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Series preface

New Studies in Biblical Theology is a series of  monographs that 
address key issues in the discipline of biblical theology. Contributions 
to the series focus on one or more of three areas: (1) the nature and 
status of biblical theology, including its relations with other disciplines 
(e.g. historical theology, exegesis, systematic theology, historical 
criticism, narrative theology); (2) the articulation and exposition of 
the structure of thought of a particular biblical writer or corpus; and 
(3) the delineation of a biblical theme across all or part of the biblical 
corpora.

Above all, these monographs are creative attempts to help thinking 
Christians understand their Bibles better. The series aims simul-
taneously to instruct and to edify, to interact with the current literature, 
and to point the way ahead. In God’s universe, mind and heart should 
not be divorced: in this series we will try not to separate what God 
has joined together. While the notes interact with the best of scholarly 
literature, the text is uncluttered with untransliterated Greek and 
Hebrew, and tries to avoid too much technical jargon. The volumes 
are written within the framework of confessional evangelicalism, but 
there is always an attempt at thoughtful engagement with the sweep 
of the relevant literature.

Christians were once known as those who knew how to die well. In 
the Western world today, however, many of us have succumbed to the 
pressures of the surrounding culture, making us slow to talk about 
death and what lies beyond. Our creeds teach us to long for the new 
heaven and the new earth, and to trust Christ so as to escape the 
judgment we deserve, but instead of joining Christian voices across 
the ages and crying, ‘Even so, come, Lord Jesus!’, we sometimes 
succumb to a practical atheism. The first step toward regaining an 
eternal perspective is to rediscover what the Bible actually says about 
life, death, judgment, resurrection and hell. And that is what Paul 
Williamson has undertaken. Taking care to understand the ancient 
Near East and the Graeco-Roman world against which backgrounds 
the biblical documents were written, he surveys the emphases of the 
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Old and New Testaments, working through the most important 
passages. This volume is likely to become the stimulus for more than 
one series of sermons on this subject. More importantly, it may well 
stimulate its readers to live life now and die well because they have 
learned to live with eternity in view, cherishing the blessed promises 
and consolations of the gospel of Jesus Christ.

D. A. Carson
Trinity Evangelical Divinity School
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1

Introduction

In this world nothing is certain, except death and taxes. Benjamin 
Franklin was not the first to draw the analogy,1 but probably deserves 
the credit for the modern idiom; and surely few would challenge its 
validity. Some may evade the taxman for a while, but he catches up 
eventually; and this is even more so in the case of the grim reaper. 
While some may wait longer than others, this is not something that 
any of us can ultimately avoid. Statistically, one out of  one dies. 
Currently, some 56 million each year; that is over 6,000 per hour, over 
100 per minute and almost 2 every second. And so long as the Lord 
tarries, we too will become part of that sobering statistic.

As such, we all have a vested interest in the topic of this book – 
which is not death itself  so much as what lies beyond it. While certainly 
touching on the nature of death and its significance for us as human 
beings, the primary focus is directed much more towards the afterlife 
or what Alec Motyer (2008: 1) euphemistically referred to as ‘Life 2: 
the sequel’. In particular, we will examine what the Bible says about 
this matter – but we will look at some extrabiblical perspectives as 
well, and consider how these inform, compare or contrast with the 
teaching of Scripture. But first let me explain the rationale for adding 
yet another book to the plethora of literature on this intriguing topic.

As a young Christian one of the first books I read was William 
Hendriksen’s The Bible on the Life Hereafter (1959). It contributed 
much to my theological development – especially concerning my under-
standing of personal eschatology. However, while the main topics of 
‘individual eschatology’ remain unchanged, some of the controversial 
matters are significantly different today, as also are the dialogue 

 1 Benjamin Franklin, in a letter to Jean-Baptiste Leroy, 1789, wrote, ‘Our new 
Constitution is now established, and has an appearance that promises permanency; 
but in this world nothing can be said to be certain, except death and taxes’ (Smyth 
1907: 69). Daniel Defoe made a similar observation about five decades earlier: ‘Things 
as certain as death and taxes, can be more firmly believ’d’ (1726: 269). Cf. also ‘Tis 
impossible to be sure of anything but Death and Taxes’ (Bullock 1716); ‘Death and 
Taxes, they are certain’ (Ward 1724).
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partners. For the most part Hendriksen was presenting the teaching 
of Scripture over against ideas proposed by heterodox groups, or cults 
such as Jehovah’s Witnesses.2 More recently, however, it is not just  
cults or non-evangelicals who oppose the traditional ‘orthodoxy’; 
today the challenges often arise from within the evangelical camp.  
Yet for the most part such scholars are questioning issues about  
which evangelicals of  various shades and traditions have previously 
agreed.

Nevertheless, those challenging the traditional orthodoxy in recent 
years are not uncomfortable with either biblical inspiration or its 
supreme authority in matters of faith and practice. Rather, most affirm 
an orthodox view of Scripture, and do not seek to challenge or 
undermine its authority. On the contrary, they are convinced that  
their understanding of personal eschatology is firmly supported by 
Scripture, which traditionally evangelicals have misinterpreted.

Thus in the chapters that follow we will explore several areas of 
debate in contemporary evangelical discussion in so far as death and 
the afterlife are concerned. The first chapter will set out the perspec-
tives of both our contemporary culture and the biblical world, before 
highlighting the traditional understanding of the biblical perspective 
and the issues over which evangelicals have more recently become 
more polarized. The biblical teaching on each of these more contro-
versial matters will then be examined in the chapters that follow. 
Chapter 2 will examine the question of what happens immediately 
after we die – with particular focus on the notion of an intermediate 
state and the increasingly controversial idea of a disembodied soul. 
Chapter 3 will examine the related question of a bodily resurrection, 
with particular focus on the timing and nature of this momentous 
event. Chapter 4 will explore the question of  a final, universal 
judgment, with particular focus on the relationship between ‘justifi-
cation by faith’ and ‘judgment according to works’. Chapter 5 will 
explore the eschatological fate of the reprobate – those who do not 
receive God’s approval on the last day – with particular focus on the 
biblical support for the traditional doctrine of hell (eternal conscious 
torment) vis-à-vis terminal punishment (conditional immortality or 
annihilationism). Finishing on a more positive note, chapter 6 will 
explore the biblical concept of  an eschatological ‘heaven’, with 
 particular focus on where such a paradise will be experienced and  
by whom.

 2 Admittedly, his chief  concern was the perspective of dispensationalism.
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My primary focus, however, is not the theological case that propon-
ents of various views can mount, but rather the prior question: What 
does the Bible say? Admittedly, all of  us approach Scripture with 
theological presuppositions; thus it would be naive to suggest that it 
is simply a case of reading Scripture in some sort of objective manner. 
However, we must not allow our theological presuppositions to skew 
or twist what the text says. Therefore, as we consider texts that we or 
others deem relevant to our topic, we must carefully examine them, 
not for how they measure up to our preconceived ideas, but for how 
our ideas and convictions measure up to these biblical texts.

In addition to the relevant scriptural texts, we must also consider 
pertinent intertestamental literature – texts that express the relevant 
eschatological expectations of Second Temple Judaism. While such 
literature is neither inspired nor authoritative, it helps us see how the 
Jewish understanding of death and the afterlife developed between 
the testaments, and thus offers important insight into first century 
thought that informs, at least to some extent, the personal eschatology 
of the New Testament. For instance, Jude’s explicit citation (Jude 
14–15) of 1 Enoch demonstrates that non-canonical Jewish texts had 
some impact on the eschatology of New Testament authors. And this 
is not an isolated case, as we will see below. Admittedly, such close 
literary dependence on non-canonical literature is extremely rare – but 
the fact that it occurs at all illustrates the significance of such material 
for New Testament eschatology. Therefore, while it would be wrong 
to prioritize these non-inspired Jewish books over the Old Testament, 
it would be equally mistaken to disregard them entirely, or to under-
estimate their importance for the interpretation of New Testament 
eschatology. Accordingly, the meaning and significance of this inter-
testamental material will also be examined below, in order to see what 
light it throws on the matters we are discussing.

Given their theological freight, as well as their significant pastoral 
ramifications, these are all issues that demand serious thought and 
careful biblical reflection. I hope, therefore, that the following dis-
cussion will stimulate a close examination of Scripture and foster 
adherence to what the Bible teaches (rather than simply to traditional 
dogma), and ongoing contention ‘for the faith that was once for all 
entrusted to God’s holy people’ (Jude 3).
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5

Chapter One

After death, what?  
Ultimate questions about 

death and the afterlife

How should we understand the nature of  death and what lies beyond 
it? Is death simply the cessation of  life and the end of  our exist- 
ence? Or is there some form of ongoing existence or afterlife? That 
is an issue, of  course, over which our contemporary world is deeply 
divided.1

Death and the afterlife in contemporary 
perspective
According to the opinion polls, there are three main positions on this 
matter.

Agnostics
Some 26% of people remain agnostic on this issue – they are not sure 
what happens after death; indeed, this is something that no one can 
really know about until after they are dead. Theoretically a ‘near-death 
experience’ might persuade an agnostic to think otherwise, but then 
again, this might be dismissed simply in terms of the human sub-
consciousness, or residual electrical activity in the brain.2 In any case, 
a true agnostic would generally plead ignorance. As one blogger put 
it, ‘I guess my “agnostic theory” would be that after we die, we don’t 
know anything anymore.’ To which another quickly replied: ‘Oh, I 
don’t know about that.’3

 1 A 2011 Global Poll (see Rey 2011) found that 51% believe that there is an afterlife, 
while 23% believe they will just ‘cease to exist’. Around a quarter (26%) simply do not 
know what will happen after death.
 2 For a concise discussion of neurobiological critiques and counter-arguments, see 
Clarke 2015: 168–175.
 3 See <https://www.reddit.com/r/agnostic/comments/vgln8/what_are_some_of_you_
agnostics’_theories_on_the_“afterlife”>, accessed 27 January 2017.
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Sceptics
For others, death is simply the permanent cessation of all our vital 
functions, the inevitable end of the biological process we call life; and 
as such, death effectively terminates our existence. We die, and we are 
dead. Other than fond memories and our decomposing corpses, there 
is really nothing left of us. In essence, we have ceased to exist. As 
Stephen Hawking memorably remarked, ‘I regard the brain as a 
computer which will stop working when its components fail. There is 
no heaven or afterlife for broken down computers; that is a fairy story 
for people afraid of the dark’ (Sample 2011). Or as another puts it:

I have always felt that when I die, I am dead and gone, my conscious 
life will end, my interactions with others will end, and I will be 
simply GONE. . . . My afterlife will be in the memories of those I 
knew, those who loved me, those who carry me on in their hearts. 
I, myself, cease to exist. (Sullivan 2010)

‘Believers’
However, for most of us death is not nearly so bleak as that. Rather 
than being the end of our existence, it is an experience that we will 
instantly or at least ultimately survive. Despite the ardent denials of 
humanists and rationalists, apparently over half  of us still believe that 
there is some form of ongoing existence beyond death. Of course, 
how we understand this varies greatly. Some think of such an afterlife 
in terms of reincarnation or the transmigration of souls: a successive 
series of rebirths, eventually leading to some form of liberation or 
enlightenment or transcendence. Others think in terms of migration 
to a supernatural or metaphysical realm, from where the dearly 
departed can still communicate with or even manifest themselves to 
the living. Still others think in terms of a temporary abode – in some 
kind of interim state – where the dead experience joy or pain until a 
future resurrection and final judgment.4 And then, of course, there 
are those who imagine that their lost loved ones become stars or 
angels. Some time ago one of those translucent car window stickers 
caught my attention. It wasn’t the usual stick-figures of the nuclear 
family: two parents, three children and the pet dog. No, this one read, 
‘Mary Jones, 1955–2015: heaven has gained an angel.’5 Some people, 

 4 This is the understanding of Islam.
 5 The name and dates have been changed, but the rest is entirely accurate.
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it seems, sincerely believe this concept that has been popularized by 
Hollywood: that the dead actually become angels. And many others 
have formed their own rather hedonistic concept of  the afterlife – 
heaven is perceived as a kind of  celestial resort, where people indulge 
their desires and pursue their personal interests to their hearts’ 
content – whether that is professional cricket, soccer, or whatever 
pleasure they prefer. And for those with a more austere notion of 
heaven, hell is where you go for the company rather than the climate. 
Clearly not all who express such ideas take the afterlife too seriously; 
but apparently some do, and take false comfort in such popular 
sentiment.

So as far as our contemporary world is concerned, there is a wide 
range of perspectives on this question of death and the afterlife – even 
among those who believe in the latter. Perhaps it should not surprise 
us that the situation was not dissimilar in the ancient world, to which 
we will now turn our attention.

Death and the afterlife in ancient perspective
Attention will be confined here to the various cultures that arguably 
had some bearing on Israelite/Jewish culture, and hence on the biblical 
teaching concerning death and the afterlife. Thus we will first consider 
attitudes to death and the afterlife in the ANE; and then we will have 
a look at the attitudes reflected in the Graeco-Roman world.

Death and the afterlife in the ancient Near East
The idea of survival beyond death was ubiquitous in the ANE. As 
John Walton (2006: 324) observes, for them the question was not ‘Is 
there life after death?’ No one really doubted this; rather, their question 
was, ‘What are the conditions in the afterlife, and how can one improve 
or achieve more desirable conditions there?’ For the most part, the 
ANE concept of the afterlife was rather gloomy. Their nether world 
was filled with monsters and demons; negotiating through this to a 
better afterlife entailed various difficulties; it also required significant 
assistance from the living.

Egypt
As is well known, death and the afterlife were obviously important 
issues in ancient Egypt – indeed, one might reasonably infer that the 
Egyptians were almost obsessed with such. However, this was not 
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merely a morbid fascination with death itself. Rather, it stemmed from 
the desire for a pleasant afterlife: they wished to ensure that they could 
enjoy in the afterlife what they cherished in the here and now. The 
ancient Egyptians thus devoted more attention to death and beyond 
than any other ancient civilization. However, their beliefs developed 
and changed over time. Indeed, their ideas were never necessarily 
uniform at any given point in time – like other ANE religions, they 
did not have a ‘systematic theology’. This makes it difficult to 
summarize the core ideas of their ‘eschatology’. But at the risk of 
gross oversimplification, let me offer a brief  synopsis.

Egyptian anthropology was very complex: a person consisted of 
various elements,6 all of  which had to be sustained and protected 
from harm in order to enjoy a happy afterlife. Two of these elements, 
the vital life force or energy (ka) and the personality (ba), were thought 
to go to the underworld (Duat) when a person died. The ka or life 
force not only survived death, but was able to eat, drink, smell – in 
fact, anything that was possible in the present life. Like the ka, the 
ba or personality would periodically return to the corpse, and could 
not in fact survive without it. For this reason the body had to be 
preserved intact – hence the practice of  mummification;7 more- 
over, the remains also had to be recognizable by their roaming alter 
ego (ba) – thus the tomb was marked by identifying inscriptions and 
the dead person’s face was often painted on the mummy’s head 
covering.

But as well as these necessary steps in halting decomposition and 
ensuring the recognition of one’s corpse, various items necessary for 
the afterlife were deposited in the tomb – either the physical realities 
themselves or simply pictures of such.8 Most importantly, numerous 
spells were considered necessary for a successful journey through  
the underworld. This was thought to be a perilous terrain, beset  
by malevolent beings and dire situations. Originally the magic spells 
that secured safe passage appeared on the walls of  the pyramids 

 6 A natural body, a spirit-body, a heart, a double, a heart-soul, a shadow, a spirit- 
soul, and a name. So Budge (1960: 81), as cited by Yamauchi (1998: 28).
 7 Parts of  the body that might contribute to decomposition (such as the liver, 
stomach, lungs and intestines) were removed and interred (in jars) along with the body. 
The brain (thought of as simply ‘stuffing’ for the head) was removed through the nostrils 
and often discarded. The heart was left in situ, or placed near the throat, due to its 
close association with a person’s life force.
 8 The deceased was thought to benefit from such items through a sympathetic, 
magical relationship.
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(c. 2350 bc);9 they later evolved into ‘Coffin Texts’ – inscriptions 
written on coffins and tomb walls. They also were written on sheets 
of  papyrus, and eventually these formed a corpus of  some 200 
‘chapters’ that constituted the now infamous Book of the Dead.10 Well, 
it is if  you have watched The Mummy or its Hollywood sequel.

The ultimate trial one faced in the underworld was the ‘Judgment 
of the Dead’. For this, the deceased was escorted by the jackal-headed 
Anubis to the courtroom of Osiris.11 After an assertion of personal 
innocence – the deceased’s denying that he or she had committed 
various sins and taboos (the so-called ‘negative confession’) – the 
deceased’s heart was placed on a scale, where it was weighed against 
the ‘feather of truth’.12 Should the heart be heavier than the feather, 
either it, along with the entirety of the deceased person, would be 
devoured by the ravenous hybrid creature that sat beside the scales,13 
or (according to other texts) the condemned would be drowned or 
cast into a place of unremitting darkness and stagnation – where the 
dead walked upside down, consumed urine and excrement, and were 
tortured by fire and snakes. Either way – whether one was banished 
to this ‘outer darkness’ of the underworld or simply annihilated – this 
second death was the worst fate imaginable.

By contrast the blessed dead (those whose hearts were no heavier 
than the feather of  truth) were transported across a stream by a 
boatman to the blissful realm of Osiris and Ra, with whom they would 
be for ever united. During the night, they would go down into the 

 9 It is unclear whether or not this reflects an original belief  that only kings enjoyed 
an afterlife, or simply that only these texts have survived from this period. If  the latter, 
any suggestion of a ‘democratization of death’ taking place after the demise of the Old 
Kingdom is built on a somewhat shaky premise. Cf. Hays 2015: 74–76.
 10 The Egyptians themselves referred to such texts (no two books were the same, but 
contained a variety of relevant spells, many of which constituted a common core)  
as the Book of ‘Going Forth by Day’. Such texts were believed to give the deceased 
the magical power to overcome death, as it were, through safe passage to divinity  
in the Field of Reeds.
 11 In the third millennium bc Anubis was the foremost god of the dead and the judge 
who determined the lot of the dead in the afterlife, but this role was eventually assumed 
by Osiris, while Anubis took on a more subordinate role. According to the Osiris myth, 
Osiris was murdered by his jealous brother and subsequently dismembered into fourteen 
parts which were scattered widely. However, Isis, the sister and wife of Osiris, managed 
to regather most of these, magically impregnate herself, and give birth to Horus. Having 
defeated death and sired an heir, Osiris sank into the underworld and became king of 
that subterranean realm.
 12 This feather embodied the totality of maat, the cosmic order and code of proper 
ethical conduct.
 13 Ammut/Amamet (Gobbler) was a hybrid creature that was part crocodile and part 
hippopotamus.
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underworld to join the Osiris part of themselves in a state of perfect 
completion and repose. During the day they would live in the sky, the 
primary home of the gods. Here they would enjoy immeasurable 
abundance and pleasure in a place where each had a plot of ground 
that produced an inexhaustible harvest (this place is variously referred 
to as the ‘Field of Reeds’, ‘Field of Offerings’, ‘Isles of the Just’ or 
the ‘Great City’).

To assist the dead on their journey to such a happy afterlife, family 
members had several significant responsibilities. To start with, they 
had to ensure that the corpse was properly preserved and that all the 
required funerary rituals were carried out. This included placing  
the aforementioned magical spells alongside the mummified body to 
ensure a successful navigation of the underworld. It also entailed  
the all-important ‘opening of the mouth’ ceremony, which allowed the 
mummy to receive its protecting spirit as well as its food offerings. 
Such care of the dead had also to be maintained by way of ongoing 
care of both the tomb and the dead. Failure to carry out such duties 
would evoke the ire of the deceased’s ghost, who would then begin 
meddling malevolently in the affairs of the living. Thus the Egyptians 
feared not only death itself, but also the dead, who could be sought 
for help and blamed for harm.14

For ancient Egyptians, death was thus an ominous prospect. Never-
theless, with adequate preparation, assistance and, most especially, the 
proper use of magic, a blessed afterlife was considered attainable.15

Syria-Palestine
The prospect of the afterlife was not quite so attractive further north, 
in Syria-Palestine. Information about the eschatology of the indigen ous 
peoples there is gleaned largely from texts discovered early last century 
(1929) in the ruins of ancient Ugarit (modern Ras Shamra),16 a Bronze 
Age city state located on the Syrian coast just across from Cyprus.

At Ugarit death was personified as the god Mot, perceived in terms 
of an insatiable abyss that swallowed up mortals as well as the fertility 
god Baal. According to Ugaritic myth, a perpetual conflict raged 
between these two deities (i.e. life and death); this was reflected in the 
seasonal cycle experienced on earth. But while both Mot and Baal 

 14 For more on this, see Hays 2015: 76–83.
 15 However, a less hopeful attitude appears to have developed from c. 1000 bc.
 16 As Hays points out (2015: 99), it is somewhat misleading to equate Ugaritic religion 
with ‘Canaanite religion’ since biblical ‘Canaan’ encompassed southern Palestinian 
nations with religions unlike that of Ugarit.
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periodically return from the underworld, death appears to be the 
mightier of the two, and there is only the slightest hint of anything 
positive about the afterlife.

It was believed that at death, a person’s ‘spirit’ (npš; cf. Heb. nepeš) 
left through their nose like a gust of wind. The physical remains of  
the dead were buried under one or more homes in shared tombs. The 
netherworld to which the departed spirits descended was perceived in 
terms of a vast underground cave, and its royal denizens were described 
as divinized beings or ‘gods’ (ilm);17 these were ruled over by the sun 
goddess, Shaphash. The Ugaritic texts also refer to the deified ancestors 
or heroes who reside in the underworld as rapiuma; this term is closely 
related to the Hebrew word rĕpā’îm, which likewise refers to the spirits 
or ‘shades’ of the dead in some Old Testament texts (e.g. Isa. 26:14).18 
As in most of the ANE, libations and offerings were ‘presented’ to 
these dead ancestors in order to secure blessing in this life. In con-
nection with this, some understand the Ugaritic marziḥu (cf. Heb. 
marzēaḥ) as a funerary feast for such departed ancestors,19 an expres-
sion of the so-called cult of the dead.20 However, it may arguably refer 
simply to a drunken banquet, perhaps more akin to some Irish wakes, 
if  associated with the dead at all (cf. Amos 6:7; Jer. 16:5–9).

In any case, it appears the most positive thing that one could hope 
for in the Ugaritic concept of the afterlife was the opportunity to eat 
and drink with the deity – but this was only possible if  a living relative 
carried out the appropriate ritual and sacrificial provision. Still, even 
this was positively upbeat in comparison to the afterlife envisioned in 
Mesopotamia.

Mesopotamia
As far as a bleak and negative afterlife was concerned, Mesopotamia 
was unmatched. With rare exceptions, death was considered the lot 
of every human being and immortality was a forlorn hope. This point 

 17 Extant texts do not comment on the divinization of the dead more generally (i.e. 
those who were not kings or heroes); however, this may be due to the almost exclusively 
elite provenance of the surviving texts (so Hays 2015: 115).
 18 In the OT this term is also used in an ethnic sense, with reference to the pre- 
Israelite inhabitants of  Canaan (Gen. 15:20), and to the most imposing ones in 
 particular (Num. 13:33; 1 Chr. 20:4). For the possible significance of this term for the 
conception of the afterlife in the OT, see the following chapter.
 19 Thus understood, the marziḥu meal might take place at the time of burial or in 
subsequent commemoration of the dead.
 20 Hays helpfully defines this as ‘the continuing care of the dead under the assump-
tion of their power’ (2015: 95).
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is highlighted in the Epic of Gilgamesh.21 While Utnapishtim, the 
Noah-like figure who survived the Flood, was granted immortality, 
even Gilgamesh, his heroic descendant, was not, and was also robbed 
of the opportunity to be rejuvenated to youthful vigour.22 The lesson 
for lesser mortals seems fairly clear.

In death a person gave up his or her breath and became a ghost 
(eṭemmu). The bodies of the deceased were sometimes buried under 
a special section of their own house rather than in a separate tomb. 
As in other ANE cultures, the oldest son was responsible for main-
taining such duties as providing the dead with food and drink and 
other supplies;23 he was also expected regularly to pronounce their 
names to ensure that the dead were not forgotten by the living. 
 Particularly important in this regard was the kipsu banquet, to which 
dead ancestors would be invited and from whom blessing on the living 
would be sought. As in other ANE thought, the living could contact 
the dead (through a medium or necromancer) and the ghosts of the 
dead could affect the circumstances of the living. Restless ghosts were 
considered particularly malevolent and were thus especially feared.24 
Accordingly, imitative magic25 and numerous spells were designed to 
ward off  such malevolent ghosts or demons,26 such as those thought 
to attack people sexually at night,27 or who were considered respon-
sible for what we refer to as cot death or sudden infant death syndrome.

 21 Gilgamesh, king of Uruk, reigned c. 2600 bc. For the text of the epic, see Pritchard 
1969: 72–98.
 22 Gilgamesh is directed by Utnapishtim to obtain an underwater plant growing in 
Apsu (personified water) which has such rejuvenating properties, but after Gilgamesh 
finds it, it is stolen from him by a snake. See Yamauchi 1998: 33.
 23 As Hays (2015: 38) observes, it is unclear if  these supplies, which in the case of 
kings could be as extensive as their Egyptian counterparts, were meant as supplies for 
the afterlife journey or as offerings for the underworld gods (or both). At an earlier 
period (third millennium bc), this retinue included sacrificed human servants, but there 
is no evidence of such a practice in the first millennium.
 24 According to Yamauchi (1998: 35) such restless ghosts included those denied 
funerary offerings, suicides, still-born or malformed foetuses, women dying in childbirth 
and youths who died unmarried.
 25 E.g. substitute figurines of ghosts could be made and tossed into the river; in the 
month (June–July) when Tammuz was believed to descend back into the underworld, 
a haunting ghost could thus be sent down along with him.
 26 The ghosts of the dead were clearly understood to be in some sense divinized, and 
the unhappy or restless dead could thus become part of the demonic world and be 
identified as such. Paradoxically, therefore, while the dead were in some sense weakened 
(in that they could no longer provide for themselves), their ghosts also exercised 
 considerable power and influence in the physical world.
 27 Interestingly the Hebrew cognate for such male (lilû) or female (lilitu) phantoms 
or demons appears in Isa. 34:14 (lîlît).
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The underworld itself  was commonly referred to as ‘the Great City’, 
‘the Great Below’, or ‘the Land of No Return’. It was believed to have 
three tiers: the lowest level was the court of the gods of the under-
world; the middle level was the watery realm of the deity Apsu; and 
the upper level immediately under the earth’s surface was the ‘residence 
of the spirits of men’.28 The entrance was supposedly in the west, 
where Shamash (the sun god) was believed to go down at night and 
travel under the earth before resurfacing in the east the following 
morning. To access the underworld, the dead had to cross a river with 
the aid of a boatman called ‘Remove-hastily’. Presumably the sooner 
he carried out his task the better! The grim reality of the underworld 
is graphically depicted in the Epic of Gilgamesh as follows:

To the house which none leave who have entered it,
On the road from which there is no way back,
To the house wherein the dwellers are bereft of light,
Where dust is their fare and clay their food.
They are clothed like birds, with wings for garments,
And see no light, residing in darkness.

(Pritchard 1969: 87)

Other texts speak of vermin and worms feeding on the soul, souls 
becoming birdlike,29 and the underworld having seven gates with bars, 
bolts and demonic gatekeepers – all suggesting no hope of escape. A 
slightly more tolerable scenario is envisaged in some parts of the Epic 
for the brave or virtuous, and those with numerous sons. This was 
probably to ensure that the dead were duly honoured by the living.30 
In any case, there seems to be no concept of escaping from the grave,31 

 28 Yamauchi 1998: 33–34.
 29 This is a common motif  in most of the ANE afterlife traditions, and may also be 
alluded to in Isaiah (cf. Isa. 8:19; 29:4).
 30 See Heidel 1949: 191–192. Heidel notes that if  a man died in battle, his parents 
could support his head and so ‘comfort’ him, and those with more children enjoyed 
more privileges (such as eating bread, drinking water from wineskins of the deep), and 
more honourable duties in the underworld.
 31 Formerly it was thought that such a concept of resurrection is reflected in the 
Descent of Inanna/Ishtar to the Netherworld myth, in which the queen of heaven 
(Sumerian: Inanna; Akkadian: Ishtar) attempts to seize control of the kingdom of the 
underworld from her sister Ereshkigal, queen of the underworld. When this attempt 
ends in failure, and she is revived from death, she must find a substitute to take her place 
in the underworld. Discovering that her husband Tammuz is not overly concerned about 
her recent demise, she selects him to take her place in the underworld. From there 
Tammuz’s spirit ascends to partake of the offerings made to the dead – but this is clearly 
not a resurrection as was previously thought. In another text (Ludlul bēl nēmeqi, 
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or any hope of  a blessed afterlife such as the Egyptian ‘Field of 
Reeds’ or the Greek ‘Elysian Fields’.

Persia
A much more positive eschatology is reflected in Persia, the last of 
the ANE cultures to which the Israelites were exposed. According to 
Zoroastrianism,32 the main religion of pre-Islamic Persia, humans 
have bodies that, besides the obvious corporeal parts, are composed 
of four invisible aspects: (1) ‘life’ or ‘vitality’; (2) ‘soul’; (3) ‘light’; and 
(4) ‘spirit’. On the third day after death the soul ascends for judgment 
to a mythical mountain at the centre of the earth. Here its good and 
bad thoughts, words and deeds are weighed in a balance. If  the good 
outweighs the bad, the soul successfully crosses ‘the Bridge of the 
Separator’ and ascends to heaven. If, however, the bad outweighs  
the good, this broad bridge radically contracts, and the soul plunges 
into a hellish underworld, where a satanic figure presides over retribu-
tive punishment.33

Subsequently, the bodies of both the blessed and the damned are 
resurrected and the departed spirits are re-embodied for final 
judgment. For this, molten metal will erupt from the mountains to 
form a river of fire. Both the re-embodied souls, as well as those still 
alive at this time, must pass through this flowing inferno. The good 
will be saved through divine intervention, whereas the body and soul 
of the wicked will either be consumed and perish, or will be purged 
of all corruption.34 This river of fire will then flow into hell, which it 

(note 31 cont.) c. 1600–1200 bc), the Babylonian god Marduk is credited with being 
able to ‘restore his dead to life’ and ‘restore to life from the grave’, which could suggest 
the possibility of ‘revivification’ rather than simply deliverance from premature death. 
However, while it may be ‘apparent that such resurrection imagery continued to be 
operative throughout the history of Babylon and Assyria’ (Hays 2015: 55), it remains 
unclear what was understood by this, or why it is not more prevalent in the extant texts.
 32 Many of the extant written sources (e.g. Avesta and Pahlavi texts) on the main 
religion of pre-Islamic Persia come from the mid to late first millennium ad, centuries 
after the demise of the Persian Empire. Nevertheless, a developed eschatology is attested 
by a Greek historian (Theopompus) in the mid-fourth century bc. However, it is unclear 
how much of this (e.g. bodily resurrection) can be traced back to the teaching of 
Zoroaster himself.
 33 According to the dualism of Zoroastrianism, there were two major deities: Ahura 
Mazda, the one eternal uncreated Being, was wholly good, wise and beneficent; co- 
existing with him, however, was another uncreated Being, Angra Mainyu, who was 
wholly evil, ignorant and malign, but eventually doomed to perish.
 34 The former is suggested by Boyce (1992: 1170). Yamauchi, however, suggests that 
‘the sins of the damned will be burnt away by the ordeal and the wicked will be purged’ 
(1998: 42). Presumably this reflects a conflict of opinion in the various sources.
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will purge by destroying the satanic figure and his demonic horde, and 
thus evil will finally be eradicated. The blessed will then share in a 
meal that will make their bodies immortal, and they will live for ever 
in the kingdom of God on a perfected earth – resembling a botanical 
garden (paradise) in spring time.

Death and the afterlife in the Graeco-Roman 
world
When it comes to ancient Greek notions of death and the afterlife, 
we possess numerous sources and a plethora of conflicting views – 
often within the same source.35 For some, this suggests that the authors 
did not take nor intend their readers to take these afterlife descriptions 
too seriously. More likely, however, it was simply a case of not taking 
the imagery literally – that is, as accurate depictions of what the under-
world was truly like. There is every indication that they fully intended 
readers to take the material seriously – especially with respect to 
lessons concerning life in the here and now.

While some form of Platonism was quite common by the first 
century, not all followed Plato, who is often credited with the concept 
of a dualistic anthropology. However, as is clear from what we have 
seen already, distinguishing between a mortal body and surviving 
aspects such as a ‘soul’ was technically not an innovation of Greek 
philosophers at all.36 So we should probably be cautious about 
 dismissing all forms of dualistic anthropology as inherently Platonic. 
In any case, not all philosophers embraced the Platonic view of the 
immortality of the soul: some, like Aristotle,37 were much closer to 
what today would be labelled ‘physicalists’ or ‘materialists’. As such, 
they viewed death as terminal; like many atheists in our own day, they 
understood death simply to be the end of our existence.

Reflections on death and the afterlife in the Roman period generally 
continued along the lines of the Greeks; for some, Hades or Pluto was 
the post-mortem destiny for most people, including fallen heroes; 
others embraced the Platonic concept of death releasing immortal 

 35 Sources include mythological epics, philosophical and religious writings, and 
archaeological remains.
 36 According to Segal (2004: 205) it was ‘a radical dualism in which the immortality 
of the soul was provable, beatific and the natural goal of existence’ that was innovative 
in Plato’s philosophy.
 37 For the most part, Aristotle seems to deny that the soul could survive death, 
although in one text he seems to suggest that the mind or rational aspect of the soul 
may do so.
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souls from bodily imprisonment, or the hope that those living noble 
lives would be rewarded with an eternal home in the heavens. Some, 
however, mocked any idea of individual post-mortem survival, viewing 
death simply in terms of annihilation.

Death as the end
Rejection of  an afterlife is associated with both Epicureans and  
Stoics, although Stoicism was much less uniform in this respect. 
 Epicureans typically denied any afterlife whatsoever. They suggested 
the following:

When we exist, death is not present. But when death is present, 
then we do not exist. It [death] is nothing, then, either to the living 
or to the dead, since concerning the former it does not exist, and 
concerning the latter, they no longer exist.
(Epicurus 10.125, cited in Segal 2004: 222)

For Epicureans death was obviously the complete end of existence, 
and was therefore nothing to be feared. After all, if  one no longer 
exists, there is no afterlife, no post-mortem suffering or punishment; 
quite simply, there is nothing at all. Probably expressing such 
sentiment, a popular tomb inscription read as follows: ‘I did not exist, 
I do not exist, I do not care.’38

Others adopted a less extreme position than this, neither completely 
denying the soul’s survival with Epicureans, nor completely accepting 
it with Platonists. Many Stoics, for example, believed that while the 
soul was corporeal,39 all (or at least, wise) souls survived death; but 
unlike the universe, the soul was nevertheless perishable – thus it 
would not survive the fiery conflagration (ekpyrosis) that was under-
stood to recreate the universe periodically (in an endless cycle or 
palingenesis). At the conflagration, souls that had survived death 
would thus be reabsorbed into the divine soul, and their constituent 
elements would be redistributed in the new creation. So even for those 
Stoics who allowed for the survival of the human soul beyond death, 

 38 Latin: non fui, non sum, non curo (often abbreviated as n.f.n.s.n.c.). It is possible, 
however, that such conventional inscriptions were used with little or no thought of 
their original meaning (such as R.I.P. – originally a prayer that the soul of the deceased 
might find peace in the afterlife – might often be used on headstones today simply of 
the body resting in the grave).
 39 Early Stoics maintained a close interaction of body and soul, believing both to 
be corporeal.

NSBT_DeathAfterlife_USA.indd   16 12/14/17   8:12 AM



About the Author

Paul R. Williamson is lecturer in Old Testament, Hebrew and Ar-
amaic at Moore College, Sydney. He is the author of Sealed with an 
Oath, a contributor to New Dictionary of Biblical Theology and Dic-
tionary of the Old Testament, and coeditor of Exploring Exodus.

Also by Paul R. Williamson
Sealed with an Oath

https://www.ivpress.com/sealed-with-an-oath

	Cover
	Short Title Page
	Title Page
	Copyright
	Dedication
	Contents
	Series preface
	Author’s preface
	Abbreviations
	Introduction
	1 After death, what? Ultimate questions about death and the afterlife
	2 Death—the ultimate separation?
	3 Resurrection—the ultimate makeover?
	4 Judgment—the ultimate verdict?
	5 Hell—the ultimate holocaust?
	6 Heaven—the ultimate destination?
	Conclusion
	Bibliography
	Index of authors
	Index of Scripture references
	Index of ancient sources
	Titles in this series
	Praise for Death and the Afterlife
	About the Author
	More Titles from InterVarsity Press
	Academic Textbook Selector

