JOB'S PERSPECTIVES ON DEATH
ARON PINKER
In memory of Vita Avigan z"l a great lover of the Bible and Israel
INTRODUCTION

Is it more advantageous for man that he was born than not having been born?
This question occupied the best minds in the academies of Shamai and Hillel for
two-and-a-half years. Their learned conclusion was rather pessimistic, for they
1
resolved, "Man is better off not having been born than being born." It seems
that life is not a gift from God to cherish and enjoy, but rather a burden and
chore to execute properly or suffer the consequences. The author of the Book of
2
Job has his hero express this view in the first round of the dialogue. In 7:1-3 Job
says:
'Truly man has a term of service on earth; His days are like those of a
hireling – Like a slave who longs for shadows, Like a hireling who
waits for his wage. So I have been allotted months of futility; Nights of
misery have been apportioned to me.'
It is thus not surprising that this perspective on life would logically rule out
3
suicide and lead to wishes for death, in particular in dire circumstances. Man
has to accept the good and the bad in life (2:10), he cannot terminate his own
life, but he can wish for death. Job makes many death wishes (3:11, 21-22, 6:89, 7:8-10, 15, 20-21, 10:1, 18-19, 14:13, 17:13-16). How does he perceive
death? What does he want to achieve by dying? What role does death play in his
scheme of argument? My purpose is to discuss these questions and show that the
author of Job methodically uses "death as extinction" in his logical arguments,
but reverts to the popular concept of Sheol in his emotional ruminations and
outbursts.
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DEATH

The Hebrew Bible is rather restrained with regard to descriptions of death and
its aftermath. Pitard notes:
One of the most striking aspects about the Hebrew Bible is how little
it actually talks about death and the afterlife. The subject does not
form a primary theme in any book of the Hebrew Bible. What we find
instead are (at best) scant, rather off-hand, ambiguous and nonspecific references and allusions to the subject in a variety of con4
texts.
The validity of this observation is aptly illustrated in the Book of Job. However,
because of the decisively theological nature of the book and its use of death as
an argument in the confrontation between man and God, we would tend to assume that the author refers to a well-defined concept of death and its aftermath,
rather than to some nebulous notion possessed by the average Israelite. Our textual analysis indicates that the author of Job effectively used a combination of
both concepts.
The question "Why does man have to die?" seems to have been answered in
the opening chapters of the Bible. The Lord God forms man from the dust of the
earth (Gen. 2:7) and completes the cycle by returning him to this initial state . . .
you return to the ground – for from it you were taken. For dust you are, and to
dust you shall return (3:19). Low-level matter was elevated to higher-level matter for a purpose, and then returned to its original level. Man dies because his
5
purpose on earth has been fulfilled. Job recognizes this biblical truth. He says in
Job 10:9, 'Remember that of clay You made me and to dust you will return me,'
6
and in 34:15, 'all living things would perish and man would return to dust.'
Man is not only shaped dust, but has also a God given breath of life (Ps.
104:29, Job 34:14), which makes him a living being (Gen. 2:7). This would implicitly explain "dying" as God's taking back the "breath of life"; that is, what is
7
from earth returns to earth and what is from God returns to God. That is also
how the author of the Book of Job perceives dying in 34:14-15a: If He but intends it, He can call back His spirit and breath; All flesh would at once expire.
What happens to man's "breath of life" after he dies? Does it maintain an identity? Does it become immortal? Is it immortal? Is it recycled? These questions are
not discussed or alluded to in the Book of Job, though they could have provided
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some answers to the fundamental issue of the suffering of the righteous. Despite this unsatisfied curiosity and potential theological utility, one has to admit
that the austere formula "what is from earth returns to earth and what is from
9
God returns to God" effectively explains death and is satisfactory in its closure
10
and conservation of the elements. If man is disposed of without changing the
status quo ante then death means extinction.

Yet, some of Job's death wishes do not seem to anticipate extinction. Death is
envisioned as an escape from torment to peace and comfort. This would logically imply the existence at post-mortem of an entity organically related to the deceased that is able to sense the peace and comfort and indeed compare them
with previous experience. For instance, if death is granted 'For then I should
have lain down and been at peace, with kings and counselors of the earth' (3:1415a). However, if the body turns into dust and the "breath of life" returns to
God, then who/what is it that is at peace and cognizant of being on a par with the
societal elite? It cannot be argued that such descriptions are poetic exaggerations, and are unrelated to the real perception of the post-mortem state. First, if
the underlying validity of the description is questionable or unacceptable, than
the theological argument that rests upon it is undermined. Second, being aware
that the ancient Near East is rife with concepts of an afterlife, the author of Job
would have been cautious in using poetic language that suggests an afterlife had
he not believed in it.
SHEOL

That some of Job's death wishes do not seem to anticipate extinction is also
11
evident from his use of the concept of Sheol. Job yearns to be in Sheol because
'There the wicked cease from troubling and there the weary are at rest. All the
prisoners are at ease they hear not the voice of a taskmaster. Low and high is
there and slave is free of his master' (3:17-19). In Sheol, all are equal and finally
at peace. This means that God cannot reward them there for their meritorious
12
deeds in the land of living, nor can He hurt them anymore. Sheol means rest
and freedom and escape from tyranny. Yet, while these may imply an ideal rest
place it is also a place of darkness and no return: 'I go – and will not return – to
a land of darkness and death-shadow. A land whose light is darkness, death13
shadow, disarray, and when it shines it's as darkness' (10:21-22). Despite
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Sheol being such a formidable place, Job desires it. To him the greatest advantage of Sheol is being out of God's punishing reach. Job alludes to this in
slave is free of his master, where the word slave is intended to associate with its
use in 1:8 and 2:3. Obviously, if God's reach extends to Sheol it would offer no
asylum. Yet, if God is excluded from Sheol then man's "breath of life" is not
14
there either. What exists, then, in Sheol?
Johnston's overview of Sheol in the Hebrew Bible suggests a place in which
prevails "a somnolent, gloomy existence without meaningful activity or social
15
distinction." For whom? Several biblical texts (Isa. 14:9, Ps. 88:11, Prov. 2:18,
Job 26:5, et al.) refer to figures among the dead called rephaim [shades, apparitions]. Job describes the rephaim as active entities, saying 'The shades [rephaim]
16
tremble, under water and its dwellers' (Job 26:5). Also, the prohibition against
there being among the Israelites anyone who casts spells, or one who consults
ghosts or familiar spirits, or one who inquires of the dead (Deut. 18:11) clearly
indicates that this custom was rather prevalent (cf. Isa. 8:19-20). Israelites apparently believed in the possibility and utility of communion with the dead. Indeed, the Hebrew Bible rather causally and without comment describes Saul
17
resorting to a medium (I Sam. 28:3-16). It seems, then, reasonable to conclude
that while the Israelite believed in the formulaic "what is from earth returns to
earth and what is from God returns to God" he also maintained that some shadowy existence persists and even has relevance for the living. In one death wish,
Job expresses the hope that Sheol become his home, which indicates some continuity and perseverance. He says, 'Indeed, I have marked out my home in Sheol
18
and spread out my couch in the darkness' (17:13).
The Hebrew Bible seems to suggest that the aspirations and hopes of most
Israelites were firmly grounded in the present life. Still, quite a few apparently
envisioned continued existence beyond the present life, as the surrounding nations believed, though neither the details of this existence nor its final destina19
tion were adequately defined. Job, too, allows himself to toy with the idea of
life after death, musing about Sheol as a refuge where he can hide until God's
rage subsides and then be called back by God: 'O that you would hide me in
Sheol, conceal me until you anger passes, set a fixed time for me, and then remember me. You would call and I would respond, to Your handiwork You yearn'
20
(14:13-14).
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On the emotional level, Job finds comfort indulging in ruminations about
fanciful "hide-and-seek" prospects in Sheol. But he is quickly checked by his
logic, which immediately prompts the sarcastic question: 'If man dies, would he
21
live again?' (14:14) Indeed, 'As a cloud dissipates and is gone, so who descents
to Sheol would not ascend. He will not return to his home, and he would not be
recognized in his place' (7:9-10). Also, 'And lies down and rises not, til the heavens are no more; he will not awake nor will he be roused from his sleep'
22
(14:12). A similar sentiment is expressed in 4:20, 7:7, 10:20, 14:12, 15:22, and
16:22.
AFTERLIFE

The idea of life after death penetrated Judaism during the Second Temple period, but it was not very likely a bolt out of the blue. Muntingh notes: "In the
light of the Ugaritic texts we may add that the conception of immortality, though
rather indefinite, could not have been completely unknown to the average Israe23
lite in Palestine in the pre-exilic times." There apparently existed a popular
substratum of beliefs that accorded God the ability to reverse each of His acts
(cf. Job 42:2). The songs of Moses (Deut. 32:39) and Hannah (I Sam. 2:6) seem
24
to allude to God's ability to resurrect the dead. The casual description of a dead
man's revival upon touching Elisha's bones (II Kgs. 13:21) would be inconceivable if it were not believed that some holiness and magic are retained by the
dead. Similarly, Ezekiel's vision of the dry bones coming to life (Ezek. 37:9-10)
does not seem inconceivable, perhaps because death did not seem terminal.
Considering these verses as containing allusions to resurrection is certainly not
25
compelling.
However, taken together with the belief in the existence of Sheol and existence
in Sheol, casual references to necromancy (Deut. 26:14, I Sam. 28), Job's rumi26
27
nations about hiding in and emerging from Sheol, and archeological evidence,
one gets a strong feeling about the existence of popular beliefs regarding some
post-mortem existence, which were not sanctioned but also not actively com28
bated. This substratum of beliefs eventually served as fertile ground for the
incubation and sprouting of notions about an afterlife in the time of the Second
29
Temple.
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DEATH WISHES

How does Job exploit death in the dialogue? After seven days of meditation,
Job opens the dialogue vehemently cursing the day he was born (Job 3:3-9).
This emotional outburst is a precursor to a very logical conclusion that prefers
the nothingness of death to the travails of life. We have seen that the sages of the
great talmudic academies reached the same conclusion as the one that is at the
basis of Job's complaint: 'Because it [He?] did not block the opening of my belly,
and hide misery from my eyes. Why did I not die in the womb, expire as I came
forth from the belly?' (3:10-11). They suggested fearful acceptance of this predicament. Job's implicit argument, on the other hand, is that a just God should not
have created people for such a fate. It is a cruel wrong to create people who are
destined to suffer and be embittered, wishing death and the grave: 'Why is light
given to the sufferer, and life to the embittered? Who wait for death but it is not
[arriving], who search for it more than for treasure' (3:20-21).
Certainly, Job must have been aware that life has also happy and joyful periods. He himself attests to his satisfaction being a successful and respected man
in his community (Ch. 29). However, this satisfaction was always overshadowed by fears of missteps, punishment, and reversals (1:5). It was always tentative, to a point of being tantalizing and upsetting: 'For the fear I feared
reached me, and what I dreaded came to me. I have not been tranquil, at peace
and at ease, and trouble came' (3:25-26). Job's logical/theological argument
rests on the fundamental principle that God's actions should be understandable
within the framework of moral justice demanded by Him from man. Creating
man, any number of men, for the purpose of making them suffer cannot be understood within this framework. In such case, the nothingness of death is preferable to a life of torment. The argumentative nature of the text (3:10-12, 20-26) is
highlighted by use of "because" (four times), "for what purpose" (two times),
"why," "what," and emphatic "no/there is not" (six times).
Job's death wish and its rationalization in 3:13-19 draws on the popular/mythological concept of death and is linked to Sheol. It resembles the Babylonian and Egyptian views in perceiving death as sleep and rest. The death wish
is not part of any argument, just an emotional expression of helplessness, an
avenue for escape, even if it is irrational. Eliphaz clearly identifies it as an emotional reaction of mental and physical weakness: 'But now that it has come to
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you, you cannot bear it; it touches you, and you are dismayed' (3:5). The text
is replete with verbs of rest and idleness; "lain," "quiet," "sleep," "rest," "cease,"
"tired," "would not hear," and words that have similar connotations, such as "at
ease" and "free."
The clear death wish in 6:8-9, 'O, that my request comes up, and my wish God
would grant – and would please God crush me, loose His hand and cut me off!'
is a rational assessment of man's position vis-à-vis God and the physical reality.
Job affirms that even in times of unsparing pain man cannot repudiate God's
commandments (6:10). Job fully realizes that a term of hard service has been
allotted man on earth (7:1-4). Yet, he also knows that man's strength is not that
of stone and his flesh is not of bronze (6:12). Man has his vulnerabilities – he
can break. Job wants to depart this world before he reaches this point. Here,
death is not an emotional escape valve, but a deliberate preventative means
30
against sin. His implicit argument is that he is innocent, because he prefers
death to the potentiality of sin. The semantics used are those of an official request, not a plea. He twice uses "grant," "my petition comes up," "my wish,"
"undertake," and "loose, permit."
The reference to death in 7:6-16 is marked by nostalgic emotions. Life is brief,
the good moments cannot be recaptured, and descent to Sheol is final – no
chance for return to one's home and regain former recognition. This emotional
state, based on popular/mythological notions of afterlife, is the reason for his
bitter outburst against God's continual stifling persecution (7:13-14). It reaches
its angry crescendo in 7:15-16: 'So my living being prefers strangulation, death
rather than my bones. I am disgusted, I shall not live forever, Let go of me, for
my days are but a whiff.' The language used connotes waste, nothingness, and
termination that is characteristic of Sheol. A play on the homophones "qalu [fly,
fleet]" and "kalu [fade away]" (two times) highlights the swift passing of life,
and the repeated negatives "not return" (twice), "not noticed," "I am no more,"
"not rise," "not be recognized," bring out the irreversibility of descent into
Sheol. This sequence of negatives is the explanation for the consequent "No,"
and "I too, will not restrain my mouth," but not a theological argument.
The wish for death in 7:15-21, however, leads to a powerful theological argument, the core of which is the symbiosis between God and man, so aptly expressed in 7:21. Job basically says that life is cruel. God endowed man with

Vol. 35, No. 2, 2007

ARON PINKER
80
excellence but at the same time made him the subject of incessant inspection,
implying that such a life is not worth living. Life is short, God's expectations of
man are high, and His continuous inspection of his deeds is oppressive. Even if
man sins, what can he do about it? After all, the One who guards [notzer] and
hovers over man is also his Creator [yotzer]. If He does not like what He has,
then He should remove this obstacle, saving trouble both for Himself and man.
Now Job makes his crucial point: 'And what? You would not suffer my sin and
forgo my transgression? So now in dust I will lie, and You will seek me and I
will be no more' (7:21). If God cannot leave man alone (7:19), give him some
room, but would rather be particular about each of his transgressions and unforgiving, who would be left? Would He still be God if none of His worshippers
survives? Death would remove God's worshippers, force Him to seek out man,
but he will be no more. Such a symbiosis between God and man would seemingly prescribe a certain tolerance of sinners, and transparency of God's actions. This powerful theological argument is premised on the fundamental austere normative concept of death being extinction. The argumentative nature of
the text is highlighted by use of the interrogatives "what" (three times), "how
long," "why," the term "because" (twice), the negatives "not turn," "not leave
me," "not pardon," "I shall not be," and the confrontational "I and You" terms:
"thy mind upon him," "thou not turn from me," "I have done to thee," "me as
offense to you," "Thou not pardon my transgressions," and "Thou shall seek me,
but I shall not be."
Job's disgust with his life (10:1) enables him to drop all restrain and speak
fiercely (speak in the bitterness of my soul, cf. Jud. 18:25, II Sam. 17:8 and Hab.
1:6) to God. His intellectual focus is on:
God's justice: How can God pass judgment before making the accusations
known? (10:2);
God's satisfaction: How can God draw satisfaction from oppression, despising
His own handiwork, and preferring the wicked? (10:3);
God's omniscience and eternity: How can God not see innocence and rush to
judgment? (10:4, cf. Hab 1:13);
God's mercy: How can God preserve him alive to punish him repeatedly?
(10:12-16).
Job's intellectual frustration leads him into emotional distress and death wish
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(10:18-19). He pleads for a stay of God's punishment, for some respite in this
world before he descends into the darkness of Sheol (10:20-22). The interrogative particle is used repeatedly, and so are the argumentative conditional "if"
(four times) and the emphatic "because" (five times). Personalization of the conflict with God is achieved by means of the terms "upon me," "me," "unto me,"
"against me," "with me" (three times), and generalization by means of "work of
Thy hand," "flesh," "human," "man."
In Chapter 14 we again are presented with the use of death as the basis for a
logical argument and an emotional plea. The logical argument exploits man's
proclivity for sinning and the finitude of man's existence. Man, unlike the tree,
cannot rejuvenate; upon death he becomes extinct:
For there is hope for a tree – if it is cut down, it can sprout again, and
its shoots would not cease. If its roots grow old in the earth and its
stump dies in the ground, at the scent of water it will bud anew and
put forth branches like a new plant. But man grows faint and dies;
and man expires, and where is he? (14:7-10).
Consequently, Job argues, man does not deserve the attention that God accords
him. He cannot be brought to trial before God, because it is impossible for man
not to sin (14:3b-4). Man should be left to serve his term and be gone. The comparative particle is used repeatedly for argumentative purposes, and so are the
argumentative conditional "if" (three times) and the emphatic "no" (seven
times). On the emotional level, Job looks to death as a temporary safe haven in
Sheol (14:13-15). The imbalance in the relation between God and man comes to
the fore in the sequence of God's acts: "hide," "conceal," "put," "remember,"
"call," "long," and man's single act "respond."
Finally, Chapter 17 is almost in its entirety an emotional assessment of Job's
sorry state. The beckoning of the grave (17:1) is now welcome, because his days
have outlasted his hopes (17:11). Sheol becomes home, and a kinship with
Sheol replaces normal familial relations (17:13-14). His hope and thread of life
[tikwati] have found its final resting place – Sheol, which intellectually he
knows is but dust (17:16). The root "qawah [wait for, delineate]" is used three
times, Sheol or its synonyms are used four times, and the assertive "if" [im for
omnam] forms the inclusio and closure. Emotional closeness of Sheol is depicted by the homely terms "house," "bed," "father," "mother," "sister."
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CONCLUSION

Introducing Job as a figure tormented in mind and body, the author of Job
enabled his hero to react to the core issue of a just God seemingly doing injustice on the logical and emotional levels. Job exploits death within these two
realms accordingly. The basis for a theological argument using death is usually
the biblical austere normative concept. The popular concept of death and Sheol
31
is usually used as an escape venue, a passionate emotional outlet. For instance,
while Job's body yearns for refuge in Sheol (3:14-18) his mind tells him Sheol is
naked before Him, and Abadon has no covering (26:6). That is, Sheol is not
beyond His reach (cf. Amos 9:2, Ps. 139:8).
The Book of Job accepts Sheol on the popular and primitive levels of raw
emotions as the Hebrew Bible does. One would be hard pressed to go beyond
this understanding to resurrection and beatific life in communion with God,
though the return of the "breath of life" to God does not preclude such a possibility. The sages of the Talmud, well honed in homiletic insights, could not identify in Job a text that would lend support to their doctrinal outlook on resurrection. Rather, they found that Job denies resurrection: As a cloud dissipates and is
gone, so who descents to Sheol would not ascend (7:9) – Raba said: "This shows
that Job denied the resurrection of the dead" (TB Baba Bathra 16a). The great
medieval commentator Rashi felt compelled to adopt this view with respect to
Job 7:7. He bluntly says on I shall never see happiness again, "after death. Here
Job denied resurrection." Such verses as 19:25-27 or 29:18 have been often subject to tendentious interpretations. The texts are difficult, perhaps as a consequence of later manipulations, and even in their current state their theological
32
interpretation is not compelling. One may well ask: If Job was convinced of
resurrection and beatific life in communion with God, why did he not make this
notion the pillar of his argument? Why did he, to the contrary, so vividly highlight man's mortality and discontinuity in Job 14:7-10?
In his state of emotional suffering and physical debilitation Job seeks escape in
Sheol, but his intellect realizes that death offers him his strongest argument for a
more humane God. For as much as man needs God, God no less needs man.
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