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Scripture & prayer.


After graduating from high school, I enrolled at Multnomah School of the Bible in Portland. On the first day of orientation, there was a group of us freshman (all strangers), sitting around a table in the library. One was a big Samoan fellow with a Mohawk (like Mr. T, somewhat intimidating at first). And he leans over the table, looks at us all real serious, and says: “You know how Jesus said, ‘If your right eye offends you, pluck it out and cast it from you’?” And then he reaches up with his hand and grabs out his eye—right in front of us—and throws it across the library room (as it bounces across the floor). Needless to say, we were all aghast! But then he gets this little smile, goes and fetches his eye, and puts it back in. Well, it was a glass eye—a very believable one; we would never have known that it wasn’t real. That was our first introduction (he really was a neat guy).

Getting serious, however. Jesus here is addressing a very serious issue, and it has to do with our understanding and attitude toward sin. He’s looking at a particular sin again, but in a way that can apply to all of God’s laws. Last week, we saw Jesus bring out the spirit of God’s laws, by looking at the law against murder. “Don’t murder? No problem.” But He showed us two things about the intent of God’s righteous commands. (1) He showed us there that God’s laws are far harder than they look, for they reach to the level of the heart. And the heart of murder is anger and insults: and we all have a problem with that. In fact, the apostle John picks up on this when he explains that “everyone who hates his brother is a murderer” (1 Jn 3:15). And (2) God’s laws aren’t just meant to forbid a negative; they are to promote a positive as well. They are two sides of the same coin; and the flip-side of “don’t murder” means that we must actively promote life and peace in relationships.

Well, here Jesus is looking at the command against adultery. All you younger unmarried’s are going, “OK, I can daydream through this one; I’m not even close to being married, so I can’t possibly have to worry about adultery” (which by definition is sexual infidelity in a marriage covenant). And those of you who have been faithfully married for many years might have a similar reaction. But what Jesus does to this command as well is to apply it in such a way that it hits us all. And there are two things we are to notice:
I.
The problem is serious. The problem of sexual sin is incredibly serious. Why? There are three chief reasons: because . . . 

A.
It’s such a powerful drive. 


1.
Our sexuality is like—fire: mysterious and full of wonder, for one; but also, it has the tremendous potential for either good or evil, for blessing or destruction. Kept in its proper bounds (like a campfire), it provides warmth and light and calm, and cooks up a nice hot dinner, too (mm-mm, smell the roasting meat). But let it escape your control (say, a sudden gust of wind scatters some sparks on the nearby grass and (whoosh!)—it can quickly spread into a wildfire, leaving nothing but charred destruction in its wake. 


2.
So it is with us. We are sexual beings—male and female: we were made that way. We were “wired” to bond (like protons and electrons); and ignoring that is ignoring nature. God created us with this “fire.”



a.
And He called it good and blessed it: “Be fruitful and multiply” (Gen 1:28). The desire is good; the delight is good—when kept within God’s design. But it is something that must be respected and protected. Otherwise, you’re playing with fire. The writer of Proverbs (speaking of sexual immorality) used this same analogy: “Can a man scoop fire into his lap and not be burned?” (6:27).




b.
And it’s something very precious too. Our culture doesn’t understand or proclaim this anymore. In our society (paradoxically), sex is everything and yet sex is nothing. It “sells” everything, and yet it “means” nothing. Affairs are commonplace; pornography is everywhere. And what harm does it really do (you might be tempted to ask)? But this is the most intimate relationship we have—to join body and soul. And so, abusing this intimacy does nothing but destroy. Even more, it is a glimpse of the relationship that God will share with us forever—the delights of heaven (Eph 5:31-32; Rev 19:7, heaven is the eternity of that moment). 



c.
So, it has great power—either for beauty or for desolation. Look at happily married couples, and you will see the beauty; look at those who have suffered sexual betrayal, and you will see the desolation.

B.
It’s a problem of the heart. 


1.
Again, the religious leaders that Jesus had referred to earlier (5:20, outwardly righteous) had come to believe that you could fully obey this command while at the same time nursing lust, fantasizing about another man’s wife—just as long as no actual adultery was involved. As if God was interested in externals alone! (But don’t we slip into this, too? Manageable.) As it has been said: “the heart of the matter is the matter of the heart.” And as Jesus shows us here, the heart of adultery is lust: “wanting” someone who is not yours (5:28). 


2.
But this heart intent is nothing new (and they should’ve known—and we should know—better; but “the heart is deceitful above all things,” Jer 17:9). Here we are at the seventh commandment. But three doors down, God lists explicitly (and first, in Deut 5:21): “You shall not covet . . . your neighbor’s wife”! This is where both sin and righteousness start: in the heart. The greatest commandment of them all begins: “You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart . . .” (Deut 6:5). And as James describes sin’s progression, it also starts here: “Each person is tempted when he is lured and enticed by his own desire. Then desire, when it has conceived, gives birth to sin; and sin, when it is fully grown, brings forth death” (1:14-15). So, just like last week’s issue (murder), we might at first be tempted to say: “No adultery? No problem.” But it’s a huge problem, if it’s in the heart; and that’s where it’s found in all of us (though men and women wrestle with it in different ways).

C.
And no one is immune.


1.
We all must pass through adolescence, with the blossoming of our sexuality and raging hormones. This prepares us for something beautiful; but it also presents us with an often intolerable struggle—for young men especially (and yet for us all). 


2.
And marriage is no panacea. Just because you get married doesn’t mean that you’ll no longer struggle with sexual temptation. And during periods of marital discord or dissatisfaction, it becomes even harder (and the devil knows it, and will seek to exploit it); which leads many to look elsewhere—either for comfort or excitement.



3.
And then there’s the 600 pound gorilla in the middle of the room: pornography. And the church is not immune from this either. A recent poll conducted by ChristiaNet.com revealed (from the 1,000 people who responded) that 50% of Christian men are addicted to pornography; and (perhaps surprisingly) 60% of Christian women have significant struggles with lust (!). With the advent of high-speed internet (especially), this has become an increasingly serious problem.
II.
The solution must be equally serious. It requires radical obedience; and this is what our Lord calls us to (5:29-30). Three things, again, to keep in mind:

A.
We need to understand the severity of the issue. 


1.
This is not one of those “take two aspirin and call me in the morning” things. Personal sin is not to be coddled, accommodated, or handled with kid gloves. Jesus uses the harsh language of self-mutilation and amputation. Someone else has called this (drastically): “chainsaw repentance” (!). But you get the point: when you have serious sin issues, you don’t pick up the scalpel; you pull out the chainsaw.


2.
This is part of understanding the nature and destructiveness of sin. Yes, sin has its pleasure . . . for a season. But in the end, sin always destroys . . . and it destroys mercilessly, and it destroys what is most precious to me. This is one reason (in addition to the fact that I love them, they are dear to me) I keep pictures of my wife and kids around as a tangible reminder that my sin—in this way—would destroy them from me. As the writer of Proverbs warns: “The lips of a forbidden woman drip honey, and her speech is smoother than oil, but in the end she is bitter as wormwood, sharp as a two-edged sword. Her feet go down to death” (5:3-5). When you are tempted toward sexual immorality, think: “honey . . . death”!


3.
A couple of other observations:



a.
Jesus mentions the right eye and the right hand. But why does Jesus attack them? For one: because the eyes and hands are two (of the three—He’s being modest) primary offenders in sexual sin. And in most cases (and in ancient thought), the right member was considered the most important (the strongest and most frequently used). Just try writing or eating with your left hand (if you’re right-handed), and you get the point. But if what you rely on is causing you to fall into sin, then it’s got to go. It would be better not to have the internet at all, or to have that job that mandates excessive travel, if it is the occasion for destruction.




b.
Also, although Jesus is speaking very graphically, He is not speaking literally. We are not to follow the example of the early church father, Origen, who (in the zeal of his youth) castrated himself. This is taking literally what is obviously a figure of speech; and it does not solve the inner problem addressed. For a blind and crippled man can still lust just as easily (it’s in the heart).

B.
We must take whatever steps are necessary. To root out sin, radical measures must be taken. Martin Luther once said: “You can’t keep the birds from flying over your head; but you can keep them from making a nest in your hair.” So, how do I keep the birds of lust from building a nest in my heart and life? There are five steps, which I have labeled with five “r’s”:


1.
First, recognition. We need to begin by recognizing our own frailty and susceptibility. Don’t flirt with sin, or pretend you are strong enough, or that it won’t destroy you or the relationships you hold most dear. Just ask King David, the “man after God’s own heart.” 



2.
Second, replacement. There are different approaches to this aspect, but the same basic idea. Some call it “bouncing eyes.” Others would say, “Yes, Lord, you made her beautiful; but she is not mine.” Another tactic is to pray, “Count your blessings: thank you, Lord, for the spouse you have given me.” And coupled with this is the need to feed the mind and heart with things that are good and godly, instead of things that are impure (Phil 4:8). This reminds me of a story about an old Cherokee Indian who was talking to his grandson about the battle that goes on inside each of us: “It is like two wolves: one is evil—it is anger, greed, pride; the other is good—kindness, generosity, humility.” The grandson thinks for a while, and then asks: “Which wolf wins?” The old man simply replies: “The one you feed.” 


3.
Third, reinforcements. When the military or police find themselves in a situation that is over their heads, they call for reinforcements (to keep them from being blown to bits). How many Christian families have been blown to bits by sexual sin? So too, we need to set up safeguards to keep us from falling (we know our weaknesses). Perhaps it might be an accountability partner, or only using the computer in public areas. As a pastor (protection for both parties), I make it a practice not to counsel with a woman unless there’s another person nearby. From another angle: Christian women, you are your “brother’s keeper” (we are to help each other); so then, knowingly dressing and acting in such a way that naturally entices a man to lust (other than your husband) is not “loving your neighbor as yourself.” 



4.
Fourth, run. The Scriptures show us that we have three main enemies: the world, the flesh, and the devil. And just like warfare, different enemies demand different tactics. We are to fight the devil; we are to flee the flesh. If we get those turned around, we will only invite defeat. If we flee the devil, he will tear us up from behind; if we fight the flesh, we will fall. This is what Joseph understood (Gen 39), when propositioned by Potiphar’s wife: she was beautiful, seductive, persistent . . . and no one would ever know. But God knew; and she was not his. If he stayed, he would fall (remember: that’s how we’re naturally “wired”); and so Joseph ran (he suffered in the short run, but God blessed him in the long run). But also, we must run in two directions. As the apostle Paul counseled young pastor Timothy, there must be both a “running from” and a “running to” (2 Tim 2:22): “Flee youthful passions, and pursue righteousness, faith, love, and peace, along with those who call on the Lord from a pure heart.” 


5.
And fifth: repentance. This must be our daily attitude: turning from our sin and to God; going “back to the cross and to Jesus,” relying upon His grace and the power of the Spirit.


C.
But always remember: there is grace. Without this, we might be tempted to just give up and give in; for otherwise, it’s impossible. Indeed, the problem and the solution are so serious to God that He sent His only beloved Son to the cross—for you and me (Wow!). And because of this, we have the wonderful promise: “that if we confess our sins, He is faithful and just and will forgive us our sins, and cleanse us from all unrighteousness” (1 Jn 1:9)—even if we come to Him over and over again (“seventy times seven”: remember Jesus’ words?). And because of this open welcome and cleansing and grace, Jesus gives us hope, Jesus gives us freedom, Jesus gives us life! 
As we have seen, God’s command against adultery is not just for married heterosexuals; it is for us all. For the heart of adultery is lust; and lust is an equal opportunity destroyer (and one that is not to be trifled with). The problem is serious; the solution must be equally serious. Praise the Lord that He took the problem and the solution so seriously—so that we might live with joy. As I close, I’d like to share with you a poem I composed when I was making my own transition into adulthood, and fighting this very issue: 

My adversary faces me, a vision of my self; 

A shadowed, dark reflection filled with blunt, seducing stealth.

We draw our weapons—one must win this fight to gain the ground

Of battles fought, and future still, yet all without a sound.

The place: an inward pedestal, the feature of the mind;

The struggle: ever present—one must win, and one must die.

We circle ‘round, my dim self strikes, I block the blow with might;

We stand locked for a moment in the pressure of the fight . . .

Yet, when the sweat began to form, I gazed into his eyes,

And saw there all my selfishness, my lust, my greed, my lies.

My grip began to weaken for I saw my false desire;

My shadow reason beckoned me, and I began to tire.

My inward voice cried, “Run away! This thing you cannot fight!”

I stayed and sank down to my knees, and felt the wicked bite.

“I won! I won!” my self proclaimed. My inward voice now swore:

“Oh, you have won this battle, yes, but I shall win the war.”

This is the hope and promise that we have in Jesus, and that we can have everyday when we come to Him for cleansing and renewal: for it is through His cross that we have the victory (into corporate confession of sin).
