WEEKLY SERMON STUDY

Guard Your Heart, Guard Your Steps

Based on Proverbs 4 | Living Wisdom: How Do We Walk in It?
"Above all else, guard your heart, for everything you do flows from it." — Proverbs 4:23

SERMON SUMMARY

This sermon — the third and final foundation-laying message in the Proverbs series — addressed the question
of how we live wisdom consistently. It opened with the difference between being lucky and being skillful. The
pastor described a recent golf outing where the occasional good shot, seen in isolation, might make a person
look like Rory Mcllroy — until you watch the rest of the round. There is a difference between sporadically
stumbling into the right outcome and consistently achieving it. And many of us approach life the way an
amateur approaches golf: we take a decision, swing away, and hope for the best.

The question of this sermon is how to move from lucky to skillful — how to consistently make decisions that are
true and straight and right, how to walk consistently in the pattern of wisdom.

The Structure: Three Lectures in Proverbs 4

Proverbs 4 contains three of the father-to-son lectures that make up the first nine chapters: verses 1-9, verses
10-19, and verses 20-27. Together they reveal the path to a consistently wise life.

| Proverbs 4:23 "Above all else, guard your heart, for it is the wellspring of life."

First Lecture: Wisdom Is Multigenerational and Precious

The opening lecture (verses 1-9) summarizes the first three chapters. A father teaches his sons — and tells
them where he got his own wisdom: "When | was a boy in my father's house... he taught me." This is one
generation calling to the next, the accumulation of generational learning from the school of hard knocks. This is
how God always intended learning to happen: Deuteronomy 6 commands that God's law be impressed on
children; Psalm 78 commands that God's story be told to the next generation. The family is the locus of
wisdom teaching.

And wisdom is precious. The word "get" — meaning to buy or purchase — appears five times in three verses.
"Wisdom is supreme; therefore get wisdom. Though it cost you all you have, get understanding." Like the pearl
of great price, wisdom is worth every sacrifice. But the language goes deeper than commerce: love her,
esteem her, embrace her. This is not the language of a contract for a commodity. It is the language of
covenant, of marriage, of love.

| Proverbs 4:7 "The beginning of wisdom is this: Get wisdom. Though it cost all you have, get understanding."

Third Lecture: The Heart of Wisdom Is the Heart

The heart of the chapter is the third lecture (verses 20-27), which reveals that wisdom is not only passed down
and valuable — it is fundamentally a matter of the heart. "Keep my words within your heart... Above all else,
guard your heart, for it is the wellspring of life."



The sermon clarified what the Bible means by "heart." The modern world splits the head (rationality) from the
heart (emotion), and tends to locate our true humanity in the emotional part — machines can play chess, but
they can't feel. The ancient Greeks thought the opposite: emotion is the animal part of us, rationality the human
part. The Hebrew view says both are wrong. The heart is neither emotion nor rationality, but the deeper thing
that lies behind both — the control center, the seat of intentions. Tim Keller: "The heart is the seat of your most
fundamental commitments, hopes, and trust. What the heart chooses, the mind perceives and finds
reasonable, the emotions desire and find beautiful, and the will does and finds practical."

Second Lecture: The Way to Wisdom Is to Walk

But how do you actually shape a heart? The answer is in the middle lecture (verses 10-19), which lays out two
paths — the way of wisdom and the way of evil — leading to two destinations: the path of the righteous "like
the first gleam of dawn, shining ever brighter," and the way of the wicked "like deep darkness."

What both paths share is that they are walked one step at a time. The language piles up: when you walk, when
you run, set foot, walk in the way, travel on it. This describes daily life, daily practice. We walk into wisdom step
by step, or we walk into foolishness step by step. No one becomes a pro golfer in one afternoon. Wisdom is
gradual, daily, a process you stay at for years. The path of the righteous shines ever brighter — it is not all-or-
nothing; it is a slow dawn.

| Proverbs 4:18 "The path of the righteous is like the morning sun, shining ever brighter till the full light of day."

The Crucial Insight: Daily Life Shapes the Heart

Here the sermon made its central claim: our daily life flows from our heart — but our daily life also shapes our
heart. Each small step we take, each small thing we do, is forming in us a heart that is either straight and true
or one that will swerve. Our daily life does not just reflect our heart; it forms it.

The sermon named a dangerous cultural move: we like to uncouple our hearts from our actions. We can
recognize that good behavior doesn't always flow from a good heart (going through the motions). But more
troubling, we now believe a person can do evil and still be assumed to have a good heart — that what
someone does tells us nothing about who they are. The sermon illustrated this with a public example of a man
who announced the termination of his five-month pregnancy after a Down syndrome diagnosis, and the wave
of responses insisting that no one could judge his heart from his choice. We have so separated heart from
action that we refuse to read the one from the other.

And we do the same with small things. Many would never have an affair — but think nothing of flirting,
fantasizing, or a little pornography. Many would never rob a bank — but think nothing of fudging an expense
report. We would never murder — but think nothing of character assassination through passive-aggressive
bitterness. We assume these small daily decisions don't shape us. But what if we're wrong?

The sermon recounted Tim Keller's story of a man imprisoned for life after a fatal hit-and-run. As a boy, he had
broken his father's watch and hidden it rather than confessing. As a man, he hit a child with his car and fled
rather than stopping. In the interview, he said what fixed his destiny was not the decision on the road — it was
the little decisions he had been making for years. His character was already set. He did what he had become.
C.S. Lewis: "Good and evil both increase at compound interest. That is why the little decisions you and | make
every day are of such infinite importance." Every choice turns the central part of us — the heart — into
something a little different than it was before.



Two Closing Truths

1. God calls us to guard our deep heart AND our daily steps. The two are linked. "Above all, guard your
heart" is immediately followed by "make level paths for your feet... do not swerve to the right or the left."
Our heart follows our feet as much as our feet follow our heart. If we want to walk in wisdom
consistently, we have to walk in the small daily ways that form the heart over the long term.

2. Jesus is Lord of our hearts AND our steps. We need a new heart — Ezekiel's heart of flesh replacing
the heart of stone, Jesus taking up residence within us. But how is that new heart formed? "Whoever
wants to be my disciple must deny themselves, take up their cross daily, and follow me." Jesus dwells
in our hearts as our lives are spent following him. The new heart and the daily walk are one work of
grace.

The way to live wisdom consistently is to receive the heart that only Jesus gives — and then to let that heart be
formed through daily decisions. When you could cut in line but choose the selfless way. When someone
offends you and you choose forgiveness over bitterness. When your heart is prone to lust and you look instead
to the cross and find what is worth every trade — not just wisdom, but Christ himself. In those moments of
grace, God forms our hearts in the way of Jesus.

Key Takeaway

The heart of wisdom is the heart — but the way to a wise heart is the daily walk. Every
small decision is forming you, at compound interest, into either a wise person or a foolish
one. We cannot uncouple who we are from what we do. Guard your heart and guard your
steps, because Jesus is Lord of both — and it is in following him daily that he forms a new
heart within us.

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

Take your time. Listen well to each other. There are no wrong answers — only honest ones.

The sermon distinguished between being lucky and being skillful — between
occasionally stumbling into a good decision and consistently making wise ones. In
which areas of your life do you feel genuinely skillful with wisdom? In which areas are
you mostly just swinging and hoping?

Wisdom is described as multigenerational — passed from parent to child, generation
to generation. What wisdom did you receive from a parent, grandparent, or older
mentor? What wisdom are you actively passing on, and to whom?

The sermon explained the biblical "heart" as the control center behind our thoughts,
emotions, and will — the seat of our deepest commitments. When you examine your
own heart at that level, what are your most fundamental commitments and hopes
actually set on? Does your daily life reflect them?




"The path of the righteous is like the first gleam of dawn, shining ever brighter."
Wisdom is gradual, not instant. Where in your life are you tempted to expect instant
transformation rather than the slow daily walk? How does the image of a slowly
brightening dawn reframe your expectations?

The sermon's central claim is that our daily actions don't just flow from our heart —
they shape it. Do you tend to believe that the small things you do (and excuse) don't
really affect who you are? How does the idea that "good and evil increase at
compound interest" challenge that?

The man imprisoned for life said what fixed his destiny was not the big decision on the
road, but the little decisions he'd been making for years. What small, easily-excused
habits in your own life might be quietly shaping your heart in a direction you wouldn't
choose? (Share only what you're comfortable sharing.)

The sermon said the new heart we need is given by Jesus — and formed by daily
following him. Where is one specific, recurring daily moment where you could choose
the way of Christ over the way of self this week? What would that choice look like?

LIVING IT OUT

Wisdom is not a destination you arrive at fully formed. It is a path you walk, one daily step at a time, as God
forms your heart along the way.

In Your Inner Life

Read Proverbs 4 in full this week — all 27 verses, slowly. Notice the language of walking, stepping, and
pathways throughout. Then sit with verse 23: "Above all else, guard your heart." Ask honestly: what am
| currently allowing into my heart through my daily habits — my screens, my conversations, my private
moments?

The sermon said our daily life shapes our heart, not just the reverse. Identify one small habit you have
been excusing as harmless — the flirtation, the half-truth, the bitter thought, the thing you look at. Name
it. Bring it honestly to God. Don't minimize it; consider what it is slowly forming in you.

C.S. Lewis said every choice turns the central part of us into something a little different. This week,
before one recurring small decision each day, pause and ask: which direction is this turning me? Make
the choice consciously rather than automatically.

In Your Closest Relationships

Wisdom is multigenerational. If you have children, grandchildren, or younger people who look up to
you, remember the sermon's reminder: we shape them by word AND example. This week, pay
attention to what your daily walk — not just your words — is teaching the people watching you.

The sermon named small relational corrosions: passive-aggressive bitterness, character assassination,
the slow erosion of trust through little unfaithfulnesses. Is there one relationship where you have been
allowing small, excused behaviors to shape your heart toward someone? Choose one concrete step
toward the way of wisdom this week.



* Ask someone who knows you well and whom you trust: "Are there small patterns in how | live that you
think are shaping me in a direction | might not see?" Receive the answer without defending. This is how
wisdom is caught in community.

In Your Daily Life and Work

* The sermon used the checkout line as an example — choosing the selfless way over slipping ahead.
This week, look for the small daily moments where the wise, selfless choice is available but
inconvenient. Take the wise path deliberately, knowing it is forming your heart.

* Fudging an expense report, a small dishonesty, cutting an ethical corner at work — the sermon named
these as heart-shaping. Examine your work life this week for one small compromise you've been
treating as insignificant. Course-correct, not for fear of being caught, but because of what it's making
you into.

+  Wisdom is a discipline you stay at for years. Choose one wisdom-forming practice — a daily Scripture
reading, a moment of honest self-examination, a regular act of generosity — and commit to it not for
this week only, but as a long obedience. The dawn brightens gradually.

In Your Faith Community

* The sermon connected this passage to baptism and profession of faith — the promise to support one
another by word and example. How are you actively shaping the faith community around you by the
way you walk? Identify one way you can be a wisdom-forming presence in your church this week.

* Profession of faith is the promise to embrace Jesus as Lord of one's life — heart and steps together. If
you have made that profession, revisit it this week. Is Jesus Lord of your daily steps, or only of your
stated beliefs? Where is the gap?

*  Wisdom is caught in community across generations. If you are older, look for one younger person to
invest in this week. If you are younger, seek out one older, wiser person to learn from. Wisdom flows
generationally — be part of that flow in both directions.

A Word to Carry

You will not become wise in a single dramatic moment. You become wise — or foolish — in
ten thousand small decisions that shape your heart at compound interest. Guard your heart.
Guard your steps. And follow Jesus daily, because it is in the following that he forms the
new heart you could never make yourself.

SERVICE CHALLENGE

The way of wisdom is walked in small daily steps. This week's challenge is to take one of those steps
deliberately, on behalf of someone else.

This Week's Challenge: Take One Small Step of Wisdom for Someone

Character is formed in small, repeated choices. This week, choose to serve someone in a
way that costs you a little and would normally be easy to skip.

Step 1 — Name a Small, Repeated Need.




Think of someone in your life with an ongoing, ordinary need — not a dramatic crisis, but a
small recurring one. A neighbor who could use regular help. A coworker who is consistently
overlooked. A family member who carries an invisible load. Write their name down.

Step 2 — Commit to a Small, Repeatable Act.

Don't plan one grand gesture. Plan a small act you could sustain — a weekly check-in, a
regular ride, a standing offer of help, a recurring word of encouragement. The sermon's
whole point is that small repeated steps form character. Let your service be shaped the
same way.

Step 3 — Do It Even When It's Inconvenient.

The test of wisdom is whether you walk the path when it costs something. This week, follow
through on your small act even on the day you don't feel like it. That is exactly the kind of
decision that forms a wise heart.

Step 4 — Pray for Them.

As you serve, pray for the person regularly. Ask God to guard their heart and their steps as
you ask him to guard yours. Let your service and your prayer be woven together.

Step 5 — Come Back and Share.

If you're in a small group or Sunday school class, come ready to share what you committed
to and how it went. Small faithful acts, shared and encouraged in community, are how a
whole congregation walks the path of wisdom together.

Optional Extended Challenge

Read the relevant section of C.S. Lewis's Mere Christianity on how every choice forms us into a
heavenly or hellish creature (Book 3, the chapter on morality and the self). Let his argument deepen
your sense of why small daily decisions carry such weight.

Identify one wisdom-forming discipline you can begin this week and sustain through the summer —
daily Scripture, a fixed time of prayer, a weekly act of service, a regular practice of confession. The
sermon stressed that wisdom is a process you stay at for years. Start one process now.

Have an honest, generational conversation this week. If you're a parent or grandparent, tell a younger
person one specific lesson you learned the hard way and the wisdom it produced. If you're younger,
ask an older believer to do the same for you. Wisdom passed from generation to generation is exactly
what Proverbs 4 models.

Closing Prayer Guide

Whether you're using this in a group or on your own, close by praying through these four things:

Give thanks — for the wisdom passed down to us through generations, for the path of the righteous
that shines ever brighter, and for a Savior who gives us a new heart we could never make ourselves.
Confess honestly — the small daily compromises we have excused, the ways we have uncoupled our
hearts from our actions, and the directions our little decisions may be quietly turning us.

Ask God to guard both heart and steps — to form in us, through ten thousand small daily choices, a
heart that is straight and true and in harmony with him.

Pray for the person you named in the service challenge — and for the grace to take the small faithful
step even when it costs you something.

"Good and evil both increase at compound interest. That is why the little decisions you and | make every day are of such

infinite importance."
— C.S. Lewis, Mere Christianity | From This Week's Sermon



