
 

“A Joyful Heart Is Good Medicine” 
(Proverbs 17:22) 

 
 
 

Introduction:  We have been looking at the sixth commandment and have seen that it requires us 
to do what we can lawfully to protect our own lives.  We have seen that we have the right to 
protect ourselves from the attacks of others.  We have seen that we are even able to resist the 
plots of others to wrong us or injure us.  We have also seen what our response is to be toward 
the Lord who allows such things for our testing and refinement, as He continues in this life to 
make us fit for heaven.  But there are other injuries that we can sustain, injuries that we might 
even inflict upon ourselves in response to the situations of life.  These are things that we need to 
be aware of as well and seek to deal with biblically, so that we will more fully protect the 
precious life which the Lord has given to us.   
 Solomon alerts us to this principle in our text this evening.  “A joyful heart is good 
medicine, but a broken spirit dries up the bones” (Prov. 17:22).  In a world full of sin, and 
sinners, you are bound to encounter many things that will work against you to rob you of God’s 
gracious peace.  Satan is out to steal everything he can from you.  He wants to demolish you.  
But since he cannot consume the true believer, he will still do all that he can to make your life as 
miserable as possible.  He will bring persecution, and he will bring it in many different forms.  
He will raise up adversaries against you, to accuse you falsely, to slander and malign you, to try 
and discredit you and take away your good name.  He has many willing helpers at his disposal, 
even within the boundaries of the church.  These things are inevitable.  Paul wrote to Timothy, 
“And indeed, all who desire to live godly in Christ Jesus will be persecuted” (2 Tim. 3:12).  
And John reminds us, in 1 John 3:13, “Do not marvel, brethren, if the world hates you.”  
Don’t be surprised.  Consider it as a given in this world.  And, of course, beware lest you be the 
hater.  He also wrote, “Everyone who hates his brother is a murderer; and you know that 
no murderer has eternal life abiding in him” (3:15).  The real question is, how will you 
respond to these persecutions and afflictions?  Will you let them destroy you?  Will you let 
them shove you down into the pit of despair?  Or will you look to God and rejoice in His 
goodness and mercy even in the midst of those trials?   
 What I want you to see this evening is that,  
 
 A joyful heart will go a long way in maintaining your health, but a broken spirit  will 
dry up the springs of your life.     
 
I.  When Your Soul Is Full of Joy It Has Good and Healing Effects.   

A.  What Does It Mean to Have A Joyful Heart?   
1.  I don’t think that this is too difficult to figure out.  A joyful heart is a glad heart, one 

that is light and carefree.  It is a heart that has its weight of care and burden removed.   
2.  I think a few examples will teach us better than words.   

a.  When the Lord had destroyed the Egyptians in the midst of the Red Sea, the 
children of Israel rejoiced.  They were now safe from their threats.  “Then Moses 
and the sons of Israel sang this song to the LORD, and said, "I will sing to the 
LORD, for He is highly exalted; the horse and its rider He has hurled into the 
sea” (Ex. 15:1).   
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b.  Deborah and Barak also lifted a song of rejoicing and praise when Sisera and his 
army were defeated before the forces of Israel (Jud. 5:1).   

c.  After Jephthah had defeated the Ammonites, he returned home and “his daughter” 
came out “to meet him with tambourines and with dancing” (Jud. 11:34).  Her 
heart was filled with joy over the fact that her father had conquered his enemies and 
returned safely.   

d.  Joy is what Hannah experienced, when after several long years of prayer, the Lord 
granted her what she wanted the most:  a son.  In 1 Samuel 2:1, we read, “Then 
Hannah prayed and said, ‘My heart exults in the LORD; my horn is exalted in 
the LORD, my mouth speaks boldly against my enemies, because I rejoice in 
Thy salvation.’”   

e.  A joyful heart is one that is lifted out of its despair, the affliction is past, the burden 
removed, the threat disarmed, the work is done.   

 
B.  Solomon Says that It Is This Joyful Heart Does Good to a Body, Like Medicine.   

1.  Solomon says literally, “A heart of joy does good like a cure.”  It brings healing to 
the body.   

2.  He says elsewhere, “A joyful heart makes a cheerful face” (Prov. 15:13).  A 
cheerful face is an indication that the body is well.   

3.  It cures the wounds of the heart like the cake of figs which Isaiah applied to the boil of 
king Hezekiah cured his illness and raised him up from his death bed (Isa. 38:21).   

4.  It heals like the oil and wine which the Good Samaritan poured on the wounds of the 
Jew who was robbed and left to die (Luke 10:34).  

5.  John Wesley wrote that a joyful heart “doth good -- even to the body; it contributes 
much to bodily health and vigor” (Notes 1707 [Sage]).   

6.  I think all of you would agree that you feel much more energetic when you are happy 
and joyful, than when you are down in the dumps.   

7.  And this is seen to be so much more the case when you consider the consequences of 
it’s opposite.  A joyful heart is good medicine,  

  
II.  But a Spirit that Is Broken Dries Up the Bones.   

A.  A Broken Spirit Is That Heart which Is Striken by Persecution and Affliction.  It Is 
Wounded, and Crippled, so that It Shrivels Up and Begins to Wither.   
1.  There are many things which may cause a broken spirit.     

a.  It may be the result of a prolonged or incurable illness.   
b.  It may be the result of the betrayal of a close friend.   
c.  It may be caused by an attack by a so-called brother.   
d.  It can be the result of hope deferred, or of hope altogether crushed.     
e.  It can come from losing something which is very precious to you, causing your 

heart to be melancholy.   
f.  Solomon wrote, “When the heart is sad, the spirit is broken” (Prov. 15:13).  

Whatever can make the heart despondent can break the spirit.   
 

2.  And again, examples speak louder than words.   
a.  When Job was set upon by his many trials, he said, “My spirit is broken, my days 

are extinguished, The grave is ready for me” (Job 17:1).   
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b.  The psalmist wrote, “Reproach has broken my heart, and I am so sick. And I 
looked for sympathy, but there was none, and for comforters, but I found none” 
(Ps. 69:20).   

c.  When Jeremiah considered the prophets of the land, his heart lamented and was 
grieved.  He wrote, “As for the prophets: My heart is broken within me, all my 
bones tremble; I have become like a drunken man, even like a man overcome 
with wine, because of the LORD and because of His holy words”  (Jer. 23:9).  

d.  There is a broken spirit which is good.  When your heart is broken over the sin you 
have committed, and you are grieved at how unholy you are in the presence of the 
Holy God, this is pleasing to the Lord.  David wrote, “The sacrifices of God are a 
broken spirit; a broken and a contrite heart, O God, Thou wilt not despise” (Ps. 
51:17).  Without this brokenness, you will not find God’s mercy.     

e.  But when a heart is broken, and it does not find its healing in the Lord, it is beyond 
the ability of man to bear up under.  Solomon writes, “The spirit of a man can 
endure his sickness, but a broken spirit who can bear?” (Prov. 18:14).  If the 
body is sick, but the spirit is well, a man can endure that.  But if the spirit is broken, 
from where will he gather the strength to survive?   

   
B.  He Will Lose His Health unless His Heart Is Healed.  Solomon Continues, “A Broken 

Spirit Dries Up the Bones.”   
1.  The bones of a man in Scripture sometimes refers to his literal bones, such as when 

Joseph charged the sons of Israel to bury his bones in the promised land  (Gen. 50:25); 
sometimes to the man himself, such as where David says that all of his bones will speak 
of the mighty deeds of the Lord (Ps. 35:10); and sometimes it refers to the health of the 
body itself, such as where Zophar says to Job concerning the godless, “His bones are 
full of youthful vigor” (Job 20:11).   

2.  Here, I believe that it refers to that vigor of body that can be dried up when the heart is 
heavy.  Clarke, in his commentary on the Bible, notes that the Chaldee and Syriac read, 
“A merry heart doeth good to the body; but a broken spirit drieth the bones” 
(Commentary 1768 [Sage]).  In this rendering you can more closely observe the 
parallel between the body and the bones.   

3.  And this is not an uncommon way of speaking of physical sickness in the Scriptures.   
a.  David writes in Psalm 22, concerning the Messiah’s sufferings, “I am poured out 

like water, and all my bones are out of joint; my heart is like wax; it is melted 
within me.  My strength is dried up like a potsherd, and my tongue cleaves to 
my jaws; and Thou dost lay me in the dust of death” (vv. 14-15).  

b.  When David had sinned, and had not yet repented, it had the affect of exhausting his 
natural strength.  He wrote, “When I kept silent about my sin, my body wasted 
away through my groaning all day long.  For day and night Thy hand was 
heavy upon me; my vitality was drained away as with the fever heat of summer” 
(Ps. 32:3-4).   

c.  Strength is signified by moisture, curse by dryness.  When God cursed the crops of 
a people, they dried up.  Joel writes, “The field is ruined, the land mourns, for the 
grain is ruined, the new wine dries up, fresh oil fails” (1:10).  An unbeliever who 
is within the boundaries of the Covenant community is described as a dry branch.  
Christ said, “If anyone does not abide in Me, he is thrown away as a branch, and 
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dries up; and they gather them, and cast them into the fire, and they are 
burned” (John 15:6).  The author to the Hebrews writes, “For ground that drinks 
the rain which often falls upon it and brings forth vegetation useful to those for 
whose sake it is also tilled, receives a blessing from God; but if it yields thorns 
and thistles, it is worthless and close to being cursed, and it ends up being 
burned” (6:7-8).   

d.  But dryness can also come from the discipline of God, as we saw in the case of 
David.  As a matter of fact, such brokenness of spirit over sin is the sign of a 
gracious spirit, a spirit which has in it the saving grace of God.  A person without 
grace never grieves because he has offended God.   

e.  But whether for judgment or for discipline, the effect is the same:  a broken spirit 
destroys the body.   

f.  John Wesley wrote that the drying of the bones, “wastes the marrow of the bones, 
and the moisture and strength of the body” (Notes 1707 [Sage]). And Clarke wrote, 
“Nothing has such a direct tendency to ruin health and waste out life as grief, 
anxiety, fretfulness, bad tempers, etc. All these work death” (Commentary 1768 
[Sage]).   

g.  So we see that a joyful heart does good like medicine, but a broken spirit withers the 
heart and dries out the health of the body.   

h.  Since the goal of the sixth commandment is to protect our lives and to nurture it, we 
must now consider how this principle bears on our own situation.   

 
III.  The Question Is, How Can You Cultivate, as much as Lies within Your Power, a Joyful 

Heart with Its Benefits and Be Freed From the Shattering Effects of a Broken Spirit?   
A.  First of All, You Must Seek to Free Yourself as much as Possible from Those Things 

That Oppress Your Soul.   
1.  As I said earlier, there are many things which can crush your spirit.   

a.  The loss of a loved one, a long term illness, constant persecution from an enemy, 
hope that is deferred, just to name a few.    

b.  These things can sap the life right out of you.  They can steal your peace and your 
joy, break your spirit and bring sickness to your heart.   

   
2.  If there is something that you can do to lift the burden, then do it.      

a.  If you know what the problem is, then rectify it.   
b.  If there is sin in your life, and the Lord is chastening you, then repent and amend 

your ways.  The author to the Hebrews writes, “Therefore, strengthen the hands 
that are weak and the knees that are feeble, and make straight paths for your 
feet, so that the limb which is lame may not be put out of joint, but rather be 
healed” (12:12-13).   

c.  If you are at odds with a friend or a brother, and there is still the chance of 
reconciliation, then go and be reconciled.   

d.  Don’t let the burden of these things continue to wear away at your heart and steal 
much precious time and energy!  Be healed!   

 
3.  But in the vast majority of those cases where it is outside of your control, try to learn 

what the Lord is doing in your heart, and seek to cooperate with Him.   
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a.  Don’t forget that He brings these things to produce growth in you.  He wants to 
refine you.  He desires to increase our faith.   

b.  Even though you cannot change the situations, you can, by the grace of God, control 
your responses to them.   

c.  When trials come, look to the Lord and gain new strength.  Isaiah writes, “Those 
who wait for the LORD Will gain new strength; They will mount up with wings 
like eagles, They will run and not get tired, They will walk and not become 
weary” (Isa. 40:31).   

d.  If you have lost a loved one, then take comfort in the promises of the Lord.  He 
says, “Precious in the sight of the Lord is the death of His godly ones” (Ps. 
116:15).  They are with Him on Mount Zion, safe now from all the pain and sorrow 
that accompanied them in this life (Heb. 12:23).   

e.  If you are being persecuted by an enemy, then cultivate the godly fruit of kindness 
in return and seek to love him.  Jesus said, “But I say unto you, love your enemies, 
bless them that curse you, do good to them that hate you, and pray for them 
which despitefully use you, and persecute you; that ye may be the children of 
your Father which is in heaven” (Matt. 5:44-45).   

f.  Seek to find out what area the Lord is working on and cooperate with Him.  Let 
Him accomplish His work in you.  Paul writes, “Work out your salvation with 
fear and trembling; for it is God who is at work in you, both to will and to work 
for His good pleasure” (Phil. 2:13).   

 
B.  But Secondly, You Must Also Cultivate the Fruit of a Joyful Heart.   

1.  Removing the burden is only half of the battle.  You need not only the removal of 
pain, you need the addition of joy.   

2.  Joy is the supernatural work of the Spirit of God.  It is the fruit of His presence.  Paul 
writes,  “But the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, 
faithfulness, gentleness, self-control; against such things there is no law” (Gal. 
5:22-23).   

3.  If the Spirit dwells in you, then that joy will be present in some degree.   
4.  And yet there are things that we can do to increase it, and to decrease it.   

a.  There is a command in Scripture to be filled with the Holy Spirit (Eph. 5:18), there 
must be something that we can do therefore to accomplish this.   

b.  Since it is something that someone else must do for us, for he says, “Be filled,” not 
“fill yourself,” we must look outside of ourselves.  We must look to God.   

c.  I think the two main things we can do is use the means of God’s appointment to 
receive His grace, and be careful that we do not through sin grieve and quench the 
Spirit’s work in our hearts.   

d.  You must diligently attend upon God’s ordinances of the preaching of the Word, 
public and private prayer, the reading of the Word and the administration of the 
sacraments.   

e.  And you must guard yourself that through your sin you do not lose that precious 
grace, or weaken it through mixture with the world.   

f.  Paul writes, “Do not quench the Spirit” (1 Thes. 5:19), and, “Do not grieve the 
Holy Spirit of God, by whom you were sealed for the day of redemption” (Eph. 
4:30).   
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g.  The precious fruit that the Spirit produces is health to the body and marrow to the 
bones.  Do not lose it through the foolishness of sin.  What you trade it for is far 
less valuable than what you surrender.   

h.  Matthew Henry wrote, “It is great mercy that God gives us leave to be cheerful, and 
cause to be cheerful, if by his grace he gives us hearts to be cheerful” (Commentary 
849).   

i.  Since this such a great mercy, do not sacrifice it through the futility and emptiness of 
sin.  Cultivate His peace and His joy.  Do not quench it.  It will do you good like a 
medicine for the soul and body.  Amen.   


