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ABSTRACT: Scholars still debate whether ancient thinkers in Asia Minor believed 
the brain was the centre of human thinking, or - as it is often suggested - they 
attributed all noetic, spiritual, and emotional functions to the heart and the heart 
alone. The Hebrew Old Testament, for example, does not have a word for ”brain” 
as an organ. For the most part, in their view the heart accomplished most of the 
functions that one would attribute to the brain today. The Hebrew Old Testament 
does have decent semantic range when it seeks to describe processes like thinking, 
planning, conceiving, scheming, and the like. There are times when the heart takes 
on some of these functions, and there are other occasions when a person merely 
thinks, plans, or conceives without any recourse to his or her heart. In the follow-
ing study we will explore a number of texts in the Hebrew Old Testament with the 
purpose of understanding better the vision of the Old Testament with respect to the 
centre of human thinking. We will show that the Jewish sages viewed the human 
heart in a very complex manner, as they attributed literally tens of functions to this 
organ. We will also examine a number of other organs (kidneys, inwards, belly, etc.) 
that took on noetic, spiritual and emotional functions. Lastly, we will list and anal-
yse a number of verbs of „thinking, planning, conceiving, and scheming” - among 
others - in order to complete the picture of the Ancient Jewish vision of the human 
person as a thinking and feeling person. Our analysis will also take into account 
the spiritual dimension of humanity, as most of these organs and the functions they 
fulfilled made possible the relation between human beings and God. 2

1Aurelian Dan Botica, PhD Hebrew Union College, Professor of Hebrew and 
Old Testament Exegesis at the Emanuel University of Oradea

2 The following text is a revised version of the article A. Botica, „The Man is 
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1. The Terminology and Background of the Term “Heart”
The Hebrew term for the heart is ble (lev) or bb’le (levav). Before focus-

ing on the data of the Old Testament, it is important to know that the Old 
Testament itself shares some of the spiritual, mental, emotive and physical 
dimensions of “lev﻿” with the surrounding cultures of Egypt, Assyria and 
Babilon.3 Gerstemberg drew parallels between the god Amon, “the search-
er of the body, who opens the heart,” and goddess Sia, “who knows the in-
ner parts of the body.” 4 From The Book of Dead we know, for example, that 
the ancient Egyptians viewed the heart as the locus of ethical and religious 
life.5 They thought that after the death of the person, the gods would place 
the heart on a weighing scale and weigh it against the “feather of Maat,” the 
Goddess of Truth. If the heart was heavier than the feather, that is, if bad deeds 
outweighed the truth, the presiding judges would condemn the deceased 
to eternal punishment, and his or her heart would be devoured by Ammit 

His Heart: the Multifunctional Dimension of the Human Heart in Ancient 
Judaism,” published in Ipoteze Religioase în Studiul Naturii Umane: o explorare 
științifică, filosofică și teologică (Iași: Institutul European, 2023), and is repub-
lished here with the permission of the editor.

3 For the general background of the Ancient Near East see H. Hogg, “‘Heart 
and Reins’ in the Ancient Literatures of the Near East,” JMOS, no. 1 (1911), 
49-91. For the specific phenomenology of the “heart” in Babylon, see W. 
King, “‘Heart and Reins’ in relation to Babylonian liver divination,” JMOS, 
no. 1 (1911), 95-98. For ancient Egypt see G. Smith, “‘Heart and Reins,’ 
Mummification,” JMOS, no. 1 (1911), 41-44, S. Morenz, Egyptian Religion 
(New York: Ithaca Press, 1973), 63ff., J. Currid, “The Egyptian Setting of the 
‘Serpent,’” Biblische Zeitschrift, no. 39-40 (1995/96), 203-224, and J. Taylor, 
Death and the Afterlife in Ancient Egypt (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
2001), 35ff.

4 E. Gerstemberg. Psalms. Part II (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans), 515.

5 H. Hogg, “‘Heart and Reins’ in the Ancient Literatures of the Near East,” 59-10.
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(Amemait), a funerary goddess in the Egyptian pantheon.6 The Egyptians 
feared that the person whose heart was devoured would essentially go into 
“nothingness, or the endless void.”

I the Old Testament, the word “lev” occurs approximately 600 times. 
The term has at least two major designations. At its most basic level “lev” 
means “heart,” and it refers primarily to the organ in its physical form, or 
the chest. Thus, king Jehu shot the king Joram with an arrow that “pierced 
his heart” (2Kings 9:24).

2. The Classification of Categories for the Term “Heart”
What draws one’s attention, however, is that most of the 600 occurrenc-
es of “lev” belong to a secondary dimension, one that covers a range of 
rational, emotional and spiritual functions. This dual division has been 
expressed in various forms, as is evident in some of the most representa-
tive Hebrew dictionaries.  

On the level of the evidence of the Old Testament, according to 
Koehler and Baumgartner “lev” can be found to belong to the following 
categories:7

•	 The organ
•	 Seat of vital force
•	 One’s inner self
•	 Disposition
•	 Determination, courage
•	 Will, intention
•	 Attention, consideration, reason
•	 Mind
•	 Conscience
•	 Metaphorical: in the “middle of the sea” (lit. “the heart of the sea”)

6 B. Wallis, Osiris and The Egyptian Resurrection (New York. Dover, 1973), 
328.

7 L. Koehler, The Hebrew and Aramaic Lexicon of the Old Testament (Leiden: 
Brill, 200).
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•	 The organized strength of 
✓ life
✓ person

•	 God’s heart
 
Furhtermore, Clines divides the Old Testament meanings of “lev” in five 

major categories, each with its own sub-categories.8 According to this divi-
sion, “lev” can take on the functions of:

•	 Mind, thinking, intention, understanding 
✓ thought, reason, knowledge, counsel
✓ wisdom, common sense
✓ attention, memory
✓ ability, skill

•	 Feelings
✓ joy
✓ pain, grief, sadness
✓ weakness, anxiety, fear
✓ courage, strength
✓ irritation, anger
✓ contempt
✓ jealousy
✓ conscience

•	 Will, inclination, disposition, personality
•	 Physical heart, chest
•	 Middle, depth, height

Fabry classifies the occurrences on the basis of the categories of anthro-
pology (the heart is “strong,” “powerful” and “faint”), rationality (the heart 
is “understanding,” “knowing,” “wise,” “pondering,” and “senseless” (Prov 
8 D. Clines, The Dictionary of Classical Hebrew: Yodh-Lamedh (Sheffield: 

Sheffield Academic Press,

1998), 497-505.
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15:21);), emotions (the heart is “cheerful,” “rejoicing,” “trembling,” “fear-
ful,” and “dreading”),  and ethics (the heart can be “good,” “evil,” “haugh-
ty,” “false,” or it can “go after idols.”9

Post-biblical Hebrew literature, especially the early Rabbinic Literature, 
viewed “lev” in similar terms, as well. Solomon Schechter identified at 
least fifty five functions of the heart in the way Rabbinic sources read the 
Old Testament, as they appear in the Ecclesiastes Rabbah, i.16.10

“The heart sees, the heart hears, the heart speaks, the heart walks, the heart falls, 
the heart stops, the heart rejoices, the heart weeps, the heart is comforted, the 
heart grieves, the heart is hardened, the heart faints, the heart mourns, the heart 
is frightened, the heart breaks, the heart is tried, the heart rebels, the heart in-
vents, the heart suspects (or criticizes), the heart whispers, the heart thinks, the 
heart desires, the heart commits adultery, the heart is refreshed, the heart is sto-
len, the heart is humbled, the heart is persuaded, the heart goes astray, the heart 
is troubled, the heart is awake, the heart loves, the heart hates, the heart is jealous, 
the heart is searched, the heart is torn, the heart meditates, the heart is like fire, 
the heart is of stone, the heart repents, the heart is warned, the heart dies, the 
heart melts, the heart accepts words (of comfort), the heart accepts the fear (of 
God), the heart gives thanks, the heart covets, the heart is obstinate, the heart is 
deceitful, the heart is bribed, the heart writes, the heart schemes, the heart re-
ceives commandments, the heart does willfully, the heart makes reparation, the 
heart is arrogant.”

3. Cognate Terms that Describe Functions Similar to Those of the 
Heart
Classifications such as these show that the heart took on the same func-
tions that people today associate with the brain.11 As such, various schol-
9 H. Fabry, “Lev”, Theological Dictionary of the Old Testament (Grand Rapids, MI: 

Eerdmans, 1974), 7:399-438.
10 S. Schechter, Some Aspects of Rabbinic Theology (Woodstock, VT: Jewish Lights 

Publishing, 1961), 255-56, citing Midrash Rabbah (London: Soncino Press, 
1939), 46-49.

11 Thus A. Botica, Aurelian Botica, The Concept of Intention in the Old Testament, 
Philo of Alexandria and the Early Rabbinic Literature (Piskataway, NJ: Gorgias 
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ars have raised the question of whether the ancient Hebrew people were 
aware of the difference between the heart and the human brain. For ex-
ample, North argued that essentially the heart exhibits the same functions 
that people today associate with the brain.12 On the basis of the evidence 
that we presented above, North’s assesment is correct. He pointed out 
elsewhere that ancient Israel had “no word for brain and did not associate 
thinking with the head,” but rather with the heart.13

For the beginning, it must be stated that, indeed, the Hebrew language of 
the Old Testament did not produce a specific word for  “brain” as an organ.  
The texts, however, describe people engaging in different rational or volition-
al acts that did not necessarily have the heart as a subject. Rather, people 
would merely “think,” or “conceive” or “calculate,” though not necessarily, 
and always using their heart. We have noted above the very many functions 
of the heart, some of which evidently we would attribute to the brain. But 
when the ancient Hebrews thought of “thinking,” they did not always associ-
ate it with the heart. 

The Hebrew language has, for example, the verb bv;x (hashav), “to devise” 
, “to think,” and the noun form hb’v’x]m (mahashavah), “thought.”14 It is true 
that at times the verb “to think” can have “the heart” as its subject, as in, “He 
does not intend﻿, his heart﻿ does not think” (Isaiah 10:7), or, “Do not think 
evil in your heart” (Zachariah 7:10). The noun form “mahashavah” can work 
in conjunction with “lev” as well. Thus, “the heart devises wicked thoughts” 

Press, 2011), 119ff. 
12 R. North, “Brain and Nerve in the Biblical Outlook,” Biblica, no. 74 (1993), 

577-597.
13 R. North, “Did Ancient Israelites Have a Heart?” BibRev, no. 11 (1995), 33. 

See also F. Glasson, “‘Visions of Thy Head’—the Heart and the Head in Bible 
Psychology,” Expository Times, 81, no. 8 (1970), 247-48, and W. Robinson 
“Hebrew Psychology,” in The People and the Book, A.S. Peake ed. (Oxford: 
Clarendon Press, 1925), 253.

14 K. Seybold, “hasab,” Theological Dictionary of the Old Testament, G.J. 
Botterweck ed. (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1986), 5:231-40. 
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(Proverbs 6:18). But as the following table shows, these two terms – “hashav” 
and “mahashavah” – can by themselves describe cognitive or emotive func-
tions, without any recourse to the “heart.”15

~yhil{a/ h[‘_r’ yl;Þ[‘ 

~T,îb.v;x]

hb’êjol. Hb’äv’x] 

You meant/intended evil against 
me, but God intended good

Gen 50:20

~ymi_Wr[] tAbåv.x.m; rpemeâ [God] frustrates the devices of 
the shrewd

Job 18:12

!ybi_me tAbßv’x]m; rc,yEï-lk’w> 

hw”ëhy>

The Lord understands every 
intent of the thoughts

1Chr 28:9; 18

Wsmo)x.T; yl;î[‘ tAMªzIm.W÷ 
~k,_yteAb)v.x.m;

Your thoughts and intentions 
[with which] you would wrong 
me

Job 21:27

[r’(l’ ~t’äbov.x.m;-lK All the thoughts [of people 
oriented] toward evil

Ps 56:6

[r’_ tAbåv.x.m; hw”hy>â tb;ä[]

AT

Evil thoughts—an abomination 
to the Lord

Prov 15:26

Another verb that Ancient Hebrew uses in order to describe cognitive or 
emotive processes is hM’_zI (zimah), “to devise” or “to scheme” with the pur-
pose of “intending” evil.  Along with the verb with notice the noun form 
hM’(zIm (mezimah), with the sense of  “devices” , “schemes” and “intentions.”16 
In this sense we see that ~m;z” is constructed 6 times with the preposition 
l. and the infinitive constrcut verb, for the most part in combination with 
verbs of action (Gen 11:6; Deut 19:19; Ps 31:14). One will note that whatever 
organ or inner experience is involved in the act of “devising/conceiving,” it 

15 A. Botica, The Concept of Intention, 128-29.
16 S. Steingrimsson, „zamam,” Theological Dictionary of the Old Testament, G.J. 

Botterweck ed. (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1980), 4:88, T. Fretheim, “The 
Will of God in the OT,” Anchor Bible Dictionary, D.N. Freedman ed. (New 
York: Doubleday, 1992), 6:914-20. 
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is not the “heart.” Most of the occurrences of these terms have no relation-
ship to a person’s “heart.” This shows that the ancient Hebrews were indeed 
able to expresses the process of thinking without always appealing to one’s 
“heart,” even though the “heart” remains the most important human organ 
in Hebrew thought.17 One will note the following occurrences:

hMªzIm.÷ Wbïv.x’( [People] conceive a plot, 
but won’t succeed)

Prov 21:11

:[;yvi(r>y: tAMåzIm. vyaiÞw> [God] will condemn a 
man of [evil] intents/
devices

Prov 12:2; cf. 14:17

ar’(q.yI tAMïzIm.-l[;B;( Al÷ª 

[;re_h’l. bVeîx;m.

The “planner” of evil 
is called a man of 
“schemes:”

Prov 24:8-9

taJ’_x; tl,W<åai tM;äzI The devising of folly is 
a sin

Prov 24:9

wyt’(AMzIm.-lK’ ~yhiªl{a/÷ !yaeî The thoughts [of the 
wicked are]: “there is no 
God:”

Ps 10:4

hM’îzIb.-yKi( @a;÷ª hb’_[eAT 

~y[iv’r>â xb;z<å

WNa,(ybiy> 

Especially if one brings 
(the sacrifice) with [evil] 
intent

Prov 21:27

rq,v,ê-yrem.aiB. #[‘êy” tAMåzI 

aWh…

He plans wicked 
schemes (against the 
poor) with lying words

Isa 32:7

tAfå[]l; ~m;Þz” rv<ïa]K; Alê 

~t,yfiä[]w:

wyxi_a’l. 

You shall do to him as he 
had intended to do to his 
brother

Deut 19:19

17 A. Botica, The Concept of Intention, 130.
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tAf)[]l;¥ Wmßz>y” rv<ïa] lKo All that they purposed to 
do (divine punishment 
at Babel)

Gen 11:6

In support of the view that Ancient Israel did not always associate the 
heart with emotive or cognitive functions, we argue that there are various Old 
Testament texts that list other human organs which took on some of the same 
functions as the heart. Among these organs there were: br,q, (qerev), usually 
translated as “entrails” or “inward parts,” !j,be (beten), that is “abdomen” or 
“belly,” and hy’l.ki (khilyah), as “kidneys.”18 The following table describes 
the three basic physical organs that, in the view of the Old Testament, take on 
cognitive, emotional or volitional functions. In essence, this shows that for 
the ancient Hebrews, cognitive, emotive and volitional processes could take 
place in other parts than the heart.19 

br,q,

tAWðh;ñ ~B’çr>qi éhn”Akn> Whypi‡B. 

!yaeç yKi

There is no truth 
in mouth; only 
[thoughts of] destruc-
tion inwardly

Ps 5:10

Wll.q;y> ~B’ªr>qib.W÷ Wkre_b’y> wypiîB. They bless with their 
mouth, but curse 
inwardly

Ps 65:2

18 J. Pedersen, Israel—Its Life and Culture, vols. I-IV (London: Oxford 
University Press, 1926), 173ff., H. Wolff, Anthropology of the Old Testament 
(London: SCM Press, 1974), 65-66. 

19 A. Botica, The Concept of Intention, 123-124.
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qmo)[‘ bleäw> vyai÷ª br,q<ïw> fP’_xum. 

fp,xe

[People] devise 
plans, for the inward 
thought and heart are 
deep

Ps 64:7

hm’(r>mi tyviîy” ABªr>qib.W÷ rkEåN”yI 

wyt’p’f.Bi 

He is disguised with 
his lips but inwardly 
he’s laying deceit

Prov 26:24

~yfiîy” ABàr>qib.W rBeªd;y> Wh[e’re-ta, 

~AlÜv

AB*r>a’          

He is speaking peace 
to his friend but 
lays ambush within 
himself

Jer 9:7)

!j,be

fpeªxo÷ ~d”+a’ tm;äv.nI hw”hy>â rnEå

!j,b’(-yrEd>x;-lK’ 

Lamp of the Lord… 
searching all the in-
nermost chambers

Prov 20:27

    !w<a”+ dl{y”åw> lm’[‘â hroåh

`hm’(r>mi !ykiîT’ ~n”©j.biW

They conceive trouble 
and birth evil, and 
their womb prepares 
deceit

Job 15:35

hy’l.ki

bArÜq’ hT’a; 

~h,(yteAyl.Kimi qAxßr’w> ~h,êypiB.

You are near their 
mouth, but far 
from their kidneys 
(thoughts)

Jer 12:2

tAy©l’k.W tABªliâ !xEåboW Who tests the heart 
and the kidneys

Ps 7:10; 26:2

ble_w” tAyàl’k. ha,îro [As a judge, God tests 
and] sees the heart 
and the kidneys

Jer 20:12; cf. 11:20
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tAy=l’K. !xEåBo bleÞ rqEïxo [God] searches the 
heart and tests the 
kidneys

Jer 17:10

In addition, the Old Testament refers to two other important entities that 
appear to perform cognitive or emotive functions. Neither one is an organ, 
unlike the heart, kidneys, entrails or the abdomen. The two entities are vp,n< 
(nefesh), with the sense of “life” , “breath” and/or “soul,” and x:Wr (ruah), that 
is, “wind” and/or “spirit.”

“Nefesh” is a well-known term which a generic sense of the inward vitality 
of life, or the spirit of life. It usually occurs in verses that describe a living 
human being, or in contexts where someone’s “nefesh” leaves his or her body, 
i.e., it dies. The word “ruach” can take the meaning of “spirit,” as in the “spirit 
of God” (Isaiah 63:11), or the spirit of a human being (Genesis 45:27). The 
occurrences where these two take on cognitive or emotional functions are 
rather rare, in comparison to the other terms, especially the “heart.” But they 
do occur, as the following verse demonstrate.20

 vp,n<

 [r’_-ht’W>ai 

[v’r’â vp,n,

Soul of the wicked “desires” evil Prov 21:10

wyb’(y>ao vp,n<åB. WhnE©T.

Ti÷-la;(w>

He does not give him up to the 
“desire” of his enemies

Ps 41:3

 x:Wr

hn”+yBi x:Wrß-y[eto) 

W[ïd>y”w>

Those who err inwardly will gain 
understanding

Isa 29:24

 hY”mir> AxåWrB. !yaeÞw> … and in who spirit there is no 
deceit

Ps 32:2

~k,êx]Wrå-l[; hl’[oh’(w> What will come up to your spirit 
(i.e. “plans”) [shall never happen]

Ezek 20:32

20 Ibid., 126.
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4. The Heart as a Medium of Intending, Devising, and Conceiv-
ing Evil or Good
It is evident from its wide number of occurrences that “lev” was “by far 
the most important organ” in the eyes of the Old Testament authors.21 
This may be the reason why, due to is wide semantic range, the word “lev” 
has escaped a simple definition.22 One of the most important dimensions 
of the word is that of “intending, devising, and conceiving” good or evil. 
In the view of the Old Testament, it is precisely this moral function of the 
heart that draws the direct attention of God. The following table lists a 
number of verses that portray the heart as a “medium of intending, de-
vising, and conceving” evil and good.

The heart as the medium of intending, devising, and conceiving 
evil

 !Wlï[‘ñp.Ti tl{áA[ éb�-

leB.-@a;

Also in the heart (and hands) 
you work out injustice

Ps 58:2

~h,_y[ere(-~[i ~Alv’â yreäb.Do

~b’(b’l.Bi h[‘ªr›w>÷ 

Words of peace to their 
friends, but malice in their 
heart

Ps 28:3

ABªliw>÷ %l”+ rm;ayOæ htev.

Wâ lkoåa/

%M”)[i-lB; 

Eat and drink (he says to you) 
but his heart is not with you

Pr 23:7

AB*liB. tAbå[eAT An abomination of heart 
(inward deceit masked by 
outward pretension)

Pr 26:25
 

21 A.R. Johnson, The Vitality of the Individual in the Thought of Ancient Israel 
(Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 1949), 77.

22 A. Botica, The Concept of Intention, 118-19. 
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yNIM<+mi qx;ärI ABàliw> Their heart is far from Me 
(in spite of display of public 
worship)

Is 29:13

yBi_lib. ytiyaiär’-~ai !w<a’â If I had thought evil in my 
heart, the Lord would not 
listen to my prayer

Ps 66:18

[r;Þ qr;î ABêli tboåv.x.m; 

rc,yE 

The intention of the thoughts 
of the heart is only evil

Gen 6:5; 8:21

The heart as the medium of positive intention
 ^b<)b’l.-~[i hy”ßh’ yKiî 

t’boêyjih/

ymi_v.li tyIB:ß tAnðb.li

It was good that you in-
tended (lit., “it was in your 
heart”) to build a House

1Ki 8:17-18

bb’(Lel; ha,îr>yI hw”ßhyw: But God looks at [David’s] 
heart (not his physical ap-
pearance)

1Sam 16:7

hL,aeê-lk’ yTib.D;än:t.hi ybib’l. 

rv,yOÝB.

In integrity of my heart I 
made these offerings

1Chr 29:17

bb’îleñ-rb;W¥ ~yIP;ªk; yqIïn> (Approaching the Temple) 
with clean hands and pure 
heart

Ps 24:4

5. The Heart as the Object of Divine Examination and Testing for 
Appraisal
The verses listed above show that in the view of the Old Testament au-
thors the heart was capable of both evil and good thoughts. Evil, malice, 
abomination and hypocrisy – these are inner states of the heart that God 
can see and test. God, however, is not portrayed only as a judge seek-
ing to determine guilt. He assesses the human heart in order to appraise 
the good intentions and to reward them accordingly. Reacting to the in-
tention of king David to build the Temple, Solomon, his son, said: “the 



 SEMĂNĂTORUL (THE SOWER)  
4.2 Supp (2024)© EMANUEL UNIVERSITY of ORADEA

95

aurelian botica

LORD said to David my father, ‘Whereas it was in your heart to build a 
house for my name, you did well that it was in your heart’” (1 Ki. 8:17-18).

Nevertheless, the ability of the heart to form evil or good thoughts 
makes it the main “organ” for moral discernment.  It also makes it the 
main object of divine testing. Numerous texts in the Old Testament por-
tray God as particularly interested in the way human beings use their 
heart. Even though a number of scholars argued that the Old Testament 
was concerned mainly with human behaviour, not necessarily human 
thinking, there remain plenty of data in the Old Testament that show 
the fact that in the eyes of God, how one thought about a matter was as 
important as the material expression of that matter itself.   

In this sense, the Hebrew language employed a large number of verbs that 
portray God examining or testing the heart in order to determine the true 
identity and character of human beings.23 Testing the heart, then, appears 
to be one of the most important attributes of God. The verbs of testing/ex-
amining that we will list in the following table are: har, (raah: “to look at”), 
!yb, (bin: “to perceive/discern” the thoughts), [dy (yadah: “to know”), hzx 
(hazah: “to see”), !xb (bahan: “to test/examine”)  @rc (tsaraph: “to test/try”), 
rqx (haqar: “to search”) dqp (phaqad: “to test/visit”), !kt (takan: “to probe/
weigh/measure”) vrd (darash: “to search/seek”), asn (nasa: “to try/test”).24

ha’r

~yIn:ëy[el; ha,är>yI ~d’a’h’(I

bb’(Lel; ha,îr>yI hw”ßhyw:

Man looks at the appear-
ance, but the Lord looks at 
the heart 

1Sam 16:7

23 P. Dhorme, Le Livre de Job (Paris: Librairie Victor Lecoffre, 1926 ), 98, R. 
Pettazzoni, The All Knowing God (London: Methuen, 1956), 97-114, M. 
Tsevat, “haqar,” Theological Dictionary of the Old Testament, G.J. Botterweck 
ed. (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1975), 2: 69-72, O. Keel, The Symbolism of 
the Biblical World. NY: Seabury Press, 1978), 82-86.

24 A. Botica, The Concept of Intention, 112-117.
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ble_w” tAyàl’k. ha,îro qyDIêc; !xEåBo God tests the righteous, 
sees the inwards and the 
heart 

Jer 20:12; cf. 12:3

!ybi

!ybi_me tAbßv’x]m; rc,yEï-lk’w> God discerns every intent of 
the thoughts 

1Chr 28:9

[d;y

Ab*b’l.Bi-lK’ t[;d;Þl AtêASn:”l. Test him to know everything 
that was in his heart

2Chr 32:31

ble( tAmïlu[]T; [;deªyO÷ aWhï-yKi God knows secrets of heart Ps 44:22

!xb

qd,c,ê jpeävo tAab’c. hw”Ühyw:

ble_w” tAyàl’K. !xEïBo

The Lord… tests the 
inwards and the heart: 

Jer 11:20; 12:3; 
17:9

rqx

bleÞ rqEïxo hw±hy> The Lord searches the 
heart 

Jer 17:10

@rc

bh’_Z”l; rWkåw> @s,K,l;â @rEåc.m;

hw”)hy> tABåli !xEßboW

The smelting is for sil-
ver… but the Lord tests 
the hearts

Pro 17:3

dqp

ynIT:ïp.r;c. hl’y>L;ª T’d>q:ÜP« yBili T’n>x:ÜB«

ac’_m.Ti-lb;

You tested my heart, visit-
ed me at night

Ps 17:3

hsn

^±b.b’l.Bi( rv<ôa]-ta, t[;d;øl’ ^ªt.So)n:l. Test you to know what 
was in your heart

Deut 8:2; 2Chr 
32:31

!kt

hw”)hy> tABåli !kEßtow> The Lord probes the heart Prov 21:2; 
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One will note that some of these verbs come from the realm of cognitive 
abilities (to “know,” to “discern”). Others come from the area of phys-
ical acts that sometimes work with a spiritual object. For example, the 
verbs hqr (to “test”) and tsaraph (to “smelt”) were used in connection 
with “testing” mixed wine (hqr, Proverbs 23:30), and smelting gold and 
silver in order to purify them of all impurities and thus obtain precious 
metals of the best quality (tsaraph, Proverbs 17:3, Isaiah 1:25, Jeremiah 
51:17).25 By extension, God tests the heart to determine whether its mo-
tives are pure or not. In this sense, God becomes the ultimate and most 
just judge, because He judges not only on the basis of material evidence, 
but also on the basis of the hidden intensions and desires of human be-
ings. Furthermore, God does not judge arbitrarily, nor is his purpose vin-
dictive. On the contrary, God “examines” and “tests” the heart of his peo-
ple in order to guide them in the way everlasting (Psalm 139:24). Even 
when he tests the heart for the purpose of punishing, he does so out of 
justice and holiness (Jeremiah 17:10).

We are now in the position to summarize the main terms that we believe 
the Old Testament uses in order to express importance of the “heart”. This 
evaluation allows us to view the entire spectrum of the physical organs that 
have psychological and spiritual functions, as well as the verbs that have the 
heart as their object of testing.26

Idioms for 
Internal    
Organs

ble

hy‘l.ki

br,q,

!j,be,

heart—mind, brain, thoughts
kidneys—emotion, thought, feeling
bosom, inwards—the inward life
womb—inmost soul

25 M. Tsevat, „haqar”, 69-72, and M. Saebo, „tsaraph”, Theological Dictionary of 
the Old Testament, G.J. Botterweck ed. (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2003), 
12:475-79, for references to the technology of the „crucible” and the „furnace” 
(Proverbs 17:3).

26 A. Botica, The Concept of Intention, 132.
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Physiological 
and Spiritual/
Psychological
Functions

vp,n<

x:Wr

soul—inward life
spirit, breath—inward life

Intellectual/
Emotive
Functions

hb’v’xm; /

bv;x

~m;z’/

hm’zim./hM’_zI

thought, plan, intention (to think, intend)
devise, purpose, intention (to devise con-
ceive)

Verbs for the 
“Divine
Examination” of 
the heart

har

!yb 

[dy

hzx

!xb

@rc

rqx 

dqp

 !kt

vrd

asn

to see, look
to perceive, know
to know
to see
to test, examine
to test
to search
to visit, test, search
to probe, evaluate, measure
to search, seek
to try, test

Conclusions
Our study has shown that for the Old Testament authors the human 
heart was indeed the most important part of the human body, on the one 
hand, and the representative of human mind, will and emotions, on the 
other. The reason why the heart plays such an important role is that it is 
the organ, and the “function” for that matter, that makes it possible for a 
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man or a woman to relate to God in a way that no other organ is able to 
do. In fact, most of the cases where God is described as “examining” or 
“testing” the heart have a direct relation with the notion of human justice 
and/or piety before God. In other words, the ultimate proof that a person 
is indeed just or pious is not found in his or her deeds alone, but in the 
purity of his or her heart, as well.

Hundreds of years later from the Old Testament times, when Jesus 
talked about the importance of the human heart, he said:

“Do you not see that whatever goes into the mouth passes into the stomach and 
is expelled? But what comes out of the mouth proceeds from the heart, and this 
defiles a person. For out of the heart come evil thoughts, murder, adultery, sexual 
immorality, theft, false witness, slander. These are what defile a person. But to eat 
with unwashed hands does not defile anyone” (Matthew 15:17-20).

It is evident that both for the authors of the Old Testament, as well as for 
those of the New Testament, the human heart was the center of cognitive, 
emotional, spiritual and volitional processes, many of which had clear 
physical ramifications. For these authors, all matters of life were import-
ant, whether one talked about the religious cult, various aspects of crim-
inal or civil law, relations among the people, or the most private spiritu-
al concerns that one may have had.27 The New Testament continues the 
Old Testament theme of the redemption of the human heart, as it was 
expressed by Ezekiel: “And I will give you a new heart, and a new spirit 
I will put within you..., and cause you to walk in my statues” (Ezekiel 
36:26-27).28 According to the apostle Paul, the Spirit of Life transforms 
the human ability to fulfill the Law.29

27 Ibid., 443-52.
28 For the importance of the renewal of the heart in the new covenant in Ezekiel, 

see Corin Mihăilă, “The Prophecy of Ezekiel in Light of Biblical Theology. 
A Diachronic Study of Biblical Themes” in Teme în Teologie Biblică și 
Hermeneutică. Sesiunea de comunicări științifice ale studenților și absolvenților 
U.E.O, ed. Corin Mihăilă (Cluj-Napoca: Risoprint, 2022), esp. 25-29.

29 Thus O. Hanc, “Good without God? Paul’s View of the Law as a Response to 
Moral Relativism,” Semănătorul, vol. 2, no. 1 (September 2021), 106.
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As such, based on the evidence that we presented above, we can say 
that, indeed, “the man is his heart.” Even though the Old Testament of-
ten referred to organs other than the heart (entrails, kidneys, abdomen, 
etc.), or cognitive, volitional and emotional entities or processes that did 
not have the heart as their source (spirit, breath, etc.), by its sheer pres-
ence, the “heart” remains the most important organ in the Old Testament 
sources. In the absence of a clear terminology for organs such as brain, 
synapses and the like, for the authors of the Old Testament the heart re-
mains the organ that is responsible for all cognitive, emotional and voli-
tional acts. 

True, often times the Old Testament used the word “heart” in a meta-
phorical way, in order to describe processes that today we associate with 
the brain. These ancient authors were aware that human thinking could 
take place, in a way, apart from the heart. We listed a number of verbs 
(thinking, devising, scheming, planning, etc.) that do not use the heart as 
their source, and that seem to indicate that the Ancient Hebrews thought 
that thinking may take place in the head, not only in the heart. The heart 
remained, however, the object of divine appraisal – both for good and for 
evil thoughts – and the source not only of thoughts, but also of all matter 
of actions (Matthew 15:17-20).
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