Articles from Cultural Backgrounds Study Bible

These are three articles that touch on one or more subjects that we have talked about in the latest Wednesday
Bible Study.

EXODUS 8:15

THE HARDENING
OF PHARAOH'S HEART

cholars tend to agree that the meaning of this and similar expressions probably
S find their background in Egyptian terminology and beliefs. But there is disagree-
ment as to which aspect of Egyptian culture provides this background. One view
relates the concept of a hard heart to the judgment that ancient Egyptians believed
would take place in the afterlife. Much of this belief is revealed in the document
known as the “Book of the Dead.” A portion of this text describes the judgment scene
at which the heart of the deceased is weighed on a scale to determine if it is heavier
than the feather that represents the Egyptian conception of what is right and just. If
not, the deceased is granted great favor in the afterlife. If it is, the creature Ammit (also
known as the “Devouress” or “Swallower”) will consume the deceased. The Biblical
expressions about a hard or strong heart, according to this view, are actually about
a heavy heart. Each time the text says that Pharaoh’s heart grows hard or strong, it
means that his heart grows heavier; i.e., he becomes more and more guilty when
compared to the standard of what is right. At times, Yahweh is said to be the one to
“harden” the heart of Pharaoh, which refers to Yahweh'’s judging Pharaoh to be guilty
of wrongdoing, even though ancient Egyptians believed their king could do no wrong.
There is another view, however, that points to Egyptian expressions that appear
to be the functional equivalents of the Biblical language. One of these, which means
lit. “heavy-hearted,” is often used of those who have great self-control and are able
to refrain from speaking rashly. The expression could be translated “levelheaded.”
Another expression means “stouthearted” and refers to those who have great courage
and determination. Perhaps, then, the Biblical text is attempting to use these expres-
sions in a way that Egyptian texts most certainly would not. Whereas the latter speak
positively of a heart that grows hard, heavy or strong, the Exodus passages use this
language to render a severe critique of the Egyptian king. In fact, the Biblical text may
be offering a caustic satire on these Egyptian ideas. By strengthening Pharaoh’s heart,
Yahweh is giving the king exactly what he wants — stoutheartedness, a concept highly
prized by the Egyptians. In this case, however, getting what he wants leads Pharaoh
and his land straight to disaster. On the other hand, it is generally not Yahweh who
“makes heavy” Pharaoh’s heart. It is instead Pharaoh himself who heaps the guilt of
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wrongdoing — assuming this is the import of a heavy heart —on himself and thereby
‘dooms himself to punishment. b 30

~ Both views have some evidence in their favor. The second view connects the
Hebrew phrases to Egyptian terminology that is indeed similar. None of this terminol-
ogy occurs in the accounts of the judgment scene involving the weighing of the heart.
Nevertheless, the first view seems able to explain the “hardening” process in a way
that fits with the tendency of Exodus to condemn Pharaoh and his actions.

Whatever the case might be, we need to recall that God’s hardening of Pharaoh’s
heart is not what is bringing Pharaoh under judgment —he has already come under
judgment, as have the people and gods of Egypt. This act is only a means of giving
them what they have so richly earned.

The Weighing of the Heart ritual from the papyrus of the scribe Hunefer, Thebes, early
Nineteeth Dynasty, about 1280 BC.
Kim Walton. The British Museum.
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PSALM 30:3

DEATH AND THE UNDERWORLD

n Egypt, as early as the fourth millennium BC, burial goods evidence belief in an
I afterlife. Funerary practices developed into elaborate customs of burial, accompa-

nied by ongoing food offerings, to maintain an enjoyable life in the next world. At
death, the individual stood before the god of the underworld, Osiris, and the confes-
sions of the heart were weighed against the standard of justice (maat; see note on
Ps 85:10). Failure of character resulted in torture, but one judged “true of voice” was
admitted into a joyous afterlife. The Egyptian “Book of the Dead” consists of a series of
magical spells buried with the deceased person to help him or her overcome obstacles
to a successful transition to life in the underworld.

Mesopotamian belief was not so optimistic. Upon death, Mesopotamians thought
that the individual became a sort of ghost, but there was no judgment and no joyful
existence possible. The underworld was a gloomy “land of no return,” partitioned
from the land of the living by a series of gates and described in one text as a place
with no light and only dust and clay for food. Other texts offer some hope for food
and fresh water if provided by surviving family members in ongoing funerary rituals.
But without proper burial and maintenance, the ghost was doomed to wander without
rest. The Hittite conception was very similar. The ghosts of the dead descended to an
underworld beneath the subterranean waters.

Ancient Israelites shared views of death and the underworld more in common
with Mesopotamia than with Egypt. The afterlife was an uncertain state of existence
as a shadowy image of the former, living self (rephaim, “shades” [ESV] or “spirits”
[NIV] in Isa 14:9; 26:14; “the dead” in Job 26:5; Ps 88:10). This same term (Ugaritic
rp’um) is used in Ugaritic texts for the deceased ancestors of kings who return from
the underworld to celebrate royal banquets. But unlike the departed kings of Ugarit,
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those designated by this term in the OT
have no power or ability to return to the
realm of the living (see note on 106:28).
The realm of the dead, called “Sheol,”
was located in the lowermost region
of the earth, below the subterranean
waters (Job 26:5, hence “depths” in
Ps 139:8) and at the root of the moun-
tains (Dt 32:22; Jnh 2:2-6). Ugaritic
texts refer to the “shades” as descending
into the earth (Ugaritic *ars = Hebrew
erets). Death contrasts with the “land
of the living” (Ps 27:13; 116:9). Because
burial was associated with decomposi-
tion in an earthen grave, one finds
metaphors such as “pit” (Hebrew bor
in Ps 30:3; 88:4,6), “decay” (Hebrew
shahat in Ps 16:10; 49:9) or “Destruc-
tion” (Hebrew abaddon, personified in
Ps 88:11). In moments of most extreme
distress, even the righteous despaired in
fear, viewing death as a hopeless end
(Job 17:10-16; Ps 88:3-5). ¢

Gate to the ladder down into the
underworld; from the Book of the Dead
of the scribe Nebqed, Egypt, fourteenth
century BC.

© Baker Publishing Group and Dr. James C. Martin. Courtesy of the
Musée du Louvre; Autorisation de photographer et de filmer. Louvre,
Paris, France.
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1 CORINTHIANS 15

RESURRECTION

esurrection was a holistic Jewish hope that the dead (or at least the righteous
Rdead) would be raised to a new bodily existence of some sort at a future time.

Future physical hope was rooted in God’s covenant promises to Israel, but came
to be applied as a physical hope for individuals most clearly during the Persian period,
when new questions were being asked.

Many, probably most, Judeans affirmed an end-time resurrection of the righteous;
thus, e.g., Maccabean martyrs expected to receive back their dismembered parts at the
resurrection (2 Maccabees 14:46). One is said to have defied his killer with these
words: “You are releasing us from the present age, but the world’s true king, because
we have died on behalf of his laws, will raise us up in an eternal restoration of life”
(2 Maccabees 7:9). Scripture itself already noted the resurrection of both the righteous
and (for judgment) the wicked at the end of this age (Da 12:2). Views varied on the
nature of the resurrection body. Some envisioned it as a heavenly body composed of
fire, like the stars (they may have thought also of Da 12:3). Some believed that the
body would be raised first in the form in which it died, before healing it, so that no
one could question that it was the same person. Later rabbis believed that one bone in
the neck was invulnerable and would be the minimal basis for the resurrection. In any
case, resurrection was not simply afterlife; it was the restoration of bodily existence in
some form.

By contrast, this conception was difficult for Greeks to envision. Many Gentile
intellectuals affirmed the soul’s immortality without a future for the body; some
others denied any afterlife at all. Many tomb inscriptions lamented lack of hope for
any afterlife. Even traditional Greek mythology viewed the afterlife as a shadowy
semi-existence without a body, perhaps similar to the more ambiguous and perhaps
figurative depictions of Sheol in the OT. Sadducees in Judea and undoubtedly many
Diaspora Jews influenced by Greek thought did not think in terms of a resurrection,
but they would clearly understand that the Galilean apostolic claim meant bodily
resurrection.
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Jewish people expected the resurrection at the end of the age, usually associating it
with the time of the Messiah’s coming and his kingdom. Greeks and Romans did not
envision an end of the age any more than they expected bodily restoration.

Because many people believed in ghosts and an afterlife, a claim that the disciples
had seen Jesus as a
spirit would not have
been very controver-
sial. It is rather the
first witnesses’ claim
that they had seen him
bodily that rendered
their testimony unique.
Supposed ancient par-
allels that some have
proposed with “ris-
ing gods” are not very
helpful. These accounts
mostly involve fertil-
ity deities returning
each spring and are not
bodily, whereas Jesus’
resurrection fits the
Jewish understanding
of bodily resurrection
already established in
Da 12:2. Accounts of
mortals’ deification
and ascension likewise
are not bodily, and in
most cases are attested
only long after the mor- st — s : -
tf'lls’ deaths (contrast Fourteenth-century coptic icon of Doubting Thomas. It is the !
1Co 15:3-8) or were first witnesses’ claim that they had seen Jesus’ resurrected
even just primeval physical body that made their testimony unique.
myths. ® Gianni Dagli Orti/The Art Archive at Art Resource, NY )

Lee Logue Cultural Bible Articles.docx Page 6 of 6



