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CHAPTER 5 

CONCLUSION: RECONSIDERING DEATH AS A THEOLOGICAL TH EME 
WITHIN THE FRAMEWORK OF THEOLOGIES OF CREATION 
ASSOCIATED WITH THE HEBREW BIBLE WISDOM TRADITION 
 
In chapter 1 it was stated that creation and death, as theological themes, present some 
of the clearest instances of theological disparity in the HB. The analysis of Ps 104, Job 
3 and Qoh 11:7-12:8 illustrated this theological disparity in the wisdom tradition. 
Each text portrays a distinct perspective, but the analysis of the texts also attempted to 
indicate their relatedness with theological traditions operative in the HB. By means of 
the analysis of the texts emphasis is placed on the necessary exegetical care required 
for establishing how these texts utilise existing theological traditions in presenting 
their distinct theological arguments.1591 The task remains to determine to what extent 
these distinct theological voices can be held together in a constructive dialogue, 
without one subjugating the other.1592 This requires more than just a passive 
observation, since theologians are also active participants in the ongoing theological 
dialogue operative in the HB. The diverse and dialogical nature of the HB contributes 
to its theological potency, allowing for alternative routes of theological exploration. 
This not only enriches theological reflection, but also prevents it from becoming 
obsolete. Engaging with this diversity keeps theological discourse honest. 
 
In §5.1 the theological centrality of creation in the wisdom tradition is reconsidered 
and in §5.2 the significance of the theological construct God as creator. The 
significance of death in the wisdom tradition is considered in §5.3, while the creation-
death relation comes into focus in §5.4. The theological potential of the wisdom 
tradition’s diversity and its implications for theological discourse is reconsidered in 
§5.5. 
 

5.1 The Theological Centrality of Creation in the Hebrew Bible Wisdom 
Tradition 
 
The creation orientation of the wisdom tradition is exemplified in the analyses of Ps 
104, Job 3, and Qoh 11:7-12:8, in which creation constitutes a central theological 
theme.1593 The creation theologies of these texts are particular to the literary and 

                                                 
1591 In line with his argument that the Bible is already an interpreted document, M.A. Fishbane, “Inner-
Biblical Exegesis: Types and Strategies of Interpretation in Ancient Israel, in: The Garments of the 
Torah: Essays in Biblical Hermeneutics (Bloomington, Ind.: Indiana University Press, 1992), 3-4, 12 
describes the Bible as “an imagination which responds to and is deeply dependent upon received 
traditions; an imagination whose creativity is never entirely a new creation, but one founded upon older 
and authoritative words and images.” 
1592 Goldingay, Theological Diversity and Authority, 239. 
1593 Rendtorff, “Creation as a Topic,” 207. He argues that creation as a theological theme was not 
understood as one theme among many by the final authors of the HB. Rather, creation was considered 
as the starting point, since “everything human beings can think and say about God and his relation to 
the world and to humankind depends on the fact that he created all this. Therefore not only does he rule 
the whole of creation, but he is also finally responsible for what happens within the world he created.” 
Cf. e.g. Isa 45:6-7. 
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theological contexts in which they are embedded.1594 In the broader context of the 
wisdom tradition these texts present disparate, but also complementary theologies. 
Each text presents a necessary nuance to the discourse concerning creation, death and 
the creation-death relation. 
 
In Ps 104 creation is the dominant theological theme. It steers the course of the psalm, 
which is characterised by a relentless doxological tone. The description and praise of 
divine creation coincides with the theme of divine wisdom (Ps 104:24), affirming the 
perception that creation is firmly established and well ordered. Indeed, the 
beneficence of order in creation is perceivable, thus qualifying creation as good and 
trustworthy (comparable with Job 38-41). Therefore the psalmist can also express 
trust and hope in the creator by means of the appeal in v 35a (cf. Prov 2:21-22; 10:30). 
It is not a hope based on an eschatological expectation, but is rather directed to 
immediate lived experience. In Job 3 the rhetoric of creation and creator functions 
differently. The deconstruction of creation is the objective of Job’s self-curse and 
lament. Ironically it leads to the eventual restoration of his being (Job 42:10-17). Job 
3 lacks Ps 104’s doxology of creation and creator. The pious Job of the prologue 
(1:21; 2:10) now perceives a detachment from the creator. As such Job 3 questions the 
status of divine creation and the value of wisdom for success in life (contra e.g. Prov 
3:33; 10:2-3, 29; 12:2, 7; 12:13, 21; 14:10; 15:6). In a different way, creation is also 
central to the preacher’s rhetoric in Qoh 11:7-12:8. But similar to Job, Qohelet 
questions the status of creation and the value of wisdom for offering certainty and 
success in life (contra e.g. Prov 2:6-9; 10:27-28; 11:31; 12:26; 13:9, 25; 14:32; 15:29; 
24:20; 29:12, 16). For this reason a tension is maintained between the imperatives to 
rejoice and to remember. In these texts creation is the arena of divine activity.1595 The 
perception thereof leads to doxology in Ps 104, to hopeless despair in Job 3, and to a 
relentless questioning in Qohelet that reaches a climax with 11:7-12:8. 
 
Basic to the shape of these texts’ creation theologies is their particular perception of 
reality,1596 which constitutes the empirical basis of the wisdom tradition (e.g. Prov 
2:2-3).1597 For this perception of reality, the causality principle or Tun-Ergehen-
Zusammenhang (e.g. Prov 11:18-19; 12:28; 13:6; 15:9; 21:21) serves as a paradigm 
for evaluating events and experience in the present, and regulating conduct and 
behaviour (particularly the hqdx / h[vr dichotomy). To live in accordance with the 
tenets of wisdom implies a concern for the present. This concern also applies to the 

                                                 
1594 Gerstenberger, Theologies, 224 argues that “The exilic and post-exilic community of Israel shaped 
its situation-conditioned theology in the light of the depressing political changes, the new social 
structures and the ambivalent experience of history.” If exilic-postexilic theology is considered as 
situation-conditioned, the theological diversity encountered in the literature from this period is not 
unexpected. 
1595 In the HB God discloses His nature and purpose above all through His creation. Cf. B.S. Childs, 
Old Testament Theology in a Canonical Context (London: SCM Press, 1985), 30-31. While God 
reveals Himself through creation, this does not imply that God is known through nature. Rather, divine 
acts of creation serve as an indication of God’s nature and will. 
1596 In reference to the word of Martin Buber, M.A. Fishbane, “The Biblical Dialogue of Martin 
Buber,” in: The Garments of the Torah: Essays in Biblical Hermeneutics (Bloomington, Ind.: Indiana 
University Press, 1992), 81-90, at 85 argues that “The words of the Bible, as events of spokenness, thus 
instruct us in the dialogical character of reality.” As such the information offered in texts instruct us 
regarding the author’s experience(s) of the world in which he / she is embedded. 
1597 Von Rad, Weisheit in Israel characterised wisdom as the sapiential understanding of reality. See 
also Burkes, God, Self and Death, 1 for the notion of wisdom as an empirical investigation of reality 
through experience. This experience remains tied to the present. 
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“fear of YHWH” (hwhy tary, Prov 1:7, 29; 2:5; 8:13; 9:10; 10:27; 14:26-27; 15:33; 
16:6; 19:23; 22:4; 23:17) which is central to the wisdom tradition.1598 It is in the 
present that YHWH should be feared, since the dead no longer experience anything 
(cf. Ps 6:5), i.e. no more sense perception, no more reasoning and no more wisdom 
(cf. Job 28:14, 22). In the framework of the creation theology of Ps 104 creation is 
perceived to be well ordered, beneficial, knowable and his place therein secure. This 
description of creation serves the rhetorical intent of the psalmist, namely doxology, 
but it also reflects the psalmist’s experience of the world and God, as attested in v 
35a. It does not present a utopian picture of creation, but recognises its dark edges. 
But because order in creation is perceivable as beneficial and the works of the creator 
experienced as good (vv 24, 31), creation is experienced positively. The curse and 
lament of Job 3 also have a rhetorical intent. They result from Job’s inability to 
perceive continuing goodness and order in creation (which is countered by the display 
of order and goodness in creation in chs. 38-41). In a world seemingly devoid of 
divine justice, creation can no longer be trusted as the realm of divine beneficence. 
Unjust suffering is not Qohelet’s main concern (cf. however 4:1-2), but the inability to 
comprehend the created order (cf. Qoh 3:11; 8:17) does lead to an irresolvable tension 
(e.g. 7:15). This, supported by the acute awareness of death’s finality, renders divine 
creation volatile. Wisdom no longer safeguards the place of the wise in creation (cf. 
Job 9:22). The intricate relation of perceptions of the creator and experiences of 
creation in Ps 104, Job 3 and Qoh 11:7-12:8 contribute to the evaluation of death in 
creation (cf. §5.3). 
 
The analysed texts contain aspects characteristic of both the tradition concerning the 
creation of the world (e.g. Gen 1:1-2:4a) and the creation of humanity (e.g. Gen 2:4b-
3:24). Such a categorisation is not problem-free, given that some of these aspects do 
overlap at times. However, it is useful for interpreting the creation theologies of the 
selected texts and to see where they overlap or differ. Here the argument of 
Westermann and Albertz should be noted, namely that Weltschöpfung presents the 
younger of the two creation traditions.1599 According to their argument the tradition 
concerning the creation of humanity functioned in such a way as to indicate the 
distance between God and humanity. This seems to be affirmed by e.g. Job 3, 10, Qoh 
11:5, but in other instances, e.g. Ps 8:4-6, Gen 1:26-28, Isa 64:8 it is not as clear. It is 
also significant that these references to human creation occur in texts with a late date. 
The tradition concerning the creation of the world was employed to establish the 
trustworthy character of God.1600 This is affirmed by e.g. Ps 104, Gen 1, Job 38-41, 
Isa 65:17-18. The merging of these two traditions in the exilic-postexilic period1601 is 
exemplified in the wisdom writings from this context, characterised by their more 
universalisic background and perspective.1602 

                                                 
1598 R.E. Murphy, “Religious Dimensions of Israelite Wisdom,” in: P.D. Miller and P.D. Hanson and 
S.D. McBride (eds.), Ancient Israelite Religion: Essays in Honor of Frank Moore Cross (Philadelphia: 
Fortress, 1987), 449-458, at 454, 456. The fear of YHWH continued to be a significant theme in 
wisdom, but one cannot speak of a linear development in this regard. Qohelet reflects a unique 
understanding of the fear of God (3:14; 5:6). 
1599 Westermann, Schöpfung, 100-102 judges the Menschenschöpfung tradition older than the 
Weltschöpfung tradition because “die Frage nach dem Sein (Existieren)” is older than “die Frage nach 
dem Seienden.” 
1600 Albertz, Weltschöpfung und Menschenschöpfung, 171. 
1601 Westermann, Schöpfung, 100-102. 
1602 Gerstenberger, Theologies, 243. This is indicated by the absence of election, covenant and salvation 
history. By implication the creation theology of these wisdom texts is also predominantly universal in 
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In Ps 104 the Weltschöpfung tradition dominates, as in Gen 1:1-2:4a and Job 38-41, 
and lacks a reference to the creation of humanity (contra Ps 8). This is significant, 
given that Ps 104 draws from earlier creation motifs as encountered in Gen 2:4b-3:24. 
The primary concern of Job 3 is Job’s personal creation and predicament, but both 
creation traditions occur in the wider context of the book, as exemplified by the divine 
speeches (chs. 38-41). Qoh 11:7-12:8 is suggestive of the theme of individual 
creation, considering the singular addressee of Qoh 11:9 and 12:1 (also 11:5), but 
combines aspects indicative of both creation traditions (e.g. 12:2). In Ps 104 
individual creation appears within the frame of Weltschöpfung. In Job 3 the perception 
of personal creation, juxtaposed with immediate experience, provides the framework 
for the interpretation of the created world. In Qohelet 11:7-12:8 it is the perception of 
the created world and immediate lived experience in creation that provides the 
hermeneutical framework in terms of which individual creation is interpreted. The 
creation theologies of the analysed texts lack any notion of a creatio ex nihilo, but 
rather perceive creation as an ongoing process (creatio continua), of which the God of 
Israel is the initiator and perpetuator. The creation of the individual fits within the 
boundaries of the broader concept of the creation of the world. This has implications 
for evaluating death within the framework of these theologies of creation. 
 

5.2 The Theological Construct “God as creator” in the Hebrew Bible Wisdom 
Tradition 
 
In Ps 104, Job 3 and Qoh 11:7-12:8 the predominant appellative for God is that of 
creator. As such it dovetails the broader perception of God as creator and preserver of 
the natural order, which colours the Israelite view of the world and physical 
phenomena.1603 God as creator presents the “pivotal point” of the Israelite 
worldview.1604 The diversified ways in which God is perceived in different contexts 
impacts on the experience and evaluation of the created world. The exile served as a 
catalyst for scrutinising this basic tenet concerning the deity,1605 which becomes 
problematic in the wisdom of Job and Qohelet.1606 According to the argument of 
proverbial wisdom YHWH, as creator and maintainer of the beneficial order in 
creation (Prov 8:22-29), is also the worker of retribution (e.g. Prov 10:3, 30). The 
creator is responsible for establishing the world and an inherent beneficial order, 
while wisdom serves as guide for living in harmony with this order. This “truth” about 
God and creation, which Ps 104 also proclaims, is debated in Job and Qohelet. In Job 
                                                                                                                                            
nature. This coincides with a tendency in wisdom writing to depersonalise the creator. The 
universalism of creation is matched by the remoteness of the creator, particularly evident in Qohelet 
and at times in Job. 
1603 Stadelman, The Hebrew Conception of the World, 177. Also T.J. Lewis, Cults of the Dead in 
Ancient Israel and Ugarit (HSM 39; Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1989), 177 who refers to the Yahwism 
that became normative as centred round the Deity who was the creator and sole ruler of the cosmos, 
who alone controls the destiny of humankind and requires exclusive worship. 
1604 Stadelman, The Hebrew Conception of the World, 177. 
1605 From his discussion of Neh 9 and Ps 139 Rendtorff, Creation as Topic, 212 argues that creation, in 
the postexilic Israelite context, could be made the most important point from where to start reflecting 
on one’s own present situation and God’s ability to change it. If the God of election and liberation is 
really God the creator, then he should also be able to bring about a change in the Israel’s situation 
resulting from the events of the exile. 
1606 Perdue, Wisdom and Cult, 137. He argues that the crisis of wisdom in Israel coincides with the 
decimation of the state. Schultz, Unity or Diversity in Wisdom Theology?, 288 does not share this 
view, since he is not in favour of identifying a crisis in Israelite wisdom. 
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the justice of the creator and creation is disputed, while the creator becomes the Deus 
absconditus in Qohelet, and the divine works equally unknowable.1607 Even in the 
overtly doxological context of Ps 104, the presence of sin and wickedness in creation 
is not denied (v 35). Thus, while the appellative for God as creator is maintained, the 
status of the creator becomes debatable in the wisdom tradition. It is significant that 
such diverse perspectives of God as creator were maintained and allowed to function 
simultaneously in the wisdom tradition. God may be praised and trusted as beneficent 
creator (Ps 104), but also challenged as obscurer of justice in creation (Job 3), or 
debated as if apathetic toward creation (Qohelet). These perceptions of the creator are 
not mutually exclusive but rather complementary. They bring into discussion various 
aspects of different views concerning God, keeping theological discourse honest. 
Sensitivity for different circumstances creates the possibility to comprehend such 
different views, and to regard them as complementary. This diversity is also indicative 
of the critical spirit characterising theological discourse during the exilic-postexilic 
period. 
 

5.3 The Significance of Death in the Hebrew Bible Wisdom Tradition 
 
Death is a significant theme in the wisdom tradition, despite the fact that it does not 
constitute the centre of Israelite theology or culture.1608 The wisdom tradition is 
diverse in its theology, but at the same time consistent in portraying divinely 
established life as limited and death as certain.1609 The analysed texts reflect a 
progression or an intensification of perceptions concerning the nature of death. These 
texts retain the basic notion of death as final, but experiences thereof differ markedly. 
These experiences of death are closely tied up with perceptions of the creator and 
creation. According to the wisdom of Proverbs, death is more than just biological 
cessation, since it also denotes a mode of living apart from YHWH (Prov 2:18; 5:5; 
7:27; 8:36; 11:19; 14:12; 16:25). As a prolongation of the wise / fool dichotomy, life 
and death stand in a binary relation and are mutually exclusive. In the wisdom 
orientated Ps 104 neither death nor the limited nature of life is perceived as 
problematic, and finds a natural place within the framework of a doxology of creation. 
Ps 104 perceives death as natural and biological, though it is directly related to 
YHWH, who is described by means of mythological language. Yet such imagery is 
not employed in relation to death. In Ps 104, the realm of life does not exclude death. 
The event of death does not detract from the celebration of an abundance of life. 
Individual death is engulfed by the divine perpetuation and regeneration of creation as 
a whole (cf. 104:29-30). Instead of swallowing up death (cf. Isa 25:8), YHWH 
continually renews creation. 
 

                                                 
1607 Perdue, Wisdom and Cult, 138. Also Boström, The God of the Sages, 153. He points to the general 
characterisation of God as transcended and remote in the HB wisdom tradition. In Proverbs this is 
mitigated by the personification of wisdom, in Job by divine revelation, and in the psalms by 
expressions of trust and faith. Qohelet contains no such moderation of divine remoteness. 
1608 Contra Egyptian culture in which death constitutes “Ursprung und Mitte der Kultur.” Cf. J. 
Assmann, Tod und Jenseits im Alten Ägypten (München: Verlag CH Beck, 2001), 1. 
1609 Cf. Wolff, Anthropologie des Alten Testaments, 150. He aptly argued that in the HB, “Des 
Menschen Zeit ist begrenzte Zeit. Es ist seine Gelegenheit zum Leben zwischen Geburt und Tod, so 
gewiß er als ein Sterblicher erschaffen ist (Gn 3:19.22). Im Blick auf die Lebensdauer findet die Frage, 
was der Mensch sei, die Antwort: ein vergängliches Wesen, ein Hauch ist er. Der Anfang seiner 
Lebenszeit ist von Jahwe gesetzt. Aber an seinem Ende stehen dunkelste Fragen auf.” 
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In Job 3 the experience of unjust suffering culminates in Job’s questioning the value 
of life and pondering on the virtue of death. Due to his experience of suffering and 
being rejected by the creator, Job is already experiencing a state of deadliness in life 
(Job 10:1; also Ps 88:3; 107:18).1610 In his opening soliloquy, he desires a rapid 
transition into Sheol. Job wishes to die immediately, i.e. unnaturally and not at the end 
of a long life (contra Job 42:17). His experience of suffering and death excludes that 
which gives life meaning. The experience of suffering and death dehumanises, and 
this intensifies the bitter nature of Job’s embracement of death. He longs for the 
tranquillity of Sheol (contra Job 10:21-22; Isa 14:9-11), in order to escape the tyranny 
of the creator in life. However, Job expects divine justice and restitution in this life 
(cf. 19:25-27), not in an afterlife. While already standing with one foot in the grave, 
his focus ultimately remains on the realm of life, where he wishes to encounter his 
creator. Through his experience of suffering, weighing of wisdom and life’s value and 
his rhetorical flirtation with Sheol, but also by the divine speeches, Job comes to a 
deeper understanding of his creator and his place in creation. The depiction of death 
and the underworld in Job 3 serves a rhetorical intent and does not carry any value 
judgement in itself. It does however cast a momentary shadow over every meaningful 
interpretation of life.1611 
 
In Qohelet death presents the central theological theme. In view of his ambiguous 
experience divine creation, and his perception of the creator as alloof, death gains a 
negative quality, particularly due to its absoluteness.1612 Qohelet laments the 
egalitarian nature of death. It does not discriminate (cf. 2:16; 3:19), it disrupts the 
wise / fool dischotomy, and due to creation becoming devoid of justice, Qohelet fails 
to ascertain the value of life, reaching a climax in Qohelet 11:7-12:8. The imagery in 
this pericope, whether interpreted metaphorically or allegorically, denotes 
deterioration and destruction. Death detracts from the value of life. Death is the 
inevatible end of all, but due to its impact in life it is not just perceived in biological 
terms, but also metaphorically as that which dehumanises, emptying life of meaning. 
Whatever profit there might be for humanity is limited to this life. Yet, given that life 
is characterised by endemic uncertainty, it is ultimately lbh. Due to wisdom’s 
inability to assure success in life, death remains the only certainty in life.1613 In Ps 104 
and Job hope is expressed for divine intervention in the present, but in Qohelet the 
border between faith and apostacy is very vague. Despite the late dating of these texts, 
they do not reflect hope in an afterlife, but stay focussed on this life. As such, the fate 
of the living is sealed with death, with no possibility of resurrection or future 
judgment.1614 
 
The perception of God as creator and of creation as continuous, impacts on the 
perception of death in Ps 104, Job 3 and Qoh 11:7-12:8. The place of death within the 

                                                 
1610 Keel, The Symbolism, 64. In Ps 88:4, death presents the extremity of powerlessness. 
1611 G. von Rad, Wisdom in Israel (trans. J.D. Martin; Nashville: Abingdon, 1972), 228. 
1612 Segal, Life after Death, 249. 
1613 Death also marks a boundary for knowledge. See here A. Schellenberg, Erkenntnis als Problem: 
Qohelet und die alttestamentliche Diskussion um das menschliche Erkennen (OBO 188; Fribourgh: 
Universitätsverlag, 2002), 99. Also Sanders, “Wisdom, Theodicy, Death,” 268. 
1614 Later works such as Sirach, Judith, Tobit, Baruch or 1 Maccabees takes no account of resurrection, 
but rather continues the line of thinking of Ecclesiastes and other wisdom writings. It was only after 
events such as the capture of Jerusalem by the Romans, marking the end of the priestly aristocracy, that 
the doctrine of bodily resurrection became fundamental to the teachings of Judaism. Cf. Martin-
Achard, From Death to Life, 223. 
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framework of their creation theologies, and how death finds a place in the ongoing 
process of divine creation and recreation is significant. This is particularly the case in 
view of the challenges posed to perceptions of creation as trustworthy and beneficent, 
and to the creator as omnipotent and just in the exilic-postexilic period.1615 In 
wisdom’s reasoning and rhetoric the creator orchestrates and governs the process of 
creation (e.g. Prov 3:19; 8:28-29; Job 38:1-11). The questioning of the divinely 
established order in creation also brings into doubt the status of one’s own place 
within that framework. In the wisdom of Job and Qohelet, this question is fuelled by 
the distrust of the principle of retribution.1616 Their searching takes them as far as the 
grave, recognising its limits, with the implication that whatever justice and retribution 
one can hope for is to be experienced in this life, i.e. in history. In the HB wisdom 
tradition hope for divine justice and retribution is not based on an eschatological 
expectation (contra Isa 26:14, 19; Ezek 37:1-14;1617 Dan 12:2-3; 2 Macc 7). This is 
also asserted in Sirach, which continues Qohelet’s scepticism and denial of a 
worthwhile afterlife. 
 
The primary concern of the wisdom tradition is with life in the present. This includes 
the prolongation of life in the present (Prov 3:1-2; 10:16; 15:24), by avoiding death as 
the result of foolish living (Prov 12:28; 13:14; 14:27; 15:10; 19:16). The significance 
of life in the present finds acute expression in Job and Qohelet.1618 The occasional 
theological foreignness of these two books challenges readers to ask different 
questions in view of existing traditions such as Ps 104. This also pertains to the 
perceived inability of hmkj to assure µwlv in life. Wisdom is supposed to constitute 
and contribute to the quality of life Diesseits.1619 When it is no longer perceived to do 
so, death is experienced as infringing the borders of life. In Job and Qohelet the 
inability of wisdom contributes to the perception of death emptying life of meaning 
and significance. In Qohelet, death is presented as a threatening shadow permanently 
hanging over life, while in the context of Job 3 he longs for his life to be covered by 
the shadow of death. In Ps 104 death is merely presented as part of the “shadow side” 
of the good creation. It is the inevitable fate of all forms of life. The maintenance of a 
diversity of responses to the phenomenon of death indicates the absence of any 
normative response. The three perspectives encountered in the focus texts have their 
own literary and theological context, but also inform one other.1620 
 
 
 

                                                 
1615 In this regard Deutero-Isaiah is among the first biblical writers to appropriate and expand the 
creation theologies of Gen 1:1-3:24, in addressing an exilic audience, overcome by the experience 
devastation, which put a question mark behind their convictions of God and world. 
1616 Contra Prov 10:2, “Treasures of wickedness profit nothing: but righteousness (hqdx) delivers from 
death (twm).” Also Prov 10:27, “The fear of YHWH prolongs days: but the years of the wicked will be 
shortened.” This tenet reaches its zenith in Prov 10:30, “The righteous (qydx) shall never be removed 
(Ni of fwm - wordplay on twm): but the wicked shall not inhabit the earth.” 
1617 In Ps. Ezek (4Q385 and 4Q386) the bones are also brought back to life, and the result is that those 
brought to life will bless YHWH Zebaot. Here YHWH is the one who brings back to life. Cf. F. García 
Martínez. The Dead Sea Scrolls Translated. (trans. G.E. Watson; Leiden: Brill, 1994), 286-287. 
1618 Some consensus does exist that Qohelet is responding to a notion present within his cultural milieu. 
Cf. Sanders, “Wisdom, Theodicy, Death,” 270. 
1619 Sanders, “Wisdom, Theodicy, Death,” 264. 
1620 Martin-Achard, From Death to Life, 16. 
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5.4 The Creation-Death Relation in the Hebrew Bible Wisdom Tradition 
 
As stated, the exile served as catalyst for theological innovation, including perceptions 
of the creation-death relation.1621 In the analysed texts, death is not excluded from the 
realm of creation.1622 Life and death are two sides of the same cosmological coin, i.e. 
constitutive parts of the same reality.1623 This is significant, given wisdom’s 
orientation toward life in the present. To be “alive” (hyj) in the HB encompasses more 
than just “to be.” To be alive is to be created,1624 and to stand in a relation with the 
creator.1625 As such, life in creation should be defined in terms of its various 
manifestations, including the event of death. For this reason a consideration of 
humanity as created necessarily implies a consideration of its limitations induced by 
suffering and death.1626 In Ps 104 death is not perceived as standing in opposition to 
creation and neither does it empty life of meaning. Death is certain and part of 
creation, but life stemming from the hand of YHWH may still be celebrated. In Job 3, 
and Qoh 11:7-12:8 creation and death do constitute a binary relation. Death detracts 
from life’s significance and separates from the creator. This indicates a real threat of 
death, given that the creator is operative in the context of life.1627 In this way the 
creation-death relation in these texts is dynamic, since it fluctuates depending on 
particular experience of creation and creator. 
 
In Ps 104 the positive portrayal of the creator contributes to the neutral evaluation of 
the phenomenon of death. Since creator and creation are trustworthy, the psalmist 
perceives his place in creation as secure, despite the inevitability of death. The divine 
works encompass both creation and death and for this reason their relation is 
presented in neutral terms. 
In Job 3 the nature of God as creator is scrutinised, and also the relation of the creator 
toward creation. As a result Job experiences his place in creation as uncertain and his 
own creation as a crisis. This is exemplified by the reversal of values ascribed to life 
and death. In Job 3 the creator is accredited with bringing Job into life (cf. Job 10:8-
13), but in effect also held responsible for his present state of misery (cf. Job 10:2-3, 
16-17). However, Job does not call upon the creator to bring an end to his life. For 
this purpose he focuses his attention in a different direction. This positive envisioning 
of Sheol and the dead is particular and limited to Job 3. While death separates from 
the realm of life, it does not stand in opposition to creation. 

                                                 
1621 Gerstenberger, Theologies, 207. In the exilic-postexilic period theological insights there were 
“brought together, reinterpreted and above all largely recreated.” 
1622 This contrasts with Priestly and Deuteronomistic theology in terms of which death could have no 
place in the realm of life. Cf. I. Willi-Plein, Opfer und Kult im alttestamentlichen Israel: 
Textbefragungen und Zwischenergebnisse (SBS 153; Stuttgart: Verlag Katholisches Bibelwerk, 1993), 
56-57. Also Reventlow, “Tod und Leben,” 15 who refers to death as “taboo zone.” 
1623 Contra e.g. Gen 3:19, 22; 6:5-17; Num 16:30 where death (not mortality) is perceived as 
punishment for sin. Cf. H.P. Schmidt, “Todeserfahrung und Lebenserwartung,” in: M.L. Henry et al., 
Leben angesichts des Todes: Beiträge zum theologischen Problem des Todes. Helmut Thielicke zum 60. 
Geburtstag (Tübingen: JCB Mohr, 1968), 205. 
1624 Martin-Achard, From Death to Life, 5. Also Pola, “Was ist Leben im Alten Testament,” 251-252. 
Life is seen as that which is in movement, whereas that which is static e.g. plants, were not considered 
to be “alive.” 
1625 Keel, The Symbolism, 68. 
1626 Westermann, Schöpfung, 141. 
1627 Feldman, Biblical and Post-biblical Defilement and Mourning, 18. This fear for separation from the 
presence of the deity distinguishes Israelite religious thought from that of its Umwelt. In the HB God 
even has a “book of life” (cf. Exod 32:32; Ps 69:28; Isa 4:3; Mal 3:16). 
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Being created and being mortal are intricately connected in Qoh 11:7-12:8. But the 
elusive nature of the creator leads to Qohelet’s experience of uncertainty concerning 
his place and share in creation. As in the case of Job, the uncertainty concerning the 
nature of the creator opens the way for death to threaten the boundaries of life. If the 
creator cannot be known or trusted, humanity stands helpless in the face of certain 
death. The focus of Qoh 11:7-12:8 is on death in life, since death detracts from and 
presents the ultimate, indiscriminating fate of all living beings. It does not stand in 
opposition to creation, but is an inherent part thereof. While death is not explicitly 
said to be created in the HB,1628 both life and death are intricately related to the 
creator, and in this regard the creation-death relation is best evaluated in terms of the 
theological construction of God as creator. Life stems from the creator, who is also 
responsible for setting its limit, and reclaiming the gift bestowed on mortals (e.g. Ps 
104:29; Job 10:9; Qoh 11:7). 
 

5.5 Creation, Death and the Hebrew Bible Wisdom Tradition: Reconsidering the 
Nature and Potential of its Diversity 
 
From the analysis of Ps 104, Job 3 and Qoh 11:7-12:8 no normative view concerning 
the creation-death relation can be distilled. Each text contains a distinct perception of 
this relation, but as argued, they are not unrelated. When these texts are read in 
dialogue, they function as a theological sounding board for each other. By means of a 
serious engagement with the contextual nature (historical, literary and theological) of 
each text, theological relativism is avoidable.1629 The analysis of Ps 104, Job 3 and 
Qoh 11:7-12:8 contributed in determining the distinct theological perspective of each 
text in its immediate context, but also suggests how they relate to the greater 
theological tradition in which they are embedded. The analysed texts do not contradict 
each other in terms of their argument concerning God as creator, or the certainty of 
death. They do however contradict each other in terms of their perceptions of creation 
and creator and their reaction in view of the certainty of death. Such contradiction 
does not imply a theological inconsistency in the wisdom tradition, but rather 
illustrates the ability of the wisdom tradition to encapsulate disparate theological 
arguments, which certainly result from diverse experiences of immediate lived reality. 
Instead of championing one theological argument in a dogmatic fashion, the wisdom 
tradition contributes to the search for meaning by allowing different theological 
voices to speak simultaneously. The result of such theological tolerance is a response 
to the challenges of experience and reality that is much more open ended. The value 
hereof lies in the fact that it provides an alternative to contemporary theological 
discourse that is still very much governed by a modernist quest for absoluteness. The 
wisdom tradition refrains from enforcing any single theological argument as absolute 
and final. The construction of theological realities encompasses diverse experiences of 
and responses to life in the present. 
 

                                                 
1628 In Isa 45:7 YHWH declares that He forms (rxy) light and creates (arb) darkness. Here light and 
darkness should not be equated directly with life and death, but it does contain a qualitative value, i.e. 
light as positive and darkness as negative. 
1629 Gerstenberger, Theologies, 280 is correct in arguing, “because every situation and every human 
social grouping is mainly responsible for its faith, and because no human formation is completely 
homogenous, but always carries around within itself its own internal contradictions, the statements of 
faith made in a particular era are contradictory, and each has to be taken seriously on its own terms.” 
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Psalm 104 provides a near ideal depiction of creator and creation, but it does not turn 
a blind eye concerning creation’s dark edges (cf. 35a). In Job these dark edges are a 
central theme, and Job’s personal experience is responsible for the perception of 
creation and death encountered in Job 3. This does not disqualify the positive 
portrayal of creation and creator or the neutral perception of death in Ps 104. Rather, it 
is informed by a contesting theological perspective of Job 3. These dark edges are also 
present in Qohelet, but here wisdom’s worth and humanity’s share in life, rather than 
theodicy are the main concern. In Qohelet God is neither the immanent and active 
creator of Ps 104, nor the bargaining and responsive God of Job. Qohelet perceives 
the creator as omnipotent (5:2) and creation as beautiful (3:11a), but his experience of 
the creator’s absence, coinciding with the unknowable nature of the divine works, 
renders the creator as terrifying and humanity’s place in creation as uncertain. The 
lack of theological normativity in these texts does not imply theological relativity.1630 
Each text presents a legitimate voicing of experienced realities in a particular context. 
In the same way the context(s) of the readers of these texts ultimately determines 
which voice is heard clearest. 
 
In the wisdom tradition, both immediate lived experience and perceptions of the 
creator contribute to the evaluation of the creation-death relation. The diversity of 
responses encountered in the HB is significant since its incorporation in the canon 
implies that it received theological legitimation from the religious communities 
responsible for its transmission and preservation. Indeed, the HB reflects the existence 
of divergent religious practices operating side by side, but also conflicts between 
different “currents of faith.”1631 Given that the Jewish community of the sixth to 
second century BCE was not a uniform entity, such uniformity should not be expected 
in terms of theology, politics and worldview reflected in the literature stemming from 
this period.1632 This contributed to the lack of normativity in the wisdom tradition. It 
also allows for and contributes to the ongoing process of constructing theological 
realities.1633 That is, theological realities that are experienced based, informed by 
tradition, but also open ended in terms of its willingness to engage with differing 
theological perspectives. Taking into consideration such coexistence of diverse 
theological arguments, the meaningfulness of trying to determine a linear 
development is less clear. Of more immediate importance is the synchronic shape of 
its theology. 
 

                                                 
1630 Childs, Old Testament Theology in a Canonical Context, 17. He argued that “…it is theologically 
important to understand the Old Testament’s witness in its own right in regard to its coherence, variety 
and unresolved tensions.” 
1631 Gerstenberger, Theologies, 281. 
1632 Gerstenberger, Theologies, 215. Also P.R. Davies, “Scenes from the Early History of Judaism,” in: 
D.V. Edelman (ed.), The Triumph of Elohim: From Yahwisms to Judaisms (Kampen: Kok Pharos, 
1995), 145ff who discusses the insufficiencies of the notion of “normative” or common Judaism(s) 
within the second temple period, and argues that it is a period in which diverse and conflicting forms of 
Judaism were operative. 
1633 R.E. Clements, Old Testament Theology: A Fresh Approach (London: Marshall, Morgan & Scott, 
1978), 20. The very nature of theology is “to concern itself with living faith, rather than with the 
history of ideas…the latter is certainly important for theology…but it lacks the evaluative role of 
theology…We are therefore, in seeking an Old Testament theology, concerned with the theological 
significance which this literature possesses in the modern world, which points us to an openness to its 
role in Judaism and Christianity.” 
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In present day faith communities, creation theologies can assist in imagining the 
world differently, which in turn can impact on the perceptions of death.1634 The 
wisdom tradition’s primary concern for life in the present, i.e. life as such, constitutes 
a challenge to present day theological discourses to reconsider the value of life 
Diesseits as the primary mode of existence. This includes individual and communal 
life. The Diesseits orientation of the wisdom tradition presents an imperative for faith 
communities to embrace and value life on this side of the grave. Furthermore to 
contribute to the establishment of conditions that would allow for living a meaningful 
life. The ethical thrust hereof is quite clear. By implication this calls for a 
reconsideration of making sense of life in the face of death. Since death fits within the 
framework of creation, a proper theological response is called for. From the diverse 
perceptions of the creation-death relation operative in the analysed texts, it is clear 
that death should not be considered as something that happens to created beings, as a 
lower biological order of existence, but rather accepted as an inherent part of what it 
means to be created. The reality of death does not have to be denied or wished 
away,1635 and as such death does not have to be removed from the world of 
experience.1636 But due to the knowledge of death’s certainty and finality, i.e. that 
meaning should be sought in this life, death also comes to present a challenge to life. 
The wisdom tradition addresses this challenge without merely reverting to orthodoxy 
and without venturing beyond the grave. Rather, it continually redirects the focus to 
life in the present, allowing for the full scope of its complexities, which includes the 
reality of death. The search for God, justice, meaning and beauty in creation is also 
directed toward life Diesseits, and is guided by the discernment of God as creator. 
This perception is unaltered in the wisdom tradition, even when wisdom becomes 
frustrated in its task. 
 
An implication of such a perspective is that an eschatological basis is not a 
prerequisite for a theology of hope. That is, maintaining hope or finding meaning in 
life does not depend on the expectation of an eschatological event, such as 
resurrection and judgement. Rather, the realities of the present are faced head on and 
in this regard the wisdom tradition takes life dead serious. It does not allow a flight 
from the present, but challenges to seriously engage with it. Life might be experienced 
as covered by the shadow of death, or death might be perceived as preferable to life, 
but this is never the sum total of what is to be experienced under the sun. In this 
regard the dialogical nature of wisdom’s theology serves a facilitating purpose. In 
view hereof, theological labour should be directed at finding meaning within life, 
rather than challenging the boundaries of death. The task remains for biblical theology 
to take up this challenge. 
 

                                                 
1634 W. Brueggemann, Texts under Negotiation: The Bible and Postmodern Imagination (Minneapolis: 
Fortress, 1993), 17. Imagination is significant for interpreting biblical texts. Constructing theological 
realities is a perpetual and creative task, calling on the resources of the imagination, and an implication 
is that texts become relative and their meaning subject to change. But as in the case of the early Jewish 
community, it is an audience that ultimately decides which reality, including the perceptions of creation 
and death, is more suitable in a particular context. 
1635 Modern western attitudes toward death are often characterised by a “denial” of death in the sense 
that it becomes secularised, institutionalised and professionalised. Cf. Anderson, Theology, Death, and 
Dying, 16. 
1636 Other than in western culture where death becomes an event separated from family and public life, 
and as a result death has no place in the contemporary person’s worldview. Cf. Anderson, Theology, 
Death and Dying, 20. 




