
MAN’S HEART IS VILE 
 
“Man sins not as the result of mistaken intellect, but as the result of his heart 
being vile.” 
 
The truth of man’s heart as Jesus declared it in His own Words in Holy Scripture. 
 
The truth about man’s heart! Jesus Christ tells us that out of the heart all sorts of 
moral evils proceed. He selects not the milder forms of sin but the grosser shades; 
adulteries, murders, blasphemies, these are words of no common import, and 
stand for sins of no common dye. The accusation laid against human nature here 
is one of the most solemn that could possibly be put into words. The Saviour has 
not minced matters in any degree, nor chosen smooth forms of speech, but He 
has selected the grossest shapes of human sin, and He has said that all these 
come out of the human heart. There have been men who have asserted that sins 
are merely accidents of man’s position; but the Saviour says they come out of his 
heart. Some have affirmed that they are mistakes of his judgment that the social 
system bears so harshly at certain points that men can scarcely do otherwise than 
offend, for their judgment misleads them; the Saviour, however, traces these 
offenses not to the head and its mistaken judgments, but to the heart and its 
unholy affections. He plainly tells us that the part of human nature which yields 
such poisonous fruit is not a bough which may be sawn off, a limb which may be 
cut away, but the very core and substance of the man, his heart. He, in effect, tells 
us that lust does not merely come out of the eyes, but from the inmost nature of a 
depraved being. Murder comes not, in the first place, from the hasty hand, but 
from a wild ungovernable heart. He declares that theft is not the mere result of a 
hasty temptation, but is the outflow of a covetous desire which dwells in the being 
of which disorganized affections are the real source. All the mischief’s mentioned 
in our text come out of man’s essential self that is what I understand the Saviour 
to mean by the heart. The heart is the true man; it is the very citadel of the City of 
Man’s soul; it is the fountain and reservoir of manhood, and all the rest of man 
may be compared to the many pipes which run from the fountain through the 
streets of a city. The Saviour puts His finger on the mainspring of the machine of 
manhood, and cries, “Here is the evil.” Like a great physician, He lays His hands 
upon the very core of human nature and exclaims, “Here is the disease.” The 
leprosy of sin is not as to its primary seat in the head, nor the hand, nor the foot, 
but in the very heart; the poison is in the center, and consequently all the outlying 
members share in the poison.  
 
By the heart we usually understand the affections, and doubtless the affections of 
man are the sources of his crimes. It is because man does not love his Maker with 
all his heart, and soul, and strength, but loves himself, that he therefore breaks 
his Maker’s laws to please himself. It is because man does not love that which is 
right, and good, and true, but because he delights in that which is false and evil, 
that his actions become defiled. It comes to the same thing, you see, whether you 
interpret the word “heart” to mean the central core of the man, or to signify the 



affections; you come to the same result that it is the man’s vital self which is 
wrong, it is manhood’s real essence which is evil. Manhood in its most vital 
essence is corrupt through and through. To use the words of the infinite Jehovah 
Himself, “Every imagination of the heart of man is evil from his youth.” “The 
whole head is sick, and the whole heart faint.” “The heart is deceitful above all 
things, and desperately wicked.”  
 
Observe with humiliation those foul streams which the Saviour declares flow 
from the heart of man. He speaks of evil thoughts. Some make little of thoughts 
of evil, but God does not so judge, for He judges an action not so much by the 
outward motions of the matter of the body by which the action is performed, as 
by the inward motion of the inner man by which that motion was instigated and 
dictated. Evil thoughts have in them the absolute essence of sin quite as surely as 
evil acts, for when we come to trace an action to its essential evil we have to look 
to the motive which dictates it, which motive brings us at once into the region of 
thought. So that evil thoughts, instead of being less evidently sinful than actions, 
are most clearly the very nest in which the principle and soul of sin is to be found. 
Men sometimes say, “We shall not be hanged for our thoughts,” but it will be well 
for them to know that unless they repent of them, they certainly will be damned 
for their thoughts; and even if those thoughts of theirs never shaped themselves 
into actions, yet their guilt would remain. If the men were shut up in cells, so that 
they could not commit that which their nature instigated them to do, yet, as 
before the Lord, seeing they would have been such sinners outwardly if they 
could have been, their hearts are judged to be no better than the hearts of those 
who found opportunity to sin and used it. A vicious horse is none the better 
tempered because the kicking straps prevent his dashing the carriage to atoms; 
and so a man is really none the better because the restraints of custom and 
providence may prevent his carrying out that which he would prefer. Poor fallen 
human nature behind the bars of laws, and in the cage of fear of punishment, is 
none the less a fearful creature; should its master unlock the door we should soon 
see what it would be and do.  
 
Evil thoughts flow out of the heart; such as evil thoughts of God, evil thoughts of 
man; thoughts about evil, doting imaginations, and foul desires, the rolling of evil 
under the tongue as a sweet morsel, and such like. Many a man who has not 
committed an outward act of sensual lust has nevertheless thought it over and 
relished it, and so perpetrated it in his soul. Many a man who had not the courage 
to be a thief in very deed, has nevertheless been a thief a thousand times over in 
his heart; and he who dared not blaspheme God with his lips has cursed God in 
his heart ten thousand times. These evil thoughts are signs of what is in the heart. 
They would not bubble up within us if they were not first there. They could not 
come into the mind if they were not essential to the soul.  
 
Our Lord next speaks of murders, by which He means, according to John’s 
interpretation of it, every form of unjustifiable anger. Those boiling over are of 
evil temper, in which we wish people were dead, or otherwise injured, and would 
gladly punish them if we could, are in the same class as murders. Murders 



themselves arise from the evil passions of the human heart. If the fire were not 
there, temptation could not fan it to a flame. Is it not because men love 
themselves better than their neighbors that they commit murder? It is clear to 
everyone that it must be so. Therefore it is the failure of the affections to work 
accurately, which leads men to the commission of this terrible deed. An evil 
nature sits by the fireside, and murders men in thought, and hurls daggers at 
them in the house in words, because it is evil, self-loving, and vile.  
 
The inventory next mentions acts of unchastity. Men would never fall into evil 
lusts if it were not that they are dear to their hearts. Because these things are 
sweet to the heart, therefore men follow them. If the ox drinks water, it is because 
the ox thirsts; and if man goes after vice, it is because his soul longs after it. Those 
who never indulged in these actions may yet have meditated upon them, and in 
such a case the heart has committed uncleanness before God.  
So also the injuring of others by theft is from the heart. Is it not, again, because 
we love ourselves better than God, and better than others, that we are tempted to 
covet and led from covetousness to acts of dishonesty? And when it comes to the 
bearing of false witness, what is this again but an intense lie of one’s own proper 
being, and a lack of love to our neighbors and our God? When the list closes with 
blasphemy, what is this but the heart setting itself up higher than God, and then 
seeking to tread God beneath its feet by the use of opprobrious and wicked 
epithets concerning Him? The heart is at the bottom of it all. There would be no 
murder, no fornication, there could be no blasphemy, if the heart were pure and 
right; if God were loved first and foremost, these offenses could not occur; but the 
heart is mischievous, and therefore these things exist.  
 
The Saviour does not stop to prove that these things come out of the heart; He 
asserts it, and asserts it because it is self-evident. When you see a thing coming 
forth, you are clear it was there first. Last summer I noticed hornets continually 
flying from a number of decayed logs in my garden; I saw them constantly flying 
in and out, and I did not think myself at all unreasonable in concluding that there 
was a hornet’s nest there; I suppose that was the inference which everybody 
would have drawn. If we see the hornets of sin flying out of a man, we suppose at 
once that there is sin within him. Look at yonder spring; it is bubbling up with 
cool and fresh water; do you not conclude that somewhere or other there is a 
reservoir of this water from which it rises? If you did not conclude so, you would 
be so unreasonable that you might be the common butt of laughter; and when we 
know that all sorts of evil thoughts and murders, and lustful desires come from 
men’s hearts, it is not at all a difficult conclusion that they must be in men; and 
inasmuch as all men, more or less, fall into these displays of sin, we conclude that 
there is in all men a great storehouse of sin, a secret fountain of sin, a mass of 
inward evil from which outward evil proceeds.  
 
If this needed any sustaining at all I might offer these few observations, namely, 
that nobody ever needs any training to commit sin. Albeit there may be schools of 
virtue, there is certainly no necessity to open a school for vice. Your child will 
have evil thoughts without your sending him to a diabolical infant school; lads 



who have never seen the act of theft, or children who have been brought up in the 
midst of honesty, will be found guilty of little thefts early enough in life. Lying 
and false witness, which is one form of lying, is so common that perhaps to find a 
tongue which never did bear false witness would be to find a tongue that never 
spoke; is this caused by education or by nature? It is so common a thing that even 
where the ear has heard nothing but the most rigid truth, children learn to lie and 
men learn to lie and commonly do lie and love to tell an evil tale against their 
fellow men whether it is true or not, bearing false witness with an eagerness 
which is perfectly shocking. Is this a matter of education, or is it a depraved 
heart? Some men will willfully invent a slanderous lie, knowing that they need 
not take any special care of their offspring, for they may lay it in the street and the 
first passerby will take it up and nurse it, and the lie will be carried in triumph 
round the world; whereas a piece of truth which would have done honor to a good 
man’s character, will be left to be forgotten till God shall remember it at the Day 
of Judgment. You never need educate any man into sin. As soon as ever the 
young crocodile has left its shell, it begins to act just like its parent, and bites at 
the stick which broke the shell. The serpent is scarcely born before it rears itself 
and begins to hiss. The young tiger may be nurtured in your parlor, but it will 
develop before long the same thirst for blood as if it were in the forest. So is it 
with man; he sins as naturally as the young lion seeks blood, or the young serpent 
stores up venom. Sin is in his very nature that taints his inmost soul.  
 
What is worse, it is certain that men sin under all conceivable circumstances. You 
have heard much romance about unsophisticated nature: it used to be a theory 
that the untutored savage saw God in every cloud and heard Him in the wind. But 
when travelers go to see these model untutored savages, what miserable 
specimens of humanity they are! The very philosophers who once set them up as 
being models change their minds, and tell us that they are a connecting link 
between man and the ape. This is what unsophisticated nature becomes. The rag 
tags of conventionalism are taken away, the tricks of commerce are removed, and 
the child of nature is brought up naked, and a very pretty child he is! Let those 
who admire him live with him, and see if the very brutes do not shame him. The 
character of the uncivilized man is generally such that it were impossible for us to 
describe it in your hearing, so degraded and so debased is savage man. Is he not 
better, however, if he is highly educated? I suppose there was no nation of 
antiquity more highly educated than the Greeks, and yet if history is credited the 
private characters of her best philosophers such as Socrates and Solon, were 
stained with vices revolting to the mind. In modern times there has been ample 
proof that neither ignorance nor learning is an effectual check to sin. The fool 
learns sin without his books, and the scholar learns it none the less with all his 
lore. One of the most educated nations of modern times is India, and what is the 
moral character of the Hindu? Those who have been among the Hindus never 
dare to tell all that they have seen, and missionaries inform us in a whisper that 
what they have seen in the temples where the Hindus meet for worship, and 
where surely the better parts of their nature ought to be seen in the presence of 
their gods, is so utterly obscene that it is degrading to the mind to know that such 
a thing exists.  



 
“Yes,” you say, “some races are vicious both when trained under a certain 
civilization and when left uncivilized; but how about Christian civilization?” Why, 
the so-called Christians are scarcely any better. A man with religion is not any 
better than a man without it unless that religion changes his heart and makes a 
new man of him. The heart under a Christian’s coat is as vile as that under a 
Bushman’s sheepskin unless divine grace has renewed it. If you take a child and 
tutor him in all the outward observances of our own holy faith, if you shall see 
that in everything he is brought up after the straightest sect that your judgment 
shall select, yet unless the Holy Spirit shall come and give him a new heart and a 
right spirit his heart will find out ways of showing its sin, put it under what 
restraint you will. No, it has been notorious that some who were brought up with 
Puritan rigidity have been the most vicious in later life, and those who have not 
been so have become what is almost as detestable, hypocritical pretenders to a 
religion to whose real power they are strangers. “You must be born-again,” is a 
truth of God which is as true in the Hotten-tot’s kraal as it is in the midst of this 
congregation, and as true in the home of piety as it is in the haunt of vice. The old 
nature everywhere, wash it, and cleanse it, and bind it, and curb it, and bridle it, 
is still the old fallen nature, and cannot understand spiritual things. You may take 
the man and treat him as they did the demoniac of old, you may bind him with 
chains, you may seek to tame him down, but when the old evil spirit comes up 
again he snaps the bonds of morality and rushes away to one form of sin or 
another, either to the outward excess of his carnal passions, or else to the equally 
vicious excess of hypocrisy, formalism and self-conceit.  
 
These things may surely strengthen this truth of God. Man sins in every place, in 
every shape; and yet more, he sins after he knows the mischief of sin. As the moth 
flies into the candle after singeing its wings, so man will fly into sin after he 
knows the bitterness of it. If he reforms as to one sin he takes up another, till he 
does no better for himself than Dr. Watts’ fever patient, of whom he says, “It is a 
poor relief we gain, to shift the place and keep the pain.” They do so; they give up, 
perhaps, drunkenness. What then? Why then they become self-righteous. If you 
can drive a man from outward vice, how far have you improved him if he lives in 
inward sin? You have benefited him as far as the sight of man is concerned, but 
not before God. There was a man killed on Holborn Hill this week, and I have 
heard that there was little or no external appearance of injury upon his body. He 
had been crushed between an omnibus and a cart, and all the wounds were 
internal, but he died just as surely as if he had been beaten black and blue, or cut 
in a thousand pieces. So a man may die of internal sin; it does not appear 
outwardly for certain reasons, but he will die of it just the same if it is within. 
Many a man has died from internal bleeding, and yet there has been no wound 
whatever to be seen by the eyes. You, my dear hearer, may go to hell as well 
dressed in the garnishing of morality as in the rags of immorality. Unless the very 
center of your soul and the core of your being are made obedient to the living God 
He will not accept you, for He looks not only to your outward actions, but to your 
heart’s secret loyalty or treachery towards Himself.  
 



Man sins, moreover, to close this very fearful impeachment against manhood, 
man sins not as the result of mistaken intellect, but as the result of his heart being 
vile. When a man sins by mistake, does not know it to be sin, when he sins 
thinking that he is doing right; as soon as he gets to know his error he forsakes 
the sin with horror, and flies to God with repentance; but this is never done by 
men naturally, the natural heart of man, if it finds out sin to be sin, very 
frequently feels all the more delight in it, just as the apostle Paul says he had not 
known lust unless the law had said, “You shall not covet.” Our corrupt nature 
loves forbidden fruit. Some people would not care to work on Sunday unless they 
had been commanded to rest; many would never care to go to the Crystal Palace 
on any day in the week, but they crave to go on Sunday simply because it is 
forbidden. Some fellows are lazy enough on Monday, and make a saint’s day of it, 
and yet Sunday rest they oppose with all their might. It is strange that what God 
makes common man wants to make special; what God makes special, man wants 
to make common. As soon as ever a child is told he must not do such a thing, 
although he had never thought of doing it before, he wants to do it now. That is 
the nature of us. “When the commandment came,” says the apostle, “sin revived, 
and I died.” This is not the law’s fault, but ours. Cool water thrown upon unslaked 
lime produces a burning heat; it is not the fault of the water that the heat is 
produced; the lime alone is to blame. So the very command of God, “You shall not 
do this,” or “You shall not do that,” leads man into sin, and so it proves the innate 
and thorough viciousness of the nature of man. 
 
“I do not like it,” says one. “I do not like to hear human nature spoken so evil of.” 
And do you suppose I like to speak of it in this way? It is no more pleasing to me 
than to you. “Well, but,” says one, “I believe in the dignity of human nature.” 
Believe in it, my dear man, and try and prove it if you can! Nobody will be more 
glad than I shall be to see any true dignity in anybody. But why do we speak like 
this? Why, because our solemn conviction is that we speak the truth. We thus 
speak because we believe the word of God teaches it; and, moreover, we know by 
sorrowful experience that if the charge is not true of others, it is certainly true of 
us. We have been preserved from known outward sin, but we have to mourn over 
the terrible evils of our heart; and being willing to endorse the indictment, and 
personally to plead guilty, we are the more confident in bringing it forward and 
saying, “This is the case with the whole race of man, without a single exception; 
they must all stand guilty before God.” Not one heart by nature is right with God; 
Jew and Gentile are all under sin, “We are all gone out of the way, we are 
altogether become unprofitable: there is none that does good no not one.” Taken 
from a sermon by Charles H. Spurgeon 


