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LOVE AMONG THE RUINS 
Nailing The Lust That Slays Us 

Text: Ephesians 4:17-24 
 
When I was a teenager I met a man who had this rather disturbing way of pointing out things 
that I found downright uncomfortable. In one discussion, he suggested that I didn't know nearly 
as much about myself as I thought I did and, furthermore, that I would probably never change. I 
hurled back that he was wrong; that I understood myself pretty well; that I was on top of things 
in most areas of my life; and who was he to tell me that I could never change if I wanted to! And 
then John said something that blew me apart and left me standing dazed and silent among the 
ruins of my self-perception. And it was this: "Dan," he said, "there are things about you that you 
can never change. And the reason you can never change them, is because you can't even see 
them. And the reason you can't see them, is because you are using them to see." 
 
Many years have gone by since then, but the truth of that man's observation has only sifted 
deeper and deeper into my soul. I have come to realize how hard genuine change of character 
and behavior is for me, how hard it is for me to discern what even needs changing about me, 
because my very perception of myself and the world around me is so tainted and distorted. I 
may well be the worst case in this regard, but I wonder if this might not be true for you too.  
 
The Apostle Paul apparently felt that even people who were self-avowed followers of Christ 
could still have this perception problem. Listen for the edge and urgency in his words to the 
believers in Ephesus: "I tell you this, and insist on it in the Lord, that you must no longer live as 
the Gentiles do, in the futility of their thinking." My friend Andy Morgan says that the definition of 
futility is somebody who has hardened into seeing or doing the same things in the same way but 
somehow expects a different result. This seems to be what the Apostle means too, because he 
describes the futility of the people he’s talking about in these terms: "They are darkened in their 
understanding and separated from the life of God because of the ignorance that is in them due 
to the hardening of their hearts." 
 
I don’t know anyone who sets out purposely to be separated from the life of God. Anytime I've 
ever asked a crowd: "Would you be interested in having a life that is filled with a deeper peace 
amidst the problems and pressures of life? Would you like to have more fulfilling relationships 
and a greater sense of significance in your work? Would you be up for a closer communion with 
the One who created you? Would you like to be more like Jesus"- whenever I've extended that 
sort of invitation to people, hands shoot up all over the room. 
 
When I go on to say, however, that these changes will require a heart transplant that will take 
the rest of your life and some significant re-plumbing to complete, faces start falling. When I 
describe how truly entering into the new life of God will mean surrendering yourself to a regimen 
of heart training that involves the practice of some fresh disciplines and regular participation in 
groups with other heart patients, hands start dropping all over the place. Why is that?  
 
In Ezekiel 36:26, the Great Physician plainly states His intentions for us: "I will give you a new 
heart and put a new spirit in you; I will remove from you your heart of stone and give you a heart 
of flesh." It's about here that I want to say: "Whoa, wait a minute there God. Maybe someone 
mixed up the charts here! You see, I came in for a tune-up not for a transplant! What I'd like is a 
little help improving my marriage and family life and maybe some adjustments in some of my 
counter-productive attitudes. Sure, I'd like to perform a bit better in some ethical areas and have 
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some more positive thoughts to dwell on during hard times, but trust me, Lord, there's no need 
for major surgery here. Save that for the really messed up person; my heart's just fine." 
 
And that's where God gently leans forward and says to me: "Dan, I understand why you see 
things that way. I know that you look at your heart and it doesn't look bad; but that's simply 
because you are using it to see. In truth, [You] are darkened in [your] understanding and 
separated from the life [I want to give you] because of the ignorance that is in [you] due to the 
hardening of [your] heart. But if you allow me, I will give you a new heart and put a new spirit in 
you; I will remove from you your heart of stone and give you a heart of flesh." 
 
Cross My Heart 
 
Lent is a season when earnest believers have dared to go to the Doctor and ask Him to help 
them see themselves not as they've grown comfortable seeing their lives, or as other people 
view them, but as God sees them. It is a season when believers have remembered that 
courageous commitment to the life of God advances by a process of creative humiliation, as 
they lay themselves on the altar, wide-open to God, and pray with the Psalmist: "Search me, O 
God, and know my heart; test me, See if there is any offensive way in me, and, no matter what 
the cost, lead me in the way everlasting." 
 
In service to that aim, I invite you this Lenten season to "Cross your heart" with me. By that I 
mean I invite you to allow the Cross of Christ to come over your heart like an MRI machine. Ask 
God to reveal to you the sins that sent Christ to die on our behalf and that are slaying you. Ask 
Him to show you why you might bother to undergo the training that comes with the transplant 
God seeks to give. 
 
Historically, Christians have looked for some very particular forms of heart disease-a set of 
slow, silent killers that tradition calls "the Deadly Sins." The Seven Deadly Sins never occur as a 
formal list in the Bible. Some people say they can all be found in Christ's Sermon on the Mount, 
but they are not in a simple list there. The classification of these particular sins dates back to the 
6th century, when they were first grouped together by Gregory the Great, the Bishop of Rome. 
While no means an exhaustive list of all that plagues the human heart-the people that live with 
me could find plenty of others!-nonetheless, Gregory believed that Scripture marked these 
seven specific ailments as particularly deadly to the human heart and ample evidence of its 
need for a transplant. With only minor variation, the list has come down to us as the sins of 
pride, envy, anger, sloth, greed, gluttony, and lust. Gregory listed these in order of seriousness, 
but Thomas Aquinas and others felt that they were ALL so serious as to defy ranking.  
 
 
Hope for the Thirsty Heart 
 
In closing today, let me touch briefly on just one of the sins. It is the one many Christians are 
fondest of finding in other people and decrying about society in general today. It is the sin, along 
with greed, for which Americans are most regularly and, perhaps, rightly castigated around the 
world today. I'm speaking, of course, of Lust. I treated this topic at length in a sermon entitled, 
The Amazing Saltwater Diet, copies of which are available on our literature racks or by 
contacting the church. If you'd value evidence of lust's grip on our culture, you'll find ample 
citations in that sermon. What I'd like to do in the time remaining is explain why it is so important 
that we nail this sin for the killer it is and then suggest some surgical steps for dealing with it. 
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Lust is essentially the inordinate craving for physical, sensual pleasures, most frequently of the 
sexual kind. In its mildest form, Lust is to sex what cotton candy is to hunger-a sugar-injected 
rush, but rarely filling and never nutritious. In its more extreme forms, Lust is the sexual 
equivalent of an eating disorder-the distortion of a healthy, God-given human appetite into a 
tragic obsession that involves a relentless rotation of yearning, seeking, binging, and purging. 
This is how it works… 
 
First, we take a precious, eternal child of God and we objectify him or her, so that they can be 
used as tools for our pleasure. Next, we intensify the appetite by feeding it. As we feed it, we 
become less sensitive to the stimulus, so we keep intensifying, keep feeding the lust, to get that 
same rush. Then we rationalize the behavior as natural or helpful. As the Apostle Paul says in 
our text for today, "having lost all sensitivity, [we give ourselves] over to sensuality so as to 
indulge in every kind of impurity, with a continual lust for more." But the truth is that Lust cannot 
be satisfied. As Fred Buechner puts it, "Lust is the hunger for salt of a person dying of thirst."  
 
Feeding lust only builds a craving for more intensity, when what we really need is a covenant of 
intimacy. We slowly kill our hearts and the signs of death are everywhere today: Shattered 
marriages, unwanted children, haggard prostitutes, kids snatched out of their beds at night, 
sweaty-faces ogling pixel images late into the night, blue humor, degrading stares, children of 
God who feel like they're nothing because they don't look like Britney Spears. We're having a 
heart-attack as a people and we don't seem to realize that we're dying. 
 
The God of Love does-and He wants to give us a new heart. Here's how the transplant can 
begin to take place. FIRST, realize how much He loves you and longs to see that love fill you. 
Receive His love till it is "no longer [you] who lives but Christ who lives in [you]."  
 
SECONDLY, ask Him for help: "Please, Lord, give me a heart like yours for people. Help me to 
see every person as your precious daughter or son." God will give you the help you seek. "The 
blood of Christ, who through the eternal Spirit offered himself unblemished to God, [will] cleanse 
our consciences from acts that lead to death."  
 
THIRD, make a covenant with your eyes, the physical ones as well as your imagination. The 
prophet Job said: "I made a covenant with my eyes not to look lustfully at a girl." You may not 
always be able to control what passes in front of you or the rise of an impulse, but you always 
have a choice as to whether or not you will divert your attention.  
 
FINALLY, make a covenant with others. If you don't have an individual, or better yet a small 
group of people, with whom you can be truly transparent about your sins and temptations, 
investing yourselves in finding such support may be one of the most important things you ever 
do for your heart. As King Solomon once said from personal experience: "Though one may be 
overpowered, two can defend themselves [and] a cord of three strands is not quickly broken."  
 
The truth is, there are some things about you that you cannot change, because you cannot see 
them, because you are using them to see. Therein lies part of the ruin of the human heart and a 
piece of the giant agony of our world today. But hear now the Good News as you go: Among the 
ruins there walks a Redeemer still. The writer to the Hebrews points out that He was "tempted in 
every way, just as we are… able to sympathize with our weaknesses…" And as He offered His 
heart for you and me upon the cross long ago, He offers it to bring life to all who ask today. 
 
Let's pray together… 
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Lord God, you have told us in Your Word: "Above all else, guard your heart, for it is the 
wellspring of life." Whether it is as single people or married ones, young or older, we pray for 
your vision of who we are and of the practical steps we can take to cooperate with Your work to 
shape us into the people we can yet become. Forgive us our sins as we forgive those who sin 
against us. Lead us out of temptation. Deliver us from hardened hearts, ignorant of evil. For the 
sake of the love of thy dear Son, our Redeemer.  
Amen 
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