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Foreword

The WriTings of B. B. War field have been a 
presence in my life since the day I, as a seventeen-
year-old freshman student, first heard his name. 
The only “War field” of whom I had any knowledge 
was Wallis War field Simpson, whose relationship 
to Edward VIII caused a British constitutional crisis 
in 1936 leading to the King’s abdication. Given that 
connection, I was not likely to forget the name, 
and it was not long before I purchased some of 
his works.

War field’s essays on the Inspiration and Authority 
of the Bible were of legendary distinction, as the 
classic evangelical work on the theme. But I was 
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soon led to other riches, for the depth and the 
scope of his learning were staggering. He was the 
theologian of his day in the En glish-speaking 
world. In addition, his learning was matched 
by the grace of his preaching (the volume of his 
sermons Faith and Life is a special treasure). In a 
tribute to him, one of his colleagues at Prince-
ton Seminary said that when he spoke in chapel, 
“The words proceeded from his lips as though 
they walked on velvet”!

But the work that has left the deepest impres-
sion on me is this essay on The Emotional Life of 
Our Lord. It is the hidden jewel of his writings. 
I say “hidden” because although it first appeared 
in 1912, it was not included in the ten-volume 
set of his works and therefore has not had the 
prominence it deserves. More significantly, it is 
also a “jewel.” The subject matter—our Lord’s 
emotions—is one that Christians have often ne-
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glected, and in doing so have deprived themselves 
of a vital element in the gospel. Our Lord was 
truly human. He became like us, sin apart. As 
War field points out, he was a man who expressed 
not just compassion but also anger. He was a man 
of sorrows, acquainted with grief, but also a man 
of joy. He was sometimes amazed; at times, he 
felt shame.

Throughout the centuries, other writers had 
explored this theme. But the better treatments lay 
largely unopened on the more remote shelves of 
theological libraries. So, when War field published 
this carefully focused study, he was probably the 
first evangelical scholar of international reputa-
tion to highlight the theme since Calvin had done 
magnificently in the comments that punctuate 
his commentaries on the Gospels.

So, this was a groundbreaking work in 1912. 
Perhaps it has never received the attention it 
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deserves because War field (like Calvin before 
him) has suffered from the reputation of being a 
great theologian, and therefore not likely to ap-
peal to “ordinary Christians” who want to know 
Christ better. If so, a few pages of The Emotional 
Life should dissolve that misapprehension.

The battles evangelical Christians have fought 
have mainly focused on the deity of Christ. 
 War field also fought them, but he did not leave 
Christ’s humanity unexplored.

I have watched people carefully when say-
ing something like, “If the Jesus you believe 
in was not able to grow wiser and also to grow in 
favor with God, he is not the Jesus of the Gospels” 
(see Luke 2:52). I usually see some startled faces. 
Somehow, many Christians have not been able 
to take in that our Lord’s humanity is as real as 
that. The result is that they have not yet fully 
discovered Christ as he was and is in experienc-
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ing the complete range of our human emo-
tions. But it is in this Christ, as the letter to 
the Hebrews underlines, that we find the full 
salvation of our humanity that we so desper-
ately need. And without an appreciation of his 
emotional life, Christ will always seem to be at 
a distance from us.

As you read these pages, you will appreciate the 
reverence and care with which War field handled 
the text of Scripture. But I think you will also find 
other benefits.

For one thing, this essay should help you 
re-center your faith and life on Jesus Christ 
himself. There is an almost total absence of 
the imperative mood here. It is who Christ is, 
not what we do, that is central. War field un-
derstood the dynamic of the gospel: know-
ing leads to being, and being leads to doing. 
Short-circuit or reverse this pattern—as much 
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contemporary evangelical teaching and preach-
ing has done—and we drain the dynamic dry. 
So while this is an essay on the Gospels, it also 
expresses the theme of Hebrews (which has 
so much to teach us about the humanity of 
Christ): “Consider Jesus .  .  . looking to Jesus 
. . . consider him” (Heb. 3:1; 12:2, 3).

In addition, this essay helps us to read the 
Gospels properly. Many Christians have been 
schooled to read them with one question in 
mind: “Where am I in this story? With whom do 
I identify?” Of course, there is something for us 
to learn about ourselves in every Gospel narra-
tive. But you and I are not in any of them, while 
Jesus is in all of them! Here War field is simply 
averting our gaze away from ourselves to Jesus. 
For he is the story. And indeed, he is the same 
“today” for us as he was “yesterday” for others. 
And he will be “forever” (Heb. 13:8). War field’s 
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calm exposition helps us to recalibrate our read-

ing of the Gospels so that we can refocus on the 

Lord himself.

So, here is The Emotional Life of our Lord. I hope 

that by its closing sentences you will have a 

sense that as you have read it, Christ himself 

has walked toward you from the pages of Scrip-

ture. If so, the prayer of Richard of Chiches-

ter will in some measure be answered in your 

experience:

Thanks be to thee, my Lord Jesus Christ,

For all the benefits thou hast given me,

For all the pains and insults which thou 

hast borne for me.

O most merciful redeemer, friend and 

brother

May I know thee more clearly,

Love thee more dearly,
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And follow thee more nearly,
Day by day. Amen.1

Sinclair Ferguson
Chancellor’s Professor of Systematic Theology,

Reformed Theological Seminary

1 See David Hugh Farmer, The Oxford Dictionary of Saints, 5th ed. 
rev. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011), 379.
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Series Preface

John piper onCe WroTe that books do not 
change people, but paragraphs do. This pithy 
statement gets close to the idea at the heart 
of the Crossway Short Classics series: some of 
the greatest and most powerful Christian mes-
sages are also some of the shortest and most 
accessible. The broad stream of confessional 
Chris tian ity contains an astonishing wealth 
of timeless sermons, essays, lectures, and other 
short pieces of writing. These pieces have chal-
lenged, inspired, and borne fruit in the lives of 
millions of believers across church history and 
around the globe.
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The Crossway Short Classics series seeks to 
serve two purposes. First, it aims to beautifully 
preserve these short historic pieces of writing 
through new high-quality physical editions. 
Second, it aims to transmit them to a new gen-
eration of readers, especially readers who may 
not be inclined or able to access a larger volume. 
Short-form content is especially valuable today, 
as the challenge of focusing in a distracting, con-
stantly moving world becomes more intense. 
The volumes in the Short Classics series pres-
ent incisive, gospel-centered grace and truth 
through a concise, memorable medium. By con-
necting readers with these accessible works, the 
Short Classics series hopes to introduce Chris-
tians to those great heroes of the faith who wrote 
them, providing readers with representative 
works that both nourish the soul and inspire 
further study.
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Readers should note that the spelling and 
punctuation of these works have been lightly up-
dated where applicable. Scripture references and 
other citations have also been added where ap-
propriate. Language that reflects a work’s origin 
as a sermon or public address has been retained. 
Our goal is to preserve as much as possible the 
authentic text of these classic works.

Our prayer is that the Holy Spirit will use these 
short works to arrest your attention, preach the 
gospel to your soul, and motivate you to continue 
exploring the treasure chest of church history, to 
the praise and glory of God in Christ.
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Biography of 
B. B. War field

BenJamin BreCkenridge War field (1851–

1921) was born in Lexington, Kentucky, to a promi-

nent American family, whose ancestors included a 

vice president and an attorney general. After decid-

ing to study theology, War field graduated from 

Prince ton Seminary and quickly gained a repu-

tation for his intellectual defenses of the Bible.

As theological modernism (liberalism) began 

to gain influence in Europe and the United States, 

War field worked with other Christian scholars to ar-

ticulate a high view of the inerrancy and inspiration 
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of Scripture. War field argued that the Bible 
claimed itself to be the word of God, and that 
the entire system of Christian theology depended 
on an utterly trustworthy doctrine of reve la tion. 
War field’s high view of Scripture put him at odds 
with the emerging liberal scholarship of his day.

War field’s legacy was solidified through ex-
tensive writing and scholarship, much of which 
focused on the nature and content of Scripture. 
The Emotional Life of Our Lord exemplifies War field’s 
fusion of robust, scholarly work and devotional 
piety, demonstrating his conviction that the 
Christian life depends on total confidence in 
Scripture. War field also applied the teaching of 
Scripture to social injustices of his day, speaking 
out against racism from the Bible.

War field died in 1921. To this day, he remains 
an exemplar of Christian scholarship and an in-
spiration to evangelical theologians.

Biography of B. B. War field
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Note to the Reader

The original TexT of War field’s The Emotional 
Life of Our Lord included an extensive collection of 
footnotes. The vast majority of War field’s foot-
notes for this essay are either cross-references 
to then-contemporary books of scholarship 
or supplementary notes and comments on the 
biblical Greek. Although these footnotes nearly 
double the printed length of the essay, they are 
in no way essential to understanding War field’s 
main argument in the essay. In the interest of 
preserving the accessibility of this classic text for 
a new generation of lay readers, we have excised 
the majority of these footnotes from this edition 
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and have preserved only those few footnotes that 
either cite an outside source directly or offer sig-
nificantly helpful information. We have also pro-
vided full reference information for these sources, 
as War field’s original citations were often sparse, 
different in comparison to today’s standards.

Readers interested in accessing all of War-
field’s original footnotes may do online at this 
link: https:// www .monergism .com /the threshold 
/articles /onsite /emotional life .html.
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iT Belongs To The TruTh of our Lord’s hu-
manity that he was subject to all sinless human 
emotions. In the accounts that the Evangelists 
give us of the crowded activities that filled the 
few years of his ministry, the play of a great va-
riety of emotions is depicted. It has nevertheless 
not proved easy to form a universally acceptable 
conception of our Lord’s emotional life. Not only 
has the mystery of the incarnation entered in as a 
disturbing factor, the effect of the divine nature 
on the movements of the human soul brought 
into personal union with it has been variously 
estimated. Differences have arisen also as to how 
far there may be attributed to a perfect human 
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nature movements known to us only as passions 
of sinful beings.

Two opposite tendencies early showed them-
selves in the church. One, derived ultimately from 
the ethical ideal of the Stoa, which conceived moral 
perfection under the form of apatheia, naturally 
wished to attribute this ideal apatheia to Jesus, as 
the perfect man. The other, under the influence 
of the conviction that, in order to deliver men 
from their weaknesses, the Redeemer must as-
sume and sanctify in his own person all human 
patha, as naturally was eager to attribute to him in 
its fullness every human pathos. Though in far less 
clearly defined forms, and with a complete shifting 
of their bases, both tendencies are still operative 
in men’s thought of Jesus. There is a tendency in 
the interest of the dignity of his person to mini-
mize, and there is a tendency in the interest of the 
completeness of his humanity to magnify, his af-
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fectional movements. The one tendency may run 
some risk of giving us a somewhat cold and remote 
Jesus, whom we can scarcely believe to be able to 
sympathize with us in all our infirmities. The other 
may possibly be in danger of offering us a Jesus so 
crassly human as scarcely to command our highest 
reverence. Between the two, the figure of Jesus is 
liable to take on a certain vagueness of outline, and 
come to lack definiteness in our thought. It may 
not be without its uses, therefore, to seek a starting 
point for our conception of his emotional life in 
the comparatively few affectional movements that 
are directly assigned to him in the Gospel narra-
tives. Proceeding outward from these, we may be 
able to form a more distinctly conceived and firmly 
grounded idea of his emotional life in general.

It cannot be assumed beforehand, indeed, that all 
the emotions attributed to Jesus in the Evangelical 
narratives are intended to be ascribed distinctively 
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to his human soul. Such is no doubt the common 
view. And it is not an unnatural view to take as we 
currently read narratives, which, whatever else they 
contain, certainly present some dramatization of 
the human experiences of our Lord. No doubt, the 
naturalness of this view is its sufficient general jus-
tification. Only, it will be well to bear in mind that 
Jesus was definitely conceived by the Evangelists as 
a two-natured person, and that they made no diffi-
culties with his duplex consciousness. In almost the 
same breath, they represent him as declaring that 
he knows the Father through and through and, of 
course, also all that is in man, and the world that is 
the theater of his activities, and that he is ignorant of 
the time of the occurrence of a simple earthly event 
that concerns his own work very closely; that he is 
meek and lowly in heart and yet at the same time 
the Lord of men by their relations to whom their 
destinies are determined—“no man cometh unto 
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the Father, but by me” (John 14:6). In the case of a 
Being whose subjective life is depicted as focusing 
in two centers of consciousness, we may properly 
maintain some reserve in ascribing distinctively to 
one or the other of them mental activities that, so far 
as their nature is concerned, might properly belong 
to either. The embarrassment in studying the emo-
tional life of Jesus arising from this cause, however, 
is more theoretical than practical. Some of the emo-
tions attributed to him in the Evangelical narratives 
are, in one way or another, expressly assigned to his 
human soul. Some of them, by their very nature, 
assign themselves to his human soul. With reference 
to the remainder, just because they might equally 
well be assigned to the one nature or the other, it 
may be taken for granted that they belong to the 
human soul, if not exclusively, yet along with the 
divine Spirit; and they may, therefore, very properly 
be used to fill out the picture. We may thus, without 
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serious danger of confusion, go simply to the Evan-
gelical narratives, and, passing in review the definite 
ascriptions of specific emotions to Jesus in their re-
cords, found on them a conception of his emotional 
life that may serve as a starting point for a study of 
this aspect of our Lord’s human manifestation.

The establishment of this starting point is the 
single task of this essay. No attempt will be made 
in it to round out our view of our Lord’s emo-
tional life. It will content itself with an attempt 
to ascertain the exact emotions that are expressly 
assigned to him in the Evangelical narratives, 
and will leave their mere collocation to convey 
its own lesson. We deceive ourselves, however, if 
their mere collocation does not suffice solidly to 
ground certain very clear convictions as to our 
Lord’s humanity, and to determine the lines on 
which our conception of the quality of his human 
nature must be filled out.
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I

The emotion that we should naturally expect to 
find most frequently attributed to that Jesus whose 
whole life was a mission of mercy, and whose min-
istry was so marked by deeds of beneficence that 
it was summed up in the memory of his followers 
as a going through the land “doing good” (Acts 
10:38 ), is no doubt “compassion.” In point of fact, 
this is the emotion that is most frequently attrib-
uted to him. The term employed to express it was 
unknown to the Greek classics and was perhaps a 
coinage of the Jewish dispersion. It first appears in 
common use in this sense, indeed, in the Synoptic 
Gospels, where it takes the place of the most in-
ward classical word of this connotation. The divine 
mercy has been defined as that essential perfection 
in God “whereby he pities and relieves the miseries 
of his creatures”: it includes, that is to say, the two 
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parts of an internal movement of pity and an exter-
nal act of beneficence. It is the internal movement 
of pity that is emphasized when our Lord is said to 
be “moved with compassion” as the term is some-
times excellently rendered in the En glish versions. 
In the appeals made to his mercy, a more external 
word is used; but it is this more internal word that 
is employed to express our Lord’s response to these 
appeals: the petitioners besought him to take pity 
on them; his heart responded with a profound feel-
ing of pity for them. His compassion fulfilled itself 
in the outward act; but what is emphasized by the 
term employed to express our Lord’s response is, in 
accordance with its very derivation, the profound 
internal movement of his emotional nature.

This emotional movement was aroused in our 
Lord as well by the sight of individual distress 
(Mark 1:41; Matt. 20:34; Luke 7:13) as by the spec-
tacle of man’s universal misery (Mark 6:34; 8:2; 
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Matt. 9:36; 14:14; 15:32). The appeal of two blind 
men that their eyes might be opened (Matt. 20:34), 
the appeal of a leper for cleansing (Mark 1:41)—
though there may have been circumstances in his 
case that called out Jesus’s reprobation (v. 43)—set 
our Lord’s heart throbbing with pity, as did also 
the mere sight of a bereaved widow, wailing by 
the bier of her only son as they bore him forth 
to burial, though no appeal was made for relief 
(Luke 7:13). The ready spontaneity of Jesus’s pity 
is even more plainly shown when he intervenes 
by a great miracle to relieve temporary pangs of 
hunger: “I have compassion on”—or better, “I feel 
pity for”—“the multitude, because they continue 
with me now three days, and have nothing to eat: 
and if I send them away fasting to their home, they 
will faint in the way; and some of them are come from 
far” (Mark 8:2–3; Matt. 15:32)—the only occasion 
on which Jesus is recorded as testifying to his own 
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feeling of pity. It was not merely the physical ills of 
life, however—want and disease and death—that 
called out our Lord’s compassion. These ills were 
rather looked upon by him as themselves rooted 
in spiritual destitution. And it was this spiritual 
destitution that most deeply moved his pity. The 
cause and the effects are indeed very closely linked 
together in the narrative, and it is not always easy 
to separate them. Thus, we read in Mark 6:34: “And 
he came forth and saw a great multitude, and he 
had compassion on them”—better, “he felt pity for 
them”—“because they were as sheep not having a 
shepherd, and he taught them many things.” But 
in the parallel passage in Matthew 14:14, we read: 
“And he came forth and saw a great multitude, and 
he had compassion on [felt pity for] them, and he 
healed their sick.” We must put the two passages 
together to get a complete account: their fatal ig-
norance of spiritual things, their evil case under the 


