
“What’s Really in Your Heart” 
(Proverbs 4:23)   

 

 

 

I.  Introduction.   

A.  Orientation.   

1.  Edwards has shown us several things about the evidential power of our works.   

a.  God recreated in Christ that we might do good works.   

b.  Everything He does in our hearts conspires together to produce good works in us.   

c.  And so we shouldn’t be surprised that this is how others will know that we are true 

believers – “By this all men will know that you are My disciples, if you have love for 

one another” (John 13:35) – and that we will know we are true believers in the same 

way.   

 

2.  But don’t forget, in order to use this test properly, we need to understand what kind of 

works to look for:  it’s not just anything we do that might appear to be good, but those 

works motivated by love.   

a.  Those who are unconverted can do good works, at least outwardly.   

(i)  They can have a form of godliness, without any true change of heart; they can 

obey on the outside without any right motivation within.   

(ii)  The Westminster divines remind us in their Confession, “Works done by 

unregenerate men, although, for the matter of them, they may be things which 

God commands, and of good use both to themselves and others; yet, because they 

proceed not from an heart purified by faith; nor are done in a right manner, 

according to the Word; nor to a right end, the glory of God; they are therefore 

sinful, and cannot please God, or make a man meet to receive grace from God.  

And yet, their neglect of them is more sinful and displeasing unto God” (WCF 

16.7).   

(iii)  Though their bad good works are better than their bad bad works, they are still 

unacceptable to God.   

 

b.  The only works God will accept are good good works.   

(i)  They must be things He commands.   

(ii)  But they must also be done with the right motives:  love for God and the desire 

to glorify Him.   

(iii)  As Edwards put it, “As God looks at the obedience and practice of the man, he 

looks at the practice of the soul; for the soul is the man in God’s sight, ‘For the 

Lord seeth not as man seeth, for he looketh on the heart.’”   

(iv)  Let’s not forget as well that they must be offered through the Mediator, Jesus 

Christ, because even our best good good works are still mostly bad good works in 

God’s eyes because of our indwelling sin, even though they are done with a 

measure of true sincerity.   
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B.  Preview.   

1.  This evening, we’ll begin to look at a series of arguments Edwards uses to prove what 

we should already know:  Our actions are the best of all the evidences we have that we 

have saving faith.   

a.  They’re better than any spiritual light we think we have.   

b.  They’re better than any comforts we may have received through the Gospel.   

c.  And they’re better than any grace we think we may have found in our hearts.   

d.  Our actions speak more loudly than any hopes we might have, because they show us 

most clearly what is in our hearts.   

e.  Even though we know this now, we’ll know it much better and with more conviction 

by the time we’re done.   

 

2.  Tonight, we’ll consider:   

a.  First, how reason shows us that we choose what we really want.   

b.  And second, how Scripture shows us the same thing.   

 

II.  Sermon.   

A.  First, reason shows us that when we are left to our own choices, we will choose what we 

really want to do.  (Children, pay attention to this.  You are at an age when your parents 

make most of your choices for you.  What will you choose when they aren’t standing over 

you requiring you to walk in the right direction?  That is what your heart is really like.).   

1.  If we are true believers, according to what the Scripture says, we will love God more 

than anything else and will be willing to sell everything for Christ.  Not only this, but 

we will actually live this love out in our choices.   

a.  Our choices will show where our hearts are at:  When we are faced with a choice 

between God and something else – something that requires that we compromise our 

duty to God – we will choose God and not the world.   

b.  We will show that we have forsaken everything to follow Christ in our hearts by 

forsaking sin in our lives.   

c.  Edwards writes, “When a man is at liberty whether to speak or keep silence, the most 

proper evidence of his having a heart to speak, is his speaking. When a man is at 

liberty whether to walk or sit still, the proper proof of his having a heart to walk, is 

his walking.  Godliness consists not in a heart to intend to do the will of God, but in a 

heart to do it.  The children of Israel in the wilderness had the former, of whom we 

read, Deut. v. 27-29.  “Go thou near, and hear all that the Lord our God shall say; 

and speak thou unto us all that the Lord our God shall speak unto thee, and we will 

hear it, and do it.  And the Lord heard the voice of your words, when ye spake unto 

me; and the Lord said unto me, I have heard the voice of the words of this people, 

which they have spoken unto thee:  they have well said all that they have spoken.  O 

that there were such an heart in them, that they would fear me, and keep all my 

commandments always, that it might be well with them, and with their children for 

ever!”  The people manifested that they had a heart to intend to keep God’s 

commandments, and to be very forward in those intentions; but God manifests, that 

this was far from being the thing he desired, wherein true godliness consists, even a 

heart actually to keep them.”   
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2.  It’s absurd to pretend that you have a gracious heart, while you live a wicked life or do 

not obey all of God’s commandments.   

a.  Edwards writes, “Men that live in ways of sin, and yet flatter themselves that they 

shall go to heaven, or expect to be received hereafter as holy persons, without a holy 

life and practice, act as though they expected to make a fool of their Judge.  Which is 

implied in what the apostle says, Gal. vi. 7. “Be not deceived; God is not mocked: 

for whatsoever a man soweth, that shall he also reap.”  As much as to say, “Do not 

deceive yourselves with an expectation of reaping life everlasting hereafter, if you 

sow not to the Spirit here.”   

b.  Again, “If in his name men have prophesied and wrought miracles, and have had 

faith so that they could remove mountains, and cast out devils, and however high 

their religious affections have been, however great resemblances they have had of 

grace, and though their hiding-place has been so dark and deep, that no human skill 

nor search could find them out; yet if they are workers or practisers of iniquity, they 

cannot hide their hypocrisy from their Judge; Job xxxiv. 22. “There is no darkness, 

nor shadow of death, where the workers of iniquity may hide themselves.”  

c.  “Would a master suffer himself to be shammed and gulled by a servant, that should 

pretend to great experiences of love and honour towards him in his heart, and a great 

sense of his worthiness and kindness, when at the same time he refused to obey and 

serve him?”   

d.  In the same way, if you do not obey the Lord, you do not love Him.   

 

B.  Scripture tells us the same thing:  Our actions will show whether we love God more than 

other things.  Trials and temptations are meant to show us this very thing.   

1.  They put our love to the test.   

a.  The Lord gives us a choice:  either Him or sin, either obedience to His 

commandment or disobedience, either difficulty if we say or do the right thing or no 

difficulty if we don’t, where if we take hold of one we have to let go of the other, and 

then He waits to see what we choose.   

b.  This is what the Lord did to Israel:   

(i)  “You shall remember all the way which the LORD your God has led you in the 

wilderness these forty years, that He might humble you, testing you, to know what 

was in your heart, whether you would keep His commandments or not” (Deu. 

8:2).   

(ii)  “I also will no longer drive out before them any of the nations which Joshua left 

when he died, in order to test Israel by them, whether they will keep the way of 

the LORD to walk in it as their fathers did, or not” (Judges 2:21-22).   

 

c.  This is what the what the Lord does to us:   

(i)  “In this you greatly rejoice, even though now for a little while, if necessary, you 

have been distressed by various trials, so that the proof of your faith, being more 

precious than gold which is perishable, even though tested by fire, may be found 

to result in praise and glory and honor at the revelation of Jesus Christ” (1 Pet. 

1:6-7; cf. James 1:2-3).   

(ii)  The Lord tries us as gold or silver is tried in the furnace (Ps. 66:10-11) to see if 

what looks like gold is really gold.   
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(iii)  When gold is heated in the furnace, it’s purified and its real beauty is seen.  The 

same is true of genuine faith.  When it is tried, it shows itself to be genuine:  Job 

said during his trials, “But He knows the way I take; when He has tried me, I shall 

come forth as gold” (Job 23:10).   

 

2.  And remember, when the Lord does this, He does it for our benefit, not for His.   

a.  He already knows what’s in our hearts.  He tries us so that we will know.   

(i)  Shepard writes, “I am persuaded, as Calvin is, that all the several trials of men, 

are to show them to themselves, and to the world, that they be but counterfeits; 

and to make saints known to themselves the better.—Rom. v. 5.  Tribulation 

works trial, and that hope. Prov. xvii. 3.  If you will know whether it will hold 

weight, the trial will tell you” (Parable, 1:191).   

(ii)  When He tried Israel through their difficulties, it was so they would know 

whether they would keep His commandments.   

(iii)  When He tried Abraham by commanding him to offer his son, it was that 

Abraham might know the condition of his heart and know whether or not God had 

been gracious and merciful to him.   

(iv)  Jesus did the same thing to the rich young ruler when He told him the price of 

salvation was the loss of all he had on earth (Matt. 19:16).   

 

b.  Since this is the test the Lord uses, and since its purpose is to show us and not the 

Lord the condition of our hearts, this is the test we should use on ourselves.   

(i)  Edwards writes, “Seeing therefore that these are the things which God employs to 

try us, it is undoubtedly the surest way, in order to pass a right judgment, to try 

ourselves by the same things.  These trials are not for his information, but for 

ours; therefore we ought to receive our information from thence.  The surest way 

to know our gold, is to examine it in God’s furnace, where he tries it for that very 

end, that we may see what it is.  If we have a mind to know whether a building 

stands strong or no, we must look upon it when the wind blows.  If we would 

know whether that which appears in the form of wheat, has the real substance of 

wheat, or be only chaff, we must observe it when it is winnowed.  If we would 

know whether a staff be strong, or a rotten broken reed, we must observe it when 

it is leaned on, when weight is borne upon it.  If we would weigh ourselves justly, 

it must be in God’s appointed scales.”   

(ii)  Richard Sibbs, in his Bruised Reed, writes, “When Christ’s will cometh in 

competition with any worldly loss or gain, yet if then, in that particular case, the 

heart will stoop to Christ, it is a true sign.  For the truest trial of the power of 

grace, is in such particular cases as touch us nearest; for there our corruption 

maketh the greatest head.  When Christ came home to the young man in the 

gospel, he lost a disciple of him.”   

(iii)  John Flavel tells us that obedience in trials is the greatest evidence of grace.  

“No man can say what he is, whether his grace be true or false, until they be tried, 

and examined by those things, which are to them as fire is to gold” (Touchstone).   

(iv)  He continues, “That such sufferings as these will discover the falseness and 

rottenness of men’s hearts, cannot be doubted; if you consider, that this is the fire 

designed by God for this very use and purpose, to separate the gold from the 
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dross.  So you will find it, 1 Pet. iv. 12.—Beloved, think it not strange concerning 

the fiery trial that is to try you, i. e. The very design and aim of Providence in 

permitting and ordering them, is to try you.  Upon this account you find the hour 

of persecution (in a suitable notion) called the hour of temptation or probation.  

Rev. iii. 10.  For then, professors are sifted to the very bran, searched to the very 

bottom principles.  This is ‘the day that burns as an oven; all that do wickedly 

shall be as stubble,’ Mal. iv. i.  For in that day the predominant interest must 

appear and be discovered, it can be concealed no longer.’  No man can serve two 

masters,’ saith Christ, Luke xvi. 13.  A man may serve many masters, if they all 

command the same thing, or things subordinate to each other: but he cannot serve 

two masters, if their commands clash and interfere with each other; and such are 

the commands of Christ and the flesh in a suffering hour:-thus the two interests 

come in full opposition.  And now have but patience and wait a little, and you will 

discern which is predominant.  A dog follows two men, while they both walk one 

way, and you know not which of the two is his master:  stay but a little, until their 

path parts, and then you shall quickly see who is his master:  so it is in this case” 

(Ibid.).   

(v)  Edwards writes, “These trials in the course of our practice, are as it were the 

balances in which our hearts are weighed, or in which Christ and the world, or 

Christ and his competitors, as to the esteem and regard they have in our hearts, are 

weighed, or are put into opposites scales, by which there is opportunity to see 

which preponderates.  When a man is brought to the dividing of paths, the one of 

which leads to Christ, and the other to the objects of his lusts, to see which way he 

will go; when set as it were between Christ and the world, Christ on the right 

hand, and the world on the left, so that if he goes to one he must leave the other:  

this is just the same thing as laying Christ and the world in two opposite scales; 

and his going to the one, and leaving the other, is just the same thing, as the 

sinking of one scale, and rising of the other.  A man’s practice, therefore, under 

the trials of God’s providence, is as much the proper experiment and evidence of 

the superior inclination of his heart, as the motion of the balance, with different 

weights in opposite scales, is the proper experiment of the superior weight.”   

(vi)  Weigh your actions in the scale tonight and to see where your heart is at.   

(a)  Do they show that you have no grace:  then come to Christ for His grace.   

(b)  Do they show you are still struggling with your sins and are not yet perfect:  

then come to Christ for more of His grace.   

(c)  Whatever you do, make sure you listen to what you’ve heard:  don’t be like 

the man James describes who looks at his natural face in a mirror, sees his sins, 

and then leaves forgetting what he saw (James 1:23-24).  Be a doer of the 

Word and not a hearer only.  Apply this rule to your life, and you will know 

your true condition.  Amen.   


