
The soul and spirit are different concepts in the way that the Bible instructs in them
and therefore as Christians think and speak about them. The New Testament soul is
indeed a Greek word psuche, related to our modern word psychology, as the
questioner suspects. The Bible’s Old Testament translates a different Hebrew word
nephesh sometimes as soul and other times as other things, depending on context. A
useful way of generalizing the concept of the soul, especially in New Testament
usage, is that the soul combines the human mind, will, and emotions. The mind, of
course, thinks. The will, though, decides what to do when the mind is done thinking
or, sometimes, before the mind has thought. Emotion, the affective state or
demeanor, tends to track the perceived or experienced outcomes, perhaps fear and
anxiety, or calm and confidence. The soul, meaning the mind, will, and emotions, is
old, original, fleshly, organic, corrupted from the first human transgression.

The Old and New Testaments use different words for spirit, in the case of the Old
Testament the Hebrew ruach meaning breath or wind, and in the New Testament the
Greek pneuma from which English draws pneumonia, having to do with breathing
or breath. Although the many Bible usages of the term spirit vary, generally, the
spirit is, by contrast to the soul, neither mind, nor will, nor emotion. The spirit is
instead that place within the human that communicates with God. God gave humans
his divinity, not in the flesh, nor in the mind, will, or emotions, but in the human
spirit. God does not create humans merely in his physical image but in his divinity.
When God breathes life into humans, he doesn’t merely convey organic life but
divine life, eternal life, beyond the flesh. The human spirit does not come alive
except that it receives God because the spirit is divinity, not flesh subject to decay
and death but instead eternity. The human spirit is new, fresh, from above, and
uncorrupted. The human spirit under God is also powerful, extraordinarily so.

People experience the mind and emotions directly, and exercise the will in
choosing. Thus, people know directly the condition of their soul. We know when
our mind is clear or confused, our emotions joyful or mourning, and our will
choosing chocolate or vanilla ice cream. Combining our assessment of mind, will,
and emotion, we can then assess whether our soul is at peace or troubled, stable or
insecure, content or restless. For instance, the long-suffering Job complained of the
bitterness of his soul. But the soul does not communicate with God, because the



mind does not comprehend God directly, the will does not know the desires of God
directly, and the emotions do not respond to God directly.

Yet the soul plays an important role in seeking God because we do experience the
soul’s dimensions, its components, directly. We know on what our mind dwells, and
we can thus turn the mind toward God’s word. We know what our will chooses, and
we can thus turn our will toward what our mind perceives in the word of God to be
God’s desire. And we can encourage our emotions to run toward God in joy, peace,
and contentment. As we control the soul, we can direct the soul in the way of God,
because godly wisdom comes only from heaven, as James 3:13-18 teaches. Thus,
the Bible says repeatedly, for instance in Deuteronomy 4, 6, 10, 13, 26, and 30, to
seek God with all your soul. Jesus repeated in Matthew 22:37 to love the Lord with
all your soul.

Directing the soul, meaning the mind, will, and emotions, toward God is especially
important because the devil attacks the soul, in which the devil finds ready
strongholds. The devil presents temptations for the mind to consider and the will to
pursue, and to satisfy the emotions, not just joy but disgust, anger, lust, and rage. As
1 Peter 2:11 states, sinful desires war against the soul. The soul, of course, wishes to
control the person. The soul especially controls the person when the person has no
faith, not even recognizing that the person has a spirit that would contend with the
devil for the soul. To call a person soulish is to say that the person is animal-like,
controlled by impulses, mind, will, and emotions in control without any sense of
proportion, morality, or divinity.

The soul’s weakness toward the flesh as a stronghold for the devil is in part why
Christians put their spirit in control over the soul. When Christians say that they are
born again, they mean that God has given birth to their spirit. Believers are thus
spiritually alive, while non-believers are spiritually dead, as Colossians 2:13 and
other verses indicate. As Jesus taught the religious leader Nicodemus in John 3:6,
flesh gives birth only to flesh, but the Spirit gives birth to spirit. Christians, once
born again, are then a primarily spiritual being rather than a soulish or animal being.
God’s grace, the sacrifice and redemption of Jesus Christ, dwells in the human
spirit. God’s Spirit communicates with the human spirit. The human spirit, thus
formed and empowered, influences, indeed controls, the soul, not always so



directly, but as God’s grace progresses in the soul. In the Christian’s life, the human
spirit fights to overcome the human soul in spiritual struggle.

For the Christian’s new eternal spirit to prevail in spiritual struggle against the old
dying soul, the Christian must allow God’s Spirit to feed the human spirit while
starving, or weaning, the soul. God’s word distinguishes or divides soul from spirit,
as Hebrews 4:12 states, so that the Christian knows how God’s Spirit feeds their
spirit while weaning soul. When Christians take up their cross daily, as a living
sacrifice in loving service, as Jesus commanded, they are daily crucifying their soul.
When Christians spend time daily with the Lord, in prayer, worship, study, fasting,
and related disciplines, they allow God’s Spirit to feed their spirit.

God thus saves the human soul through the human spirit, subject to God’s Spirit.
When your soul joins your spirit in eternal life out of Christ’s salvation, you will
think, choose, and emote as God’s Spirit desires, without struggle. You will, in other
words, know who you are and what you are about, while feeling good about it,
without the conflict of this world. Thus, let God’s Spirit feed your spirit here, while
weaning your soul. Know the difference between soul and spirit, and pursue the
things of the spirit.


