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Terms Used for the Soul 

The Hebrew term for soul is nephesh, occurring about 750 times in the Old Testament.  Nephesh 

identifies that which breathes. It can be distinct from the body (Isa 10:18), yet is closely 

associated with it (Job 14:22). Nephesh leaves the man's body at death, and if it returns 

supernaturally, the body's life is restored (1 Kgs 17:21; Gen 35:18).  

Life is identified with a creature's blood; this forms the basis of the value of substitutionary 

sacrifice of animals. In Lev 17:11 God states, 

"For the life [nephesh] of the flesh is in the blood, and I have given it to you upon the altar to 

make atonement for your souls [nephesh]; for it is the blood that makes atonement for the soul 

[nephesh]."  

The other uses of the term cover areas related to man's appetites, will, emotions and thoughts. 

Nephesh can indicate man's appetites such as hunger (Deut 23:24), thirst (Ps 107:9), and the 

sexual drive (Jer 2:24). Man's soul can express volition toward an enemy (Ex 15:9), or extending 

political rule (2 Sam 3:21). The soul can express a variety of emotions, such as joy or sorrow (Ps 

86:4; Job 27:2) and personal thoughts (Prov 23:17). 

Rarely, nephesh is used of God.  

Since it conveys the idea of breathing, nephesh is usually associated with the physical nature of 

man. However, this emphasis in Hebrew thought must not ignore the texts cited above which 

indicate that the soul is distinct and separable from the body.  

New Testament: 

This distinctive aspect of soul becomes more pronounced in the equivalent term in the New 

Testament, psuche. 

This word for soul occurs about 100 times in the New Testament.   

It is derived from the verb psucho, "to breathe."   Cremer's lexicon gives its basic meaning: As to 

the use of the word 'psucho' in Scripture, first in the O.T. it corresponds with nephesh, primarily 

likewise -- life, breath, the life which exists in every living thing, therefore life in distinct 

individuality."  

Another meaning of psuche is to denote man's inner self. The inner functions of soul include 

emotions such as sorrow (Matt 26:38), discouragement (Heb 12:3), vexation (2 Pet 2:8), joy 

(Luke 1:46), zeal (Col 3:23), and love (Matt 22:37).  



The will and desire are also functions of the soul (Eph 6:6; Rev 18:14). These responses 

necessarily involve perception (Acts 3:23; Heb 4:12). These faculties describe the individual's 

personality.  

"Psuche means the inner life of man, equivalent to the ego, person, or personality, with the 

various powers of the soul." [20] Paul and his co-workers lovingly imparted, as it were, their 

very souls to the Thessalonian church (1 Thes 2:8). Christ offered peace and rest of soul to those 

who come to Him (Matt 11:29).  

An important issue for this study on the constituent parts of man is the question: Is the psuche an 

immaterial, invisible part of man, or simply an aspect of the living, physical body?  

The New Testament usage indicates it is a distinct and separable part of man: "And do not fear 

those who kill the body but cannot kill the soul. . ." (Matt 10:28). This soul is the "essence which 

differs from the body and is not dissolved at death."  

The soul is identified as a distinct part of man when it is contrasted to the physical part: 

"Beloved, I pray that you may prosper in all things and be in health, just as your soul prospers" 

(3 John 2). 

 Although the concept of this separation of the soul from the body is found in Greek literature, 

the historian Josephus, and Philo of Alexandria, the biblical doctrine is based on exegesis of the 

text of the New Testament.  The intermediate state of the believer between death and resurrection 

involves the conscious soul: 

". . . I saw under the altar the souls of those who had been slain for the word of God and for the 

testimony which they held. And they cried with a loud voice, saying, "How long, O Lord, holy 

and true, until You judge and avenge our blood on those who dwell on the earth?" (Rev 6:9,10; 

cf. 20:4).  

 


