Biblical Foundations – The Works of God
Essential Nature of Man (Pt.3)
What does scripture mean by “soul” and “spirit”? Are they the same thing?
Arguments in Favor of Dichotomy
1. Scripture uses soul and spirit interchangeably- If you look at the biblical words translated “soul” and “spirit”, it appears that they are sometimes used interchangeably in very similar context. (John 12:27/John 13:21, Luke 1:46-47) This is an example of Hebrew parallelism, a poetic concept in which the same idea is repeated using different but synonymous words. This interchangeability of terms also explains why people who have died and gone to heaven or hell can be called either “spirits” (1 Peter 3:18-19) or “souls” (Revelation 6:9).
2. Scripture says that either the soul or the spirit departs at death- (Genesis 35:18, 1 Kings 17:21, Luke 12:20) On the other hand, death is sometimes viewed as the returning of the spirit to God. (Psalm 31:5, Luke 23:46, Ecclesiastes 12:7) A trichotomist might argue that these scriptures are referring to different things, but it should be noted that nowhere in scripture does it says a person’s “soul” and “spirit” departed and went to heaven or were yielded up to God.
3. Man is said to be either “body and soul” or “body and spirit”- (Matthew 10:28) Here the word soul clearly must refer to the part of a person that exist after death. It cannot mean “person” or “life”, for it would not make sense to speak of those who “kill the body but cannot kill the person” or who “kill the body but cannot kill the life” unless there is some aspect of the person that lives on after the body is dead. It appears here the word soul stands for the entire nonphysical part of man. On the other hand, man is sometimes said to be “body and spirit”. (1 Corinthians 5:4-5, 2 Corinthians 7:1, James 2:26)
4. The soul or spirit can sin- Those who hold to trichotomy will usually agree that the soul can sin since they think that the soul includes the intellect, the emotions, and the will. The trichotomist generally thinks of the “spirit” as purer than the soul and, when renewed, as free from sin and responsive to the prompting of the Holy Spirit, but this understanding is not supported by the biblical text. When Paul encourages the Corinthians to cleanse themselves “from every defilement of body and spirit”, he clearly implies that there can be defilement (or sin) in our spirits. Other verses speak in similar ways. (Psalm 78:8, Proverbs 16:18, Isaiah 29:24)
5. Everything the soul is said to do, the spirit is also said to do, and vice versa- The activities of thinking, feeling, and deciding things are not just said to be done by our souls only. Our spirits can also experience emotions. (Acts 17:16, John 13:21) Moreover, the functions of knowing, perceiving, and thinking are also said to be done by our spirits. (Mark 2:8, 1 Corinthians 2:11) The point of these verses is not to say that the spirit rather than the soul feels and thinks things, but that soul and spirit are both terms used of the immaterial side of people generally, and it is difficult to see any real distinction between the use of the terms.   
