Lenten Series: Alternatives to the Seven Deadly Sins

Sermon #7 – “Holiness Instead of Lust”

1 Peter 1: 13-16

Matthew 5: 27-30

 Today we come to the end of our series of sermons on the seven deadly sins. And the final deadly sin we deal with today is perhaps the most popular of the seven. Back in 1993 MTV did a series on the Seven Deadly Sins and as a part of it, they did a poll and asked: “Of the seven deadly sins, which ONE is my biggest failing?” Lust was the overwhelming failing of most of the respondents – a whopping 35%. (http://whitestonejournal.com/index.php/seven-deadly-sins)

 And it’s little surprise isn’t it - especially given the culture we live in today? Last week’s deadly sin (gluttony) and this week’s (lust) are both sensual in nature. They both have to do with the five senses. Although all the senses are involved, gluttony, I suppose, has particularly to do with the sense of taste. And while the same is probably true for lust – that it is connected to all 5 of the senses – it is especially bound up with the sense of sight. Which is exactly why lust is the sin most of us struggle with today.

 In our day, we live in the most visual, the most image-inundated, time in human history. Modern culture is image-based, is it not? From magazines, to movies; from billboards to retail catalogs; from TV to the Internet; we are swimming in an ocean of visual images today in a way that our grandparents and ancestors who came before them, never were. And this super-saturation in the visual fuels the deadly sin of lust in our lives.

 What is lust? The dictionary defines it as a “passionate overmastering desire or craving.” (http://dictionary.reference.com/browse/Lust). One can passionately desire and crave anything and to be able to see what one longs for brings that craving home to the heart. Why do you think those ads in the Sunday newspapers make those clothes at Macy’s looks so good? Why do you think they use only the most handsome men and the most beautiful women in the ads? It’s because advertising professionals know that if we can see it imaged beautifully and seductively, we will lust for it.

 Of course, we have especially come to understand lust in terms of sexual desire and craving. While one may lust for power, or for prestige; for a Porsche or for prime rib, lust is most perniciously at work in the sexual arena of our lives. Advertisers know this as well. Why else would they use sex to sell beer, or soap, or cars or even toothpaste? We live in an image-inundated time and in a culture that is preoccupied with the sexual. Therefore lust becomes especially a problem for us in the sexual desires and longings that are, in fact, God-given in our lives.

Before we go any further, that’s the first thing I want us to be clear on here today: that the inner sexual drives that you and I have are gifts from God. In other words, sex is not a four-letter word but a blessing from the Lord! Contrary to the popular belief of us Baby Boomers that came out of the so-called “sexual revolution” of the 60’s and 70’s, we did not invent sex! God did! Go back and read Genesis 1. In the very beginning it says, 

“God created them male and female and said to them, ‘be fruitful and multiply.’”

(Genesis 1: 27-28)

 And over in the 2nd chapter of Genesis in the second creation account, God creates Adam and Eve, and brings them together and this creation story ends with theses words:

“And the man and his wife were both naked, and were not ashamed.” (Genesis 2: 25)

 So let’s be clear before we go any further today – sex is a beautiful and god-given gift, meant to bring us joy in the context of the covenant commitment of love that comes in marriage.

 But like most God-given gifts, it can be abused and perverted from its good purposes. That’s one of the things about the seven deadly sins: each of them is a perversion of the good. And lust is the taking of that wonderful God-given sexual drive, meant to express the depth of love two people can have for one another in a life-long commitment and cheapens it – turning sex from the sublime, toward the shameful.

 Jesus went so far as to equate lust – the corrupting of the God-given gift of our sexual desires – with the breaking of the seventh commandment: “You shall not commit adultery.”

 “You have heard that it was said, ‘You shall not commit adultery.’ But I say to you that everyone who looks at a woman with lust has already committed adultery with her in his heart.” (Matthew 5: 27-28)

 Lust, just like adultery, has the power to fracture our relationship with God and with our partner.

 I was taken with The Message translation of these words of Jesus from Matthew’s gospel. Listen to how it reads there:

"You know the next commandment pretty well, too: 'Don't go to bed with another's spouse.' But don't think you've preserved your virtue simply by staying out of bed. Your heart can be corrupted by lust even quicker than your body. Those leering looks you think nobody notices—they also corrupt.”

 Ah, those “leering looks you think nobody notices.” Question: have you ever been in a restaurant and noticed a couple at another table and the waitress walks by? Maybe she’s attractive or she’s dressed in a certain way and the husband starts to stare? He can’t take his eyes off her. Just follows her around. Anybody here know what I’m talking about? Because you’ve never done this yourself, of course, but you’ve seen others do it, haven’t you? I wonder what that husband is thinking? More importantly, I wonder what his wife is thinking and feeling? Those “leering looks we think nobody notices?” That’s lust. And it is a deadly sin to our relationships – with one another and with the Lord. (Inspired by John Ortberg in his sermon “The Look” preached at Menlo Park Presbyterian Church, Menlo Park, CA,  June 28 and 29, 2008)

 Well, you say, “hey preacher, I’m not married. Can’t I look all I want?” Let me tell you, whether you are married or not; whether your 16 or 65, in this image-inundated, sex-saturated culture we live it, we all need to guard our eyes and our hearts from the deadly sin of lust.

 Because of the proliferation of technology, pornography is a rampant disease in our time: Internet porn is said to be a $57 billion industry. Pornography is downloaded an average of 1.5 billion times per month in America. It is killing relationships, and destroying minds and hearts. 

You may be one of the 38% of Americans who believe there’s nothing wrong with pornography; you may think, “well it’s legal and who’s it going to hurt?” Well it will hurt you, your relationship with God and with your partner! 

 But if that’s not impetus enough to flee this temptation to lust, then consider this: 75-90% of pornographic material, if used by an adult, will end up in your own child’s hands! It’s estimated that 90% of 8-16 year olds have viewed on-line pornography and it is highly addictive to the young. (Statistics found at www.xxxchurch.com). Lust is deadly to our hearts and minds and to our relationships. 

 Don’t believe a little lust: a little download here; a little leering look there will hurt?’’ Well consider the end result of lust for these folks:

· Elliot Spitzer, the former governor of New York who got tough on prostitution and then had to resign in disgrace because he was a steady client of an NYC call girl.

· Tiger Woods, whose multiple affairs cost him his marriage and multiple millions in endorsement dollars.

· John Edwards, who was a respected presidential candidate and whose lust destroyed his relationship with a wonderful wife and ended his political career.

 Lust – the taking of a precious gift from God – our natural sexual desires – and corrupting them for nothing more than our own personal ego-driven; libidinal pleasure - is deadly, my friends! It will destroy us and destroy those around us.

 But as we have with all the other sins, let us now think about the alternative to the deadly sin of lust. I would like to suggest an alternative you may not like, but is biblical and tested over time in Christian spirituality. The alternative to lust is…

…Holiness

 Now some of you may say, “wait a minute, you’ve got to be kidding, preacher! In our day and in our culture there are two things we don’t want to appear to be. The first is prudish. Heaven forbid we should blush about anything sexually anymore. Let’s not come off as narrow-minded and Victorian about sex.”

 “And the second thing is we don’t to come across as holy, now do we? I mean we’re all sinners, aren’t we, preacher? Heaven forbid we come across to people as sanctimonious and pious. Boy, that will turn people off, won’t it?”

 Still, I want to stand by holiness as the Christian virtue over against the vice of lust in our lives. And here’s why: I believe the Christian call to holiness in life is not about striving to be morally pure or perfect. We cannot attain moral perfection when we do achieve some moments of purity in our lives we should not self-righteously claim that we are “good” or have “arrived” spiritually. We succeed in our morality only by the grace of God. Rather, I believe the call to holiness for us, as Christians is the beckoning by God to recognize and live into the sacredness that pervades life and finds it origin in God.
 In Peter’s epistle we read this morning, he is writing to a Gentile audience, to people who have lived their lives surrounded by the pantheon of other gods of culture that were worshipped and adored. Images of them – statues and monuments- were everywhere to behold – to see, to touch. However, the God, Peter beckoned these new Christians to put their trust in was not visible to the eye. This God could not be imaged in bronze or marble. Nevertheless to their credit these people were trusting in this God. In v.8 of chapter 1, Peter wrote:

 “Although you have not seen him, you love him; and even though you do not now see him, you believe in him…” 

 A word Peter uses to describe this unseen one that these new Jesus-followers were coming to trust was the word “holy.” Peter challenged these people and he challenges us still today to follow this “holy One” with these words:

“…as he who called you is holy, be holy yourselves in all your conduct; 16for it is written, “You shall be holy, for I am holy.” (1 Peter 1:15-16)

God cannot be seen, but God is holy. That is to say, God is sacred. And here’s the amazing thing – this sacred One calls us to sacredness. And maybe one of the ways that begins to happen is to recognize in ourselves and in one another that we are more than we appear to be on the outside. There is something sacred about us.

 Oh, by the way, you remember I said that the God Peter was speaking of here could not be seen as the other Gentile gods were seen. There is one way this God Peter worshipped could be seen; could be imaged if you will. He could be seen in the human creature. As the author of Genesis wrote, in the beginning, God created them not only “male and female,” but God created them, “in his image.” There is a sacredness about each and every person.

 And here’s the point of this meandering commentary. When we lust, we are failing to see the sacred in another and we a violating that person and ourselves. Lust objectifies a person – treats him or her as an object for our visual and sexual pleasure, and overlooks that this person is someone’s son or daughter, wife or husband, and a sacred child of God made in God’s image.

 Peter’s charge is to recognize the sacredness in ourselves and in others – to set our hope on Jesus Christ; to not be conformed to the lusts that we had formerly, but instead as he whom we worship is holy, to be holy ourselves in our conduct.

 I know that in these sermons on the alternatives to the seven deadly sins, I have only begun to touch on all that can and should be said about them, but I hope that they have been helpful in your spiritual journey.

 I want to leave you with this thought from Rebecca DeYoung, from her book Glittering Vices. DeYoung writes:

 “These seven vices name perennial areas of human weakness and typical displays of (sin’s) provide your own happiness program. To study them is thus to study ourselves. When you look closely, what do you see? And what does seeing yourself clearly make you yearn to become.” 

 By the grace of God and the power of the spirit of the living Christ at work in each of us may we yearn to become the sacred creatures we were meant to be from the beginning of time.
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