
NLI School of Pneumatology Lesson 8:  Defining 'spirit' in the New 

Testament  

New Testament 

This term pneuma is the New Testament equivalent of ruach. Occurring over 350 

times, its essential definition is "wind," or "spirit."  

Although the noun "pneuma" can retain the literal idea of wind (Heb 1:7), it usually 

refers to spiritual beings, entities, or qualities.  

As the Old Testament usage of nephesh (soul) and ruach (spirit) overlap, so also does 

the use of psuche (soul) and pneuma (spirit). 

God: 

Jesus specifically stated that, "God is a spirit", (John 4:24). 

 

(this subject will be expanded further in our studies on, "God - the Spirit".) 

Angels: 

Pneuma frequently refers to non-corporeal beings such as angels. Good angels are 

identified in passages such as Heb 1:14: "Are they not all ministering spirits sent forth 

to minister for those who will inherit salvation?"  

Bad angels are called unclean or evil spirits. Forty times the New Testament mentions 

this class of fallen angels as "spirits" (e.g. Matt 8:16; Luke 4:33). 

 Since the man can be influenced by good or evil spiritual beings, believers are 

summoned to exercise discernment: "Beloved, do not believe every spirit, but test the 

spirits, whether they are of God." (1 John 4:1).  

This conflict of good versus evil should not be construed as teaching dualism-that 

God's goodness and Satan's evil is equal. As Brown notes, 

"At no time do the NT writers give way to dualism, where the evil which thus 

manifests itself is as strong as God. Always the evil spirits are shown inferior to God 

and subject to the power of the Spirit of God operating through his agents."   

 

 



Holy Spirit: 

Pneuma is also used of the third person of the triune God, who is co-equal and co-

eternal with the Father and the Son. He is designated by 'pneuma' about 90 times in 

the New Testament.  

The regenerating work of the Spirit of God in the believer makes man's spirit alive, 

but He does not take the place of it. As Cremer's lexicon observed:  

".... we must hold fast the truth, that this newly given life-principle [the Spirit in His 

regenerating work--Rom 8:9] does not become identical with the spirit belonging to 

man by nature, nor does it supplant it."  

Man: 

Pneuma refers to a part of man's makeup about forty times.  

Biblical definition of 'pneuma', what it is not:  

This does not endorse the Greek model of trichotomy which equates spirit with reason 

and views matter as evil. The pneuma in man is not a universal spirit or perfected 

soul.  

When contrasted with flesh, pneuma refers to man's immaterial part (2 Cor 5:1). Like 

the soul, it can refer to man as separate from his physical body; thus Heb 12:23 can 

speak of the scene of God's presence including "the spirits of just men made perfect". 

The usage of pneuma often overlaps that of psuche but some passages indicate that 

they are more than synonyms for the immaterial part of man. An analysis of their New 

Testament usage shows distinctive connotations for each of them.  In 1 Thes 5:22,23 

and Heb 4:12, they do not merely refer to different functions or roles; they are 

identified as distinct parts of man.  

The use of the adjective pneumatikos and adverb pneumatikoos further substantiate 

the distinction between soul and spirit.  

Thayer gives one of the definitions of the adjective pneumatikos "as the part of man 

which is akin to God and serves as his instrument or organ", (Romans 1:9). 

 

The adverb pneumatikoos seems to allude to the pneuma as a distinct part of man in 1 

Cor 2:14:  



"But the natural man does not receive the things of the Spirit of God, for they are 

foolishness to him; nor can he know them, because they are spiritually [relating to the 

spirit] discerned." 

A related New Testament term for spirit is "heart." Its equivalent Greek word, kardia, 

occurs almost 150 times in the New Testament.  

The use of kardia in the New Testament is consistent with leb (heart) in the Old 

Testament.  

It rarely refers to the physical heart (Luke 21:34), but characteristically describes the 

inner life of man (2 Cor 5:12). This use of kardia can represent the whole inner life (1 

Pet 3:4), the psycho-logical part of man (2 Cor 4:6; 9:7; Eph 6:22), or his spiritual 

orientation (Matt 22:37).  

The sinful heart is deceitful (Mark 7:6), enslaved (Mark 7:21), and corrupt (Rom 

1:24). Through salvation in Christ  the heart is made new  (2 Cor. 5:17, Ezek. 36:26; 

Heb. 8:10), illumined by His truth (2 Cor 4:6), and enriched by His love (Rom 5:5).  

There is not adequate biblical evidence for identifying heart as a part of man, distinct 

from soul and spirit. 

Other related terms in the New Testament express different aspects of man's inner 

life:  

The "mind" is translated from phronema, (Acts 28:22;Rom 12:3).  

The "will" is translated from the verbs thelo (Matt 1:198:2), or bouomai (Luke 

10:22; John 18:39). 

The "emotions" are described by a variety of nouns and verbs.  

The spiritual function of "conscience" is denoted by suneidesis (Acts 23:1).  

Inductive study leads to the conclusuon that such terms identify various functional 

attributes of the soul and spirit. 

 

 


