Sharpening the Skill of Empathy #1

“The Definition of Empathy”

selected Scriptures

February is known for Valentine’s Day, the season of love. My grandparents were one couple of many who chose Valentine’s Day for their wedding day. Other couples celebrate the holiday with gifts of flowers, candy, or romantic dinners.

Many synonyms for “love” exist, such as affection, adoration, compassion, tenderness, as well as others. Two other words that are sometimes associated with love are “sympathy” and “empathy.” For this month of February, I would like to look into the latter of these terms as we seek to strengthen the skill of empathy.

An Initial Definition 

We being with an initial definition of empathy, as we first need to understand what empathy is. The term “empathy” entered into English from the German Einfühlung, literally meaning “feeling into.”
 Empathy is the intellectual identification of the thoughts, feelings, or state of another person. It is described this way: “It is as though we are in the driver’s seat of the other person and feeling and sensing with him. It is viewing the situation through his eyes, feeling as he feels.”
 Another defines empathy as “discerning the other person’s experience and interpretation from their vantage point.”

Empathy is a common word among mental health professionals today. Christian counselor Norm Wright suggests, “Empathy is a scriptural basic for counseling. Empathy is one of the most important commodities for effective counseling. Galatians 6:2; and Romans 12:15 admonish us to bear one another’s burdens, to rejoice with those who rejoice and to weep with those who weep. To do this is to have empathy.”
 Hebrews 13:5 says, “Remember those in prison as if you were their fellow prisoners, and those who are mistreated as if you yourselves were suffering.”
While empathy is the intellectual identification of another’s thoughts, feelings, or state, there is an emotional side as well. It is about feeling the emotions of another, sometimes called “affective matching,” or “affective attunement.” You step into another’s emotional shoes to walk a mile—or ten, depending on the pain and confusion.

The person who can empathize is most likely to connect with the other person and be effective as a helper.
 Bruce Parmenter wrote, “Empathy may be the most powerful healing reality in any therapist.”
 Yet every Christian has the ability to empathize.

Empathy also does something for those who empathize. One author wrote, “Empathy is the plow that breaks up the hard ground of our hearts. The tenderness and compassion that follow empathy are seeds that sprout and grow until sworn enemies can sometimes surrender their hatred.”
 Tony Evans adds, “Empathy reminds us of our humanity and helps us allow space for another’s place in life.”

Have you ever had an experience where someone treated you rudely and you responded indignantly (either inwardly or outwardly)—and then later you found out that their mate walked out on them that afternoon, or they’d just filed for bankruptcy the day before, or someone they loved was in a car wreck? All of a sudden, you think differently about how they treated you. It doesn’t excuse the behavior, but it does explain it. And the offense no longer stings as much. Empathy makes it easier to forgive.

Empathy, then, is the intellectual and emotional identification of the thoughts, feelings, or state of another person. It is a tremendous skill for the Christian to be able to relate to and perhaps help others. At the very least it communicates Christ’s compassion and concern for another person.
An Important Distinction 

Next we move on to an important distinction between empathy and another word that sounds a lot like it: sympathy. Both “empathy” and “sympathy” derive from the Greek term pathos.
 (We also get the English word “apathy” from this Greek word—it means “the absence or lack of pathos.”)

What is pathos? According to Webster, pathos comes from the Greek, “suffering, experience, emotion.”
 Pathos is related to the Greek páschō (from which we get “passion”), meaning, “to experience.”
 Eventually pathos became affiliated with emotion or feeling, and it here it took on a negative connotation. Greek psychology regarded pathos, an emotion implying change, as an imperfection. Since pathos was an emotional reaction rather than an intellectual act, it was viewed as a sign of weakness.
 In ancient Greek literature, Philo used pathos some 400 times, mostly for “emotion.” He demanded apátheia, the lack of emotion, or at least the bridling of pathos.
This negative tone continued in the New Testament. Only Paul uses pathos in the New Testament, in Romans 1:26, Colossians 3:5, and 1 Thessalonians 4:5. In Romans the term is used to describe homosexuality; in Colossians and 1 Thessalonians it is used to designate “erotic passion.” John MacArthur defines pathos in this verse (translated “passion” or “passionate lust” in the niv) as “uncontrollable desires, compelling feelings, overpowering urges.”

In the years immediately following the New Testament being written, apostolic fathers used pathos in describing “adultery” or “bad temper.” Eventually it also took on the meaning of “suffering” and “death,” as in “the passion of Jesus.”

Why does this matter? I believe it goes a long way to explain why the word “empathy” does not appear in the Bible. If you look up “empathy” in a concordance, you won’t find any uses in the Scriptures, I believe due to this negative connotation given to the root word pathos. In fact, the Greek terms rendered “affection” in the New Testament are pathos and splanchna, which literally means “the bowels” of the body. In Hebrew thinking the bowels were considered the seat of tender affections. Thus whenever pathos is found in the New Testament, it is in a negative sense; whenever splanchna is found, it is in the positive sense, usually translated “compassion” in English, though in some versions “sympathy” may appear.

The Greek word sumpathes (from which we get the English “sympathy”) does appear in Hebrews 4:15, 10:34, and 1 Peter 3:8, where it is translated “sympathize” or “sympathetic.”
 As previous mentioned, the word empatheia (from which we get the English “empathy”) is not used in either testament. Some thus automatically trust “sympathy” over “empathy”—because only the former is in the Bible.
 

All this impacts the important distinction between “empathy” and “sympathy.” Though they sound similar and are derived from the same root word, empathy and sympathy are not the same. Empathy is defined as the “ability to understand and share the feelings of another.” This differs from sympathy, which is defined as “feelings of pity and sorrow for someone else’s misfortune.” Empathy is a much more comforting approach in relating to another person’s situation.

Pity differs from empathy in that it designates a desire to see someone better off, but generally it does not entail entering into the subjective experience of another, and it frequently involves an attitude of condescension.
 It’s more important to try to understand the other person than to feel sad or sorry for them.

Sympathy has been described as “two people who do not know how to swim trying to save each other. Instead of saving each other, they will likely drown.” Instead of understanding the other’s feelings and experience, we might overwhelm him or her with sympathy. Our own feelings—his own outrage, for example—might get triggered by the client’s story, which could be counterproductive.

Sympathy is not inherently wrong. Sympathy has its place. In Romans 12:15, Paul wrote that it is important for us to sympathize, to “rejoice with those who rejoice; mourn with those who mourn.” Sympathy is connecting and caring with the heart. “Loving with the head” is to analyze, which can be too objective and aloof. Empathy is the ability to love with both the heart and the head.
 As we will see later in this series, true empathy allows us to help others without becoming overwhelmed ourselves.
An Implicit Directive 

Where does all this leave us? I conclude with an implicit directive for all of us, implicit since the word itself does not appear in the New Testament. Yet as Christians we are called to empathize with others.

Remember, empathy is viewing a situation through another’s eyes, feeling as the other feels.
 While feelings are involved, empathy is not completely or even primarily emotional. While we may feel badly for someone in their pain, empathy does not judge or look down on them.

Where do we find an implicit directive in the Bible to show empathy? Let’s begin in Romans 12:15-16, “Rejoice with those who rejoice; mourn with those who mourn.” There is something in our selfish, sinful nature that wants to do the opposite—we get mad when others are happy and we celebrate others’ defeats and miseries. Yet in Christ we are to do the opposite of what comes naturally. When others have good reasons to rejoice, rejoice with them! When others are legitimately down and defeated, mourning their loss, mourn with them. Step into their shoes and try to understand how they see the situation and how that makes them feel.

Paul also wrote in Galatians 6:2, “Carry each other’s burdens, and in this way you will fulfill the law of Christ.” Far from standing aloof in judgment on others, Paul counsels the Galatians to carry each other’s burdens. He puts “each other’s” first in the sentence in the original Greek, giving it emphasis. The tense of the verb is present, meaning, “keep carrying”; Paul is not counseling believers to perform an occasional helpful act, but to live their lives as helpful people, always ready to lift the burden from other people’s shoulders.
 
Notice the assumption which lies behind this command, namely that we all have burdens and that God does not mean us to carry them alone. Some people try to. They think it a sign of fortitude not to bother other people with their burdens. Such fortitude is certainly brave. But it is more stoical than Christian. Human friendship, in which we bear one another’s burdens, is part of the purpose of God for His people. So we should not keep our burdens to ourselves, but rather seek a Christian friend who will help to bear them with us.

The burdens of life can include all sorts of weighty problems: physical, relational, financial, and emotional. Believers are to serve one another like spotters serving those who are lifting weights. When the strain of a burden becomes more than an individual can bear, a spotter helps lift the weight off of his chest. Carrying the burden of another can take an unlimited number of forms, including praying with them, making time for them, providing practical assistance or financial assistance, providing a listening ear.

“But what about verse 5, which says, ‘each one should carry his own load’?” There is no contradiction between verses 2 and 5, because two different Greek words for burden are used. In Galatians 6:2 it is a word meaning “a heavy burden,” while in Galatians 6:5 it describes “a soldier’s pack.” We should help each other bear the heavy burdens of life, but there are personal responsibilities that each man must bear for himself.
 This allows us to be empathetic without being enablers, or having people take advantage of us.
One last directive for this morning comes from Colossians 3:12-14, 

Therefore, as God’s chosen people, holy and dearly loved, clothe yourselves with compassion, kindness, humility, gentleness and patience. Bear with each other and forgive whatever grievances you may have against one another. Forgive as the Lord forgave you. And over all these virtues put on love, which binds them all together in perfect unity.

Those words “compassion, kindness, humility, gentleness and patience” are all necessary ingredients for empathy. Exercising empathy will require all of those virtues. Once again we are told to “bear,” though this verse emphasizes, “bear with one another” as opposed to “bear each other’s burdens.” Empathy is deeply personal as well as practical.
Throughout this month we will see various examples of empathy and exercises of empathy we can employ. This is an important spiritual skill we should sharpen in our own lives. For, as the Farmer's Digest once put it, “When we put ourselves in the other person’s place, we’re less likely to want to put him in his place.”

�Jacqueline E. Miles, “Empathy,” in Joel B. Green, ed., Dictionary of Scripture and Ethics (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, ©2011).


�H. Norman Wright, The Complete Guide to Crisis & Trauma Counseling (Ventura, CA: Regal, ©2011).


�Jonathan Worthington, “Navigating Empathy,” Themelios 46, no. 3 (2021): 503–521.


�H. Norman Wright, Marriage Counseling (Ventura, CA: Gospel Light, ©1995).


�Worthington, op. cit.


�Gary R. Collins, Christian Counseling: A Comprehensive Guide, 3rd edition (Nashville, TN: Thomas Nelson, ©2006).


�Bruce R. Parmenter, The Hiller Lectures 2001 (Sioux Falls, SD: North American Baptist Seminary, ©2001)


�Quoted in Chip Ingram and Becca Johnson, Overcoming Emotions That Destroy (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, ©2009).


�Tony Evans, Stronger Together, Weaker Apart (Eugene, OR: Harvest House Publishers, ©2020).


�Ingram and Johnson, op. cit.


�Joseph C. Aldrich, Life-Style Evangelism (Portland, OR: Multnomah Press, ©1981).


�Merriam-Webster’s Collegiate Dictionary, 11th edition (Springfield, MA: Merriam-Webster, ©2003).


�Gerhard Kittel, Gerhard Friedrich, and Geoffrey William Bromiley, Theological Dictionary of the New Testament, Abridged in One Volume (Grand Rapids, MI: Wm. B. Eerdmans, ©1985).


�Dennis Ngien, “‘The Most Moved Mover’: Abraham Heschel’s Theology of Divine Pathos in Response to the ‘Unmoved Mover’ Of Traditional Theism,” Evangelical Review of Theology, volume 25, number 1 (January 2001) (Singapore: World Evangelical Fellowship, ©2001).


�John F. MacArthur, Jr., 1 & 2 Thessalonians (Chicago, IL: Moody Press, ©2002).


�Kittel, Friedrich, and Bromiley, op. cit.


�W. E. Vine, Merrill F. Unger, and William White Jr., Vine’s Complete Expository Dictionary of Old and New Testament Words (Nashville, TN: Thomas Nelson, ©1996).


�Interestingly, the updated niv (©2011) and the Complete Jewish Bible use “empathize” in Hebrews 4:15.


�Worthington, op. cit.


�Evans, op. cit.


�Miles, op. cit.


�Wright, The Complete Guide to Crisis & Trauma Counseling.


�H. Norman Wright, Helping Those Who Hurt (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, ©2006).


� Leon Morris, Galatians: Paul’s Charter of Freedom (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, ©1996).


�John R. W. Stott, The Message of Galatians: Only One Way, The Bible Speaks Today (Leicester, EN; Downer’s Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, ©1986).


�Tony Evans, The Tony Evans Study Bible (Nashville, TN: Holman Bible, ©2019).


�Warren W. Wiersbe, Be Free (Wheaton, IL: Victor Books, ©1975).


�Quoted in Jay Kesler, Being Holy, Being Human: Dealing with the Expectations of Ministry, The Leadership Library (Carol Stream, IL; Waco, TX: Christianity Today, Inc.; Word Books, ©1988).





PAGE  
3

