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More than a Metaphor:  σπλαγχνίζομαι and the Physiology of Empathy   

Abstract:  Following the notation “fig.” in the Bauer-Arndt-Gingrich Lexicon, the first instinct of 

commentators, teachers and pastors is to understand σπλαγχνίζομαι (Matt 9:36 and elsewhere) 

to be a metaphor for “compassion.”  Recent studies in neurobiology, however, that have shed 

new light on the physiological processes underlying emotion strongly suggest that empathy is 

the result of a complex experience both of cognitive observation (“Jesus saw the crowds”) and 

somatic mirroring (“Jesus felt their pain”).  Because inattention to the physical aspects of 

empathic caregiving by pastors and others in ministry can result in compassion fatigue and 

stress-related physical ailments, suggestions to help alleviate the impact of compassion will also 

be offered (Mark 6:31). 
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 Please consider the following scenarios: 

 The strong, macho-type man who can’t stand the sight of blood; 

 The young and eager paramedic who successfully treats her first severely injured 

accident victim, then turns aside to throw up in a ditch; 

 The loving young father who is committed to remaining at his wife’s side during 

childbirth, only to find himself passing out on the floor at her first scream of 

agony; 

 Me, even after 35 years of hospital visits and prayers in Intensive Care Units, 

excusing myself when the nurse walks in to start a new IV in my parishioner’s 

arm; 

 And two thousand years ago a young rabbi who gets off a fishing boat with His 

disciples, sees the crowds awaiting Him with all the joys and sorrows, miseries 

and sicknesses and issues of humanity, and ἐσπλαγχνίσθη περὶ αὐτῶν. 

 Long after pastors graduate from seminaries and have forgotten many of the 

details of their Greek and Hebrew classes, there are a few miscellaneous details that 

stick with them if for no other reason than that they are just so odd.  Most of us couldn’t 

really recall the complete conjugation of αγαπώ, for instance, but a word like 

Σπλαγχνίζομαι sticks with us.  Maybe it’s because it’s so unusual.  Maybe it’s because 

you can’t pronounce it without clearing your throat at the same time.  Maybe it’s 

because we secretly suspect that we’ve never really given this word its due respect, 

either in Greek class, in translations or commentaries or study Bibles, or even in our 

own teaching.  Today I’d like to offer a new look at this perennial favorite.  
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 I offer first a preliminary definition of Σπλαγχνίζομαι as the Greek word that refers 

to the physical and emotional reaction that one normal human being has when they 

witness another human being’s pain or suffering.  The root of the word has to do with 

the bowels or the guts1, and so perhaps the most accurate translation (which I’ve never 

read anywhere) would be “When Jesus saw the crowds He became queasy.”  Now 

perhaps for some people it’s difficult to imagine Jesus becoming a little nauseated at 

His first sight of a crowd of lepers, and so when we come across this word in the New 

Testament it almost always ends up translated as “compassion” or “pity” and the 

translators’ notes, if there are any, almost always strongly suggest that this word is to be 

taken figuratively.2   

 I feel constrained to note here that as Lutherans we believe, teach, and confess 

that Jesus is not only full divine but also fully human.  This means that any teaching that 

detracts from or diminishes either His divinity or His humanity is a perilous undertaking, 

as the consequences spell disaster for the Scriptural confession of redemption and 

justification.3  I won’t insist that today’s exploration is better; but I will caution against 

insisting that Jesus would never have become even a little green around the gills in all 

His healing ministry, because I think that such insistence would diminish His humanity; 

but that is an issue for the Systematics Department. 

 There are only a couple of key texts in the New Testament in which 

Σπλαγχνίζομαι occurs, and for our purposes today the exegetical conversation will focus 

on Matthew 9:36.  Here the word is used to describe Jesus’ response when He 

witnesses the deplorable condition of the crowds before Him.  Matthew does indeed use 
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the simile “like sheep without a shepherd.”  The Greek reads in part “Ἰδὼν δὲ τοὺς 

ὄχλους ἐσπλαγχνίσθη περὶ αὐτῶν.”  Now, how to translate these words?   

 A quick and entertaining stroll through the website BibleGateway indicates that 

three translations read “When he saw the crowds, he had compassion for them.”4  Two 

translations have “When he saw the crowds, he felt sorry for them.”5  The Good News 

Translation reads “As he saw the crowds, his heart was filled with pity for them”; but that 

wasn’t enough for J.B. Phillips, who tells us that “he was deeply moved with pity for 

them.”  The King James Version uses the word “compassion”; the Living Bible uses 

“pity.”  The Message says “When he looked out over the crowds, his heart broke.”  

Finally, the Wycliffe Bible delightfully says “Forsooth Jesus, seeing companies, had ruth 

on them; for they were travailed, and lying as sheep not having a shepherd.”6 

 The word Σπλαγχνίζομαι also turns up in Luke 7:13 at the funeral in Nain, and 

again in Luke 15:20 at the return of the Prodigal Son, with similar resulting translations. 

 What are we to make of this word that the Greeks derived from the bowels7 and 

we, somehow, have understood to refer only to emotions?  The commentaries cited on 

the websites BibleHub8 and Blue Letter Bible9, when they mention this word at all, seem 

to follow suit in understanding it metaphorically (although to be fair, most are in a hurry 

to deal with what Jesus proposes to do in order to minister to the sheep without the 

shepherd, including Jeffrey Gibbs in his 2006 Concordia Commentary on Matthew)10.  

An exception is John MacArthur, who begins with suggesting that this is a figurative 

usage but then takes some time to suggest that all of us who are human have had 

physical reactions to emotional encounters.11 
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 Concordia Publishing House’s Lutheran Study Bible of 2009 includes the 

following study notes: 

 At Matthew 9:36: Lit, “moved with pity”; based on a term referring to the belly, 

regarded as the seat of the emotions. 

 At Luke 7:13:  Lit, “his gut moved.”  Jesus experienced the same gut reaction as 

we sometimes do in sad situations. 

 At Luke 15:20:  Compassion.  In the NT, this word is largely used only of God, of 

Jesus, and in parables of characters representing God.  E.g., it describes the 

Good Samaritan, which likely represents Jesus (see note, 10:37).  The word, 

therefore, represents gracious love beyond the human norm, understanding and 

reaching into the life of another.12 

 We see that, taken together, the editors of the Lutheran Study Bible still 

understand the phrase ἐσπλαγχνίσθη περὶ αὐτῶν in a largely metaphorical sense, using 

either the traditional term “regarded as the seat of the emotions” or a now more 

spiritualized understanding, “represents gracious love beyond the human norm.”  But 

today I want to suggest that we consider a much more physiological understanding of 

the phrase and even the note on Luke 7 (“Jesus experienced the same gut reaction as 

we sometimes do in sad situations”). 

 Let’s turn first to recent studies in the field of traumatology.  Leading researchers 

are finding out from their work particularly among military veterans suffering from Post-

Traumatic Stress Disorder that there is a deep connection between physical and 

psychological suffering.13  Researchers like Bessel van der Kolk, Peter Levine, and 
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Babette Rothschild 14 are discovering that those who suffer psychological trauma often 

exhibit accompanying physiological symptoms.  It’s not enough that a fellow is plagued 

by haunting, repetitive nightmares; his heart races, he has night sweats, he develops 

intestinal issues and a host of other maladies that seem to have no organic derivation 

except from his emotional suffering.15 

 In a perfectly rational world it might be possible to observe and treat such 

sufferers with complete objectivity; that is, with no adverse effects upon the doctor, 

nurse, chaplain, pastor, or whoever might be tending to the needs of such an individual.  

But researchers are also discovering that these caregivers are themselves at risk for a 

combination of psychological and physical ailments called “secondary traumatic stress” 

or “compassion fatigue.”16   What this means is this:  merely hanging around suffering 

people and tending to their needs with a certain amount of empathy leaves us open to 

“feeling their pain” in some very literal, physiological sense:  our own health issues as 

pastors, be they heart disease, intestinal disorders, blood pressure issues, even some 

cancers, whatever the causes, are made more complex because this is the long-term 

cost of dealing with the suffering people around us with empathy. 

 But how do we develop empathy to begin with?  In the normal course of human 

growth and development, the eyesight of newborns seems to have a depth-of-field of 

somewhere between eight and eighteen inches.  This means that anything within this 

range is in focus, while anything beyond that range is out of focus.  This is also 

approximately the distance from the mother’s breast to her face.  The result of this is 

that as the infant Jesus was nursing, for example, He was only able to focus on the face 

of His mother Mary.  Although unable to verbalize what he’s seeing while he’s nursing, a 
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structure in any infant’s brain called the amygdala gathers these images and stores 

them like a collection of emojis until another structure of the brain, the hippocampus, 

has developed enough to begin to sort them out and give them labels.17  When children 

“soak up” these physical and emotional cues from their parents and others, that process 

is called “attunement” and is an important component in the way we learn empathy.18  

As the child grows he also begins to develop the ability to imitate the bodily actions of 

others with his own body – he smiles in response to their smiles.19  In babies we call this 

“monkey see, monkey do,” but the scientific term is somatic mirroring, and researchers 

are noting that empathy in adults is a result of a complex process that involves a 

combination of somatic mirroring and cognitive observation.20  It works like this:  

consider a person with a so-called “infectious laugh.”  When they begin to laugh, people 

around them also begin to laugh.  Sometimes those folks look at each other and say 

(while still laughing) “What’s so funny?”  The answer is that they’ve “caught” the 

infectious laughter from the first person, without conscious mimicry, without 

understanding even.  Their bodies simply react to what the first person’s body is 

experiencing.  Unlike infants, however, adults are able to discuss and analyze the 

event. 

 In a similar, yet darker, way, caregivers like doctors, nurses, first responders, 

chaplains, pastors, and even Jesus Himself can “catch” the painful physiological cues 

given off by the persons they are caring for.21  In another context I have said that as we 

offer pastoral care to someone walking through the valley of the shadow of death, that 

shadow falls across our own souls, also.22  This happens to us while we are unaware of 

it, without us even completely understanding the process.  Our bodies simply react to 
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what the first person’s body is experiencing.  If your body is suddenly confronted by an 

unexpected, even horrible trauma inflicted upon another person, you may have a 

sudden and violent physiological reaction – you may faint, throw up, or soil yourself.  If 

somehow you’ve grown more accustomed to the pain or suffering of others, you may 

not have such a sudden physiological reaction; but over time there is a cost that mounts 

up.  And what of an experienced first responder who comes suddenly upon a mass 

casualty event?  Even such an individual may have to stop and take time not only to 

collect his or her thoughts before wading in to work but also to allow his stomach to stop 

churning or her heartbeat to calm down.  When Jesus first saw the masses “like sheep 

without a shepherd,” was His reaction merely a figure of speech for His compassion for 

them or was it that He, as fully human as the Chalcedonian definition confesses Him to 

be,23 needed to take a moment to allow his stomach to settle down, his heart rate to 

slow, his breathing to normalize, before he waded in to the hard work of empathic 

healing? 

 I would like to think that the word Σπλαγχνίζομαι opens the door to that 

possibility.  We human beings want and need our healers and caregivers to be human, 

to understand, to “get” us.  We have little use for robotic, detached, ruth-less caregivers, 

no matter how gifted they may seem to be.24  Even if there is a particular reason that the 

Holy Spirit limited the writers of the New Testament in their use of Σπλαγχνίζομαι to 

Jesus or, in parables, to the Father, I would hope that His intention was not to imply that 

this was a phenomenon unique to Jesus among human beings.  I would rather hope 

that the Holy Spirit is trying to teach us by this usage that in the incarnation of the Son 
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our Triune God was fully and completely immersed in every aspect and detail of the 

total human experience.25  

 Just one last note here:  researchers are also discovering the degrees to which 

compassionate caregiving takes its toll over time.26  If the empathic pastor isn’t careful, 

the pains and suffering of others will adversely affect him physiologically as well as 

psychologically.  Fritz’s classic work on Pastoral Theology contains a chapter on self-

care titled “The Pastor's Own Self” with the sections “1. The pastor's Personal 

Christianity (spiritual fitness) . . . 2. The Pastor's Ability (intellectual fitness) . . .  3. The 

Pastor's Health (physical fitness).”27  Not surprisingly, given its writing in 1945, there’s 

no mention of the Pastor’s emotional health.  Thomas Oden’s more recent work of the 

same title, however, contains no reference to pastoral self-care at all.28  Nevertheless, 

current research is advising caregivers (pastors) that the best kinds of preventive 

practice are a healthy lifestyle, body awareness, and rest.29  Eat and drink what you are 

supposed to, the way your doctor advises.  Be aware of those people and times when 

your breathing accelerates, you hear your heartbeat in your ears, your stomach twists in 

knots, and learn how to keep those physical reactions under control.  Get plenty of 

sleep and plenty of rest.  In this last respect we have it hands down over the secular 

practitioners who have never heard of Sabbath.30   If we pastors would use the Sabbath 

appropriately (and that’s another issue, because most of us don’t) we would find it the 

resource of healing and restoration that it was meant to be from Day Seven of Creation.  

In this context we can remember that Jesus not only “had ruth on [the companies]; for 

they were travailed, and lying as sheep not having a shepherd”, but He also said to His 

disciples including us, “’Let’s go to a place where we can be alone to rest for a while.’  
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Many people were coming and going, and Jesus and the apostles didn’t even have a 

chance to eat.” (Mark 6:31, God’s Word translation)31  To put it a different way:  have 

you ever wondered whether goodness and mercy might be following you all the days of 

your life because you simply never slow down enough to give them a chance to catch 

up? 

 Let me conclude today by proposing a new, threefold exegetical-pastoral 

definition of Σπλαγχνίζομαι:  1. Σπλαγχνίζομαι is the immediate physiological response 

of a normally empathetic and compassionate human being to the suffering of another 

human being; queasiness.  2. Σπλαγχνίζομαι is the response of the incarnate Son of 

God by His entire human nature – physiological, emotional, intellectual, empathic, 

spiritual – to the totality of the human condition and experience.  3.  By extension, 

Σπλαγχνίζομαι is the effect of the sufferings of others upon Christian caregivers, to the 

degree that the compassion and empathy of these caregivers mirror that of Jesus 

Himself.32 
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Word, Lord, Jesus Christ; even as from the beginning the prophets have taught concerning Him, and as 
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becoming overwhelmed by stress and trauma.  Social support is not the same as merely being in the 
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us, feeling that we are held in someone else's mind and heart.”  - Bessel van der Kolk.  The Body Keeps 
the Score:  Brain, Mind and Body in the Healing of Trauma.  New York:  Viking / Penguin, 2014  p.79 
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 “Those who offer us comfort and consolation by being and staying with us in moments of illness, mental 
anguish, or spiritual darkness often grow as close to us as those with whom we have biological ties. They 
show their solidarity with us by willingly entering the dark, uncharted spaces of our lives. For this reason, 
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Doubleday / Image Books, 1983. p. 14. 
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 “Vicarious traumatization is the transformation of the therapist's or helper's inner experience as a result 
of empathic engagement with survivor clients and their trauma material. Simply put, when we open our 
hearts to hear someone's story of devastation or betrayal, our cherished beliefs are challenged and we 
are changed.  We view vicarious traumatization as an occupational hazard, an inescapable effect of 
trauma work. It is not something clients do to us; it is a human consequence of knowing, caring, and 
facing the reality of trauma.”   - Karen W. Saakvitne & Laurie Anne Pearlman.  Transforming the Pain:  A 
Workbook on Vicarious Traumatization.  New York:  W.W. Norton, 1996. p. 25 
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 “The interchange of physical activity and rest has been studied extensively by Juan-Carlos Lerman, 
whose research at the University of Arizona shows the biological need for rest every seventh day and the 
energizing value of rest. According to Lerman's theory, failing to rest after six days of stead work will lead 
to insomnia or sleepiness, hormonal imbalances, fatigue, irritability, organ stress, and other increasingly 
serious physical and mental symptoms. Lerman suggest that this need for rest every seventh day is 
rooted in the fact that the human biological clock operates on a 25-hour cycle. Because organized society 
prevents us from getting up one hour later each day to follow our natural internal clock, our body 
demands the time to "sleep in " or rest every so often to recover from the forced 24-hour time cycle that is 
too short. Lerman insists that we must "cease labor" once every seven days and rest our bodies for 
longer periods than on other days in order to catch up our cycle of time. He also adds that the biblical 
Sabbath commandment includes the ideas of both cessation of labor and refreshment.”   - Marva J. 
Dawn.  Keeping the Sabbath Wholly.  Grand Rapids:  William B. Eerdmans, 1989. p. 69 
 
31

 “In the breaking of the bread together, we reclaim our own broken condition rather than denying its 
reality. We become more aware than ever that we are taken, set apart as witnesses for God; that we are 
blessed by words and acts of grace; and that we are broken, not in revenge or cruelty, but in order to 
become bread which can be given as food to others.”  - Henri J.M. Nouwen, Donald P. McNeill, and 



15 
 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
Douglas A. Morrison.  Compassion:  A Reflection on the Christian Life.  New York:  Doubleday / Image 
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32

 Suggestions for further consideration (offered by select reviewers of this manuscript before its 
presentation at the Exegetical Symposium): 

1. What other Greek words are translated as “compassion” or “pity” in English New Testaments? 
How, if at all, are they related to Σπλαγχνίζομαι? 

2. What Hebrew words are the equivalent of Σπλαγχνίζομαι in the Old Testament?  How are they 
used, and what are the connotations and implications of their use?  Are they similar to the 
implications of Σπλαγχνίζομαι discussed here? 

3. How does the current conversation relate to our understanding of God having compassion on 
Adam and Eve after the fall into sin; God having compassion on His people repeatedly in the 
Book of Judges;  or the emotional language of many of the Psalms? 

4. How does the current conversation relate to the idea of “grieving the Holy Spirit”? 
5. How did the prophets, apostles, and evangelists pray for or request prayers for battles with the 

spiritual, emotional, and physical aspects of their strength or weakness, if at all?  Or did they 
simply ask for prayers from the people of God around them? 

6. What insights might the Psalms offer in terms of our understanding about the interconnection 
between our spiritual, emotional, and physical conditions? 

 


