The Devil’s Toolbox #6

“The Lure of Lust”

selected Scriptures
Some of you enjoy fishing. That’s one activity that has never appealed to me, but I know many who take pleasure in it. I do know, though, that you’d never hop into your boat, row out to the middle of the lake, and whip out a bullhorn: “Attention! Hey there, fish! Listen up. I’m going to throw a razor-sharp hook overboard. You need to bite it. I’m going to jerk the line really hard, reel you in, and yank out the hook with pliers. The hook has a barb on its end, and your mouth is going to be a mess. I’m going to throw you in a cooler. I’ll take you back to shore where I’ll scrape your scales off, cut out your insides, and fry you over the fire in a buttered pan. Any questions? Let’s go!”

Nope. When you go fishing you get crafty. The hook is never obvious or scary. Lures are shiny. Brightly colored. They spin. They announce, “Free lunch!” and “Really cool thing over here!” A fisherman wants to mesmerize a fish. He wants to tantalize it. He needs the fish to pursue the dazzling lure, eyes and mouth wide open. The fisherman never advertises the hook. He advertises the reward. His goal is to get the Big One to bite.

In the same way, the Devil never rolls through the front door of your life announcing he’s going to destroy you. Instead, he slips through the side door. He lures and entices you. It’s like fishing. The Devil holds the fishing pole. We have to constantly watch out for the Devil’s lures. When that temptation or harmful thought comes our way, it’s probably not going to look bad—not at first. Initially it promises something good. Sin offers a solution. Sin guarantees relief. If you’re down, sin brings you up. If you’re stuck, sin shows the way out. If you’re miserable, sin promises comfort. If you’re outraged, sin offers the perfect justice. If you’re lonely, sin becomes your best friend. But it’s all lies.

All that feigned goodness, all those false solutions, all the relief, all the comfort, all the justice, all the camaraderie. All those promises are meaningless. Sin is not your pal, and sin is not your buddy. Sin is not on your side. Sin doesn’t have your back. Sin is a mirage, always overpromising and underdelivering.

 The Enemy works in your life by luring and lying. He promises things he can’t fulfill. He challenges God’s truth. He attacks God’s character and intentions. The Enemy says things such as, Surely God’s holding out on you—you can’t trust Him. He essentially told Eve, If you eat from this fruit, your eyes are going to be opened; you’re going to be like God. The Enemy appeals to your basic human needs. We all need acceptance, worth, satisfaction, fulfillment, and happiness. The Enemy constantly holds out a lure and offers a lie: Hey, this will satisfy your needs. Take a bite. You deserve to be happy.

That lure is what the Bible calls “lust.” Lust is the promise of satisfaction and fulfillment, yet leaves its victim dissatisfied and unfulfilled. In its wake it leaves behind guilt, shame, bitterness, and even hatred. Sexual lust promises love but only brings hate.

Lust is a battle for us all. Christians—both men and women—have struggled with it for generations.
 The lure of lust is a dangerous implement in the Devil’s toolbox.

Assessing the Intense Feeling

We begin by assessing the intense feeling of lust. Webster defines the term “lust” broadly as “an intense longing,” and more specifically as “usually intense or unbridled sexual desire.”
 It’s important to understand that our struggle with lust is much larger than the desire for sex. In the New Testament, the Greek term that is translated “lust” refers to desire. It can speak of both legitimate and illegitimate desires. In its sinful form, we may fix our desire on many things. It is just as likely to be focused on someone else’s possessions or on their success as it is to be an illicit desire for sex. John hints at the full scope of this cardinal sin in 1 John 2:16: “For everything in the world—the lust of the flesh, the lust of the eyes, and the pride of life—comes not from the Father but from the world” [kjv]. As far as John is concerned, when it comes to lust, everything in the world is a potential target.
 Dietrich Bonhoeffer observed in his book, Temptation,
In our members there is a slumbering inclination towards desire which is both sudden and fierce. With irresistible power desire seizes mastery over the flesh. All at once a secret, smoldering fire is kindled. The flesh burns and is in flames. It makes no difference whether it is sexual desire, or ambition, or vanity, or desire for revenge, or love of fame and power, or greed for money, or finally, that strange desire for the beauty of the world of nature. Joy in God is…extinguished in us and we seek all our joy in the creature. At this moment God is quite unreal to us, he loses all reality, and only desire for the creature is real; the only reality is the devil. Satan does not here fill us with hatred of God, but with forgetfulness of God… The lust thus aroused envelops the mind and will of man in deepest darkness. The powers of clear discrimination and of decision are taken from us…  It is here that everything within me rises up against the Word of God.

What makes desire a destructive lust? Destructive lust is any consuming desire that is either out of bounds or out of balance. An out-of-bounds lust is a desire for any person or object or idea that is inconsistent with God’s expressed desire for our life. To feel sexual desire for our spouse is appropriate; to covet our neighbor’s wife is an illegitimate desire. An out-of-balance lust is any legitimate desire that blocks our ability to serve God and others. For example, a student who is so consumed by getting good grades (a legitimate desire) that he is unable to spend time pursuing God is consumed by an out-of-balance lust. Likewise, a neighbor who can’t say no to her friend’s desire to go to a movie is equally imbalanced in her lust for acceptance.

The Bible depicts lust in James 1:14-15, “Each one is tempted when, by his own evil desire [lust], he is dragged away and enticed. Then, after desire has conceived, it gives birth to sin; and sin, when it is full-grown, gives birth to death.” This applies to more that sexual desire. Lust is lust, and we are not to be controlled by it in any form.

The psychology of lust is a simple process: It begins with attraction; it turns quickly to dissatisfaction; it results in fixation. It leaves us ungrateful, discontented, and obsessive. When you are filled with lust—for it does indeed seem to fill you—you can have nothing in your mind but that appetite for what you lack. This is true not just of sex.

The “flesh”—that is, our lives without God—urgently desires many things. It wants power. It wants pleasure. It wants wealth. It wants status and admiration. None of these is wrong in itself. And nothing would be wrong with liking these things. But desire, or lust, is more than liking. It is the will to possess. Lust turns good things into objects of worship. And that is why lust, or covetousness, is so closely linked to another biblical word: idolatry. What we lust for, we worship. We may joke about our lusts, but our behavior shows a more fundamental allegiance. We look to our idols to give us what we need—to make our lives rich and purposeful. In our culture, an idol many people look to is the god of sexual fulfillment.

Richard Foster defines lust as “runaway, uncontrolled sexual passion.”
 It is an intense feeling that says, “I want it, I need it, I gotta gotta have it.” A graphic biblical example of this is found in 1 Samuel 13:1-4,

In the course of time, Amnon son of David fell in love with Tamar, the beautiful sister of Absalom son of David. Amnon became frustrated to the point of illness on account of his sister Tamar, for she was a virgin, and it seemed impossible for him to do anything to her. Now Amnon had a friend named Jonadab son of Shimeah, David’s brother. Jonadab was a very shrewd man. He asked Amnon, “Why do you, the king’s son, look so haggard morning after morning? Won’t you tell me?” Amnon said to him, “I’m in love with Tamar, my brother Absalom’s sister.”

While the phrase “in love” is used more than once in this passage, anyone can see that Amnon was “in lust” with Tamar rather than “in love.” Several commentators prefer the word “infatuated” instead of “in love,” for there is quite a difference. One author defines infatuation as “an immature emotional response to a person of the opposite sex based on superficial or idealized characteristics rather than the whole person.” Infatuation is self-centered, whereas love is other-centered. Infatuation tends to be characterized by preoccupation with oneself and with one’s own feelings. The person often feels awkward, constrained, self-conscious, unfulfilled, fragmented, and insecure and may withdraw from sensory experience and contact with others, becoming less and less aware of incoming stimuli (daydreaming, staying away from friends, being unable to eat).
 This is clearly evidenced in Amnon’s lust. There is no love here, as we will see later. Only the shiny promise of fulfillment that is nothing more than a lure with a hidden hook.

Sadly in our own age, much of what passes as “love” or being “in love” is nothing more than infatuation—an intense feeling of desire to fulfill one’s own needs without thought of the other person or their needs. Unfortunately we see this tragic story of Amnon and Tamar play like syndicated reruns throughout human history.

Acknowledging the Important Facts

Let’s move on to acknowledging the important facts. Allow me to begin with one that should be obvious, but among many Christians and churches it is not: Sex is good, healthy, and dare I say, holy. Make no mistake about it, God is pleased when married partners enjoy a healthy sex life together. He applauds it. And why shouldn’t He? He invented it. His Word clearly states in Hebrews 13:4, “Marriage should be honored by all, and the marriage bed kept pure”—free of blame. But the implied warning is clear: If we remove sex from its original, God-given context, it becomes “sexual immorality,” “lustful passion,” and “impurity.”

Sex isn’t the problem. The problem is lust and the unrealistic expectations that are born of lust. Sin entered human experience through common desire. Genesis 3:6 says, “When the woman saw that the fruit of the tree was good for food and pleasing to the eye, and also desirable for gaining wisdom, she took some and ate it. She also gave some to her husband, who was with her, and he ate it.” The appetites mentioned in this verse are commonplace: “the lust of the eyes, the lust of the flesh, and the pride of life.” Like the original temptation, sexual lust is rooted in legitimate desire. Sexual desire is not wrong in itself. It is part of our biological and psychological design. But like all other appetites, this hunger can and must be controlled. Appetites can be misdirected or abused. We can be selfish and even perverse in our attempts to gratify them.

Foster writes, “The demon in sex is lust. True sexuality leads to humanness, but lust leads to depersonalization. Lust captivates rather than emancipates, devours rather than nourishes.”
 In our day and age, though, instead of being an expression of love, sex is love and perhaps even something more. Sex and identity are confused. These days sex is no longer an appetite or even a practice. Sex is treated as a human right becoming the defining factor in human identity.

Since lust is not love, lust produces bad sex, because it denies relationship. Lust turns the other person into an object, a thing, a non-person.
 This is seen in the rest of the story found in 2 Samuel 13:11-15,

But when she took it to him to eat, he grabbed her and said, “Come to bed with me, my sister.” 

 “Don’t, my brother!” she said to him. “Don’t force me. Such a thing should not be done in Israel! Don’t do this wicked thing. What about me? Where could I get rid of my disgrace? And what about you? You would be like one of the wicked fools in Israel. Please speak to the king; he will not keep me from being married to you.” But he refused to listen to her, and since he was stronger than she, he raped her. 

Then Amnon hated her with intense hatred. In fact, he hated her more than he had loved her. Amnon said to her, “Get up and get out!”

“Then Amnon hated her with intense hatred. In fact, he hated her more than he had loved her.” That may sound shocking, unless you’ve been there. After Amnon has violated Tamar by raping her, does he love her more? No. He never loved her at all, as is evidenced by the fact that his lust turns to hatred. Lust does not bring fulfillment and satisfaction. Lust brings intensified hatred for self and others.

Lust does not satisfy, even when fantasy becomes reality. Feeling dissatisfied and unfulfilled leads to the dark feelings of shame, guilt, and loathing toward ourselves and the other person. “I gotta gotta have you” becomes “I can’t get away from you fast enough!” Lust promises like a politician in election year, but in the end those promises—and the lives involved—lie shattered on the ground.

This is why the Bible forbids sex outside of marriage, not because God doesn’t want you to have any fun. (That was Satan’s lie from the beginning.) Jesus condemned lust because it cheapened sex, it made sex less than it was created to be. For Jesus, sex was too good, too high, too holy, to be thrown away by cheap thoughts.
 Instead of indulging in multiple sexual partners or even maintaining what I call “concubines of the mind,” how much better to enjoy God’s gift of sex within its intended boundaries.

Adopting an Indomitable Plan

So let’s conclude by adopting an indomitable plan against lust. Our strategy involves three steps: abstain, arrest, and avoid.
The first is to abstain from illicit sex. Paul wrote in 1 Thessalonians 4:3-7,

It is God’s will that you should be sanctified: that you should abstain from sexual immorality; that each of you should learn to control his own body in a way that is holy and honorable, not in passionate lust like the heathen, who do not know God; and that in this matter no one should wrong his brother or take advantage of him. The Lord will punish men for all such sins, as we have already told you and warned you. For God did not call us to be impure, but to live a holy life. 

“It is God’s will that you should…abstain from sexual immorality.” That last word is translated from the Greek word porneia. We get our words pornography or pornographic from that original term. It refers to any kind of intimate, sexual encounter apart from one’s marital partner. It would include, of course, intimate encounters with the opposite sex or with the same sex. Fornication, adultery, or homosexuality would be included in porneia. Clearly, the command is that we are to abstain. Abstain means exactly that—abstain. Outside marriage, have nothing to do with sexual involvements with others. This isn’t about safe sex, but sanctified sex—within God’s design.

In order to abstain from porneia, we must become alert and disciplined students of our bodies: how they function, what appeals to them, and what weakens as well as strengthens them. We are to know how to control our inner drive, how to gain mastery over it, and how to sustain ourselves in a life of purity rather than yielding to lustful passions.

I’m not suggesting living without sex. God is not a prude—remember, it was His invention! In fact, a healthy sex life can be a integral part of this strategy. Paul wrote in 1 Corinthians 7:2-5,

Since there is so much immorality, each man should have his own wife, and each woman her own husband. The husband should fulfill his marital duty to his wife, and likewise the wife to her husband. The wife’s body does not belong to her alone but also to her husband. In the same way, the husband’s body does not belong to him alone but also to his wife. Do not deprive each other except by mutual consent and for a time, so that you may devote yourselves to prayer. Then come together again so that Satan will not tempt you because of your lack of self-control.

There is nothing selfish about this passage—each partner seeks to meet the needs of the other. When that happens, the needs of both are met! We can abstain from illicit sex by enjoying appropriate sex with our marriage partner. But whether we are single or married, the standard must be to abstain from illicit sex.

Second, we must arrest the internal source. Jesus said in Mark 7:21, “From within, out of men’s hearts, come evil thoughts, sexual immorality, theft, murder, adultery…” and more. Lust is an inside job, originating in the heart and mind, long before it turns into action. So we must, in the words of 2 Corinthians 10:5, “take captive every thought to make it obedient to Christ.” Nip lust in the bud. Be extremely careful about what you allow your eyes to observe and your ears to absorb. Ask the Spirit of God to assist you as you apply a filter to everything that enters your mind. Trust Him to provide you with the discipline and discernment you will need.

Third, we must avoid the inviting settings. Paul gives wise counsel in 1 Corinthians 10:12-13, “So, if you think you are standing firm, be careful that you don’t fall! No temptation has seized you except what is common to man. And God is faithful; he will not let you be tempted beyond what you can bear. But when you are tempted, he will also provide a way out so that you can stand up under it.” No Christian can use the excuse, “I couldn’t help it!” when it comes to temptation. God always provides an escape plan. We have to use it. 

Earlier I noted that we need to know ourselves, including our weaknesses. Know what leads to lust in your mind. Don’t go to places where temptation is abundant—in person or online. “You can’t go anywhere without seeing something or someone!” you might object. Okay, learn to look away instead of leering. A look is not lust; a leer is. Also be careful with whom you hang around. “Bad company corrupts good morals,” Paul wrote in 1 Corinthians 15:33, and it is so true. If your companions tend to lead you down the wrong path—lust or any other—it’s time to get new friends.

Finally, as Paul wrote in Romans 6:13, “Do not offer the parts of your body to sin, as instruments of wickedness, but rather offer yourselves to God, as those who have been brought from death to life; and offer the parts of your body to him as instruments of righteousness.” Take that verse as literally as you need to.

Recognize the lure of lust from the devil’s toolbox, and don’t take the bait.
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