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Hyper-Grace and Holiness of Heart
Matthew 5:8
I can’t recall in my lifetime when our society was as obsessed as it currently is with physical health and outward
beauty. Of course, we ought to be concerned with our physical well-being, and beauty is a wonderful gift from God.
Our bodies are, after all, the temple of the Holy Spirit. But it appears that many have lost all sense of perspective,
especially when external appearance is so highly regarded above internal character and spiritual maturity. What
makes it all the worse is that one’s personal value and worth is now measured by one’s physical appearance.
No price is too high if it will obtain for us the perfect body: sleek, slim, tanned, and tight. Whether in the form of a
new clothing line or the latest exercise craze or various forms of cosmetic surgery, our obsession with appearance is
undoubtedly at an all-time high. It almost seems as if everything, from caffeine to the brand of toothpaste we use,
together with what we eat and what we drink, is either carcinogenic, on the one hand, or not conducive to appropriate
sex appeal, on the other. And the truly tragic fact is that if someone can with confidence declare, “It is well with my
body,” they feel justified in saying and believing, “It is well with my soul!”
Again, I don’t want to be misunderstood. I’m not suggesting that we should neglect external matters or be slovenly
in our appearance or care little for our physical health. But I can’t help but wonder what the church of Jesus
Christ would be if Christians were as concerned with the purification of their inner selves as they are with the
beautification of their outer selves. I suspect that some here today, perhaps many, spent more time in front of the
mirror in preparation and primping for their arrival at church than they will spend all week in prayer and study of
God’s Word.
It was only slightly different in Jesus’ day. People weren’t so much concerned about fashion and physical fitness but
they were obsessed with external religious conduct, to the neglect, sadly, of the state of their souls. You may recall
what Jesus said about the religious leaders of his day:
“Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! For you clean the outside of the cup and the plate, but inside
they are full of greed and self-indulgence. You blind Pharisee! First clean the inside of the cup and the plate,
that the outside also may be clean. Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! For you are like
whitewashed tombs, which outwardly appear beautiful, but within are full of dead people's bones and all
uncleanness. So you also outwardly appear righteous to others, but within you are full of hypocrisy and
lawlessness” (Matt. 23:25-28).
If you have any doubt about what Jesus thinks of this, ask yourself this question: Would he be pleased with a world
in which no adultery existed? The answer is: Only partly so. We read this in his Sermon on the Mount:
“You have heard that it was said, ‘You shall not commit adultery.’ But I say to you that everyone who looks
at a woman with lustful intent has already committed adultery with her in his heart” (Matt. 5:27-28).
Yes, of course, the actual physical sin of sexual immorality mattered much to Jesus. But he was even more concerned
with the state of one’s heart.
It really shouldn’t surprise us, therefore, that Jesus said to his disciples and to us:
“Blessed are the pure in heart, for they shall see God” (Matt. 5:8).
He doesn’t say, “Blessed are the physically fit” or “Blessed are the bold and beautiful” or “Blessed are the fashionably
dressed.” It isn’t perfection of the body, says Jesus, but purity of the heart that evokes God’s blessing and assures us
of the promise of seeing God.

Our approach to this short verse of Scripture will be to ask of it seven questions, and then to provide what I hope are
seven biblical, corresponding answers.
Seven Questions
(1) Our first question is simple enough: “What is the heart?”
Contrary to what many believe, the “heart” is not the opposite of the “head,” far less its enemy! Jesus is not saying
that purity need not extend to our minds and to what we think. Often in Scripture “heart” and “head” or “heart” and
“mind” are synonymous and interchangeable (see 2 Cor. 3:14-15). For example:
“Let the words of my mouth and the meditation of my heart be acceptable in your sight” (Ps. 19:14a).
“But Jesus, knowing their thoughts, said, ‘Why do you think evil in your hearts?’” (Matt. 9:4)
The “heart” is often portrayed as hard, foolish, darkened, and unbelieving (see Mark 3:5; Rom. 1:21; 2:5; Eph. 4:18;
Heb. 3:12), as well as being the seat of faith (Rom. 10:6-10). Conviction of sin is experienced in the heart (Acts 2:37).
The “heart” is opened to understand and enjoy the truth of the gospel (Acts 16:14). It is into the “heart” that God
shines the light of his saving grace that brings the knowledge of Christ (2 Cor. 4:6). The Holy Spirit indwells our
“hearts” and bears witness to the fact that we are God’s children (2 Cor. 1:22; see Gal. 4:6-7). God pours his love into
our “hearts” (Rom. 5:5) and there Christ dwells through faith (Eph. 3:17).
The “heart” is the source of obedience to God (Rom. 6:17; 2 Thess. 3:5) and the place where God’s word is kept and
treasured (Luke 8:15). It is in and over the “heart” that the peace of Christ rules (Col. 3:15). Grace strengthens the
“heart” (Heb. 13:9).
Simply put, the heart is the center of our personality and encompasses our minds, our wills, our affections, and our
hoping. With the heart we think, choose, desire, cherish, prize, value, treasure, and enjoy. No wonder that Solomon
said this in Proverbs 4:23 – “Keep your heart with all vigilance, for from it flow the springs of life.”
(2) Here is our second question: “Why does the heart need to be purified?”
That’s the easiest one of all to answer:
“The intention of man’s heart is evil from his youth” (Gen. 8:21).
“The heart is deceitful above all things, and desperately sick; who can understand it?” (Jer. 17:9).
“Do you not see that whatever goes into the mouth passes into the stomach and is expelled? But what comes
out of the mouth proceeds from the heart, and this defiles a person. For out of the heart come evil thoughts,
murder, adultery, sexual immorality, theft, false witness, slander” (Matt. 15:17-18; see also Rom. 1:21; 2:5;
Eph. 4:17-18).
(3) Third: “What kind of purification does the heart need?”
In one sense, all Christians are already pure in heart.
“And God, who knows the heart, bore witness to them [the Gentiles], by giving them the Holy Spirit just as
he did to us, and he made no distinction between us and them, having cleansed their hearts by faith” (Acts
15:8-9).
Here Peter is describing justification by faith alone. Through faith in Jesus both Jew and Gentile have their hearts
cleansed and declared righteous. This is one feature of what we earlier referred to as our eternal union in relationship
with God. But the purity in view in Matthew 5:8 is not so much a completed possession as it is a current, on-going
project. It is not imputed righteousness but imparted righteousness that Jesus has in mind. It is not justification but

sanctification that is in view. In other words, Matthew 5:8 has in view our experiential communion with Christ. It is
very similar to what we read in Hebrews 12:14,
“Strive for peace with everyone, and for the holiness without which no one will see the Lord” (Heb. 12:14).
(4) Our fourth question is this: “What does purity of heart involve?”
Or we could as easily ask: What does a pure heart look like? How is it to be known or recognized?
First, and this may sound somewhat paradoxical, the person who is pure in heart is the person who mourns over the
impurity of his/her heart. To be pure in heart begins with the humble and sincere confession that, apart from God’s
grace, one is spiritually bankrupt (Matt. 5:3). To be pure in heart is to hunger and thirst after righteousness (Matt. 5:6).
To be pure in heart is not absolute, sinless perfection, but rather the grace-empowered pursuit of it (Phil. 3:12-14). To
be pure in heart is to engage in an on-going, never-ending pursuit of holiness, in the power of God’s grace.
It is a pursuit of holiness in which we are never satisfied. Our hunger for holiness is never fully filled. Our thirst for
holiness is never altogether quenched. The pure in heart may sin, indeed, will sin, but they take no comfort in it; they
feel no complacency in it.
Second, the pure in heart is the person who is pure inwardly, not merely outwardly. Simply being civil and lawabiding is not what Jesus had in mind. As Thomas Watson put it:
“A man may be wonderfully moralized, yet but a tame devil. . . . Morality may damn [him] as well as vice.
A vessel may be sunk with gold, as well as with dung” (175).
Listen to the wise and perceptive comments of D. A. Carson:
“Purity of heart must never be confused with outward conformity to rules. Because it is the heart which must
be pure, this beatitude interrogates us with awkward questions like these: ‘What do you think about when
your mind slips into neutral? How much sympathy do you have for deception, no matter how skillful? For
shady humor, no matter how funny? To what do you pay consistent allegiance? What do you want more than
anything else? What and whom do you love? To what extent are your actions and words accurate reflections
of what is in your heart? To what extent do your actions and words constitute a cover-up for what is in your
heart?” (The Sermon on the Mount, 25).
Third, the pure in heart love, honor, and obey God with the whole of their heart. Although purity of heart is never to
be reduced to civility, it certainly results in it. The pure in heart must never be half-hearted in their devotion.
“Blessed are those who keep his testimonies, who seek him with their whole heart” (Ps. 119:2).
Fourth, the pure in heart hate sin. It is always possible to leave your sin, yet still love it. Like a rattlesnake that sheds
its skin but retains its poisonous venom, so also some cease from evil but wish they hadn’t.
(5) Our fifth question is this: “How do we obtain purity of heart?”
We must remember that whatever purity of heart we attain, it is always the gift of God’s grace. But God does appoint
certain means or methods or instruments for us.
First, is the Word of God itself:
“How can a young man keep his way pure? By guarding it according to your word. With my whole heart I
seek you; let me not wander from your commandments! I have stored up your word in my heart, that I might
not sin against you” (Ps. 119:9-11).
“Sanctify them in the truth; your word is truth” (John 17:17).

What’s the purpose of a water purifier? It is designed to eliminate impurities and alien elements from what you drink.
So also the Scriptures serve to process our thoughts and desires and impulses and remove the sinful impurities from
our lives.
Second, if we want to be pure in heart we must walk and talk and develop close accountable relationships with people
who desire the same thing. As Proverbs says, “Whoever walks with the wise becomes wise, but the companion of
fools will suffer harm” (Prov. 13:20).
Third, we must continually pray for a pure heart. As David cried, so must we: “Create in me a clean heart, O God,
and renew a right spirit within me” (Ps. 51:10).
Fourth, we must deal ruthlessly with whatever there is in our lives that provokes us to sin. See Matthew 5:29-30.
“If your right eye causes you to sin, tear it out and throw it away. For it is better that you lose one of your
members than that your whole body be thrown into hell. And if your right hand causes you to sin, cut it off
and throw it away. For it is better that you lose one of your members than that your whole body go into hell”
(Matt. 5:29-30).
Fifth, we must continuously fix our thoughts and minds on Jesus.
“Therefore, since we are surrounded by so great a cloud of witnesses, let us also lay aside every weight, and
sin which clings so closely, and let us run with endurance the race that is set before us, looking to Jesus, the
founder and perfecter of our faith, who for the joy that was set before him endured the cross, despising the
shame, and is seated at the right hand of the throne of God” (Heb. 12:1-2).
(6) Our sixth question, and perhaps the most important one of all, is this: “Why bother? Why is it so important?
What is to be gained by purity of heart?”
There are numerous reasons why we should be devoted to the pursuit of heart purity. (1) We are to be holy because
God is holy (1 Pet. 1:16). (2) It is the goal of our election: God “chose us in [Christ] before the foundation of the
world, that we should be holy and blameless before him” (Eph. 1:4; see Rom. 8:29; 1 Pet. 1:1-2). (3) It is the purpose
for which Christ died: he “gave himself for us to redeem us from all lawlessness and to purify for himself a people for
his own possession who are zealous for good works” (Titus 2:14).
But the primary reason for pursuing purity is stated in the second half of our verse: “Blessed are the pure in heart, for
they shall see God!” (Matt. 5:8).
It’s fascinating to trace the development in Scripture of God’s people “seeing” him. We are initially told in Exodus
33 that to see God’s face is to die:
“Moses said, ‘Please show me your glory.’ And he said, ‘I will make all my goodness pass before you and
will proclaim before you my name ‘The LORD.’ And I will be gracious to whom I will be gracious, and will
show mercy on whom I will show mercy. But,’ he said, ‘you cannot see my face, for man shall not see me
and live.’ And the LORD said, ‘Behold, there is a place by me where you shall stand on the rock, and while
my glory passes by I will put you in a cleft of the rock, and I will cover you with my hand until I have passed
by. Then I will take away my hand, and you shall see my back, but my face shall not be seen’” (Exod. 33:1823).
God is spirit. He is, by nature, invisible. Paul described God as the one “who dwells in unapproachable light, whom
no one has seen or can see” (1 Tim. 5:16).
Any time a person is said to have “seen” God it is always an indirect or mediated or partial sight. The disciples saw
God in the person of Jesus. This was only possible because the inner essence of the divine nature was obscured, as it
were, by the human flesh of the incarnate Son. John the Apostle said this: “No one has ever seen God; the only God,
who is at the Father’s side, he has made him known” (John 1:18). To see Jesus is to see God, but not in his unmediated
fullness, because what is by nature invisible is by definition unseeable.

So when Jesus says that the pure in heart “shall see God” he means more than simply physical vision. To “see” God
is to experience him in the deepest and most intimate way possible. To see God is to know him through the variety of
ways in which he has made himself accessible to us: in creation (we “see” God in nature, in the vast reaches of the
distant galaxies, in the unimaginably complex world of sub-atomic particle physics); and we “see” him in his
providence and his power in miracles. We “see” God when we receive and rest in his grace:
“Hear, O LORD, when I cry aloud; be gracious to me and answer me! You have said, ‘Seek my face.’ My
heart says to you, ‘Your face, LORD, do I seek.’ Hide not your face from me. Turn not your servant away in
anger, O you who have been my help. Cast me not off; forsake me not, O God of my salvation!” (Psalm 27:79).
In saying, “Hide not your face from me” David is in essence saying: “Be gracious to me! Let me feel and enjoy and
find satisfaction in your kindness and mercy and forgiving love.”
So when Jesus says that the pure in heart will “see” God he means that we will be granted unmediated access to the
glory of God. Recall what Jesus himself prayed in John 17 – “Father, I desire that they also, whom you have given
me, may be with me where I am, to see my glory that you have given me because you loved me before the foundation
of the world” (John 17:24).
When we finally arrive in the new heavens and new earth, the greatest and most glorious blessing of all will be ours.
According to Revelation 22:3-5,
“No longer will there be anything accursed, but the throne of God and of the Lamb will be in it, and his
servants will worship him. They will see his face, and his name will be on their foreheads. And night will be
no more. They will need no light of lamp or sun, for the Lord God will be their light, and they will reign
forever and ever” (Revelation 22:3-5).
I believe the one whose “face” we will see is Jesus Christ, the Lamb of God, who is the perfect reflection and
expression of the Father. There is nothing in or about God the Father that you will want to see that you will fail to
see when you gaze into the face of Jesus himself!
(7) Our seventh and final question is this: “What will the sight of our great God and Savior be like? What will
it do for us? How will it feel?”
I believe we can identify three characteristics of what theologians call the “beatific vision” of God:
First, it will be utterly transparent, in the sense that it will be clear and pristine and unhindered. Paul says in 1
Corinthians 13, “For now we see in a mirror dimly, but then face to face. Now I know in part; then I shall know fully,
even as I have been fully known” (1 Cor. 13:12). Nothing will obscure our sight of God or hinder our ability to feel
his presence and power and beauty in all their fullness.
Second, it will be altogether transcendent. It will in every conceivable respect transcend and exceed the glory and
beauty and majesty of anything we have ever seen on this earth. It will infinitely surpass any and all joy we have
experienced from the sight of anything and everything in all of creation. It will be so utterly transcendent that we will
never grow weary of gazing on him and basking in his glory.
Third, it will be totally transforming. We read in 1 John 3,
“See what kind of love the Father has given to us, that we should be called children of God; and so we are.
The reason why the world does not know us is that it did not know him. Beloved, we are God's children now,
and what we will be has not yet appeared; but we know that when he appears we shall be like him, because
we shall see him as he is. And everyone who thus hopes in him purifies himself as he is pure” (1 John 3:13).

Earlier I asked how we might grow in purity of heart, by what means might we obtain it more and more. Here we are
told that one way is by fixing our hope on the return of Jesus, on the prospect of seeing him face to face. Hope set on
Jesus “purifies” the human heart to be as pure as Jesus is himself.
“Oh God, help us! Fill us with your power! Flood our hearts with your grace and mercy and beauty that we might
ever more hunger and thirst for righteousness! Sustain us by your grace and through the power of your Spirit to
pursue that purity of heart without which no one will see you. Amen.”

