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THE DOCTRINE OF IMlvlORTALITY AS. IMPhlCJlT

IN THE OLD TESTAMENT.

It is not the purpose of this paper to attempt the

demonstration of -any proposition to the effeqt that the doctr .ne 

of immortality is an integral part of Old Testament teaching.

Nor is i-t intended to 'develop) any kinderd proposition by de­

pendence Upon direct .proof. Our thesis is simply that a b^-r.  

lief in immortality is an implicit corpllary of many fundamen .al 

Old Testament doctrines considered severally and the essentia , 

complement of huch doctrines taken collectively.
■Vc VW-oZ I

In this line of argument, w6 have no cdntention^as to the- 

validity of Old Testament miracles, of to the power of pfophe iy, 

nor yet as to thC historicity of the Scriptures under discus­

sion, We are cohcerned only with the implications that may be 

fairly based upon what these yrritings honestly teaCh; For 

justification of the method of discussion to. be pursuefi^ 

we appeal to Christ's interpretation of the Old Testament tou h- 

Ing the question in hand. Thus Christ himself rebuked the Sad 

ucees who were ine^ing sport of the idea of a resurrectionj./ 

by charging thdra with. igno;feance of the Scriptures, And he not

only rebuked, but silenced them by showing thafi as early a wr ter
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as Moses indirectly taught the doctrine of a life after physi­

cal death. He said to theitf, God is not the God of the dead* 

but of the living.-'’ Hence -God's .words to Mo-ses in Exodus III, 3, 

”1 am the God .of thy

Isaac and the God of 
4 J 

these pai^riarchs are
A

father, the God of Abraham, the God of

Jacob" are to be understood as teaching lhat

still alive.

With such precedent in Old Testament exegesis based uj bn

minute passages We surely need not hesitate tOi point qut the im­

plications to the same effect based lipon the fundamental doc­

trines of the Scriptures in question. These doctrines, for tttei 

sake of convenience, we here enumerate in part, -They are the 

doctrine of God’s immortality, that of the existence of angel 

and demons, that of necromancy, that of man’s creation in­

cluding that of his fall and anticipated restoration, 

that of the Quality of man's nature*, that of heaven, that of 

sheoi and that of God’s moral government considered as a wholi .

Snrely it will not be denied that the ancient Hebrews taught 

the immortality of God v/hen it is possible to refer to such
*passages as Exodus III, 14, -wheK God calls himself, "I shall 

be vzhat I am", 'or th the Psalmist’s words, "Lord thou hast L

been our dwelling-place in all generations," or to Isaiah LVi: 

15: "Thus salth the High and Lofty One that inhabiteth eterni’ y."



But tlae bearing of such teaching upoji the probability of an 

assumed belief among the ancient Jews, in a future life, is 

demanded^ This lies in the recognized nearness of the relatioji 

in nature between G-od and man. Thus man was created, in both tpe 

lijieness and image of God. On the other hand^ the Hebrew Sorijj- 

tureb xa3.y be said to be full of anthropomorphisms* More­

over, when tru'e ’to, Jiis Godlike natuse, man was in cei’tain 

instanc.es taken at. once to be- the companion of God* Such was 

the case with‘Enoch. It <111 hot do to say here, as some do.

that Enoch mefely died. For, if the writer means anything by 

the change in phrase from '*he died'^ to "God _took him” he 

intends to indicate Enoclj’s reward for ’’walking with God” 

to which thought reference is made'twice. V/hile on the other 

hand, if the writer uses the two phrases' as equivalent expre 

he represents God as killir^, Enochj or cutting his days 
t

short five hundred years, and that evidently-as the reward f 

a life of righteousness.

But again, the Jews* Immortal God is repeatedly reco

1J

Ssions

r

nized* hs sustaining the affectional relation of a Father to^ 

men. And since God's dwelling-place was recognized as being n 

he'aven, would anything be more natviral than a belief that 

God would finally take his children home, his Hebrew

instanc.es
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children at least?

But perchance the above reasoning has no power 

appeal to some. If so, we would, here ask; IThat possible escap
I

can be had from the clear Old, Testament doctrine of angels 

in its implications as to a hon-searthly state of existence, in­

cluding all that a belief in such a state, in turn, naturally 

Implies? Angels arc mentioned more than one hundred times 
in the Hebrew ^ibie. They are represented as the personal^ and j 

spiritual agents of Jehovah. Their abbde is in heaven.

They descended fro’lA and ascended up into heaven on Jacob's 

ladder. They went- up in the sacrificial flame and smoke of 
f , [

Manoah’s offerings They became visible and Invisible at pleasH 

ure. Thus was the future State of the spirits said, "To retur i 

to G-od” naturally and repeatedly suggested to the Hebrew mind , 

Indeed, so closely is the belief in a future life Corellafed 

with a belief in the existence of angels that, as has often

been pointed out,the Saduoees, to be consistent in their rejection

of a resurrection of the dead. denied also the existence of

angels and spirit, while the Pharisees believed consist both
ah-ly in both. How vividly, then, must the many accounts-of 

gels ’ visits have suggested another than an earthly life and 

another^ than an earthly home, a heavenly paradise, a new 

B3BS



Jerusalem where, dwelt the blessed of Jehovah.

Here w.e are led directly to the Old Testament doctrini

of heaVen and its probable bearing on an implicit belief in 

immortality# However crude or materialistic the Jewish concep’ ion

of heaven may have been, it is evident from the teachings of

msihy passages that the Hebrews believed in the existence not .ere

ly of an open firmament-,, but also In heaven as the palatial r sir 

dence of God, far above and separate from the earth. In Exodu 

XIX. 80, Jehovah is represented as coming down upon the top 

of filount Sinai. The writer of Deut. 26, 15 instructs the Isra il-

Ites to utter to -God the prayer: "Look down from thy holy 

habitation, from heaven, and bless thy people!' Again, the 

Psalmist says; "The Lord's throne is in heaven-.’’ And Isaiah 

(66, IJ puts into the mouth of God himself 'an affirmation of 

Psalmist's statement’ while the prophet Amos (9,6) speaks.

:he

of God as "He ‘that bulldeth his chambers in the heaven’.'

Such references might be indefinitely multiplied. But not 

alone Jehovah^' angels also Virere represented as having their b 3me 

in heaven, jfoaeO'yer, it may be shown>., without exegetlcal
Z 

s,training- that Elijah as well as Enoch was understood to have

been translated to the celestial abode of Elohim#-

But of vzhat worth, it is asked, is evidence of a belief



few

ir-

tality on the. part of the

the first furnishes a basis

hfeart-indeed, it does not form* thefor bell'ef in the last if

of assurance itsblf as to those Vi 10

call’ themselves the children of God a With such a foundation 1 ir

withshould plead

should declare the.confidence for’ deliverance from sheol: that he

in the sight cfthe very death of the righteous to be precious

God’s ri“ght he ndGod: that he should look ^or fulness of joy at

and pleasures there forevermore or should believe that after

isfollowing obediently the po-ctnsels

to glory?himheavenly Father would receive

hope here (Psalm 73: S4)the

glory of,heaven? After wha'theexpressed has no reference to

be received to glory? Why,

We answer, that belief in

of Jehovah in this world,

a future life, at least for

hope is it strange tliat the Psalmist (16; 10}

Is it objectfed that

then, does the Psalmist expect to

in the existence' of a heavenly dwelling**place for God and 

angels and of the translation to that heavenly home of a very 

righteous men^aS testimony 'io the tacit belief in general imiq 

writers of the. records in (juestionn 

at leas

fLO’thebmore, is the statement of this hope immediately folloi ed 
in

by the question, "Whom have heaven but thee?" But the 

Psalmists are not alone in this expression of conf;)} dence 

in a future life. The writer of proverbs (14’: S2) declares

..................*.....................................................
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that the righteous man has hope in his death. The prophets

victory over shell* Even, the hi etc ?ical

books of the 61d. Testament betray a confidence to the same ef Tect

3k Jin such sii^pl®

no assumed belief in immortality lay back of 1 lieGan it be that

for the body> or back of such confidenc.e in

the

existence of heaven j'as- the celestial home of immortals?

But the ancient Hebrews not only believed in a hpaveh

dwelling-place, but also in its opposite, in sheol, the commi 

practical care
final victory over death, rior yet. back of sO firm a faith in 

incidents ae the embalming of Jacob, Here we e

Isaiah and Daniel might also be brought in as witnesses to th 

simple confidence in final

abode for departed souls. More definitely, sheol was represerited 

as the Intermediate station for the souls of the righteous, 

but the dark, eternal prison hoUsd of the wicked. Only the 

righteous 

to lie in 

the grave

were ever to be delivered from it. The wicked were 

silent woe in sheol. That the terra does not refer 

is evident from a number of considerations< Not
J

0

sheol, but keber is the Hebrew word for gravjft* And, though

translated grave, thirty-one times in the Authorized Version, 

sheol iy&’ ns-^er used in connection with any burial ceremony 

or in the description of intelement* On the contrary, whether 

translated hell, pit, or grave, the term is usCd to refer to 



a punitive realm :&or the wicked oi* to the 'dead Considered as 

an assembled company, or congregation. Isaiah says in effect 

that because of prevalent debauchery Sheol hath enlarged herse 

without measure that she may swallow up the licentious multi-*

Psalhiist declares that whole nations that for,tudes; while the

get' God shall be

the congregating

Joseph's body was supposed by Jacob

that Jacob was gatheredwild beasts. Furthermore,it is said 

though he was not buriedto his people at the hour of de^t}j, 

cast into Sheol. That SheSl was considered as 

place of Isr^<l's dead is seen -in the oft 

repeated phrase:

to have been gathered to |ils people, though it is stated im­

mediately afterward and evidently as a separate eVent that he 

(i.e. his body) was, buried In the cave of Machpelah hundreds 

of miles from the graves of his kindred* Jacob says (Gen. 

that he will go down, to Sheol unto his son, Joseph, though 

to have been devoured by 

"gathered to his people." Abraham was declarei

for more than eleven weeks after yielding up the ghost. .(Gen.

49:3Stff.).

Again, Sheol was regarded as exceedingly deep. The 

writer of' Deut. 52j22,' speaks of God’s wrath, burning to ^he 

lowest Sheol. The Psalmist -(86113) expresses the assurance 

that God will deliver his soul from the lowest Sheol.
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At the least a depth greater than that of the grave is indica­

ted by such passages-i

Are v/e ashed now to point out the bearing of this 

division of Old Testament teadhinfe on the question in hand? 

We ansv/er by asking, in turn, Is it necessary to do more than 

call attention to the fact that at the heart of such a doctrin > 

of Sheol as the above, lies the tacit assumption that the soul 

continues to exist somewhere after its departure j.rom the body 

But still stronger evidence of the presence among the 

ancient Hebrews of a tacit belief in immortality, lies in the 

Old Testament doctrine of communing with the dead, or the 
I

doctrine of necromancy*. It is true that according to the 

Mosaic law (Ex.22:18), witchery was to be punished by death 

and that the person who had a familiar spirit {Lev.20:27) 

should be stoned; furthermore, that the Israelites were com­

manded to avoid those having familiar spirits. But on the 

other hand it. is not denied that .communication witU the dead 

is possible or that familiar spirits actually exist. On the 

contrary, the commands to avoid such sorceries affirm both 

the existence of familiar spirits and the power of witchery.
/ 

The above is reinforped in Saul's experience with the witch 

of Endor. Saul iPad killed or driven out all witches from
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his kingdom. Yet- when hard pressed by his enemies, Saul him- | 

self sought out a woman that had' a familiar spirit and had 1 

her c&ll from the dead the prophet Samuel that he might be I 

consulted.In all such records of communication with spirits, |

I Whether permitted or prohibited, the continued existence of

j embodied personalities is, at least, plainly recognized. I 

Strong additional evidence to the same effect lies ini

the recognized duality ,of man's nature. This duality is univerH
r

sally assumed in the use of different terms to distinguish the 

lower from the higher nature of man. Again, men was created 
a double being. His body was formed from dust. His soul consiA'ed 

of the breath of God. Thus also in Ecc* 1S:7, it is said resp&t- 
i 

ing a man at death:' "Then shgdl the’ dust return to the earth 
/

as it Was: and the spirit shall return unto God who gave it." 

Moreover, it is the soul that is said to go into Sheol and th< 

soul alone for which release from Sheol is asked. Finally, 

flesh and spirit are frequently placed in sharp contrast as 

in Isaiah SI:5 Where the horses of the Egyptians are declared 

to be flesh, not spirit. Thus, however much the Old Testament 

teaching as to the distinction between soul and body Is/de­

veloped, such development only serves to heighten the contras' 

between the two natures of man, on the one hand, and on the



other to display the nearness of the relation between the

p®.yc]ical nature of man and that of immortal spirits. i

But in addition to all the foregoing, it is evident j
to a careful student, that the Jews .had a further foundation : 

for belief in immortality in the first part of Genesis. Thus, 

man was created "to live forever." He was- not merely made in j 

the likeness and image of the' immortal Elohim, he was placed ;

also^ iTi the garden of Eden wher’e grew the tree of’ life. Now, • 

the fruit of this tree was such that if a man partook of it, !

he, like God, would "live forever." Man was bidden to freely

eat of that fruit. Evidently, acbordihg to the writer the imjlor

tality of man had been in God’s plan from the first* Only 

after the disgraceful disobedience of the fjrst pair did God

drive them from the life-giving tree, and statioh the cherubin 

and flaming sWord to keep Adam and his wife frpm the tree of i 

life. The danger was that they should eat of the fruit and 

so live right; On in disobedience'forever. At finst this driving

of Adam and Eve from the tree of life may p?era to indicate 

in the Writer's thought, all hope of human immortality was 

off. But when God's declaration that the woman’s offspring

th Lt

GtUi

should crush the serpent's^head is interpreted in the light

of the passage in which Eve names hbr first-born, ground for
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the hope of human immortality is again found. Eve says, "I 

have obtained (literally) a man, the Jehovah*'* No such word 

as'of or from" is found in the Hebrew of this passage in con­

nection with the name Jehovah* But more to the point still, 

the name Jehovah, according to aenesis, signifies "the eternalj 

the immutable." Hence the text warrants us in stating that 

the writer represents Bve as saying in effect: "I have now j

obtaihed the immortal man who shall bruise the serpent s head, 

that shall undo the serpent's fatal work and open again the 

way to the tree of life. Such passages, to say the least, must 

have furnished to the Jews ground for. the presumption that 

at some time the boon of immortality would be won back again.

But we come nov/ th the significance of the whole sftrug ■ 

gle in the theocratic government as developed among the HebrewL 

Its morality “Was based upon perfect obedience to Jehovah* 

Hence it was directly'opposed.to the conduct■which drove Adam 

and Eve from the tree of life. Its evident purpose was the

development of a holy generation that might be worthy to

enter into the possession of a new paradise.

It was dTs G. A. Gordon has pointed out--a' struggle

for the conditions which make immortality possible. Its ultimate

goal, moreover, was perfect reconciliation of men to Jeho-

vah. But since fehan the oldest patriarchs of Israel 
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struggled earnestly to bring about such ,a reconciliation, 

xvould it not be strange indeed if they did not dxpect to shar^ 

in the rewards of the restored paradise? Such expectation hai 

been pointed out in connectipn ^ith the'several doctrines discussed.
>■

But it still remains for us to observe that without the inspli a-

tion of a hope in immortality, the Jewish theocracy woiiuLd fai: > 

in significance below the religions of heathen nations—down
■{

to the level of mere social and., civil economy; that the great 

doctrinal teachings of the Old Testament would have no com­

bining element, but would fall into the condition of unrelatec 

precepts* 6)n the other handif the power which springs from 

hope in an endless llfe^but recognized in the j^’ealous and per 

sistent faith of the Israelites, the deep moral and religious 

significance which is so strongly demanded is restored at

once to their history;and a meaning worthy of the lives of th '

Jewish prophets and patriarchs is given ’to their all-consumi: Lg

struggles toward righteousness*

Joseph E* Houlgate.

(


