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“Blessed are the pure in heart.”  

(Matthew 5:8) 
 

Prayer Song: 
Change my heart, O God, make it ever true. Change my heart, O God, may I be like you. 

You are the Potter, I am the clay. Mold me and make me, this is what I pray. 
 

* * * * * 
 
There’s nothing like the heart. 
 
Nobody puts their hand over their appendix when they hear the national anthem. 
Nobody says, “I love you with all my hair.” 
Nobody sits down for a serious knee-to-knee talk. 
Nobody tells someone that they’re “all spleen.” 

 
There’s nothing like the heart. 
 
Nobody is so sentimental that they wear their shoulder on their sleeve.  
Nobody says, “I didn’t have the teeth to tell him the truth.” 
Nobody asks a person making an important decision, “What does your finger tell you to do?” 
Nobody says about their conversion to Christ, “I felt my foot strangely warmed.” 
 
What’s in your heart? 
 
An American traveling to Korea was being shown around by a missionary and saw two Koreans 
working in the field with a crude hand plow. One was holding the handles guiding the plow and the 
other, standing where the ox was supposed to be, was pulling the plow. The missionary explained to 
the American, “They sold their ox so they could make a contribution to the building of the new 
church, and this year they are taking turns pulling the plow themselves.” 
  
The American was amazed at this and exclaimed, “My, what a sacrifice!” But the missionary 
replied, “They don’t call it a sacrifice. They call it a privilege! They were glad they had an ox to sell 
and are grateful that they’re strong enough to pull the plow. They actually believe they are working 
with God.” 
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Who are the pure in heart? They are those who are working with God in this world. They see it as a 
privilege to serve God, not a burden or a sacrifice. The pure in heart are those who do the right 
things for the right reasons.    
  
As we have discovered this summer in our Dream Cruise through the Beatitudes, it’s important to 
know what Jesus intended by the specific words he words used so that we can better understand 
how the beatitudes inform our faith and guide us into a new way of living in this world. The Greek 
word for “pure,” katharos, and it has a variety of usages, all of which have something to add to the 
meaning of this beatitude for the Christian life.i   
  
Originally, katharos simply meant clean and could be used for dirty clothes that have been washed 
clean. In addition, katharos is regularly used for corn that has been winnowed or sifted and cleansed 
of all chaff. Katharos is used for an army that has been purged of all discontented, cowardly, 
unwilling, and inefficient soldiers, and is a force composed solely of first-class fighters. 
  
Katharos also commonly appears in company with another Greek adjective, akeratos. Akeratos can 
be used for milk or wine that is unadulterated, uncut with water, or for metal that has in it no tinge 
of alloy. It meant pure wine, pure milk, pure silver or gold. 
  
So this beatitude, which sounds so beautiful, is actually very demanding, for it literally means, 
“Blessed is the one whose heart is always unmixed, unadulterated, unalloyed! How very fortunate 
are those whose hearts are pure and undivided, for they are the ones who will see God.”     
  
Purity of heart, then, refers to what is on the inside even more than what is on the outside. It refers 
not so much to what we do or say as to why we are doing or saying it. For to be pure is to be clean, 
uncontaminated, without corruption and guile, sincere, and honest. In other words, the pure in heart 
are real, authentic people. What we see on the outside is simply a reflection of what is on the inside.  
  
A primary reason Jesus included this particular beatitude is that many people in his day were not 
pure in heart, especially the Jewish authorities. In the religious climate of the time, purity was 
understood to be primarily a matter of behavior. If you ate the correct foods, you were undefiled, but 
to eat a food that had been tainted in some way made you impure. If you followed certain standards 
of behavior or cleanliness, you remained pure, but if you touched something that was dead or 
considered unclean, you were defiled and had to be cleansed.    
  
Many religious leaders of the day paraded their righteousness on the outside, but inside they were 
hypocritical and corrupt. So Jesus delivers his most scathing attack on these leaders in Matthew 23.  
He says, “Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! For you tithe mint, dill and cumin, and 
have neglected the weightier matters of the law – justice, mercy, and faith. Woe to you, scribes and 
Pharisees, hypocrites! For you clean the outside of the cup and of the plate, but inside you are full of 
greed and self-indulgence. Blind Pharisees! First clean the inside of the cup, so that the outside will 
also become clean!”  
 
We may think we’re following all the minute laws down to the letter, but if our hearts are not filled 
with the love, grace, compassion, forgiveness, and tolerance demonstrated in Jesus, our holier than 
thou actions become hollow. What’s in your heart?     
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Libby Phelps was twelve years old when the picketing began. Her grandfather, Fred Phelps, was 
the pastor of Westboro Baptist Church in Topeka, Kansas, the church that pickets funerals of 
U.S. troops as a protest against homosexuality. No doubt you’ve heard about the Phelps family. 
The church has about 70 people, most of whom are related. The Southern Poverty Law Center 
has called Westboro Baptist Church “arguably the most obnoxious and rabid hate group in 
America.” 

 
Young Libby Phelps held signs that said “God Hates Fags” as she picketed with her parents, 
grandparents, siblings, cousins, aunts, and uncles. She was told that by hating homosexuals, she 
was helping other people to find salvation. Forced to carry signs with messages of damnation for 
hours in the heat of summer and cold of winter, Libby said, “I didn’t even know what a 
homosexual was.”   

 
Libby picketed Jenna Bush’s wedding, President Obama’s first inauguration, government 
offices, college football games, the Academy Awards, cultural events, and gay pride parades. 
She even picketed her own high school and college graduations before participating.   

 
Her family did not celebrate holidays. As Libby grew up, she wasn’t allowed to cut her hair, 
wear make-up, or get her ears pierced. Eventually, however, she began to realize that other 
people were deeply hurt by what her church and family were doing. When Libby was seventeen 
she asked herself, “Am I doing the right thing? Should I be telling people they are going to hell?”   

 
An older sister left the clan, then a cousin. After being called out by church leaders for wearing a 
bikini, an aunt asked Libby, “What is in your heart?”  When Libby finally figured out that she 
no longer wanted hate in her heart and desired to work with God rather than against God, she left 
Westboro Baptist Church and her family for good in 2009. Libby Phelps still struggles because 
she misses her parents and family, but she has found a purity of heart that is leading her into a 
new future.ii 
  
Jesus says that the pure in heart are blessed because they see God. And why do they see God?  
Because they look for God. It’s that simple. Their eyes are focused on God and not on their own ego 
or the faults of others or the things of this world. And they look at life through the eyes of faith.  
They see God all around them – in nature, in people, in the scriptures, in the events of this world, 
and within their own heart. Can you see with the eyes of your heart?   
  
There is something special, innocent, and beautiful about the pure in heart. There is nothing more 
inspiring than learning from those whose thoughts, words, and actions are completely aligned with 
the will of God and the teachings of Jesus. It’s what I strive for more than anything else in my own 
life, yet I continually fall short, as I suspect most of you do, as well. 
 
So how do we become pure in heart and see God? And how do we guide others toward that 
purity? I’d like to offer three practical suggestions this morning.  
 
First, if we want to see God, we need to get in touch with the image of God that is within each 
one of us. St. Augustine once prayed, “O God, our hearts are restless until they find rest in you.”  
And the 17th century Christian philosopher Blaise Pascal said, “There is a God-shaped vacuum in 
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the heart of every person which cannot be filled by any created thing, but only by God, the 
Creator, made known through Jesus.” 
  
You and I were created with a natural desire for God. Just as instinct draws birds south in the 
winter and enables fish to swim, eagles to fly, and young babies to nurse at their mother’s breast, 
so instinct draws us close to God. The human heart is restless until we acknowledge that there is 
a part of God that lives and grows in each one of us and yearns to be released. That’s what 
finally happened to Libby Phelps. As she grew up, she realized that she was created not for hate 
or judgment but for love, only for love.     
  
However, just as animals lose some of their innate drive when taken out of their natural habitat, 
it’s easy to lose our inborn inclination to believe in God when we’re not in a positive, faith-
building environment. That’s why the community of the church is so important, and that’s why 
you are here today. You know that none of us can live the Christian life on our own. We need 
each other, and we need to worship, learn, care, and serve together in order to tap into the power 
of the Holy Spirit, the image of God that is in each one of us. What’s in your heart? 
  
That brings us to the next step on the journey toward purity of heart. If we want to see God, we not 
only need to look in the right places, but we’ve got to clear out the clutter in our life that 
prevents us from seeing God. That means letting go of all negative emotions that stifle our 
spiritual growth and separate us from God and each other: bitterness, doubt, fear, greed, guilt, 
hatred, and jealousy. We cannot make room for God in our life until we push everything else out of 
the way.   
  
There is a legend about the great painter Leonardo Da Vinci that one day some boys were visiting 
the famous artist. One of them accidentally knocked over a stack of canvases, which, 
understandably, upset the artist because he was working very quietly and sensitively. Da Vinci 
became angry, threw his brush, and said some harsh words to the poor little fellow, who ran crying 
from the studio. 
  
This great artist was then alone again and tried to continue his work. Da Vinci was painting the face 
of Jesus at the time, but he couldn’t do it anymore. His creativity had stopped. So Da Vinci put 
down his brush and walked the streets and alleys until he found the little boy. He said, “I’m sorry, 
son. I shouldn’t have spoken so harshly. Forgive me, even as Christ forgives. I have done something 
worse than you. You only knocked over the canvases. But I, by my anger, blocked the flow of God 
into my life. Will you come back with me?” He took the boy back into the studio with him. They 
smiled as the face of Jesus came quite naturally from the master’s brush. That face has been an 
inspiration to millions ever since.iii  
  
What is it that blocks the flow of God in your life? What is it that prevents you from being pure in 
heart? Is it the inability to forgive someone who has hurt you? Is it resentment because you’ve been 
treated unfairly? Is it working too much? Is it an obsession with money and success? Is it insistence 
on clinging to bitterness and judgment? It’s difficult to even ask that question because it exposes the 
heart, the very center of our spiritual life.   
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Examining our motives is one of the most agonizing yet liberating things we can do. Oh, many of us 
look good on the outside, but if the truth be known, on the inside we are sick, spiritually empty, and 
rotten at the core. That’s why every last one of us needs a Savior. Who is your Savior? What’s in 
your heart?   
  
There is a last step on the journey toward purity of heart. Once we let go of all the negative 
emotions and habits that enslave us, we have to make positive changes in our lives. We need to 
offer God all that we are, and all that we have. We need to ask God to change our heart and mold us 
and remake us into God’s image.   
  
What’s in your heart today? What would it mean for you to become pure in heart? What would it 
mean for the state of this earth if your purity of heart extended beyond your personal, professional, 
and spiritual life and spilled over into every corner of our world? What is Jesus asking you to give 
up in order to see God more clearly? What spiritual discipline might you need to add to your daily 
life so that you can be an unadulterated, unalloyed, undivided, unmixed reflection of God’s love to 
your family, your friends, this city, and our world? 
  
“Blessed are the pure in heart, for they shall see God.” What’s in your heart? How can you lead 
from a pure heart, love from a pure heart, and serve from a pure heart? As a congregation, who do 
we need to become and what do we have to do so that the Birmingham community and the Detroit 
metro area will look at us and say, “O, yes, First United Methodist Church. That’s the church with a 
pure heart.” There’s nothing quite like the heart.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
    
                                                 
i.William Barclay, Matthew, Volume 1, p. 106. 

ii. Jenny Deam, Los Angeles Times, May 20, 2013 

 
iii. Barclay, p. 155. 


