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I. Preliminaries

The Incarnation began it all — enfleshing the Word, giving
body to the divine, affirming the human. Theology could not do
otherwise, but to build itself up from the most concrete of expe-
riences — from the body.

By way of objectives, this study hopes to present compassion
as translative of New Testament concepts, to discuss its meanings
in the Judeo-Christian context, and to offers insights into compas-
sion for theology, compassion as theology.

By way of structure and outline of thought, these preliminary
remarks will be followed by a presentation of compassion, trans-
lating several terms and concepts in the New Testament. Then,
such concepts would be situated in the Judeo-Greco-Christian
culture to surface its exegetical, historico-critical nuances. Finally,
we shall summarize significant points and comments for grounding
and furthering this compassionate theological enterprise.

And so, we set sail...

II. Compassion in Scriptures: translating concepts

Compassion is an English word, rendering several terms found
in the New Testamental

1 G. Wigram, The Englishman's Greek Concordance of the New Testament,
9th ed. (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan Publishing House, 1839, 1970).
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1. egkeiw / cS w [eleēo / eleaō]: a verb form found in the
Synoptics, in the letters of Paul [Rom. 9,15.18; 11,30ff; 12,8; 1
Co. 7,25; 2 Co. 4,1; Phil. 2,27; 1 Tim. 1,13.16]; and in the Catholic
epistles [1 Peter 2,10; Jude 1,22]. Most modern versions render
it as "mercy, pity."

It is what the people seek and beg from Jesus in healing
and/or demon-casting, as in Mk 10,47ff // Matt 9,27//20, 30ff // Lk
18,38 [parallel and varied episodes of healing the blind]; Matt 15,
22 [of the Canaanite woman's daughter]; 17,15 [of the lunatic son];
Lk 17,13 [of the 10 lepers];

It is present in Matthew's [18,33] parable of the unforgiving
servant; and in Luke's [16,24] parable of the rich man and Lazarus;

It is in the 5th beatitude in the Sermon on the Mount [Matt
5,7].

The verb shares the same root word with the more familiar
ikej.toavvri, [eleēmosynē] the Greek noun for almsgiving, which
is behind the Spanish limosna, from which we derive the Filipino
limos. And, of course, there is the imperative Ékérpov [eleēson] in
our penitential liturgies.

It is action predicated of God and humans, bespeaking of
attitude and emotion roused by affliction of another; it is benevo-
lent activity towards the less, the poor, the afflicted, the sinner; it
is benefaction, gracious action. 2

2. A more recognizable word would be the Greek verb
auµ taOÉw [sympatheō] and adjective au utaOlk, [sympathēs],
which speak of sharing "the same feeling of suffering." However,
this form is only found in the letter to the Hebrews (4,15; 10,34) and
in 1 Peter (3,8). A compounded verb form µstiptiorca6Éw [metrio-
patheW is found only in Heb 5,2.

3. Next, we find the Greek verb of Ktií pw / of xtieí pw
[oiktirō / oikteirō] and its noun-cognate oixtiípµo; [oiktirmos].
The verb is found in Rom 9,15; the noun in Rom 12,1; 2 Cor 1,3; Phil

2 Cf. J. Thayer, The Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament (1896,
1999); H. Liddell, R. Scott, H.S. Jones, A Greek-English Lexicon, 9th ed. (1940);
T. Friberg, B. Friberg, Analytical Lexicon to the Greek New Testament (1994, 2000).
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2,1; Col 3,12; Heb 10,28; its adjective form oii ípµwv [oiktirmōn]
is found in Lk 6,36 and Jas 5,11. These words convey a sense of
"pity, a feeling of distress through the ills of others." In the
Septuagint, oixup t6S [oiktirmos] (LXX Ps 24,6; LXX Ps 39,12),
often rendered the Hebrew/Aramaic verb Crri [Him, 111: (Piel) to
have compassion; (Qal) to love] and the intensive plural noun
DM1T1 [rljm'm], "love, mercy, compassion." 3

4. The most recurrent New Testament word however is the
Greek verb air? xyxvi oµal [splanchnizomai] found 12 times in
the Synoptics. Its root word is the noun c it dyxvov [splanchnon],
which is found 11 times in the New Testament — twice in the
Lukan corpus, once in the Johannine literature, and the rest, in the
letters of Paul.

A compounded adjectival form noXv alt ayxvd S [polus-
plangchnos] "greatly compassionate" is found in James 5,11.
Another compounded adjective evanXavyxvog [eusplangchnos]
"tenderhearted" is attested in Ephesians 4,32 and 1 Peter 3,8.

In the Septuagint, the Greek Old Testament, there is
historical variance as regards the words used. In the Pentateuch,
Prophets, and Historical Books, iXeÉw / É7,eáw [eleeō / eleaō] was
the preferred word, rendering the Hebrew N1.77 [Ihnn: to show
favour, mercy, grace]. However, in the Psalms, Proverbs and the
Deutero-canonicals, of c'dpw/oixticípw [oiktirō / oikteirō] became
widespread. Ennayxvov [splanchnon] was relatively frequent in
the "Middle Judaic" times, i.e. the inter-testamental period (100
BCE-100 CE). 4

III. Compassion in Culture: contextualizing meaning

After that spirited concordant exercise in English-Greek-
Hebrew Biblical pretranslation and detranslation, we shall focus

3 F. Brown, S. Driver, C. Briggs, The Hebrew-English Lexicon (Peabody,
MASS: Hendrickson Publishers, Inc., 1906, 1996); M. Jastrow, A Dictionary of
the Targumim, the Talmud Babli and Yerushalmi, and the Midrashic Literature,
2 vols., (N.Y.: The Judaic Press, 1971, 1996).

4 The verb was probably coined in the Jewish dispersion. Cf. J.H. Moulton,
G. Milligan, The Vocabulary of the Greek Testament Illustrated from the Papyri
and other Non-Literary Sources (London, 1914-29).
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our discussion on anXayxvíoµat [splanchnizomai] as compassion
and situate this word in its Judeo-Greco-Christian cultural context,
to bring out hidden, forgotten or simply glossed over significations
and careful nuances, which could enrich our present-day under-
standing and appreciation of compassion.

EnXecyxvov [splanchnon] and its plural form anXáyxva [splanchna]
refer to the inward parts, bowels, entrails, intestines, the viscera, the
guts, esp. the viscera thoracis, i.e. heart, lungs, liver, kidneys.

And if splangchna and oiktirmos do indeed translate the
Hebrew/Aramaic rehem, raham, then this physiological sense
would also cover the important concept of "womb." 5

Thus, we have the concept of biblical compassion, rooted philo-
logically upon literal, internal body parts, located inclusively in
the abdominal and thoracic areas — heart, lungs, liver, intestines,
bladder, kidneys, womb, etc.

In ancient times, aTEXc yxvov [splanchnon] belonged to sacri-
ficial vocabulary. The internal organs of sacrificed animals were
used in "haruspication" [Latin haruspicium], a form of divi-
nation, of prognostication, of predicting the future by means of
examining animal entrails. By extension of the ritual, in some
places, the entrails became part of the sacrificial meal.

Upon the anatomical nuance, ancient Greek poets and writers
such as Aeschylus, Pindar, Sophocles, 6 considered the anaáyxvov
[splanchnon], the viscera as the locus of more violent passions
and emotions, such as anger and love.

For the ancient Hebrews, however, the viscera were the seat
of the more tender affections, kindness, benevolence, and compas-
sion. 7 Eventually, the body parts became equivalent to the feelings
themselves.

5 Cf. Brown-Driver-Briggs, The Hebrew and English Lexicon; M. Jastrow,
A Dictionary of the Targumim...

6 Liddell, Scott, Jones, Greek-English Lexicon.
7 Thayer, Greek-English Lexicon.
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The verb form onXayxviCoµat [splanchnizomail is almost
exclusively attested in the Synoptics:

The narrative of the feeding of the 5000 is introduced by
reference to Jesus' feelings towards the crowd.
Mk 6,34: siSev no^,vV óx^,ov Kaí É6nxavyvía8n én ' av^tov 4, óit T 6av
0ó4 npóRa ta µil sxovtia notµ£va

VUL Mark 6,34: Jesus... misertus est super eos quia erant
sicut oyes non habentes pastorem

NIV Mark 6,34: Jesus... had compassion on them, because
they were like sheep without a shepherd.

And in the second feeding, that of the 4000, Mark put the
word into Jesus' own mouth (8,2): EnXavxvíCojtat éní TON/ óxXov

VUL Mark 8,2: misereor super turba

NIV Mark 8,2: I have compassion for these people;

Following his Markan source, Matthew retained both of these
feeding episodes including the depiction of Jesus' compassion
towards the multitudes. Matthew went further and set a distinct
episode 8 of Jesus' compassion for the crowd as motivation for his
call for "more workers in the vineyard" (Matt 9,36-38): 'ISwv Sg
tov4 6xXou4 santXavxvía8n ngpt avmwv, Ott rjQav £ 3KUXµEVO t Kai
Epptµ4ÉVOt ui6est npo3cxta µii sxov'ta notµcva.

VUL Matthew 9,36: videns autem turbas misertus est eis
quia erant vexati et iacentes sicut oves non habentes pastorem

NIV Matthew 9,36: When he saw the crowds, he had com-
nassion on them, because they were harassed and helpless,
like sheep without a shepherd.

In the healing miracle stories, Mark quoted the plea of the
father of the possessed boy (Mk 9, 22): anXayxvta9eic ÉO' 11µd4

NAB Mark 9:22: "Have compassion on us and help us."

8 K. Aland, ed. Synopsis Quattuor Evangeliorum, 15th ed. (Stuttgart: Deutsche
Bibelgesellschaft, 1963, 1996).
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Still in Mark's account, Jesus healed a leper out of compas-
sion (1,41): xai arc?,avxvta8ei4 ÉKtEívag tirIV xeipa aúiov r^Wazo
xai Aiyet aúio5, eau), Ka8apíaanit•

VUL Mark 1,41: lesus autem misertus eius extendit manum
suam et tangens eum ait illi volo mundare

NIV Mark 1,41: Filled with compassion, Jesus reached out
his hand and touched the man. "I am willing," he said. "Be
clean!"

Matthew (20,34) reported that Jesus healed the two blind
men out of compassion: anaavxvta9E1c Sg 6 ' Ih!aov%

VUL Matthew 20, 34: misertus autem eorum Jesus

NW Matthew 20, 34: Jesus had compassion on them

In Luke (7,13), at the sight of the widow from Nain, weeping,
Jesus raised her son from the dead: 6 xvptoS ÉankavxvíaOn Én' aúirj

VUL Luke 7,13: Dominus misericordia motus super ea

NRS Luke 7,13: he had compassion for her

In Jesus' parables, compassion qualified the moral actions
of key characters in the stories.

In Matthew 18,27: The master forgives THE UNGRATEFUL
SERVANT's debt out of compassion: cWaauxvra864 Sg 6 xúptoS 'rob'
Soaou

VUL Matthew 18,27: misertus autem dominus servi illius

KJV Matthew 18,27: Then the lord of that servant was
moved with compassion

In Luke 10,33: the GOOD SAMARITAN acts out of compassion.
EcµapítiriS 8é tits 68Eúcov r? OEv xai ' ai tóv xai 1Swv Éa7r . yxvía9n,

VUL Luke 10,33: Samaritanus autem quidam iter faciens
venit secus eum et videns eum misericordia motus est 

KJV Luke 10,33: But a certain Samaritan, as he journeyed,
came where he was: and when he saw him, he had compas-
sion on him
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And finally, in Luke 15,20, in the PARABLE OF THE PRO-
DIGAL SON, the father is filled with compassion towards his
younger son:
xaí ávao-ck rjxOEv npóS Tóv ma'rÉpa SÉ c tov µaxpáv
ámsxovtios EiSev avióv O natirlp avtiOV xai £6ncx.ayyvía9r) xai
Spaµwv šniTCECTEV ¡it ti y 'tpáxrlXov aviov xai xaiE(0,116EV avióv.

VUL Luke 15,20: et surgens venit ad patrem suum cum
autem adhuc longe esset vidit ilium pater ipsius et miseri-
cordia motus est et adcurrens cecidit supra collum eius et
osculatus est ilium

NIV Luke 15,20: But while he was still a long way off, his
father saw him and was filled with compassion for him; he
ran to his son, threw his arms around him and kissed him.

The senses of the noun form anXavyxva [splangchnal varied
in its New Testament usage, from the literal to the figurative to
the theological; nonetheless they all retained "something of the
theological force of the synoptic verb form." 9

In Acts (1,18), it referred to Judas Iscariot meeting his death
with guts literally spilling out (xai i4exuOrl návtia tiá ankáyxva 
avrov); but earlier in the Lukan corpus (Luke 1,78), it is part
of Zechariah's Benedictus, predicated of God, as reason for the
impending divine visitation: Sti air? c ' yva ÉXÉouq 6eov rj u v, iv
oíí én1,6x8Wetiat ¡Lkk ávatoxr'l ÉE vWouS,

VUL Luke 1,78: per viscera misericordiae Dei nostri in
quibus visitavit nos oriens ex alto

NAB Luke 1,78: because of the tender mercy/compassion of
our God

In rest of the New Testament, the noun form usages provide
us with a surfeit of images and senses. In Paul's letter to Philemon,
it is used figuratively for the "heart":
Philemon 1:7: xapiv yip nokkiiv axov xai nape KAi1aty bet tiñ áyc in
aou, 0Tt 'COL araay va to5v dyíwv dvaitÉitaurat Stá aov,
iSEX4E.

9 J. Wray, "A Word Study of Compassion in the New Testament," in the Week
of Compassion. http://www.weekofcompassion.org/index.html
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VUL Philemon 1,7: gaudium enim magnum habui et con-
solationem in caritate tua quia viscera sanctorum requie-
verunt per to frater

(the KJV has preserved its literal sense) KJV Philemon 1,7:
For we have great joy and consolation in thy love, because

the bowels of the saints are refreshed by thee, brother.

NRS Philemon 1,7: I have indeed received much joy and
encouragement from your love, because the hearts of the
saints have been refreshed through you, my brother.

Philemon 1:20b: ávánauaóv you iá 6ita,ávxva iv Xptat .

VUL Philemon 1:20b: refice viscera mea in Domino

KJV Philemon 1,20: refresh my bowels in the Lord.

NAB Philemon 1,20: Refresh my heart in Christ.

Paul even called Onesimus, his "viscera, bowels, heart," in
recommending him back to Philemon (1:12): 6v civsn£pirá Got,
c t v, to rr' on\/ Vi cj.ta 6nÁ,ay va•

VOL Philemon 1:12: quem remisi to autem ilium id est mea
viscera suscipe

KJV Philemon 1:12: Whom I have sent again: thou therefore
receive him, that is, mine own bowels:

NAB Philemon 1:12: I am sending him, that is, my own heart,
back to you.

Paul also used splangchna to refer to affection, to powerful,
deeply-emanating feelings, as in:

2 Corinthians 6,12: ou ótcvoZwp£u 8E EV TjµLV, QtEvoxülpEtaOE S£ iv
'rdiC cirA v;voiq ú11(N•

VUL 2 Cor 6,12: non angustiamini in nobis angustiamini
autem in visceribus vestris 

KJV 2 Cor 6,12: Ye are not straitened in us, but ye are strait-
ened in your own bowels. 

NAB 2 Cor 6,12: You are not constrained by us; you are cons-
trained by your own affections.

NJB 2 Cor 6,12: the distress is in your own selves.
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2 Corinthians 7,15: xai tick alaáyxva avtioú  nsptaaotgpw; si; tiµóc;
^attv ávaµtµvrjaxoµé vou tip/ náviwv tiµc^v tinaxor^v , oiS µsick 06(3ou
xai ipóµov É8éaa9s avnóv.

VUL 2 Cor 7,15: et viscera eius abundantius in vos sunt
reminiscentis omnium vestrum oboedientiam quomodo cum
timore et tremore excepistis eum

KJV 2 Cor 7,15: And his inward affection is more abundant
toward you, whilst he remembereth the obedience of you all,
how with fear and trembling ye received him

NIV 2 Cor 7,15: And his affection for you is all the greater
when he remembers that you were all obedient, receiving
him with fear and trembling

Phil 1,8: µáptiv; yáp goy ó 0E6; w; éntno96 nárca; •µóc; iv a7ckávxvoi,q
Xpt atiov

VUL Phil 1,8: testis enim mihi est Deus quomodo cupiam
omnes vos in visceribus Christi Iesu 

KJV Phil 1,8: For God is my record, how greatly I long after
you all in the bowels of Jesus Christ

NRS Philippians 1:8 For God is my witness, how I long for all
of you with the compassion of Christ Jesus.

NJB Phil 1,8: the warm longingof Christ Jesus;

The noun splangchna is used in conjunction with oiktirmos,
as in Paul's exhortation to the Philippians (2,1): Ei tit; oúv napálariat;
sv Xptc cc5, si it tcapaµvOtov áyánrg, ci tit; xotvwvía nvsvµato;, si it;,
anbáyxva Kai oixtitpµoí 

VUL Phil 2,1: si qua ergo consolatio in Christo si quod
solacium caritatis si qua societas spiritus si quid viscera
et miserationes 

KJV Phil 2,1: If there be therefore any consolation in Christ,
if any comfort of love, if any fellowship of the Spirit, if any
bowels and mercies 

NRS Phil 2,1: If then there is any encouragement in Christ,
any consolation from love, any sharing in the Spirit, any com-
passion and sympathy
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Splangchna is used with oiktirmos as a genitive of quality,
as in Colossians 3:12: ' Ev6úaaa9c ovv, oiS iiAExzoi tiov Aeov óíytot
Kai in'aICIlµEVOt, air avxva OtK'npµov xprlatoti to tanetvo$poauvriv rcpai;t1lta
!lamp() Auµíav,

VUL Col 3,12: induite vos ergo sicut electi Dei sancti et dilecti
viscera misericordiae benignitatem humilitatem modestiam
patientiam

KJV Col 3,12: Put on therefore, as the elect of God, holy and
beloved, bowels of mercies, kindness, humbleness of mind,
meekness, longsuffering;

NAB Col 3,12: Put on then, as God's chosen ones, holy and
beloved, heartfelt compassion, kindness, humility, gentleness,
and patience

The only instance of the noun splangchna in Johannine lite-
rature (1 John 3,17) deserves special mention. It involves the
question of the essential compatibility and complementarity of
love of God and love of fellow. Most modern versions would render
it as "refusing compassion (NAB)," "having no pity (NW)," "closing
one's heart (NJB)," "refusing help (NRS)." But the Latin Vulgate
and the KJV have somehow preserved the literal and graphic force
of the original Greek. It is "clauserit viscera sua," "shutting/closing
one's bowels" against one's fellow. One would call uncharitable action
in the Bible as "anal retentive behavior!" 10

1 John 3,17: óS S' óív xn Tóv f3íov to) xóaµou at AEwpr^ tóv
(io3EX46v ainov xpetav xovta xai xX,eiar1 Tá anXicyxva ai cov án ' av cov,
rck rj áyánrr tiov 8E6 µ$vet iv av'cw;

VUL 1 John 3,17: qui habuerit substantiam mundi et viderit
fratrem suum necesse habere et clauserit viscera sua ab eo
quomodo caritas Dei manet in eo

KJV 1 John 3,17: But whoso hath this world's good, and seeth
his brother have need, and shutteth up his bowels of compas-
sion from him, how dwelleth the love of God in him?

NAB 1 John 3,17: If someone who has worldly means sees
a brother in need and refuses him compassion, how can the
love of God remain in him?

10 Wray, "A Word Study of Compassion..."

PHILIPPINIANA SACRA, Vol. XXXIX, No. 116 (May — August, 2004)



NEW TESTAMENT COMPASSION ... 	 347

Thus, we have New Testament compassion rendered in a most
physiological manner, a deep-seated emotion towards the affliction
and downcast state of another; in reaction, there is movement, the
disturbance, the upheaval of internal organs. From such notion,
we now have such figures of speech as the "heart bleeding," "heart
melting," "heart going out" to a certain someone, "visceral passions,"
and simply "gut-feelings."

Summaries: Compassion as theology
From this survey of words and concepts, of content and con-

text, of biblical and bodily senses, of physis and psyche, we sum-
marize the following exegetical points, upon which to build
meanings for our theological consideration of compassion:

Biblical compassion begins with the body. It involves action/
reaction of internal, centrally-located body parts. The importance
of such body parts is highlighted by their use in religious sacrifice
and divination, in knowing the will of God.

Through language, the body becomes sign, figure for human
emotions — strong, deeply-seated passions and affections.

The bodily and emotional action/reaction is externally-provoked.
Its cause is affliction, suffering, the undue, unjust, inhuman, lowly,
downcast state of another.

The emotion leads to action. Compassion moves from mere
feeling to concrete intervention towards, on behalf of the afflicted
other.

By analogy, the bodily applies to the spiritual. God who is
Spirit is depicted as deeply emotional; the Creator is motivated by
creaturely affliction, to intervention, to relief and rescue and
redemption.

The compassion of God is most perfectly incarnated in Jesus.
The Word-made-human is stirred in the depths of his bowels, dis-
tressed by the pains of the world, moved to compassionate engage-
ment and saving action.

For Christians of today, biblical compassion challenges us to
be disturbed in our deepest insides, by the suffering of our fellows.
The concrete pains of our concrete fellows should literally make
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us sick, make us want to throw up. This is not what God meant
us to be. This should not be.

Conceptually and figuratively, this bowel movement, this
upset of entrails, this gut reaction, this visceral writhing is always
already a contraction of womb, of pangs and labor, leading to birth-
ing, the bearing of new life. Thus, biblical compassion invites us
into an experience of shared creaturely pain, not as a form of
sadism nor masochism, but leading forth into the bringing forth of
"an alternative of hope," 11 compassionate action, praxis.

A theology of compassion is to be built upon a biblical affir-
mation of the bodily. Yet it is an affirmation provoked by the expe-
rience of negation, of the presence of suffering, of injustice, of
human, creaturely affliction, which is not our original God-given,
nor God-intended lot/state. The emotional affirmation is at the
same time a moment of birth, of action towards and on behalf of
the other, of bringing forth newness, hope, life.

The present-day difficulties are gifted moments for Christian
compassion, of theological thought and theological action, of
reflecting upon bible and rising up in committed concretization of
what we feel in our guts, aghast and against the pains of our fellow
human beings, the pains of Christ, and the pains of the least of his
brothers and sisters.

Be compassionate as your Father is compassionate. ❑

11 M. McKenna, Not Counting Women and Children: Neglected Stories from
the Bible (N.Y.: Orbis Books, 1994), p. 11.
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