
“A Tender Heart” 
(Isaiah 66:2)   

 

 

 

I.  Introduction.   

A.  Orientation.   

1.  Gracious affections (holy love, spiritual knowledge) transform our lives:  they make us 

more and more like Jesus.   

a.  Not physically – we don’t begin to look like Him.   

b.  Not essentially – we don’t become little gods.   

c.  But morally – we begin to share His holy nature, His moral likeness.   

 

2.  Edwards believed they did this in five areas in particular:  humility, meekness, love, 

forgiveness and mercy.   

a.  It’s true that we undergo a complete transformation – we begin to reflect His moral 

character in every way.   

b.  But He especially works these five into our lives because they are the five attributes 

that the Lord glorifies above the others in the work of redemption.   

(i)  If we’re true believers, we won’t be prideful, but will understand more of who 

and what we really are (humble).   

(ii)  And so we won’t be as bold to think highly of ourselves or to put ourselves 

forward for other to think special (meekness).   

(iii)  We will also be more inclined to forgive others because we’ll become far more 

aware of just how much the Lord has forgiven us (forgiveness).   

(iv)  We will serve the Lord out of love and be more concerned about the needs of 

our brethren (love).   

(v)  And this will move us to increasing acts of mercy – we will begin meeting those 

needs.   

(vi)  Though we will still be far from perfect and often fail to live up to what Christ 

calls us to be, we will be changed to the point where our lives will be 

characterized by these things.   

 

B.  Preview.   

1.  But there is more:  gracious affections/spiritual knowledge will also make our hearts 

more tender towards our sins and shortcomings.   

a.  This is something else that distinguishes a true work of God from counterfeits.   

b.  It not only produces a heart that is easily moved by the needs of others, it makes us 

more sensitive to our own sins and failures in the sight of God (something that has 

the effect of producing a humble heart).   

 

2.  This evening, let’s consider two things:   

a.  That counterfeit affections, or those affections produced by the flesh, harden the 

heart.   

b.  But gracious affections have the affect of softening the heart.   
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II.  Sermon.   

A.  First, counterfeit affections have the tendency to harden the heart.   

1.  Those who believe themselves to be Christians, to be converted, but who really aren’t 

actually end up becoming harder in their hearts than if they never believed themselves 

to be converted.   

a.  You know this is true:   

(i)  The hardest people to minister to are those who believe they have already found 

the truth, who think they’re safe.   

(ii)  Since they believe Christ has accepted them as they are, they tend to become less 

concerned about their sins, less affected by the threats in the Bible, and more 

careless about their lives than they ever were when they were unsure of their 

future.   

(iii)  They believe Christ has forgiven them and will continue to forgive them, and so 

they don’t have to worry so much about doing their duty and can give in more 

easily to their lusts.   

(iv)  Now that the danger of hell is over, they can put off the burden of the cross.   

 

b.  Those who respond this way to the grace and forgiveness of God have never really 

come to know Him in a saving way.   

(i)  Grace is never to be used as an excuse to sin, but to turn us away from sin.   

(ii)  Paul writes, “What shall we say then?  Are we to continue in sin so that grace 

may increase?  May it never be!  How shall we who died to sin still live in it?” 

(Rom. 6:1-2).   

 

2.  Instead of seeing Christ as One who delivers from sin, they see Him more as someone 

who can save them while they continue to hold onto their sins.   

a.  Edwards writes, “Such persons as these, instead of embracing Christ as their Saviour 

from sin, trust in him as the saviour of their sins; instead of flying to him as their 

refuge from their spiritual enemies, they make use of him as the defence of their 

spiritual enemies, from God, and to strengthen them against him.  They make Christ 

the minister of sin, the great officer and vicegerent of the devil, to strengthen his 

interest, and make him above all things in the world strong against Jehovah; so that 

they may sin against him with good courage, and without any fear, being effectually 

secured from restraints by his most solemn warnings and most awful threatenings.  

They trust in Christ to preserve to them the quiet enjoyment of their sins, and to be 

their shield to defend them from God’s displeasure; while they come close to him, 

even to his bosom, the place of his children, to fight against him, with their mortal 

weapons, hid under their skirts.”   

b.  Thomas Shepard, in his Parable of the Ten Virgins, writes, “These are hypocrites 

that believe, but fail in regard of the use of the gospel and of the Lord Jesus.  And 

these we read of, Jude 3, viz., of some men that did turn grace into wantonness.  For 

therein appears the exceeding evil of man’s heart, that not only the law, but also the 

glorious gospel of the Lord Jesus, works in him all manner of unrighteousness.  And 

it is too common for men at the first work of conversion, Oh then to cry for grace 

and Christ, and afterwards grow licentious, live and lie in the breach of the law, and 

take their warrant for their course from the gospel!” (1:126).  (Antinomians are 
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particularly guilty of this error.  “Free from the Law, O blessed condition, I can sin 

all I want and still have remission.”)   

c.  Edwards writes, Mr. Shepard speaks of such hypocrites as those, ‘who, like strange 

eggs being put into the same nest, where honest men have lived, they have been 

hatched up; and when they are young, keep their nest, and live by crying and opening 

their mouths wide after the Lord, and the food of his word; but when their wings are 

grown, and they have got some affections, some knowledge, some hope of mercy, 

are hardened thereby to fly from God.’  And adds, ‘Can that man be good, whom 

God’s grace makes worse?’” (232).   

d.  And again, “When men fly to Christ in times of peace, that so they may preserve 

their sins with greater peace of conscience; so that sin makes them fly to Christ, as 

well as misery; not that they may destroy and abolish sin, but they may be preserved 

in their sins with peace; then men may be said to apprehend Christ only by a seeming 

faith. – Many an heart secretly saith this.  If I can have my sin, and peace, and 

conscience quiet for the present, and God merciful to pardon it afterward; hence he 

doth rely (as he saith) only on the mercy of God in Christ:  and now this hardens and 

blinds him, and makes him secure, and his faith is sermon proof, nothing stirs him – 

And were it not for their faith they should despair, but this keep them up.  And now 

they think if they have any trouble of mind, the devil troubles them; and so make 

Christ and faith protectors of sin, not purifiers from sin:  which is the most dreadful; 

turning grace to wantonness, as they did sacrifice.  So these would sin under the 

shadow of Christ, because the shadow is good and sweet, Mic. 3:11” (2:167).   

e.  Those that have a counterfeit faith trust that they are righteous and will be saved, but 

they ignore what God really says, “When I say to the righteous he will surely live, 

and he so trusts in his righteousness that he commits iniquity, none of his righteous 

deeds will be remembered; but in that same iniquity of his which he has committed 

he will die” (Ezek. 33:13).   

f.  Counterfeit affections reveal themselves to be so by hardening the heart towards sin.   

 

B.  Gracious affections have just opposite affect:  they soften the heart and create a tenderness 

of spirit.   

1.  They turn the heart of stone that you have by nature more and more into a heart of flesh.   

a.  Love effectively tenderizes your heart, filling it with a fear of sin or whatever might 

displease God.   

b.  It will actually make you guard you heart more against sin than the fear of hell.   

c.  Edwards again likens this effect of love to what children experience, “A little child 

has his heart easily moved, wrought upon, and bowed:  so is a Christian in spiritual 

things.  A little child is apt to be affected with sympathy, to weep with them that 

weep, and cannot well bear to see others in distress:  so it is with a Christian; John xi. 

35. Rom. xii. 15. 1 Cor. xii. 26.  A little child is easily won by kindness:  so is a 

Christian.  A little child is easily affected with grief at temporal evils, his heart is 

melted, and he falls a-weeping; thus tender is the heart of a Christian, with regard to 

the evil of sin.  A little child, is easily affrighted at the appearance of outward evils, 

or any thing that threatens its hurt:  so is a Christian apt to be alarmed at the 

appearance of moral evil, and any thing that threatens the hurt of the soul.  A little 

child when it meets enemies, or fierce beasts, is not apt to trust its own strength, but 
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flies to its parents for refuge:  so a saint is not self-confident in engaging spiritual 

enemies, but flies to Christ.  A little child is apt to be suspicious of evil in places of 

danger, afraid in the dark, afraid when left solitary, or far from home:  so is a saint 

apt to be sensible of his spiritual dangers, jealous of himself, full of fear when he 

cannot see his way plain before him, afraid to be left alone, and to be at a distance 

from God; Prov. xxviii. 14.  “Happy is the man that feareth alway; but he that 

hardeneth his heart, shall fall into mischief.”  A little child is apt to be afraid of 

superiors, and to dread their anger, and tremble at their frowns and threatenings:  so 

is a true saint with respect to God; Psal. cxix. 120.  “My flesh trembleth for fear of 

thee, and I am afraid of thy judgments.” Isa. lxvi. 2.  “To this man will I look, even 

to him that is poor, and trembleth at my word.” . . .  A little child approaches 

superiors with awe:  so do the saints approach God with holy awe and reverence; Job 

xiii. 11.  “Shall not his excellency make you afraid? and his dread fall upon you?”  

Holy fear is so much the nature of true godliness, that it is called in Scripture by no 

other name more frequently, than the fear of God.”   

 

2.  Where false affections will make you bold and forward regarding your estimation of 

yourself, this tenderness of heart won’t, but will clothe you with a holy fear in all your 

behavior towards God and man.  You will, “Worship the LORD with reverence and 

rejoice with trembling” (Ps. 2:11; cf. 1 Pet.3:15; 2 Cor. 7:15; Eph. 6:5; 1 Pet.3:2; Rom. 

11:20).   

a.  This doesn’t mean that there aren’t areas in which you will be bold:  you are to be 

bold in your prayers and in your worship.   

(i)  But your boldness will be consistent with reverence.   

(ii)  You will understand that though the Lord has removed your sins and so your 

moral distance from God, and that though He has made you sons and daughters 

and so removed your relational distance from Him, that the distance of your 

natures is still the same – you are still infinitely inferior to Him.   

(iii)  And so when you approach God, you will do so with the same reverence as the 

angels who cover their faces before His throne (Isa. 6:1, or as Moses – who 

“made haste to bow low toward the earth and worship” (Ex. 34:8) – when the 

Lord revealed His glory to him.   

 

b.  Edwards writes, “There is in some persons a most unsuitable and unsufferable 

boldness, in their addresses to the great Jehovah—an affectation of holy boldness, 

and ostentation of eminent nearness and familiarity—the very thoughts of which 

would make them shrink into nothing, with horror and confusion, if they saw the 

distance that is between God and them.  They are like the Pharisee that boldly drew 

near, in confidence of his own eminence in holiness.  Whereas, if they saw their 

vileness, they would be more like the publican, that ‘stood afar off, and durst not so 

much as lift up his eyes to heaven:  but smote upon his breast, saying, God be 

merciful to me a sinner.’   It becomes such sinful creatures as we, to approach a holy 

God (although with faith, and without terror, yet) with contrition, penitent shame, 

and confusion of face.”   

c.  You will be as the repentant woman in Luke 7, who approached the Lord with 

humility and reverence, “And there was a woman in the city who was a sinner; and 
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when she learned that He was reclining at the table in the Pharisee's house, she 

brought an alabaster vial of perfume, and standing behind Him at His feet, weeping, 

she began to wet His feet with her tears, and kept wiping them with the hair of her 

head, and kissing His feet and anointing them with the perfume” (vv. 37-38).   

d.  This is the evidence of a tender heart.   

 

3.  Grace softens the heart because it strengthens the convictions of our conscience.   

a.  Grace relieves the terrors of our conscience, but not the convictions of our sin; 

rather, it tends to increase them.   

b.  “Grace does not stupify a man’s, conscience; but makes it more sensible, more easily 

and thoroughly to discern the sinfulness of that which is sinful, and to receive a 

greater conviction of the heinous and dreadful nature of sin.  The conscience 

becomes susceptive of a quicker and deeper sense of sin, and the man is more 

convinced of his own sinfulness, and the wickedness of his heart; consequently grace 

has a tendency to make him more jealous of his heart.  Grace tends to give the soul a 

further and better conviction of the same things concerning sin, that it was convinced 

of under a legal work of the Spirit; viz. its great contrariety to the will, and law, and 

honour of God, the greatness of God’s hatred of it, and displeasure against it, and the 

dreadful punishment it exposes to and deserves.  And not only so, but it convinces 

the soul of something further concerning sin, of which it saw nothing, while only 

under legal convictions; and that is, the infinitely hateful nature of sin, and its 

dreadfulness upon that account. And this makes the heart tender with respect to sin; 

like David’s heart, that smote him when he had cut off Saul’s skirt.  The heart of a 

true penitent is like a burnt child that dreads the fire.  Whereas, on the contrary, he 

that has had a counterfeit repentance, and false comforts and joys, is like iron that 

has been suddenly heated and quenched; it becomes much harder than before.  A 

false conversion puts an end to convictions of conscience; and so, either takes away 

or much diminishes that conscientiousness which was manifested under a work of 

the law.”   

c.  And so here is another test:  Does your experience of Christianity tend to harden 

your heart against God so that you sin more easily than before, or does it soften your 

heart so that you are more affected by your sin and afraid of offending God than 

before.   

d.  Edwards tells us, “All gracious affections have a tendency to promote this Christian 

tenderness of heart.”  Look into your hearts and judge for yourselves.  Amen.   


