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Chapter 1

Spirit, Soul, and Body

L ack of knowledge and misconceptions about an impor-
tant spiritual truth are very widespread among Chris-
tians today. Either can be the primary reason why 

many devoted and earnest believers are not reaching full 
spiritual growth, which is meant to be a natural outcome 
of their faith and discipleship in Christ.

Part of the difficulty lies in the fact that some spiritual 
concepts are more difficult to grasp than others and require 
more careful examination to determine their meaning. 
This problem is compounded when the English language 
cannot adequately convey the meaning of a particular word 
in Scripture from the original biblical language.

This is particularly so with the terms soul and spirit. 
The fact that most Christians do not understand the dis-
tinction between these words is of critical importance. 
Many believers are unaware that their lack of knowledge 
regarding these key spiritual concepts is affecting both 
their spiritual peace and their usefulness to God.

Let us now examine in more detail how this confusion 
occurred. G. H. Pember identified the reason as the com-
mon use of the phrase “body and soul,” which reflects a 
deficiency in the English language. He said that although 
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we have the nouns spirit and soul, which are too often 
treated as synonyms, we have no adjective for soul. That 
is, while the adjective for spirit is spiritual, we do not have 
a corresponding word for soul. The lack of such an adjec-
tive has almost omitted any reference to man’s tripartite 
nature (spirit, soul, and body) in our English language ver-
sions of the Bible, where, according to Pember, the Greek 
word that signifies “pertaining to the soul” is sometimes 
translated “natural” and sometimes “sensual.” (See 1 Cor-
inthians 2:14; 15:46; James 3:15; Jude 19.)

Of course, scholars know well the distinction between 
the words in the original Greek: spirit—pneuma, soul—
psuchē, flesh—sarx. However, the majority of Christians 
are unaware of these distinctions. The result is that, in 
their daily lives, they are often unable to discern between 
the three realms of life in their personal experience. This 
inability can vitally affect their spiritual peace.

Learning the differences between these terms is not 
just an academic exercise. It is a matter of spiritual protec-
tion. The Devil, who is a fallen archangel and has super-
human wisdom, knows that human beings are made up 
of spirit, soul, and body. And right now, as an “angel of 
light” (2 Corinthians 11:14), he is using all the power of 
the knowledge that he possesses to counterfeit the work-
ing of the Holy Spirit. He is creating in the souls of believ-
ers such perfect imitations of the pure life of the Spirit of 
God—who indwells their spirits—that the most earnest 
Christians are liable to be deceived. It is therefore neces-
sary that what the Scriptures teach regarding the distinc-
tion between soul and spirit should be brought within the 
range of comprehension of even the youngest believer in 
Christ and made as clear as possible from the Word of God.

In this book, I am not attempting to meet the needs 
of those who are able to go directly to the Greek New 
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Testament and read the original text for themselves. My 
purpose is to assist those who must have additional help, 
as they earnestly seek the aid of the Spirit of God. I desire 
to enable them to grasp the truth and to receive spiritual 
understanding of spiritual facts that are outlined in Scrip-
ture and that are necessary for their growth in life and god-
liness.

In light of this, it is important that you make a con-
scious decision, in faith, to take the promises of John 14:26, 
“The Holy Ghost, whom the Father will send in my name, he 
shall teach you all things,” and John 16:13, “He will guide 
you into all truth,” with the confidence that the Spirit of 
God will faithfully instruct those who are teachable chil-
dren of God.

This will enable you to grasp the truth of God’s Word, 
for when a believer is taught by the Holy Spirit, he is able to 
learn, through personal experience, the distinction between 
soul and spirit without ever knowing the truth intellectu-
ally. The opposite is also true. The scholar may know clearly 
the differences between these words in the original Greek 
without knowing from experience all that the words mean. 
That is, he may know the truth intellectually, but not in 
spiritual power. If this is the case, he only knows the “let-
ter” and not the “spirit” of the words (2 Corinthians 3:6).

For example, the believer who has been taught per-
sonally “the dividing asunder of soul and spirit” (Hebrews 
4:12) by the Holy Spirit, before comprehending the dis-
tinction with his mind, is better able to understand and 
“rightly [divide] the word of truth” (2 Timothy 2:15) than 
someone who can read Greek but who has not yet been 
taught this principle by God. Behind the words of the 
Scriptures there are deep spiritual truths that cannot be 
understood by the “natural man” (1 Corinthians 2:14) and 
can only be known by revelation.
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Therefore, trust the Holy Spirit to lead and guide you 
as you learn the crucial differences between spirit, soul, 
and body, and their respective functions.

Matters of the soul

Before we can adequately comprehend the distinc-
tions between spirit, soul, and body, we need to compen-
sate for the missing adjective for soul. G. H. Pember wrote 
that an attempt has been made to use the Greek word 
psychic for expressing the adjective for soul in English. 
The word, however, has other connotations that do not 
make it appropriate for general use. Pember translated 
the word “sensual” from James 3:15 as “soulish,” and this 
seems to better express what is needed. Stockmayer also 
used the word soulish to signify things that pertain to 
the soul, for he said, in reference to 1 Corinthians 2:14, 
“The Greek text has it, the ‘soulman,’ or ‘soulish-man.’ 
As spiritual is the adjective of spirit, so is soulish the 
adjective of soul.”

The word soulish, therefore, might well be generally 
accepted by English readers as the missing adjective. This 
will enable us to speak of soulish or “natural” (1 Corinthi-
ans 2:14) Christians as well as of “spiritual” and “carnal” (1 
Corinthians 3:1) Christians, so that the distinctions between 
them are clear. Because of this, I will use the word soulish 
as the adjective for soul for the purposes of this book.

Now, regarding the difference between the words soul 
and spirit, it is striking that, according to Gall, the dis-
tinction is made not only in the English language, but also 
in every classic language beginning with Hebrew. Yet, in 
English translations of the New Testament, only two pas-
sages bring out the distinction clearly: “Dividing asunder 
of soul and spirit” (Hebrews 4:12), and, “Sanctify you…
spirit and soul and body” (1 Thessalonians 5:23). These 
two passages, however, are sufficient even for readers of 
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English language Bibles to see that man is tripartite—
made up of spirit, soul, and body—and not bipartite—
made up of soul and body only.

the functions of the soul

Because the soul lies between the spirit and the body, 
it has a crucial role. That is why, as an introduction to 
our topic, I now want to spend some time discussing the 
nature of the soul. How does the soul differ from the spirit 
and the body, and what are its functions?

Before we go to the Scriptures to answer these ques-
tions, I want to present you with the thoughts of other 
writers on this subject. Their observations will help us 
to discover what the writer of Hebrews meant by the 
“dividing asunder of soul and spirit” (Hebrews 4:12), so 
that we may more clearly understand how “spirit and 
soul and body” can be sanctified and “preserved blame-
less unto the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ” (1 Thes-
salonians 5:23).

G. H. Pember, in his work, Earth’s Earliest Ages, 
quoted Tertullian, one of the church fathers who wrote in 
the early centuries of the Christian era. Tertullian called 
the flesh, or physical being, the “body of the soul,” and 
he called the soul the “vessel of the spirit.” The soul lies 
between the spirit and the body, he said, for “direct com-
munication between spirit and flesh is impossible; their 
intercourse can be carried on only by means of a medium.” 
That medium is the soul.

The “soul was the meeting place, the point of union 
between body and spirit,” wrote Dr. Andrew Murray in 
The Spirit of Christ. “Through the body, man—the ‘living 
soul’ (Genesis 2:7)—stood related to the external world 
of sense.” And through the “spirit he stood related to the 
spiritual world.”
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Pember explained the functions of body, soul, and spirit 
very well when he wrote, again in Earth’s Earliest Ages, 
“The body we may term the sense-consciousness; the soul 
the self-consciousness; and the spirit the God-conscious-
ness.” In addition, he wrote that the body “gives us the use 
of the five senses” and the soul gives us the “intellect which 
aids us in the present state of existence, and the emotions 
which proceed from the senses.” The spirit, however, is the 
highest part of man, which comes “directly from God, and 
by which alone we apprehend and worship Him.”

Dr. Andrew Murray concurred with this when, in The 
Spirit of Christ, he wrote that the gifts that the soul was 
endowed with when man became a “living soul” (Genesis 
2:7) were those of “consciousness, self-determination, or 
mind and will.” These were to be only the “mold or vessel” 
into which the life of the Spirit was to be received. In con-
cert with Pember’s viewpoint, Dr. Murray also wrote, “The 
spirit is the seat of our God-consciousness; the soul, of our 
self-consciousness; the body, of our world-consciousness. In 
the spirit, God dwells; in the soul, self; in the body, sense.”

In addition, Pember wrote about the creation of 
man and how the tripartite being was formed: “God first 
molded the senseless frame, and then breathed into it the 
‘breath of lives’ (Genesis 2:7; the original is in the plu-
ral).” He stated that this “may refer to the fact that the 
inbreathing of God produced a twofold life—sensual (in 
the meaning of pertaining to the senses) and spiritual.” 
He added in a footnote that perhaps the use of the plural 
in “breath of lives” meant that through “the inbreathing of 
God became the spirit, and at the same time by its action 
upon the body, produced the soul.”

We see, then, that these writers defined the soul in 
practical terms as the seat of the personality, consisting of 
the will and the intellect or mind. It is a personal entity that 
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lies between the spirit, with its openness to the spiritual 
world, and the body, with its openness to the outer world 
of nature and sense. Moreover, the soul has the power of 
choice regarding which world will dominate or control the 
entire man.

When Adam walked in the Garden of Eden, God dwelt 
in his spirit and dominated his soul—that is, his intellect, 
mind, and will. Then, through the vessel of the soul, God 
shone in and through Adam’s “earthen vessel” (2 Corinthi-
ans 4:7)—his body—making it luminous with His light, 
immune to cold and heat, and able to perfectly fulfill the 
purpose for which it had been created.

the fall of Man

However—and it is tragic that a “however” has to be 
written—man fell, and the Lord God Himself described 
what the end result was: “Every imagination of the thoughts 
of his heart was only evil continually” (Genesis 6:5). The 
Fall apparently began in the intellectual component of the 
soul, for it is written that Eve saw that the tree was “to be 
desired to make one wise” (Genesis 3:6). The appeal of the 
Serpent was not made to the “earthen vessel,” or the outer 
man, for the body was then perfectly dominated by the 
spirit. Rather, it was directed to the intellect and under-
standing of man, and was based on man’s lawful desire to 
advance in knowledge and power in the unseen realm of 
another world. “Ye shall be as gods” (Genesis 3:5), lied the 
Serpent. He did not say, “Ye shall be as the beasts” created 
by God! The temptation was knowledge, the very knowl-
edge that God probably meant to give man in due time. 
Yet, it was sought outside of God’s will and was grasped 
before its time.

Moreover, Eve fell because she yielded to the very 
temptation that had caused the fall of the Devil himself, 
for Satan had said, “I will be like the most High” (Isaiah 
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14:14). The Tempter knew how to attract Eve. He sug-
gested that she could have something higher than she pos-
sessed, for she was limited by a body made of dust, but 
had a soul capable of appreciating knowledge and of grow-
ing in the nature of God—through its connection with the 
highest part of her tripartite nature—and it was to this 
aspect of her being that the Serpent appealed.

The words of the apostle Paul are therefore very sig-
nificant in connection with this aspect of the Fall, for he 
said that the “preaching of the cross…is the power of God” 
(1 Corinthians 1:18) to “destroy the wisdom of the wise” (v. 
19). Sin entered through the avenue of the intellect, but sal-
vation comes by the Cross that destroys the fallen wisdom. 
It comes through a genuine acceptance of the message of 
the Cross, for the preaching of “Christ crucified” is “foolish-
ness” (v. 23) to the wisdom of men.

God, in the depths of His wisdom, provided salvation 
in a way that deals with the very cause of the Fall! That is 
why Paul wrote the following:

If any man among you seemeth to be wise in this 
world, let him become a fool, that he may be wise. 
For the wisdom of this world is foolishness with 
God.  (1 Corinthians 3:18–19)

We do not see the full effect of the Fall until years 
afterward, when the record of the condition of the human 
race shows that the road downhill was rapid. The so-
called wisdom that gave the knowledge of good and evil 
in the Garden of Eden arrived at its natural outcome in 
due course. Man completely sank into his fleshly nature, 
so that the lower part of man’s tripartite nature, which 
he had in common with the animal creation, obtained the 
upper hand. It was then that God looked down upon the 
fallen race and said, “My spirit shall not always strive with 
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man, for that he also is flesh” (Genesis 6:3). Therefore, not 
only has “death reigned” (Romans 5:14) over the fallen 
race of Adam, but every human being born in the likeness 
of the first Adam is “of the earth, earthy” (1 Corinthians 
15:47) and is dominated by the flesh instead of the spirit. 
The soul is a slave of the flesh and the earthly life, instead 
of being a servant of the spirit.

the condition of fallen Man

Therefore, the general condition of unregenerate man 
is this: his spirit is severed from God, fallen, “alienated 
from the life of God” (Ephesians 4:18), and incapable of fel-
lowship with Him. As it says in Ephesians 2:12, his spirit 
is “without Christ…and without God.” Secondly, man’s 
soul—his intellect, mind, will, and self-consciousness—
may rule over his body, or his body, in its desires and appe-
tites, may enslave and dominate his soul.

However, while the human spirit is dead (Ephesians 
2:1) in relation to God, and is in darkness, it remains as 
full of activity as the mind or body. In some instances, 
the spiritual part of the unregenerate man may be so 
large in its capacity that, even in its dark condition, it 
dominates both soul and body. If this is the case, a per-
son may be said to be “spiritual,” in the sense that he 
manifests more of his spirit than others who are mainly 
“soulish” or “fleshly.” People like this sometimes seek 
communication with the supernatural world, apart from 
the Holy Spirit of God, and are often mediums, capable of 
exercising occult powers such as clairvoyance, which are 
bestowed upon them by satanic means. Unless the spirit 
of a person is regenerated and indwelt by the Holy Spirit 
of God, it is in harmony with the fallen spirits of Satan 
and is governed by the “prince of the power of the air, the 
spirit that now worketh in the children of disobedience” 
(Ephesians 2:2).
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Therefore, we see that the spirit of man—which was 
left without God at the Fall—sank down, so to speak, into 
the vessel of the soul, and the soul, in turn, sank down 
into the fleshly body, controlled by what the apostle Paul 
described as the “desires of the flesh” (Ephesians 2:3). 
Pember said that, in the unconverted,

…the soul, manifested sometimes in intellectual-
ity, sometimes in sensuality, often in both, reigns 
over them with undisputed sway. This is what 
Jude wishes to set forth in his nineteenth verse, 
which should be rendered, “These be they who 
separate themselves, [governed by soul], having 
not the Spirit.”

Fausset very clearly brought this out in his commen-
tary on Jude 19, for he wrote,

In the threefold division of man’s being…the due 
state in God’s design is that the spirit…should 
be first, and should rule the soul, which stands 
intermediate between body and spirit, but in 
the…natural man, the spirit is sunk into sub-
serviency to the animal-soul, which is earthly in 
its motives and aims. The carnal sink somewhat 
lower, for in these the flesh, the lowest element…
reigns paramount.

the cross is the reMedy

In regeneration, it is the darkened and fallen “spirit 
of man which is quickened again and renewed,” Andrew 
Murray wrote in his notes to The Spirit of Christ. This is 
the meaning of the Lord’s words to Nicodemus. Jesus told 
this “master of Israel” (John 3:19), in spite of all the intel-
lectual religious knowledge that Nicodemus had: “Ye must 
be born anew [or, from above, rv, mg]” (v. 7 rv). And later on, 
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He said to His disciples, “It is the spirit that quickeneth; the 
flesh profiteth nothing” (John 6:63).

The way that the new life from above reaches the 
fallen spirit of man is revealed in these words of our Lord:

[The Spirit breatheth, rv, mg] where it listeth, 
and thou hearest the voice thereof, but knowest not 
whence it cometh, and whither it goeth: so is every 
one that is born of the Spirit. (John 3:8 rv)

The reason the Spirit of God quickens a believer’s 
spirit into new life is given in John 3:14–16. The God-man 
died on the cross in the place of the sinner, so “that who-
soever believeth [into, literal Greek] him should not perish, 
but have everlasting life” (v. 16).

The Cross and the Fall exactly and perfectly corre-
spond to each another—the first is the remedy for the sec-
ond. By the death of the Savior on the cross, sin was “put 
away” (Hebrews 9:26), and the way was made possible for 
the Holy God to pardon the sinner. Then, the sinner was 
given a way of escape from the bondage of soul and body 
into which he had fallen. It became possible for the tripar-
tite nature of man to be in harmony once more, with the 
spirit in full control, and the body acting merely as the 
outward and material vessel—the instrument of the spirit 
through the soul.

This way of escape from bondage is revealed in many 
parts of Scripture, where we are taught that the believer 
is to consider himself “crucified with Christ” (Galatians 
2:20) and “dead to sin” (Romans 6:2). In the next chapter, 
we will see how this way of escape provides for our deliver-
ance, as we consider the full meaning of the Cross.


