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Lust:  the Seventh Deadly Sin?

During the season of Lent I preached a series of sermons on the so-called Seven Deadly Sins.  The problem was, there are seven deadly sins but only six Sundays in Lent.  So I either had to combine two sins together or drop one.  I asked the worship committee, and their advice was to drop the sin of lust.  But I never felt good about doing that.  True, lust is a very difficult subject and a very sensitive subject, but it’s also so important—it’s so much a part of our daily lives.  Besides, my son, Garrett, told me he wanted to hear a sermon on lust.  So today, in the middle of summer, while half the congregation is gone on vacation, I’m going to boldly tackle the topic of lust.

First I had to do research on the subject.  I turned to that wonderful resource on lust, the Internet.  I found on the Internet a lust test to see how lustful one is.  Now don’t get the wrong idea—this test was in good taste.  I found it on beliefnet—a religious website.  And it was very scientific.  It asked questions such as, “Who is your favorite character on ‘Gilligan’s Island’?”  (I suspect that if you answer “Ginger,” you’re in trouble.)  So I took the test, and out of a possible 32 points, I scored an 8, which placed me in the lowest category for lust.  (My wife, by the way, scored a 9.)

One of the things I discovered on the Internet is that there are several sites that criticize the whole notion that the Seven Deadly Sins are bad at all.  Take sloth for instance.  What’s wrong with sloth?  In our fast-paced, dog-eat-dog world, we could use more sloth—being laid back, calm, and not worrying.  And what’s so bad about gluttony?  Is it really a sin to love food and have a little more than you actually need?  Or envy.  What’s wrong with envy?  Envy is what gives us ambition and the desire to achieve.  It’s at the root of competition, which often brings out the best work in us, pushing us to strive harder.  And what’s wrong with greed?  Is it wrong to want a higher standard of living?  Greed is at the heart of all economic activity.  It’s good to want and create more.  And anger—there’s nothing wrong with anger.  Shouldn’t we be angry at injustices?  No, we should not hurt or yell at people, but anger is needed at times.  And pride.  Shouldn’t we feel good about ourselves and take pride in our achievements?  Are we really wanting to honor low self-esteem and think of ourselves as unworthy worms?  And finally, lust.  What’s wrong with lust?  It’s sexual desire, which makes all procreation possible.  It’s one of the basic delights in life.

And so, according to these websites, none of the Seven Deadly Sins is a sin—in fact, they’re all good.  And looked at in a certain way, that’s true.  If we give each of these habits just the right definition, if we look at each of these attitudes in just a certain way, each can be seen as positive.  But what makes each of these habits and attitudes something that blocks our spiritual growth is when we recognize them as selfish.

There is nothing wrong with lust if by lust we simply mean sexual desire.  There is nothing wrong with sexual desire.  But when the Bible uses the word lust, it’s referring to selfish desire—seeking one’s own pleasure and ignoring the consequences.  Most dictionaries define lust as “inordinate sexual desire” or too much sexual desire.  But I think this is a poor definition.  How much is too much?  I don’t think lust is a matter of how much or how strong our sexual desire is, it’s a matter of how selfish it is.

Selfish sexual desire is all around us.  It permeates our society.  It surrounds us on TV, the movies, magazines, the Internet, in music.  And it wants us to accept it as good.

Some would say, “Well, as long as you don’t act on it, there’s nothing wrong with having lust.  If it’s just fantasizing, if it’s just internal feelings, the it’s ok.”  The problem, though, with our internal thoughts and desires is that the more we cultivate certain thoughts and desires, the more likely we will act on them.  Our outward actions begin as internal thoughts.

But even if we do not act on our feelings and fantasies, some attitudes simply are not helpful for us to have inside of ourselves.  Take racism for example.  Are we saying that as long as I don’t commit racist acts, it’s ok for me to have racist thoughts and feelings?  Some internal thoughts and feelings are simply not helpful.  If they are blocking our ability to grow in genuine love with others, then they are blocking our spiritual growth and are unhelpful.

The Ten Commandments is mostly a list of dos and don’ts:  don’t lie, don’t steal, don’t kill, do honor your parents, do honor the Sabbath, do honor God.  These are all outward acts.  But the last commandment is different:  Do not covet your neighbor’s wife (or husband), cattle, servants, house, or anything else that belongs to your neighbor.  Covet means to want what belongs to another.  It’s a feeling, not an act.  In this last commandment there’s a recognition that a spiritually healthy society needs to not only regulate its behavior, but it also needs to pay attention to what’s happening inside of us—what our desires are.  If we are desiring what does not belong to us, if we are desiring selfishly, we are harming ourselves and our relations with others and our relation with God.

Jesus says:  You’ve heard it said, “Don’t commit adultery,” but I tell you that anyone who looks at a woman with lust has already committed adultery with her in his heart.  Jesus is essentially repeating the tenth commandment:  don’t covet.  Don’t harbor desire for what belongs to another.  Sex with someone else’s spouse is a sin—clearly destructive.  But so is thinking about and wanting to have sex with someone else’s spouse.  Is lust as bad as adultery?  No.  Adultery has more immediate and destructive consequences.  But lust shares the same soil with adultery, a soil that inhibits true growth in love for others.

One time a man came to me and said, “I have a problem.  I can’t stop looking at pornography on the Internet.  I’ve talked to my wife about it and she suggested I talk with you.”  So we talked about it, sharing openly and honestly about our own temptations and our own areas of weakness.  In my opinion, the problem with pornography is not that it reveals people without clothes on (Genesis says we were created naked and good), or even that it stimulates sexual desire (since there is nothing wrong with sexual desire itself).  The problem with pornography is that it is designed to turn a person into an object.  There is no relationship, no caring, no commitment.  Pornography, over time, conditions us to view other people as pieces of meat for our own satisfaction.  It’s all self-centered.  And for those who are married, pornography promotes other problems:  it shifts attention away from one’s spouse and it sets up an unhealthy competition.

Anyway, this man made a covenant with me to stop looking at pornography, and we came up with practical things he could do that would help him to avoid it.  Several weeks later he returned to my office to update me.  Not only had he been successful at discontinuing the use of pornography, but he said, “I think this has made my relationship with my wife better.”  That’s the real test for what is good.

Lust is a frequent problem in dating relationships because it blinds us to other problems.  When one’s focus is on a desire for sexual satisfaction, then one will downplay all the things that reveal how incompatible and unsustainable the relationship is.  One ignores that the other person has significantly different values or life goals or irritating habits.  A relationship based on lust short-circuits real intimacy.  Physical intimacy replaces the slower and more difficult work of building emotional intimacy:  sharing who you really are, listening deeply to the other, becoming vulnerable, being bonded together based on trust, respect, and life shared, rather than physical desire.

About two years ago, with the guidance of the Pastor-Elder Team, I drew up a list of expectations for couples who come to me for premarital counseling.  Before I agree to do premarital counseling, they must look over this list of expectations and come to common agreements with me.  One of those expectations is that during this time of marital preparation the couple not have sex, and if they’re already living together, they not share the same bed.  I put that expectation in, not to be puritanical, and not just because premarital sex violates New Testament teaching.  I do it for a very practical reason:  those preparing for marriage must look squarely at their problems, differences, conflicts, and they must be building intimacy based on listening and sharing and trusting.  Lust undermines all of those goals.

Even in marriage, a couple can still be lustful.  Sex can be performed for personal satisfaction alone.  The couple can be mutually agreeing to use each other.  This is not intimacy.  This is not an expression of the two becoming one.

There’s that old song:  “I’ve been looking for love in all the wrong places, looking for love in too many faces.”  We all want love, we all want intimacy.  And too often we get fooled into thinking that lust is how you get there.  But lust doesn’t take you there.  It’s going in a different direction.

There’s a social psychologist at Yale, Robert Sternberg, who says that there are three components to love:  intimacy, passion, and commitment.  These three form a triangle that expresses consummate, marital-type love.  All three are needed—intimacy, passion, and commitment.  Passion is strong sexual desire.  That’s not lust.  Lust is selfish desire.  Passion, on the other hand, invites intimacy and invites commitment.

The Bible loves passion.  Song of Solomon, chapter 4, begins with a man describing his beloved in sensual detail starting at the top of her head.  (Read verses 1-4.)  I’ll stop there to be discreet!  And in chapter 7 he does the same thing starting from her feet and going up.  (Read verse 1.)  Again I’ll stop there to be discreet!  The Song of Solomon is an unabashed celebration of sensual, sexual love.  It’s true that this book was canonized because the ancient Jews and early Christians viewed it as an allegory of God’s love for us and our love for God.  But just the fact that Jews and Christians could recognize God’s love in these passionate love songs shows how positively sexual passion was viewed.

Proverbs 5:18-19 is another celebration of sexual passion.  (Read.)  But this passage makes a clear distinction between passion and lust, because in the next verses it warns against lust.  (Read 20-23.)
Lust will always be with us.  We are all tempted to be lustful.  So how do we steer away from lust?  I suggest that we steer away from lust—selfish desire—by steering toward passion—mutual, self-giving desire.  Clearly realize that passion and lust are two different things.  Don’t confuse them.  The great medieval theologian, Thomas Aquinas, has this wonderful line:  “No one can live without delight and that is why a man deprived of spiritual joy goes over to carnal pleasures.”  Passion is a spiritual joy.  It is a spiritual joy because it invites intimacy and commitment.  Pursue the three sides of love:  intimacy, passion, and commitment.  As Paul would say, “Make love your aim.”  Because when we live in love, real love with others, lust pales by comparison. 

