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Heart  |  2 Chronicles 31:20-21  |  February 12, 2017 

Every work that he undertook in the service of the house of God and in accordance with the law 

and the commandments, seeking his God, he did with all his heart, and prospered.  (21) 

Heart =  leb & lebab (Hebrew);  kardia (Greek) 

NIDNTT, Vol 2 

In Classical Greek Literature kardia was used in literal and metaphorical senses.  On the one hand, it 

denoted the heart as an organ of the body and the centre of physical life (Particularly in Aristotle).  On 

the other hand, it was regarded as the seat of the emotions and the source of spiritual life in general….  

Kardia also had the general sense of centre, the innermost part (of men, animals or plants).  Especially 

in Homer and the tragedians, kardia received a considerable extended range of meaning.  It no longer 

indicated merely the centre of the body but also the intellectual and spiritual centre of man as a whole.  

Kardia, the seat of the emotions and feelings, of the instincts and passions.  In this context the Greek 

thought of emotions like joy and sadness, courage and cowardice, strength and fear, love, hatred and 

anger.  Homer, in particular, brought together the heart and reason without clearly separating thought 

and feeling.  From this point it is only a short step to seeing the heart as the centre of man’s will and as 

the seat of his power of decision.  180-181 

The Old Testament uses leb and lebab for heart.  The OT also uses heart in the two meanings, literal and 

metaphorical.  The LXX renders leb predominantly by kardia…  kardia occurs predominantly in a general 

sense, referring to the whole man…  Viewed as a bodily organ, the heart is the seat of strength and of 

physical life…  In the metaphorical sense leb is the seat of man’s spiritual and intellectual life, the inner 

nature of man.  Here the close connection between spiritual and intellectual processes and the 

functional reactions of the heart’s activity is particularly clearly seen…  The heart is the seat of the 

emotions, whether of joy (Deut 28:47) or pain (Jer 4:19), of tranquility (Prov 14:30) or excitement (Deut 

19:6), etc.  181 

The will originates in the heart… (1 Ki 8:17, see also Exod 36:2).  Leb, however, means less an isolated 

function than the man with all his urges, in short, the person in its totality (Ps 22:26; 73:26; 84:2).  It is “a 

comprehensive term for the personality as a whole, its inner life, its character.  It is the conscious and 

deliberate spiritual activity of the self-contained human ego”…  Since the idea of responsibility is 

particularly related to the heart, “that which comes out of the heart is quite distinctively the property of 

the whole inner man, and therefore makes him, as a consciously acting ego, responsible for it” 

(Eichrodt).  Since, in the OT, the only corrective to this responsibility of man is to be found in Yahweh, 

the heart is also the organ through which man, either as godly or as disobedient, meets God’s word and 

acts.  It is the seat of awe and worship (1 Sam 12:24; Jer 32:40); the heart of the godly inclines in 

faithfulness to the law of God (Isa 51:7), that of the ungodly is hardened and far from God (Isa 29:13).  It 

is in the heart that conversion to God takes place (Ps 51:10, 17; Joel 2:12).  181 

Purge me with hyssop, and I shall be clean; wash me, and I shall be whiter than snow.  Let me 

hear joy and gladness; let the bones that you have broken rejoice.  Hide your face from my sins, 
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and blot out all my iniquities.  Create in me a clean heart, O God, and renew a right spirit within 

me.  Cast me not away from your presence, and take not your Holy Spirit from me.  Restore to 

me the joy of your salvation, and uphold me with a willing spirit.  Psalm 51:7-12 

The New Testament use of kardia coincides with the OT understanding of the term just as much as it 

differs from the Greek.  The meaning of heart as the inner life, the centre of the personality and as the 

place in which God reveals himself to men is even more clearly expressed in the NT than in the OT…  

Kardia occurs in 148 passages in the NT: in Paul 52 times; the Synoptic Gospels 47; Acts 17; Catholic 

Epistles 13; Hebrews 10: John 6 and Revelation 3 times.  182 

Kardia as the centre of physical life and man’s psychological make up.  Kardia occurs relatively seldom 

in the sense of the bodily organ, the seat of natural life (Lk 21:34; Acts 14:17; Jas 5:5).  By contrast, it 

more frequently denotes the seat of intellectual and spiritual life, the inner life in opposition to external 

appearance (2 Cor 5:12; 1 Thess 2:17; cf. 1 Sam 16:7).  The powers of the spirit, of the soul, the feelings, 

the passions and the instincts.  The heart stands for man’s ego.  It is simply the person (“the hidden 

person of the heart”, 1 Pet 3:4).  182 

Kardia as the centre of spiritual life.  The most significant instances of kardia in the NT occur in those 

passages which speak of man’s standing before God.  The heart is that in man which is addressed by 

God.  It is the seat of doubt and hardness as well as of faith and obedience.  182 

A striking feature of the NT is the essential closeness of kardia to the concept nous, mind.  Nous can also 

have the meaning of person, a man’s ego.  Heart and mind (literally, thoughts) can be used in parallel (2 

Cor 3:14 f.) or synonymously (Phil 4:7).  In such cases the element of knowledge is more heavily 

emphasized with nous than with kardia, where the stress lies more on the emotions and the will.  Thus 

it is the person, the thinking, feeling, willing ego of man, with particular regard to his responsibility to 

God, that the NT denotes by the use of kardia.  182 

Sin marks, dominates the spoils not only the physical aspects of natural man, not only his thinking and 

willing, feeling and striving as individual elements, but also their source, man’s innermost being, his 

heart.  But if the heart has been enslaved by sin, the whole man is in bondage.  Evil thoughts come from 

the heart (Mk 7:21).  Shameful desires dwell in the heart (Rom 1:24).  The heart is disobedient and 

impenitent (Rom 2:5; 2 Cor 3:14 f.), hard and faithless (Heb 3:12), dull and darkened (Rom 1:21; Eph 

4:18)…  “The heart is deceitful above all things, and desperately corrupt; who can understand it?” 

Jeremiah’s complaint (17:9) voices the view of the NT also.  No man can understand his heart, let alone 

change it.  Man without God lives under the power of sin, which has taken up its abode in his heart and 

from this vantage point enslaves the whole man.  183 

God alone can reveal the things hidden in the heart of man (1 Cor 4:5), examine them (Rom 8:27) and 

test them (1 Thess 2:4).  Because corruption stems from the heart it is there that God begins his work of 

renewal, kardia is “the place where God deals with man . . . that part of a man . . . where, in the first 

instance, the question for or against God is decided” (Gutbrod).  Just as the heart is the seat of 

faithlessness, it is also the seat of faith (Rom 10:6-10).  In Rom 2:5 the human heart is described as 

impenitent.  Hence “it is apparent that penitence (metanoia, change of mind) is a matter of the “heart” 
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(kardia).  Conversion takes place in the heart and is thus a matter of the whole man.  God’s word does 

not simply capture the understanding or the emotions, but it pierces the heart (Acts 2:37; 5:33; 7:54).   

Now when they heard this they were cut to the heart, and said to Peter and the rest of the 

apostles, “Brothers, what shall we do?”  And Peter said to them, “Repent and be baptized every 

one of you in the name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your sins, and you will receive the 

gift of the Holy Spirit.  For the promise is for you and for your children and for all who are far off, 

everyone whom the Lord our God calls to himself.  Acts 2:37-39 

This conversion of the heart to faith is not achieved through the will or desire of the human heart (1 Cor 

2:9), but solely because God opens a man’s heart (Acts 16:14) and lets his light illumine the heart (2 Cor 

4:6).  God bears his witness to man by sending into his heart the Spirit of his Son (2 Cor 1:22).  When his 

Spirit takes up his dwelling in the heart, man is no longer a slave to sin, but a son and heir of God (Gal 

4:6 f.).  God pours his love into his heart (Rom 5:5).  Through faith Christ can take up residence in the 

heart (Eph 3:17).  183 

The heart of man, however, is the place not only where God arouses and creates faith.  Here faith 

proves its reality in obedience and patience (Rom 6:17; 2 Thess 3:5).  Here the word of God is kept (Lk 

8:15).  Here the peace of Christ begins its rule (Col 3:15).  God’s grace strengthens and establishes the 

heart (Heb 13:9).  The NT describes a heart directed unreservedly to God as a “pure heart” (Matt 5:8; 1 

Tim 1:5).  This purity of heart is based solely on the fact that the blood of Christ cleanses it (Heb 10:22; 

cf. 1 Jn 1:7), and Christ dwells in it by faith (Eph 3:17).  183 

_______________________________________________________________ 

NOTE:  This “center” of human life is important for us to understand today.  Our modern understanding 

of this “center” is not well integrated into our lives.  This is partly due to the very fragmentation of 

modern life.  But also, shaping how we live our daily lives, are the social sciences and their approach to 

breaking us into pieces and analyzing us as parts, overlooking central, real, experiences of living 

“centered” lives.   

Christian Smith articulates these concerns from an academic perspective.  The first paragraph is 1 of 30 

capacities of which all humans possess.  Smith gave me language to understand the depth and richness 

of being human – created in the image of God.  Read through the paragraphs even if you don’t fully 

understand what he is writing.  As you read think about the depth and breadth of the “heart” as the 

ancients understood that human reality in the readings above.  Remember, we are all moving toward 

the yet-to-be-known in our lives.  That includes our understanding. 

Christian Smith, What is a Person? (2010). 

Capacity #23:  Many human capacities also facilitate another distinctive human ability, the capacity for 

identity formation.  People are not merely conscious creatures behaving in the world.  They also have 

reflexive perceptions of themselves as more or less unique creatures representing particular 

configurations of character, personality, psychological structure, and social location that are relatively 

durable, defining of self, and behavior-guiding.  Identities are self-understandings derived from 
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occupying particular, stable locations in social, behavioral, mental, and moral space that securely define 

who and what somebody is, for themselves and for others.  Every normal human animal rejects being a 

something and drives mightily to be a someone.  Achieving this requires the successful exercise of 

forming personal and social identity.  50-51   

While many of our social science theories are interesting and do illuminate particular dimensions of 

human social life, I am not convinced that we as people actually find ourselves well represented by 

them.  When we look at the models of the human operative in, say, exchange theory, social control 

theory, rational choice, functionalism, network theory, evolutionary theory, sociobiology, or sociological 

Marxism, we may recognize certain aspects of our lives in them.  Otherwise the theories would feel 

completely alien and implausible to us.  But I suspect that few of us recognize in those theories what we 

understand to be most important about our own selves as people.  Something about them fails to 

capture our deep subjective experience as persons, crucial dimensions of the richness of our own lived 

lives, what thinkers in previous ages might have called our “souls” or “hearts.”  That itself is not a fatal 

flaw for such theories.  But it does raise questions about such an apparent mismatch between scholarly 

theory and personal experience.  2-3 

What are the unique emergent properties and capacities of personhood?  …The primary answer is: 

centers with purpose of a particular kind…  A center of subjective experience.  That center acts as the 

personal core or heart that integrated, coordinates, and directs those capacities in new, purposeful 

ways.  78-79 

But what exactly is a personal center?  That is not easy to say.  I could talk about brains and 

consciousness and subconsciousness for a long time.  But at some point in the process of reasoned 

exploration of personhood, personal centers are ineffable.  Beyond some point we cannot describe 

them well with prose, much less represent them with mathematical equations.  But that does not make 

them any less real or important.  No normally functioning person can reasonable deny that they operate 

in living their personal lives out of something like what I am calling a center of subjective experience.  

Our personal centers remain absolutely central.  Of course, oftentimes the most real and crucial things 

in life are also the most inexpressible.  79 

Achieving the flourishing of human personhood happens to require extending oneself to others beyond 

one’s natural in-groups, reaching out to strangers, the needy, even sometimes offenders and enemies.  

The movement toward personal development and enrichment entails a concurrent movement outward 

in wider and wider concentric circles of relation and association.  As the core or heart grows stronger in 

personhood, it naturally reaches beyond what is close in order to engage and enhance what is further 

beyond.  In this, in principle, there is no fixed boundary or limit beyond which the person-on-the-way-

to-their-telos [end goal] ought not or cannot reach, as long as they are fulfilling their already established 

promises and commitments and not neglecting or abusing their personhood.  409-410 

 

 


