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“Is man able to alter his fate in the afterlife by means of his wealth?” According to this 
monograph of modest size—the elaborated version of the author’s habilitation lecture—
this is the central question of Ps 49. In this study, Delkurt proposes a thorough exegetical 
analysis of the psalm and a comparison with other texts to which it bears resemblance, 
especially with regard to their view on life after death, namely, Pss 37, 73, 78 and the book 
of Qoheleth. The author’s reason for doing so is twofold. On the one hand, Delkurt wants 
to critically assess the often repeated idea that Ps 49 resembles Pss 37 and 73 in dealing 
with the problem of the innocent’s suffering and the wicked’s fortune. On the other hand, 
Delkurt desires to investigate the often noticed but never explicitly studied thematic links 
between Ps 49 and the book of Qoheleth. 

The largest part of the book is taken up by an extensive study of Ps 49 itself. After a 
translation and some text-critical remarks affecting the interpretation of the text, a 
structural analysis of the psalm is proposed. This proposal attempts to account for both 
the strong thematic link between verse 8 (“No one can ransom himself”) and verse 16 
(“God will ransom me”) and the quasi-repetition of verse 13 in verse 21. After the 
remarkably long call for attention (vv. 2–5), the psalm should be divided in three parts, 
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Delkurt argues. Verses 8 and 13 constitute the respective cores of the first two parts (6–
10/11–15), whereas the final part (16–21) opens and closes with the counterparts of those 
central verses of the two preceding parts. This results in a clear structure …A… / …B… / 
A'…B', which is attractive in its elegance and does justice to the text’s meaning structure. 
The next thirty-eight pages of this study consist of a straightforward verse-by-verse 
commentary in which Delkurt presents his interpretation of the psalm. In short, he argues 
that the psalm is concerned with the question of whether the rich have the possibility of 
escaping their descent into Sheol after death by paying God ransom money in a cultic 
setting. The psalmist maintains that even the largest sum of money cannot influence one’s 
fate after death and that all people share the same destiny: dying without taking anything 
of one’s wealth or fame. In the final part, the biblical author provides a positive answer to 
the question of human fate: only God can take one from Sheol, securing the community 
between God and human after death (v. 16), and hence there is no need to envy the rich 
(vv. 17–21).  

Given this interpretation of Ps 49, Delkurt goes on to compare the psalm with two other 
psalms with which it is often mentioned together: 37 and 73. Although these psalms all 
have a sapiential background and deal with theodicy, they differ considerably. Most 
important, Pss 37 and 73 are concerned with the problem of retribution, while Ps 49 does 
not address that issue at all. Psalm 37 expresses the belief that the apparent injustice of 
righteous people suffering and sinners prospering will be repaired before death, whereas 
Ps 73 leaves open the possibility of a restoration to justice also after death. Psalms 49 and 
73 thus share the conviction of the existence of life after death and of a God being able to 
interfere in one’s postmortem fate. Delkurt argues that Ps 49 was acquainted with ideas 
about afterlife and took them one step further in addressing the question of how people 
could or could not influence their fate in this afterlife. Contrary to what is usually held to 
be the case, Delkurt therefore considers Ps 49 to be younger than Ps 73. 

In the final chapter of this monograph, Delkurt deals briefly with the book of Qoheleth, in 
particular with its understanding of death. Qoheleth’s only certainty, Delkurt argues, is 
the temporality of everything and the impossibility for humans to obtain any permanent 
gain. Although Qoheleth does not deal with the question of the (im)possibility of 
influencing the course of the afterlife with gifts to God as Ps 49 does, it does warn readers 
against trying to use God as it pleases them (Qoh 4:17). This and other relations between 
Ps 49 and Qoheleth lead Delkurt to conclude that both texts must have originated in the 
same period and milieu. Both react against a misinterpretation in the sapiential tradition, 
thinking that everything is understandable and explainable through the Tun-Ergehen-
Zusammenhang. Both Ps 49 and Qoheleth maintain the inscrutability of God and the 
human obligation to open oneself to God’s giving acts, since eventually a person’s fate is 
solely in God’s hands. 
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In his discussion Delkurt repeatedly identifies specific circles and their practices in 
reaction to which the views in Ps 49 and Qoheleth would have been expressed. Psalm 
49:8–10, for example, would have been directed against a specific cultic practice in which 
the rich tried to influence God with numerous or frequent gifts, “which for certain circles 
of the people had become the standard practice” (41). Similarly, both Ps 49 and Qoheleth 
would have been written with particular postexilic circles in mind that no longer accepted 
limits of knowledge that earlier generations accepted, by claiming insight into the 
mysteries of the world or even in God’s acts (100–101). Due to a lack of any external 
evidence, however, those identifications remain interesting hypotheses at best. It is very 
hard to identify accepted practices or schools of thought solely on the basis of the views of 
their alleged opponents, especially when the latter do not explicitly address their 
adversaries. In my view, it is more sound methodologically to conclude that the biblical 
authors might have reacted against certain contemporary ideas but without identifying 
those ideas with specific sapiential circles. Without claiming that the authors of Ps 49 and 
Qoheleth fell into the straw-man fallacy, it is perfectly feasible that they wanted to oppose 
particular views that were going around, without having specific groups of people in 
mind.  

Delkurt’s very specific interpretation of the text’s adversaries is closely related to his literal 
reading of a number of Hebrew terms, such as rpk, hdp, and Nwydp in the context of Ps 
49:8–9. All these terms are read by Delkurt in their literal and concrete meaning of 
“(paying) ransom money,” even though they are not used in their usual context of 
interpersonal relations but in the context of the relation between humans and God. 
Although this reading cannot be excluded, it would require the support of more texts 
testifying to this specific cultic practice. In my opinion, it would be better to read the 
terms as metaphors designating human actions toward God that are similar in intention 
to the payment of ransom money. As Delkurt has correctly remarked, the term rpk is 
regularly used in a figurative way, as are hdp and Nwydp. This is also the way in which they 
should be read here. 

The work has a clear outline and reaches the goals set out by the author, even though, on 
the basis of the introduction, I had expected a more extensive comparison between Ps 49 
and Qoheleth. Moreover, it is written in a clear and succinct style and has only a few 
typographical errors. In a following edition of the work, the following could be corrected: 
hql for xql (10); “ihre Gräber” for “Gräber” (translation of the reconstructed Mrbq, 17, 
correctly on 15); B" for B' (23); hz( for h#( (104). Although Mynz) t+h (27) is 
morphologically correct, one would have expected a perfect form to refer to the 
expression, in line with the author’s own practice elsewhere in the book and with general 
scholarly practice in biblical studies. 
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In conclusion, this book adds an interesting voice in the discussion on the emergence of 
the belief in life after death, even though I doubt that the different positions in the 
development of that belief can be ascribed to different groups or circles in the way 
Delkurt has done. 


