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CFCW-06/01/2014 

“The Spirituality of the Law: Adultery” 
(Matthew 5:27-30) 

 
Introduction 
  
 Ever since Eve gazed longingly at the forbidden fruit, lust has been a problem in the heart of 
men and women.  Strictly speaking, to lust is simply to desire something greatly.  Lust can be good or 
bad depending upon what is desired.   So, just before His death, Jesus said that He “earnestly desired” 
(the common Greek word for “lust” is used here) to eat the Last Supper with His disciples (Luke 22:15). 
That was a good lust.  He had a strong desire to fulfill God’s will and to strengthen His disciples.  But 
most of the time, when the Bible uses the word “lust” it is referring to strong desires for the wrong 
things.   
 
Galatians 5:16- “For the desires (lit. “lusts”) of the flesh are against the Spirit, and the desires of the Spirit 
are against the flesh, for these are opposed to each other, to keep you from doing the things you want to 
do.” 
 
People can lust after anything.  Some lust for power and position.  Others lust for possessions.  
Frequently, when the Bible refers to “lust” it is referring to a wrong sexual desire for another person.   
 This issue of lust isn’t a comfortable topic, but it is a real challenge in a fallen world.  God’s 
word addresses the issue of lust, and we need to deal with it as well.  Lust is a major problem in our 
culture.  Let me give you some statistics that make this point.   
 
-The pornography industry generates 13 billion dollars of revenue annually.1 
-90% of children aged 8-16 have viewed pornography2 
-70% of men aged 18 to 34 use pornography at least once a month. 
-1 in 6 women struggle with pornography addiction 
-50% of pastors use pornography regularly 
 
While pornography is only one expression of lust, the epidemic use of pornography makes it clear that 
lust is a major problem in our culture.  And we need to be honest that it is a problem in the Church as 
well.  If you are struggling with this issue this morning, then you need to hear us say, “It’s okay not to be 
okay.  But it’s not okay to stay that way.”  We want to help you gain victory in this area of your life.  You 
are not alone.     
 As a church, we want to be a holy people.  We want our hearts to be free from the sin of lust.   
Our passage for study this morning teaches us how to fight for purity.       
 
 
 
 

                                                           
1
 Cited from http://www.covenanteyes.com/pornstats/ accessed online on 05/30/2014. 

 
2
 The following four statistics were taken from http://marshill.com/2012/03/05/stats-on-porn accessed 

on 05/30/2014. 
 

http://www.covenanteyes.com/pornstats/
http://marshill.com/2012/03/05/stats-on-porn%20accessed%20on%2005/30/2014
http://marshill.com/2012/03/05/stats-on-porn%20accessed%20on%2005/30/2014


2 
 

Background 
 
 Knowing how to fight against the lust in our hearts is all the more important when you realize 
what Jesus is seeking to do in the Sermon on the Mount.  Jesus is a King who came to establish the 
Kingdom of Heaven.  The men and women who follow Jesus are a part of His Kingdom and He reigns in 
their hearts by His Spirit.  In the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus is teaching His followers (disciples) who 
they really are.   Jesus is setting forth in this sermon a description of those who follow Him.  And as we 
have studied this sermon we have seen that those who follow Jesus are distinct.  While the world is 
characterized by a desire to promote and protect SELF, the citizens of the Kingdom are marked by a love 
for God and a love for others.  Jesus calls Christians “salt” and “light.”  They are a “city set on a hill” 
(5:14).  Jesus intends for His followers to live lives that look markedly different than the rest of the 
world.  They are the ones who “hunger and thirst for righteousness” (5:6).  They are holy.  The world 
may be characterized by the “lusts of the flesh” but the followers of Jesus are to be “pure in heart.” 
(5:8).           
 This morning we continue a section of the Sermon the Mount (5:17-48) that we began two 
weeks ago.  While Jesus wanted to describe His followers in this sermon, Jesus also wanted those 
listening to Him to understand that He had not come to “abolish”—destroy, nullify, set aside—the 
Law.  Instead, He came to “fulfill” the Law.  Jesus fulfilled all the types and shadows of the Law—the 
sacrifices and festivals, the Tabernacle and Temple—that pointed to Him.  Jesus also fulfilled all the 
direct prophecies about Him in the OT.  And Jesus fulfilled the moral demands of the Law in behalf of His 
people. The Law remains valid.  In fact, Jesus declares that until “heaven and earth pass away” not the 
smallest portion of the Law will pass away (5:18).  The Law of God is important.  And Jesus wanted His 
followers to understand it correctly.   
 The problem was that most of the men and women listening to the Sermon on the Mount did 
not truly understand the Law.  Most were illiterate and so had no direct access to the Law.  They were 
not able to study it for themselves.  All that they knew about the Law they had “heard” (5:21) from the 
“scribes and Pharisees.”  But the “scribes and Pharisees” had twisted the Law.  The Law was “spiritual” 
(Rom. 7:14).  It was focused on the loves, desires, and motivations of the heart.  But the “scribes and 
Pharisees” had made the Law wholly external—just a list of commands (613—248 positive and 365 
negative) that a person was to keep if he or she wanted to be “righteous” before God.  Ultimately, the 
“scribes and Pharisees” had misinterpreted the Law in order to make it something that they could 
fulfill.  “If you want to be holy, keep these 613 rules.”  That’s the idea.  But mere outward obedience is 
not at all what God is after.  God wants our hearts.  And that is why Jesus warned the crowd: 
 
Matthew 5:20- “[U]nless your righteousness exceeds that of the scribes and Pharisees, you will never 
enter the kingdom of heaven.”      
 

In the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus overthrows the false interpretation of the Law offered by 
the “scribes and Pharisees.”  In Matthew 5:21-48, He gives six examples of the way these religious 
leaders had misinterpreted the Law. And in each instance, Jesus gives His authoritative teaching 
regarding that issue.  Last week, we looked at the issue of murder (5:21-26) and saw that in the eyes of 
a Holy God, anger in the heart is the same thing as murder.  This week, we are going to study Jesus’ 
authoritative teaching on adultery.    
        
MIM: In the eyes of a Holy God, lust in the heart is the same thing as adultery. 
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I. How should Christians think about adultery and lust? (5:27-28) 
 
Matthew 5:27-28- “You have heard that it was said, ‘You shall not commit adultery.’ 28 But I say to you 
that everyone who looks at a woman with lustful intent has already committed adultery with her in his 
heart.”  
 

A. In 5:27, Jesus relates the false teaching of the religious leaders of Israel.  He says, “You 
have heard that it was said.”  While it is a slightly shorter version, Jesus is saying the same 
thing He said back in 5:21, “You have heard that it was said to those of old.” The multitudes 
sitting around Him and His disciples whom He was addressing in particular had “heard” from 
their religious teachers that God’s Law teaches, “You shall not commit adultery.”  
 

B. What is wrong with this teaching?  Once again, Jesus is quoting the Ten Commandments 
word-for-word.  He did this in 5:21 when he quoted the 6th commandment verbatim—“You 
shall not murder.”  And here again, in 5:27 He quotes 7th commandment word for word, 
“You shall not commit adultery” (cf. Exodus 20:14).  So what is the issue? 
   

a. The problem with the scribes and Pharisees teaching regarding adultery is that it is 
the same as their teaching regarding murder.  In order to be able to keep the Law, 
they had made the Law something merely outward and physical.  So, according to 
their teaching, as long as they did not physically, unlawfully end the life of another 
person, they had not committed murder.  They had fulfilled the 6th commandment.  
But they had completely overlooked the HEART of the Law.  Jesus pointed out that 
the heart issue of murder is anger (5:22).  In the eyes of God, sinful anger is the 
same thing as murder.  In the same way, their teaching regarding adultery was 
only outward and physical.  They taught that as long as a man did not have a 
physical, sexual relationship with another man’s wife (adultery), he had fully kept 
the 7th commandment.   

 
C. Jesus corrects this false interpretation of the Law when he says “But I say to you that 

everyone who looks at a woman with lustful intent has already committed adultery with 
her in his heart” (5:28).  Again we see Jesus’ authoritative “But I say to you.”  Jesus is the 
Lawgiver.  He is God and as such He is revealing to us the true understanding of the Law.  
The word for “looks” here is in the present tense in the Greek.  It refers to an intentional and 
repeated gazing.3  It is a leering gaze.   
 

Illustration: This is the sin of David when he saw Bathsheba bathing on the roof.  He could not help but 
see her, but when he saw her, he could have turned away from her and moved on and avoided the sins 
of adultery and murder into which he fell.  But instead, he gazed upon her and sent and inquired about 
her and then brought her to himself and committed adultery (2 Samuel 11).  
 
 
 
 

                                                           
3
 John MacArthur, Matthew 1-7 in The MacArthur New Testament Commentary Series (Chicago: Moody 

Press, 1985), 302. 
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The Nature of Sinful Lust 
  
 We need to understand what Jesus means when He says “looks at a woman with lustful intent.”  
He is not referring to noticing that a woman is attractive.  God designed women to be beautiful and 
attractive to men.  That is a good thing.  I am very glad that I find my wife attractive.  It is not sinful to 
notice that a woman is beautiful.  To lust is not even to BEGIN to feel a sense of desire for someone 
who is not your spouse.  Emotions stir up within us and often those emotions are quite out of our 
control.  But we need to realize that the desire is a temptation to sin.  When we feel desire for someone 
other than our spouses, we are being tempted to commit the sin of adultery.  The temptation itself is 
not the sin.  It is what we do with that temptation that matters.   
 
James 1:14-15- “But each person is tempted when he is lured and enticed by his own desire. 15 Then 
desire when it has conceived gives birth to sin, and sin when it is fully grown brings forth death.” 
 
We need to realize that when we begin to feel desire for someone who is not our spouse, we can be 
sure that sin is at the door (Gen. 4:7).  The sin of lust is when we notice someone who is not our 
spouse, feel a sense of desire for that person, and then EMBRACE that desire in our hearts.  That is the 
look “with lustful intent” that Jesus is addressing here. 
 
Application: So what should you do when you realize you are beginning to feel a wrong desire for 
someone?  You should immediately take up the shield of faith and quench the fiery darts of temptation 
(Eph. 6:16).  It may look like leaving the situation completely and thus removing yourself from the 
temptation.  Paul tells Timothy to “flee youthful lusts” (2 Timothy 2:22).  If you are married, it may look 
like rejecting the temptation in your mind, praying for strength, and thanking God for your spouse.    If 
you are not married, it may look like rejecting the temptation, praying for strength, and thanking God 
that He is big enough to satisfy all your needs.   
 
“You can’t keep birds from flying over your head, but you can keep them from building a nest in your 
hair.”   
          -Martin Luther 
 

a. In all this, we see Jesus is teaching his disciples that the 7th commandment (“you 
shall not commit adultery”) is not merely a prohibition against physical adultery.  
Rather, the 7th commandment points us to our need for a heart purity that refuses 
to lust.4  Adultery begins in the heart.  And it is because adultery begins in the heart 
that God views the sinful gazing at a woman as adultery.  It is what is going on in 
our heart that matters.  The desires of our hearts are manifested in our actions.  

 
“Looking at a woman lustfully does not cause a man to commit adultery in his thoughts.  He already has 
committed adultery in his heart.  It is not lustful looking that causes the sin in the heart, but the sin in 
the heart that cause lustful looking.”5         

-John MacArthur 
 

                                                           
4
 D.A. Carson, “Matthew” in The Expositor’s Bible Commentary, ed. by Frank E. Gaebelein (Grand Rapids: 

Zondervan, 1984), 151. 
 
5
 John MacArthur, Matthew 1-7, 303. 
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Illustration:  Jesus is driving us to understand what has been called “the sinfulness of sin.”  We tend to 
think of Sin as the bad things we people do—lying, stealing, adultery, and murder.  But those are “sins.”  
They are manifestations of Sin.  Sin is a principle in the heart that is in rebellion against God.  1 John 3:4 
says, “Sin is lawlessness.”  Sin is the attitude of the heart that rejects the Law of God and pursues its 
own desires.  Sin is the root and the outward “sins” we commit are the fruit.  Sin is the disease that is 
killing the soul.  The outward “sins” are merely the symptoms of that deadly disease.   
 

b. And we all have this dreaded disease of Sin.  Last week, we saw that we are all 
heart-murderers.  We all wrestle with anger.  In the same way, when we consider 
this issue of lust and adultery, we realize that even if we have not committed 
physical adultery, we are all heart-adulterers.  We have all broken the 7th 
commandment.  We have all failed to perfectly keep the Law of God.  We need to 
see that in the eyes of a Holy God, lust in the heart is the same thing as adultery. 
   

And in 5:29-30, we see that this issue of sinful lust and adultery is very serious.  The one who is 
controlled by lust in this world will perish eternally in the fires of Hell.    

 
II.  How should we deal with sinful lust in our hearts?  (v.29-30) 

 
Matthew 5:29-30- “If your right eye causes you to sin, tear it out and throw it away. For it is better that 
you lose one of your members than that your whole body be thrown into hell. 30 And if your right hand 
causes you to sin, cut it off and throw it away. For it is better that you lose one of your members than 
that your whole body go into hell.” 
 

A. While you can’t see it in the English translations, in 5:29-30, Jesus switches from using 2nd 
personal plural pronouns (“you; you all”) to second person singular pronouns (“you”).  This 
is how Jesus moves from giving His general teaching regarding lust and adultery to making 
specific personal applications.  And those applications are very strong. 
   

a. In 5:29-30, Jesus gives two similar commandments.  In 5:29, He says, “If your right 
eye causes you to sin, tear it out and throw it away.”  In 5:30, He says, “If your right 
hand causes you to sin, cut it off and throw it away.  And then He gives the same 
basic reason for both commands, “For it is better that you lose one of your members 
than that your whole body be thrown into hell” (5:29).   

 
b. What is Jesus talking about?  Is He telling His followers to mutilate themselves in an 

effort to destroy sin in their bodies?  A few people (notably the early church 
theologian Origen) have taken Jesus’ words literally, but they have found out that 
cutting off a part of the body does nothing to destroy the power of sin.  Jesus has 
already made it very clear that sin resides in the heart.  Jesus doesn’t intend for us 
to take these words literally.  He is making a point.  And He is using graphic 
language to do so. 

  
i. The Greek word translated “causes you to sin” in both 5:29 and 5:30 refers 

to making someone “stumble” or making someone “swerve from the path.”  
According to commentator R.T. France, it is a sin that “deflects a person 
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from God’s will and salvation.”6   Jesus is saying that whatever that thing is 
that is causing you to sin and to stumble out of the path of salvation, no 
matter how valuable it might be to you, you must get rid of it.  Jesus is 
calling for the radical amputation of anything in your life that is keeping you 
from following Jesus.  

 
Illustration:  The right eye is certainly precious and often it is often a person’s dominant eye.  The right 
hand is the hand that most people use to do most things.  Jesus uses these examples to represent 
something that, even though it is valuable, it is standing in the way of that person’s salvation.  Let me 
give you an example of what that might look like from the Scriptures.  In Luke 18, a rich young ruler 
comes to Jesus and asks Jesus what good thing he must do to be saved.  Jesus tells him to keep the 
commandments.  The young ruler responds sincerely that he had done so.  In his mind, because he 
misunderstood the Law of God, he thought he had kept the Law.  But Jesus drives home the point that 
there is an idol in the rich young ruler’s life that he loves more than God—His money.  Jesus told him 
to sell everything he had and to follow Him.  “But when [the rich young ruler] heard these things, he 
became very sad, for he was extremely wealthy.” (Luke 18:23).  The rich young ruler’s wealth was the 
“right eye” and “right hand” that he needed to cast away from himself in order to be saved.  But he 
was unwilling.  The rich young ruler would not have been saved by giving away his money.  We are only 
saved by repentance and faith in Christ.  But in order to be saved, the rich young ruler would have had 
to abandon his idol of money, but He was unwilling.   
 
Application: Friend, what about you?  Is there something in your life that is keeping you from following 
Jesus?  Maybe it isn’t money.  Maybe it is your job.  Maybe it is your ambition.  Maybe it is a particular 
sin like pornography.  Maybe you are in a relationship with someone you know you should not be in a 
relationship with.  That sin can keep you from heaven.  I have been a Christian long enough now to see 
several former friends walk away from the Faith.  One wanted homosexuality more than Jesus.  One 
wanted a non-Christian wife more than Jesus.  One wanted alcohol more than Jesus.  But Jesus is 
teaching us in this passage that to each one of these men made a terrible mistake.  Those who love sin 
more than Jesus will face God’s judgment in Hell forever.   
 
1 Corinthians 6:9-10- “Or do you not know that the unrighteous will not inherit the kingdom of God? Do 
not be deceived: neither the sexually immoral, nor idolaters, nor adulterers, nor men who practice 
homosexuality, 10 nor thieves, nor the greedy, nor drunkards, nor revilers, nor swindlers will inherit the 
kingdom of God.” 
 
What is the principle of 5:29-30?  What is Jesus commanding us to do?  He is commanding us to do 
whatever is necessary to fight against the sin that would murder our souls.  No matter the cost, we 
must root sin out of lives.       
 
Six things we must realize if we are to fight against sin effectively. 
 
1. You must realize that sin is deadly.  Sin constantly lies to us.  It tells us that it is a just a little thing.  
When we are being tempted to lust, sin says things like “It’s okay.  You can commit that sin.  It’s a small 
thing.  It’s okay, everyone looks at pornography.”  But sin is aiming to destroy you—your reputation, 
your marriage, your body, and your soul. 

                                                           
6
 R.T. France, The Gospel of Matthew in NICNT (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmanns Publishing Company, 

2007), 205 
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2. You must realize that sin can keep you from heaven.  I am not saying that you can lose your salvation 
by committing sin. But I am saying that ONLY those who are fighting against sin in this life give 
evidence that they are truly saved.  There are sins that can keep you from following Jesus.  We 
discussed this reality when we talked about the rich young ruler in Luke 18.   
 
3. You must realize that you have an enemy.  Satan has been studying human nature for millennia.  He 
has been studying you as well.  He knows what turns your eye.  He is a master-fisherman who knows 
how to bait the hook with just the right bait for you.  But Satan always hides the hook. Listen to how the 
great Puritan Thomas Brooks taught this reality.     
 

Satan's first device to draw the soul into sin is, to present the bait—and hide the hook; to 
present the golden cup—and hide the poison; to present the sweet, the pleasure, and the profit 
that may flow in upon the soul by yielding to sin—and to hide from the soul the wrath and 
misery that will certainly follow the committing of sin. By this device he deceived our first 
parents, "And the serpent said unto the woman, You shall not surely die—for God does know, 
that in the day you eat thereof, then your eyes shall be opened; and you shall be as gods, 
knowing good and evil" (Gen. 3:4-5). Your eyes shall be opened, and you shall be as gods! Here 
is the bait, the sweet, the pleasure, the profit. Oh—but he hides the hook—the shame, the 
wrath, and the loss that would certainly follow!7 

 
4. You must realize that God and holiness are more beautiful than sin.  Here’s where we turn the 
corner in our fight against sin.  It isn’t enough to know that sin has consequences and can lead to 
judgment.  The temptations of the enemy are too strong.  If we just try to “stop it,” whatever “it” is, we 
will fail.  If we try to stop a sin that we find pleasurable, and don’t replace it with something better, 
we will eventually go back.  We are designed to find happiness in SOMETHING.  Everything we do, we 
do it because we think it will make us happy.  That is how God made us.  So we must realize that that 
God is better than sin.  We must realize that true holiness produces far better pleasures and more 
lasting pleasures than the “fleeting pleasures of sin” (Hebrews 11:25).  We must realize that we were 
made to find happiness in God and in living for God.   
 
Application:  So you don’t fight lust in your hearts by getting rid of the internet or by “bouncing your 
eyes off” of an attractive woman ALONE.  You may need to do those things.  But you defeat the power 
of sin in your life by positively replacing the lustful desire with a better desire.  God promises better 
pleasures than sin can ever deliver.   
 
Isaiah 33:17- “Your eyes will behold the king in his beauty; they will see a land that stretches afar.” 
 
5. You must realize that you must fight.  No one puts sin to death by taking a nap.  Relying on the Spirit 
of God to empower you, YOU must fight hard against sin.  This morning we have been dealing with lust.  
If you struggle with lust in your heart then you will have to make hard choices if you are really going to 
put that sin to death.  You may not be able to go to the beach this summer.  There are going to be some 
television shows and movies that you cannot watch.  You may need to move your computer to a central 
and open place in your home where everyone can see you.  More than that, you will need to discipline 
yourself to spend time with God in Bible reading and prayer.  You may need to fast and pray.  You are 

                                                           
7
 Thomas Brooks, Precious Remedies Against Satan’s Devices (Edinburgh: Banner of Trust, 1997 reprint), 

29. 
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going to need to share your struggle with a mature Christian brother (for men) or sister (for women) 
who can help you, pray for you, and hold you accountable in your fight against sin. 
   
“Be killing sin or it will be killing you.”8       -John Owen 
 
“Let not that man think he makes any progress in holiness who walks not over the [dead bodies] of his 
lusts.”9  
 
          -John Owen 
 
6. You must realize that the victory has already been won in Christ.  The Gospel empowers our victory 
over every sin—including lust in our hearts.   
 
The Gospel 
 

You and I have lusted after the things of this world.  We sinned against God and lived for 
ourselves and our sinful desires.  We are all heart-adulterers.  But God sent Jesus to live a perfect life in 
our place.  He only ever desired to do the will of His Father (John 4:34; cf. Psalm 40:8).  He kept God’s 
Law perfectly in behalf of His people.  Jesus lived the kind of life you and I should have lived, but have 
failed to live.  Then Jesus died the kind of death you and I deserve because we have followed our sinful 
lusts.  But then Jesus rose from the dead.  Now all who turn from their sins and trust in Him will be 
forgiven for their sin.    

But it is more than that.  All who trust in Christ are empowered by the Holy Spirit to live for God 
in this life.  Because of the cross, believers become more and more like Christ gaining victory over the 
sin and lust in their hearts.  While we will never be perfectly holy in this life, we can experience real 
victory over every kind of sin—including lust in our hearts.  Because you are in Christ, you are dead to 
sin.  So live like it!  Be holy! 
 
Romans 6:11-14-“So you also must consider yourselves dead to sin and alive to God in Christ Jesus. 12 Let 
not sin therefore reign in your mortal body, to make you obey its passions (Gk. ἐπιθυμίαις; lusts). 13 Do 
not present your members to sin as instruments for unrighteousness, but present yourselves to God as 
those who have been brought from death to life, and your members to God as instruments for 
righteousness. 14 For sin will have no dominion over you, since you are not under law but under grace.” 
 
Conclusion 
 
Lust is a major problem in our culture and lust is a major problem in our churches.  But God has provided 
everything we need to defeat lust through the cross of Jesus Christ.  Those who are in Christ are “pure in 
heart” (5:8).  That is who we ARE.  So let’s live like it.  May God empower us to live pure and holy lives in 
this coming week!   
 
Let’s pray… 

                                                           
 
8
 John Owen, “The Mortification of Sin in Believers” in The Works of John Owen, vol. 6 (Edinburgh: Banner 

of Truth Trust, 1967 edition ), 9.  
 
9
 Ibid., 14 [modernization mine] 


