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On Paul’s use of terms and their meaning: 

 

 ‘Paul’s detailed understanding of what human beings actually are can again be seen in continuity with his 

Jewish traditions, but also in implicit dialogue with the surrounding culture in which, ever since the pre-Socratics, 

quite sophisticated analyses of human interiority had been offered.  Humans, noble in reason, infinite in faculties, 

can be understood from a variety of angles, or perhaps in terms of several interlocking features: ‘body,’ ‘flesh,’ 

‘mind,’ ‘heart,’ ‘spirit,’ ‘soul’ and ‘will.’  These words sometimes appear to designate different ‘parts of a human 

being, but, as many have pointed out, it is better to see them encoding a particular way of looking at the human 

being as a whole but from one particular angle; as though one were to describe a piece of music in terms of its basic 

theme, its harmonic structure or its tempo – or indeed its orchestration, its historical period, its place within the 

composer’s career or event its role within a wider cultural narrative.  The song or symphony would be exactly the 

same, the rich, rounded whole.  Each of the aspects means what it means because of all the others; but one would 

use different language to draw attention to these different facets or aspects of it, without implying that this facet or 

aspect could be split off from all the others. 

 It is important, to begin with, to note that all Paul’s terms for human beings carry, in principle, a positive 

connotation.  Even sarx, ‘flesh,’ which quickly picks up and locates some of the key problems of humankind, is at 

least potentially neutral:  there are different kinds of sarx, and all of them part of God’s good creation [1 Cor.15:39].  

The point here is that Paul’s terms do not designate one ‘part’ of the human being as ‘good,’ and another as ‘bad,’ as 

(for instance) in a gnostic scheme.  The human body, soma (the word denotes the entire human being and connotes 

the public, visible and tangible physical presence in, and in relation to, the world) is God’s creation, but is going to 

die ‘because of sin,’ not because of its own inherent nature or quality.  But the soma, at least of those who are ‘in 

Christ’ and animated by the spirit, will be raised to new life; and in the present time the ‘body’ is the locus and the 

means of obedience, and as such is to be ‘presented’ to God the creator for his service.  The ‘flesh,’ however, though 

itself neither good nor bad, comes to connote the whole human being seen from the angle of being essentially 

corruptible, decaying, a quintessence of dust that has no permanence or stability.  Paul’s critique of ‘works of the 

flesh’ and the ‘mind of the flesh’ is thereby linked with his critique of idolatry:  ‘flesh’ draws attention to the 

creaturely existence which, owing its life to God the creator, has none in itself apart from him.  That is near the heart 

of Paul’s analysis of ‘sin’ seen as a human propensity and action (as opposed to ‘sin’ as a force or power, almost a 

euphemism for ‘the satan.’) 

 If ‘flesh’ thus denotes the physical, made-of-dust nature of humans, connoting particularly their 

corruptibility and instability, the five terms for interiority, ‘mind,’ ‘heart,’ ‘spirit,’ ‘soul’ and ‘will,’ likewise point 

towards the whole human being but seen from a variety of angles.  ‘Mind’ (nous) indicates the human as a thinking, 

reasoning creature; ‘heart’ (kardia) the human as a creature with mysterious hidden depths from which motivations, 

longings and loves emerge; ‘spirit’ (pneuma) the human seen in terms of an interiority which is open to the presence 

and power of the creator (not least by his spirit); ‘soul’ (psyche) the human seen in terms of the ordinary human life 

with its consciousness, self-awareness, memory, and imagination; ‘will’ (thelema) the human seen as one in whom 

the motivations of the heart produce a settled intention towards a particular course of action.  Each can be corrupted 

by idolatry and sin, or just distracted and dismayed by the pressures of the world: the mind darkened and distorted, 

the heart a source of evil intentions, the spirit turbulent and ill at ease, the soul confused and blown about, the will 

bent upon doing evil.  And each can be rescued, redeemed, and redirected, the mind to be renewed and transformed 

so as to think through and approve what is good, the heart to be flooded with the love of God so that new 

motivations spring from its depths, the spirit to be assured by God’s spirit of its new reality, the soul to be the 

healthy and fruitful interiority of a God-reflecting human being, and the will to be energized towards God’s word in 

the world.  All of these aspects of humanity, save only ‘flesh,’ or ‘flesh and blood,’ which has come to designate 

precisely the human in rebellion and corruption, will be reaffirmed in the resurrection.  All these then are ways of 

saying: human being in all their rich, multifaceted identity have a vocation, a tragedy, a rescue and a destiny, a 

complete narrative which nests within the larger story of God and the cosmos.’1   

 

 

  

                                                 
1 N.T. Wright, Paul and the Faithfulness of God (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2013), Book I, p.490 – 492  



On the use of the terms soul and body, used also with respect to Jesus Christ: 

 

 ‘Philosophical anthropology’s attempt to define human existence as a composite – and specifically as a 

dual – reality by distinguishing soul from body, or matter from spirit, was accepted by Christian theology with 

exclusive reference to the nature of humanity, or as a schematic expression of the ontological distinction between 

person and nature.  The reference of this duality to human nature was expressed clearly by the Fourth Ecumenical 

Council (451) when it pronounced the incarnate God “truly God and truly man the same [consisting] of a rational 

soul and a body.”  This reference finds support in the Bible as well as in patristic texts.  But the terms “soul” and 

“body” are always used loosely with a kind of “perichoresis,” without their precise difference ever being defined 

objectively or being identified with a dualistic-axiological antithesis of matter and spirit…   

The existential “mystery” of the composite human being does not in any way affect the unicity of human 

personal existence.  We could perhaps say that Gregory of Nyssa sums up the tradition by defining man as “a single 

being composed of soul and body.”  At the same time one could express the view – while avoiding any kind of 

definition – that in the terminology of both the Bible and the Fathers the distinction between body and soul often 

appears to adumbrate the ontological distinction between person and nature.  The soul (the Hebrew nephesh) of the 

Old Testament, the result of the breath which God breathed into the man of dust) is not confined to one sector or 

part of human existence – to the spiritual as opposed to the material – but signifies the particular property (to 

idiazon) of the human being (an effect of God’s particular creative energy), the vivification and transmission of 

personal faculties to the earth-born essence of man.  In other words, the soul signifies the entire human being as a 

unitary living personal hypostasis.  It is the personality in the strict sense, what we have called here the human 

person, which is the image and “glory” (i.e. “disclosure”) of a personal God.  And the body is the nature, the 

material reality which constitutes the worldly dimension of the person, humanity’s participation in the world’s 

material nature, the summing up of the material world in the human person. 

 The relation of soul and body within the limits of human existence is something more than the mutual 

indwelling of two ontological realities.  It is a unitary blending (sygkrasis) and yoking (zeuxis), in the words of John 

Climacus.  The principle of this commingling is inexpressible, according to Gregory of Nyssa, and its mode is 

inexplicable and incomprehensible.  Humanity’s earthly nature is the only product in God’s material creation in 

which the “supramundane nature” of the soul is “implanted,” “permeating each part equally,” to mark it out for 

personal existence, to imprint on the body the image of the personal God “as in the impression of a seal.”  And it is 

precisely this blending of soul and body, the “highest union” (akra henosis) in the words of Maximus, which defines 

without determining the ineffable mystery of humanity’s simultaneous identity and difference.  The simultaneous 

identity and difference of the one human existence, the “highest union,” confirms both the person’s unitary 

“principle,” and its essential-natural constitution “from soul and body.”  It conveys both the ontological distinction 

of person and nature and the existential mystery of humanity’s twofold nature.’2 

 

 

An Eastern Orthodox critique of Western tendencies to abstract these terms from the whole person: 

 

 ‘The reverence of the Greek Fathers for the existential mystery of the human composite being – a reverence 

expressed in the avoidance of any definition or any objectification of existential definitions – was not maintained by 

later “systematic” theology.  It was specifically the need of the Scholastics for rationalistic clarifications and 

comprehensive definitions, for the intellectualist objectification of the existential fact, that led unavoidably to a 

schematization of the existential mystery of humanity’s composite nature, to an antithetical-pragmatic separation of 

soul and body, matter and spirit.  This separation is a typical consequence of accepting a definition of man as “an 

animal possessing reason” (“animal rationale”), as fundamentally a biological being, subsequently endowed with a 

soul or with a soul and spirit. 

 We have already seen that this definition refers to an axiological metaphysics, not to an ontology of 

existential experience.  It presupposes ontic-intellectual rather than ontological-existential categories.  And it ignores 

the question of the difference between beings and Being, between nature and person.  On the basis of the objective 

definitions of scholastic anthropology, the Roman Catholic Church at the Council of Vienne (1311 – 12) raised 

Aristotle’s teaching on the soul as the entelechy of the body to dogmatic status.  It would belong to a different 

chapter to show how the reception of this objectified Aristotelian hylomorphism led the Westerners inevitably to an 

                                                 
2 Christos Yannaras, Person and Eros (Brookline, MA: Holy Cross Orthodox Press, 2007), translation by Norman 

Russell, p.44 – 46  



external and schematic understanding of the moral life – and finally to the juridical moralism of the Roman Catholic 

Church and the pietism and puritanism of the Protestants. 

 In the Christian thinking of the Greek East it is not possible for the elements making up the composite 

being – soul and body – to correspond to ontological definitions.  These elements do not determine the mode by 

which the human person is, but are determined and marked (always in a relative or conventional way) as 

differentiations of the result of natural energy.  I am speaking here of corporeal, psychical or spiritual 

manifestations, making objectively (and therefore conventionally) the manifest result of natural energy, that is, of 

the universal-ecstatic reference of the bicomposite essence or nature.  The ecstatic reference presupposes, i.e. 

“contains,” the bicomposite nature as an existential reality.  But it is accomplished only within the conditions of the 

unitary fact of personal existence: it is defined with regard to personal otherness or it defines personal otherness.   

 Consequently, psychical or corporeal energy has an ontological content.  That is, it constitutes an 

existential fact only as psychical “over against” personal (or, as Maximus calls it, “gnomic”) energy – in opposition 

to, or in coordination with, the will or energy of the person.  In other words, the distinction between soul and body 

does not refer to the mode by which humanity is (as nature and person), but to the semantic differentiation of the 

result of natural energy. 

 The immediate experience of relation confirms the relative or even conventional character of the semantic 

differentiations of the natural energy:  the human glance, the expression of the face, the gesture, the articulated 

thought, the manifestation of love – are these expressions of the soul or body?  Modern depth psychology 

(“Tiefenpsychologie”) has shown experimentally how difficult it is to make real distinctions between different areas 

of experience and has demonstrated the non-existence of unmixed manifestations of the body, the soul or the spirit.  

But even the pragmatic ontology of the existential philosophers, based precisely on an empirical interpretation of the 

reality of humanity in the world, its being-there (“Da-sein”), refers the body to the essence of humanity, and 

determines the essential difference between the human body and the animal organism (Heidegger), the body as 

furnishing the immediate presence of soulness (Sartre).’3 

 

 

On the “image of God” being identified with a personal and relational being, irreducible to ‘mind’ or rationality: 

 

‘The semantic-objective distinction of partial areas of existence, that is, the presuppositional definition of 

man as “an animal possessing reason,” is also the basis for the attempt of scholastic theology to interpret God’s 

“image” in humanity by attributing the elements appertaining to “in the image” to the objectified result of the natural 

energy, that is, to objective properties of ontic individuality – to one of the two conventional “parts” of ontic nature, 

humanity’s “spirit” – intelligence.  Existential predicates which were used by the Greek Fathers as indicators of the 

ontological difference between person and nature (predicates revelatory of personal universality and dissimilarity), 

such as “rationality,” “self-determination,” and “sovereignty,” are interpreted by the theology of objective categories 

as individual properties (universals) of humanity’s “spiritual” nature:  individual properties are referred to an 

analogical and comparative interpretation of the phrase “in the image,” which is exhausted in the phenomenology of 

ontic individuality and cannot interpret the ontological reality of the difference between person and nature, 

humanity’s “mode of existence.”  The image of God in humanity defines as analogical ascent, that is, a rationalistic 

reference of ontic predicates to God and to humanity.  The image of God is not referred to humanity’s being, to the 

mode in which human existence is.  Humanity does not image God existentially and ontologically, that is, as 

personal uniqueness and dissimilarity, as “mode of existence” which allows humanity a loving relation and 

communion with God, its assimilation to the divine archetype.  Instead, defined as the absolutely rational, self-

determining and sovereign being, God images humanity analogically and anagogically. 

In contrast to scholastic objectification, when the Greek East interpreted the image of God in humanity, it 

sought to protect the mystery of the mode of divine existence, and its imprint in human existence, from the danger of 

intellectual schematizations.  As in their distinction of soul and body, so too in their interpretation of “in the image” 

the Greek Fathers rejected any objective definition – dualistic or monistic – and any subjection of existential truth to 

a priori conceptual definitions.  They confined themselves to a semantic outline of the existential mystery of the 

difference between person and nature, preserving the unitary character of the person, the priority of the person over 

nature (the power of the person to determine its nature and not to be determined by it – dynamically to make its 

nature become like the divine archetype).’4 

 

                                                 
3 Ibid, p.46 – 48  
4 Ibid, p.48 – 50  



 

On personal relations taking place through a person’s energies: 

 

 ‘In the Greek East the question of the energies is posed exclusively within the context of existential 

experience.  The Church’s experience is the knowledge of God as a fact of personal relation, and the question that is 

posed concerns the witness to this fact and the defense of it, the question “how we know God not as an object of the 

mind, or of the senses, or anything at all that belongs among beings.”  The knowledge of God, as a fact of personal 

relation, discloses the priority of the truth of the person in the field of theological epistemology… Even though we 

distinguish energy from nature and nature from persons, we do not attribute any composite character to the nature 

itself.  That is to say, we do not divide up and apportion nature to persons and energies.  Persons and energies are 

not “parts,” or “constituents,” or “passions,” of “accidents” of the nature, but the nature’s mode of existence… The 

nature’s power of willing exists and is manifested only through the otherness of the personal will.  Music, painting, 

and sculpture are creative energies of human nature.  But they do not exist except as disclosures of personal 

otherness: as the music of Mozart, the painting of Van Gogh, the sculpture of Rodin, etc… The only way we have of 

naming the nature is the personally manifested energy of the nature.’5   

 

 

On the importance of the Eastern Orthodox distinction between energies and essence: 

 

 ‘The acceptance of the distinction [between essence and energies] means the recognition of truth as a 

personal relation, and of knowledge as participation in truth, not simply as the understanding of concepts arising 

from abstract thought.  It therefore means the priority of the reality of the person and of interpersonal relationship 

over any intellectual definition.  Within the unrestricted terms of this priority, God is known and participated 

through his uncreated energies, which are beyond the reach of the intellect, while in his essence he remains 

unknown and unparticipated.  That is to say, God is known only as personal disclosure, as a triadic communion of 

persons, as an ecstatic self-offering of erotic goodness.  And the world is the consequence of God’s personal 

energies, a “product” revelatory of the Person of the Word, who witnesses to the Father by means of the grace of the 

Spirit – the “essentialized” invitation of God to relation and communion, an invitation which is personal and yet also 

“essentialized” in a manner differentiated according to essence. 

By contrast, the rejection of the distinction between essence and energies means the exclusion of universal-

personal experience and the priority of the individual intellect as the path to knowledge.  It means that truth is 

exhausted in the coincidence of meaning with concept, in the understanding of nature and person as determinations 

arising from intellectual abstraction:  persons have the character of the relations of essences; relations do not 

characterize persons, but are identified with persons, with a view to supporting the logical necessity of the simplicity 

of essence.  Finally, God becomes accessible only as essence, that is, only as an object of rational inquiry, as the 

necessary “first mover” who is himself “unmoved,” that is, as “pure act,” and whose existence must be identified 

with the self-actualization of his essence.  And the world is the “effect” of the “first mover,” just as God’s grace is 

the “effect” of the divine essence (“supernatural” but created).  The only relation of the world to God is the 

intellectual connection of cause and effect, a “connection” which detaches God organically from the world – the 

world is made autonomous and is subordinated to intellectual objectification and to a utilitarian intentionality. 

The problem of the essence-energies distinction set the seal on the differentiation of the Latin West from 

the Greek East.  The West denied the distinction, wishing the safeguard the simplicity of the divine essence, since 

rational thought cannot tolerate the conflict between existential identity and otherness, a distinction not entailing 

division or separation.  In the West’s understanding, God is defined only by his essence.  What is not essence does 

not belong to God; it is a creation of God.  Consequently, the energies of God are either identified with the essence 

as “pure act,” or any external manifestation of them is necessarily of a difference essence, that is, a created effect of 

the divine cause. 

 But this means that theosis, the participation of human beings in the divine life, is ultimately impossible, 

since the grace that deifies the saints, even if “supernatural,” according to the arbitrary definition given to it by 

Western theologians from as early as the ninth century, remains without any real explanation.  And it was precisely 

the defense of the fact of the theosis of human beings, the participation of the hesychasts in the sensory experience 

of the mode of the divine life (in the uncreated light of God’s glory), that led the Orthodox Church in the synods of 

the fourteenth century (1341, 1347, 1351 and 1368) to define the essence-energies distinction as the formal 

                                                 
5 Ibid, p.57 – 58  



difference distinguishing the Orthodox East from the Latin West and to see summarized under the heading of the 

knowledge of God the heretical deviations of the Roman Church. 

 In the following centuries the Eastern theologians were vindicated historically by the tragic dimensions of 

the impasse in which metaphysics found itself in the West.  The transference of the knowledge of God from the 

realm of direct personal disclosure, through the natural energies, to that of an intellectual and rationalist approach 

had as an inevitable consequence the driving of a wedge between the transcendent and the immanent, the “exiling” 

of God to the realm of the experientially inaccessible, the separating of religion from life and restricting it to credal 

statements, the technological violating of natural and historical reality and subjecting it to the demands of 

individualistic comfortable living – ending up finally in the “death of God” of the Western metaphysical tradition 

and the emergence of nothingness and the absurd as Western man’s fundamental existence categories.’6 

 

 

                                                 
6 Ibid, p.64 – 66  


