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Series: Spiritual formation: Habits of a healthy heart. 

Sermon Text: Proverbs 4:20-27            Key Word: Sin 

 

Proverbs 4:23 (NLT) warns us to, “Guard your heart above all else, for it determines the course 

of your life.” It’s talking about the part of us where our desires dwell, and our need to be nurtured by 

healthy relational habits with God and others. For this reason, we’re kicking off the new year with a 

series called, “Spiritual formation: Habits of a healthy heart.” Plus, each Sunday this year we plan to 

share a different spiritual practice to help you discover fresh ways to connect with God at any stage 

of your journey. Above all, we want to emphasize that no spiritual discipline is ever an end or a goal. 

Spiritual practices are a means of grace--a way God gives Himself to us, so that we can be renovated 

as we abide in and enjoy Him because of Christ’s finished work. Our first lesson was about how the 

gospel matters to our spiritual health. Today, we’ll build on that with this… 

BIG IDEA: Sin makes it hard to maintain a healthy heart. 

 

If you’ve been around the church awhile, you’ve heard that Christians must develop good spiritual 

practices. Last time, we talked about concepts in 1 Timothy 4 such as “training for godliness, toiling, 

and striving.” Had we read further, we would’ve seen where Paul told Timothy to “be an example to 

other believers in word, conduct, love, and purity…to “be devoted to the public reading of Scripture, 

exhortation, and teaching”, and to “practice and immerse yourself in these things, so that all may see 

your progress.” So, such things are in the Bible and not man-made tradition. We may rightly want to 

avoid dead religious routines; however, to throw the proverbial baby out with the bathwater deprives 

us and others of faith-nourishing habits. For example, our Sunday worship disciplines (e.g., singing, 

praying, confessing, preaching, giving offerings, taking communion) are sometimes viewed as non-

essential religious rituals, even though biblical churches have practiced them for over 2000 years! 

Some even repeat the error of the Corinthians by advocating for a vague “spiritual”, non-structured 

relationship with God (i.e., no discipline, effort, or bodily involvement). Christians, of course, should 

realize that our bodies factor into the equation because our Savior came in a body, honored God in a 

body, died in body, and returned to Heaven in body. 

Disciplined focus is crucial to progress in God’s family and spiritual warfare. Let’s consider our 

text in Proverbs 4:20-23: “My child, be attentive to my words; incline your ear to my sayings. Let 

them not escape from your sight; keep them within your heart. For they are life to those who find 

https://www.gotquestions.org/what-is-the-heart.html
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them, and healing to their flesh. Keep your heart with all vigilance, for from it flow the springs of 

life.” If you’ve ever wondered why some translations use the word “guard” and others use “keep”, 

it’s because both are in the original Hebrew Bible. “Guard” implies we must protect our hearts from 

outside attacks as one might guard a city. On the other hand, “Keep” implies we must watch over the 

content of our hearts, like a jailkeeper, so nothing bad escapes from within. The point is that we can’t 

just blame our issues on someone (or something) outside of us when a massive problem always lurks 

within us. Ironically, the Bible packages this huge problem into the tiny, 3-letter word “sin”, which is 

a concept that has fallen out of favor, alongside ancient Bible words like justification, sanctification, 

repentance, and reconciliation. People prefer to view the human heart as basically good, or at least 

neutral, but Jeremiah 17:9 states, “The heart is deceitful above all things, and desperately sick; who 

can understand it?” So, we shouldn’t be shocked when people sin, nor should we make excuses like, 

“I/they must be having a bad day” or “that’s not who I am/they really are.” Instead of accepting our 

responsibility, humans have been denying reality and blame shifting since the Garden of Eden. Social 

media testifies to how people are drowning in guilt and shame with no clue how to resolve it. Feeds 

are filled with fallen philosophers with theories on how to find relief. Some posts preach, “You are 

enough”, while others suggest the world will get better if we protest, vote for their issues, add more 

laws, and cancel whoever they deem toxic and unredeemable. They try to convince us that someone 

(often the author) is the victim and someone else (whoever they’re writing about) is the perpetrator. It 

reminds me of an awful anecdote I read about Eva Braun, the mistress of Adolf Hitler. Supposedly, 

she wrote to a friend as Berlin was being bombed and said, “It is enough to make one lose faith in 

God” implying she viewed the Nazis as righteous and their enemies as evil. Her obvious ignorance 

made me cringe until I started thinking: “How often are we, like her, blind to the true nature of our 

identity and situation, then pointing the finger in the wrong direction?”  

The fact is, we’re all sinners and sufferers! Romans 3, which is a summary of Psalms 14 and 53 

says, “All are under sin; nobody is righteous; no one understands or seeks God; there is no fear of 

God before their eyes.” Romans 5-8 explain how our sin nature is like a mutation we inherited from 

Adam and Eve and how all creation has been impacted by sin. Some refer to this as “total depravity”, 

but I think “total inability” best reflects the way sin cripples creation’s relationship with our Creator. 

I agree with theologians like the late Pastor R.C. Sproul and others who believe that being a “sinner” 

or “having a sin nature doesn’t mean we’re as evil as we could be or that we do equal amounts of 

https://www.ligonier.org/learn/series/what-is-reformed-theology/total-depravity-part-1
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evil” (Alcorn, 79; cf. Luke 11:13; 2 Timothy 3:13). Although, no one, not even those who have been 

forgiven by Jesus, can think themselves exempt from the problem. “Everyone sins and falls short of 

God’s righteous character and standards”, which is always the primary issues as David confessed in 

Psalm 51. No matter how hard we try to manage sin, resolve problems with others, or “let things go” 

one issue always remains--God’s justified wrath must be satisfied. 

 Okay, so what? What does all this have to do with spiritual disciplines? How does understanding 

things like “the weight of my sin” and “how deep it goes” help my spiritual formation? First, it reveals 

that sin is more like a cancer than a booger--You can’t just wipe it away and forget about it, it’s there 

whether you realize it or not, and it presents in different ways. Christians will experience “victories” 

over some temptations, but sin and Satan are always eager to revive our old habits the moment we let 

down our guard. The Bible is full of examples where people “took their eyes off the prize” due to 

thinking they were in the clear. If we learn anything from Adam and Eve it’s that no one is safe from 

sin, not even perfect people, in a perfect paradise, with a perfect parent! Everyone must “keep our 

heart with all vigilance, for from it flow the springs of life.” Second, grasping the weight and depth 

of sin, especially how it impacts our hearts, helps us see that without supernatural intervention, we 

would be unwilling to practice spiritual disciplines. Ezekiel 36: 26-27 says God must “give us a new 

heart, and a new spirit...and put His Spirit within us to cause us to walk in His statutes and be careful 

to obey His rules.” So, spiritual formation does involve bodily effort, but it must be empowered by a 

heart that’s been changed by and is abiding in the finished work of Jesus by grace through faith. 

Keep all this in mind as we finish reading Proverbs 4:24-27: “Put away from you crooked speech 

and put devious talk far from you. Let your eyes look directly forward, and your gaze be straight 

before you. Ponder the path of your feet; then all your ways will be sure. Do not swerve to the right 

or to the left; turn your foot away from evil.” As God makes you aware of spiritual warfare and sin’s 

pervasive influence, you have choices to make. Romans 6:12-13 (NLT) puts it this way: “Do not let 

sin control the way you live; don’t give in to sinful desires. Don’t let any part of your body become 

an instrument of evil to serve sin. Instead, give yourselves completely to God, for you were dead, but 

now you have new life. So, use your whole body as an instrument to do what is right for the glory of 

God.” Is that what you do? Are you fighting sin with every resource available to you while resting in 

the finished work of Christ or are you just letting sin have its way with you? Sin makes it hard to 

maintain a healthy heart, so the first step in that life-long battle is to unite with God’s Son by grace 
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through faith. If you’ve done that, then which of these statements most accurately represents you: 1) 

“My faith is on autopilot.”; or 2) “I’m fully giving myself to the things of God.”?  

 

Let’s pray: Father, may we not be like the self-righteous Pharisee in Luke 18 who prayed, “God, I 

thank you that I am not like other men, extortioners, unjust, adulterers, or even like this tax collector. 

I fast twice a week and give tithes of all that I get.” Confidence in our righteousness leads us to treat 

others with contempt, and Jesus said, “everyone who exalts himself will be humbled, but the one who 

humbles himself will be exalted." The Apostle Paul said, “Let anyone who thinks that he stands take 

heed lest he fall.” Give us hearts like the Psalmist (139:21-24) who prayed, “Search me, O God, and 

know my heart; test me; know my anxious thoughts; point out anything in me that offends you and 

lead me along the path of everlasting life!” Additionally, help us to honor the way you created us to 

live by honoring our dependency on things outside of us like you and those you’ve put in our lives to 

help us. Amen.  

 

So, what’s your NEXT STEP?  

• Remember, our next step always begins with faith in Christ. Either placing faith in Him for the 

first time or exercising faith to repent, change, and grow. Either way, His Spirit will help you. 

 

• Satan continues to wage spiritual warfare against God and those in His family, (cf. Ephesians 

610-20; 1 Peter 5:8). Sin continues to lurk in our hearts and make us susceptible to God’s 

enemies.  

 

Quotes related to this passage: 

• Additional insights: Check out this helpful video from author and speaker, John Stonestreet.  

• Minimizing sin, minimizes God: Charles Spurgeon put it this way: “Too many think lightly 

of sin, and therefore think lightly of the Saviour.” We try to explain away sin in terms of a 

“bad day” or “that’s not what I meant” or “I did what my father always did to me” or “I 

wouldn’t have done this if you hadn’t done that.” All these statements minimize our evil and 

thereby minimize the greatness of God’s grace in atoning for our evil. (Alcorn, 79). 

• Blind to reality: “When on the verge of losing World War II, Hitler’s mistress finally wrestled 

with the problem of evil. Hearing the bombing of Berlin, Eva Braun wrote to a friend from a 

besieged bunker, “It’s enough to make one lose faith in God.” Eva Braun’s lack of perspective 

may astonish us, but we can suffer from the same twisted mentality. What if we have just as 

poor a grasp as she did of our true identity and situation, our assumptions of innocence and 

nobility, and our consequent indictment of God for not treating us fairly?” (Alcorn, 82) 

• Proverbs 4: “The final section dealing with wisdom’s rewards contains a reminder about the 

need for constant attention to the precepts of wisdom (4:20–27). It is a common temptation for 

believers to imagine that they have mastered moral and spiritual principles, and therefore have 

little if any need for further instruction. But human memory is frail at best, and thus believers 

need constant reminders to feed on the Lord’s Word and to hear yet again the old, old story of 

his redemptive love. To enable these teachings about wisdom to be remembered easily, they 

are related to four important areas of the body. Particular care must be taken of the heart, 

because this organ is the will (11:20; 14:13), the mind (3:3), the emotions (15:15), and in some 

https://vimeo.com/214187431/0abf8f63dd
https://breakpoint.org/john-stonestreet/
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situations the entire person (3:5). If all these facets of individuality are informed and directed 

by wisdom, the person will be integrated behaviorally, morally, and spiritually. Since the 

mouth often expresses what is in the heart (cf. Luke 6:45), care must be taken with one’s 

speech, lest a cynical, corrupt, or ill-considered pronouncement should dishonor God or bring 

ill-repute upon believers (cf. James 3:5–10). The eyes can be attracted to evil pursuits very 

easily, and thus are in particular need of the discipline which wisdom provides. Jesus was well 

aware of the potential for temptation and lust that the eyes provided and taught the serious 

consequences of allowing them to cause one to stumble into sin (Matt. 5:28–29). But eyes that 

are illumined by wisdom light up the whole body (cf. Matt. 6:22). Finally, attention must be 

paid to the direction which the feet take, since they often give practical expression to individual 

motivation. They must not be allowed to wander haphazardly but must follow consistently the 

paths of righteousness if blessing is to result.” (Harrison, 412-413) 

• Living like we’re free: “To the woman taken in the act of adultery, Jesus said, ‘Where are 

thine accusers? Go your way and sin no more’ (see John 8:10, 11). So, too, when, in naked 

honesty, you say to the Lord, ‘I know I’m a sinner, but I realize You are my Savior and that 

what You did on the Cross is sufficient to pay the price for my sin,’ then you can go your way 

free. ‘Wait a minute,’ you protest. ‘Yes, Jesus said, ‘Go your way,’ but He also said, ‘and sin 

no more.’ That’s the key.’ Listen, precious people. I don’t believe Jesus’ tone with the woman 

taken in adultery was, ‘I’ll let you off the hook this time, lady. But if it happens again, you’ll 

be in big trouble.’ No, I believe His tone was, ‘Go your way a free woman. By the Word I’m 

sharing with you and the love I’m showing to you, I’m liberating you from your tendency to 

indulge your flesh and freeing you to live in an entirely different lifestyle.’ And I believe there 

was a smile on His face, not a finger in her face as He said it.” (Courson, 936-937) 

• The human quest for relief: “Paul is calling attention to one of the best-kept secrets of the 

human race. Everybody in this world wants life and peace and they go through a million 

different avenues trying to find them. But Paul is telling us that the key is to be spiritually 

minded. To have our minds focused on lofty things, on the things of excellence, goodness, 

truth and beauty is the secret to life and to peace. Now that may sound like a call to be 

sophisticated or cultured, to understand fine arts so that we can quote the great poets and the 

great novelists. That is not what I mean, and I don’t think it is what the apostle meant. He is 

saying that there is a peace that flows from the contemplative life, the life that focuses on the 

good, the true and the beautiful.” (Source unknown) 

 

Quotes related to the larger context: 

• Paying attention: How often do you think about who or what is forming (shaping) you and the 

kind of person you’re becoming? 1 Corinthians 15:33 says, “Do not be deceived: ‘Bad 

company ruins good morals.’” In Ephesians 6:12 it says, “we wrestle not against flesh and 

blood, but against the rulers, against the authorities, against the cosmic powers over this 

present world, against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly places.” We’re all disciples 

(students) of someone or something, and that’s easy to take for granted. Here’s a provocative 

thought I came across: “If you read your Bible 5 minutes a day and listen to one 30 minute 

sermon a week, but spend 4 hours a day on social media and cable news, who do you think is 

discipling you…or transforming your mind?” We rarely notice unhelpful influences or bad 

http://www.gospelrenewal.com/blog/2020/09/who-is-discipling-you/
http://www.gospelrenewal.com/blog/2020/09/who-is-discipling-you/
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habits until something occurs that we never dreamed could happen to us. These moments 

usually inspire us to re-evaluate who or what has been shaping us along the way.  

• We need God to intercede and participate: While we may desire to commune with God and 

others, sin makes that super difficult, doesn’t it? The Bible begins and ends with expressions of 

God’s deep desire to have intimacy with us, and everything in between explains how Jesus 

came to fix the problem and restore us to right relationship with God and everything He made. 

Scripture is a love story about God using His unlimited resources to passionately pursue us. 

John 17 reveals how Jesus became our way back and intensely prays for us. Numerous other 

passages describe the endless intercession always taking place on our behalf by The Father, 

The Son, and The Holy Spirit. No one is more committed to us than God, which is why it is 

essential for us to be in relationship with Him and those who love Him.  
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Other Articles/Songs/Videos: Please ask us about many other resources. 

 

Direction for discussion leaders: 

1. Keep circling back to the big idea and main points of the passage to stay on track. 

2. Keep the discussion around 30mins. Go for a single, not a home run.  

3. Keep the group small for deeper sharing. Once you hit the “sweet spot”, spend your time there. 

4. Keep these simple questions in your back pocket: What is God teaching you? What are you going 

to do about it? How will it help you love & serve others? 

 

Let’s prepare for our sermon from Proverbs 4:20-27. 

• What do these passages seem to be implying? 
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Let’s apply our sermon from Proverbs 4:20-27. In light of our sin, spiritual formation and spiritual 

disciplines require us to ask ourselves some hard questions, like: 

• What do I value the most? (How I spend my time shows what I value) 

• What are the things that matter most in my life?   

• What type of person do I want to be?   

• What words best describe me?   

• Am I living a life that reflects what I really value?   

• What do I want people to say about me?   

• What values do I want to be remembered for after this life is over?    

• Are my values consistent with God’s values?   

• Can people see my real values in how I live my life?   

 

Here are some great resources for digging deeper into community group life… 

How life together looks http://austinstone.org/stories/film/item/140-missional-community-lukes-story 

Rethinking what we do https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kvWnXYSELF4&feature=player_embedded 

Numerous articles to provoke thought http://toddengstrom.com/archives/ 

What groups of 2-3 might look like http://toddengstrom.com/wp-content/uploads/2013/03/LTG-Overview.pdf 

http://austinstone.org/stories/film/item/140-missional-community-lukes-story
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kvWnXYSELF4&feature=player_embedded
http://toddengstrom.com/archives/
http://toddengstrom.com/wp-content/uploads/2013/03/LTG-Overview.pdf

