
What follows, from part I to part XII, is based on an article that was published in the 

ISCAST Online Journal, July 2006.  Hebrew and Greek words have however been 

transliterated.  My apologies, but here and there the article is somewhat complicated 

and sections may need to be read a few times in order to get the sense.  It proceeds by 

way of an introduction and then the methodology employed is outlined. 

Introduction 

 If we were sure what the “soul” really is, our philosophical and scientific debates on 

the subject and related issues would be so much easier to follow.  One way forward is 

to examine afresh the biblical evidence.  Two words immediately suggest themselves 

for scrutiny - the Hebrew word nephesh and the Greek word psuche. The word "soul" 

is often used as a translation for these words and they have been the subject of 

considerable study over the years. This "article" simply represents a fresh and 

independent approach. 

 Methodology 

 The procedure adopted was an examination of all instances of nephesh in the 

Massoretic Old Testament Hebrew Text followed by an examination of those passages 

in the Greek Septuagint (LXX) of the Old Testament where nephesh occurred in the 

Massoretic Text.  All instances of psuche, the dominant word replacing nephesh in 

the LXX, were then examined in the New Testament Greek text.  That is, having 

determined that in the Greek LXX, the main word used to "replace" the Hebrew word 

nephesh is the Greek word psuche, this same Greek word was examined for its usage 

in the Greek New Testament.  Each occurrence of nephesh was categorized in terms 

of context and/or sense.  Once the categories for nephesh were finalized the same 

category system was tentatively applied to all instances of psuche of the New 

Testament.  The same basic category system was found to be suitable for both the 

Hebrew word, nephesh as used in the Old Testament and the Greek word psuche as 

used in the New Testament.  The categories indicated the nature of the semantic 

domains involved.  That is, they give us a sense of the range of usage.  One should not 

automatically expect the range to be quite limited given that some Hebrew words in 

particular "have to do a lot of work".  That is, they can mean one thing in one context 

but another relatively different thing in another context.  Of course, any category 

system is problematic, being determined by one‟s own mental idiosyncrasies.   

Another person might well come up with a different category system, but hopefully 

there would be some common ground. 



 The categories can also suggest how nephesh and psuche might be translated using 

words other than “soul”.  An analysis was performed to see how translations over 

time have avoided using the word “soul”.  A question that underlies discussion 

throughout this "paper" relates to whether or not the soul is an object that requires 

serious scientific and/ or philosophical consideration. 

Nephesh in the Massoretic text of the Old Testament 

Of the 754 instances of nephesh in the Massoretic text, categorization involved 69 

occupying two categories and two occupying three categories.  That is, it was decided 

that in a number of instances, the one occurrence belonged to two or even three 

categories. On ten occasions nephesh appeared related to a physical organ such as the 

neck, throat or breath.  Examples include: women having a nephesh container 

(hanging around the neck?); Sheol enlarging its nephesh to receive the dead; 

Leviathan‟s nephesh kindling coals; a woman breathing out her nephesh as she 

dies.  Wolff believes that nephesh has its roots in the physical neck or throat (through 

which we receive food and drink and through which we breathe)and as such is 

associated with the idea of life. (See Wolff, HW, 1996, „nephesh - Needy Man‟ in 

Anthropology of the Old Testament, Sigler Press: Mifflintown, PA, pp. 10 - 25) 

There are 21 instances where reference is made to the nephesh of God.  Most 

commonly his nephesh is ill-disposed or well-disposed towards another.  In 27 

instances, the nephesh of animals is mentioned, often in terms of their life or death. 

There is one occasion where the nephesh of idols is mentioned.  The association of 

nephesh with an idol may be an example of irony.  That nephesh is associated with 

animals should make one wary of the idea that "the soul" is something associated 

with human beings alone and its association with God not only reinforces this point 

but should make one wary of the idea that "a soul' resides within a being.  

 The Human Being Nephesh 

There are 694 occurrences of N (nephesh) that relate to human beings.  That is, 

human beings are the predominant beings associated with the idea of nephesh. In 

categorization, 56 were duplicated and two triplicated giving a total of 754 entries. 

 Table 1 indicates major categories, sub-categories, number of occurrences and 

percentages. The first and second percentages are based on 754 and 694 respectively.  

The figures within parenthesis take account of nine duplications that occurred within 

major categories. Although nephesh in the singular is sometimes used holistically, as 

in the nephesh of Israel, its predominant usage is individualistic.  The categorization 

utilized made no distinction.  The holistic usage is not suggestive of something akin 



to individual souls uniting to form a "greater" soul, as though the individual 

souls then ceased to exist. 

Major Category Sub-category Number of 

Occurrences 

Percentages 

The N in association 

with death 

   281  37; 40 

  The dead N   11   

  The N that has died   35   

  The N to be excommunicated   18   

  The N whose life will be removed   22   

  The N under threat of death 102   

  The N delivered from death   39   

  A request for the N to be delivered from 

death 

  21   

  A request for the N to die     6   

  The N for whom death will not occur   25   

  The N that returns to give life     2   

The N in association 

with life 

    17  2; 2 

The N in association 

with food 

    66  9; 9 

  Actual   45   

  Metaphorical or use of simile   21   

The N as the person     61 8; 9 

  An explicit number of N   27   

  An indefinite number of N   32   

The N as the self     63 8; 9 



The improper N     47 6; 7 

  Wicked   36   

  Defiled   11   

The upright N     50 7;7 

  The righteous/noble     7   

  Obeying/seeking God with the N   25   

  Obeying/seeking God with all the N   18   

The N that loves other 

than God 

    15  2; 2 

The emotional N     59 (57) 8; 8 

  Pain/distress/despondency   31   

  Grief   12   

  Delight     8   

  Fright     6   

  Anger     2   

The N that desires     37 5; 5 

  The N desires/wills/craves   25   

  The desire expressed as the N   12   

The vocal N     31 (24) 3; 3 

  The N that blesses/praises   14   

  The N that speaks     3   

  The N that addresses itself   12   

  The N that is silent     2   

The N and its mental 

state or activity 

    37  5; 5 



  The N that hates/scorns     9   

  The N that muses/thinks     4   

  The N that is watched over by oneself     4   

  The N that knows     3   

  The N that is spoken to     3   

  The N that is pleased     3   

  The N that remembers     2   

  The N that can deceive itself     2   

  Other     7   

                                                                                           Table 1 

With reference to Table 1, the most highly populated category is that associated with 

death - generally referring to the cessation of life.  Taking all instances together, the 

human being nephesh is the person, the being, the self who dies, lives, is hungry, is 

filled, is wicked or righteous, hates or loves, desires, speaks, is grieved or happy and 

thinks etc.  The usage of nephesh stresses the existence and functioning and thus the 

significance of a being.  That nephesh can be spoken of with reference to God and the 

animals, supports this last understanding. 

The following semantic connections involving all instances of nephesh are 

hypothesized.  The neck/throat is associated with breathing, the intake of food and 

the utterance of speech.  Breath, speech and food are associated with life and death.  

Finally, life involves various characteristics of the person including mental states and 

activities. 

The human nephesh and its existence after death 

Of the 694 instances of nephesh that relate to human beings, there are only about five 

texts where it is arguable that nephesh refers to a “soul” that at death leaves the body 

or at life after death re-enters the body:  “In the going out of her nephesh Rachel 

died.” (Gen 35:18); “Let the nephesh of the boy return to him.” (1 Kin 17:21); “The 

nephesh of the boy returned to him.” (1 Kin 17:22); “She has breathed out her 

nephesh.” (Jer 15:9) and “You will not abandon my nephesh in/to Sheol.” (Ps 16:10). 



 However, in the first four instances the reference could be to breath.  The fifth could 

either relate to the person‟s existence beyond death or simply the person‟s not dying.  

There is no compelling argument from these texts that the “soul” is an entity that 

inhabits the living body and leaves at death. 

At this point it is important to reflect on what “loving God with all your soul” would 

seem to mean. It is a thoroughly comprehensive all embracing demand.  To love God 

with all one‟s soul is to love him with every aspect of one‟s being, one‟s person, one‟s 

life.  It knows of no part of being a person, of being alive ,of simply being, that can be 

considered as exempt from consideration with respect to the command to love God.  

There is no notion in this command of there being an entity within one‟s being that 

has to so love.  There is no sense of there being an inner person or an inner identity 

that has to so love.  There is a simple command wholly to love God with all of one's 

being. 

There is no room allowed whatsoever for self aggrandisement, the independent 

spirit and the self-seeking life.  This commandment is all about God as the supreme 

focus in the plans we have for our lives and the way we live them. 

And there is no point in protesting that to love God in this way is an impossibility.   

God knows of no half measures when it comes to what our relationship with him 

should be.  We can only thank God for the Lord Jesus who did so love his Father and 

who died for sinners who fail to love him as we should. 

Now to return to our investigation of "Soul". 

Psuche in the Greek Septuagint (LXX) of the Old Testament 

 

Table 2 indicates to what extent the LXX uses psuche as a replacement for nephesh.  The first 

percentage is based on a total of 754 and the second on a total of 737.  The latter total takes 

into account the seventeen occurrences where the Hebrew text is absent from the Greek text. 

 

Matter in the Greek text 

in the place of  nephesh 

of  the Hebrew text 

Number of Occurrences % of all instances in the 

Hebrew (% of instances 

present in the Greek) 

Textual material absent 

from the Greek text 

 

17 

 

2.3 (not applicable) 

Psuche 675 89.5 (91.6) 

No Greek word but 

meaning similar 

 

29 

 

3.8 (3.9) 

Other Greek words and 

meaning similar 

 

20 

 

2.7 (2.7) 

Texts contain different 

understandings 

 

13 

 

1.7 (1.8) 



 

Table 2 

 

Of the twenty instances where an alternative to psuche was used, one word was used five 

times, another four, with all other alternatives being used only once or twice. Psuche in the 

LXX is the main word that replaces nephesh in the Hebrew text and therefore the most likely 

word one should examine in the Greek text of the New Testament. 

 

Psuche in the Greek New Testament 

 

As a further check on psuche of the New Testament being similar to nephesh of the Old 

Testament, an examination was made of the five quotations in the New Testament of an Old 

Testament text where nephesh occurred. In every case psuche was used in both the New 

Testament and the LXX. 

 

There are 103 instances of psuche in the New Testament.  To these were added nine other 

instances involving the three related forms: psuchikos, dipsuchos and oligopsuchos.  
 

Of the 112 occurrences, two refer to the psuche of God and two to the psuche of animals.  As 

with the usage of nephesh in the Old Testament, that psuche is associated with animals should 

make one wary of the idea that "a soul" is something associated with human beings alone and 

furthermore, the association of psuche with God not only reinforces this point but should 

again make one wary of the idea that "a soul” resides within a being.   

 

The Human Being Psuche 

 

There are 108 instances of psuche (P) relating to human beings.  In applying the same 

categorization system that was used for nephesh, there were six duplications.  Table 3 

indicates how the occurrences were categorized. The first and second percentages are based 

on totals of 114 and 108 respectively. 

 

Category Sub-Category Number of 

Occurrences 

Percentages 

The P in association 

with death 

  

40 

 

35; 37 

 The P type body yet to die   3  

 The P that has died   3  

 The P whose life will be 

removed 

 

  8 

 

 The P whose life will be 

removed spiritually 

 

  5 

 

 The P under threat of death    7  

 The P under threat of “death”   4  

 The P delivered from death   4  

 The P delivered from death 

spiritually 

 

  6 

 

The P in association 

with life 

  

  3 

 

  3; 3 

The P in association 

with food 

  

  5 

 

  4; 5 



 Actual   4  

 Metaphorical   1  

The P as the person    8   7; 7 

 An explicit number of P   4  

 An indefinite number of P   4  

The P as the self  21 18; 19 

The improper P  13 11; 12 

 Wicked   7  

 The P of self interest   6  

The upright P    8   7; 7 

 The righteous/noble   2  

 Obeying/seeking God with 

all the P 

 

  3 

 

 The P not of self-interest   3  

The emotional P    5   4; 5 

 Pain/distress/despondency   3  

 Grief   1  

 Faint-heartedness   1  

The P that desires    1   1; 1 

The vocal P    1   1; 1 

 The P that blesses/praises   1  

The P and its mental 

state or activity 

  

10 

 

  9; 9 

 The P that is spoken to   2  

 The P having a disposition   2  

 The P to be established   2  

 Others   4  

 

Table 3 

 

A comparison of Tables 1 and 3 reveals that almost all major categories for nephesh and 

psuche are held in common.  Additionally, the most populated category for both nephesh and 

psuche is that associated with death - generally referring to the cessation of life.  Given the 

relatively small number of instances of psuche, attempts at more detailed comparisons are 

unwarranted. The usage of psuche, as with nephesh, stresses the existence and functioning 

and so the significance of the being.  Again, as with nephesh, that there are references to both 

God‟s psuche and that of animals increases the plausibility of this understanding. 

 

The same type of semantic linkages that were made for nephesh can be made for psuche, 

except for the absence of clear references to the neck/throat and breath.  However it is 

possible that Paul in Rom 16:4 is making a connection between neck and psuche in referring 

to people risking their necks for his psuche, and there might be a reference to breath in Acts 

20: 10 where it is said that the nephesh of Eutychus might still be in him. 

 

The human psuche and its existence after death 

 

Unlike the situation with nephesh, there are a few clear instances where psuche corresponds to 

some entity having existence after death.  There are four: “You will not leave my psuche in 

Sheol” (quoting Ps 16:10); “Fear those who are able to kill the body bot not the psuche” (Matt 



10:28); “You fool this night I will require of you your psuche” (Lu 12:20); “I saw under the 

altar the psuche of those that had been slain” (Rev 6:9).  There are two instances that are less 

clear: “His psuche is still in him” (Acts 20:10) - a possible reference to his breath, and “I pray 

that your body, psuche and spirit will be preserved spotless at the coming of our Lord Jesus 

Christ” (1 Thess 5:23).  In this latter text the idea of both body and psuche being preserved is 

in contrast with the Matthew text cited above where the body can be slain but not the psuche. 

The reference in 1 Cor 15: 44, 45 to “It is sown a psuche type body, it is raised a spiritual type 

body” and “the first man Adam became a living psuche; the last Adam a life giving spirit” 

indicates how the body can be preserved and yet not be the same as the body before death.   

 

Though no tight picture emerges for the usage of psuche in association with death, there is a 

psuche beyond death which has an identity with the psuche before death.  However, this is not 

the same as saying that psuche refers to an entity within a being that leaves after death.  A 

person, a being has an ongoing existence identifiable with the person, the being who existed 

before death.  This understanding is consistent with the general usage of psuche as indicated 

in Table 3. 

 

The Semantic Relationship between nephesh/psuche and “heart” and “spirit” 

 

When similar analyses, yet to be posted, of the Hebrew and Greek words commonly 

translated “heart” and “spirit”  are carried out and examined, it will be clear that “heart” and 

“spirit” have semantic domains that overlap with that for nephesh/psuche.  None the less the 

overall focus in each case is different.  When related to human beings, the words for “heart” 

centre on mental states and mental operations, the words for “spirit”, though very diverse in 

application, centre on the non-physical, non-tangible life of the person, while nephesh and 

psuche focus on the existence and functioning of the person. 

 

Translating the human being nephesh and psuche by other than “soul” 

 

It is a tenet of this paper that the English word “soul” need never be used and if it were never 

used some of the confusion that exists could probably be avoided.  Alternatives would 

include: omission of any word altogether, or using words such as “person”, “life”, “creature”, 

“self” (reflexively), “being” and “desire”.  There has been a growing trend since the KJV of 

1611, to replace “soul” with such words, though the NRSV and the ESV have somewhat 

reverted to earlier times.  See Table 4 below.   

 

The information from the Table suggests that whenever English readers encounter the word 

“soul” in modern translations, they will not realise that nephesh and psuche will have been 

translated in the majority of cases without using the word, "soul".  Additionally, 

almost certainly, regardless of the translations, they will be unaware of the wide semantic 

domains for nephesh and psuche.  Consequently when they do read the word, "soul", they will 

be inclined to treat it in a way that may not be justified. 

                
      Year of Publication 

 Total 

Occurrences 

1611 1885 (1901) 

(ASB) 

1963 

1952 1978 1989 2001 

Version  KJV RV NASB RSV NIV NRSV ESV 

          

Nephesh 754 469 450 255 188 107 138 232 



%   62 60 34 25 14 18 31 

         

Psuche 103 55 51 47 43 19 33 41 

%  53 50 46 43 18 32 40 

 

The frequency of nephesh/psuche being translated “soul” in certain English translations 

Table 4 

 

Scientific and Philosophical Perspectives 

 

If nephesh and psuche as they relate to human beings refer chiefly to their personhood then 

they do not automatically present themselves as objects for special scientific scrutiny or 

objection.  That psuche does, and nephesh in one or two instances might, relate to the 

existence of persons after death is more of a philosophical problem than a scientific one.  

Some might consider life after death a subject for scientific enquiry but that is not a common 

perspective.  Philosophical issues certainly pertain to such however - the question of how 

identity might be maintained, being one of the most problematic.  That is a subject for another 

paper however though one in which the Biblical material does not seem to have an interest. 

 

What is of Biblical interest is such as, the here and now of “loving God with all of one‟s 

soul”, that is, “with all of one‟s being”, “with all of one‟s person”! 
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