
NLI School of Pneumatology Class 7 Old Testament definitions of 'spirit' 

Just as the word for soul, 'nephesh', is used interchangeably for spirit in the Old 

Testament, the word for spirit, 'ruach' is also used interchangeably to mean soul.  

Context again must determine which idea is meant by the writer. 

Old Testament 

The word typically translated "spirit" in the Old Testament is ruach, which occurs 

about 380 times. Its basic meanings include "wind," "breath," "mind," and "spirit."  

Definitions applied to 'ruach': 

As hard breathing in the nostrils it is used figuratively to denote emotions such as 

anger in man or (poetically) in God (Ex 15:8).  

Also: vigor (1 Sam 30:12), courage (Josh 5:1), impatience (Micah 2:7), bitterness (Is 

54:6), and motivation (Ezra 1:1,5). When the Queen of Sheba was overwhelmed by 

Solomon's attainments, she had no more ruach, i.e. was "breathless" (1 Kgs 10:5). A 

person's ruach may be contrite (Isa 57:15), or sad (1 Kgs 21:5). Spirit can likewise 

refer to one's character such as being wise (Deut 34:9), unfaithful (Hos 4:12), proud 

(Eccl 7:8), or jealous (Num 5:14).  

These uses of ruach seem to indicate attitudes of the soul more than the actual spirit in 

man. 

It is also used as atmospheric wind: storm winds (Isa 25:4), directional winds, the four 

winds (Ex 10:13; Prov 25:23; Jer 49:36), or wind from heaven (Gen 8:1).  

Angels and demons are other personal spiritual beings identified by ruach (2 Chron. 

33:6; Zech 1:9). 

Although liberal scholars interpret ruach as an impersonal life-principle which cannot 

exist apart from the body, the Old Testament data supports the essential dualism of 

man as having distinct material and immaterial parts. Eccl 12:7 describes the outcome 

of man's physical death: "Then the dust will return to the earth as it was, And the spirit 

[ruach] will return to God who gave it." Both nephesh and ruach are said to leave the 

body at death and exist separately from it (Gen 35:18; Ps 86:13). The Hebrew 

emphasis on wholeness does not negate these observations. 

 


