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When I was a child, there were certain words that I was not allowed to say. I was not told 
specifically what the words were. My parents didn’t say, “Here’s the list. Don’t say these words.” 
But I knew. I heard the words in other places, but I never heard them around our house – and 
never from my parents. I think you know what words I’m talking about. This teaching was so 
strong that I’ve said the words maybe half a dozen times in my entire life – and never when I 
was in the presence of mom or dad. In fact, these words were considered so wrong that there 
were other sords, similar to them that I also was not allowed to say. I’ll say one of them – “darn.” 
And I don’t think I’ve ever said that word publicly! It was like we had rules and then we had rules 
to keep the rules. Because these secondary rules were meant to keep me from wandering into 
dangerous territory. If I ever said one of these words, there would be a consequence, and I don’t 
ever remember testing the consequence with my parents, but I did one time with a babysitter. 
 
It was summer and she told me it was time to come inside and get ready for bed, and I said one 
of the words. I was mad. She wasn’t going to tell me what to do – or so I thought. And the 
babysitter grabbed me by the arm, and I knew she was going to spank me because that’s what 
my mother would do. So I pulled free, and I ran to the other side of the block, and I sat on the 
curb and waited. I waited for a long time. It was getting dark, and I was getting worried that the 
longer I waited the worse this was going to turn out for me. So, I walked home, and when I 
came in the door, my Dad was there. Mom would spank, and I could manage that, but Dad was 
worse. He would get this stern look on his face and say, “I’m disappointed in you. You are better 
than that. We raised you to be better than that.” That doesn’t sound like much, but I was willing 
to endure any other kind of punishment as long as I didn’t have to that stern look from my Dad 
and his deep disappointment. 
 
What I learned was that there are certain things you don’t do, because ther are consequences 
to that behavior, and my behavior was a reflection of who I am and in our small town where 
everybody knew everybody, my behavior was also seen as a reflection of my family. Even as 
adults, we’ve learned there are things you say and do, and things you don’t say and do if you 
want the job and want to keep the job. If you want to be in a relationship. If you want to get 
along in the neighborhood. We develop a filter that catches certain words and actions before 
they take place. I remember the Christmas that both of our daughters brought boyfriends home 
with them. Think about that for a moment. You are going to spend a week in a pastor’s house 
because you are interested in the pastor’s daughter. What kind of behavior ar you going to 
exhibit? I suspect there was a whole log of filtering going on! 
 
We all have a filter. We learn to monitor our words and behavior, but every once in a while 
something slips through the filter. “I didn’t mean to say that.” Or, “I don’t know what happened; 
that’s not at all like me.” It’s as if the filter has a hole. 
 
Years ago, I remember we interviewed someone to work on our church staff. His resume looked 
good. His references were good. He interviewed well. But then someone on our interview team, 
checked his Facebook page, and it provided a glimpse of his life that was not at all like he had 
presented himself to us. And so, we didn’t offer him the job. I think schools now advise their 
students that their social media presence may impact their ability to get the job they want. 
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But, I don’t think it’s enough to monitor our behavior. There’s something more important to 
monitor, and I don’t think anyone has ever taught us how to monitor that. It’s something deeper. 
Maybe you got married and after a while he changed, or she changed. “He/she is not person I 
married. He changed, and I don’t even know who this person is. Before we were married, he 
said all the right things or she did all the right things, but something happened.” Jesus had 
something to say about this. 
 
Matthew, chapter 15, Jesus says, The things that come out of a person’s mouth come from 
the heart Whoa… wait a minute, Jesus… everything? What about the times when a word just 
slips out? I didn’t mean to say it. I knew it was the wrong thing to say, and I don’t know where it 
came from. And says, I do: The heart! No, Jesus, you don’t understand. That’s not who I am 
most of the time. When I’m out in public, I’m not like that. And I think Jesus would say, “You’ve 
learned how to filter, but have you examined your heart?” Because what comes out of your 
mouth is from the heart. Maybe you know someone who has almost no filter, and you avoid 
them – or at least there are places where you don’t want to be around them, because you’re 
afraid other people will think you are like them. Or maybe you know someone who is good at 
filtering, and there are times they can turn it on and turn it off. They know where is the right 
place and the wrong place – and they get it right… until one day, there’s hole in their filter. 
Jesus says: But the things that come out of the mouth come from the heart, and these 
defile them. Defile means to make dirty or unclean, to pollute or taint, as in a person’s 
reputation. The mouth is like a stethoscope to the heart. For out of the heart come evil 
thoughts –  Don’t thoughts come from the brain? But Jesus says, from the heart. If you’ve got 
evil thoughts, you’ve got a heart problem. Like murder Whenever there’s a murder, where do 
the police look first? To family and acquaintances. 80% of murders are committed by 
acquaintances or member of the victim’s own family. Why? Some relational thing that broke 
through the filter. It’s a heart problem. adultery, sexual immorality, theft, false testimony, 
slander. Slander is about tearing other people down so I can feel better about me. It’s a heart 
problem!  
 
If we don’t address the heart, one day something will surface that will injure the relationship or 
the job or yourself. It could even be something you’ve taught your kids never to do. It could be 
something you believe people should never do. To do that would be against the law/ And yet, 
one day you do the one thing you are against. It’s a heart problem. 
 
King Solomon was considered the wisest man who ever lived. He had his own heart issues, but 
the book of Proverbs contains some of the greatest wisdom the world has ever known. And in 
Proverbs 4:23, we find these words: Above all else, If you never hear anything else, hear this. 
guard your heart, for everything you do flows from it. Everything you do – as a parent, a 
spouse, a friend, at work, at school – when you manage your money. It’s from the heart. So. 
Guard your heart. A guard watches what goes in and what goes out. A guard keeps an eye on 
whatever is happening. Guard your heart, because everything comes from the heart. But who 
taught you how to do this? Who taught us what’s in here and how to monitor and guard what’s 
in here? Over the next few weeks, that’s what I’d like us to do. Life can be hard on the heart, 
and stuff gets lodged in the heart and stays there, if we are not paying attention, but here are 
disciplines – habits – that can clean out our heart. 
 
My grandfather did of a heart attack when he was 52. My dad had a heart attack at age 59. Both 
of them were pastors, and I just assumed that somewhere in my future that my time would come 
– that there must be something genetic and beyond my control. So, a couple years ago, I went 
to the Mayo Clinic and asked for a complete physical. I said, “I want you to check my heart.” 
And at the end of the physical, the doctor said, there’s nothing wrong with your heart. Your 
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blood work looks good, your blood pressure and EKG are normal. You appear to have a strong 
heart. That was the good news. What happened to my grandfather and my father doesn’t have 
to happen to me. But then the doctor said, there are a couple of things, and if you don’t address 
them your heart will suffer. Four things: diet, exercise, stress, and age. Three of them are within 
my power to control. He said, what you need are new habits. 
 
Just as a heart attack has the potential to destroy the physical body, spiritual heart disease has 
the potential to squeeze the life out of your most valuable relationships. For the next four 
Sunday, Tami and I want to expose our hearts to the penetrating light of God’s truth and help us 
pinpoint the blockage in our spiritual conditions. There are four primary enemies to the heart, 
but if we will embrace four new habits – Habits of the Heart – God will help us build strong 
hearts and find healing and wholeness in our relationships.  
 
Some of us want an easier way. I went to Mayo and hoped that if there was a problem, they 
would just give me a few pills or do some procedure and that would be it. We want an easier 
way. If she would just have a change of heart, or if he would change, then my life will be better. 
Maybe you are victim of stuff that you could not control, and it hasn’t been fair, but you are here 
and God’s will for you is good, but you/we must take responsibility for today and tomorrow. New 
habits can be hard work, but God has given us a way to guard our hearts. 
 
John Wesley had a question that was at the center of the early Methodist movement: How is it 
with your soul? It’s a heart question. The Methodists would ask this question to each other and 
hold each other accountable to certain habits of the heart. The heart matters. You cannot live 
without it, and if we learn to guard our heart, we will have a new lease on life. 
 
Let’s take a moment and examine our hearts. 
Is everything okay in your heart?  
How is it with your soul?  
Are you mad at anyone?  
Are you waiting for someone to come to you to make things right?  
Do things come out of your mouth that you end up apologizing for or embarrass you?  
Have you lied to someone you care about?  
Have you secretly celebrated someone’s failure?  
Are there secrets that are eating away at you?  
 
Dear God, teach me to guard my heart; for everything I do flows from it. Amen. 
 
Grow, Pray. Study for the Week of January 2, 2022 
 
Weekly Prayer: O Lord, you are the Way, the Truth, and the Life. Open our hearts to hear and 
understand. We want to begin this New Year well. Guide us as we seek your Way, Truth, and 
Life. For in you alone is the life we seek. Amen. 
 
Monday, January 3 
 
Scripture: Deuteronomy 6:4-9; Matthew 22:37-39 
Israel, listen! Our God is the LORD! Only the LORD! Love the LORD your God with all your heart, 
all your being, and all your strength. These words that I am commanding you today must always 
be on your minds. Recite them to your children. Talk about them when you are sitting around 
your house and when you are out and about, when you are lying down and when you are 
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getting up. Tie them on your hand as a sign. They should be on your forehead as a symbol. 
Write them on your house’s doorframes and on your city’s gates. 
 
He replied, “You must love the Lord your God with all your heart, with all your being, and with all 
your mind. This is the first and greatest commandment. And the second is like it: You must love 
your neighbor as you love yourself.  
 
Observation: Known as the Shema (Hebrew for “hear”), this is the Jewish confession of faith. 
The central theme of having God’s commandments in the heart and teaching them in the home 
is as relevant to us today as it was to Jewish homes. 
 
Application: In Judaism, the Shema is recited at the beginning and end of the day. In 
Christianity, the Shema introduces the greatest commandment. What’s at the center of your 
heart? To keep these words on your heart throughout the day, consider beginning and ending 
each day this week with the words: Love the LORD your God with all your heart, all your being, 
and all your strength. 
 
Prayer: Lord, open my heart in such a way that you are always central to my thoughts and 
actions. Help me to let my love for you influence everything else that I do today. Amen. 
 
Tuesday, January 4 
 
Scripture: 2 Kings 5:1-27 
Naaman, a general for the king of Aram, was a great man and highly regarded by his master, 
because through him the LORD had given victory to Aram. This man was a mighty warrior, but 
he had a skin disease. Now Aramean raiding parties had gone out and captured a young girl 
from the land of Israel. She served Naaman’s wife. She said to her mistress, “I wish that my 
master could come before the prophet who lives in Samaria. He would cure him of his skin 
disease.” So Naaman went and told his master what the young girl from the land of Israel had 
said. Then Aram’s king said, “Go ahead. I will send a letter to Israel’s king.” So Naaman left. He 
took along ten kikkars of silver, six thousand shekels of gold, and ten changes of clothing. He 
brought the letter to Israel’s king. It read, “Along with this letter I’m sending you my servant 
Naaman so you can cure him of his skin disease.” When the king of Israel read the letter, he 
ripped his clothes. He said, “What? Am I God to hand out death and life? But this king writes 
me, asking me to cure someone of his skin disease! You must realize that he wants to start a 
fight with me.” When Elisha the man of God heard that Israel’s king had ripped his clothes, he 
sent word to the king: “Why did you rip your clothes? Let the man come to me. Then he’ll know 
that there’s a prophet in Israel.” Naaman arrived with his horses and chariots. He stopped at the 
door of Elisha’s house. Elisha sent out a messenger who said, “Go and wash seven times in the 
Jordan River. Then your skin will be restored and become clean.” But Naaman went away in 
anger. He said, “I thought for sure that he’d come out, stand and call on the name of the LORD 
his God, wave his hand over the bad spot, and cure the skin disease. Aren’t the rivers in 
Damascus, the Abana and the Pharpar, better than all Israel’s waters? Couldn’t I wash in them 
and get clean?” So he turned away and proceeded to leave in anger. Naaman’s servants came 
up to him and spoke to him: “Our father, if the prophet had told you to do something difficult, 
wouldn’t you have done it? All he said to you was, ‘Wash and become clean.’” So Naaman went 
down and bathed in the Jordan seven times, just as the man of God had said. His skin was 
restored like that of a young boy, and he became clean. He returned to the man of God with all 
his attendants. He came and stood before Elisha, saying, “Now I know for certain that there’s no 
God anywhere on earth except in Israel. Please accept a gift from your servant.” But Elisha 
said, “I swear by the life of the LORD I serve that I won’t accept anything.” Naaman urged Elisha 
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to accept something, but he still refused. Then Naaman said, “If not, then let me, your servant, 
have two mule loads of earth. Your servant will never again offer entirely burned offerings or 
sacrifices to any other gods except the LORD. But may the LORD forgive your servant for this one 
thing: When my master comes into Rimmon’s temple to bow down there and is leaning on my 
arm, I must also bow down in Rimmon’s temple. When I bow down in Rimmon’s temple, may 
the LORD forgive your servant for doing that.” Elisha said to him, “Go in peace.” But when 
Naaman had gone some distance from Elisha, Gehazi (who was the servant of Elisha the man 
of God) thought, My master let this Aramean Naaman off the hook by not accepting the gift he 
brought! As surely as the LORD lives, I’ll go after him and accept something from him. So Gehazi 
pursued Naaman. Naaman saw him running after him, so he got down off his chariot to meet 
him. He said, “Is everything okay?” Gehazi answered, “Yes, but my master sent me to say, ‘Two 
young men who are members of a group of prophets have just now come to me from the hills of 
Ephraim. Give them a kikkar of silver and two changes of clothing.’” Naaman said, “By all 
means, take two kikkars!” He encouraged Gehazi to accept them. He tied two kikkars of silver 
up in two bags, along with two changes of clothes. Naaman gave them to two of his servants, 
and they carried them in front of Gehazi. When Gehazi arrived at the elevated fortress, he took 
the items from them and stored them in his house. Then he sent the servants away, and they 
left. Gehazi then went and stood before his master. Elisha said to Gehazi, “Where did you come 
from, Gehazi?” “Your servant didn’t go anywhere,” Gehazi replied. Elisha said to him, “Wasn’t 
my heart going along with you when the man got off his chariot to meet you? Is this the time to 
accept silver, clothes, olive trees, vineyards, sheep, cattle, or male and female servants? 
Naaman’s skin disease will now cling to you and to your descendants forever!” And Gehazi left 
Elisha’s presence, flaky like snow with skin disease. 
 
Observation: Naaman was a military commander of Damascus who had leprosy (a skin 
disease). Hearing that healing is possible, Naaman seeks to be healed by the king of Israel who 
cannot heal him. However, the prophet Elisha does. Elisha refuses to accept a gift from 
Naaman. Elisha’s associate named Gehazi secretly seeks out and makes a profit on the healing 
– with a disastrous result. 
 
Application: The story provides a contrast between greed and the selflessness of Naaman and 
the prophet. We often find ourselves caught in this same struggle. What motivates you? Is it 
power, money, approval of others? Or is it God?  
 
Prayer: God, help me to see beyond my actions this day to focus on who or what is motivating 
me. I want to love you with my whole heart. Amen. 
 
 
Wednesday, January 5 
 
Scripture: Psalm 51:1-12 
Have mercy on me, God, according to your faithful love! 
    Wipe away my wrongdoings according to your great compassion! 
Wash me completely clean of my guilt; 
    purify me from my sin! 
Because I know my wrongdoings, 
    my sin is always right in front of me. 
I’ve sinned against you—you alone. 
    I’ve committed evil in your sight. 
That’s why you are justified when you render your verdict, 
    completely correct when you issue your judgment. 
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Yes, I was born in guilt, in sin, 
    from the moment my mother conceived me. 
And yes, you want truth in the most hidden places; 
    you teach me wisdom in the most secret space.[a] 
Purify me with hyssop and I will be clean; 
    wash me and I will be whiter than snow. 
Let me hear joy and celebration again; 
    let the bones you crushed rejoice once more. 
Hide your face from my sins; 
    wipe away all my guilty deeds! 
Create a clean heart for me, God; 
    put a new, faithful spirit deep inside me! 
Please don’t throw me out of your presence; 
    please don’t take your holy spirit away from me. 
Return the joy of your salvation to me 
    and sustain me with a willing spirit. 
 
Observation: This is a penitential psalm. Following his sin of adultery with Bathsheba and the 
murder of her husband Uriah, David is confronted by the prophet Nathan. David recognizes his 
sinfulness. This psalm is David’s plea for God’s pardon.  
 
Application: David was able to ask for pardon and forgiveness because he trusted God’s 
mercy. In what or in whom do you trust and turn in times of great need or moments when you 
fail to be the person you know you ought to be? 
 
Prayer: Create a clean heart for me, God, and put a new, faithful spirit deep inside me! Amen. 
 
Thursday, January 6 
 
Scripture: Proverbs 4:18-26 
The way of the righteous is like morning light 
    that gets brighter and brighter till it is full day. 
The path of the wicked is like deep darkness; 
    they don’t know where they will stumble. 
My son, pay attention to my words. 
    Bend your ear to my speech. 
Don’t let them slip from your sight. 
    Guard them in your mind. 
They are life to those who find them, 
    and healing for their entire body. 
More than anything you guard, 
    protect your mind, for life flows from it. 
Have nothing to do with a corrupt mouth; 
    keep devious lips far from you. 
Focus your eyes straight ahead; 
    keep your gaze on what is in front of you. 
Watch your feet on the way, 
    and all your paths will be secure. 
 
Observation: In these words from Proverbs, life is compared to a journey. Jesus also spoke of 
the need of choosing the right road (Matthew 7:13-14). The righteous live their lives in a dawn 
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which is becoming continually brighter, while the wicked are like a person stumbling around in 
the dark. The key is one’s heart. 
 
Application: Each day, you have an opportunity to choose what path to take and what will 
guide you. What things are on your heart? How does what’s on your heart influence your words 
and actions? Consider the impact that your words have on the people around you – just as their 
words have an impact on you. 
 
Prayer: Dear Lord, you are the Way, the Truth and the Life. Open my heart to hear and 
understand the way you want me to live. Amen. 
 
Friday, January 7 
 
Scripture: James 3:1-12 
My brothers and sisters, not many of you should become teachers, because we know that we 
teachers will be judged more strictly. We all make mistakes often, but those who don’t make 
mistakes with their words have reached full maturity. Like a bridled horse, they can control 
themselves entirely. When we bridle horses and put bits in their mouths to lead them wherever 
we want, we can control their whole bodies. Consider ships: They are so large that strong winds 
are needed to drive them. But pilots direct their ships wherever they want with a little rudder. In 
the same way, even though the tongue is a small part of the body, it boasts wildly. Think about 
this: A small flame can set a whole forest on fire. The tongue is a small flame of fire, a world of 
evil at work in us. It contaminates our entire lives. Because of it, the circle of life is set on fire. 
The tongue itself is set on fire by the flames of hell. People can tame and already have tamed 
every kind of animal, bird, reptile, and fish. No one can tame the tongue, though. It is a restless 
evil, full of deadly poison. With it we both bless the Lord and Father and curse human beings 
made in God’s likeness. Blessing and cursing come from the same mouth. My brothers and 
sisters, it just shouldn’t be this way! Both fresh water and salt water don’t come from the same 
spring, do they? My brothers and sisters, can a fig tree produce olives? Can a grapevine 
produce figs? Of course not, and fresh water doesn’t flow from a saltwater spring either. 
 
Observation: James was the brother of Jesus. One wonders if James learned the wisdom of 
these words from watching and listening to his brother. James is teaching the importance of 
controlling the tongue, for through it, you also control the whole person. But then he says that 
the tongue is practically impossible to control. James suggests a solution in verses 11-12.  
 
Application: In his use of fresh water, James points us back to the heart. Only a renewed heart 
can produce pure speech. How have you found this to be true in your life?  
 
Prayer: You, O Lord, are the spring of Living Water offering water to us all. In those times when 
I am less than I want to be and less than you need to be, help me to hear my words and 
recognize my deeper need to drink from your spring of Living Water. May my words and actions 
this day give honor and glory to you. Amen. 
 
Saturday, January 8 
 
Scripture: Ephesians 1:15-23 
Since I heard about your faith in the Lord Jesus and your love for all God’s people, this is the 
reason that I don’t stop giving thanks to God for you when I remember you in my prayers. I pray 
that the God of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Father of glory, will give you a spirit of wisdom and 
revelation that makes God known to you. I pray that the eyes of your heart will have enough 
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light to see what is the hope of God’s call, what is the richness of God’s glorious inheritance 
among believers, and what is the overwhelming greatness of God’s power that is working 
among us believers. This power is conferred by the energy of God’s powerful strength. God’s 
power was at work in Christ when God raised him from the dead and sat him at God’s right side 
in the heavens, far above every ruler and authority and power and angelic power, any power 
that might be named not only now but in the future. God put everything under Christ’s feet and 
made him head of everything in the church, which is his body. His body, the church, is the 
fullness of Christ, who fills everything in every way. 
 
Observation: In his letter to the churches in and around Ephesus, Paul prays that the hearers 
of his words may be given an openness inwardly to apprehend the glory of God and to receive 
what God in his goodness continually offers. He uses the metaphor “eyes of your heart” to point 
out that our truest nature is found deep within our heart. 
 
Application: This week, we have focused on the condition – the spiritual condition – of one’s 
heart and how the condition of one’s heart colors everything we say and do. What might the 
eyes of your heart see within you? When you see the truth of who Christ is and let that truth sink 
in, how is your heart changed?  
 
Prayer: Open the eyes of my heart, Lord. Open the eyes of my heart. I want to see you and to 
shine in the light of your glory. Pour out your power and love in my life so that I may be a 
blessing to others in Jesus’ name. Amen. 
 
 


