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  When we raise the age-old question, “What is man?” we must recognize the 
fundamental distinction between body and mind. 1 The first is matter; the other is spirit. 
Both the Bible and science acknowledge this distinction. Thus, biblical writers state: 
 
   “Man looks on the outward appearance, but the Lord looks on the heart.” – 1 Sam. 16:7. 
 
   Though our outer nature is wasting away, our inner nature is being renewed every day. – 2 Cor. 4:16. 
 
   …for the destruction of the flesh, that his spirit may be saved – 1 Cor. 5:5. 
 
   I of myself serve the law of God with my mind, but with my flesh I serve the law of sin. – Rom. 7:25. 
 
   “Do not fear those who kill the body but cannot kill the soul.” – Matt. 10:28. 

 

The Body 
 

As matter, the body is intimately related to the entire universe of matter. The 
molecules and atoms which compose the human body are identical to the matter which 
composes the stars, moon, seas, rocks and the ground on which we walk. The 
differences involve simply the ways in which the particles (or waves) are organized. 

 
The tiny cells characteristic of all living things are astonishingly alive. Only a trained 

observer could detect any difference between the cell of a tree and the cell of an 
animal. The substance is the same; only the organization is different. 

 
The human body is closely related to animal bodies. Outwardly they possess the 
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same general design of ingestive, digestive and excretory organs— as well as sexual 
appendages. But the actual body cells are even more alike. Only an expert can detect 
a difference between a rabbit cell and a human cell. The principal difference is the 
genetic code hidden in the genes and chromosomes within the nucleus of a cell. And 
when we examine the difference between a chimpanzee and a human, we find that 
even the genes and chromosomes are 99.5% the same. The distinction appears to be 
infinitesimal. We are not only formed from the same substance as a chimpanzee, but 
the organization of that substance is also virtually alike. 

 
In this light it seems rather amusing that some religious people will readily 

acknowledge our close relationship to dust (nonliving matter) but be offended by the 
suggestion of our close relationship to the animal (living matter). The human body— 
including the brain— is obviously an animal organism. It has the most highly developed 
brain, of course, but the organism is biologically that of an animal. 

 
This does not diminish the marvelous wonder and complexity of the human body. As 

the Bible says, we are “fearfully and wonderfully made” (Ps. 139:14, KJV). The single 
cell of a living organism is so complex that it is far beyond our comprehension and our 
ability to duplicate. 

 
At another level in nature, the world of mystery in the nucleus of a single atom 

baffles the most advanced science. “We have learned,” says Freeman Dyson, “that 
matter is weird stuff.” 2 There is an intimation in science today that matter is ultimately 
only an illusion and that the smallest particles are only vibrating energy. Thus, in our 
definition of the human body we are not dissipating mysteries. We simply say that the 
human body is what we commonly call “matter,” specifically living matter, and most 
specifically animal matter. 

 
Matter is all “weird stuff,” but it has one characteristic in common: It is not self-

determined as if it were free to act on the universe. It can only respond and act as it is 
acted upon. In that sense it is not free. 

 

The Human Spirit 
 

The human person has self-awareness, self-consciousness and self-determination. 
The person has imagination and creativity. When acted upon, a person is not bound to 
react in a predictable way but has the freedom to act in unpredictable ways. 

 
This is what psychology calls the mind. We prefer the term human spirit in order to 

express its distinction from matter as well as its acknowledged invisibility. Science is 
today no nearer to discovering the nature of the mind than was Aristotle or Plato. 
 
   When our physical machinery and the electrochemical activity of our brains are methodically 
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described and explained we are still left with mystery. The mystery is not beyond the comprehension 
of humanity but it requires a different language to describe it than the language of science. Poetry and 
theology analogy and symbol are better suited to the task. The biologist or behaviorist can give a 
scientific account of a human being but cannot as a scientist describe the potential value, beauty and 
creativity of the human spirit. 3 
 
   Neurons and synapses can be described in all their chemical molecular detail (perhaps one day 
down to the last atom) and the brain’s functioning recorded with meticulous precision but the observer 
will never detect mind. The inwardness of a human individual is not accessible to the scalpel or the 
electrode. The consciousness of a person remains forever a mysterious and private phenomenon. 4  
 
    Although the human spirit expresses itself through the human body, it has the 
capacity to transcend the body. It can visualize and think about things in the past or 
things in the future. It can not only move in time, but move in space. The human mind 
can mount up the great galaxies, supernovas and black holes of outer space and not 
only see things which really cannot be seen, but further, understand how space and 
time become curved in the immense black holes so that matter can fall inward forever 
without finding bottom. And the same mind is able to enter the world of inner space to 
“see” superstrings which are smaller than the nucleus of an atom by how much that 
nucleus is smaller than the entire world. 

 
Once the human mind understood the laws of aerodynamics and how the birds fly, it 

could literally take its body through the sky in modem airlines. Once it understood the 
rudiments of the energy of an atom, it could split that atom and release its enormous 
energy. Once it understands sufficiently how hurricanes and storms operate, the mind 
will find a way to move hurricanes— and not as Pat Robertson claimed to do by prayer! 
And once the mind understands outer space sufficiently, it will have the capacity not 
only to harness things on earth, but to harness the very stars. (This destiny has already 
been realized in that Man whom God raised from the dead and declared Lord of the 
universe. What does “to sit with me on my throne” [Rev. 3:21] mean if it does not at 
least include all this?) 

 
The human spirit far transcends the limits of any human body. Freeman Dyson tells 

of his remarkable encounter with Stephen Hawking, the great English physicist 
regarded by many as the most brilliant person in his field today 
 
   The scene of my encounter with black holes is a visit to Princeton of the great English physicist 
Stephen Hawking. This happened a few years ago. Hawking is one of very few scientists who have as 
many profound and original ideas as Ed Witten. In other respects he is as different from Ed Witten as 
he possibly could be. He is crippled with a form of sclerosis which keeps him confined to a wheelchair. 
He talked in those days with great difficulty in a voice which only his friends could understand. Now he 
cannot talk at all. It comes as a shock when you first meet him to see somebody in such a pitiable 
condition. But very quickly, after you have been talking with him for a few minutes, the strength of his 
spirit pushes all feelings of pity aside. You forget the illness and enjoy Stephen Hawking as a human 
being. He is not only a scientific genius but a shrewd observer of the human scene with a fine sense of 
humor. After you know him well, you think of him not as a disabled person but as a brilliant scientific 
colleague. By continuing his active scientific life in spite of his severe disabilities, he is a constant 
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source of strength to thousands of other handicapped people who must struggle with lesser 
obstacles.5 

 
Many of us could give examples of encountering similar human spirits whose severe 
bodily limitations could not wholly conceal or repress the power of the human spirit to 
rise above the limitations of mere body. 

 
In the universe of weird and wonderful matter, mind has at last appeared on the 

scene as the apex of the created order. In the human spirit this evolving, created 
universe “became aware of itself.” 6 “We are eyes of the universe; the most awake bit 
of the cosmos known to us.” 7 

 
In his book, Infinite in All Directions, Freeman Dyson takes a mental flight into outer 

space, to the mysteries of the black holes within the mighty galaxies. Then he plunges 
into inner space, to the mind-boggling littleness of superstrings so small that billions 
could dance on the head of a pin without occupying any measurable space. Then he 
leads us to marvel at the mystery and beauty of the monarch butterfly. After all this, he 
says: 
 
   To me the most astounding fact in the universe, even more astounding than the flight of the Monarch 
butterfly, is the power of mind which drives my fingers as I write these words. Somehow, by natural 
processes still totally mysterious, a million butterfly brains working together in a human skull have the 
power to dream, to calculate, to see and to hear, to speak and to listen, to translate thoughts and 
feelings into marks on paper which other brains can interpret. Mind, through the long course of 
biological evolution, has established itself as a moving force in our little corner of the universe. Here 
on this small planet, mind has infiltrated matter and has taken control. 8 

 
When we say that the human spirit transcends the body, we also must say that it 

transcends nationality, race, gender, culture and age. The human spirit is neither Jew 
nor Gentile, African nor Caucasian, black nor white, male nor female, and old nor 
young. That which invests the human spirit with dignity, superiority and value is not its 
racial identity, sexual identity, cultural identity, and certainly not its religious identity, but 
simply and only this— its human identity. This human image is what the Bible calls the 
“image” or “likeness” of God (Gen. 1:26, 27). This human spirit, rather than the physical 
body, is the locus of this image and likeness. Despite the Semitic tradition, we must 
say that the animal body does not share the image of Him who is Spirit (John 4:24), 
much less our race, culture or gender. 

 

Freedom 
 

Unlike matter, the human spirit has the capacity and impulse to be free, self-aware, 
self-conscious and self-determinative. It has the capacity to be imaginatively and 
creatively free to act upon the universe. Freedom is the essential, indispensable 
condition of being truly human. 
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Creation, including the creation of the truly human, is not something static that 

occurred in the dim past. Creation, rather, is a dynamic, ongoing, evolutionary process. 
As we look at the human in the historical process, we see that he is potentially free 
rather than actually free. In this same sense, he is potentially truly human rather than 
actually truly human. He is like the chick pecking its way out of the shell toward full 
emancipation and self-realization. 

 
There are external forces which rob the human spirit of its freedom. These cultural 

structures, religious structures and group pressures may be called “the powers ranged 
against us” (Col. 2:15, Phillips). But more serious than the enemies without are the 
forces within, not least of which is the fear of freedom itself: 
 
   Man is not so enamored of freedom as some have supposed. Freedom is not an inherent personal 
need. The needs of security, conformity, adaptation, happiness, economy of effort, and so forth are far 
more constant and profound. Man is completely prepared to sacrifice his freedom in order to satisfy 
these needs. 9 
 
   And when it is a matter of exercising individual, personal freedom, it may be noted that in practice 
man gives priority to many other needs and longings and that he fears freedom more than he desires 
it. 10 
 
   Whenever man has made a beginning of liberty he has taken fright, retreated, renounced his 
freedom, and sighed with relief at being able to put his destiny finally in the hands of someone else. 
Freedom is the most crushing burden that one can lay on man. In his vanity and boasting man 
pretends that he wants to be free. He also has a visceral fear of confinement, conditioning, and 
servitude. What he calls his love of freedom, however, is really his rejection of imprisonment. It is a 
revolt against slavery which he cannot tolerate. Once a little freedom is offered him, however, he starts 
back at the sight of the void which he must now fill, the meaning he must now provide, and the 
responsibility he must now carry. He prefers the happy state of belonging to a group. He wants a 
mediocre happiness which brings no risks. 11 

 
This fear of freedom is illustrated in the story of Israel leaving their bondage in Egypt. 

As soon as they began to contemplate the uncertain future in the way of freedom, they 
cried to Moses for permission to return to Egypt. 

 
The fear of freedom, like every other fear, springs from the king of all fears— the 

fear of death! 
 
    …and deliver all those who through fear of death were subject to lifelong bondage. 
— Heb. 2:15. 
 

This is not merely a biblical insight. This is an insight well-accepted by psychological 
science today. Human behavior is colored and determined by the fear of death, and on 
the subconscious level this fear is never absent from the human mind. 12 
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This fear of death is intimately related to religion. 13 For example, instead of 
regarding death as part of the natural evolutionary process, religious myth has taught 
that it is the result of sin and is a punishment by an angry God. No wonder we fear 
death! 

 
The process of creating man in God’s image has been realized in Jesus’ triumph 

over death. Here he demonstrated to us the truth of his own words, “Do not fear those 
who kill the body but cannot kill the soul [the human spirit]” (Matt. 10:28). The essential 
identity of the human spirit cannot be created or destroyed by man. (We did not say 
that the human spirit is immortal. Only the supremely human God 14 has immortality, 
life underived. Only he gives this life, and only he can take it away) In this man Jesus, 
who has demonstrably triumphed over death and rendered it harmless, humanity has 
realized its true destiny— the human is truly free and truly human. In him the creative 
process is already completed and the goal of history is realized. That is why he is both 
the beginning and end of God’s creation and the beginning and end of human history 
(Rev. 1:8; 21:6; 22:13). No need now to rely on the Adam-and-Eve story as though 
they marked our beginning. The darkness of the Old Testament religious era is past; 
the light of the true beginning of human freedom now shines (1 John 2:8). 

 
What the eyes are to the physical body, faith is to the human spirit. The word about 

Christ and his triumph over death opens the eyes of the soul to the reality of things 
unseen— to free us from the fear of death and to grant us life that will never 
experience that death which for us has been abolished (John 3:15, 16; 5:24; 8:51, 52; 
11:25, 26). In this light freedom is indeed the essential, indispensable condition of 
being truly human. 
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