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Matthew 5:27-30

Last time we looked into Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount, He had clarified the sixth commandment: You shall not murder.  While the act is definitely to be avoided, even angry thoughts and words subject us to the judgement of God.  God’s commands go much deeper than a physical act; they go to the heart.

Next Jesus looked at the seventh commandment: You shall not commit adultery.  Once more, the religious leaders held and taught that it was strictly the letter of the law that was to be kept.  That made it much easier for them to claim to be keeping all the law of Moses.  And strictly speaking, it would be much easier for us to keep that law if we simply avoided the act.

However, Jesus made it clear that it’s not that simple.  He didn’t add to the law or make it harder to keep; He just interpreted God’s intent for the law; the intent that was there when it was first handed down to Moses.  Once again, it is our heart and mind that we must protect and keep holy.  

As a side note, we as Christians are not under the law.  Our salvation comes only through the blood of Jesus Christ.  But once we become His followers, it should be our desire to please Him and the Father.  The law that was given through Moses shows us God’s character and what is pleasing to Him.  Obeying these commands is the way we show our love for our God.  And Jesus is here telling us what depths we are called to.

It is also very important here to not make the same error the Pharisees made and limit the meaning of Jesus’ words.  He said, “I say to you that everyone who looks at a woman with lust for her has already committed adultery with her in his heart.”  Well, that also goes for women looking lustfully at a man.  It means to not look lustfully at an unmarried woman as well as a married one.  In fact, Jesus is covering all forms of immorality here.  If you dwell on it in your mind, it is the same as having done it.  

Now God made men and women to be attractive to one another.  To notice an attractive woman is not a sin.  It becomes a sin when we let our imagination take us to places that are in the realm of lust.  I think we all know the difference between look and lust.  

Next Jesus says some pretty startling things: gouge out your eye and cut off your hand if they cause you problems.  Later, in Matthew 18 He uses the same imagery and includes the foot.  So, does Jesus mean this literally?  No, but He is letting us know how serious these things are and that we must go to extremes to keep our hearts and minds pure.

Some Christians have, unfortunately, taken these words literally. Most notable is probably the early church father Origen.  In an effort to maintain purity he castrated himself.  Not long after in 325 AD, the council of Nicea forbid Christians from taking these verses literally. 

The problem with taking these things literally is that the lustful thoughts come from the heart.  The eye or the hand may facilitate, but removing them will not change the heart.  Furthermore, for the Christian, his body is a temple of the Holy Spirit; we are to be caring for this temple not mutilating it.  



So what is Jesus saying here?  He is letting us know how dangerous sin is and how horrible its consequences are.  He is letting us know sexual immorality is not to be trifled with and that we may have to go to extremes to deal with it.  Additionally, just like anger can lead to murder, lustful thinking can lead to the actual act of adultery.

Well, how do we gouge out our eyes and cut off our hands and feet?  We start with making a decision for purity of heart.  Job gives an example in chapter 31 and verse 1: “I have made a covenant with my eyes; How then could I gaze at a virgin?”  Job made a decision to not look lustfully at a woman.  It was an act of will and a desire to please God.  We can certainly do the same thing.  If an attractive member of the opposite sex catches your attention, that’s fine.  Just turn away before the imagination kicks in.

In our society provocative images are everywhere: they are in stores, on tv, in magazines, and certainly on our computers.  Again, the sin is not in seeing them, the sin is gazing on the image and letting the imagination go.  We must have already decided to look away, and then do it.  Don’t wait until you’re confronted with the image to decide, make a covenant like Job so you’ll be ready to turn your head.

Perhaps you know a particular magazine has images that will lead you into temptation; cut off your hands, don’t pick it up.  Perhaps a certain book has racy language and it causes you to sin.  Cut off your hands, don’t pick it up.  Maybe there is a store or restaurant you like to go to and someone works there who is flirtatious and you are attracted to.  Cut off your feet; don’t go in there.  This can apply in a workplace setting.  Avoid someone if you have to.  If you can’t, it may be best to quit the job.  It is better to go through the aggravation of getting another job than to go through the agony and destruction caused by one act of adultery.  

Sometimes a person is tempted to play with sin, thinking they can keep from being captured by it.  For our subject matter this might be going ahead and flirting with someone we are attracted to.  The thought is “I can handle this” or “I am in control and can stop it anytime I want.”  This might be in an office situation or a neighbor or just someone you run into occasionally.  The problem is that in this case you have already sinned.  Once sin has been allowed to take hold, it will lead to further sin; that’s how sin works.  You will not be able to control it and satan will make sure the opportunity arises for the act of adultery to take place.  Don’t play with this or any sin; you will lose.

It is always good to dress in the armor of God we are told about in Ephesians 6.  It is always good to ask God to protect us from temptation and evil.  As Jesus taught us to pray: Lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from evil.  Now, along with this, we must be careful to not temp the Lord.  What does that mean?  It means that we must do our part to keep from dwelling on impure thoughts.  It means that we must do our part to avoid places or things that we know will cause us to have impure thoughts or tempt us in impure actions.

See, even if we pray properly but act in ways contrary to our prayers, God will eventually let us fall.  That is not out of meanness or spite; it is out of love for us with the intention of bringing us back into fellowship with Him.  Our prayers asking for help will protect us when we see something we didn’t mean to see or walk into a situation that we didn’t know existed.  In these cases, we need to remember our covenant, and look away or leave.



Remember Joseph dealing with Potipher’s wife.  He tried reasoning with her and when that didn’t work, he ran away.  There is no shame in running from sin.  In fact, it’s probably the wisest thing to do.  Now, Joseph was rewarded for his piety by being thrown in jail.  But God was then able to use him to save an entire race of people; God’s chosen people of Israel.  Maintaining purity in this day and age will probably lead to some form of persecution from the world.  Be ready for it and stand firm in the righteousness of Christ.

Let’s consider another major problem along the lines of sexual immorality and that’s pornography.  Pornography is nothing new.  What is new is its prevalence and how easy it is to get it.  Whereas at one time a person had to buy a magazine or film, it is now easily available on our computers and even our phones.  A person gets the impression that they can view pornography and nobody will ever know.  Of course, we realize that nothing is hidden from God and viewing pornography is in direct violation of Jesus’ words that we are studying today.

Pornography is not going away until Jesus comes back.  It is an industry that generates billions of dollars a year.  The powerful principality of mammon is working with the powerful principality of sexual impurity.  It is a combination that is deadly to the soul and spirit; and even to the emotional and physical well-being of those who use it.  There is nothing redeeming about pornography.  It is not private and it is not victimless; it is an abomination to God and the Christian must avoid it at all costs.

Pornography is degrading to everyone who participates in its production and it is certainly degrading to women in general.  A husband who views pornography is telling his wife that she is not enough for him when the Biblical mandate is that he honor her.  Someone who views these things will never be satisfied with a real relationship.  Studies have shown that long-term viewing of pornography will actually cause physical changes in the brain; so it will change how one thinks.  It is actually addictive; just like cigarettes or heroin.  All this tells us that sin has consequences; and the longer we allow ourselves to engage in it, the worse the consequences will be and the harder it will be to escape it.

Here is another example of gouging out the eye or cutting off the hand; a radical dealing with sin.  If the computer is the problem; get rid of it.  You may have to go to the library or a friend’s house to get your e-mail.  But that’s better than the consequences of hell.  If your smartphone is your gateway to sin, get rid of it.  Get a basic flip phone so you can’t use it to access porn.  Again, the inconvenience is far better to deal with than eternal damnation.  

Once more our comfort is that God is more powerful than any sin or demon.  Deliverance is available for the follower of Christ.  As with any besetting sin that one lays at the feet of God, He will decide the best course of deliverance for you.  It may be an immediate cleansing and ability to stop.  It may be a prolonged or lifelong fight.  Either way, know that God will work things out for the best.  

That is an important lesson for us if we know of a Christian brother or sister who is struggling with pornography or any other sexual sin.  If they are fighting it, even if they haven’t won yet, they need our support and encouragement and our prayers.  Don’t be like Job’s friends and heap condemnation.  

Going back to what Jesus originally said about looking lustfully at a woman; our best bet is to make a covenant with our eyes such that we look away before our imaginations take a wrong turn.  But what if we don’t catch it right away; what if we suddenly realize that we have been gazing a little too long.  That’s where 1 John 1:9 comes in: If we confess our sins, He is faithful and righteous to forgive us our sins and to cleanse us from all unrighteousness.  
For the non-believer, there is no forgiveness of sin.  But for the believer, Jesus has died for all the sins we will ever commit.  But any unconfessed sin is a hinderance to our relationship with God.  As the Puritans put it, “Keep short accounts with sin.”  When we realize that we’ve been gazing just a little too long, we must confess our sin to God and ask His mercy.  1 John 1:9 promises that He will forgive His children because He is faithful.  But also, God is righteous.  It would not be righteous to punish the same sin twice.  Since Jesus already took the punishment for the sin, it is the just righteousness of God that He will not punish us too.

Jesus is properly interpreting God’s law.  It is a reminder that God looks at our hearts.  If a Christian continuously ignores what Jesus is saying here, their salvation is seriously in question.  It’s an indication that they have not truly accepted Jesus as their Lord and Saviour.  While our salvation is not based on works, they are evidence.  Good works substantiate the claim of being a follower of Christ.  Evil works cast doubt on the claim.  Examine yourself and be sure that you are truly following Christ as your Lord and Saviour.




Prayer

Blessed Lord, sexual intimacy is a beautiful gift you have given us to be practiced in the bonds of marriage between a man and a woman.  And we are grateful for that gift.  But, as usual, satan seeks to twist your good gifts and turn them for evil.  The world has fallen head-long into his perversions and we know that all these things are an abomination to You.

So we want to thank You for the clarification that Jesus has provided.  You have given us the true meaning of Your law regarding sexual immorality.  With this knowledge, we are warned and can do our best to be truly pleasing to You.  We can also more quickly recognize sin when we fall into it and turn to You for reconciliation.  

Strengthen us Lord, keep us from temptation.  Clothe us in Your armor that we may resist the fiery darts of satan.  Remind us to avoid testing You and we pray that we do not grieve the indwelling Holy Spirit; He is there for our good and not for our harm.

We pray these things in Jesus’ name
Amen
