A WORD STUDY In Process ON lAav. 





The Associative Field





	Of the 65 occurrences of the word lAav. sheol, the AV glosses it as “grave” 31 times, “hell” 31 times, and “pit” three times.  The LXX glosses it as hades a|[dhj nearly 60 times and thanatos qanatoj three times.�  The associative field of sheol, undifferentiated by senses, is broad.  Sheol is described as deep (Job 7:8), exposed to God (Job 26:6), and silent (Psa. 31:17). When personified, sheol is never full (Pro. 27:20), has an insatiable appetite (Pro. 30:16; Hab. 2:5), enlarges herself and opens her mouth (Isa. 5:14), is excited to meet new occupants (Isa. 14:9), and may rouse the dead (Isa. 14:9). It is associated with sorrow (chebel, Psa. 116:3),� distress (metsar, Psa. 116: 3), anguish (yagon, Psa. 116:3), and cruelty (qasheh, Cant. 8:6).  Terms in parallel to sheol are death (mawet, Psa. 89:48),� pit (bor, Isa. 14:15), dust (‘apar, Job 17:16), darkness (chosheq, Job 17:13), grave (qeber, Psa. 88:3-5),� and destruction� (’abaddon, Pro. 27:20).�  Antonymous terms are the heavens (Job 11:8) and life (Pro. 15:24).  The inhabitants of sheol are Jacob (Gen. 37:35), the slain in battle (Eze. 31:17), the wicked (Psa. 9:17), whoremongers (Pro. 9:18), all men (Ecc. 9:10), and “spirits of dead men” (Isa. 14:9 NAS).�  There is no praise (Isa. 38:18), work, device, knowledge, or wisdom (Ecc. 9:10) in sheol. Entrance into sheol is always pictured as going down (Isa. 14:11), is effected by Yahweh (1 Sam. 2:6), and by death (Eze. 32:37).  One may go into sheol alive (Num. 16:33). One may be rescued from sheol through corporal discipline (Pro. 23:14), but exit from sheol is only accomplished by Yahweh (Psa. 49:15) and is always described as a coming up (Job 7:9).





The Senses





	Sheol primarily designates a place,�  however, by metonymy, it may denote abstract concepts.  It has three distinct senses: 1) it is the place of the dead, regardless of spiritual status;  2) it is the burial place where the body decays, i.e., the grave; and 3) it may denote the cessation of life, i.e., death. A fourth possibility is the place of the wicked after death, as distinct from that of the righteous, i.e., hell.  The English “hell” refers to the abode of the damned, and thus has a more restricted semantic range than sheol.  The AV’s gloss of sheol as “hell” when the place of the dead is in view, and not the abode of the damned, is misleading to the English reader (e.g., Psa. 18:5; Eze. 31:15-17).  “Grave” is a broader term and encompasses both of sheol’s first two senses.  “Pit” is quite ambiguous in English and is a poor gloss of sheol.  





The Relation of the Associative Field to the Senses





The terms pain, sorrow, anguish, distress, and cruelty occur in association with Sheol. In every instance of collocation, Sheol means “death.” None of these terms are used in association with sheol when it designates the place of the dead (regardless of spiritual condition), the place of the wicked dead (hell), or the grave (with the possible exception of Cant. 8:6).  Data: In Gen. 42:38 and 44:31, yagon (sorrow, anguish) would be the cause of Jacob’s death (idiomatically expressed as “cause to go down to sheol”).  In Ps. 116:3 the psalmist speaks of the sorrows (chebel, yagon) and distress (metsar) of death.  In the parallel passages 2 Sam. 22:6 and Ps. 18:6, chebel is collocated with sheol, but chebel is the homonym “rope” and not the word for sorrow (contra AV)�  Canticles 8:6 speaks of jealousy being as hard/cruel as Sheol. While sheol is parallel to death (maweth), it could be understood as grave (niv, nrsv).





	The first sense of sheol is by far the most common in the OT.  Clear examples of sheol as the place of the departed dead are Jacob’s declaration that he would “go down into sheol unto my son mourning” (Gen. 37:35), the Preacher’s admonition to all men to live vigorously, since there is no activity in sheol where they are going (Ecc. 9:10), and Ezekiel’s description of sheol as a place where those slain in battle lie still (Eze. 32:21).  


Instances in which sheol designates the place of burial are Job’s query, “Will it go down with me to sheol? Shall we together go down in the dust?” (Job 17:16), David’s statement that as sheep are laid in the grave, so the form of the wicked shall be for sheol to consume (Psa. 49:14), and Isaiah’s figurative description of Babylon as having been brought down to sheol where worms and maggots are its covering (Isa.14:11).  Key collocates that support “grave” as a distinct sense of sheol are “corruption” (Psa. 16:10), “worms” (Isa. 14:11), “dust” (Job 17:16), and “consume” (Psa. 49:14).


The metonymical use of sheol to denote death is seen in Solomon’s statements concerning the strange woman: “Her feet go down to death; her steps take hold on sheol” (Prov. 5:5), “her house is the way to sheol, going down to the chambers of death (Prov. 7:27). The repeated occurrence of sheol in parallel with death, such as in Hosea 13:14 nas, “Shall I ransom them from the power of Sheol? Shall I redeem them from death? O Death, where are your thorns? O Sheol, where is your sting?” substantiates “death” as a metonymical sense of sheol.


No OT reference provides an indisputable example of sheol meaning the place of the damned.  This fourth sense, however, is suggested by Proverbs 23:14 where corporal punishment is said to deliver a child’s nephesh from sheol.  In context, it makes more sense to understand this as deliverance from spiritual destruction, rather than the destruction of the body in the grave.  The contrast of life with sheol in Proverbs 15:24 may also support this fourth sense.  A passage frequently used to support “hell” as a meaning of sheol is Psalm 9:17, “The wicked shall be turned into hell, and all the nations that forget God.”   The verb the AV translates “shall be turned” is, however, not passive but active, and should be translated “will turn back” or “will return.”  If sheol here means death/grave, one has to wonder what is the significance of saying that the wicked, in particular, will die/go to the grave, for all men die. The context of the psalm is one of judgment, and sheol seems to designate a place of punishment for the wicked.


Uses:  Sheol is used designate the lowest point known to man (Job 11:8; Deu 32:22).  Note Isaiah 14:11-12 where being “cut down to sheol” (v. 11) parallels “as a star falling to earth” (v. 12).  Clearly both expresses are means of communicating that this person has been brought low or humbled.�


Questions: Does Isaiah 38:18 indicate that sheol is conceived of as a pit? (cp. Isa 14:15)


	Two theologically significant passages beg for reexamination.  Psalm 16:10 prophesies concerning Christ that his nephesh will not be abandoned to sheol where it would decay.  The parallelism of sheol with decay strongly suggests that sheol should be understand as the burial place of the body.  Peter explicitly confirms this understanding in Acts 2:27-31.  This interpretation undercuts the idea that Christ entered Hell subsequent to his crucifixion.  The second passage is Isaiah 14:13-15.  If this passage refers to Satan, even typically, it provides a striking parallel to Revelation’s picture of Satan being cast into the bottomless pit (Rev. 20:1-3).  If Lucifer, however, has no symbolic reference to Satan, then sheol would refer only to the grave in this context.





�Psalm 88 – What is the nature of the parallelism between these terms in Psa. 88?  Synonymous parallelism (sp) is a misleading term.  The elements in a synonymously parallel construction are NOT necessarily synonymous.  We need to refine our understanding of the use of terms in sp.  Thought:  The use of terms in sp indicates that there is some degree of semantic overlap between the two.   What sense of sheol has semantic overlap with bor?  Does one of sheol’s senses have “pit-like” as part of its information? 


� There are some places where the LXX doesn’t translate it at all, that is why there is a discrepancy between the numbers


� 2 Sam. 22:6 in the AV reads – the sorrows of Hell.  But the form lb,xE may mean (1) cord or (2) sorrow. The parallelism of snares in the next stich of this verse strongly argues against taking this as sorrow. However, Psa 116:3 speaks of the sorrows of death and the pains/terrors of sheol, thus sorrow is associated with sheol.


� Psa. 18:5; 89:48; 116:3; Prov. 5:5; 7:27; Isa. 28:15, 18; 38:18; Hos. 13:14 (2x).


� The parallelism here between lAav. and rb,q< (and rAb) extends over these three verses.  


� Destruction is ’abaddon.  It occurs 5x (Job 26:6; 28:22; 31:12; Ps. 88:12; Prov. 15:11)  It is conjoined by  waw with sheol twice (Job 26:6; Prov. 15:11) and with mawet once (Job 28:22).  It is parallel to qeber in Psa. 88:12 [H]. Job 31:12 speaks of a fire burning unto Abbadon (‘ad ’abaddon).  The LXX translates it avpwlei,a four times, and  evpi. pa,ntwn tw/n merw/n in Job 31:12.


� The NAS translates ~yapr ‘the spirits of dead men.’


� It is noteworthy that sheol never has the definite article prefixed to it, and that it frequently has a suffixed hey locative.  These two syntactical features strongly suggest that sheol is specific place and is therefore inherently definite.


� Interestingly the LXX uses wvdi/nej for chebel, but it translates sheol with qanatoj instead of the normal a[|dhj.  The parallelism favors “cords”over “sorrow.”


� qm[ and lwav Job 11:8 -- deeper than sheol vs. higher than heaven.  Isa 7:11 -- ask a sign, make it deep to Sheol or high to above ([hlav] odd form, questionable parsing.)  Prov. 9:18 -- the guests of the harlot are in the depths of Sheol.  Was a grave the lowest place of which a Hebrew could conceive?
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