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 The Hebrew Word for Sprit :רוּחַ 
Understanding The Full Meaning of Ruach 

 

Summary 

Ruach is a Hebrew word in the Bible that English keeps having to split apart. English translators 

render it as wind, breath, or Spirit. But the Hebrew word underlying all three is ruach, and once 

you see how the Bible uses it, whole passages open up in a new way. This article walks through 

ruach from Genesis to Acts and shows why it matters so much. In Genesis 1, the ruach of God 

hovers over the waters before creation takes shape. In Genesis 2, God breathes life into dust. In 

Ezekiel 37, wind, breath, and Spirit converge in the valley of dry bones. In John 3, Jesus speaks 

to Nicodemus about the wind and the Spirit. In Acts 2, Pentecost fulfills the old pattern on a 

grand scale.ַThisַisַnotַjustַaַHebrewַwordַstudy.ַItַisַaַwayַofַseeingַtheַBible’sַdeeperַunity.ַ

The same God who gives life at creation is the God who gives life in restoration, in new birth, in 

prophecy, and in Pentecost. And the more closely you look at ruach, the harder it becomes to 

read Scripture as though wind, breath, and Spirit belong to separate worlds.  

An Examination of the Text 

Every English Bible translation runs into the same problem again and again. In certain verses, 

the Hebrew text uses a single word, and English has to split it into three. The word is ruach. The 

question every translator has to answer is this. When the Hebrew says ruach, should it be 

translated as wind, breath, or spirit? In Hebrew, it can mean all three. The same word can 

describe the wind moving through the world, the breath moving through a human body, and the 

spirit of God moving in creation, in prophecy, in judgment, and in life.  

InַEnglish,ַweַbreakַthoseַmeaningsַapartַandַusuallyַthinkַofַthemַasַseparateַthings. 

• Windַbecomesַweather. 

• Breathַbecomesַbiology. 

• Spiritַbecomesַtheology.ַ 

But the Bible keeps refusing that separation, and that is what makes ruach so important. The 

biblical authors work with a word that keeps all three meanings close together. Sometimes one 

meaning is clearly in the foreground. Sometimes another is, but the overlap never really 

disappears.  

Once you notice the overlap, whole passages begin to open up. Passages you thought were 

simple suddenly become layered, and passages you thought were only about nature or only about 

the spirit begin to echo both. So this is not just a Hebrew word study. This is one of those places 
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where learning one biblical word changes how you read the whole book. Let's walk through it 

slowly. 

Genesisַ1:2ַsays,ַ"Theַearthַwasַwithoutַformַandַvoid,ַandַdarknessַwasַoverַtheַfaceַofַtheַ

deep,ַandַtheַruachַofַGodַwasַhoveringַoverַtheַfaceַofַtheַwaters."ַMostַEnglishַtranslationsַ

makeַaַdecisionַforַyouַrightַthere.ַTheyַsayַtheַspiritַofַGodַwasַhovering.ַSomeַfootnotesַ

mentionַwind.ַSomeַreadersַhearַbreathַinַtheַbackground.ַButַtheַHebrewַtextַitselfַisַmoreַ

spaciousַthanַtheַtranslation.ַItַsaysַ“ruach,”ַwhichַmeansַtheַverseַcarriesַmoreַthanַoneַ

resonanceַatַonce.ַYouַareַmeantַtoַfeelַmovement.ַYouַareַmeantַtoַfeelַlife.ַYouַareַmeantַtoַ

feelַGod'sַpresenceַbeforeַtheַworldַtakesַshape.ַ 

Andַtheַverseַbecomesַevenַricherַwhenַyouַlookַatַtheַverb.ַTheַwordַtranslatedַasַ“hovering”ַ

is פֶת חֶֶ֖  This word appears only twice in the Hebrew Bible. Here in Genesis 1 and .(merahefet) מְר 

again in Deuteronomy 32:11, where Moses describes an eagle hovering over its young. That 

second use clarifies what kind of hovering this is. This is not a detached, passive activity. This is 

not God standing at a distance, watching chaos from somewhere safe. The image is of one who is 

close, active, protective, and alive. It has warmth and nearness in it. It is the posture of care 

before the work of formation begins. 

Thus, Genesis does not begin with emptiness waiting for God to show up. It begins with God 

already present over the chaos, before anything has form, before light, land, life, or the first 

spoken command. The ruach of God is already there. That changes how the chapter works. The 

spirit is not added later, nor is He introduced halfway through the action. The world is formed 

under the hovering presence of God's ruach. Creation begins within that presence. Once you see 

that, Genesis 1 stops being just an account of how matter was organized. It becomes an account 

of how the world came into being under the active, life-bearing presence of God. 

ThenַGenesisַnarrowsַtheַfocusַfromַtheַworldַtoַoneַman.ַGenesisַ2:7ַsays,ַ"ThenַtheַLordַ

Godַformedַtheַmanַofַdustַfromַtheַgroundַandַbreathedַintoַhisַnostrilsַtheַbreathַofַlife,ַandַ

theַmanַbecameַaַlivingַcreature."ַTheַwordַtranslatedַbreathַthereַisַnotַruach,ַitַisַnišmaṯַ

ת) ַ֣ Thatַdistinctionַisַreal.ַHowever,ַtheַBibleַrepeatedlyַplacesַGod'sַbreathַandַGod'sַַ.(נִשְמ 

spiritַinַtheַsameַlife-givingַfield.ַAndַthatַisַwhereַEnglishַreadersַoftenַmissַwhatַtheַtextַisַ

doing,ַbecauseַourַcategoriesַfeelַmoreַseparateַthanַtheirs.ַ 

Look closely at the scene. God forms the man from dust. The shape, the body, and the structure 

are there, but life is not yet present. Then God breathes into him, and the human being crosses 

the line from formed to living. That is one of the most important moments in all of scripture 

because it shows that life is not self-explanatory. 

Human beings are not described as machines that simply start running. Life enters as a gift from 

God. Later verses make this connection even more explicit. Job 33:4 says, "The spirit of God has 

made me, and the breath of the Almighty gives me life." Spirit, breath, life. God's creative action 

isַdistilledַintoַoneַsentence.ַEvenַthoughַGenesisַ2ַusesַnišmat,ַtheַlargerַbiblicalַpatternַ

keeps pressing the same truth: Life in the human person depends on what comes from God, not 
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just at the beginning of history but as an ongoing reality. You live because God gives life. Your 

breath is not merely a biological mechanism; it is a reminder of dependence.  

When you place Genesis 1 alongside Genesis 2, the picture sharpens. In Genesis 1, the ruach of 

God hovers over the waters before life begins. In Genesis 2, God breathes life into a human body 

formed from dust. The scale changes, but the reality does not. The same God who is present over 

the whole world is also intimate enough to give life to a single human being by His breath. That 

is already more than one English word can comfortably carry.  

IfַGenesisַintroducesַtheַworldַofַRuach,ַEzekielַ37ַisַwhereַthatַworldַbecomesַimpossibleַtoַ

ignore.ַThisַisַtheַvalleyַofַdryַbones.ַIfַthereַisַoneַchapterַinַtheַOldַTestamentַwhereַwind,ַ

breath,ַandַspiritַconvergeַwithַfullַforce,ַitַisַthisַone.ַEzekielַisַinַexile.ַJerusalemַhasַfallen,ַ

theַtempleַisַgone,ַandַtheַnationַhasַbeenַshattered.ַGodַbringsַhimַinַaַvisionַtoַaַvalleyַfullַ

ofַbones.ַNotַrecentlyַdeadַandַdecayingַbodies—dryַbones.ַBonesַthatַhaveַbeenַdeadַlongַ

enoughַtoַloseַeveryַoutwardַtraceַofַlife.ַBonesַthatַmakeַhopeַfeelַunreasonable. 

God asks, "Son of man, can these bones live?" It is one of the great questions in the Bible 

because it is not just about bones; it is about Israel, about exile, and about whether anything 

broken beyond recognition can still be restored. Ezekiel answers, as only a wise prophet can, 

“OhַLordַGod,ַyouַknow.”ַGodַtellsַhimַtoַprophesyַtoַtheַbones.ַSoַheַspeaks,ַandַtheַbones 

begin to move. Bone to bone, sinew, flesh, skin. The bodies are rebuilt before him.  

Thenַtheַtextַstopsַandַgivesַyouַtheַlineַthatַexplainsַtheַwholeַpassage.ַButַthereַwasַnoַ

ruachַinַthem.ַThat'sַtheַdifferenceַbetweenַformַandַlife.ַThereַisַaַdifferenceַbetweenַ

structureַandַreality.ַYouַcanַhaveַallַtheַpiecesַinַplaceַandַstillַlackַlivingַpower.ַAַbodyַcanַ

lookַcompleteַandַstillַbeַdead.ַAַnationַcanַhaveַexternalַformַandַstillַbeַspirituallyַlifeless.ַ

Aַreligionַcanַhaveַaַvisibleַshapeַandַstillַbeַmissingַtheַoneַthingַthatַgivesַlife.ַ 

Next,ַGodַtellsַEzekielַtoַprophesyַagain.ַButַthisַtime,ַheַisַnotַspeakingַtoַtheַbones;ַheַisַ

speakingַtoַtheַruach.ַAndַthisַisַwhereַEnglishַtranslatorsַfaceַoneַofַtheַhardestַdecisionsַinַ

theַentireַBible.ַGodַsays,ַinַeffect,ַ"Comeַfromַtheַfourַwinds,ַOַRuach,ַandַbreatheַonַtheseַ

slainַthatַtheyַmayַlive."ַInַoneַcommand,ַtheַwordַreachesַinַseveralַdirectionsַatַonce.ַTheַ

fourַwinds,ַtheַbreathַenteringַtheַslain,ַandַtheַspiritַofַGodַrestoringַwhatַisַdead.ַTheַwholeַ

passageַworksַbyַkeepingַthoseַrealitiesַcloseַtogether.ַ 

This is why Ezekiel 37 is so important. It is not merely a proof text about resurrection or national 

restoration. It is a living demonstration of how the Bible uses this word. Wind moves from every 

direction, breath enters dead bodies, and the Spirit brings life where there was none. It is when 

the ruach comes that what was dead stands up alive. That is not merely restoration; that is 

recreation. The Bible's answer to death is not rearrangement. It is neither a stronger structure nor 

a cosmetic repair. It is the life-giving presence of God.  

Once you have seen ruach there, you start hearing echoes of it everywhere else. The ruach of 

God in Israel's leaders. The Old Testament does not present the ruach of God as a static doctrine 

sitting quietly on a shelf. It portrays Ruach as active, initiating, and disruptive. It arrives, and 
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things happen. Judges 6:34 says, "The spirit of the Lord clothed Gideon." That translation is 

accurate, but the image's force is stronger than it sounds in English. The point is not merely that 

Gideon put on the spirit. The real point is that the spirit of God took hold of Gideon for a task 

larger than Gideon could have carried by himself. 

The same pattern appears in Numbers 11, when the spirit resting on Moses is shared with the 70 

elders, and they begin to prophesy. Moses does not become less because others receive. The 

spirit is not diminished by being given to others. That is one of the Bible's consistent 

assumptions about the life of God: It can be extended without ever being exhausted. Now 

consider David. First Samuel 16:13 says that when Samuel anoints him, the spirit of the Lord 

rushes upon David from that day forward. That is not quiet language. It is not about a soft 

interior feeling. It is the language of force, momentum, and breakthrough. The ruach of God 

enters a life with purpose and power. 

When you read these passages together, a pattern emerges. The ruach of God hovers, breathes, 

fills, clothes, rushes, and empowers. It is never merely an idea to be defined. It is the active 

presence of God, doing what human beings cannot do on their own. That is why wind by itself is 

too physical, breath by itself is too narrow, and spirit by itself can become too abstract. The Bible 

holds those realities closer together than our English habits usually do.  

NowַstepַintoַtheַNewַTestament.ַTheַGreekַwordַthereַisַπνεῦμαַ(pneuma),ַandַitַdoesַtheַ

sameַkindַofַworkַthatַruachַwasַalreadyַdoing.ַItַcanַmeanַspirit,ַbutַitַalsoַlivesַinַtheַworldַ

ofַwindַandַbreath.ַThatַisַwhyַtheַGreekַtranslatorsַofַtheַHebrewַBibleַcontinuedַtoַuseַ

pneumaַforַruach.ַItַwasַtheַclosestַGreekַwordַtoַcarryַtheַfullַrangeַofַmeaning. 

Once you know that, Jesus' words in John 3 take on a different meaning. He tells Nicodemus, 

"The wind blows where it wishes and you hear its sound, but you do not know where it comes 

from or where it goes. So it is with everyone who is born of the spirit." While that line works in 

English, in the larger biblical story it carries far more force than we usually hear. Jesus is not just 

making a clever comparison. He is speaking the language Scripture had already been using for 

centuries. Wind, spirit, movement beyond human control, life from above.  

AndַNicodemus,ַbeingַaַteacherַofַIsrael,ַshouldַhaveַheardַtheַechoes. 

• HeַshouldַhaveַheardַEzekielַinַtheַbackground. 

• Heַshouldַhaveַheardַtheַvalleyַofַdryַbones. 

• HeַshouldַhaveַrecognizedַthatַtheַGodַwhoַgivesַlifeַwhereַthereַisַnoַlifeַisַstillַdoingַ

thatַkindַofַwork. 

Now, that is what makes the conversation so searching. Jesus is not introducing an exotic new 

doctrine. He is telling Israel's teacher that what the Scriptures have been pointing toward is 

standing right in front of him. The same God who brought life from dust and from dry bones is 

now bringing new birth. That is why the language of wind and spirit belongs here! It belongs 

because the Bible has been preparing for this moment from the beginning.  
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Then, in Acts 2, the whole biblical pattern suddenly grows louder. The disciples are gathered in 

Jerusalem, and a sound like a mighty rushing wind comes from heaven. Then fire appears, and 

they are all filled with the Holy Spirit. Pentecost is not coming out of nowhere. It is the old 

pattern arriving in full force. You can hear Genesis in it. You can hear Ezekiel in it. You can hear 

the long history of God's life-giving presence moving through scripture. 

Genesis 1 presents the Spirit of God over the waters before creation. Genesis 2 presents the 

breath of God entering dust. Ezekiel 37 presents the wind/breath/spirit entering what is dead so it 

can live. Now, Acts 2 presents a rushing wind filling the room and the Spirit filling the people. 

This is not random imagery.ַThisַisַtheַBible’sַarchitecture.ַTheַsameַlife-giving presence that 

hovered over the deep and raised the dry bones is now filling a room in Jerusalem. 

That is why Peter stands up and quotes Joel. "I will pour out my spirit on all flesh." Up to this 

point in scripture, the spirit often appears in focused, selective ways, to a judge, a king, a 

prophet, or a particular person for a particular purpose. But Joel promised something broader. 

Not just selective empowerment, an outpouring, not just the obvious people, but all flesh, sons 

and daughters, old and young, male and female servants. In other words, categories the ancient 

world kept ranked and separated are all gathered under one promise. The spirit is no longer 

imagined in narrow terms. The life of God is being poured out, not merely visiting. And Peter 

says, "This is that." This is what Joel meant. This is what the Scriptures were pointing toward: 

Pentecost is not simply the beginning of church power. It is the fulfillment of a long biblical 

longing.  

The ruach that once came in selected moments is now being poured out in a new way on the 

people of God. Moses longed for this day. A passage in Numbers 11 becomes much more 

beautiful when read in light of Pentecost. The spirit rests on the 70 elders, but two men, Eldad 

and Medad, are still in the camp, and the spirit rests on them as well. Joshua is uncomfortable 

with this and wants Moses to stop them. That reaction makes sense if you think the spirit belongs 

only in the official place, with the official people, under visible control.  

ButַMosesַanswersַwithַoneַofַtheַgreatַlinesַinַtheַOldַTestament,ַ“IַwishַthatַallַtheַLord'sַ

peopleַwereַprophetsַthatַtheַLordַwouldַputַhisַspiritַonַthem.”ַThatַsentenceַreachesַbeyondַ

Moses's own moment. He imagines a day when the Spirit of God is not confined to the expected 

few, a day when the people of God live under the Spirit's presence. Moses doesn't see that day in 

full.  

Joelַnamesַitַmoreַclearly:ַPentecostַbeginsַtoַfulfillַit.ַTheַBibleַisַnotַgivingַyouַ

disconnectedַscenes;ַitַisַgivingַyouַaַgrowingַvision.ַWhatַbeginsַasַselectiveַempowermentַ

widensַintoַaַpromiseַofַbroaderַparticipation.ַThatַisַwhyַPentecostַfeelsַbothַnewַandַ

familiar.ַNewַinַscale,ַfamiliarַinַdirection.ַScriptureַhadַbeenַbendingַtowardַthisַforַaַveryַ

longַtime.ַ 

There is one more piece, and it may be the most personal. If all you had were Genesis, Ezekiel, 

and Acts, you might still think of the spirit mainly in terms of force, movement, power, and 
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energy. But the Bible says something more. Isaiah 63:10 says that God's people grieved the Holy 

Spirit of God. That immediately shifts the category, because one does not grieve an impersonal 

force. You cannot emotionally wound the wind, nor can you betray electricity. To grieve the 

spirit means the spirit is personal, not merely powerful or active; He is personal, capable of 

relationship and of sorrow, in the language of covenant and betrayal. 

ThenַPaulַcarriesַthatַsameַtruthַforwardַinַEphesiansַ4:30,ַ“Doַnotַgrieve the Holy Spirit of 

God.”ַHeַisַnotַinventingַaַnewַwayַofַspeaking.ַHeַisַdrawingַonַwhatַScriptureַhadַalreadyַ

said: The Spirit is not an abstract energy field; He is the personal presence of God. Thus, the 

same Spirit who hovers over creation, gives life to dust, raises the dry bones, empowers judges, 

rushes upon kings, speaks through prophets, and fills the church is also the Spirit who can be 

grieved by the people He inhabits. 

Nowַtheַimagesַbeginַtoַgather.ַ(1)ַWindַhelpsַyouַunderstandַhisַfreedom,ַ(2)ַBreathַhelpsַ

youַunderstandַhisַlife-givingַnearness,ַandַ(3)ַSpiritַhelpsַyouַunderstandַtheַpersonalַ

presenceַofַGod.ַTheַBibleַisַnotַaskingַyouַtoַchooseַoneַandַdiscardַtheַothers.ַItַisַaskingַ

youַtoַhearַtheַfullnessַofַwhatַtheַwordַcarries. 

Step back now and take in the whole picture. What does ruach mean? It means more than a 

single English word can carry. It can mean wind, breath, or spirit. The Bible's writers often use 

that overlap in ways English readers can miss if we are not paying attention. That does not mean 

every passage emphasizes all three equally. It does mean the Bible keeps those meanings close 

enough together that they illuminate one another. 

So,ַwhenַyouַreadַGenesisַ1,ַtheַspiritַofַGodַoverַtheַwatersַisַnotַaַflatַdoctrinalַstatement.ַItַ

isַchargedַwithַmovement,ַlife,ַandַpresence.ַWhenַyouַreadַGenesisַ2ַandַJobַ33,ַbreathַisַnotַ

merelyַoxygen.ַItַisַlifeַfromַGod.ַWhenַyouַreadַEzekielַ37,ַwhatַisַdeadַneedsַmoreַthanַ

structure;ַitַneedsַtheַlife-givingַruachַofַGod.ַWhenַJesusַspeaksַofַwindַandַspiritַinַJohnַ3,ַ

Heַisַnotַimprovisingַaַcleverַmetaphor.ַHeַisַspeakingַwithinַtheַlanguageַofַscripture. 

When you arrive at Pentecost, you are not watching God do something unrelated to the Old 

Testament. You are witnessing the long story of Ruach reach one of its great turning points. And 

when Paul warns believers not to grieve the Holy Spirit, you are reminded that the Spirit is not 

only life-giving and powerful but also personal.  

Therefore,ַtheַsimplestַfaithfulַanswerַisַthis.ַRuachַisַtheַBible'sַwayַofַspeakingַaboutַtheַ

life-giving,ַmoving,ַpersonalַpresenceַofַGod.ַTheַpresenceַthatַcanַbeַfeltַlikeַwind,ַreceivedַ

likeַbreath,ַandַknownַasַspirit.ַThatַisַwhyַthisַwordַopensַtheַwholeַBible.ַItַbringsַcreation,ַ

life,ַprophecy,ַrestoration,ַnewַbirth,ַandַPentecostַintoַoneַlargerַunity.ַTheַsameַGodַatַwork,ַ

theַsameַpresenceַmoving,ַtheַsameַlifeַgivenַfromַabove. 

WhyַdoesַthisַchangeַhowַyouַreadַtheַBible?ַIfַtheַspiritַofַGodַisַonlyַaַdoctrine,ַheַremainsַ

atַaַdistance.ַIfַbreathַisַonlyַbiology,ַlifeַbecomesַmechanical.ַIfַwindַisַjustַweather,ַcreationַ

becomesַmute.ַButַtheַBibleַkeepsַdrawingַthemַtogether.ַItַkeepsַtellingַyouַthatַlifeַisַmoreַ

chargedַthanַthat.ַCreationַisַmoreַaliveַthanַthat,ַandַtheַGodַwhoַmadeַtheַworldַisַnotַ
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absentַfromַit.ַTheַspiritַofַGodַisַnotַaַlateַtheologicalַadd-onַtoַtheַstory.ַHeַisַthereַatַtheַ

beginning,ַhovering,ַgivingַlife,ַraisingַwhatַisַdead,ַempoweringַwhatַisַweak,ַmovingַwhereַ

heַwills,ַfillingַpeople,ַandַrefusingַtoַbeַreducedַtoַaַsingleַEnglishַword.ַ 

That is why Ruach changes how you read the whole Bible. It reminds you that the Bible's world 

is alive with God's presence, not abstractly and not merely as a devotional mood. It is as close as 

breath, as ungraspable as wind, as personal as the spirit who can be grieved. And that means 

when you read the Bible, you are not just reading about a God who once acted. You are reading 

about the God whose life-giving presence is woven through the whole story from the first page 

onward.  

TheַruachַofַGodַhoveredַoverַtheַfaceַofַtheַwatersַbeforeַcreationַbegan.ַAndַtheַsameַspiritַ

isַstillַtheַoneַwhoַgivesַlife.ַIfַthisַopenedַsomethingַupַforַyou,ַshareַitַwithַsomeoneַwhoַ

hasַfeltַtheַBibleַwasַdeeperַthanַEnglishַcouldַexplain. 

 


