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THE FUTURE
James D. Tabor

There is no simple and single response to the question of what the Bible
really says about the future. What one finds is just what one would
expect in any book composed of documents from many times, places,
circumstances, and authors—variety and development. There is a lot
of both, although by “development™ I mean here simply change. My
treatment presupposes no particular valuation of the various dreams and
schemes regarding the future. My approach in this chapter will be mainly
chronological, tracing the topic through various periods of history, from
ancient Israelite down to the Roman period, when the final parts of
the New Testament were written. I have also roughly divided the topic
into two subtopics: what the Bible says about the future of the world;
and what it says about the future of the individual, that is, the afterlife.
The two are always interrelated, and they often overlap.

THE EARLY HEBREW BIBLE

In the earlier parts of the Old Testament, or Hebrew Bible, one finds
fairly uniform views of both the future of the individual human person
and that of the world or society. I have in mind here texts and traditions
dating from the second millennium B.CE down through the time of
the Exile of the kingdoms of Israel and Judah by the Assyrians and

the Babylonians (8th-6th B.CE).
To understand this somewhat singular view of the future one needs
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to get a general grasp of ancient cosmology. Cosmology is the theory
and lore of how the world or universe is structured. A kind of map
or picture of the cosmos, cosmology is a way of naming things and
putting them in their proper places.

The ancient Hebrews pictured the universe divided into three parts
or realms, as did other civilizations of the period. First, there was the
upper realm of the Firmament (Sky) or Heavens, the dwelling place
of God and his divine angelic court, as well as the place of the sun,
moon, planets, and stars. Here no mortal belonged.! Then there was
the realm of earth below, what the first chapter of Genesis calls “the
dry land.” It is the proper human place, shared with all the other forms
of plant and animal life-—a thoroughly mortal realm. The earth was
seen as a flat disk; at the edges were the threatening waters of chaos,
held back by the command of God (Gen. [:9-10; Ps. 104:5-9). Finally,
below the earth was the dark realm of the dead, which was called Sheol
by the Hebrews and Hades by the Greeks. Psalms 115:16-18 puts it
'succinctly: “The heavens are Yahweh’s heavens, but the earth he has
given to the sons of men. The dead do not praise Yahweh, nor do
any that go down into silence. But we [the living] will bless Yahweh
from this time forth and for evermore,”?

There is a particular set of perceptions, tied closely to this cosmic
structure, that has great bearing on the ancient Israelite view of the
future. The emphasis on order and proper place is of central importance.
Yahweh and the divine beings of his court, whether gods (elohim) of
the nations or angels, inhabit the upper heavenly realm and are not
subject to death. Such heavenly beings, including Yahweh or his “Angel,”
can “come down” to earth and appear to human mortals (see Gen. 11:5-
7; 18:20-21; Exod. 3:1-6).> Jacob sees in a dream the very “ladder of
heaven” with such beings moving up and down between the two realms
(Gen. 28:10-17). Yahweh comes down upon Mount Sinai and speaks
to the whole vast assembly of Israelites following the Exodus from Egypt
(Exod. 19:11, 18; 34:5). Moses and the elders of the nation go up the
mountain, meeting him halfway as it were, and encounter him there
(Exod. 24:9-11, 15-18). Moses speaks with Yahweh face to face in personal
conversation and actually sees his “form” (Exod. 33:11; Num, 12:8). But
clearly the immortal beings, or “gods,” belong in heaven—it is their proper
sphere, while they only visit the carth below. Conversely, humans are
mere mortals, placed on the good earth below, with no idea whatsoever
of any “future” in heaven. Their only permanent movement is down,
to the lower world of the dead.

R
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The Individual and the Future

First 1 will consider the notion of the future of the individual human
person. The ancient Hebrews had no idea of an immortal soul living
a full and vital life beyond death, nor of any resurrection or return
from death, Human beings, like the beasts of the field, are made of
“dust of the earth,” and at death they return to that dust (Gen. 2:7;
3:19). The Hebrew word rephesh, traditionally translated “living soul”
but more properly understood as “living creature,” is the same word
used for all breathing creatures and refers to nothing immortal. The
same holds true for the expression translated as “the breath of life” (see
Gen. 1:24; 7:21-22). 1t is physical, “animal life.” For ail practical purposes,
death was the end. As Psalms 115:17 says, the dead go down into “silence™
they do not participate, as do the living, in praising God (seen here
as the most vital human activity). Psalms 146:4 is like an exact reverse
replay of Genesis 2:7: “When his breath departs he returns to his earth;
on that very day his thoughts [plans] perish.” Death is a one-way street;
there is no return, As Job laments:

But man dies, and is laid low;

man breathes his last, and where is he?

As water fail from a lake,

and a river wastes away and dries up,

so man lies down and rises not again;

till the heavens are no more he will not awake,
or be aroused out of his sleep. (Job 14:10-12)

All the dead go down to Sheol, and there they lie in sleep together—
whether good or evil, rich or poor, slave or free (Job 3:11-19). It is
described as a region “dark and deep,”“the Pit,” “the land of forgetfulness,”
cut off from both God and human life above (Pss. 6:5; 88:3-12). Though
in some texts Yahweh’s power can reach down to Sheol (Ps. 139:8),
the dominant idea is that the dead are abandoned forever. This idea
of Sheol is negative in contrast to the world of life and light above,
but there is no idea of judgment, or of reward and punishment. If one
faces extreme circumstances of suffering in the realm of the living above,
as did Job, it can even be scen as a welcome relief from pain—see the
third chapter of Job. But basically it is a kind of “nothingness,” an
existence that is barely existence at all, in which a “shadow” or “shade”
of the former self survives (Ps, 88:10),
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This rather bleak (or comforting, depending on your point of view)
understanding of the future (or nonfuture) of the individual at death
is one that prevails throughout most of the Hebrew Bible. It is found
throughout the Pentateuch (the Books of Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus,
Numbers, and Deuteronomy), and it runs through the books of history,
poetry, and prophecy (from Joshua through Malachi) with few exceptions.

Those exceptions, however, are noteworthy. The most obvious is.
the infamous account of the seance in which King Saul has the “witch”
(or medium) of Endor conjure up the spirit of the dead prophet Samuel.
The narrative is fascinatingly realistic. The medium asks Saul, “Whom
shall 1 bring up for you?” Saul replies, “Bring up Samuel for me” (1
Sam. 28:11), What follows is worth quoting in fulk

The king said to her, “Have no fear; what do you see?” And the
woman said to Saul, “I see a god (elohim) coming up out of the
earth.” He said to her, “What is his appearance?” And she said, “An
old man wrapped in a robe.” And Saul knew that it was Samuel,
and he bowed with his face to the ground, and did obeisance. Then
Samuel said to Saul, “Why have you disturbed me by bringing me

up?” (1 Sam. 28:13-15) (my emphasis)

Saul’s intent in trying to contact Samuel was to consult him regarding
the wisdom of going into battle against the Philistines. Samuel appears
to him in bodily form and gives him a clear prediction of what would
befall him, just as he would have done in his prophetic ministry while
still alive. He clearly knows the future, even though he has departed
below, to Sheol.

Here the dead (at least Samuel) are viewed as “gods” of sorts, resting
below in Sheol, but potentially capable of “coming back”—after being
“disturbed™—and participating in the life of the living to the extent of
even knowing the future. The practice of consulting the spirits of the
dead was strictly forbidden in both the Torah and Prophets, but it
obviously went on persistently (see Deut. [8:11; Isa. 8:19, 29:4). Through-
out this period Israelites apparently thought that the dead could be
consulted on behalf of the living. This indicates that their view of the
state of the dead in Sheol below was not entirely static. Although generally
pictured “at rest,” such spirits could assume special power and still have
verbal intercourse with the living world above.

Some have also noted as exceptions texts such as Psalms 73:18-
26 and 49:13-15, which contrast the fate of the wicked as perishing in
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Sheol with that of the righteous, who will somehow be “ransomed” from
its power. These texts are impossible to date with any certainty, and
they might reflect some beginning “hints™ of an idea of a resurrection
hope for the departed righteous. If so, they probably come from the
late Persian period. But even these texts lack a clear affirmation of
resurrection of the dead, They might reflect the mere notion of God
saving one from Sheol, ie., rescuing from danger, sickness, and pro-
longing life. This is clearly the sense of passages like Psalms 22:19-24
and 103:1-5, Isaiah 38:10-20, and Jonah 2:1-9. It is only in certain late
portions of the Hebrew Bible, and in sections of the Apocrypha, that
we find the beginning expressions of any kind of an actual “future”
for the individual beyond death. These will be discussed later in this
chapter,

Surprisingly, this view of the future holds true for even the greatest
of Israel’s heroes. Genesis 25:7-8 records the death of the greatest of
all, Abraham: “These are the days of the years of Abraham’ life, a
hundred and seventy-five years. Abraham breathed his last and died
in a good old age, an old man and full of years, and was gathered
to his people.” The same is said for Moses, David, and all the others
(Deut. 32:48-50; 34; | Kings 2:10; cf. 2 Sam, 12:22-23). Death is the
great equalizer. So, one might accurately say, in ancient Hebrew there
is no view of the future for the individual human person, certainly not
when contrasted with the later ideas that arose—such as resurrection
of the dead or eternal life in heaven. And vet the “religion” of Israel
functioned very well without these ideas for more than a thousand years,

The Future of the World

Scholars use the term “eschatology” to refer to what they call the “last
things,”i.¢., the events and realities at the end of history or, more popularly
speaking, “the end of the world,” However, this idea of the “end of
the world” does not necessarily mean the destruction of the planet. More
often it refers to the end of an “age,” following which history takes
a dramatic turn for the better. Eschatology addresses these questions:
Where is history headed? And what will be its final determination and
meaning? Obviously, one is presupposing here that there is some meaning
to history and that the end will make it all clear,

We find little or no eschatology of this sort in the Pentateuch or
in the historical books. This is not strictly a matter of chronological
development, since before and after the time of the Exile (8th-6th B.C.E)
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we do find plenty of material in the Prophets that is clearly “eschato-
logical.” And yet it is around this same time that both the Pentateuch
and many of the historical books receive their final edited forms. What
we encounter here is fascinating: two very different ways of looking at
the future, existing side by side, but in some tension and competition
with one another. '

The first, which is earlier and predominates in the bulk of the Hebrew
Bible material, 1 shall cail the “historical.” In this view of things, there
is obviously a “future,” since history proceeds on its linear path and
generations come and go. But there is no expectation of any dramatic
change ahead, ie., the massive intervention of God through which
everything gets set right. The book of Ecclesiastes contains the most
systematic and poignant expression of this “noneschatological” view of
the future. I quote here its opening lines:

Vanity of vanities, says the Preacher,

vanity of vanities! All is vanity.

What does a man gain by all the toil

at which he toils under the sun?

A generation goes, and a generation comes,

but the earth remains for ever. . . .

What has been is what will be

and what has been done is what will be done;
and there is nothing new under the sun. (1:24, 9)

Obviously, such a view of things, in which there is “nothing new under
the sun,” can fill one with a deep sense of despair. After all, the human
realm below is full of injustice, suffering, and tragedy, which is what
the book of Ecclesiastes is all about. Is there to be no change, ever?
The author of Feclestastes, like all ancient Hebrews, shares the view
that death is the end of all human aspiration and experience, as I described
above. He writes:

For the fate of the sons of men and the fate of beasts is the same;
as one dies, so dies the other, They all have the same breath, and man
has no advantage over the beasts; for all is vanity. All go to one place;
all are from the dust, and all turn to dust, again. (3:19-20)%

Surprisingly, this mood of fatalistic resignation and despair, which
is expressed so powerfully in Ecclesiastes, does not dominate the Penta-
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teuch and the historical books, By and large, these materials, though
sharing at root the same bleak view of the future, reflect another element
that tends to make them guardedly, or at least provisionally, optimistic.
They are concerned primarily with the future fortunes of the people
or nation of Isra¢l, and such a future is seen, potentially at least, as
full of abundant good and blessings. '

This idea of a good future for the nation of Israel begins with texts
in Genesis, which promise such to Abraham and his descendants. God
tells Abraham, “I will make of you a great nation, and 1 will bless you,
and make your name great, so that you will be a blessing” {Gen. 12:2),
Later he is told, “I will make my covenant between me and you, and
will multiply you exceedingly . . . you will be the father of a multitude
of nations” (17:2,4), and “to your descendants I will give this land [i.e.,
Palestine]” (Gen. 15:18). These elements of “chosen people,” covenant,
land, and blessings form the foundation of this view of the future. The
twenty-eighth chapter of Deuteronomy best sums up this whole idea.
Isracl is to be “set high above all the nations of the earth” (Deut. 28:1)
and experience incredible material blessings—peace, power, wealth, and
health (Deut. 28:3-14), if only she will obey the commandments of Yahweh.
However, the bulk of the chapter catalogs in lengthy detail the very
reverse of that potential future. If Israel turns from Yahweh, serves other
gods, and disregards his commandments, she will experience terrible
curses, plagues, and disasters, and finally, near complete destruction,
captivity, and exile. This is the basic story line of much of the Hebrew
Bible. Yahweh offers Israel all these potential blessings, she consistently
rejects him and his laws and suffers various curses, and all the while
there is a constant call for her to repent and come back.

I have called this view of the future “historical” rather than properly
“gschatological,” because it still sees the cosmos (world, universe, history)
as a whole, as running along normally with its repeated tale of death,
war, disease, suffering, and tragedy. In other words, the lower human
realms of earth (history) and Sheol (individual fate) remain fundamentally
the same. There is the potential for the chosen people of Israel to experience
the blessings of Yahweh, and thus some respite from the brunt of this
common human experience. But by and large, for most individual Isracl-
ites at most times, the stark view of Ecclesiastes remains the same. Death
is the end. There is nothing new under the sun. I should point out
that in some few texts there is the notion that the blessings to be poured
out upon Isracl will “spill over” to other nations (Gen. 12:3). But a
more common idea is that such non-Israelite nations will partake of



40 James D. Tabor

these blessings at a much lower level, as the proverbial “hewers of wood
and drawers of water,” that is, as Israel’s slaves (Deut. 20:10-15; Josh.

9:21-27).

THE TIME OF THE EXILE AND BEYOND

Beginning in the eighth century, and well down into the sixth century
B.C.E., the nation of Israel suffered through political, social, and military
catastrophes. First under the Assyrians, then successively under the Baby-
lonians and Persians, large parts of the population were exiled and their
land was occupied. This is the time of the Hebrew Prophets—whose
books comprise Isaiah through Malachi. It is primarily in these texts—
written before, during, and after this period of exile—that we find the
beginnings of a new view of the future. It is this new view, in contrast
to what I called the “historical” view above, that can properly be called
“eschatological.” It seems to develop over time from a rather simple
hope for the ultimate restoration of the national fortunes of the tribes
of Israel to a fantastic vision of total cosmic renewal and transformation.
This development is somewhat, though not strictly, chronological. The
type and range of “eschatological” solutions proposed seem to correspond
directly to the perception of the scope of the historical problem.

The Restoration of National Israel

One of the dominant and ubiquitous refrains of the Hebrew Prophets
is that all twelve tribes of Israel will someday be gathered back to the
land and, once fully restored, experience in an unprecedented measure
all the blessings of their special relationship with Yahweh (Deut. 28 again).
This picture of a “golden age” is sketched out over and over again‘in
similar terms: All the tribes return to the land; they repent of their idola-
try and sinful ways; the Davidic kingship is restored; peace and pros-
perity abound; and all the nations either submit to them or they are
converted to Israel’s God.¢ This state of affairs apparently lasts indefi-
nitely. To illustrate, I cite three quotations from Jeremiah:

At that time Jerusalem shall be called the throne of Yahweh, and
all nations shall gather to it, to the presence of Yahweh in Jerusalem,
and they shall no more stubbornly follow their own evil heart. In
those days the house of Judah shall join the house of Israel [i.c., the
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twelve tribes reunited], and together they shall come from the land
of the north [ie., exile] to the land that I gave your fathers for a

heritage. . . .
Behold the days are coming, says Yahweh, when I will raise up

for David a righteous Branch, and he shall reign as king and deal
wisely, and shall execute justice and righteousness in the land. In his
days Judah will be saved, and Israel will dwell securely. . . .

Behold the days are coming, says Yahweh, when I will make a
new covenant with the house of Israel and the house of Judah. . .. I
will put my laws within them, and I will write it upon their hearts;
and I will be their God, and they shall be my people . . . and I will
remember their sin no more. (Jer. 3:17-18, 23:5-6, 31:31-34)

This final state of things, however “golden” and ideal, is still described
in most of these texts in thoroughly “historical” terms. In other words,
all the promises of national grandeur made anciently to Israel, which
became utterly hopeless during the Exile, are grandly projected into the
future. But the cosmos is still basically the same. Humans stay on earth.
The normal cycles of nature continue. Generations still come and go,
and the dead of past ages remain in Sheol, thoroughly “dead.”

A Transformed Cosmos

However, in a few texts, scattered here and there in the Hebrew Prophets,
a dramatically different vision of the future begins to emerge. It is built
around the view of a restored Israel, as described above, but it also
sets forth the hope of an utterly transformed cosmos, extending from
the heights of heaven to the depths of Sheol, and including all normal
cycles of nature and human history. In other words, all that led the
author of Ecclesiastes to cry out, “vanity of vanities, all is vanity,” will
be reversed. Isaiah describes a time when even the violence of nature,
“red in tooth and claw,” will end:

The wolf shall dwell with the lamb,

and the leopard shall lie down with the kid,

and the calf and the lion and the fatling together,
and a little child shall lead them.

The cow and the bear shall feed;

their young shall lie down together;

and the lion shall eat straw like the ox.

The sucking child shall play over the hole of the asp,



42 James D. Tabor

and the weaned child shal] put his hand

on the adder’s den.

They shall not hurt or destroy in all my holy mountain;
for the earth shall be full of the knowledge of Yahweh
as the waters cover the sea. (Isa. 11:6-9)

This transformed state of things is so dramatic, it is like a new or second
creation. A “new heavens and new earth,” Isaiah terms it (Isa. 65:17-
25, 66:22-24). It is inaugurated by a highly idealized Davidic King (Isa.
11:1-5; Mic. 5:2-4).7 Total peace reigns among all nations (Isa. 2:4; Mic.
4:3). The suffering and toils of life are eliminated as “Yahweh wipes
away tears from all faces,” and death itself is “swallowed up forever”
(Isa. 25:8). This apparently includes the “resurrection” of the righteous
dead of the past (Isa. 26:19).8 This era of complete justice and righteousness
is ushered in by the terrible Day of Yahweh's wrath in which all wicked
sinners are utterly destroyed.® The topography of the land of Israel and
the city of Jerusalem is drastically altered: The deserts bloom like a
rose; fresh water flows into the Dead Sea; and the whole Jerusalem
area is elevated (Isa. 35; Zech. 14:8-11; Ezek. 47-48). Some few texts
seem to imply that wicked angelic powers are also disposed of in this
overthrow of all evil by Yahweh (Isa. 24:21-22, 27:1).10

Still, even in this thoroughly idealized transformation of the cosmos,
it is interesting and important to note that in one sense the vision is
still rather “earthly.” Humans remain on the earth, however “renewed.”
And indeed, Yahweh himself descends from heaven with his angels. His
“feet stand on the Mt of Olives,” and he becomes “king over all the
earth,” dwelling in his perfect Temple forever (Zech. 14:4-9; Ezek. 43:6-
7). The view that these texts begin to develop represents a kind of
“compression” of the cosmos. In other words, the immortal heavenly
realm above “comes down” to earth, and the world of death below is
eliminated or “moved up” through resurrection. There is a certain sense
in which this can still be seen, typologically at least, as linear or “historical.”
Salvation here is eschatological. It comes a¢ the end of history, through
God’s dramatic intervention in the affairs of this world, as the new
transformed age is inaugurated.

This is in contrast to views of the future that pictured salvation
as taking place “away from the earth,” without any required end of
history. I have in mind here the notion, particularly widespread during
Greek and Roman times, of the immortal soul, leaving the body and
the earthly realm at death, and obtaining immortal life in heaven above.
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OLD TESTAMENT MATERIALS
FROM GREEK AND ROMAN TIMES

As we move to the period of first Greek and then Roman domination
of the eastern Mediterranean world (the fourth century B.CEE. to the
first century C.E.), the biblical materials reflect drastic development with
regard to the view of the future. All the ideas I have discussed so far—
the older Hebrew view of the cosmos, the restoration of national Israel,
and the transformed cosmos of the new age——continue, but they are
fundamentally transformed and merged in rather complicated ways. Two
views dominate: the hope of an eschatological transformation of the
cosmos and the notion that an immortal soul escapes the body at death
to enter the heavenly world. Both are closely ticd to a deep despair
regarding the course of history and the possibility of things ever changing.
How and when might the many dreamlike promises of salvation for
God’s faithful people, which I have just surveyed, ever be realized?

The Rise and Development of Apocalyptic Scenarios

One can find, as we have seen, the general outline of the major themes
of Jewish eschatology in the Hebrew Prophets. However, such a general
hope for change was apparently not enough to satisfy some of the minority
parties of the period that were disenfranchised from the social, political,
and religious establishment, groups that experienced real or imagined
persecution. Increasingly we find evidence of a turn to some very definite
apocalyptic schemes and scenarios. Apocalypticism focuses on the “signs
of the end,” which have been rtevealed by God to his special “elect,”
or “chosen” ones. They alone understand the secrets of the cosmos,
particularly the “times and the seasons” that will lead to God’s dramatic
intervention.

The most important and influential apocalyptic work in the Bible
is the Book of Daniel. Scholars date this text to near the time of the
Maccabean revolt, ¢. 165 B.C.E. Chapters 2, 7, §, 9, 11, and 12 contain
visions that claim to show the sequence of events, in some detail, that
will lead up to the time of the end, when God sets up his Kingdom
over all the earth. The basic scenaric is this: Following a succession
of world kingdoms {Babylon, Persia, Greece, and Rome—as they were
subsequently interpreted), a terribly evil ruler would come, march into
Palestine, defile the Temple at Jerusalem, persecute God’s people for
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a limited time (about three and a half years), but be utterly and decisively
crushed by the sudden intervention of God (Dan. 7:19-25; 8:23-26; 11:31-
45). The resurrection of the dead and final judgment would follow, with
the Kingdom passed to God’s elect and persecuted “saints” (see especially
Dan 2:44; 7:13-18, 26-27). This basic scheme of events became enormously
influential among Jewish and Christian groups of the period and is the
backbone of all the major apocalyptic schemes in the New Testament.
Each time a likely candidate showed up in Palestine—whether Antiochus
Epiphanes (the original subject of the vistons), the Roman general Pompey
(63 B.C.E), the threat of the emperor Caligula to have his statue placed
in the Jewish temple (41 C.E), or the actual destruction of the Temple
in August of 70 C.E. by the Roman general Titus—the specific expectations
of Daniel’s scheme came into play. Various groups of Jews and Christians
would be whipped up into a kind of apocalyptic frenzy, utterly convinced
that the time of God’s Kingdom was at hand.

2 Esdras is another thoroughly apocalyptic work, which builds on
the book of Daniel and is concerned with the “delay” of the end.! In
a crucial section, 12:10-30, the author recasts Daniel’s basic vision and
brings it down tc his own time, with detailed predictions of what lies
just ahead leading up to the arrival of the Messiah and the Kingdom

of God.
Immortality of the Soul and Resurrection of the Dead

Side by side with the expanded speculation about when and how the
end of the age would arrive are two important developments regarding
the future of individuals beyond death. First, there is a vastly increased
concern with the state and fortunes of the dead, both wicked and righteous,
before the end of the age. Second, we see the full-blown development
of the notion that some (or all) of the dead will rise to face a final
judgment. As we have seen, in the Hebrew Bible the dead are in Sheol,
barely existing, and never to return, The “state” of these dead is hardly
any state at all.

Daniel 12:2-3 is the earlicst text in the Bible to speak clearly and
absolutely about a resurrection of the dead, both wicked and righteous.12
His reference to the dead as “those who sleep in the earth” shows that
he does not vet know, or share an interest in, their so called “interim”
state (i.¢., before the resurrection at the end). 2 Maccabees (written some-
time between the first century B.C.E. and the first century C.E.) reflects
an interesting state of development in this regard. Not only does the
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author believe in the resurrection (at least of the righteous martyrs), but
he advocates prayer and sacrifice for the dead and believes that they
can intercede for those on earth and vice versa (2 Macc, 12:43-45, 15:11-
16). Likewise, in 2 Esdras the dead are fully conscious, already suffering
either punishment or comfort in various levels and compartments of the
heavenly realms, awaiting the final day of judgment (2 Esd. 7). Here
the view of the immortal soul that departs the body at death is com-
bined with a view of final and future resurrection of the dead. We know
from texts outside the Old Testament canon, like the Ethiopic Enoch
(third century B.C.E. to first century C.E.), that such views were common
among various Jewish and Christian groups during this period,

The Wisdom of Solomon is most interesting in this regard. In chapter
2, we have a powerfully poetic description of the ancient Hebrew view

of death:

Short and sorrowful is our life,

and there is no remedy when a man comes to his end,
and no one has been known to return from Hades.
Because we were born by mere chance,

and hereafter we shall be as though we had never been;
because the breath in our nostrils is smoke,

and reason is a spark

kindled by the beating of our hearts.

When it is extinguished, the body will turn to ashes,
and the spirit will dissolve like empty air.

Our name will be forgotten in time,

and no one will remember our works. {2:1-4)

This is precisely the view of Ecclesiastes, as we have seen. But here
the author of The Wisdom of Solomon attributes this view to the grossly
wicked (Wisd. of Sol. 2:21-24)! He strongly supports a view that is the
very opposite of Ecclesiastes, that of the immortality of the soul and

- resurrection of the dead. He declares:

But the souls of the righteous are in the hand of God,
and no torment will ever touch them.

In the eyes of the foolish they seemed to have died,
ang their departure was thought to be an affliction,
and their going from us to be their destruction;

but they are at peace.
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For though in the sight of men they were punished,
their hope is full of immortality. (3:1-4)

He goes on to declare that in the time of their visitation they will “shine
forth” (be resurrected?) and will end uvp governing and ruling nations
in the Kingdom of God (3:7-8).

THE NEW TESTAMENT'S VIEW OF THE FUTURE

The New Testament’s view of the future of the individual human person
(at death or beyond), and of the world, incorporates and builds upon
most of these developments and changes. The ancient Hebrew views,
which are so dominant in the bulk of the Hebrew Bible, are simply
ignored, or they are read and interpreted in the light of the newer views.

The Resurrection of the Dead

Perhaps it is only too obvious that the idea of resurrection of the dead
has a central place in the New Testament documents. Nowhere in the
New Testament do we find reflected or upheld the old Hebrew idea
of death as the final end. In fact, in several places this idea is directly
opposed. In the Synoptic tradition, the Sadducees, who held such a
view of death, challenge Jesus, and he sharply refutes them, arguing
for some kind of continued existence after death as well as a future
resurrection (Mark 12:18-27), In the Book of Acts, Paul too makes a
point of distinguishing his faith in resurrection of the dead from the
view of the Sadducees (Acts 23:6-10),

Still, what these early Christians meant by the idea of “resurrection”
is not always so clear. Take the case of Jesus. In Luke 24, he appears
after s resurrection to have a normal physical body; he eats and drinks
and presumably exercises all bodily functions, just as before his death.
So we seem to have here the notion of the resuscitation of a corpse,
ie., the same physical body of Jesus, wounds and all, that was laid
in the tomb (see John 20:24-27, 21:9-14), Yet this body comes through
locked doors (John 20:19), and Paul defends the idea of some kind
of a “spiritual body,” definitely not “flesh and blood,” but immortal
and glorified. What connection this “spiritual body™ is supposed to have
with the body put in the tomb is not clear {1 Cor. 15:42-54). Resurrection,
however, throughout the New Testament, is at the end, when Jesus re-
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turns with the clouds of heaven to gather his elect people together (Luke
20:34-36; Matt, 11:20-24; John 5:28-29; Acts 24:15; 1 Thess. 4:15-17;
1 Cor. 15:51-52; 2 Tim. 4:1; Rev. 11:18). (There are exceptions: Jesus
and the Saints of Matthew 27:52f., as well as the dead raised by Jesus
and Paul.)

As for the “state of the dead” before the end, Paul prefers the image
of “sleep” (1 Cor. 15:6, 18, 20, 51; | Thess. 4:13-18; 5:9-10). But he
also believed that the “spirit” of a departed Christian went to “be with
Christ” (Phil. 1:19-26; 2 Cor. 5:6-10; 1 Thess. 4:14). Several places in
the New Testament we clearly find the notion that the dead are conscious,
dwelling somewhere in the heavenly realms beyond, and awaiting, either
in torment or comfort, the final judgment (Luke 16:19-31, 23:43; 1 Pet.
3:18-20; 4:6; Rev. 6:9-11; 7:9-12),

The Close of the Age

The early Christians believed in the “close of the age”™—and also what
might properly be called the “end of the world.” They looked to a future,
following the return (parousia) of Jesus in the clouds of heaven, in which
the physical world would “pass away,” replaced by a new creation (Rom.
8:21; 2 Pet. 3:10-13; Rev. 21-22). Here, is it difficult to lay out a single
eschatological scheme for all the New Testament documents. Revelation,
chapter 20, speaks of a thousand-year reign of Christ on earth before
the “new creation” (see Rev. 1:6; 2:25-26; 3:21; 5:10; 11:15-18). Paul scems
to anticipate such a time, between the coming of Christ and the final
“end” (telos), when the elect group will “judge the world . . . and angels”
and reign as kings in the kingdom of God (1 Cor. 15:23-28; 4:8; 6:2-
3). The author of Luke through Acts speaks of Christ coming back
to “restore™ all the things spoken by the prophets (Acts 3:20-21), and
Jesus chooses twelve disciples to rule over the regathered twelve tribes
of Israel in the Kingdom of God {Luke 22:28-30). This rather “literal”
or concrete view of the Kingdom of God on earth, drawn from the
Hebrew Prophets, appears often in the Synoptic tradition. Jesus will
return to earth and sit on his glorious throne, surrounded by his twelve
apostles ruling over the twelve tribes (Matt. 19:23-30). All the Old
Testament patriachs will be resurrected and participate in this Messianic
kingdom (Matt. 8:11-12). The nations will be gathered before this throne
of Christ and judged (Matt. 25:31-46). Whether all this can be fully
systematized or not, Revelation, chapters 19-22, does contain the key
elements of the overall vision of the future in some kind of rough order;
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the return of Christ, the utter defeat of Satan and his agents, the resur-
rection of the dead and the reign with the saints on earth, a return
of Satan to lead the nations against Jerusalem, their defeat and the
immersion of the Devil and the false prophet in a lake of burning sulphur
for eternal torment, a final resurrection and judgment, and the new
creation and final perfection. Most New Testament passages on the future
will fit somewhere into this general scheme. And most of the themes
cited earlier from the Hebrew Prophets anticipate one part or another
of this final New Testament eschatological outline.

Signs of the End

Any actual apocalyptic scenario, when reflected here and there in the
New Testament, seems to be remarkably consistent with the visions of
Daniel. In the Synoptic tradition (Mark 13; Matt. 24; Luke 21), Jesus
connects the destruction of the Jerusalem Temple to the more general
“signs of the end of the age™ false prophets, wars and disruptions,
earthquakes, famines, pestilence, persecution, and a world-wide proclama-
tion of his message. These then lead up to “the sign,” spoken of by
Daniel the prophet as the desolating sacrilege (“abomination of deso-
lation”), apparently some kind of profanation of the Jewish Temple rites
(Dan. 8:13-14, 9:271; 11:31). This is followed immediately by the greatest
time of tribulation in history (Dan, 12:1-2), which in turn ushers in the
disruption of the cosmos (“heavenly signs”} and the return of Christ.
The scheme is very tightly connected, and Jesus declares at the end that
“this generation will not pass away until all these things are fulfilled”
(Mark 13:30). Those words alone must have had a tremendous impact
on the expectations of the Christian communities that lived through the
Jewish-Roman war (unless they were made up during it). Remarkably,
the same scenario occurs in Revelation, chapter 6, with the opening
of the “seven seals” of the apocalyptic book, and the further details in
Revelation, chapter 11, regarding the three and a half years during which
the Temple is defiled by the Gentile “beast” power.t3 We get more of
this kind of interpretation in the second chapter of 2 Thessalonians,
where Paul {or one of his followers) says the Day of the Lord cannot
come untif this wicked ruler, who profanes the Temple, arrives on the
scene, This is a remarkable example of just how literally Daniel 11:314f.
was taken by Christian groups.

This means that besides the more general schemes of Hebrew Bible
eschatology, and along with the specifics about resurrection of the dead,

The Future 49

early Christians were actually watching world events, including political
figures and troop movements in the Palestine area, with an eye on Daniel
11:35-12:1.

After the scare of 41 C.E., when it appeared that Caligula would
literally fulfilf Daniel’s predictions by putting his own statue in the Jewish
Temple, and the terrible war of 66-70, which resulted in the utter
destruction of the Temple—but no return of Christ—it is likely that
this kind of apocalyptic fervor began to wane. We see a very general
scheme, complete with an exhortation not to scoff or give up on the
end-of-the-world hope, in the third chapter of 2 Peter, one of the latest
documents of the New Testament. Here, we have a view of the future
that can take one ahead several miilennia—and it would serve the
Christians well. The writer declares that “one day with the Lord is as
a thousand years™ (2 Pet, 3:8).

Earliest Christianity is often described as a Jewish apocalyptic sect
(“end-of-the-world movement”), which, drawing upon Daniel and the
Hebrew Prophets, pinned its hopes and dreams of the future on the
catastrophic events before, during, and after the Jewish War, What they
most expected to happen never came—the return of Jesus on the clouds
of heaven to usher in the Kingdom of God. What they least expected
to happen was what in fact did happen: the utter demise of the Jewish
state and the increased power and stability of Rome for the next sever-
al centuries. The fact that Christianity survived these disappointments
suggests that its center was not solely apocalyptic expectation, but there
is no denying that such expectation was active in it.

What is most remarkable about all these images and views of the
future, taken from all parts of the Bible, is their amazing flexibility,
They were, and continue to be, applied to all kinds of situations and
circumstances, always shaping the way readers ask and answer some
of their most profound questions,

NOTES

1. Enoch and Eljah are possiBlc exceptions here. Rather than recording
the death of Enoch, the geneology of Genesis 5:24 simply says, “He was not,
for God took him.” Elijah is taken to heaven in a chariot of fire (2 Kings
2).
2. See also Psalms 104 for a celebration of the proper place and created
order of Genesis I. I have generally used the Revised Standard Version translation
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of the Bible. However, 1 have rendered the divine personal name of God as
“Yahweh” rather than “the LORD.” All emphases within quotations of biblical
texts, as well as explanations in brackets, are my own.

3. The*Angel of Yahweh”sometimes appears to be an epiphany of Yahweh
himself (Gen. 16:7; 13; 21:17; 19; and Exod. 3:2; 6; 14:19, 21), sometimes his
chief representative (Exod. 23:20-21; 33:2-3, 12).

4. The verses that follow (14-15) are sometimes miisunderstood as offering
some hope of lile after death or resurrection from the dead. The context makes
clear that the answer to Job's question, “If a man die, shall he live again?”
is ro. That is precisely Job's point.

5. In the next verse he asks, “Who knows whether the spirit of man goes
upward and the spirit of the beast goes down to the earth?”—expressing skepticism
about such an idea. See 9:3-10; his view is clearly that death is the end.

6. The main passages are Isaiah 2:2-4, 11-12; 27:12-13, 35, and 66:18-24;
Jeremiah 3:15-25; 16:14-21; 23:1-8; and 30-31; Ezekiel il:14-21, 34:11-31, 36:8-
38, 37, and 40-48; Hosea 1:10-11; 2:16-23, and 3:1-5; Joel 3; Amos 9:9-15; Micah
5; Zephaniah 3; Haggai 2; Zecharaiah 10:6-12 and 12-14.

7. This idea of a royal agent of Yahweh, an ideal descendent of David,
is linked to various passages in the Psalins {mainly Psalms 2 and 110) that
speak of divine priesthood and sonship. All these (King, Priest, and Son) later
go into the idea of a heavenly Messiah arriving and bringing about the King-
dom of God.

8. This important section of Isaiah (24-27) is often called the “[saiah
Apocalypse,” and it was apparently written much later than Isaiah’s time (eighth
century B.C.E.). It is one of the earliest examples of apocalyptic material in the
Hebrew Bible.

9. There are dozens of passages describing this “great and terrible Day
of Yahweh,” Some are: Isaiah 2:12-22; 13:9-13; 24; 59:15-19; 63:3-6; and 66:15-
16; Jeremiah 25:30-33; Ezekiel 38-39; Joel 2:1-11 and 3:9-15; Zephaniah 1:2-
18 and 3:8-13; and Zechariah 4.

10. Unlike the New Testament, the Hebrew Bible does not contain the
developed view of a powerful Satan with wicked rebellious angels set in opposi-
tion to God. These ideas apparently began to develop in the late Persian period.
A hint of the beginning may appear in this late text of Isaiah, The only other
book in the Hebrew Bible that contains anything like this is Daniel (written
in the second century B.C.E). In later times, texts such as Isaiah 14:12-14 and
Ezekiel 28:11-17 were understood to refer to Satan and his original rebeilion
against God.

Il. The composition and textual transmission of 2 Edras is extremely
complicated. The central portion (chapters 3-14) were probably Jewish, written
in the first century, but it now contains Christian interpolations, which were

composed at a later date.
12. It is not entirely clear whether Isaiah 26:19 and Ezekiel 37 should be
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taken as literal references to resurrection of the dead. The latter might be a
kind of parable for the regathering of the twelve tribes of Israel.

13. For this reason 1 think it is likely that the Book of Revelation, at
least in these sections, was composed under Nero, as the Jewish-Roman war

was breaking out.
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