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The Joyful Heart according to Proverbs

Introduction

· Here at Westlake church Lausanne, we currently use a sermon series to study prominent themes in the book of Proverbs. Today’s sermon, which is entitled “The Joyful Heart”, will be divided in three parts: First, I will address why Proverbs suggest to strive after a joyful heart as good medicine, and how to find it.  Then we will examine what Proverbs say about the nature of the human heart, and what a look into our heart reveals about us. And finally, we will examine what it takes to experience a change of heart. 

· Even though it is widely acknowledged that spirituality and our physical constitution are somehow influencing each other, our society apparently does not care about it very much. Modern health care largely relies on drugs, not on prayer. On drugs that can be proven by objective, quantitative criteria to benefit patients irrespective of where you stand spiritually. If you consider what progress has been achieved in treating prevalent diseases and in alleviating the associated suffering, this approach can easily be justified.

· Occasionally, though, some objections are raised whether the benefits of drug development really justify the costs involved. Problems include side effects, addiction to medication, and that we don’t actually know when to stop medication. We don’t know how to solve the ethical dilemma if lifelines were cut to save money. And last but not least, since drugs are now widley administered every day as if to oil an engine, this has powerfully shaped a notion that human beings essentially are machines and nothing but machines.

· Among those who are concerned about that, some may throw out the baby with the bathtub and start to disapprove of drugs developed by scientists altogether. There are many advocates now of alternative therapies that they consider more “natural” or “spiritual”, e.g. by subjecting their lives to strict dietary rules or by embracing faith-based alternative medicines. 

· Being myself in the life sciences, I am probably sensitized about this, because it’s part of my job to search for true explanations of the material world and especially to elucidate mechanisms underlying specific diseases. Scientific research has been proven useful many times to develop effective therapies. The simple reason is that the material world behaves according to laws that are accessible to scientific enquiry by experimentation. For example, by such enquiry accurate explanations have been found of lightening or of diseases such as diabetes. Evidently, God has fashioned the world such that it is open to exploration to people of all shades and colors, irrespective of whether they believe in him or not. 

· By contrast, if our task were to find a connection between such phenomena and spirits or demons, we would inevitably get lost in the maze of speculations and error. In fact, that is one of the reasons why our education system generally sneers at believes in spirits and in a spiritual world.

· However, to ridicule all faith in the so-called “super”natural as superstition is not logically necessary. To return to the example of lightening: Even if one can understand that lightening is generated by electricity; that this electricity is produced by the friction between masses of air; that this friction is caused by winds, and that winds arise from differences in air pressure that are themselves the result of temperature variations caused by the sun – even if all this can be understood now, it does not logically follow from such an explanation that spiritual forces therefore are not involved. Electricity, wind, temperature and even the sun may nonetheless all depend on invisible higher forces maintaining e.g. the above lawful order. 

· Or to use an example in the realm of health, the widely held view that everything is determined by our genes is clearly inadequate. Sure, one can determine of chemicals and genetic factors what their effects will be with a certain probability in a given context. And we should study such connections with diligence. However, we must acknowledge that we cannot conclude from such observations of the material world that immaterial factors still hidden and mysterious to us are irrelevant.

· In order to arrive at a holistic view of the physical and the spiritual realms and how they might be interwoven, I think such considerations are important.

1. A joyful heart is good medicine
· Interestingly, in Proverbs, we find that already 3000 years ago, a stressed CEO known as king Solomon had concluded that our psychological frame affects even the body. 

· I am thinking of verses like Proverbs chapter 17:22, where he states that: A joyful heart is good medicine, but a crushed spirit dries up the bones.
· Clearly, this proverb also suggests a connection between our psyche and even our physical condition. So what is this connection? Is there real evidence for it, apart from anecdotal experiences?

· In the biomedical literature, there are several studies addressing whether those who consider themselves religious have an advantage in coping with traumatic medical experiences or in overcoming a number of diseases including cancer. But as usual, you can find some who claim that there is, while others deny this or even suggest exactly the opposite. 

· Wherever the verdict ultimately will come down, it is important to note that Proverbs or any other book of the Bible actually nowhere suggest that “religion” is good medicine. A “joyful heart” is! This is quite an important distinction. In fact, I would not even exclude that religiosity correlates negatively with good health, for it is well known that religion can be the ultimate joy-kill.

· This proverb also does not suggest that someone who falls ill is more likely to be irreligious. To be critical of religion is not an oracle that your health is in special danger. As Martin Slack and Tom Rizzo have already pointed out earlier, proverbs are not promises or oracles. 

· So what is the goal of proverbs? I think that their memorable succinct sayings intend to shape our taste and our desires according to what they should be; proverbs aim to mold our values which truly determine the course of our pursuits of life; i.e. how we will deal with the joys, temptations, conflicting affections, difficulties and failures that we experience day in day out.

· So what then might be the point of this particular saying: “a joyful heart is good medicine, but a crushed spirit dries up the bones” ?

· I think, its chief purpose is to awaken our desire to pursue a joyful heart. We should be seeking a heart so joyful that it even refreshes our bodies. To this end, we apparently have to take some measures since the right pursuing will not happen automatically. And if it does not happen, this proverb warns that we become easy prey of depression and of its power to sap all our energy. For as Solomon also said in Prov 15:13, it is by the sorrow of heart that our spirit is crushed: A glad heart makes a cheerful face, but by sorrow of heart the spirit is crushed.

· In other words: Our defence against depression is to cultivate joy. Not only “fun”. True joy. Loose your grip on joy, and your heart will soon be overtaken by sorrow that crushes your spirit until it wears you down even physically.

Protected from envying by being content

· Secondly, just as joy is indispensable as an antidote against depression, we equally need to be protected by contentment. If we allow ourselves to be discontent, we swiftly fall under the poisoning influence of envy. As Prov. 14:30 puts it: “A tranquil heart gives life to the flesh, but envy makes the bones rot.”

· We probably have all felt at one point or another the pull to envy especially the rich and beautiful who seem to get on and up the ladder so much more smoothly; to resent them and to crave that I would have what they have. Blessed the pure soul that is free of this emotion ! If envy could so be eradicated from the human heart, I assume much of today’s advertising would loose its allure.

· Even if you have already grown into a mature Christian: What if you attracted the world’s contempt because you publicly confessed to believe in Jesus ? If, as a result, you are shunned by your peers, or denied promotion? Or what if you always get the assignments nobody else wants?

· Whatever real or supposed injustice you may experience: Learn to be content and stop envying those who prosper! If we allow ourselves to envy someone, envy will be the handmaid to usher in depression. As the poet says in Ps. 73: “My feet had almost stumbled, my steps had nearly slipped. For I was envious of the arrogant when I saw the prosperity of the wicked.” 
· According to his own testimony, the psalmist only recovered and found contentment again once he went into the sanctuary of God – a metaphor for meditating about his salvation; only there, it dawned on him how wrong he had been and how much more blessed he was than his opponents. Listen to this from Psalms 73:21-24: When my soul was embittered, when I was pricked in heart, I (!) was brutish and ignorant; I was like a beast toward you, God. 
· But note his renewed astonishment and wonder at God’s grace toward him: Nevertheless, I am continually with you; you hold my right hand. You guide me with your counsel, and afterward you will receive me to glory. And later in vv27-28: For behold, those who are far from you shall perish; you put an end to everyone who is unfaithful to you. But for me it is good to be near God; I have made the Lord GOD my refuge, that I may tell of all your works.
The way into the Most Holy Place
· If today your spirit is crushed by a heavy burden of fears and sorrows, there is great news for you: The privilege of believers is that a door has been widely opened for us. There is now a way to enter the innermost sanctuary of God and to boldly draw near to him to find contentment in him:
· Do you remember how the heavy curtain in the temple in Jerusalem ripped apart the moment Jesus died on the cross to suffer in our place the wrath of God that we deserved? As it is written in the letter to Hebrews, chapter 10, 19ff: Therefore, brothers, since we have confidence to enter the Most Holy Place by the blood of Jesus by a new and living way opened for us through the curtain, that is his body…, let us come to God with a sincere heart in full assurance of faith, having our hearts sprinkled to cleanse us from a guilty conscience and having our bodies washed with pure water.

· As we come near, he inspires our faith to raise in sincere prayer instead of greed; as we come near, he becomes the source of our hope to persevere even in difficult circumstances; and as we come near, he satisfies our craving for true love by welcoming all who turn to him.
· If you hesitate to commit your life to Jesus and to follow him: Imagine what difference such a joyful heart would make in your life, if it were really possible to have it!
· The way to get there is described in Proverbs 12:25: Anxiety in a man's heart weighs him down, but a good word makes him glad. And Proverbs 15:30: The light of the eyes rejoices the heart, and good news refreshes the bones. The life-giving joy we are talking about is the fruit of receiving this light; it is the fruit of embracing and treasuring in your heart the good news of Jesus Christ ! Jesus is that light that can enlighten also your eyes. He is the good news that can refresh your bones, both here in this life and beyond.

2. My second point today is that “What is in your heart reveals who you are”.

· Apart from joy or sorrow, and tranquility or discontent, the heart also accommodates other influential guests. 

· According to Webster’s dictionary, the heart is also the seat of the affections or sensibilities, collectively or separately, as love, hate, (joy, grief – we covered these), courage, and the like. The heart is the spring of all our actions and purposes; the seat of moral life and character; the individual disposition and character as: a good, tender, loving, bad, hard, or selfish heart.

· We know this, even in joking: 

"Heart Transplant" 

A patient  in for a heart transplant was told by his doctor: “We have three donors. A young, healthy athlete who died in an automobile accident; a middle-aged businessman who never drank or smoked and who died in his private plane, and an attorney who has practiced for 30 years. Which one do you want?” “I’ll take the lawyer,” said the patient.

After a successful transplant, the doctor asked the patient how he had made his choice.
The patient replied: “I wanted a heart that had not been used.”

· Easton’s dictionary suggests that according to the Bible, the heart is the centre not only of spiritual activity, but of all the operations of human life. The heart is the "home of the personal life," and hence a man is designated wise, pure, upright and righteous, pious and good, etc, according to his heart
· Or in the words of Prov. 27:19 As water reflects a face, so a man’s heart reflects the man.

· It is not surprising, therefore, that many proverbs focus on heart issues and how we need to guard our heart to be filled with joy in all circumstances. Both our spiritual health, and even our physical well being in the long term depend on it.

The deceitful heart

· For starters, Proverbs 20:5 warns that: “The purpose in a man's heart is like deep water…”. It therefore takes a man of understanding to sort it out. 
· In other words, we need to be warned of a fundamental weakness of the human heart, namely that it cannot understand itself of its own. This has been proven time and again by those who nonetheless tried by themselves. Modern secular psychologists in general probably would never openly admit that they are overall pretty clueless. However, they really are in deep trouble because reflecting on itself, the heart is defendant, prosecutor and judge at the same time, and as such is bound to mess up the case. Or as the Bible sums it up elsewhere in Jeremiah 17:9: The heart is deceitful above all things, and desperately wicked: who can know it?
· So who is the man who can? Solomon clearly has in mind the one whom he earlier called the “good news” and “the light of the eyes”. That is why he has really something to offer! Hear what he said earlier in Proverbs 2:6-10:
· For the LORD gives wisdom; from his mouth come knowledge and understanding; he stores up sound wisdom for the upright; he is a shield to those who walk in integrity, guarding the paths of justice and watching over the way of his saints. Then you will understand righteousness and justice and equity, every good path; for wisdom will come into your heart, and knowledge will be pleasant to your soul;

· I particularly like this one: “…knowledge will be pleasant to your soul” !  Think e.g. of the prophet Jeremiah in the Old Testament, who could say (Jer. 15:16): When your words came, I ate them; they were my joy and my heart’s delight, for I bear your name, o Lord God Almighty.” And this despite the fact that few of these words were “words of encouragement” for him.

· By contrast, have you ever wondered why unbelievers actually can so much hate the Bible and even the name of Jesus, no matter how ignorant they may be of it ? Why even the most harmless act of distributing Bibles is forbidden in almost any dictatorship, or even on certain university campuses in free countries ? Even though without the Bible our culture would not even have come into existence after all ! And how can one explain that already an impudent eight year old would reject the testimony of his Christian peer and hatefully shout “christianism, c’est nul!”. 

· I have no explanation to offer for such irrational aversion other than this, that evidently our own eyes are too dark to even raise to the light shining from God’s word. So I bet you that unless you are a sincere Christian, you will have no taste for the knowledge radiating from this book to understand what is in your own heart.
Wise vs foolish heart
· But if you feel somewhere in between, if you are sitting on the fence as an observer, either because Jesus has already been drawing you closer, or because you are outgrowing your childhood and about to make up your mind about Jesus, hear what are the available options, e.g. The wise of heart will receive commandments, but a babbling fool will come to ruin, Prov 10:8. Or 15:14: The heart of him who has understanding seeks knowledge, but the mouths of fools feed on folly. Or 15:28: The heart of the righteous ponders how to answer, but the mouth of the wicked pours out evil things. 

· Would you rather desire to receive the wisdom of God’s word which has made many a saint wise, or do you seriously prefer to be left with the foolishness pouring from your own human heart or from the folly of the latest fads? 
The heart of professing believers
a) Divided vs undivided heart

But maybe you once have already made a start to follow Christ, and today are discouraged by an overwhelming sense of failure or hopelessness because you know yourself and how you have deviated from the straight path ? If that is so, don’t be surprised if your former joyful assurance of salvation is under a barrage. For Prov. 14:14 warns that “the backslider in heart will be filled with the fruit of his ways. This means no less than bitter agony of doubts and sorrow. 

· But note that the same verse also says that a good man will be filled with the fruit of his ways too. And if we turn to God, we have a great promise by which God cannot lie that he will even heal the backslider. For he issued a call in Jeremiah 3:22: “Return faithless people; I will cure you of backsliding.  

b) Pretending vs sincere heart

· Now, the ultimate and most dangerous joy-kill that Proverbs warns us about is if we start to pretend that we have a joyful heart when in fact we have not: 

Proverbs 26:23-25: Like the glaze covering an earthen vessel are fervent lips with an evil heart. Whoever hates disguises himself with his lips and harbors deceit in his heart; when he speaks graciously, believe him not, for there are seven abominations in his heart.
· The reason why hypocrisy is even more dangerous than any other sin is that it is the chief obstacle for a cure. He who knows and confesses that he is ill may still welcome the physician, but he who pretends to be sound shuts himself out by staying at a distance.
c) Proverbs also stirs us to seek an open as opposed to a proud, hardened heart

· To quote again from Easton’s dictionary: “Hardness of heart evidences itself by light views of sin; partial acknowledgment and confession of it; pride and conceit; ingratitude; unconcern about the word and ordinances of God; inattention to divine providences; stifling convictions of conscience; shunning reproof; presumption, and general ignorance of divine things.

· According to Proverbs, to be softened, the heart must be humbled, usually by afflictions that can lead us to fear God and to admit our need. As painful as it may be, this is far better than to proudly pretend to be strong: Proverbs 28:14: Blessed is the one who fears the LORD always, but whoever hardens his heart will fall into calamity. Proverbs 16:5: Everyone who is arrogant in heart is an abomination to the LORD; be assured, he will not go unpunished. And 18:12: Before destruction, a man's heart is haughty, but humility comes before honor. Humility is to prefer the wisdom of God to our own. That is what protects the heart from hardening.

· Humility restrains the heart to also remain soft towards our neighbors. Only humility will join truth with love in one beautiful necklace: Let not steadfast love and faithfulness forsake you; bind them around your neck; write them on the tablet of your heart (Prov. 3:3). And do not rejoice when your enemy falls, and let not your heart be glad when he stumbles (24:17).

So how can we have a loving heart ? 

3. The heart must receive and treasure the word of God to be changed (Prov. 2:1ff)

· Let me re-state it here as clearly as I can: It will not do to just aim for a little “renovation” and to resolve that as of now we will guard our hearts more closely and try to be nicer people. As we have read, it will not do to simply put a brush of paint or the glare of a happy face on an unchanged heart.
· Since the heart is naturally wicked, it contaminates the whole life and character, including our attempts at renovation and moral improvement. As Jesus said in Matt 15:18-20: What comes out of the mouth proceeds from the heart, and this defiles a person. For out of the heart come evil thoughts, murder, adultery, sexual immorality, theft, false witness, slander. These are what defile a person. This is what also corrupts pure religion to disfigure it into appalling religiosity. This is why Jesus had to tell the religious leaders of his day: You brood of vipers! How can you speak good, when you are evil? For out of the abundance of the heart the mouth speaks (Matt 12:34). 

· It becomes clear then why the heart must be entirely changed, regenerated, before a man even can willingly obey God. 
· A metaphor that the Bible frequently uses to describe this regeneration is that of circumcision. Our calleous hearts must be circumcised in an operation conducted by God himself through the Holy Spirit imparted to us through the message of Jesus. In this operation, we take no credit because we are passive recipients, often quite clueless what is actually going on. Also Solomon testified about this in Prov. 20:9 stating: Who can say, I have made my heart pure; I am clean from my sin?

· Solomon too learned - probably the hard way - that he himself simply could not do it. We read of him that he didn’t have it in his genes even to rein in his sexual appetites. This means his own heart must have remained heavily cluttered to the end.

· But even if heart renewal is the work of God granted as a free gift, that does not mean it is forced on anybody, or that we remain uninvolved. Not at all ! 

· As I already said earlier, salvation begins in the heart by a believing reception of the testimony of God by faith, just like rejection of that testimony hardens the heart. So we do have kind of a choice there. 
· I don’t like to use the word “choice” in this context, though, because that is not how the Bible puts it before us. We are not presented with a choice to decide what is the lesser evil, so to speak – to get lost in hell or to put up with following Jesus and joining the ranks of his despised disciples, like it or not. No! 
· The “choice” put before us is that of someone who discovers a fabulously rich oil well and who has to decide whether he is willing to sell everything, including his rusty car, in order to gobble up all the cash that is needed to buy the oil field. For him or her who has come to trust that there is oil beneath, the decision is so obvious that it can hardly be called a choice anymore.
Conclusion
· Let me close, therefore, by asking those who are following Jesus: Is your head hanging low because you allowed yourself a break and abandoned your post, not watching and guarding what is going in and out of your heart? If so, come back and trust anew in God’s promise given through Jeremiah that as we return to him and his word again, his presence can cure us even from our backsliding. 

· And if you have heard the good news of Jesus that dying in our place on the cross he opened the way also for you to come near, but if you are not yet a Christian, let me ask: What else are you waiting for ? Why not make this day the day where you say: In His light, I can already see enough to yield to him and let my creator now also be my God too, to turn from my own foolish ways and learn from him how I can be truly saved. If that is so, tell him now and speak to someone to make it all the more firm after our closing prayer.

