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Matthew 5:27-30; Mark 7:20-23
Last week we discovered in Genesis 1:27 that all humans were created in the image of God. We are more than biological urges and sexual machines. We were created to bear the image of and be a representative of God. Therefore, we can’t look at each other as a “thing” or an “it” or a “that.” Jesus continues that theme in Matthew 5:27-30 (pg. 684- NIV):

27 “You have heard that it was said, ‘Do not commit adultery.’﻿ 28 But I tell you that anyone who looks at a woman lustfully has already committed adultery with her in his heart. 29 If your right eye causes you to sin, gouge it out and throw it away. It is better for you to lose one part of your body than for your whole body to be thrown into hell. 30 And if your right hand causes you to sin, cut it off and throw it away. It is better for you to lose one part of your body than for your whole body to go into hell. 
Wow! That’s a bunch to absorb. We know the 7th of the 10 commandments and every religious system teaches the idea that we are not to commit adultery. But many religious people of that day and today miss the point. Many of us have not technically had sexual intercourse with someone other than our spouse. Therefore we have not technically committed adultery. But Jesus always goes beyond just the action to the issues of our heart. Jesus makes a connection between desire (lust), the heart and going to hell. Did I get your attention? Does Jesus get our attention? 

There is not a one of us alive that has not lusted for someone (or something – but we’ll talk about that later). For some of us it’s a passing temptation. For some of us it is a constant inner battle. For some among us our lust has led to sexual additions and sexual immorality (adultery, sleeping with someone we are not married to and worse). The point is we all lust. So let’s be open to hearing what Jesus is saying. Let’s try to unpack this. 

Jesus has moved to a deeper place than the obvious sin of sexual immorality. He’s gone to the heart. When we lust, we commit the sin of adultery in our heart. Okay, we can understand that. We might think, “I didn’t do that act, but I wanted to and if given a good enough opportunity where I know I would not get caught, I might act on it.” Or, “I know I won’t do the act, but I sure wish I could.” Let’s at least be that honest. 

Then Jesus shocks us. He tells us to cut off an arm or gouge out an eye if that would help us not to lust. Are you kidding? Surely he’s not serious. Of course, Jesus is using a literary technique called hyperbole. Here’s what a hyperbole is: “a figure of speech in which statements are exaggerated to evoke strong feelings or to create a strong impression, but is rarely meant to be taken literally” (Wikipedia). Should we dismiss this so quickly as just a hyperbole? 

Further, Jesus says that it is better to lose a body part than go to hell. Do we go to hell for lusting? We are all doomed! Jesus seems to have gone to fanatical extremes here – self mutilation or hell? Maybe we are starting to get the idea of what Jesus is saying. Lust is a serious matter. That’s about as understated as I can say it. Maybe Jesus knows that then and now we have tended to believe that lust is not really that big of a deal as it is a private sin that affects no one.

Let’s try to understand this as the folks did in Jesus’ day. It will help to go to the next chapter, in what we call the Lord’s Prayer, Jesus teaches us to pray saying; “your kingdom come, your will be done on earth as it is in heaven” (Mt. 6:10). Heaven is the place where God’s will is being done. In the heaven beyond earth – it is perfect because God’s rule and influence is perfect. On earth, heaven is also called the kingdom of God or the kingdom of heaven. Jesus announced that the Kingdom of God is HERE (Mt. 4:17) and it is in us (Lk. 17:20, 21). Heaven is where God’s will is being done and he wants that on earth as it is in heaven. We’ve all had moments when we experienced a bit of heaven here. Heaven is where we will spend eternity and it is more. Heaven is where God’s influence is real and pervasive.

What’s the opposite of heaven? Hell! Hell is where God’s will is not done and his influence is rejected or ignored (This message is not attempting to do a full study on hell). Do we experience hell on earth? Yes! Hell on earth is when people are treated as “things” and “its” and not people. Hell is when Nazi Germany gases and burns 6 million Jews – that is hell on earth. For the Nazis that was killing 6 million things (not people). The only way they could commit such horrors was to de-humanize the Jews. I refer to that horrible time in history because it makes Jesus’ teaching absolutely clear. But let’s bring it to our level and our lives. 

If hell is where God’s influence is rejected or ignored then there is a hell on earth. It is when millions of innocent babies are killed. Hell is war or civil war where innocent civilians die. Hell is when a child is abused. Hell is where a mother watches her baby die of starvation. Hell is when we experience rejection from our very own family members. Hell is when we are robbed of our dignity or robbed of justice. Hell is being alone and misunderstood – day after day. Hell is to be treated as an object, an it or a that.

So what’s Jesus point when twice he says: “It is better for you to lose one part of your body than for your whole body to go into hell?” There is something hellish going on in us when we lust after someone. We cannot lust and be influenced by God at the same time. We cannot lust after a person which requires that we make them a thing and be living in God’s will and influence. The one we lust after is one whom God loves and wanted for his presence to be obvious in them. Heaven is treating people as God wants people treated. Hell is treating people as things to be used and discarded.

Jesus says if anything “causes us to sin” remove it. The phrase “causes us to sin” is actually one word in the original Greek language. It is the word from which we get our English word – “scandalize.” Don’t let anything in your life scandalize you! The root of the Greek word “scandalize” is the word bait in a trap! Don’t let lust bait you to dehumanize yourself (make your self just biological urges) or dehumanize others (make them an object to use).

Some have bought into one of Satan’s lies about lust. “Lust is not bad as it doesn’t hurt anyone else.” “Lust is a private matter so it is harmless.” The same is said of pornography. Really? Is lust a private matter? Any spouse knows when their partner is lusting after another. It destroys trust which destroys a relationship. Plus there is no such thing as private sin. In our next series we are going to talk about secrets. There are no secrets. Do we really think we hide our sin from God or ourselves? If we are treating people as things by our lust, it will affect the way we look at all people. It will affect our relationship with God.

Do you see how hellish our world has become? Do you see how far we have gone to the dark side? Whole industries are formed around sex – they are using sex to sell stuff. Victoria’s Secret is no longer secret. The very thing movies, TV, advertisers and the porn industries are pushing is the dehumanization of people – objects of pleasure. Do you know how many people look at porn? I reviewed dozens of studies and the consistent finding is that about one of every two of us does. And the statistics are not any different for Christians. Jesus says this is hell! We need more heaven on earth, not hell.

So how do we understand this thing called lust and how can we arrest it? Jesus said that we commit adultery in our heart when we lust. The heart is the key to the issue of lust. In Mark chapter 7 Jesus was addressing the religious leaders who were complaining that Jesus’ followers didn’t have clean hands and plates to eat with. The Pharisees were hyper religious about ceremonial washing traditions. Somehow they came to believe that clean hands and dishes would make a person clean and unpolluted. Jesus’ main point is that it is not what is outside a person that makes him “unclean” which in the meaning of that day meant that one could not make connection with God. It is what is on the inside that makes us unclean or unable to connect with God. Let’s read Mark 7:20-23 (pg. 713 – NIV).

20 He went on: “What comes out of a man is what makes him ‘unclean.’ 21 For from within, out of men’s hearts, come evil thoughts, sexual immorality, theft, murder, adultery, 22 greed, malice, deceit, lewdness, envy, slander, arrogance and folly. 23 All these evils come from inside and make a man ‘unclean.’ ”
What’s the source of lust and sexual immorality? The heart. What is in our hearts? Is God in our hearts? Are we allowing him to influence us? Is God our first concern? Is the kingdom of God in us?

Or is it self that fill ours hearts. My wants, my needs, my desires, what I deserve? Do I let my hurts and wounds drive my living? What fills our hearts will come out in our words, thoughts, desires and actions.

So What?
What are you filling your heart with? Are you intentional about filling your heart with God’s influence? How will you fill your heart with God’s heart?

Take lust serious. Our culture has told us lust is normal and even good. That’s a lie. Don’t let what you watch or hear – movies, cable, internet porn or music “scandalize” you. We have become desensitized to the levels of sexuality around us and lust is almost unavoidable – unless we are intentional about protecting our hearts. Jesus said whatever “scandalizes” us we should remove. 

I’m going to show a commercial that is on all the networks and cable to make my point. 

[Commercial clip]

Some of you will say, “You can’t show that in church!” “I’m offended!” “I don’t watch that stuff!” I say “great!” It is right that you are offended. Some of us think we should not show that in church, but we watch it in our homes all the time and think nothing of it. Do you see the hypocrisy there? 

Others among us probably said to themselves – “That was no big deal!” Most of watch this stuff in our homes all the time. And what we just watched was tame compared to Victoria Secrets or Go Daddy commercials. We have allowed TV, movies, video, internet and music content to desensitize us and we are not even aware that we are being scandalized. The bait for lust is put before us thousands of times a day. 

May we no longer be numb or passive. We can’t stop what the media is doing. So take action to avoid being scandalized. Use parental controls and filters (TV, cable, and internet) and teach your family, in fact challenge your family, to turn off or mute offensive content that de-humanizes use through the temptation to lust. Carefully choose what you’ll watch and listen to. 

If you are struggling with lust and that’s led to a sexual addiction where you can’t stop, get some help. We have a men’s sexual addiction group that’s part of our Friday night Celebrate Recovery. Be there – this Friday at 7pm.

Men don’t forget about The Locker Room on March 14th (9-Noon). This is a men’s sexuality seminar where we’ll talk openly and frankly about sexual issues, lust and pornography that relate to men. We will also have The Living Room where the ladies will gather to talk about sexual issues relating to women.

Communion
God doesn’t rank sin. Sin is sin. God’s grace covers all our brokenness – including our sexual brokenness. Communion is not a time to sweep our sexual secrets or failings under the proverbial rug. Be real and honest with God. Communion is a very special time to confess our sins. Jesus is faithful and able to forgive us. That’s what Jesus’ sacrifice was all about. That’s what we remember and celebrate in communion.

Offering
We have the opportunity to give to God each week. It is a gift to God. It is an expression of our commitment. The principle of giving throughout the Bible is that we give FIRST to God, even before we pay our bills. Why? It is a very tangible expression that he is first in our lives. Words are cheap, but giving our money to God is real and authentic.

Discussion and Reflection Questions
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Big Idea:
Jesus reminds us that lust is a powerful danger. It is not just a casual sin, but it destroys our hearts, dehumanizes people and continues to bring hell on earth. Jesus urges us to embrace the influence of God to bring God’s influence into our relationships.

1. When are you most likely to be tempted to lust? What kinds of situations, circumstances, media or moods make you more vulnerable?

2. How would you describe lust in your life – a passing or occasional temptation, a constant inner battle or a sexual addiction?

3. How do you understand Jesus’ statement: “It is better for you to lose one part of your body than for your whole body to go into hell?”
4. Jesus says that if anything causes us to sin to remove it. The phrase “causes us to sin” is the word “scandalize” in the original language. What do you need to remove from your life that is “scandalizing” you? What will you do to remove it?

5. When we lust after someone we engage in de-humanizing that person treating them as an object. In what ways are you realizing that you’ve become de-sensitized or numb to this process of de-humanizing others?

6. Jesus says that is what is in our heart that is the source of any “uncleanness.” In Mark 7:20-23 he gives a list of behaviors whose source is the heart. How do we “clean” the heart and protect it from those kinds of things? How do we fill our heart with that which honors and pleases God?

