
Heart Guard 

Read: Luke 13:31-35; Philippians 3:17-4:1 

 We once had a pure bred German shepherd named Muggs.  We got him 

when he was six weeks old.  He grew up to be both impressive and faithful, a very 

fine animal. My dad kept him for us for three years when we went off to seminary 

in Princeton.  When I took my first church in Avondale, the manse had a small, 

fenced-in back yard and Muggs moved with us. He had his shots, was well fed and 

well loved.  But I didn’t know about heart worms. 

 One night I heard him coughing and struggling for breath.  The next day I 

took him to the vet.  Blood work was done and the diagnosis was that Muggs had 

a bad case of heart worms.  Heart worms are transmitted by mosquitoes.  They 

bite the dog and infect them with the tiny eggs which travel through the blood 

and come to lodge in the heart where they hatch and grow into long, slender 

worms that eventually clog the arteries and chambers of a dog’s heart.  The end 

stage is akin to congestive heart failure.   

The treatment was to administer enough arsenic which kills the worms but 

also brings the dog to the point of near death.  Muggs barely survived and lived a 

good many years, but in the end it was his damaged heart that took him out.  It 

was during that crisis that we learned there was a pill called Heart Guard.  Given 

regularly it would prevent heart worms from forming and killing our beloved 

dogs.  All of our dogs after that got their meds. 

 Spiritually speaking, people get heart worms too.  They’re not carried by 

mosquitoes nor do they clog the physical arteries and chambers of our heart as a 

physical organ.  They do clog what I like to call the arteries of grace.  They are 

transmitted by a number of carriers and every individual Christian and every 

Christian congregation for that matter needs to be routinely inoculated against 

spiritual heart worms. 

 Scripture, being both profound and multilayered as it is, tends to present 

stories within the story.  So it is with the letter of Paul to the church at Philippi.  

Paul was their founding pastor and the tone of his letter to them was filled with 



great love and gratitude, as well as passionate appeals for people to stand firm 

and to live lives that reflect the gift they’d been given through the cross of Christ.   

Then as now, the people of God and the gifts of God in the world live under 

constant pressure from what Paul described as enemies of the cross.  Paul does 

not say specifically who or what these enemies are.  In the spiritual life there are 

several varieties of heart worms that are enemies of the cross.   

Paul may have been referring to what may be called “Christ-plus” people.   

Christ plus circumcision, Christ plus observance of the Law of Moses, Christ plus 

dietary scruples, or Christ plus anything that would suggest that the work of Christ 

on the cross was somehow incomplete.   

We see this today every time legalism rears its ugly head insisting that we 

obey a set of pious rules as a way to impress God.  The only thing that impresses 

God is the completed work of his Son who loved us and gave himself for us.  And 

the one thing that truly pleases God is when we believe in him, trust him, and 

commit ourselves to learn to obey him as our Lord.  And make no mistake here; 

obedience is never our accomplishment.  It is a life-long process of developing a 

style of life that is an outworking of the indwelling presence of the Holy Spirit.  

Obedience is a manifestation of grace just like everything else in our Christian life.  

We are what might be called first responders.  Jesus lights a fire in our hearts.  We 

choose to either attempt to extinguish it through fear or unbelief, or to exercise 

faith to fan it into flame. 

Another kind of heart worm at the other end of the spectrum from the 

“Christ-plus-ers” is the antinomian worm.  Antinomian means against the law.  An 

antinomian says, “The law no longer applies to me.  I am free to do whatever I 

want.”  For an antinomian, Christian liberty becomes the gateway to license.  

People use that license to break away from the rule and reign of Christ, expecting 

him to bless them as they go their own way, no matter what way they choose. 

Paul describes this group by saying their god is their belly, meaning they are 

people who are devoted to self-indulgence and who are slaves to their appetites, 

their emotions, their greed and their lust.  And he says their glory is their shame.  



They’ve abandoned God-pleasing for self-pleasing all in the name of liberty.  They 

often begin to call good evil and applaud evil as being good.  Their moral compass 

is made up of what they think is desirable and therefore right.  They say things 

like, “What’s right for you may not be right for me; what’s right for me is the only 

consideration I find compelling.”  They are adherents of moral relativism.  For 

them, there is no objective standard of right and wrong, truth or error.  

Everything is filtered through their own reasoning and their own preferences.  

Sincerity of belief is their hallmark.  But one can be both sincere and wrong. 

The third variety of heart worms in the spirit exerts pressure through all the 

values shaped by the principalities and powers of this present darkness, of this 

world in rebellion against God.  When things run counter to what we want, we are 

tempted to depart from God and go another way, a way that involves no cross, no 

dying to self and selfishness, no sacrifice, and no need for a new birth which alone 

enables us to even begin to walk with God.  If these worms could speak they 

would tell us we’re not so bad.  “Just be a good person and God will deem it 

adequate payment of your moral and spiritual debt.”  

If that were true, I wonder how the Father in heaven would explain to his 

beloved Son that the agony he endured on the cross was a dispensable part of the 

plan to save sinners from destruction. God will never minimize what Jesus 

suffered for our sakes; neither should we!  The fact is that God will accept you just 

the way you are but God loves you too much to leave you that way.  Acceptance 

is the gateway to transformation and transformation involves dying to sin and 

rising to a new life altogether. 

I don’t know how long Muggs had heartworms growing inside of him before 

his symptoms presented themselves and they could no longer be ignored.  I don’t 

know how long the gestation period lasts, but I could Google it and find out I 

suppose.  What I can’t Google to find out is what the gestation period is for heart 

worms of the spirit.  I’m guessing there are many people walking around with 

heart worms and they don’t even know it.  Sometimes we are the last to know.  It 

is often the people around us, who know us, love us, and care for us who see it 

first. 



The world is full of people who don’t surrender to the Lordship of Jesus 

who don’t think of themselves as enemies of the cross.  They don’t feel hostile 

against Jesus.  They don’t feel anything.  People who are indifferent to the gospel 

simply don’t feel compelled to bother with all that self-denial and self-sacrifice.  

Many simply have never heard the message presented in a way that they found 

compelling or that made sense to them.  

As a result their horizons are limited to what they see, what they 

understand, what they think and want and feel.  Their citizenship is of earth and 

earth alone.  But what if there is a heaven?  What if lacking a transcendent 

perspective on the meaning and purpose of life is indicative of a bad case of heart 

worms?  Then what?  Paul shows us his pastoral heart and the depth of his 

compassion toward them when he says he weeps over them. 

Heartworms often show up in church.  If you peek forward into Philippians 

4:2-3 you will see two women who have developed heartworms.  Listen to Paul, 

their pastor, exhort them: “I urge Euodia and I urge Synyche to be of the same 

mind in the Lord.  Yes, and I ask you also, my loyal companion, help these women, 

for they have struggled beside me in the work of the gospel, together with 

Clement and the rest of my co-workers, whose names are in the book of life.” 

Here are two women who had labored alongside of the great apostle who 

found themselves at odds over who knows what?  Maybe you’ve had a similar 

experience with someone in the church.  You started off working together, then 

some disagreement arose, or your style began to clash with another.  Then their 

personality began to grate on you.  Then frustration began to smolder.  You went 

from annoyed, to irritated, to alienated. You separated and avoided and refused 

to serve in the same ministry.  This is an example of heartworms, clogging the 

arteries of grace.  No more mutual forbearance, no more empathy, no more 

considering another as better than yourself: heartworms in the Body of Christ.  

 Paul weeps over the enemies of the cross.  How much more must he have 

wept, how deeply Christ must weep, over those who say they live as believers, as 

friends of the cross, but who begin to behave about the same way enemies do?  



So what’s the remedy?  And what is the preventative medicine we need to 

eliminate heart worms and guard against future invasions. 

The first dose is one that in the flesh we find noxious, especially if we think 

we are quote, “not such a bad person.”   It is to admit that in some way, shape, or 

form, prior to our reconciliation with God purchased by Christ on the cross, we all 

have spent some time as enemies of the cross.  Commentator Alec Motyer said 

this: 

  To continue in sin as if he had never died, to value sinful practices as if he 

had not exposed and discredited them, to live within earthly horizons as if the Son 

of God had not opened before our eyes a vision of heaven, and to remain bound 

by the trammels of the old life when he has achieved new life for sinners—is not 

this to oppose all that the cross means?  Is it not enmity? 

Just because we all sin after being saved does not mean we are to continue 

in sin.  Jesus has provided a way to break the chains.  Until we come to realize 

that the cross is our very best friend we treat it with indifference.  The conviction 

of sin, and righteousness, and judgment, when applied to our hearts by the Holy 

Spirit, is the first great gift of the grace of God.  It brings us to an honest starting 

point.  From there we begin to be set free and to grow up in Christ. 

Growing up in Christ, we begin to learn to love the way Jesus loves, 

sacrificially and generously.  It is the way Paul was himself learning to live and so 

he said, “Brothers and sisters, join in imitating me, and observe those who live 

according to the example you have in us.”   

We come to unity not because our minds have become uniform in the way 

we think, in the ideas and perspectives we prefer, but because we are united to 

something far deeper—the mind of Christ.  “Have this mind among yourselves 

which is yours in Christ Jesus,” wrote Paul in Philippians 2.  Quit striving for your 

own way.  Strive to walk in His way.  Humility coupled with mutual deference is 

like taking a daily dose of Heart Guard. 

Then the added benefit of a brand new outlook on life comes into 

prominence.  You begin to realize that your citizenship is in heaven.  Your loyalty 



is no longer to the power brokers of this world but to your Lord and Savior.  You 

live under new authority that is not coercive or abusive, but liberating and 

inviting.  You become free to keep the main thing the main thing; that is to live, 

not for your personal glory but for the glory of God.  

 I practice asking myself the simple question when I get in stressful 

situations where I am tempted to act like an enemy of the cross rather than as a 

friend of Jesus Christ:  “In the scope of eternity, does this really matter?”  You’d 

be amazed at how effective that simple question is in setting you free from all 

kinds of obsessive/compulsive disorders of both personality and spirit.  As Paul 

urged the Philippians, so I urge you: stand firm in the good news of the gospel, in 

its life, its health, and its peace. 

 

 

 

 

 


