has apparently given them some comfort and 

consolation. In this light, Sheol may be seen as the universal repository for the dead, 

where certain levels provide some comfort, while others offer only despair and 

degradation. 

The chapter concludes with language that compares Egypt to the trees of Eden, 

and threatens .to bring Egypt down to the netherworld, to "lie in the midst of the 

uncircumcized with them that be slain by the sword."39 This threat is more than just a 

warning to the Pharoah about his personal fate. Rather, it is a warning for an entire 

nation, which will, like the Assyrians, be cast down to the netherworld. God is 

asserting His power over life and death, not only on a personal level, but also on a 

national, socio-political level. When Egypt is cast down into Sheol with the "other trees 

of Eden," they stand on the shoulders of past wicked civilizations that have been 

brought down by their national arrogance. 

Ezekiel 32 addresses the Pharoah in a similar vein, with numerous references 

to the netherworld, Sheol and "the pit." Beginning with 32:17, the chapter refers to 

various nations that have been enemies of Israel, and their experience in Sheol. A 

poetic rhythm repeats itself: the nation is named, its inhabitants are sent down to Sheol 

to be with the uncircumcized and those slain by sword, and then bear their shame with 

those who are down in "the pit." Assyria, Elam, Meshech, Tubal, Edom, the Sidonians 

- the nations and their citizens pile on, one on top of the other, as the enemies of God 

38 Ezekiel 31 :15-16. 

39 Ezekiel 31 :18. 
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and Israel suffer a common ignoble fate.4o 

Although their fate in Sheol is not specifically described, the subtle distinctions 

between the nations provide some insight into the biblical conception of the afterlife. 

First, there is a clear distinction made between the circumcized and the uncircumcized. 

While this may be a shorthand method for identifying Israel's enemies, it also suggests 

that the Israelites might be spending their afterlife in a different place altogether.41 

Another possibility, however, is that the Israelites might have gone to a less 

threatening, more benign chamber of Sheol. While such a place is never specified, 

common sense suggests that the Israelites are not sharing eternity in a pit with their 

uncircumcized brethren. 

Second, Ezekiel distinguishes the citizens of Meshech and Tubal from every 

other nation. Ezekiel 32:27 specifically states that their people will not lie with the 

uncircumcized. While they are clearly sinners in the eyes of God and Israel ("but their 

iniquities shall be upon their bones, though they were the terror of the mighty in the 

land of the living''), they appear to have been given a proper or ritual burial ("and they 

have laid their swords under their heads")42 which might have had an impact on their 

destination. The inclusion of these two facts suggests that there were some 

distinctions within Sheol, and that proper funereal rituals - the "derech eretz" of the 

living for the dead - might have made a difference between the pit, and a more benign, 

upper level. 

Finally, a number of verses include the language "vayisu chalimatam" "and they 

bear their shame" with those who go down to the pit.43 While this may be poetic 

license, the use of the imperfect tense suggests that these sinners continue to bear 

their shame in the depths of Sheol. Such language suggests that Sheol's inhabitants 

40 Ezekiel 32: 17- 32. 
41 There is, however, no textual support for this position. 

42 Ezekiel 32:27. 
43 Ezekiel 32:24,25, and 30. 
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have maintained some degree of consciousness, at least enough to have a sense of 

guilt for their past sins.44 The ability to bear shame is essential to a meaningful 

punitive afterlife. These verses suggest that not only did the inhabitants of Sheol feel 

guilty for their sins, but also understood that their punishment was directly connected 

to God's power to punish them for their transgressions on earth. 

The Writings 

The references to Sheol are located primarily in the wisdom literature, where 

issues concerning morality, sin and God's redemption are discussed. While the 

prophets primary concern was God's punishment and redemption of Israel as a 

national, corporate entity, the wisdom literature shifts the focus to individual judgment 

and redemption. These books confront timeless philosophical conundrums, namely, 

the struggle to reconcile one's faith in a just and powerful God with the inescapable 

realities of death and evil. As the authors contend with these issues, Sheol becomes a 

symbolic arena for examining questions about immortality, God's redemptive and 

punitive powers, the meaning of judgment. and death, and the role of morality and 

propriety in the material world. 

The authors of the Psalms express profound and haunting fears of death and 

abandonment. While there is surely the fear that death is the end of one's temporal 

existence, there is also the fear that death will mark the end of one's relationship to 

God. Thus, the Psalmist pleads, "For you will not abandon me to Sheol, or let your 

faithful one see the Pit. You will teach me the path of life."45 This fear of separation is 

poignantly expressed in 6:6, "For there is no praise of You among the·dead; in Sheol, 

who can acclaim you?" In contrast to the prophets, who focused on Sheol as a locus 

of collective punishment, this Sheol reverts back to the indiscriminate morgue first 

44 This is not limited to a corporeal consciousness. In all likelihood, it is the soul that maintains a sense of 
conscience that enables it to feel guilty. 
45 Psalm 16: 10-11 . · 
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mentioned in Genesis. Death and Sheol become interchangable, a place/condition 

where God no longer listens to exaltations, where God's compassionate hand does 

not reach. Sheol's punishment is not expressed through torture or eternal fire; rather, 

the punishment is the loneliness of death itself. Just as a child is isolated from friends 

or parents during "time out," the one who dies is cut off from his beloved God. Thus, 

the Psalmist implores God to teach him the path of life; that is, to teach him the right 

way to live so that his days with God will be prolonged.46 

This theme is revisited in Psalm 88, as the author, on the verge of death, begs 

for God's mercy and compassion. In Sheol, he fears that God will no longer care for 

him. "I am a helpless man, abandoned among the dead, like bodies lying in the grave 

of whom You ~re mindful no more, and who are cut off from Your care."47 The Psalmist 

pleads for his life, certain that his presence in Sheol will be God's sign of personal 

rejection.· He is sure that God's power does not extend to the afterlife. He asks 

rhetorically, "Do You work wonders for the dead? Do the refaim rise to praise You? 

Are your wonders made known in the darkness, and your righteousness in the land of 

forgetfulness?"48 kioThe punishment in Sheol is not caused by what is there, but by 

what is not there: God's light and God's memory. 

In contrast to the God who abandons the dead, Psalm 139 offers praise to an 

omnipotent, omniscient God whose hand reaches to both the highest heavens and the 

lowest depths. There is no escaping God's knowledge or judgment, as the awe-struck 

author cries out, "If I ascend to heaven, You are there; if I descend to Sheol, You are 

there too."49 God's wrath or reward is not limited to the earthly realm.· indeed, a 

person's reward or punishment may only be just beginning, as the Psalmist assures us 

that the wicked and the righteous will assume their rightful places in death. 

46 Psalm 6:5-11. 

47 Psalm 88:5-6. 

48 Psalm 88:11, 13. 

49 Psalm 139:8. 
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Even as the Psalms highlight God's comfort and compassion, the desire for 
-

God's retributive justice lingers ominously in the shadows. Psalm 55, a personal 

lament against disloyalty and betrayal, implores God to bring death to the evil ones, to 

send them down alive into Sheol.50 The verse, recalling God's punishment of Korah 

and his followers, appeals to God's most vengeful instincts, sending the wicked to 

Sheol in the absence of the honor and respect of proper burial rites. God not only 
I 

brings on death, but also assures that the deceased will go to Sheol in abject 

humiliation. The Psalmist's feelings are clear: "For where they [the betrayers] dwell, 

there evil is."51 The Psalmist concludes by calling upon God to send the betrayers 

down to the lowest pit. Eternal life in Sheol is not bad enough for these people. They 

must spend their eternity in Sheol's lowest, darkest pit, where the wicked receive 

God's most horrific punishment.52 

God's power over life and death also appears to extend, albeit indirectly, to 

Sheol. Just as God opened up the earth to swallow Korah, Sheol becomes an 

animated force - a personification of death itself, pursuing the living in order to drag 

them down into its clutches. In Psalm 18, as David is saved from the hands of Saul, he 

recalls how close he was to death. "Ropes of Death encompassed me; torrents of 

Belia! (another name for Sheol) terrified me; ropes of Sheol encircled me; snares of 

Death confronted me."53 This imagery is repeated in Psalm 116, as the author praises 

God for saving him from the power of Sheol. ''The bonds of death encompassed me; 

the torments of Sheol overtook me."54 While the Psalmist is clearly employing poetic 

license, Sheol's character • the rodef hamavet - is clearly engaged in a life and death 

50 Psalm 55:16. 
51 Id. 
52 Psalm 55:24. 
53 Psalm 18:5-6. 
54 Psalm 116:3. 
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struggle to overtake humanity's (and by implication, God's) life force. And while God 

may reign victorious on this day, Sheol's ability to vanquish the unfaithfLJI or weak 

makes it a worthy, powerful opponent. 

The Psalms also comment on the corporeal status of Sheol's inhabitants. Up 

until the Psalms, the canon's description of bodies in the afterlife had been limited to 

the refaim. These inhabitants looked and acted like their living selves, but in a 

diminished, weakened state.55 Psalm 88 mentions them, rhetorically asking if the 

refaim "rise to praise You" in the land of silence and forgetting.56 Psalm 49, however, 

offers a much more nuanced response to the question of what awaits a person in the 

afterlife. 

The Psalm's primary theme is the Ecclesiastian democracy of death: rich or 

poor, foolish or wise, death awaits all people, regardless of their material prosperity or 

status. "Do not be afraid when a man becomes rich, when his household goods 

increase; for when he dies he can take none of it along; his goods cannot follow him 

down."57 It is the arrogant, the "self-confident," who are destined for Sheol, where their 

"form shall waste away ... till its nobility is gone."58 Death is the great equalizer, where 

the powerful will be humbled as they slowly deteriorate. The Psalmist imagines Sheol 

not as punishment for the wicked, but as the place where even the haughtiest person 

is reduced to the dust that everyone shares in common. 

Psalm 141 lends further credence to this view. The author prays to God to 

deliver him from sin and evil, reminding God that when death occurs, "our bones are 

scattered at the mouth of Sheol."59 This statement suggests that death starts a process 

of natural decomposition, leaving only our scattered bones at Sheol's entrance. The 

55 Raphael, 55. 
56 Psalm 88:7. 
57 Psalm 49:17-18. 
58 Psalm 49: 15. 
59 Psalm 141 :7 
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presence of mere bones implies the death of c.onsciousness, the death of guilt, and the 

end of punishment. Death itself is the punishment. Sheol is merely a resting place for 

our physical remains. 

Sheol as Metaphor: The Proverbs 

If the Psalmist's interest in Sheol spoke to the Israelite's concern about 

individual mortality and God's judgment, the Proverbs use Sheol as a check on 

individual morality. Sheol is both a genuine place of punishment, and a shibboleth for 

whatever the authors deemed inappropriate. In this book, Sheol represents man's 

''yetter hara" which leads inevitably to death. As we learn to avoid sin and temptation, 

we learn to prolong our days through personal rectitude. 

In Proverbs 1, Sheol's ability to swallow men alive is compared with a thief's 

ability to plunder the innocent~ wholly and completely, leaving them with nothing. The 

proverb teaches that the sinner's world is so tempting that it is capable of obliterating 

everything it touches, and all that is good. Thus one must be particularly vigilant in 

avoiding temptation and sin.60 Proverbs 15 continues with this line of thinking, noting 

that the intelligent man's path leads upward, avoiding the dangers of Sheol below. In 

the battle between good and evil, the choice for good will prolong one's days, while 

the choice for sin will lead to Sheol/death.61 

In effect, the link between sin and death is made explicit in Proverbs 23, where 

the author advises parents to beat their children with a rod in order to save them from 

Sheol.62 The imposition of strict discipline will lead to moral rectitude, saving the child 

from sin and the clutches of death. In this verse, Sheol not only serve·s as a metaphor 

for sin, but also for the consequences of a sinful life - an untimely death. While the 

advice may seem hopelessly anachronistic, the dramatic use of the term "Sheol" 

60 Proverbs 1 : 12. 
61 Proverbs 15:24. 
62 Proverbs 23: 13-14. 
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emphasizes the import of the parents' conduct. 

Sheol is also used as a metaphor for inappropriate desire, particularly in the 

material and sexual realms. The Proverbs teach that just as man's desire for silver 

and gold cannot be satisfied, likewise, Sheol cannot be satisfied.63 As the midrashim 

will explicate later on, Sheol's ability to absorb more sinners is directly proportional to 

the number of sinners who are eligible. In short, the demand on Sheol can never 

outstrip its capacity. As long as there are sinners who covet, who place money and 

possessions above God and morality, Sheol will always be able to accomodate them. 

The adulterous or forbidden woman is also compared with Sheol. The 

Proverbs portray men, strolling down the path of the righteous, suddenly veering off 

course to follow a forbidden woman down into Sheol. In Chapter 5, a father warns his 

son about the dangers of th.e seductress. "For the lips of a strange [forbidden] woman 

drip honey; her mouth is smoother than oil; But in the end she is as bitter as 

wormwood, Sharp as a two-edged sword. Her feet go down to Death. Her steps take 

hold of Sheol."64 This forbidden woman appears again in Chapter 7, this time in 

harlot's clothing. She kisses the son without warning and seduces him with her 

perfumed, feminine wiles and her invitations to her house to make love. The father 

warns his son to keep on the narrow path and not to be led astray. "Her house is the 

way to Sheol, going down to the chambers of death."65 And in Proverbs 9, this woman 

will offer up temptations, so that the stupid and the sinful will follow her to her door. 

"He does not know that the refaim are there, That her guests are in the depths of 

Sheol."66 

The imagery is clear: when we put ourselves in the position of socializing or 

talking with a woman outside of the Israelite community, we are hurdling ourselves 

63 Proverbs 27:20. 
64 Proverbs 5:3-5. 

65 Proverbs 7:27. 
66 Proverbs 9: 18. 
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towards death. In these particularly misogynic verses, men are perceived as the 

eternal simpletons, easily seduced by the sexual wiles of the foreign seductress, who 

in classic "Mata Hari" fashion, need only point them in the wrong direction. Once they 

stray from the proper path, their one and only destination is the depths of Sheol. 

Indeed, the forbidden woman and Sheol are one and the same. The path to the 

woman's house .. to fraternization, to immorality, to a sexual relationship outside the 

boundaries of the community - is the path to Sheol. In the world of the Proverbs, there 

is little or no distinction between sin and death, between immorality and eternal 

damnation. 

The Book of Job 

The Book of Job takes the concept of Sheol back full circle, to its origins as a 

waiting area for the dead - a place large and open enough to accept personalities as 

diverse as Jacob and Korah. As Job describes it, Sheol offers no more or less hope 

than life itself; but perhaps death will relieve some of the pain and suffering. The 

movement from earth to Sheol simply marks the end of one's life and the end of one's 

body. There is no comfort that the rich will be punished; there is no comfort that the 

faithfµI will be rewarded; there is no belief that God is either merciful or compassionate 

to His people. Instead, Job mourns for the tragedy of consciousness; for our 

awareness of death, for our nobility in the face of death, and for our recognition that 

God's power - though spectacular in Maaseh Bereshit - may actually be too limited to 

answer our most basic theological questions. 

Job's suffering - the loss of his wife, his children, his home, and all of his 

possessions - gives him little hope or courage for the future. Not only has he lost 

everything that is dear to him, he is also suffering from lesions and boils on his skin. 

Surely, he will never experience any happiness again. Under these circumstances, 

Job expresses his belief in the permanence of death. "As a cloud fades away, So 
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whoever goes down to Sheol does not come up; He returns no more to his home; His 

place does not know .him."67 God cannot save Job, or anyone else, from Sheol. It is 

the place where everyone - regardless of their status - must eventually land. 

Moreover, the dead will not even be awake or conscious in Sheol. The dead 

will not perceive anyone - living or dead - in Sheol. Sheol is that realm where silence 

and darkness overwhelm even the righteous. Job mourns his loss as he tries to 

reconcile his faith in God with what he knows awaits him at his death. "If I must look 

forward to Sheol as my home, And make my bed in the dark place, Say to the Pit, 'You 

are my father,' To the maggots, 'Mother' 'Sister' .. Where, then, is my hope? Who can 

see hope for me? Will it descend to Sheol? Shall we go down together to the dust?"68 

If Sheol is to be J.Ob's home in the afterlife, there is little to which he can look 

forward. He will not see his family members there. Rather, the pit that will serve as his 

grave, the maggots that will attack and eat his body, these will be companions in 

death. In this land of darkness and forgetting, his body and his hope have 

disappeared. If the righteous suffer during their life, and death offers no hope, or even 

any cosmic significance, then God has disappeared as well. Just as Job descends 

into this black hole, likewise his hope, his search for meaning, follows after him. 

While Job may be confounded by the suffering of the righteous, he is also 

angered by the wicked who enjoy relative peace and prosperity during their lives. In 

Chapter 21, he asks in frustration, "Why do the wicked live on, prosper and grow 

wealthy? Their children are with them always, and they see their children's children. 

Their homes are secure, without fear; They do not feel the rod of God .... They spend 

their days in happiness, And go down to Sheol in peace."69 

In short, Job's philosophical question is this: if God is neither judging the wicked 

67 Job 7:9-10. 
68 Job 17:13, 16. 
69 Job 21:7-9,13. Job's concerns are in direct contradiction to Jacob who feared that he would not go 
down to Sheol in peace after Joseph's alleged death. 
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in life, nor in the afterlife, what is the purpose of God's connection with the world? If 

God has ceased to judge one's behavior, what difference does one's behavior make? 

Job clearly states that one's behavior makes no difference whatsoever, since the 

happy, healthy man dies the same death as the miserable, bitter man. "They both lie 

in the dust and are covered with worms."70 

And yet, even as Job renounces hope, he ponders if the wicked might still be 

punished in Sheol. In Chapter 24, a lengthy meditation on the fate of the wicked, Job 

tries to convince himself that God's judgment M even if not apparent on earth - actually 

extends beyond the grave. "And Sheol, those who have sinned. May the womb forget 

him; May he be sweet to the worms; May he no longer be remembered; May 

wrongdoers be. broken like a tree."71 Given his own suffering on earth, Job can no 

longer believe in a just God whose moral influence shapes people's lives. But this 

passage suggests that Job is desperately clinging to a last remnant of faith, to the 

belief that somehow the wicked will be judged in Sheol, even if it is just the satisfaction 

that sinners will be a tastier meal for the maggots than the righteous. 

Once again, for all of Job's rationality, for all of his certainty that God, the judge 

of judges, has put down his gavel in the afterlife, he stubbornly hangs on to God's 

retributive powers. We may all be in darkness in Sheol, but it is just a little darker for 

the wicked. We may all be eaten up by maggots, but the wicked are devoured with a 

little more gusto. We may all be down below the earth, but the wicked are down just a 

little bit further, further away from someone's memory. 

While these verses may reflect Job's prayers or wishes, rather than his belief 

system, they demonstrate that Job's views on Sheol and the afterlife were hardly 

monolithic, and may have included some thinking about the afterlife. Indeed, Job is 

engaging in the kind of speculation about the afterlife that was characteristic of the 

70 Job 21 :26. 
71 Job 24:19-20. 
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rabbinic periop a few centuries later. Even as Job argued with God and his 

acquaintances about judgment and mortality, it was a nearly impossible feat to give up 

on the idea of life after death, particularly when God's powers over life and death were 

so dramatic. 

Resurrection from Sheol 

Resurrection has been interpreted as God's power, in the messianic age, to 

revive the dead. Neil Gillman describes it this way. "[A]t the time of resurrection, the 

soul would be restored to the resurrected body, and that each individual human, with 

body and soul united as they were on earth, would come before God for judgment." 12 

It is not the soul, wandering back and forth between Gehenna and earth, nor is it God's 

power to prese.rve life and postpone death. Rather, it is God's unique ability to reunite 

a corporeal body with its former soul.73 

Although there are no references to resurrection in the Torah,74 both the 

Prophets and the Writings allude to God's power to raise the dead. In Psalms 30 a~d 

49, the Psalmist pays tribute to God's power. "God will redeem my life from the power 

of Sheol, for He will receive me." And similarly, ""O Lord, you brought me up from 

Sheol, preserved me from going down into the pit." 75 These verses, at first glance, 

suggest that God may have the power to raise the dead. But, what their poetry recalls 

is not God's power to resurrect the dead; rather, as Neil Gillman notes, it is God's 

power to frustrate death, to not let death have its way. These verses reflect God's 

power as the giver of life and death, and therefore, God is capable of prolonging life 

and postponing death. In these instances, God is saving the Psalmist from going 

72 Gillman, 260. 
73 This view of resurrection runs counter to the Zohar's mystical belief in reincarnation and the possibility 
that one soul may inhabit many different bodies in the course of time. This view of resurrection requires 
each human being to have his/her own individual soul. 
7 4 The concept of resurrection was apparently not part of the Pentateuchal religious system. 
75 Psalm 49:16 and Psalm 30:4. 
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down to Sheol in the first place, not raising them up from the afterlife.76 

In a similar vein, Ezekiel's "valley of the dry bones" speech is often cited as 

proof of God's power to revive the dead. 

"Thus said the Lord God: I am going to open your graves and lift you out 
of the graves, 0 my people and bring you to the land of lsrael .... I will put 
My breath into you and you shall live again, and I will set you upon your 
own soil. Then you shall know that I the Lord have spoken and have 
acted."77 

While the language surely suggests that God will revive the dead, these verses are 

traditionally interpreted as political allegory. Ezekiel's prophecy, in the wake of the 

destruction of the First Temple, was a call for the national and spiritual rebirth of the 

Israelite nation. Such language was not intended as a literal declaration of 

resurrection. Rather, Israel "shall live again" as a nation when the people can return to 

God's promised land. 

In contrast to the metaphoric language of the Psalms and Ezekiel, the book of 

Job simply denies God's power to resurreqt. In despair over his suffering, Job 

compares nature's wonderous infinitude to humanity's tragic mortality. "But mortals 

languish and die; Man expires, where is he? ... So man lies down never to rise; He will 

awake only when the heavens are no more."78 Job ponders one of the most vexing 

theological problems of the ages: why do the righteous suffer? His answer simply 

denies God's justice and power. Perhaps a just God would revive the dead in order to 

reward them in the next life. But in Job's mind, God is a sadistic creator, willing to 

sentence humanity to Sheol for eternity. 

The strongest evidence for resurrection in the biblical period can be found in 

76 Gillman, 70. See also Hannah's prayer from 1 Samuel 2:6. "The Lord deals death and gives life, casts 
down into Sheol and raises up." This verse reflects God's ability to do whatever God wishes to do. It does 
not imply God's power to resurrect the dead. 
77 Ezekiel 37:12, 14. 
78 Job 14:10,12. 
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the prophecy of Isaiah and the predictions of Daniel. In Isaiah, resurrection becomes 

the only reasonable way to account for the suffering of the pious. Thus, if justice can 

no longer be accomplished within the boundaries of life, then God must revive the 

pious dead to assure that justice is done. 110h, let your dead revive. Let corpses arise. 

Awake and shout for joy, You who dwell in the dust. For your dew is like the dew on 

fresh growth; You make the land of the shades come to life."79 

Isaiah's passage assumes that if God resurrects the dead, then God's divine 

justice will be vindicated. God's resurrection of the dead in the next world is a 

corrective to the Israelite suffering in this world. Moreover, as Gillman notes, these 

verses only imagine the resurrection of the pious. Resurrection is not a means for 

judgment; rather it is a reward to those who remained steadfast and faithful in the face 

of injustice in this lifetime.so The wicked, however, remain in Sheol. 

The most vivid discussion of resurrection may be found in the book of Daniel, 

which adds an explicit statement of punishment to the process. Scholars believe that 

Daniel was written just prior to the Maccabean revolt, when Antiochus IV was 

punishing Jews for striving to be pious.a1 Clearly, if Jews were martyred for the mere 

observance of religious law, God's justice would have to extend beyond life. "Many of 

those that sleep in the dust of the earth will awake, some to eternal life, others to 

reproaches, to everlasting abhorrence."82 

The passage not only supports God's power to resurrect the dead, but also 

states that wicked persons may be resurrected for the sole purpose of punishment. It 

suggests that at the end of days, God will resurrect many (not all) people; some (the 

pious) will be resurrected for eternal life, but others will only be resurrected so that 

they may stand before God to receive judgment. While this is a plausible explanation 

79 Isaiah 26:19. 
80 Gillman, 92. 

81 We are familiar with this story from the tales of Chanukah. 
82 Daniel 12:2. 
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and reflects its historical context,83 the judgment of the wicked remains problematic. 

Why must God resurrect the wicked in order to punish them? Why must their body and 

soul be reunited in order to receive God's judgment? By this time, Sheol is viewed as 

a place where the wicked are punished. Therefore, why not simply leave the person's 

soul down in Sheol's fire? 

The answer may be found in an emerging vision of God's responsibilities as the 

moral judge. While the Bible's evidence concerning resurrection remains 

contradictory and obscure, Daniel suggests that resurrection and judgment in the next 

world must be a part of God's divine plan. Accordingly, God as "judge" can not allow 

the wicked to escape judgment by simply leaving them In Sheol. Rather, the end of 

days requires individual judgment so that the righteous can be rewarded and the 

wicked can be punished. Indeed, by the time Daniel becomes a part of the canon, 

resurrection is not the ultimate demonstration of God's power; it is the ultimate means 

for dispensing reward and punishment. 

The Jewish community entered its next historical phase - the intertestamental 

period - far from certain of its future. Life under the Hasmonean dynasty was troubled, 

as Jews and Hellenizers struggled for the community's soul. Moreover, the religious 

leadership was beginning to fragment between the Pharisees, the Sadducees, and 

later on, the Essenes. Under these conditions, and with Greco-Roman influences 

lurking just above the surface, the concept of Sheol began to emerge as a real, threew 

dimensional chamber of horrors. 

The Apocrypha and Pseudepigrapha's Sheol is no longer the Bible's vague, 

dark land of the shades; rather, it is presented in bright living color, complete with 

shackles, tormented souls, and plenty of fire and ice. God is now firmly in control of 

the afterlife, and is portrayed as the ultimate Judge, sentencing Jewish enemies and 

83 Gillman alleges that the passage reflects the divisions between Jews during this Hellenist era. The 
Jews who adhered to Torah, and did not become Hellenized, were the Jews who received eternal life. In 
contrast, the Hellenists were the Jews who were resurrected in order to receive God's judgment. 89. 
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other sinners to eternal punishment in Sheol. Although the ideology and descriptions 

of Sheol appear somewhat harsh, this material serves as an important transition from 

the Bible's ambiguous, fleeting references to the Rabbis' poetic explanations of 

injustice, redemption and the olam haba . 
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the era. In these texts, we see the extraordinary theological development of the 

Jewish afterlife, as the biblical concept of Sheol is expanded from a relatively 

neutral waiting area to a realm of harsh, unforgiving judgment. These sources 

also provide contradictory evidence for a host of important questions on the 

afterlife, including: the separation of body and soul, the separation of the 

righteous from the wicked, the role of punishment at the time of judgment day 

(the end of days), the status of the soul immediately after death, and God's 

judgment of the individual in the afterlife. 

In the Second Book of Baruch, the author's vi~w of Sheol resembles th~ 

Psalms' land of silence and forgetting.3 The dead sleep in Sheol in relative 

peace an.d seren_ity, cut off from the fear and suffering of the living. "And lo, the 

righteous sleep in the earth in tranquility; For they knew not this anguish, nor yet 

had they heard of that which had befallen us." 4 The author laments that if only 

the living could communicate with the dead, they would say to those in Sheol, 

"Blessed are ye more than we who live." 5 This envy of the dead appears to 

reflect the Bible's view of Sheol as a place to rest, far away from the suffering of 

those who live under the oppression of foreign powers. There is not even a hint 

of torture or judgment in this passage, as the righteous sleep peacefully just 

beneath the earth.6 

Similarly, the Book of Sirach,7 authored by Ben Sira, expresses the same 

benign view of Sheol. This book, which is another example of the biblical genre 

3 Psalm 88: 4,5 and 7. 
4 Second Book of Baruch 11 :4-5. 
5 Id. 11: 7. 
6 This passage's negative existential view is interesting in light of the deads' apparent separation 
from God. If the dead have been cut off from the events of the earth, does it not logically follow 
that they have also been cut off from God? Peace appears to be a higher value than connection 
to the divine. 
7 Also known as the Wisdom of Ben Sira, or Ecclesiasticus. 
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of "wisdom literature,"8 describes Sheol In familiar, realistic terms. As in the 

Book of Ecclesiastes, Ben Sira believes that death is an inevitable aspect of 

existence. But, he also asserts that a person's attitude towards death is 

dependent on the quality of his life. Thus, for those who are prosperous and 

relatively happy, death will be seen as a bitter pill. But, for ~hose who may be 

sick, or who have lost hope, death will be seen as a welcome end to suffering.9 

R'egardless of one's life circumstances, death will always have the last word. 

"Fear not Death (it is) thy destiny, Remember that the former and the latter10 

(share it) with thee .... (Be it) for a thousand years, for a hundred, or for ten (that 

thou livest), In Sheol there are no reproaches concerning life."11 

Ben Sira alleges that, in death, everyone will share~ common fate. 

Whether a person has lived one hundred years with wealth and good fortune, or 

just ten years with illness and suffering, his time in Sheol will be the same. 

Death is the great equalizer, and offers no more comfort to the righteous thal) to 

the wicked. Sheol is not a realm of 'judgment. Rather, it is a neutral respite 

where nobody is reminded of life's inequalities or injustices. 

In another passage concerning death's inevitability, Ben Sira's words 

directly echo Psalm 49. The Psalm notes that both the foolish and the wise die, 

and that regardless of their fame or folly, the grave will be tlrleir eternal home.12 

The Psalm advises not to be concerned with those who amass wealth and 

possessions, "for when he dies he can take none of it along; his goods cannot 

follow him down [to Sheol]."13 Ben Sira uses this sentiment to urge those who 

8 This genre includes the Book of Job, Psalms, Proverbs, and Ecclesiastes, and in the 
Apocrypha, the Wisdom of Solomon. 
9 The Book of Sirach, 41: 1-2. 
1 O Those who ha,ve come before and those who will come after. 
11 Book of Sirach, 41 :3-4. 
12 Psalm 49: 10-12. 
13 lc!. 17-18. 
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have prospered to enjoy their wealth, to give it to loved ones, and even to 

indulge in personal pleasures when they arise. "Refrain not from the joy of the 

present, And let not the portion of a good desire pass thee by .... Give and take; 

yea, indulge thy soul, For in Sheol, there is no delight."14 In short, Ben Sira 

advises that since "you can't take it with you," you might as well enjoy life while 

you can. There will surely be no joy or pleasure in Sheol. 

Although Sheol may offer little in the way of solace, at least it does not 

torture its inhabitants. Rather, Sheol exists as a neutral, amoral oblivion, where 

everyone simply goes to sleep in the darkness and the silence.15 For the 

author, Sheol is simply a fact of death. 

The Pseudepigrapha, specifically, the Books of Enoch, begin to extend 

the boundaries of Sheol beyond the Bible's limited view. Although the Bible's 

primary concern is God's power and authority over Sheol, 16 the 

observer/traveler Enoch is intent on describing the afterlife; who (or what) go.es 

down to Sheol, and what do they encounter when they arrive. Enoch not only 

provides a much more detailed portrayal of the afterlife, but also serves as a 

thematic link between the Bible's generalized simplicity and the midrash's 

poetic mythology. 

The First Book of Enoch (hereinafter referred to as "1 Enoch"), Chapter 

22, provides some guidance to three major questions: first, does the soul 

separate from the body at the time of death; second, are the righteous and the 

wicked housed in separate locations within Sheol; and third, what happens in 

the afterlife between the time of death and the end of days? In verses 2 - 4, 

14 Book of Sirach 14: 14, 16. 
15 Book of Sirach 22:11. "Mourn for the dead, for his light has failed." In other words, the dead 
are in darkness, separated from the light. 
16 Accordingly, the Bible examines the relationship (is there one?) between man and God in 
Sheol, not the mechanics of the afterlife. 
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Enoch arrives in Sheol and describes what he sees. 

And there were four hollow places in it, deep and very smooth: 
three of them were dark and one bright and there was a fountain of 
water in its midst. And I (Enoch] said 'How smooth are these 
hollow places, and deep and dark to view.' Then Raphael 
answered, one of the holy angels who was with me, and said unto 
me: 'These hollow places have been created for this very purpose, 
that the spirits of the souls of the dead should assemble therein, 
yea that all the souls of the children of men should assemble here. 
And these places have been made to receive them till the day of 
their judgment, and till their appointed period [till the period 
appointed], till the great judgment (comes) upon them.' 17 

In this brief but crucial passage, the angel Raphael explains that Sheol is the 

universal repository for all souls. Thus, the reader may conclude that the body 

and the ·soul separate at some time after death, and that the soul (or the "spirits 

of the souls") goes down to Sheol to await the end of days, or Judgment Day. 

Moreover, these verses suggest that the wicked and righteous are located in 

different compartments of Sheol, and accordingly, their fates are very different.. 

The chapter then describes the four pits (hollow places) of Sheol, and the 

distinctions between each of them. One pit is entirely reserved for the righteous, 

who enjoy a bright spring of water running through the chamber.10 The three 

remaining pits are for the wicked and those involved with the conduct of the 

wicked. Thus, the second chamber is reserved entirely for the wicked, who 

were neither punished during their lifetimes, nor deprived of funeral rites upon 

their deaths.19 These sinners will be punished by great torment and tribulation 

until the end of days. "There [in the pit] He shall bind them for ever." 20 

17 1 Enoch 22:2 - 4. 

18 1 Enoch 22:9. According to Greek, Christian, and Jewish tradition, souls in the underworld 
suffered from thirst. See Matthew Black, The BQok of Enoch, p. 167. 
19 This was still considered the most serious punishment of a sinner in this world. Jd. 
20 1 Enoch 22:11. Although such languagE;i suggests eternal punishment, it is not clear what will 
happen to these sinners at the end of days. 



The third chamber is reserved for those who were victims of the sinner's 

conduct. For example, Abel was found in this chamber, a victim of Cain's 

murderous behavior. On Judgment Day, these souls will provide accusations 

and testimony against the sinners who wronged them. Although they are 

clearly not sinners, they are still considered the wretched, unfortunate souls 

whose lives were extinguished by the wicked. Accordingly, they are not 

considered among the righteous. Finally, the last pit is reserved for those who 

were not quite sinners, but who associated with them. This would appear to 

refer to Jews who collaborated with their gentile oppressors. While these souls 

were punished with eternal imprisonment, they might not have to endure further 

affliction at the end of days.21 

The division of the righteous from the wicked, and the subdivisions of 

responsibility amongst the wicked, reflect an unusually sensitive theological 

response to the moral status of the afterlife. The authors of Enoch employ the 

biblical imagery of Sheol as the universal gathering place of souls. However, 

within that structure, they build in a multi-tiered system of punishment to assure 

that God's justice will be carried out. Moreover, the authors' subtle gradations -

between the criminal, the aider and abetter, and the victim, demonstrate a 

profound, and rather modern, 1,mderstanding of the impact of sinful behavior on 

the community.22 

The authors also leave open the question of who, if anyone, will be 

resurrected at the end of days. The passage clearly states that. the wicked's 

fellow travelers will receive a lesser punishment than the wicked. At the end of 

21 Black, Commentary on 1 Enoch 22:13, p. 168. 
22 The authors make an interesting distinction between the righteous, who are truly deserving of 
an attelife reward, and the victims, who may or may not be righteous, but whose victim status does 
not confer "righteousness" upon them. In our own society, we tend to lionize victims, regardless 
of their actual circumstances. The authors do not want them to suffer more, but they also do not 
extend to them a status they may not deserve. 
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days, they will be left to sleep, thereby assuring that they will spend the rest of 

eternity in Sheol and not be resurrected.23 Therefore, logic suggests that if the 

wicked's associates will remain in Sheol, the truly wicked will remain there as 

well, perhaps enduring an even harsher existence than before. Moreover, the 

text suggests that the truly wicked shall endure torment in Sheol, and "there 

they shall be bound for ever." 24 

Despite the non~resurrection language, another passage echoes 

Daniel's ideology and implies that at the end of days everyone on earth and in 

Sheol will be resurrected and subjected to God's ultimate judgment. In a later 

chapter, one of the Enoch parables,2s the text states that: 

And in those days [the end of days] shall the earth give back that 
which has been entrusted to it, And Sheol shall give back that 
which has been committed to it, And Abbadon [Sheol] shall repay 
that which it owes. And he shall choose the righteous and holy 
from among them, For the day has drawn nigh that they should be 
saved."26 

This passage suggests that everyone, even the truly wicked, will be resurrected 

from Sheol, but only the righteous will ascend to be with God. Once the 

righteous ascend, then Sheol, the gathering place of all souls, effectively 

transforms into Gehenna, the realm of judgment for the wicked. In light of this 

passage, the souls in the other three chambers may indeed be resurrected, 

reunited with their corporeal selves, and then immediately punished and sent 

back down to Gehenna. 

Enoch's eclectic nature also includes, however, a passage that strongly 

echoes Isaiah's prophecy that only the righteous will move on to the next world. 

23 1 Enoch 22:13. 
24 1 Enoch 22:11. 
25 The First Book of Enoch contains a section with three parables. For purposes of this thesis, 
the second parable, which refers to Sheol in the context of the end of days, is the most relevant. 
26 1 Enoch 51 :1 - 2. 
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"And the righteous shall awake from sleep, He shall arise and proceed in the 

ways of righteousness, And all his paths and conversation shall be in eternal 

goodness and grace."27 The wicked (and their sins) "shall perish in darkness 

for ever, And shall no more then appear from that day for evermore."28 The 

resurrection - which takes the righteous and leaves behind the wicked in Sheol 

- is the actual demonstration of God's justice. The righteous are rewarded for 

their piety in this life with eternal life in the World to Come. And the wicked are . 

punished for their behavior in this life with eternal damnation in Sheol. In 

contrast to Daniel's "judgment day," any further judgment of the wicked would 

be superfluous because they would have already been sentenced to eternity in 

Sheol. 

The Second Book of Maccabees also comments on resurrection in the 

famous story of the defiant mother and her seven sons who refused to accept 

Antiochus' decrees against the observance of Torah. Each son made an 

inspiring speech prior to his execution, but three of the sons and the mother told 

their captors they were unafraid of death because of their personal faith in 

God's resurrection. Thus, the fourth son said, "you [the tyrant] shall have no 

resurrection unto life." 29 The son contrasts his own experience - being a good, 

observant Jew - with the guard/tyrant who will not know resurrection. His 

wicked soul will simply remain in Sheol, without a judgment or hope for a 

brighter future. 

The closest the Apocrypha comes to Daniel's "judgment" language is 

from the Testament of Benjamin, which states that "all will rise, some to glory 

and some to dishonor."30 The author expands on the Daniel material, 

27 1 Enoch 92:3. 

28 1 Enoch 92:5 

29 Gilman,102. 

30 The Testament of Benjamin, 10: 6 - 8. 
42 



introducing the concept of a universalist resurrection; that is, rather than just a 

resurrection of those who suffered at the hands of Antiochus, this passage 
-

envisions a universal resurrection of all those who had come before. As the 

language in Daniel suggests, however, some of those who are resurrected will 

be found guilty of wickedness and sent back to Sheol. 

Just as the prophets expounded on the wicked's fate in the netherworld, 

the Book of Enoch stresses God's wrath, as sinners great and small are cast 

down into Sheol's hungry jaws. Indeed, Sheol's reputation as a place of 

collective punishment is primarily based on the events that occur after the 

messianic era begins. In these apocalyptic passages, God is condemning large 

groups of sinners - kings, idol-worshippers, slanderers, even entire nations - to 

spend the rest of eternity in Sheol. 

In these messianic days, the author dramatizes the ascendance of the 

Elect One,31 who shall sit on the throne of glory and pass judgment on all of the 

non-righteous. While the righteous ones are blessed with peace and dwell 

nearby, the sinners are soon to be judged, and destroyed "from the face of the 

earth." 32 Moreover, when the Elect One (a.k.a. the "Son of Man") judges these 

sinners, they have no hope of redemption. 

"And he shall cast down the kings from their thrones and 
kingdoms 
Because they do not extol and praise him ... 
And the faces of the powerful shall change color and be covered 
with shame, 
And darkness shall be their dwelling and worms shall be. their 
beds, 

31 Christians assume that the "Elect One" is Jesus Christ. Jews interpret this passage as a 
reference to the Messiah. It depends, of course, as to whether the book is dated prior to, or after, 
the Gospels. One commentator notes, however, that if the Elect One was referring to Jesus, why 
isn't Jesus mentioned, either directly, or indirectly as the foundation of Christianity. This 
significant absence suggests that Enoch is a Jewish document and that the "Elect One" refers to 
an olam haba messiah. See Black, The Book of Enoch, p. 181. 
32 1 Enoch 45:6 
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And they shall have no hope of rising from their beds 
Because they do not extol the Name of the Lord of spirits."33 

This passage not only employs traditional biblical Sheol imagery, including 

darkness and the "bed of worms," but also offers no hope for redemption in the 

next world. A sinner who has no hope of rising from his bed will remain in 

Sheol for eternity. This denial of resurrection also appears just two chapters 

later, as the author writes, "And before them [the righteous] they [the wicked] 

shall fall and not rise again: And there shall be no one to take them by his 

hands and raise them up."34 

Just as the prophets reserved their basest feelings for idolators and 

enemy nations, likewise Enoch's authors express little sympathy for their plight. 

Echoing the language and the imagery of the Korah story, these sinners "who 

work iniquity shall be swallowed up, And from before the Lord of spirits sinners 

shall perish from off the face of the earth; Who shall not abide, but shall be 

exterminated for ever and ever."35 And shortly thereafter, "In those days Sheol 

shall open her mouth and they shall be engulfed therein, Their destruction 

Sheol shall not remit, But sinners shall be swallowed up from the presence of 

the elect." Sheol is animated as a hungry, sleeping giant who comes alive to 

swallow sinners whole, keeping them in its torturous pits forever. 

Although the Enoch para~le does not stress the act of repentance, one 

chapter does mention its potential efficacy. On Judgment Day, the righteous 

shall be victorious in the name of the Lord of the spirits (the Elect One). The 

gentiles will witness the righteous' victory, so that they may repent and give up 

their idol~worshipping ways. Once they have recognized the Lord's power and 

33 1 Enoch 46:5 - 6. 

34 1 Enoch 48:10. 
35 1 Enoch 53:2 
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authority, even though they will have no honor before Him, "yet through his 

name shall they be saved."36 But, whoever does not repent on this day shall 

perish before the Lord, and He will have no mercy upon them.37 While 

repentance may have some impact on Judgment Day, it does not appear to be 

an option in Sheol. Once ~ person is classified as a sinner in Sheol, the text 

does not mention any potential for redemption. In contrast to the rabbinic 

literature, which fr~quently refers to repentance and Sheol's limited 

punishment, Enoch's view of Sheol offers little more than eternal wrath and 

cruelty. 

Enoch's personal tour of Sheol offers the kind of description that has 

become synonymous with our modern understanding of Hell. Enoch describes 

Sheol as a "deep valley with burning fire" and a "burning furnace," inhabited by 

kings wearing leg shackles and iron chains of "incalculable weight." These 

chains would sink the sinners into the lowest "depths of hell."38 In another 

passage, a parable about the judgment of sheep, Enoch describes Sheol as the 

"place of condemnation" where the guilty are cast into a fiery abyss "full of 

flaming fire, and full of pillars of flre."39 

While the descriptions of Sheol occasionally soar into the realm of the 

author's imagination, they also reflect (to the extent possible) the biblical source 

material. The author depicts the wicked going down to Sheol, ''with all your 

possessions and all your glory and splendor, And in great shame and 

desolation and great slaughter, Your spirits shall be cast into the furnace of 

36 1 Enoch 50:2 - 3. 
37 1 Enoch 50:4 - 5. 
38 1 Enoch 54: 1 - 6. 
39 1 Enoch 90: 23 - 26. In this section, Enoch witnesses the Lord of the Sheep's day of 
judgment for the sneep. He describes the "sheep burning, and their bones burning" in the fiery 
abyss. 
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fire.''40 The reference to "all your possessions" recalls not only the story of Korah and 

his men, who were swallowed up along with all of their possessions, but also 

reassures the reader that the wicked's descendants will not enjoy the fruits from the 

wicked's poisonous tree. Furthermore, the verse affirms the separation between body 

and soul in the afterlife, since it is the "spirits" who will be cast down into the fiery 

furnace. 

Sheol's tortures are also described to reassure the righteous that wickedness 

will not go unpunished. Enoch swears to the righteous that the "spirits of you righteous 

who have died will live and rejoice and be glad."41 In contrast, it is the sinners who 

have everything to fear. 

Know that their souls will be made to descend into Sheol, 
And they shall be afflicted in great tribulation, and in darkness, and in the 
toils of death and in a blazing fire. 
And to their great judgment their souls will come, 
And the great judgment shall be for all generations for ever. 
Woe to you for you shall have no peace. 42 

In this passage, the Book of Enoch displays a particularly merciless approach to the 

aims of Sheol. Those who are cast into Sheol will not only endure the plagues of 

darkness and fire, but such punishment will be forever. Regardless of their desire for 

redemption, the Lord offers no mercy. As this material influences subsequent rabbinic 

texts, God's personality is portrayed with far more sympathy and compassion for the 

sinner who wishes to repent. 

This hellish imagery can also be found in the Second Book of Enoch 

(hereinafter as 2 Enoch), a work that is thought to have been written in the 1st century 

C.E. The book's description of the netherworld is unique in that it considers Sheol to 

40 1 Enoch 98:3. 
41 1 Enoch 103:4. 
42 1 Enoch 103: 7 - 8. See also 1 Enoch 63:10 for similar imagery. 
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be in the third realm of heaven.43 Indeed, such a description is in direct contrast to the 

Sheol/Gehenna literature, which suggests that if there is only one place, it is Sheol, 

with the righteous housed in a separate chamber from the wicked.44 

2 Enoch describes Sheol as a "very terrible place" with many different kinds of 

tortures. Such tortures include darkness and gloom, no light at all, with a murky fire 

constantly burning. There is a "fiery river," and everywhere there is fire, and 

"everywhere there is frost and ice, thirst and shivering." The chains and bonds are 

cruel, and the angels who oversee the place are "fearful and merciless, bearing angry 

weapons, merciless torture.,,45 It is an ugly and horrific scene that has surely had a 

profound influence on modern, albeit fire and brimstone, views of Hell. 

In addition to the descriptions of Sheol, 1st and 2nd Enoch briefly describe the 

types of sinners who are condemned to Sheol. As this chapter noted earlier, 

murderers were separated from the other wicked groups, and of course, idolators were 

certain to be cast into the fiery depths. But for the more typical sins of the community, 

Sheol's wrath is a threat against transgressors who fail to act in the community's best 

interests. 

Thus, in 1 Enoch, those who spread evil to one's neighbors will be slain in 

Sheol.46 Such language implies that this sinner will not receive his life sentence, but 

will actually be executed. Instead of living out quiet days of torment chained in 

darkness, this person's soul will simply cease to exist. Furthermore, those who are 

deceitful or who cause bitterness on the earth will be utterly condemned.47 

43 While the Midrash and Talmud both flirt with the metaphor of Gehenna and Gan Eden sharing space, or 
being separated by only a very thin line, this is the first example that I have encountered where Sheol is 
actually a chamber of heaven. 
44 2 Enoch 10:2-3. Charles notes that the idea of evil in heaven is alien to modern religious thought. 
However, in Job, Satan does appear in Heaven to discuss the nature of Job's faith. See Charles, 2 Enoch 
10:1 - 6. 
45 2 Enoch 10:1 - 6. 
46 1 Enoch 99:11. 
47 1 Enoch 99:12. 
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In contrast to these broad all-inclusive categories, 2 Enoch offers a laundry list 

of very specific behavior that warrants punishment in Sheol. Not unlike the Rabbis, 

who were concerned about defining precisely what behaviors to avoid, 2 Enoch is very 

clear about its own prohibitions. Chapter 10 begins with the general category of those 

who dishonor God, but quickly moves on to the Bible's prohibitions against maglc

making, enchantments and devilish witchcrafts.48 The passage then moves on to 

specific criminal, sexual, and social sins against the community, including murder, 

stealing, child sodomy, fornication, boasting (of wicked deeds), lying, slander, envy, 

and rancor.49 Sins that disrupted the social and institutional order of the community, 

that led to fighting and distrust between neighbors, warranted Sheol's wrath. Just as 

the Rabbis used Sheol's heavy, fiery hand to prevent immoral conduct, likewise the 

author of 2 Enoch had the same basic behavioral concerns. 

This passage is also admirable for condemning the behavior that is not 

observed. One must be aware of a neighbor's needs, and if at all possible, help m~et 

them. The failure to fulfill basic social obligations - feeding the hungry, clothing the 

naked, and giving tzedakah to the poor - will also bring about Sheol's wrath.50 Simply 

avoiding sinful behavior will not suffice. The absence of righteousness also warrants 

condemnation. 

Perhaps the most interesting aspect of the Pseudepigrapha material is its 

discussion of what occurs - practically and theologically - at the time of death. Does 

God judge us? What happens to our souls? Are they immediately assigned to a 

specific realm in the afterlife? Is the assignment permanent, or do we have the power 

to move up or down? Because the biblical and rabbinic sources do not really address 

these questions, this material is a welcome addition to our theological understanding 

48 See 1 Samuel 28 (Saul's encounter with the witch of Endor). 
49 2 Enoch 10:1 - 6. 
50 J.Q. 
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