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Messiah and the afterlife: background information

Messiah 
The word Messiah (‘Mashiah’ in Hebrew) literally means ‘anointed one’, and is usually  
understood as a term which refers specifically to a future leader of the Jewish people who will 
bring in a new age of freedom, justice, peace and goodwill which will be established  
under the rule of God. The idea of the Messiah is not explicitly mentioned in the Torah, and 
the concept was probably introduced during the time of the prophets. According to the writ-
ings of the prophets, God’s presence will be felt by everyone, both Jews and gentiles, and the 
rule of God will be established upon the earth: ‘He will teach us his ways, so that we may walk 
in his paths’ (Isaiah 2:3). Some of the prophets claim that this future age will be associated 
with a human leader, sent by God, who will transform society; and the concept of a Messiah, 
as Judge ‘with righteousness he will judge the needy, with justice he will give decisions for the 
poor of the earth.’ (Isaiah 11:4) The prophet Jeremiah says that the Messiah will also be a  
political leader, a descendent of King David. He will be well versed in Jewish law and  
observant of the commandments of God.  

The establishment of a new world order 
Jews refer to the world after the Messiah has come as the Messianic Age; however there is no 
single, unified concept of exactly what the future Messianic Age will be like. The Babylonian 
Talmud states that it will be ‘no different from the present except that Israel will no longer be 
in subjection to the kingdoms of the world.’ Maimonides predicts that the Messiah will restore 
the kingdom of David to its former glory; restore the Temple; and gather the Jews together as 
a nation once more. The Messiah will also be a ruler who will reign according to the  
commandments contained in the Torah. For Maimonides, the purpose of the Messianic Age is 
for Jews to be free to study the Torah and to prepare for the Coming Age, or ‘World to Come’ 
(the afterlife). Orthodox Jews believe in a personal Messiah who will come at the time of God’s 
choosing, and who will lead all humanity back to God. The Messiah will be descended from 
the line of King David, and preceded by the return of the prophet Elijah. There has been much 
scholarly debate about when the Messiah will come: at a time when most needed when the 
world is in a sinful state; or at a time when most deserving, as a result of good conduct.  
Reform Jews too believe in the Messianic era; a period of peace. However they do not  
subscribe to the belief in the restoration of a Jewish state. Reform Jews reject the notion that 
the Jews are in exile from their God-given land. Instead they see their dispersion as a  
necessary thing, and that they have been chosen to spread the monotheistic truth and  
morality all over the earth by being an example to others. 

The resurrection of the dead (Daniel 12:2) and the final judgement 
The doctrine of the resurrection of the dead appears in Jewish eschatology, and is associated 
with events that will happen in the Messianic Age when the dead will rise to live again. There 
are only two biblical references to the resurrection of the dead in the Hebrew Bible: ‘But your 
dead will live, Lord; their bodies will rise - let those who dwell in the dust wake up and shout 
for joy – your dew is like the dew of the morning; the earth will give birth to her dead’ (Isaiah 
26:19); and ‘Multitudes who sleep in the dust of the earth will awake: some to everlasting life, 
others to shame and everlasting contempt’ (Daniel 12:2). Scholars have suggested that these 
passages have been influenced by Persian thought. The doctrine of resurrection is one that 
has been a subject for debate within Judaism throughout its history. In the final statement 
of his ‘Thirteen Principles of the Jewish Faith’, Maimonides claims that the resurrection of the 
dead is one of the foundations of belief but he appears to believe in the resurrection of the 
immortal soul and not of the body. This is in contrast to statements found in rabbinic
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literature that the dead will be resurrected wearing their clothes: ‘The just in the time to come 
will rise in their own clothes’ (Babylonian Talmud). Orthodox Jews still maintain a belief in the 
resurrection, and make reference to it in daily prayers and at funerals, especially the Kaddish 
that is recited by a son at the funeral of a parent. Furthermore, it is the resurrection of the 
body that is accepted, and as a result of this many Jews object to cremation. Reform Jews on 
the other hand, reject the doctrine of the resurrection of the body in favour of the  
immortality of the soul. Another aspect of the debate about resurrection is how it will occur, 
with the Midrash claiming that the humble will be raised first and some in Judaism claim that 
those who are buried in Israel will be the first to rise. 

Olam ha-ba (the afterlife) 
Olam ha-ba is a Hebrew term that means ‘the world to come’, and refers to the afterlife. 
This suggests that Jews believe that death is not the end of human existence. However there 
is very little to be found in the Torah relating to what they actually believe happens after a 
person dies. There is no accepted agreement amongst different groups within Judaism about 
olam ha-ba. Nicholas De Lange contests that the concept of rewards and punishments being 
meted out in the afterlife comes from the post-biblical era of Judaism. The Talmudic rabbis 
speak of the repose of souls of the righteous departed in the Garden of Eden, and this idea 
is mentioned in the memorial prayer for the dead. It seems from texts such as this that the 
souls of those who have led a good life, will live on forever in tranquillity whilst the souls of 
the wicked go down to Gehinnom, where, according to some views, they suffer torment. 
There is also a suggestion that the souls of the dead wait in the Garden of Eden until the  
coming of the Messiah and it is at this point that they will be reunited with their bodies. This 
in turn will be followed by the Olam ha-ba. However, uncertainty persists about the afterlife, 
as can be seen in the variety of beliefs which are to be found within Judaism. For example, 
many Jews believe that God rewards the good and punishes sinners both in this life and the 
next; the soul is immortal, and everyone will be judged at death; those who have lived a good 
life will be close to God and those who have done wrong will need purification in hell. 


