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The Problem of Following Your Heart
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Ephesians 1:15-23

I have heard of your faith in the Lord Jesus and your love towards all the saints, and for this reason I do not cease to give thanks for you as I remember you in my prayers. 

I pray that the God of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Father of glory, may give you a spirit of wisdom and revelation as you come to know him, so that, with the eyes of your heart enlightened, you may know what is the hope to which he has called you, what are the riches of his glorious inheritance among the saints, and what is the immeasurable greatness of his power for us who believe, according to the working of his great power. 

God put this power to work in Christ when he raised him from the dead and seated him at his right hand in the heavenly places, far above all rule and authority and power and dominion, and above every name that is named, not only in this age but also in the age to come. 

And he has put all things under his feet and has made him the head over all things for the church, which is his body, the fullness of him who fills all in all.

This text hits all the high notes we need this week – it is a thanksgiving text perfect for us as we approach thanksgiving; it speaks of the kingship of Christ on this Christ the King Sunday;  and finally it speaks to the need for the transformation of our hearts, an important milestone in our spiritual journeys.  And if that sounds like a lot of ground to cover in one sermon, it is – so hang on tight.

It is always good to go back to Paul during the season of Thanksgiving.  The man was thankful, thankful in good times and bad, thankful for believers he had not even met, as is the case in this letter we read today.  

Here is a little background on this letter.  The letter to the Ephesians was quite possibly not actually written to the church in Ephesus.  In this letter Paul is writing to a group of believers or a group of churches he had never met, and he had spent a good amount of time in Ephesus.  Unlike some of Paul’s other letters Paul doesn’t address specific issues affecting a specific community.  Instead his remarks are broad and general, but also encouraging and inspiring.  It was likely a letter that circulated to a number of churches, and as a general letter to all believers, it speaks directly to us.  You might have noticed that there is a good bit of theology mixed in.  Even as Paul is giving thanks and praying, he is weaving in descriptions and images of God’s power and activity in the world.  He reminds us of who God is, who Jesus is, and what God is up to, even though this makes his prayer wordy and dense.  

One of my favorite seminary professors has written about this passage in Ephesians and he says the purpose of all this theology, all this God-talk, is not to teach us a lesson or to educate us, it is to help us sing God’s praises.  He writes that in Ephesians, “Theology is doxological; doxology is theology.”  Doxology, meaning “saying glory” – giving thanks, singing praises, giving glory where glory is due.  We sing a hymn of doxology, praising God, each Sunday.  

So for the writer of Ephesians the reason for saying anything at all about God is to lead worshippers in glorifying God and offering thanksgiving.  In fact the heading in one of the commentaries for the passage we read today is “Thanksgiving Prayer Report”  That feels about right when I read this passage.  Paul writes, “I do not cease to give thanks for you as I remember you in my prayers.”  Paul was remarkable for giving thanks in every circumstance and for encouraging us to do the same.

After giving thanks, Paul goes on to pray, that God would give the readers, and that includes us, a spirit of wisdom and revelation as we come to know God, so that, with the eyes of our hearts enlightened, we may know what is the hope to which he has called us.  

So right there in the middle of that prayer is this interesting image of our hearts, and Paul is saying something pretty profound if we follow his thinking.  

We understand that our brains house everything – our thoughts, memories, movements, desires, addictions.  But we still often use the language of our hearts doing the talking – “the heart wants what the heart wants,”  “my heart’s desire,” “I just followed my heart.”  In Paul’s time the heart was understood to be the seat of understanding, it was where knowledge lived.  We still hold on to that idea.  We feel that something inside us, right about chest level, directs us, tells us right from wrong, which direction to go.  We allow our hearts to hold a lot of sway over us.  If something feels good or feels right to our hearts, it must be so.  The feelings of the heart tell us what is worthwhile.  For example, every romantic comedy will tell you that your heart will tell you that you are in love because your heart feels fireworks.  Every couple in love for 50 years will tell you it isn’t always fireworks.  

In our faith we sometimes long for spiritual fireworks, to always feel something strong and powerful and emotionally moving when we pray, when we hear a sermon, when we sing.  And if not, perhaps it is time to press on to something that will move our hearts again.  

Last week we talked about the deserts we encounter in life – times of emotional or spiritual dryness, when we feel that we have lost our way.  Our hearts tell us there should be no such thing as deserts.   But faithful men and women, people who have been deeply in love with God for a long time, will tell us that deserts were some of the most important times in their lives, even as their hearts told them to run away.  

Renita Weems, one of my favorite authors and theologians, an ex-Pentecostal, Methodist minister married to a Baptist minister, writes about her own spiritual desert as a minister.  She found the desert incredibly difficult to accept.  In fact she blames most of her pain during this time on fighting the desert, fighting the spiritual process, of blaming herself and God for the deep freeze she felt in her heart.  She had grown up on emotional religious experiences and with a deeply felt nearness with God, when she heard loud, thunderous yesses to prayer.  Her heart was addicted to the thunder.  She writes that the desert was so hard to accept because we live in a culture “where at the first sign of dullness or tedium or monotony, it’s all right to give up, walk away, or try something new in hopes of finding new meaning, new thrills, new satisfaction.”  Instead of thunder, her heart had to learn to listen for the still small voice of God.  

I don’t know about your heart, but my heart isn’t always so wonderful.  It is not always so wise.  It’s vision is not always so clear.  My heart has told me to dislike someone God has called me to love.  My heart has told me to stay comfortable when God’s Spirit shows me again and again people who are not comfortable.  Our hearts can get us into a lot of trouble, telling us to go after what we want, forgetting the costs.  Our hearts tell us to seek emotional highs, to seek mountain top experiences at all times.  Our hearts tell us that if it feels right, it is right.  The number of times I have had to repent of things of my heart, makes me think that Paul is pointing out something to us of the utmost importance.  

It turns out, Paul tells us, that the eyes of our hearts need to be enlightened, quite literally “brightened.”  We find throughout the New Testament that darkness is a metaphor for being lost, confused, blind.  And light means changed, converted, seeing clearly, understanding, wisdom.  In the early church baptism was sometimes called “enlightenment,” as new believers moved from darkness into God’s light.  

So the eyes of our hearts need to be transformed so that we can see clearly the problem of following our hearts.  It is a transforming moment in our lives, that moment when we choose which voice to follow - our hearts which are blown about by our wants, our fears, the commercials we see on TV, the opinions of other people, or God who Paul reminds us is the source of all glory and the reason for all thanksgiving.  This choice is a milestone that is a little hard to pin down, but still deeply important, moving from our hearts as the seat of wisdom in our lives, to God in Jesus Christ as the source of all wisdom.  Today we celebrate that he is, and if Christ is King then our hearts aren’t.

One of the things German pastor Dietrich Bonhoeffer is famous for is his great work “Ethics.”  In the opening lines he gets right at the heart of this momentous choice that we make.  He says is essence: those of you out there who want to know what Christian ethics are all about, what is means to live and act rightly as a Christian, you have to give up the questions that you began with: ‘How can I be good?’ and ‘How can I do something good?’  He says instead you must ask a entirely different question: what is the will of God?  

“How can I be good” is the question of our often faulty hearts.  “What is the will of God” is the question of a transformed life.  

Perhaps some of us encounter this transformation once, making one monumental shift from the desires of our own hearts to the desires of God’s heart.  But maybe many of us have to pass through this transformation many, many times, finding that there are times when the eyes of our hearts are brighter than others.  

Renita Weems writes of losing her faith and her way, or in the language we have been using, her heart darkened, a thousand times but she found her way again a thousand times again.  Each time she discovered the joy of seeing God clearly again.

As the eyes of our hearts are transformed, Paul tells us, we will see the hope to which God called all of us, the glorious inheritance that belongs to everyone who believes, and God’s power at work in Jesus Christ.  We will see that Christ is king and that is certainly worth seeing. 

Amen.
