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Similar to the way He traces murder to the root of anger, Jesus connects adultery to the source of lust. Whereas 
anger is usually visible in some way, lust often lurks secretly in hearts and minds. Jesus is not out to create decent, 
middle class, religious people, but disciples who hunger and thirst for righteousness. He reveals we are far more 
sinful than we thought—truly poor in spirit—and then cleanses and empowers us to walk free.  

Lust 
In first century Israel, everyone knew the seventh commandment: “You shall not commit adultery” (v. 27; Ex. 
20:14; Deut. 5:18). God created woman out of man (ishah out of ish, Gen. 2:23), and designed them to come 
together in the lifelong sexual and covenantal union of marriage: “Therefore a man shall leave his father and 
mother and be joined to his wife, and they shall become one flesh” (Gen. 2:24). It was not good for Adam to 
be alone, so God made Eve to be his perfect complement and companion, and they were content and 
exclusively devoted to one another in the union of marriage. Sin disrupted not only their fellowship with God, 
but with each other (“but the woman you gave me….”), and since that time, every person and therefore every 
marriage involves sin and ungodly desire. There were two schools of thought about divorce in Jesus’ day. One 
asserted divorce is permissible for men for any reason (Hillel), and the other believed the only grounds were 
for sexual immorality (Shammai). But both believed that only husbands could have grounds to divorce their 
wives (cf. Matt. 19:3). Although Jesus’ words apply to women, He addresses men directly: “But I say to you 
that whoever looks at a woman to lust for her has already committed adultery with her in his heart” (v. 28). 
Righteousness that exceeds that of the scribes and Pharisees doesn’t just refrain from committing adultery, 
but from desiring to do so. Lust is not noticing someone is attractive, but looking in order to lust, to arouse and 
enjoy sexual desire. Mental and emotional adultery lead to physical adultery, but marriage was made to reflect 
the integrity and fidelity of Jesus’ love for and union with His bride, the church (Eph. 5:25-33). Not only is the 
Bible not shy on the subject of love and sexual desire, it teaches the union of man and woman as a primary 
metaphor for the relationship between Christ and the church. Christians far too often swallow a false 
“traditional” view that Scripture is either embarrassed by or silent about sex, but the entire Song of Solomon 
and numerous passages teach otherwise. This is one of God’s great gifts. Chesterton said: “Keeping to one 
woman is a small price for so much as seeing one woman.” When Jesus condemns lust, He is describing a 
twisted desire that cannot satisfy and in fact eventually destroys the true pleasure it perverts. Like the 
alcoholic who is unable to enjoy a beer, the slave of lust cannot truly enjoy a woman. She comes with kids and 
a picket fence around the yard. Pornography pays a woman to pretend she doesn’t care. The word for lust 
simply means “strong desire” and elsewhere is translated as “long for” or “covet” (cf. Matt. 13:17; Rom. 7:7). 
Lust is desiring the wrong person, but also any person in the wrong way. We do this thinking we will be fulfilled, 
completed, and satisfied. Instead, we are left emptier and more discontent. You can’t get infinite satisfaction 
from a finite thing. So when sex is enjoyed in marriage to God’s glory, it is truly satisfying, and a picture of the 
greater to come. But when pursued for selfish ends, it crumbles. When husbands and wives love God, read 
their Bibles, worship faithfully, confess sin, and discipline the kids, their marriages are very sexually satisfied. 
But lust is a great destroyer, and when pursued it gets worse and worse.  

Cut it Off  
The way to deal with lust is not simply to ignore it. At best, this delays what must be done, but usually it makes 
it worse: “Don’t think about the elephant” causes you think about him. Jesus says pluck out and toss your eye, 
which is better than having your whole body cast into hell. Cut off your hand, and cast it from you, which is 
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better than your whole body being cast into hell (vv. 29-30). Everyone is quick to point out that Jesus is being 
hyperbolic and not endorsing body mutilation. We should be as quick to apply His point and take drastic 
action in order to prevent what is not hyperbole—our lusts dragging us into the abyss. He offers us a good 
deal—an eye or a hand for eternal life. Cutting off is an act of will. We obviously see with our eyes and work 
with our hands. Our lusts don’t originate there, but from our hearts. So our hearts need to drive change. If you 
have to stay away from certain people and situations, or change the way you use your phone or computer, do 
it—cut it off. We live in a world where people mock the Billy Graham rule—never meeting alone with a woman 
out of public view—and look the other way when lust destroys families. The MeToo “movement” was not so 
much a revelation that there is rampant sexual abuse in Hollywood, but that people went along with it for 
decades. How could they not? Remember that every time there is nudity in a film or show, a writer, producer, 
director, studio and actors all went along with it. If your neighbors invited you to come over and watch them 
have sex, you’d decline. But when it’s served up on a screen and everyone gets paid, no problem. Don’t look 
through your lusts or away from them, but at them in order to cut them off. Who are you in the story? The 
wandering husband? The flirty wife? The fool who listens to flattery and ends up as a crust of bread (Prov. 7, 
6:26)? Whenever you drive by a strip club or consider pornography, think of the men who first abused most 
of those women. It was typically a family member. Think of the creeps who are profiting off of them now, the 
sexual trafficking running up and down I5, the diseases involved, and the drugs and alcohol that allow people 
to continue in it for a time. Question the assumptions behind your lust. Have you been flattered? Would that 
guy really fulfill you? What insecurity does your immodesty reveal? Jesus was the most fulfilled and thriving 
human being to ever live, and He never had a sexual relationship. The command to cut it off means that by 
God’s grace we can do so.  

Breaking the Cycle  
Jesus quotes Deuteronomy 24:1: “Furthermore it has been said, ‘Whoever divorces his wife, let him give her a 
certificate of divorce’” (v. 31). Contrary to the school of Hillel, Jesus forbids “divorce for any reason.” He says 
it has to be for porneias, a broad word meaning “sexual immorality”, and that any other reason “causes her to 
commit adultery; and whoever marries a woman who is divorced commits adultery” (v. 32). Jesus is not 
teaching everything about divorce and remarriage in this verse, and Paul clearly explains that abandonment is 
grounds for divorce (1 Cor. 7:15). But Jesus is forbidding women being passed around by men who lust after 
other women, just as Moses forbade it (Deut. 24:1-4). Corrupt paperwork doesn’t change the law of God. 
Verse 31 is either saying that the man who wrongfully divorces a woman adulterates her—she is the victim of 
his infidelity. Or he starts a process whereby adultery is allowed and encouraged, similar to when Jesus says 
that a man who unlawfully divorces his wife and marries another commits adultery (Matt. 19:9). The Samaritan 
woman had an experience like this. She had had five husbands, and the guy she was with was not her husband. 
Men mistreated her, and she fell into sin. But Jesus loved, confronted, and revealed Himself as the Messiah. 
He told her to worship God in spirit and truth, and she responded (Jn. 4:17-26). Jesus reveals our lusts for what 
they are and breaks the cycle of sin and brokenness. 


