Sermon on the Mount #15

“Thou Shalt Not…Even Think About It!”

Matthew 5:27-30
In one of the few factual statements of the entire book, Dan Brown writes in his novel The Da Vinci Code, “Everybody loves a conspiracy.”  In our society, the only thing that might trump that is, “Everybody loves a scandal.”  Think about all of the printed publications and programs on television that thrive on scandal.  They pride themselves on “investigative journalism”; I prefer Theodore Roosevelt’s term—muckrakers. 

The juicier the story, the bigger the headlines.  The more powerful and recognizable the target, the better.  Movie stars, pro athletes, and government officials are prime targets for this kind of attention.  But, oh, how the media loves to get their hands on a religious leader caught in a scandal!  As one periodical puts it, 

Due to sexual misconduct biblical manhood is being seriously compromised within the evangelical church. We hardly need to be reminded that the incidence of sexual sin among professing Christian leaders has become epidemic. Misconduct has become so common that we dread, and yet are no longer shocked, by media revelations of each successive scandal.

Dare say we’ve gotten used to it?

Scandal surrounding noteworthy individuals is certainly nothing new.  In fact, the word from which we get our English terms “scandal” and “slander” are both derived from skandalon, a Greek word found in our text for this morning’s message.
  (How appropriate that these two terms come from the same root—after all, how many celebrities are reportedly involved in a scandal and then sue the publication for slander!)

But why does society love to publish the scandalous activity of religious—especially Christian—personalities?  And why do we as Christians give the media so much ammunition to use on us?

The answer of the first question is that the world loves to find reasons not to accept the claims of Christianity.  If we were to play the game show “Family Feud,” and we were trying to give the top answers to this question, “Why are people not Christians?” the number one answer would have to be “hypocrisy.”  I know that’s a cop-out, but it is a convenient one for those looking for one.  Just about the time some lost folks are coming under conviction by the Holy Spirit that they should really repent and turn their lives to Christ, here comes the morning paper or the evening news with yet another story of a Christian preacher or personality caught in immorality.  They shake their head in disgust and mutter, “Those phoneys!  And to think I was about to become one!”  Satan wipes his brow and says, “Whew, that was close!”  

That answers the second question.  Satan targets Christians with temptations that will not only bring them down in their personal walk with God but will resonate in the ears of others who might otherwise come to Christ.  Too often we Christians play right into his scheme.

Scandal comes in many forms, but the most often reported impropriety among Christians is sexual immorality.  No wonder Jesus addresses the heart of this issue in our text this morning, Matthew 5:27-30.

Ye have heard that it was said by them of old time, Thou shalt not commit adultery: but I say unto you, That whosoever looketh on a woman to lust after her hath committed adultery with her already in his heart.

And if thy right eye offend thee, pluck it out, and cast it from thee: for it is profitable for thee that one of thy members should perish, and not that thy whole body should be cast into hell.

And if thy right hand offend thee, cut it off, and cast it from thee: for it is profitable for thee that one of thy members should perish, and not that thy whole body should be cast into hell.
Strong words!  As we will see, Jesus intentionally uses strong words because this temptation is also very strong.

The Poisonous Allurement of Lust

Once again, Jesus begins with a statement from the Mosaic Law: “Thou shalt not commit adultery.”  Of the Ten Commandments, this is number seven.  Adultery is having illicit relations with someone other than your spouse, and throughout Scripture is condemned as a heinous crime that brings shameful and painful consequences in this life, and judgment in the next.
  Solomon warns in Proverbs 6:27-29,

Can a man take fire in his bosom, and his clothes not be burned? Can one go upon hot coals, and his feet not be burned? So he that goeth in to his neighbour’s wife; whosoever toucheth her shall not be innocent.

Like the old saying goes, “Play with fire and you’ll get burned.”  The Word of God teaches that sensual sins also bring devastating consequences.  There are physical consequences, including the wide range of venereal diseases that are sexually transmitted; marital consequences, as many marriages are broken an account of infidelity; but none of these compare to the spiritual fallout of adultery.  Hebrews 13:4 states simply, “Marriage is honourable in all, and the bed undefiled: but whoremongers and adulterers God will judge.”  Paul explores this topic more in Ephesians 5:3-7,

But among you there must not be even a hint of sexual immorality, or of any kind of impurity, or of greed, because these are improper for God's holy people. Nor should there be obscenity, foolish talk or coarse joking, which are out of place, but rather thanksgiving. For of this you can be sure: No immoral, impure or greedy person — such a man is an idolater — has any inheritance in the kingdom of Christ and of God.   Let no one deceive you with empty words, for because of such things God's wrath comes on those who are disobedient. Therefore do not be partners with them [niv].
Wow!  According to this passage, those who indulge in impurity have no part in the kingdom of God!  Yet many in our culture ask, “What’s the big deal?  If both people consent, who gets hurt?”

The answer to that question can be found in the relationship God wants us to have with Him.  Paul writes in 1 Corinthians 6:13-17,

The body is not meant for sexual immorality, but for the Lord, and the Lord for the body.  By his power God raised the Lord from the dead, and he will raise us also. Do you not know that your bodies are members of Christ himself? Shall I then take the members of Christ and unite them with a prostitute? Never! Do you not know that he who unites himself with a prostitute is one with her in body? For it is said, “The two will become one flesh.” But he who unites himself with the Lord is one with him in spirit [niv].

This connection between the physical act of adultery and the spiritual relationship with God is not new here.  Donald Grey Barnhouse points out, 

Physical adultery is always the symbol of spiritual adultery, and a score of times God likens himself to the outraged husband and mankind to the adulterous wife. Thus idolatry is spoken of as being seduced and any departure for any god other than the true God is spoken of in terms of going a whoring after strange gods.

Faithfulness and fidelity is very important to God, whether in our relationship with Him or with one another.  Satan uses our own drives and desires to poison our relationships through self-gratification.

The Powerful Association of Lust

But Jesus goes one step further than denouncing adultery; He goes after lustful thoughts.  I like how a couple of other translations render this verse:  The English Standard Version uses the phrase “with lustful intent”; and Kenneth Wuest translates the phrase “in order to indulge his sexual passion for her…” And Jesus makes the powerful association of lust as the spiritual equivalent of adultery.

Lust can refer to more than sexual craving.  Oswald Chambers provides a great definition of lust:

What is lust? The impatience of desire—I must have it at once. Love can wait seven years; lust cannot wait two seconds. ﻿Esau and his mess of pottage is a picture of lust﻿; ﻿Jacob serving for Rachel is a picture of love.﻿ 


It’s not just that I want something; I want it now!  In our instantaneous culture, this is widespread.  We want everything yesterday.  But it no other realm is this craving so powerful as in the area of sexuality.  The Bible has a lot to say about this explosive subject, and our text this morning is one of the hallmark teachings.

Young people often ask how far is “﻿too far﻿” in physical intimacy before marriage. It is a question of “﻿brinkmanship﻿”—wanting to know how close to the edge they can go before slipping off the precipice. Jesus answers that question right here. Outside of marriage, the attitude of lust and its resulting actions of intimacy are condemned.
  He says, in effect, “Thou shalt not…even think about it!”
Unfortunately, these urges are not something we grow out of as adults.  The authors of Every Man’s Battle state that in their experience 10% of men do not have any problem at all with sexual lust, 10% have an extreme problem, and among the other 80% there is a spectrum.
  (I wonder if those first 10% might have trouble with a different sin: not telling the truth!)  

The target of sexual lust is the imagination.  John Stott notes, “Deeds of shame are preceded by fantasies of shame, and the inflaming of the imagination by the indiscipline of the eyes.”  He goes on to add, 

Our vivid imagination (one of many faculties which distinguish humans from animals) is a precious gift of God. None of the world’s art and little of man’s noblest achievement would have been possible without it. Imagination enriches the quality of life. But all God’s gifts need to be used responsibly; they can readily be degraded and abused. This is certainly true of our imagination. I doubt if ever human brings have fallen victim to immorality, who have not first opened the sluice gates of passion through their eyes. Similarly, whenever men and women have learned sexual self-control in deed, it is because they have first learned it in the eyes of both flesh and fantasy.

Peter speaks of those “having eyes full of adultery, and that cannot cease from sin…” (2Pe 2:14).  Sensual sin almost always begins with a look.  This is why Jesus says in Matthew 5:29, “If your right eye causes you to sin…” This means, in effect: “Don’t let your eye lead you into sin.” How could it do that? By resting too long on an object of temptation. In the most notable case of adultery in the Old Testament—King David’s adultery with the wife of Uriah the Hittite—the trouble began when, late one afternoon, David from his palace roof saw the woman bathing (2 Sam 11:2).

“Yeah, but what harm is it to just look?” someone might ask.  “Surely that’s not what Jesus is talking about!”  No, He is not even forbidding us to look at a woman, but to look lustfully. And, guys, we all know the difference between looking and lusting.
  Chuck Swindoll says it straight, “Long before adultery takes place in the bed, it has already been visualized in the head.”

“But what if I just look?” another asks.  “I’ll never do any of it, but I just want to see it, to know what it’s about.”  But even just looking (or reading or fantasizing about it) is not harmless.  D. Martyn Lloyd-Jones writes, 

You would not dream of doing these things yourself, but you are doing them by proxy. You are sinning in your heart and mind and in your imagination, and you are there​fore guilty of adultery. That is what Christ says. How subtle this awful, terrible thing is!

Lust is the same thing as adultery: both are called sin.

Practical Advice about Lust

What are we to do about this problem?  Between the inward passions of our selves and the outward pressures of our society, do we have any hope of rising above this sin?  Fortunately, the Bible not only describes the problem but also gives some practical advice about lust.

Some just give in, figuring that if they quit fighting the temptation, it won’t be such a problem anymore.  That just doesn’t work.  As E. Stanley Jones wrote: “If you think or act adultery, you do not satisfy the sex urge; you pour oil on a fire to quench it.”
 

Rather than giving in, Jesus tells His disciples what He expects in verses 29-30,

And if thy right eye offend thee, pluck it out, and cast it from thee: for it is profitable for thee that one of thy members should perish, and not that thy whole body should be cast into hell. And if thy right hand offend thee, cut it off, and cast it from thee: for it is profitable for thee that one of thy members should perish, and not that thy whole body should be cast into hell.

Some have taken His subsequent words about tearing out an eye or cutting off a hand literally. With great zeal and little wisdom they have followed His words to the letter. Origen of Alexandria actually made himself a eunuch. But this is not what Jesus meant.  A blind person can still lust in his mind.  A maimed person can still sin in his heart. In ad 325 at the Council of Nicea, self-mutilation was declared a barbarous practice and officially forbidden.

What Jesus was teaching was that if your eye causes you to sin, don’t look; if your foot causes you to sin, don’t go; and if your hand causes you to sin, don’t do it.
  It is just that simple.

Psalm 119:37 states, “Turn my eyes away from worthless things; preserve my life according to your word” [niv].  My father always said that verse should be displayed above every television set!  That might make an impact on our TV viewing practices!

God’s truth should also control the neck, because a man might be tempted to turn his head and look at a beautiful woman for the purpose of lusting. He may not be able to avoid seeing the woman the first time, but it’s looking the second time that gets him into trouble.
  Perhaps we need to follow the example of Job in Job 31:1, “I made a covenant with my eyes not to look lustfully at a girl” [niv].  Drawing up a contract with our eyes might seem a bit much, but in the war against lust it just might be necessary.

We need to go beyond the avoidance of evil thoughts, though.  As Swindoll notes, 

One of the best ways I have found to obey Jesus’ instruction is simply to replace sensual thoughts with wholesome ones…to occupy my mind with things that are pure, lovely, healthy, and positive rather than lurid, provoca​tive, and questionable. Scripture memory works wonders, frankly. I find it impossible to simultaneously lust and repeat verses on moral purity.

What kind of things would this entail?  Paul gives a list in Philippians 4:8-9,

Finally, brothers, whatever is true, whatever is noble, whatever is right, whatever is pure, whatever is lovely, whatever is admirable — if anything is excellent or praiseworthy — think about such things.

The Amplified Bible adds, “fix your minds on” these things.  This calls for diligence and discipline.  It won’t be easy, but it is necessary.

If all of this makes you feel uneasy, you are not alone.  While many may boast of never committing adultery, who of us can say we have never had an impure thought?  As Lloyd-Jones concludes, “God forbid that any of us should be able to look at this holy law of God and feel satisfied. If we do not feel unclean at this moment, God have mercy upon us.”

The last thing the Christian Church needs is another scandal, another statistic, another victim of illicit lust.  May we commit ourselves to do whatever it takes to keep ourselves pure.
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