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Habits of the Heart
November 22nd, 2009

Twenty-two days after you were conceived, a tiny little electrical pulse stimulated the myocardium, the heart muscle, of your left and right atria to contract. 
· It’s called an “Atrial Kick” and it forced blood into your ventricles. 
· That movement was so faint that it could not be detected, even with amplification.
· but it was, in fact, the first beat of your heart, only 22 days after you were conceived and it’s never stopped from that day ’till this—
· 70 milliliters of blood with every contraction, 14,000 pints being pumped every day, 100,000 beats of your heart every day from that day to this one. 

Maybe your heart skipped a beat a long time ago when you first saw that very attractive person you are sitting next to right now…
· and you might want to lean over right now and tell them that or give them a little squeeze just to let him know. 
· Maybe you are sitting next to a very attractive person that you never saw until today and your heart skipped a beat right in this service…
· but you’ll have to give him a little squeeze on your own time, not here, now. OK?  

God gave us these amazing gifts called our hearts, our physical hearts, and of course, we can’t even make them beat on our own.  
· Anybody here absent minded? Anybody here like forget where your car keys are, where you are parked or something, where the car is, where the kids are? 
· Imagine if our hearts only beat when we remember to tell it. We would be in serious trouble. But they don’t. 
· God just created them so that that beat goes on whether we are aware of it or not. It’s a gift from God.  

But God didn’t just give you a physical heart. God gave us all a spiritual heart. 
· There is an inner me, there is an inner you, that part of you that chooses, that part of you that devotes…
· that part of you that commits, that part of you that wills, and the truth is that no matter how well you take care of it, your physical heart is going to wear out someday. It’s going to stop beating sooner or later. 
· But your spiritual heart, the core of the core you—that goes on forever. 

And that’s what the writer of the book of Proverbs 4:23 says, but it’s really echoed all throughout scripture. Let’s read these words together:  
· Above all else guard your heart for it is the wellspring of your life. 
· Don’t worry so much, the writer of the Proverbs is saying, about how you are doing in terms of security, physical health, material well being, all of that stuff. 
· That has its place. But above all of that, the top of the list, the first priority is guard your heart, watch your heart, care for your heart because your whole life flows out of your heart. 

So the question is, “What’s the condition of my heart, my spiritual heart, my heart for God and my heart for people?”
· Guys… this is an important questions, because it is possible for us to be deceived about the true condition of our hearts. 
· This is true physically, but it’s also true spiritually.  There is a fascinating parallel, I think, between the physical heart and the spiritual heart. 
· How do we find out the true condition of our heart? This is from a research cardiologist, Hardwin Mead. This is what Hardwin wrote:  

“We see people come in all the time and look perfectly healthy. You wouldn’t know there was anything wrong with their heart. Simple tests can be done like listening to the heart, doing an EKG, things still look fine. But put that person under stress and now we see there’s something wrong, maybe life threatening.  Put that person under stress. If we hadn’t examined them under stress, we might never have found the problem and there could have been dire consequences but caught in time we had a chance to correct it. They can live a healthy life if we examine their heart when they are under stress.” 

And I think precisely the same thing is true when it comes to our spiritual life. 
· A healthy heart spiritually is just a heart that loves what God loves.  
· An unhealthy heart, spiritually, is a heart that loves the wrong things in the wrong way for the wrong reasons.  
· And John warns about disordered desire. This is from 1 John 2:15-16. “Do not love the world or anything in the world. If you love the world, love for the Father is not in you. For everything in the world—the cravings of sinful people, the lust of their eyes and their boasting about what they have and what they do…”  

Is there any of that that goes on in our day or was that just back in John’s time? Do you think he’s right and holding it to us? 
· The old King James language for this is the lust of the flesh, lust of the eyes and the pride of life comes not from the father but from the world. 
· It will clog up your heart. It will mess up your heart so don’t love it. Don’t love the world. 
· Now when he says, “Don’t love the world,” he doesn’t mean don’t love the human race or don’t love creation or noble achievements in culture or beauty. That’s not what that means. 

God loves that stuff. In fact, the most famous verse in the Bible is from John 3:16,  “For God so loved the world, he gave his son.”
· God loves the world. When the Apostle John talks about the “world” here, what he’s referring to is human existence as it gets junked up and disordered, apart from God—
· an unhealthy heart that’s marked by cravings and lust and disordered desires and pride. 

Now here’s the thing. When it comes to my spiritual life, sometimes I might think my heart’s OK. 
· I come to church and we worship and I see myself worshiping and I think, “Man, I must love God.” 
· We sing a song together and I’m singing and my feelings are kind of caught up in the beauty of that song and I think, “I must really love God.” 
· I see a picture or maybe an advertisement for something like World Vision and my heart is moved and I think, “Boy, I must have a heart for God.”  And then comes stress!

Then comes a problem in a relationship with another person.  Then comes something at work that doesn’t go the way I want it to go. 
· Then comes financial pressure where I don’t have as much money as I think I want to have, need to have, got to have. 
· Then comes change that I didn’t initiate, that I don’t think I want. Then comes temptation. 
· When I am faced with not getting what my heart truly wants—under stress—that’s when I find out the truth about my heart… 
· And a lot of times the condition of my heart is not nearly what I thought it was. 

Let me illustrate this a bit from my own life. Sadly, it does get worse than this… but let me just share a small example of what I’m talking about. 
· Not very long ago I took the girls miniature golfing.  Now, as a dad with younger kids…
· I sort of got used to the idea that whenever we played anything together… that, if I chose to put my mind to it… I’d always win!
· Unfortunately, once Becca hit eight or nine (she’s 12 now), I realized that no matter how much I tried, for example, I just couldn’t beat her at some of the video games she liked.

But miniature golfing… I mean, come on… I can still beat them at this one, right?!
· Well, there I was somewhere around the 14th hole and I realize that I’m loosing! 
· So, Sarah, who was taking score, asked me how many stokes I took for that hole.
· Well, for whatever reason, while they all seemed to make it in four… it took me five.  No big deal right… except that it could cost me the game.

But when she asked me… I thought, “I could just tell her that I made it in four as well since they weren’t looking! And, after all, they fudged a few of their scores as well.”
· But come on… Will I really feel better about a number that I know is a lie, that I know is not true… just so I could win… against my own daughters?
· Do I really want to combine my incompetence with deception? Is it worth sacrificing my integrity? These are my girls for crying out loud!

Is it worth sacrificing my integrity—for a single stroke? No way… so I told her that I made in 2 strokes! 
· I mean, as long as I’m throwing away my integrity, I might as well make it worthwhile!
· You see, when something comes between where I am and where I want to be, stress naturally shows its face.  
· And, out from that stress is revealed the true condition of my heart. 

What does my heart want? What my heart really wants is the reputation for being better than I am. That’s what my heart wants. 
· What my heart really wants is the exultation of me. Under stress I see, if I look, my heart wants credit that I don’t deserve. 
· My heart is willing to be deceptive in order to avoid pain. 
· My heart is so wrapped up around itself that sometimes I will not even notice, listen to or love other people. 

Under stress I find I am willing to use withdrawal and avoidance to try to manipulate somebody to get my own way. 
· Under stress I find I’m ready to judge people to cover up my own secret sense of inadequacy or jealousy for what they have. 
· Now, if my heart was working right… if our hearts were working right… then our hearts would be appalled by sin… because sin is what junks up God’s intent & purposes for life and creation. 
· But we are not appalled or shocked by it because our hearts have become somewhat numb to it. 

A few years ago, when Barry Bonds was just one home run away from another HR record, the opposing pitcher walked him three times in a row. 
· And why? Because no pitcher wanted to be the one who gave up the homerun that would be forever remembered. 
· In fact, in an interview with Hall of Fame pitcher, Greg Maddox, the interviewer asked him how it feels to pitch to a guy like Barry Bonds… especially when he’s on the brink of breaking this all-time record like this.  
· And this was Greg Maddox’s comment… all he said was, “I wouldn’t want to be that guy. I don’t want to be that guy.”

See, if my heart was working right, what I would think is, “I don’t want to be that guy who messes up the community because I gossiped about somebody.” 
· If my heart was working right, I’d think to myself, “I don’t want to be that guy who goes through life always clutching on to my stuff my money… even though there are little children that are dying from malnourishment.”
· I don’t want to be that guy that just messes people up because I never learned how to properly handle my anger. 
· I don’t want to be that guy whose heart gets smaller because I am just bitter… and refuse to deal with it. I don’t want to be that guy. 

If our hearts worked right, we’d say that: “I don’t want to be that guy,” Not because God is this punitive, overly strict, harsh character, but because sin is such a bad thing.   
· But all too often, my heart’s not that healthy and so the only thing to do, the Apostle John says, is bring our disordered hearts to God. 
· “If we confess our sins,” John tells us in 1 John 1:9, “he is faithful and just and will forgive us our sins and cleanse us from all unrighteousness. 
· And then he goes on to say, in 2:1-2, something that we simply take too lightly:  

He says, “My dear children, I write this to you so that you will not sin. (So that you won’t be that guy.) 
· But if anybody does sin, we have an advocate with the Father—Jesus Christ, the Righteous One. He is the atoning sacrifice for our sins, and not only for ours but also for the sins of the whole world.”
· And then this that heals the human heart from chapter 3:1, “How great is the love the Father has lavished on us, that we should be called the children of God!  And that is what we are!”
· John writes in John 1:12, “But to all who believed him and accepted him, he gave the right to become children of God.”
· You see, because of Jesus’ sacrificial love… because of the Cross… we can be His sons and daughters. He died to make that happen!

You see, healing for our restless, confused hearts only comes when we find our identity, our value, and our worth as children of God. 
· We are His sons… we are His daughters. I mean… just think about what that means… to be His son… His daughter!  You know…   
· When Joyce and I lived overseas, some of our friends would send us videos from time to time… knowing that we didn’t have any TV or anything to watch there.  
· Well, I remember one video someone sent that had episodes of Friends, ER, Seinfeld, and Mad About You on it… none of which we had ever seen before.  

One episode of Mad About You was all about the birth of Paul and Jamie’s first baby.  
· In fact, it aired on TV just two months before Rebecca was born… and, as much as it made me laugh… 
· I must admit, it struck a note a great fear in me… knowing that I was soon going to be the guy at Joyce’s side.
· Let me show you a clip from that episode. [SHOW VIDEO 1]

It struck me as so funny because we were learning about the Bradley Method of childbirth, which focuses a lot on the father’s role as coach. 
· You see, my role in the delivery centered around my helping Joyce to relax… to keep her breathing and overall disposition… calm!  
· Now… and I’ve shared this with you before… one of the things I had been told was to avoid “stress language,” like… “pain.”  
· And so, during the actual delivery, for example, I asked her… “Honey, are you experiencing some discomfort?”  Not my best moment as a coach!  

But, hours later… when Rebecca was born… well, let’s just say that was in my top two best moments of my life along with my wedding day. 
· Holding that purple, cone-headed baby was somewhat indescribable.   
· Friends of mine… Vineyard pastors in Lancaster, PA, adopted a baby from Ethiopia two years ago. 
· They described that experience of adoption just the same way… indescribable! 

In fact, the experience so impacted their lives that just a few weeks ago, they headed off to Ethiopia to live and to serve in a Vineyard church there. 
· You hold that new child in your arms… and you realize that, in a moment, something has appeared in your world for which you would give your life for in an instant. 
· And, that never goes away… “I’d die for this child.”
· Again, from 1 John 3:1, we’re told, “And how great is the love the Father has lavished on us that we should be called the children of God? And that is what we are.” 

When you were born, Jesus looked at you and He was so filled with love. How great is that love? He said,  “I would die for this child.” 
· And, of course… He did. His heart broke over my lostness, and so chose the Cross of Calvary over His throne in Heaven… 
· in order to settle that debt sin levied against us. His sacrifice on the Cross paid for our sin, and His death & resurrection bought back our lives so we could have new hearts. 
· Truth is, God promised He would do this long ago in Ezekiel 36:26-27 when He said, “I will give you a new heart and put a new spirit in you. I will remove from you your heart of stone and will give you a heart of flesh. And I will put my Spirit in you so that you will follow my decrees and be careful to obey my regulations.”

So then the question is this… “If God gives us new hearts when we become followers of Jesus, how do we take care of that heart?” 
· How do we keep it? How do we guard it? How do we help it grow healthy and strong?  
· Now, again, let’s start with physical hearts. The good news here is: the best way to build a strong, healthy heart physically is do nothing at all. 
· Sit in a chair, lay on a bed, never get up, don’t do anything that would strain it or tax it. Aim at keeping the heart as comfortable and at ease as possible. Right? 

No, not so much. It doesn’t work that way. Ironically, you have to deliberately expose your heart to what? Anybody here have any idea? 
· Exercise, stress, work, you’ve got to stress your heart. 
· It’s actually in the rhythm of putting demands on it, stressing it and then resting it, that a heart grows really strong, that it beats really, really vigorously.  
· And this is true for your spiritual heart as well. Your heart needs to find rest but that doesn’t mean that we are just to be passive and do nothing.

God knows that you actually need stress for your spiritual heart to grow strong and healthy and loving…
· and that’s why God has brilliantly created little stress producing mechanisms and placed them strategically all around you and they are called, “other people” and they will frustrate you. 
· They will stress you because they will thwart your will. They will not say to you, “Thy will be done.” 
· They have their own will and something else about them, something else about those people. 

How I respond to people in my life is the number one indicator of the condition of my heart.  
· Loving the people in my life, in my world is the primary expression of an authentic love for God. 
· Sometimes churches get a little confused about this. Sometimes in some churches people can have a reputation for being spiritually mature or spiritually giants…
· even though everybody knows they don’t really love people very much. 

But that’s never the way that the Bible or Jesus would talk about spirituality. 
· Instead, it’s always defined by a love for God… and that love for God is primarily expressed by love for people. 
· John just hammers this home in 1 John 2:9-10. “Whoever loves his brother, lives in the light… Whoever hates his brother lives in the darkness.”

And then he gets real concrete:  If anybody has material possessions and sees his brother in need, but has no pity on him… 
· And the idea here is not just that you experience emotions of pity but that you actually do something. 
· If anybody sees a brother in need but has no pity on him, how can the love of God be in him? Dear children, let us not love with words or tongue but with actions and truth. Love God, love people. It’s just that simple.  

Now, love doesn’t mean always making the other person feel good. Sometimes love confronts. Sometimes it rebukes. 
· Sometimes it warns. Sometimes it challenges. Sometimes it inspires. 
· But to give concrete love to real life, sometimes cranky, always fallen human beings, is the central work of the God-shaped heart and the primary indicator of a human being who loves God. 
· And the reality is, if I don’t love the people that I can see, then John says, “I don’t really love God.”  Sorry guys… its in the Book!

I might think I do. I might sometimes experience deep emotions when I am reading the Bible or singing a song, but that’s not the indicator. 
· It’s not ultimately loving God that I’m doing. It’s why John says, in 1 John 4:7-8, “Whoever loves has been born of God and knows God. Whoever does not love does not know God, because God is love.”   
· Therefore, if you have difficult, cranky, impossible, hard-to-love people in your life, know that they are there, in part, to be used by God to build your heart and make it strong…
· And, if you don’t have people like that in your life, call the church office because we keep a list of those people and we will assign some of them to you. 

In John 13:34, Jesus said, “A new commandment I give to you, to love one another.” But what makes this a new commandment?
· We’re told in Leviticus 19:18, for example, to “love your neighbors as yourself.” 
· Well, John acknowledges this.  In 1 John 2:7, he says, “It’s a new commandment but it’s old and the commandment is love. Love one another.”  
· And yet, what was being taught by the religious leaders spoke only of loving those close to you.

That’s why Jesus said in Matthew 5:43-45, "You have heard that it was said, 'Love your neighbor and hate your enemy.' But I tell you: Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you…” 
· And, if you want to know what that kind of love looks like, just look at Jesus… because His love & genuine compassion expressed itself all the time in giving and serving. 
· But not only does Jesus exemplify the need to love… but He also clarifies who we’re to love.

In fact, Jesus got into a lot of trouble for the people that He loved because… He loved everybody! 
· He loved lepers, He loved tax collectors, He loved prostitutes, He loved Gentiles.
· See, this is why John writes these words in 1 John 2:2: “He is the atoning sacrifice for our sins and not for ours only but also for the sins of the whole world.”

So, when looking at our heart, one of the questions we need to ask is: how’s my heart for the world? 
· You see, the people of Israel really understood God’s love for them.  
· And yet, what seemed far less obvious to them was how God felt about those outside of Israel.
· There is one Rabbinic saying thought to date back to about Jesus’ time. “There is joy in heaven when one sinner is obliterated from earth.” Nice, huh?!   

Of course, Jesus had these kinds of statements in the back of His mind when He began teaching the parables of the Lost Coin & Lost Sheep in Lk15. 
· In fact, in the parable of the Prodigal Son that follows, He says, “For there is joy in heaven when one sinner repents.” 
· When you “embraced Jesus” for the first time, you need to know… there was a “woo hoo” chorus in heaven like you could never imagine… with Jesus leading the way.

And that same intense joy and love and desire that Jesus has when He looks at you, when He looks at me, 
· He has for every human being that’s ever been born on this planet—every color, every culture, every language, everybody!
· There’s that ache in His heart to embrace them, to call them “child,” to have them come home.  
· Just know as you walk out your life this week… that you will never look into the eyes of a human being for whom Jesus did not die.   

As you encounter people, when you get mad at somebody at work, when you get impatient with somebody on the highway…
· When you get cross with somebody in your family, when somebody disappoints you this week, just stop and think… 
· “This is somebody Jesus went to the cross for. This is somebody Jesus thought was worth dying for.”
· Ask yourself… how’s my heart for this person? 

See, this is part of the question for us at church. We want to be about the mission God has called us to. 
· We want to be filled up with that kind of love and then we want to just spread it all over the place, but it really starts with our hearts. 
· It doesn’t start with programs or techniques or anything else. It starts with a heart that echoes the Father’s Heart for those around us… a heart that loves the way Jesus loves.

You may remember a few months ago… a die-hard Phillies fan who took his daughter to see his team. 
· After dreaming of catching a foul ball since he was a kid, the guy finally did it… in fact, it was a great catch.
· And, as soon as he caught it, he presented it to his little girl… who went ahead and threw it back!  Let me show what I’m talking about in case you hadn’t seen it. [SHOW VIDEO 2]

After she threw the ball away, you could just hear everyone gasp around him.  
· And suddenly, I think it hit the girl that she just might have done something wrong! Something really, really wrong!!
· Now how does a father respond? Does he say to her, "You little turkey!" No! He just grabs his girl and completely loves on her.
· Guys… there’s a reason why this video got a million plus hits on YouTube. You see… people hunger to see… and, even more so, experience, a Father’s heart like that.

So, we ask ourselves… Am I expressing the Father’s heart to those around me? Do I carry a burden for people for those around me… to know Jesus. 
· Am I praying for regularly for those who don’t yet know His love and forgiveness? 
· Am I deliberately getting close to people who don’t know God? 
· Am I willing to risk telling my own story in respectful, appropriate ways… 
· In order that those around me might better understand what it mean to be in a loving relationship with Jesus?

If you want to see what a great heart looks like, just look at the Apostle John. When John wrote the Epistle of 1 John, he was an old man. 
· When Jesus chose His disciples, John was almost certainly the youngest, probably a teenager. 
· Now it is around 70 years later and John’s a relatively old man… exiled on an island called Patmos, living in isolation… waiting to die. 
· And I can only imagine how he might have stopped every now and then to think about the “good old days,” when he was young and strong and vigorous and right at the heart of things. 

One thing I’ve noticed personally as I get older, I can get a little cranky about it. Anybody here ever experience that kind of thing? 
· I went to get my hair cut a few weeks ago and the young hair cutting person, who, by the way, addressed me as “Sir,” asked me…
· “Sir… how would you like your hair done?” I kept it very simple… “Just take it down a notch.”  
· In fact, the only real bit of instruction I gave her was to keep it long enough up top to cover the receding hairline! 
· Well… somehow this (my head of hair) is her interpretation of “not too short!”

Now, obviously, John had bigger problems that a receding hairline.  He was essentially in prison on what was a desolate island.
· Of course, now, you’ll have to pay about $400/night to stay at a hotel on Patmos! But not back then!
· John was literally the last of his generation. Think about that. All the other Disciples were dead by now.

None of his peers, none of the people who knew him when he was young and strong and vigorous… how he was called the Disciple whom Jesus loved… 
· how he was kind of the Golden Boy of the group… none of those people are living now. 
· Those days have long gone by. They are just memories now.  
· Here’s a man who’s followed God throughout his entire adult life. He’s devoted himself to Jesus. 
· And yet, here is in exile… away from everyone he knows and loves. 

No comfortable retirement… He’s not moving into a really, really nice little gated community. 
· The walls that surround him are closed with bars. The only jewelry he has is the bracelet of a chain. 
· No wife, no family, no income, no possessions, under this enormous stress… just isolation and restriction…  
· and yet, his whole preoccupation is “how can I hand the torch on so a whole new generation can love the Jesus who means so much to me?” 

And so, he writes to this little congregation and begins in 1 John 2:1, “My Dear Children…”
· Do you know how many people would love to have somebody, who’s a little farther down the road, for them and just put an arm around them and say,  “Dear Son, Dear Daughter…” 
· You see… that just shows the kind of heart this man had. It wasn’t about preoccupation over his own circumstances…

It was about giving away to the next generation… It was about loving and blessing and engaging those he was writing to… 
· to embrace the Jesus who had, even through these difficult circumstances, never let him down.
· And I wonder… when he later died… how many people and how many little house churches, scattered all over…
· Just stopped what they were doing and said,  “God, thank You for John. God, thank You for John. Thank You there was somebody who loved You so much. Thank You, God, that I know Jesus because of John.”  

And it made me wonder what’s going to happen some day when I die? What are people going to say? 
· You know, its fairly typical for adults talk to ask a young person what they’d like to do when they get older.
· I hear my younger daughter and her friends, for example, talking about being fashion designers or interior decorators.
· And yet, a few years ago I decided to change the question a bit.  

The question I’m far more interested in now is not “What do you want to do when you get older,” but, “What kind of person do you want to be?”
· So, let me ask you… What kind of person do you want to be? Is the way you’re living your life right now… Is it leading you closer toward that person?
· What kind of person do you want to be? And, as you consider that… you’ll also need to ask another question… “How’s my heart right now?”
· What have I discovered about my heart when faced with stress and challenge and pressure?

Honestly, I want a heart like John’s heart, though I’m not there yet.  Like me, maybe you’ll want to talk to God about the condition of your heart.
· If there is something in your heart that’s just not working the way that you want it to be, would you confess it right now? 
· Would you take a moment right now just between you and God… sharing with him… confessing what might not be right with your heart? Then… tell Him what you do want…

“God… I realize that my heart isn’t where I want it to be… it too infrequently reflects your heart for me… the kind of heart that I want… 
· one that trusts You even when the stresses and challenges of life weigh me down…
· I want a heart, Lord, that reflects your heart for those around me… for those who don’t know you.”


“God , I want to be the kind of person that lives for more than just me… for more than just my “inner circle” of family and friends.
· But, Jesus… I need your help. Would You replace what seems at times to be a heart of stone… and give me in its place… 
· a warm, welcoming, open heart, a tender heart for You and the people in my life… and those living around me.
· In Jesus’ name, Amen.
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