





A Woman and Her Heart

As our physical lives depend on the health of the muscle
beating out its rhythm inside our chests, our inner lives, too,
rely on the health of our hearts—our spiritual hearts, that is.

It’s impossible to name even one aspect of our lives—from
relationships and routines to personalities and priorities—that
isn’t profoundly affected by the condition of our spiritual hearts.
Solomon expressed this principle in Proverbs 4:23, the verse
that is the “heart” of our study. After urging his readers to “keep”
their hearts “with all diligence,” he explained why. Because “out
of it are the issues of life.” In other words, “Protect your heart
because it is the essence of who you are and what you do.” This
week, we'll start off our heart study with the basics by taking a
closer look at what the heart is and what it does.

What the Heart Is
“Heart” is a well-used word in God’s vocabulary. By some
counts, the words translated from the languages in which the
Bible was written into the word “heart” appear nearly 1,000
times! The most commonly used terms are:
* labe—a Hebrew word used figuratively to describe the
feelings; the will; the intellect; or the center of something.
* kardia—a Greek word describing one’s thoughts or
feelings.

A good way to summarize what the heart is, then, might
be with the phrase, “inner person.” Most of us seem far more
concerned about the “outer person” than the “inner person.” The
money and time even the most down-to-earth of us spend on
our appearance is staggering. Together, we buy an estimated
$15 billion of skincare products and cosmetics every year! And
individually, each of us spends at least $45 or so every couple
of months to have our hair trimmed, teased, conditioned and/
or colored. It’'s a rare girlfriend indeed who passes up an
opportunity to buy a new outfit or pair of shoes every chance
she gets, and many of us ladies have plunked down enough
cash on our fingernails and toenails over the years to send the
manicurist/pedicurist on a cruise!

While nothing’s wrong with trying to look our best, we know
from God’s Word that it’s our “inner person”—not our exterior
appearance or activities—that holds His full attention, “for man
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It All Starts with the Heart

looketh on the outward appearance, but the Lorp looketh on the
heart” (1 Samuel 16:7).

Here’s a Challenge ...

Consider joining me in a challenge to jump-start our heart
study. During the next week, each time we think about, spend
money on or invest time in our appearance, let’s take an equal
amount of mental energy, money or time and spend it on
something related to our “inner self” Some examples? I can
pray while I'm putting on my mascara in the morning. Instead
of splurging on a new sweater, I can use that money to treat a
trusted spiritual mentor to lunch and ask her how she keeps
her own “inner person” healthy. Or, I can memorize a couple of
Bible verses while my color is setting at the salon. Maybe these
little exercises will help us begin to turn our attention inward
as we put into practice the apostle Paul’s instruction that we
take “into captivity every thought” and convert it into one that
is obedient to Christ (2 Corinthians 10:5).

What the Heart Does

Medical doctors astonish us with remarkable descriptions of
how God designed the physical heart. (Did you know the work it
performs in one hour is the equivalent of lifting 3,000 pounds—a
small car—a foot off the ground?) God designed the spiritual
heart to function in equally amazing ways. It accomplishes a
long list of impressive tasks. It generates our actions, shapes
our motives, produces our words, serves as our guide, harbors
our emotions and is a home for the presence of our Lord. Let’s
take a closer look at each of these tasks.

1. The Heart Generates Qur Actions

Just this morning, I fixed my third-grader her favorite
breakfast—chocolate chip pancakes; I chatted with my son,
a senior, about his school day; and promised my 16-year-old
daughter I would have a pitcher of sweet tea waiting for her
after school. My heart—which holds my immeasurable love for
these kids—prompted these small but loving actions. A few days
ago, however, my actions weren’t quite as warm. Following some
disappointing news on the professional front, a conflict with one
of the kids, and a series of smaller frustrations, I withdrew into
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a silent, sulking bubble of animosity and refused to lift a finger
to help anyone. For all I appeared to care, at the time, my little
one could eat crackers for breakfast; my son could leave the
house without as much as a “goodbye” from me; and my teen
daughter could make her own tea! Ashamed as I am to admit it,
my body seemed to be paralyzed by the resentment and anger
in my heart.

God designed us to be people of action. He urges us not just
to hear His instructions, but to actively carry them out as well.
(See James 2:22 and 1 John 3:18.) That’s even when we don’t
feel like it! Further, the Lord emphatically pairs faith with
action, stating bluntly that faith without action is dead. (See
James 2:17.)

Actions of the Heart
Look up the following passages and list some of the actions

God wants us to take:

e Leviticus 19:18, Matthew 5:44, 1 John 4:7:

* Deuteronomy 16:17; Matthew 5:42; Luke 6:38:

Luke 18:1; Ephesians 6:18; 1 Thessalonians 5:17:

Matthew 10:22; 2 Timothy 4:5:

1 Corinthians 9:24; Hebrews 12:1:

James 4:7:

* Deuteronomy 11:27; 1 Samuel 15:22; Acts 5:29:

Whether we’re still and silent or moving and talking, the
heart is the remarkable generator of all of our activity.
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2. The Heart Shapes Our Motives

Motives answer the “why?” behind our actions. For example,
why was I being kind to my kids that morning I just described?
My behavior was motivated by the love in my heart. And why had
I earlier that week been reluctant to serve my kids? My hands
and mouth were bound and gagged by the stifling selfishness in
my heart.

But here’s where the subject gets tricky. Our motives don’t
always match up with our actions! It sounds terrible, but you
and I both know it’s true.

Consider some alternate motives I might have had for acting
lovingly toward my kids: Maybe I was trying to “shame them with
kindness” by being so sweet that they would feel badly for being
disobedient or disrespectful to me the night before. Or maybe
we had a guest in the kitchen with us that morning and I was on
my “best behavior” to make a good impression. I'm sure you don’t
have to think very hard to imagine a dozen other questionable
agendas that can fuel “loving” actions! Thankfully, I can tell you
that my motives happened to be pure that particular morning.
My heart breaks, however, as I confess that’s not always the
case. I've been guilty of acting with “ulterior motives” on more
occasions than I would like to count.

Wrong motives can include a desire to please others rather
than God; a drive to fulfill self-serving goals such as self-
aggrandizement or financial gain and a craving to take justice
into our own hands. Pure motives, on the other hand, revolve
around pleasing God and striving to do and be all that He directs
us to do and be.

It’s critical to remember that while we may be able to “fake
it” for others, deceiving them—and perhaps even ourselves—
into believing our actions spring from pure motives even when
they don’t, we can never fool God, not even for a moment. He
sees past the facade of our actions and weighs our every deed
according to the motive behind it.

* 1 Corinthians 4:5: “The Lord . . . will bring to light the
hidden things of darkness, and will make manifest the
counsels of the hearts.”

* Proverbs 16:2: “All the ways of a man are clean in his own
eyes; but the Lorp weigheth the spirits.”

11




A Woman and Her Heart

* Hebrews 4:13: “Neither is there any creature that is not
manifest in his sight: but all things are naked and opened
unto the eyes of him with whom we have to do.”

“Motive monitoring” should become a daily heart-healthy
habit! Answering the question, “Why am I doing this?” before
we take action can help us keep our motives and our deeds in
alignment.

3. The Heart Produces Our Words

My parents live a little more than a half-hour away from me
in a small town that stretches around the shores of postcard-
perfect lakes and pushes into the foothills of the stunning
Ouachita Mountains. The city draws visitors from all over the
world (including many of you who are reading this, I'm guessing!)
for lots of reasons, such as boating, fishing, hiking and hunting.
But the attraction the city is named for sets this area apart like
few others—especially in this part of the continent: Hot Springs,
Arkansas. Pure water, warmed in underground cracks and
crevices, bubbles to the surface at an average temperature of
143° F. Thousands upon thousands of people a year visit to enjoy
bathing in the therapeutic waters at local spas and resorts and
to fill up their jugs with the mineral-laden water piped through
downtown fountains.

My point? The water that splashes out of those spigots in
downtown Hot Springs is the same substance that’s found deep
within the earth beneath those fountains. The H,O visitors fill
their containers with can be no better—and no worse—than the
stuff that flows underground.

In much the same way, the words that pour out of our
mouths are comprised of the same elements found deep within
our hearts, “for out of the abundance of the heart the mouth
speaketh” (Matthew 12:34).

Got a bitter heart? Your loving words will ring hollow. Are
pride and self-satisfaction the fuel that runs your engine?
Whether you realize it or not, every word that launches from
your lips will be tinged with self-serving boastfulness.

A heart poisoned with deceitfulness and hatred will spew out
diseased words contaminated with —you guessed it—treachery
and animosity. On the other hand, a heart where truth, peace
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and love camp out—a heart where Jesus resides—will generate
healthy, life-giving words. After all, He is the Living Word, and
He is the Living Water.

God is emphatic about the weight of words. He urges us to
use words that build up, words that encourage, words that teach
and words that comfort. He inspired James to compare the
power of the tongue with the power of a ship’s rudder, a bit in a
horse’s mouth and a spark that can ignite a fiery blaze. He also
prompted Solomon to devote many Proverbs—by some counts,
at least 90—to the topic of how to wisely use words, which have
the power over life and death. (See Proverbs 18:21.) Our wisdom
is demonstrated by the words we use (Proverbs 23:15, 16), and
the restraint with which we use them (Proverbs 10:19; 21:23;
29:20). Our gentleness and kindness are often revealed through
our words (Proverbs 15:10, 15:26; 16:21, 23, 24; 22:11). On the
other hand, the words of a fool are like a red flag proclaiming
the fact! A foolish person talks too much (Proverbs 10:19; 13:3),
answers too quickly (Proverbs 18:13), gossips (Proverbs 17:9),
betrays confidences (Proverbs 11:13) and stirs up arguments
(Proverbs 20:3, 26:17).

® “Oh, the power of our words!” observes Bible teacher,
speaker and author Jennifer Rothschild. “There is a definite
and undeniable link between the soil of our hearts and the
words that blossom from our lips. That’s why we need God
to cultivate the soil of our hearts. We need truth planted
deep within. The words we say (even silently to ourselves) are
the direct result of the thoughts we think and the emotions
we feel. Our hearts are like a fertile garden that sprouts the
unseen seeds planted there.”!

4. The Heart Serves As Our Guide
“Followyourheart.”“Listen to your heart.”“Let your conscience
be your guide.” These adages aren’t lifted straight from the Bible,
but they are based on biblical truth. “A man’s heart deviseth his
way: but the Lorp directeth his steps” (Proverbs 16:9).
Our hearts do indeed serve as our guide. Whenever we
become consumed with deep desire for something, falling “head
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over heels,” with “our whole heart”—whether it’s over a ministry
opportunity, a man or a mink coat—we women tend to pursue
that something until we get it!

Because the heart holds this great power over our lives,
drives and decisions, it’s essential to take its care and upkeep
seriously.

Just like a high-performance race car must be filled with top-
quality fuel and driven and maintained by people who know
what they’re doing in order to finish the race well, we need to fill
our hearts with the high-grade fuel of God’s Word and wisdom.
We should allow none other than the Holy Spirit Himself behind
the steering wheel. If we do that, God promises to work within
our hearts (Philippians 2:13) to direct our course.

When our hearts are operating in the “conscience mode,” God
constantly gives us signals to let us know where we stand. When
we’re on the right track, operating according to His direction,
He gives us an indescribable sense of peace. On the other hand,
He doesn’t hesitate to flip on the warning lights and sound the
safety alarms when something’s not right (1 John 3:20, 21).

“I believe the Holy Spirit works in conjunction with the
conscience,” notes pastor, author and speaker Charles Stanley.
“Where the conscience sends the signal, the Holy Spirit reveals
the reason for heeding the alarm.”

5. The Heart Harbors Our Emotions

By way of a reality TV show filming rescue operations at a
West Coast beach, I witnessed a drama surrounding a mother
whose five-year-old daughter had disappeared from their family
outing. Had the little girl ventured into the surf, wandered into
the throngs of sun tanners and sandcastle builders on the shore
or been snatched by a child predator? No one nearby could offer
any clues. For hours, the woman agonized over her missing
daughter while lifeguards, police officers and rescue personnel
searched for a kindergartner in a pink, polka-dotted swimsuit.
Finally, the announcement came that everyone had been aching
to hear, “We found her!” As the woman scooped her daughter
from the uniformed man’s arms, her cries nearly brought me to
tears, “My heart,” she sobbed, “My little girl! My heart!”

The graphic shape of a heart is the universal symbol for love
for the simple reason that the heart is the seat of our deepest
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and most passionate affection. This mother clearly considered
her precious, little girl as a part of her very existence. We all
have people we feel this way about—our husbands, our children,
our parents and siblings, close friends and other relatives. The
Bible records many examples of people who felt strong affection
for one another. The hearts of David and Jonathan, for example,
were bound together in a tight knot of friendship as were the
hearts of Ruth and Naomi.

Although we often try to dismiss emotions as a sign of
weakness, in truth they’re not. Solomon stressed that emotional
health is vital to our spiritual health.

* “A merry heart maketh a cheerful countenance: but by
sorrow of the heart the spirit is broken” (Proverbs 15:13).

* “A merry heart doeth good like a medicine: but a broken
spirit drieth the bones” (Proverbs 17:22).

Emotions are God-given characteristics mirroring the very
make-up of Jesus Himself, whose human heart housed a full
spectrum of them.

* Sorrow—dJesus, described by the prophet Isaiah as a “man
of sorrows, and acquainted with grief” (Isaiah 53:3), wept
in sorrow following the death of His friend Lazarus; He
also wept in anguish over the predicament of the rebellious
Jews (Luke 19:41).

* Anger—dJesus raged in anger against the moneychangers
in the Temple (John 2:15, 16).

* Joy—In His parable of the shepherd finding the lost lamb,
which clearly portrays Jesus as being represented by
the shepherd, He expressed joy at seeing a lost creature
reclaimed.

* Compassion—dJesus showed compassion to the hungry
(Matthew 15:32) and to those who needed healing (Matthew
20:34).

Although not specifically included in the words of Scripture,
we can safely speculate that in the fullness of His humanity,
Christ also felt other emotions as well. Perhaps He felt
frustration at the thick-headedness His disciples showed at
times, disappointment when Peter denied knowing Him . . . or
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even anxiety as He anticipated the separation from His Father
He would face at Calvary.

®  The only time our emotions can signal weakness is when
we allow them, rather than the Lord and His wisdom, to
dictate our actions and decisions.

5. The Heart’s a Home for God

For seven years, the people of tenth-century Israel had
watched workers and caravans of supplies trek up and down the
road leading to the top of Mount Moriah where King Solomon’s
most gifted artisans, carpenters and masons were building
the nation’s first Temple. The onlookers had noticed the high
quality of materials and had heard of the great attention being
paid to every detail of the building’s construction, furnishing
and décor.

At long last, on an autumn day, the Israelites had the
opportunity to make their way up the sacred mountain
themselves. They had been invited to attend an extraordinary
event—the dedication of the Temple. In a sense, it was moving-
in day for the presence of the Lord.

The ceremony was marked by great reverence and a lengthy,
eloquent prayer by the king. Had anyone present that day
wondered whether God was listening, His dramatic response
set aside all doubts.

“Now when Solomon had made an end of praying, the fire came
down from heaven, and consumed the burnt-offering and the
sacrifices; and the glory of the Lorb filled the house” (2 Chronicles
7:1,2)

The Temple—more specifically, the sacred room within the
Temple called the holy of holies—at that spectacular moment
became a throne room for Almighty God. While no structure
could ever begin to contain God’s entire being since He is
everywhere all the time, this did offer a localized site for His
presence. Creating a sanctuary worthy of such divine presence
had taken years and years of painstaking preparation.

This offers a glimpse of our heart’s most vital function. It
is God’s throne within our very being. Once we accept Christ’s
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sacrifice on the cross as payment for our sins and acknowledge
that we want to make Him the number-one priority of our lives,
He moves His presence into our hearts.

* “Know ye not that ye are the temple of God, and that the
Spirit of God dwelleth in you?” (1 Corinthians 3:16).

* “What? know ye not that your body is the temple of the
Holy Ghost which is in you, which ye have of God, and ye
are not your own?” (1 Corinthians 6:19).

* “For ye are the temple of the living God; as God hath said,
I will dwell in them, and walk in them; and I will be their
God, and they shall be my people” (2 Corinthians 6:16).

® With the vision of God’s dazzling radiance flooding into
the ancient Temple firmly in mind, let’s conclude our study
this week by contemplating a critical question. What can
we do—what are we doing—to make our hearts worthy of
His divine residence?
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Heart to Heart ...

Look back over the list of things our hearts do. Are some of
the heart’s functions more meaningful to you than others?

Consider some of the actions you've taken during the past
couple of days. Now try to answer “why?” about each of those
activities. What were your motives?

Think of a time when you may have used words in a
destructive way. From what underlying attitude might those
words have sprung?

Now recall a time when you experienced firsthand the life-
giving power of words you spoke. What attitude of your heart
do you believe prompted those words?

Describe a time when you acted according to a “nudge” from
your conscience. Do you think our consciences can become
sharper? How? Do you think they can become duller? How?

How can emotions be hazardous to a woman’s spiritual
health? What are some ways you keep your emotions on a
healthy balance?

How can you prepare your heart to be a more suitable
dwelling place for God’s presence?
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