The King of Hearts 

Matt 13:15-16 For this people's heart has grown dull, and with their ears they can barely hear, and their eyes they have closed, lest they should see with their eyes and hear with their ears and understand with their heart and turn, and I would heal them.' 16 But blessed are your eyes, for they see, and your ears, for they hear. ESV

Matt 15:18-20 But what comes out of the mouth proceeds from the heart, and this defiles a person. 19 For out of the heart come evil thoughts, murder, adultery, sexual immorality, theft, false witness, slander. 20 These are what defile a person. But to eat with unwashed hands does not defile anyone." ESV

Mark 3:5 And he looked around at them with anger, grieved at their hardness of heart, and said to the man, "Stretch out your hand." He stretched it out, and his hand was restored. ESV

_______________________________________________________________________

The Bible has much to say about the heart.  Almost a thousand verses of scripture speak to the subject.  A quick glance through scripture reveals courageous hearts and trembling hearts; arrogant hearts and lowly hearts; Godly hearts and evil hearts; set hearts and wandering hearts; serving hearts and slacking hearts; strengthened hearts and failing hearts; glad hearts and grieving hearts; hearts offered and hearts withheld; whole hearts and partial hearts; searching hearts and finding hearts; merry hearts and sad hearts; struck hearts and pricked hearts; willing hearts and unwilling hearts; wise hearts and foolish hearts; faint hearts and mighty hearts; condemning hearts and overflowing hearts; hearts in anguish and hearts of peace.  

Definition please:  this heart spoken of in scripture is not the fist-shaped organ that rests in the upper left portion of your chest cavity.  This heart spoken of by God is more than a blood-pumping organ and even more than your brain or intellect.  Your heart – as the Bible speaks of it – is your center of consciousness, the real you, the part inwardly that drives every outward behavior.  The heart – as God’s Word deals with it – is the source of your passion, your preferences, your dreams and your goals; it is the inner man, the very core of you who you are and what makes you unique from every other human being.  It is the part that identifies you to God because it is the root of most everything in your life.  It’s the center of your spiritual man.  The heart.

When God views men and women, He does not just view them externally as we do.  He does not view them through perceptions of body language and what they might have meant by a certain tone or reaction.  Seven sons of Jesse passed before the prophet Samuel and though all had certain qualities pleasing to man and pleasing to daddy and perhaps even pleasing to the prophet, none of those would do.  “Send for another” God instructed Samuel and lowly David was fetched from the fields to receive the anointing oil, “because God doesn’t look on the outside as man sees but looks on the heart.”  You are fearfully and wonderfully made and God thinks that you are beautiful outwardly whether you are tall or short, wide or skinny, muscular or skeletal.  But the outward doesn’t even give a small fraction of the real picture.  When God looks upon us and when God judges us, He doesn’t give much consideration to whatever physical characteristics that this world over emphasizes; He doesn’t give much consideration as to what others may think about you; He doesn’t give much consideration to what things appear to be – He cuts to the chase and judges the heart.  Masks do not work with God and neither does other people’s slander.  His Spirit lays our heart open for Him to fully see everything that might be there.  God doesn’t mess around and He never messes up in His assessment of a man or woman because God sees and knows the heart.

When Jesus Christ came in flesh, He spoke often of the heart and all of our texts are from His mouth about the subject.  We will return to that in a moment, but let us also note that the Early Apostolic church was a ministry focused on the condition of the heart.  Listen to these phrases from the book of Acts:

· “When they heard this, they were cut to the heart…”  Acts 2:37

· “Those who believed were of one heart and soul…”  Acts 4:32

· “Ananias, why has Satan filled your heart to lie …”   Acts 5:3

· “You stiff-necked people, uncircumcised in heart and ears, you always resist the Holy Spirit”  Acts 7:51

· “You have neither part nor lot in this matter, for your heart is not right with God”   Acts 8:21

· “I have found in David … a man after my own heart who will do my will”  Acts 13:22

· “And God, who knows the heart, bore witness to them …”  Acts 15:8

· “The Lord opened her heart to pay attention to what was said ... ”  Acts 16:14

I have skipped some and have not even approached the Epistles, which time and time again refer to matters of the heart.  I think from all of this that we can truthfully say that every area of living for God is really at its root a matter of the heart.  True Christianity is defined by our heart; we are truly Christians are not in God’s eyes depending upon the condition of our heart.  Let me remind you that Jesus summed up all of the commandments of Moses and previous years by saying:

Mark 12:29-31 Jesus answered, "The most important is, 'Hear, O Israel: The Lord our God, the Lord is one. 30 And you shall love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind and with all your strength.' 31 The second is this: 'You shall love your neighbor as yourself.' There is no other commandment greater than these." ESV

The first thing is that you must get straight the identity of God and there is only One Lord.  But it is not enough to know numerically who He is, if after coming to such knowledge you do not love Him completely.  And Jesus said, “you shall love the Lord your God with all your heart…”.  It is important to love Him with all of our soul and mind and strength yet all of this begins with loving Him with all your heart.  The reason is that from the heart springs forth all of the other.  There are some who say, “Well, if Christianity is just a matter of the heart, then I can live like I want to and have to take no thought for the outward commandments of the Bible.”  By even stating such a thing you prove that your heart is not right with God because the heart affects everything and is revealed by the outward manifestations.  The reason that the sinner does not do right is because of the spiritual condition of his heart.  The reason that hypocrite church member lives a double life is because they are trying to outwardly represent Christ while inwardly they are far from Him and His ideals.  Some people think that Christianity is all about what you do or what you present outwardly.  They are wrong.  Christianity is about the heart being right and when the heart is right, the outward actions and what you present outwardly will always be in accordance with the Word of God.  A person with a right heart does not disregard a commandment of scripture.  A person of pure heart does not act in a way in discord with their Savior and Master.  If a person has their heart right, then the outward areas will follow, thus true Christianity is always truly a matter of the heart.

Name a subject or portion of Christianity and this applies.  We speak of praise and worship and how that God desires for men to worship Him in spirit and in truth.  A person with a right heart will naturally praise and worship God in such a way. False hearts lead to false worship.  Wayward hearts lead to distant adoration.  We can speak of prayer.  We should pray.  We are commanded to pray.  We must “pray without ceasing.”  My wife was laughing at me this past week at conference when I was so tired and about 1:30 am finally got bed and pulled the covers up and she thought I was asleep and I was but she heard me say in my sleep, “thank you, Jesus.”  She laughed because she knew that I was out but that my lips were expressing what my heart felt at that moment to be able to lay down and close my eyes.  I was asleep and yet my heart still prayed.  That’s a funny analogy but it is true of men even when they are awake.  The one whose heart is stayed on God prays naturally and almost involuntary.  It is not a chore for a man to pray whose heart is right with God.  

Everything in Christianity:  rather it be our worship, obedience, prayer, or anything else that you could bring up at this point is really a matter of the heart.  It is no wonder, then, that God is so focused and determined to deal with our hearts.  Because “as a man thinks in his heart, so is he.”  Truly we must:

Prov 3:5-6 Trust in the LORD with all your heart, and do not lean on your own understanding. 6 In all your ways acknowledge him, and he will make straight your paths. ESV  

We are as our heart is.  What our heart does and the condition of our heart matters the most to God.  Because He is King of Kings and Lord of Lords, but His position in our life that tends to matter most is his post as King of Hearts.  The most important decision in your life is to let Him be the King of your heart.  That is not a one-time decision but must be something that we daily decide.  He is the King of Hearts but is He the King of your heart today?  He was the King of Hearts a month ago or a year ago but that was in different times under different circumstances.  Now everything is as it is presently and what about it?  Is He the King of Hearts today?  Is He the King of Hearts this week?  Life changes, but our devotion and openness and attitudes toward God must never do so.  You trusted in the Lord with all your heart then, but what about now?  The storms of yesteryear were navigated with your heart set on the ways of God then, but what about this present storm?  He kept you then, and He wants to keep you now, but the determining factor is the condition of your heart and His position to it?  

He is the King of Diamonds to you because you honor Him with your increase.  He is the King of Clubs because you battle daily for His cause and fight for truth.  He is the King of Spades because you are here again willingly digging into the rich soil of God’s Word.  But in all of this there is something missing if He is not also the King of Hearts.  If He is not the King of Hearts, you might as well fold the hand and throw in the cards because all of the other will be for naught.  Bluffing never profits a Christian and always leads to a spiritual bust.  If He is not the King of Hearts in our life, then all will be for naught no matter what the ante or hand dealt.  It would do us well, each of us, to take stock of our hearts and to make sure that this day He is the King of our Heart!  And we would do well to check the condition of that heart because the current state of our heart reveal much about who is really in control of our life.

______________________________________________________________________

Let me present to you three dangerous conditions of the heart sometimes found in Christians.  This is heart disease of the highest sort with eternal death as the outcome if something is not done.  All three diagnosis are from the words of our Lord, Jesus Christ.  He spent much time speaking of the heart of the followers who claimed to serve God.  Jesus knew the importance of the heart and if He warned or spoke of something then we do well to take notice.  We read in our text the words of Jesus:

Matt 15:18-20 But what comes out of the mouth proceeds from the heart, and this defiles a person. 19 For out of the heart come evil thoughts, murder, adultery, sexual immorality, theft, false witness, slander. 20 These are what defile a person. But to eat with unwashed hands does not defile anyone." ESV

If He is to truly be the King of Hearts in our life, we must take care that we do not have:

An unclean heart

Please take a bath and please wash your hands every now and then to keep physical disease from spreading, but it is not dirty hands and skin that causes spiritual disease but rather an unclean heart.  We know the words of the Psalmist:

Ps 24:3-5 Who shall ascend the hill of the LORD? And who shall stand in his holy place? 4 He who has clean hands and a pure heart, who does not lift up his soul to what is false and does not swear deceitfully. 5 He will receive blessing from the LORD and righteousness from the God of his salvation. ESV

Those who will live in a blessed and sure place are those with “clean hands and a pure heart.”  We even sing about it, “Give us clean hands; give us pure hearts; let us not lift our soul to another.”  But let us never forget that the one springs from the other.  Clean hands – which is to say, right and Godly living – springs from a pure heart.  And Jesus taught us that the inverse is true, also:  sinfulness and wrong doing springs from an unclean heart.  To be blessed we must live rightly before God with clean hands but to have clean hands we must first have pure hearts.  

What this means is that we must guard carefully what we take in mentally and spiritually.  What is received in the mouth is taken into the belly and eventually becomes a part of who you are.  If a man eats nothing but double cheese burgers from McDonald’s every day, then his outward being will be a reflection of what he has taken internally.  You heard about the guy who ate nothing but a big Mac every day of his life and then sued McDonald’s over his clogged arteries and obesity?  Garbage in; garbage out.  What goes in must come out is what Jesus is teaching us.  We understand that principle with our physical bodies, but do we really understand that with our spiritual existence?  If I allow someone to pour their bitterness into me by receiving into my ears, then that bitterness goes into my soul and affects my heart.  And it will eventually become a part of me.  If I willfully expose my mind to carnal things, worldly music, ungodly images, sinful fantasies or plots, and an adverse culture to the way of the cross, then I cannot help but be affected by such things.  And if I partake of a steady diet of such things, I will become what I have put within me.  And eventually it will be obvious, as the condition of the heart will affect every other area of my Christian experience.  Just as we would be foolish to say that eating deep-fried butter every day would have no effect on our body, so would we be foolish in saying that what we allow into our lives does not affect us.  

There is a part of living in this world that we cannot escape.  Every day we will take in a little carnal influence just from being alive on this planet.  I still know the hit secular songs of the mid 90s because I worked in a store where they were played over and over again.  I went to public high school so I was not in a cave as to the sinfulness and the worldliness of our society.  But we cannot allow such casual influences to justify our willful indulgence or we will destroy ourselves spiritually.  We cannot say, “well, I might hear those four-letter words at work, so it’s okay to watch a movie with such language.”  Or, “I might see nudity and immodesty at the mall, so it’s okay to bring it onto my web browser.”  Or, “I hear that music with its message every day so it’s okay to play it in my car.”  Guard your hearts above all else!  And if you have a say so in the matter, you’d better guard what you have control over.  Because what you hear indirectly affects you but not nearly as much as what you willfully procure.  Your heart condition is determined most by what you willfully put in.  Those green beans that you picked at and were forced to eat as a child didn’t have nearly the effect on your body as the little Debbie cakes that you willfully scarfed down.  If you want to be blessed you must guard against unclean hands which begins with unclean hearts which stems from what we take in spiritually!    

There are those of you who are in college that I would say a quick word to.  You are being fed, by nature of furthering your education a gamut of ideas and particularly humanistic and relative thinking.  It affects you.  It causes you to take the attitude of “try everything and see if it really is harmful.”  It causes you to rethink previous convictions.  It’s inevitable and a result of opening yourself up to such ideals and you have to do it to get a degree.  But be sure that your prayer life and your devotion to the Word of God stays current because you must offset the effect of the secular philosophies of what you hear everyday with the wisdom of God.  These are formative years.  These years determine much.  To some extent you cannot do anything about the constant chatter of those voices, but take care that God’s voice speaks prominently every day.  Be sure that you are seeking after God to know Him and to see Him high and lifted up.  And guard your hearts because:

Matt 5:8 "Blessed are the pure in heart, for they shall see God. ESV

Those who find Him and see Him in great revelation and for who He really is will be those who are pure in heart.  Make sure that He is the King of Hearts in your life.  Avoid the unclean heart!  Let Him and His ideals wash your heart clean!

______________________________________________________________________

In our text in the Gospel of Mark we read:

Mark 3:5 And he looked around at them with anger, grieved at their hardness of heart, and said to the man, "Stretch out your hand." He stretched it out, and his hand was restored. ESV

Jesus got angry at more than just the times of cleansing the temple!  And yet in every case of Jesus’ anger, it was always religious traditions that had caused them to shut off their heart from what He was trying to tell them or trying to do.  Think of it:  Simon Peter was rebuked and called a devil because he was holding to religious traditions that he had been taught that the Messiah would overthrow the Roman rule and not submit to be nailed to a cross.  You know the stories of the cleansing of the temple, and in this case we find Jesus again angered and He is mad because He is grieved at the hardness of heart.  If He is to be King of Hearts we must likewise guard against 

A hardened heart

These were not unreligious people in each of these cases but were people who professed to follow God.  In many ways, a hardened heart is more dangerous than an unclean heart.  The vilest, most crudest sinner, can – if they are sensitive enough to feel the convicting prick of God on their conscience – find repentance and be delivered.  But what of the Christian who develops a hard heart?  What is their fate?  

Let us ask a question from our text that is both illuminating and telling as to something important to grasp of this subject.  Why would Jesus get angry with these men of hardened heart?  Why get mad?  Why was He so patient with the thieving tax collector, Zaccheus and so quick to condemn the Pharisee, Simon?  To answer that you need to know that three times in the book of Hebrews we are commanded to “harden not your hearts.”  Think of that for a moment and here it is:  to have a hardened heart is a willful and very deliberate choice that one makes.  Jesus was very angry with those in our text because no matter what He did, even the supernatural healing of a man in front of them, nothing would change because they had purposefully chosen to harden their hearts.  Sometimes people choose sin because they have not known the power of the Holy Spirit or the truth of the scriptures that could set them free.  But sometimes people choose to ignore truth that they have experienced because they choose not to believe or they choose not to see or they choose not to listen to the prick of God upon their conscience.  The two states are vastly different.  One grieves God; the other sorely grieves God and angers Him.  It is one thing to not know that you had an option of what to choose, it is quite another to know that you have an option and willfully use your freedom of choice to ignore or shut out God.  Such is the case of a hardened heart.  

The opposite of a hardened heart is a soft heart.  You know from medical science that a hardening heart is a dying heart and so it is also in the spiritual realm.  I want you to realize that the hardening of a spiritual heart is always a process.  A person is not born with a hardened heart.  Even Pharaoh had to have his heart hardened because even Pharaoh, cruel taskmaster that he was, was born with a soft heart.  A person does not become hardened of heart overnight but it is a gradual process that they undertake.  I read recently that the symptoms and steps of hardening are three-fold:

1. We begin to fight against tenderness as being childish.

2. We begin to silence our conscience as being inconvenient to success.

3. We begin to question the truthfulness of things unseen.

Think of this first in terms of life.  Think of a soldier that has been conditioned to kill and take a life without a moment’s remorse.  As a child they first weep over the death of a bird or small animal but there came a day where they realized that such weeping seemed immature and so they steeled themselves against such feelings.  Then, as they grew up, the prick of their conscience against brutality and such things were silenced because they believed that to be a success and tough enough to survive, they had to harden themselves even more.  Eventually they opened themselves up to violence sometimes that many of them lose any sense of morality and are not even fit to serve in the army.

Now think of this in terms of the spiritual.  As a child you were naturally spiritually sensitive.  When you received the Holy Spirit, one of the great works of the Spirit is to replace a hardened heart with one of flesh, which is to say one that is pliable and soft before God.  No matter your upbringing, as a newborn believer you were sensitive to the things of God.  How certain things used to bother us in those first weeks and months!  How we recoiled from wanton sin and certain attitudes.  We didn’t have to be taught scripture about the ugliness of bitter people or carnal attitudes because we could feel it.  We didn’t have to be pumped and primed to feel God because it was inherent to us.

But there came a time when we began to view parts of that sensitivities as being childish.  We slowly realized that not everybody in the church was true blue and consistent.  We became exposed to the realities of living in an imperfect world.  And some react to that by beginning to fight against that tenderness rather than fighting to keep it.  They become “experienced Christians” which simply means that they learn to live for God with only measured sensitivities to the things of the Spirit.  And then, sometimes rather than change to obey what their conscience is telling them, people look around see the inconsistencies of other people, use that to justify their own sin and rather than changing as the Holy Spirit directs, they silence their conscience and learn to ignore it so that they can live life as they desire.  The end result of this process, if not checked, is that they began to question the truthfulness of the things of the Spirit.  When the Spirit moves in and everybody else is touched but they are not, they question whether or not it is real or if it is just emotionalism.  It’s been so long since they wept under the presence of God, that they view with disdain those that do.  It’s been so long since they were genuinely convicted of God to change something that they mock those whose heart is pricked by the Word and Spirit of God.  They start to view outward manifestations of the Spirit such as getting lost in worship, tongues, or silent communing with God and lingering in His presence as unnecessary and ridiculous.  And it all comes from a hardened heart!  

Rather than fight to lose your sensitivity to God and rather than seeking to desensitize your conscience, where are those who will fight to stay sensitive to God’s Spirit?  Where are those who will struggle everyday to not lose the ability to feel God’s gentle tug at their hearts and speak to them?  Where are those who would count God’s dealing with them to change as a blessed gift and not a curse?  There perhaps are some here tonight that it’s been ages since you wept in the presence of the Lord; it’s been a long time since you were so moved by a sermon or a worship service that you got lost in seeking Him and in pouring yourself out to Him.  There are perhaps a few here where it’s been a really long time since you had any sort of meaningful experience spiritually with Jesus Christ and the issue is not with Jesus nor with the church but it is a matter of your heart.  

We read also in the 19th chapter of Matthew about the hardening of hearts.  It is the chapter immediately before that in which we read:

Matt 18:35 So also my heavenly Father will do to every one of you, if you do not forgive your brother from your heart." ESV    

How often it is even in our day that an unforgiving heart still leads to a hardened heart!  If you are hardened today and insensitive to God’s Spirit and moving, I would urge you to backtrack to the time when you last felt such things.  What changed between then and now?  What happened?  More importantly, what was your reaction to such things?  You cannot undo the hardening of the heart without undoing what caused the process to start.  You cannot change what happened, but what is always changeable is your attitude and response to what happened. 

You must change!  You cannot survive spiritually with a hardening heart!  You cannot make it living for God or to eternal life with a hardened heart!  God, make us over again!  Restore to us the place where only a slight prick of our conscience was all that was needed to steer rightly!  Restore us again to the place where the slightest movement of your Spirit was noticed and appreciated in our lives!  Restore us to our first love, where we first learned of you!  Not in ignorance but in our furthered knowledge yet we would seek after you and respond to you as we did at first!  Lord, be King of Hearts in this place, tonight!  

_____________________________________________________________________

 Our final text speaks to another dangerous condition of the heart.  We read the words of Jesus Christ:

Matt 13:15-16 For this people's heart has grown dull, and with their ears they can barely hear, and their eyes they have closed, lest they should see with their eyes and hear with their ears and understand with their heart and turn, and I would heal them.' 16 But blessed are your eyes, for they see, and your ears, for they hear. ESV

If Jesus Christ is to be King of Hearts in our life, then we must guard against:

A dull heart

Again this is a process:  “this people’s heart has grown dull.”  What is the opposite of a dull heart?  A dull heart is a cold heart.  The opposite of a dull heart is a heart enflamed or a heart that burns inwardly.  This speaks to passion, particularly in response to the things of God.  In the case of those disciples on the road to Emmaus in the 24th chapter of Luke, we read:

Luke 24:32 They said to each other, "Did not our hearts burn within us while he talked to us on the road, while he opened to us the Scriptures?" ESV

They said, “Did not our hearts burn within us?”  Consider that a moment: these were believers of Christ and not men of sin.  They had repented and believed in Christ; they had been baptized in the name of Jesus.  They had followed faithfully.  These were not men who had hardened their hearts.  They were not the ones at which Jesus was angry in our other text; they were not rebuked by Jesus as He did Peter and called “Satan.”  He told them that they were “foolish and slow of heart” but this is a different rebuke from the others.  Obviously to have a dull heart is to be “slow of heart” which means to have ceased to listen and comprehend what God is saying to you.  It speaks of a loss of passion and zeal.  

Notice that when they began to see Christ in a different light, their hearts went from dull and slow to “burning” within them.  And this happened not when they spoke of Christ, nor of when they spoke to Christ, but when Christ spoke to them.  When this happened, we see a restored passion in their outward man and they ran to Jerusalem and excitedly told the disciples what had happened.  A burning heart produces great passion for the things of God!  

There are some here tonight that perhaps you have a clean and pure heart and perhaps you have not hardened yourself against the moving of the Spirit of God.  Yet you are dull of heart.  I see it in your eyes when you walk in the door that you are here out of some obligation and not of a fiery zeal of joy.  I see it in your eyes when a scripture is read or when a song is sung that you are responding out of habit and not from a fire burning deep within.  I feel it when the text is given and your approach alerts me that you are not in great expectation as to what God would say to you at this moment.  You have a world-weary attitude towards the things of God that says, “I have seen it all, heard it all, experienced it all” and you have lost your awe.  I do not think that I would speak long enough or hard enough to change you, but would you let Jesus Christ speak to you?  The way to get that fire burning back in your life is not through hearing someone speak of Him nor of your speaking of Him to others but to let Him speak directly to you.  He will go to familiar scriptures and familiar subjects but He wishes for you to see them in such a way where the familiar burns with the excitement of the new!  He wishes that your heart be more than just faithful or clean but also aflame with true love and devotion towards Him!  It’s time to ignite the dull hearts!  It’s time to get our inward selves right with our Creator!  Let Him truly be the King of Hearts!  

