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Matthew 5:27-28 
 
In the section of scripture we are studying for the next few of weeks, namely verses 21-48, Jesus 
makes a clear distinction between external performance and internal obedience. Jesus breaches the 
subjects of anger, lust, divorce, lying, revenge, and hatred. In each case, He calls His followers to 
commit themselves not just to wooden obedience to the external requirements of the law, but rather 
to heart obedience to the spirit of the Law. In doing so, Jesus teaches that our motives, attitudes, and 
desires are just as important as our actions.  
 
Last Sunday we looked at what Jesus had to say about anger. The religious leaders taught that to 
refrain from the act of murder was obedience, but Jesus taught that to maintain 
unresolved anger toward another person was, in reality, a violation of the sixth commandment. This 
morning Jesus takes up the issue of lust and adultery. In God’s Kingdom, it’s not only against the 
law to physically commit adultery, but it’s a violation of the seventh commandment to entertain 
lustful, adulterous thoughts.   
 
We live in a fallen word, agree? Sin is running its insidiously destructive course. Men have rejected 
God and sought to become their own God (cf. Romans 1:18). The result is that they take that which 
God designed to be pure and good and sinfully distort and exploit it. God created sex and God 
protects sex. He doesn’t regulate sex and desire because He wants to rob us, but rather because he 
want to bless us with what is good, pleasing and perfect (cf. Romans 12:2). But to use God’s gift 
outside the context of marriage is to violate God’s intention and design. You see, sex wasn’t 
designed to work outside marriage. A fire in the fireplace provides light and heat for a house, but 
that same fire on the living room floor burns the house to the ground. If we pursue what God has 
created outside of the boundaries in which God created it to reside, instead of bringing the 
fulfillment that God created sex to produce, it will bring us temporary pleasure and then long-term 
destruction and heartache. 
  
It’s not mind-boggling that men and women get involved in sexual sin. What is mind-boggling, on 
the other hand, is how much they are willing to pay for it. The man that discipled me for years used 
to remind me, “Sin will take you farther than you are wiling to go, keep you longer than you are 
willing to stay, and cost you more than you are willing to pay.” Sexual sin rarely, if ever, comes 
with a visible price tag; the cost is hidden. Furthermore, it’s pleasure purchased on credit, with 
unmentioned payments due for the rest of your life.1 Let’s turn our attention to our text for this 
morning. Matthew, recording Jesus’ words under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit, writes: 
 

                                                
1 Chip Bell, from a message entitled: The Flames of Desire, 2004. 
2 John MacArthur, Matthew 1–7, The MacArthur New Testament Commentary (Chicago: Moody Press, 1985), 303. 



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 lustful intent has already committed adultery with her in his heart. 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. 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. Matthew 5:27–30 

 
The grass withers, the flower fades, but the word of our God will stand forever (Isaiah 40:8). 
 
THE TRADITIONAL STANDARD OF SEXUAL PURITY 
 
The Pharisees’ definition or standard of sexual purity only dealt with the outward, physical act of 
adultery. In verse 27 Jesus said, “You have heard that it was said, ‘You shall not commit adultery.” 
Unfortunately, the Pharisees only applied the 7th commandment at its most basic level. They 
completely disregarded the fact that the 10th commandment prohibited the coveting of anything that 
belongs to your neighbor – including his wife (cf. Exodus 20:17). Based on their narrow definition of 
physical adultery, it was easy for the Pharisees to become smug and conceited – they had kept the 
Law. They may have obeyed the letter of the Law (debatable based on the 10th commandment), but 
they certainly hadn’t obeyed the spirit of the Law. While the outer man may have looked like a 
whitewashed tomb, beautiful on the outside, the inner private life was full of dead men’s bones and 
everything unclean (Matthew 23:17).  The inner life is what Jesus is drilling down to here in 
Matthew 5:27-28.     
 
JESUS’ STANDARD OF SEXUAL PURITY 
 
Look at verse 28. Jesus, in contrast to the narrow definition of the Pharisees, 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.”  
 
What does Jesus not mean here? 
 

1. Jesus isn't saying that it is wrong to look at a woman admiringly. 
 

2. Jesus isn't forbidding the natural, normal attraction that is a part of our humanity. It’s possible 
to see and acknowledge beauty without lusting. God created us to be able to recognize 
beauty – He is beautiful and everything that He makes is beautiful. When we see beauty we 
should be drawn to worship and adore the Creator instead of lust after the creation. The 
creation will only satisfy temporarily, but the Creator will satisfy eternally!  

 
 
 
 
 



Look back at verse 28. Jesus says, “I say to you that everyone who looks at a woman with lustful 
intent has already committed adultery with her in his heart.” The word “looks” is the Greek verb 
(ble÷pw - blepo). It’s a present participle that refers not to a passing glance, but rather to the 
continuous process of looking. It’s not the incidental or involuntary glance, but the intentional and 
repeated gaze. One pastor described what it means to look with lustful intent saying, “The lustful 
look is not casual put persistent, the desire not involuntary or momentary, but cherished.”  
 
The key word in this sentence is “lustfully”. The English word “lust” carries a mostly negative and 
sexual connotation - both of which are missing in the Greek word, (ejpiqume÷w - epithumeo). The 
Greek simply means to “desire” something or to “long for” something. It’s a relatively neutral term. 
In other words, whether desire is good or bad depends entirely on what you are desiring. The Bible 
uses this same word to say that one who wants to be an elder “desires a noble task” (cf. 1 Timothy 
3:1). Paul “desires to depart” this life and be with Christ (cf. Philippians 1:23). Jesus eagerly 
“desired” to eat the Last Supper with his disciples (cf. Luke 22:15). The prophets in the Old 
Testament “longed to see” the Messiah and angels “long” to understand our salvation (cf. 1 Peter 
1:12). But here, Jesus uses the word translated “lustfully” or “desire” to refer to wanting that which 
God has placed “off limits”. To look at a woman in that manner is wrong and sinful just as the act of 
adultery itself is wrong and sinful. 
 
It’s important to note that Jesus isn’t saying that desire and deed are identical. He’s not saying that if 
you are struggling with impure desires, you should go ahead and commit the act of adultery – that is 
absurd. Desire and deed aren’t identical, but spiritually speaking, they are equivalent. If we are 
honest, each one of us has at some time crossed the line from the casual look to the cherished look. 
By the Pharisees’ standard we may be okay, but by Jesus’ standard we are all adulterers. Let me 
point out a couple things.  
 
Frist, when a man looks at a woman lustfully or a woman looks at a man lustfully, the look doesn’t 
cause the individual to commit adultery in their thoughts. No, the truth is that we have already 
committed adultery in our hearts. You see, it’s not lustful looking that causes the sin in the heart, but 
the sin in the heart that causes lustful looking. Lustful looking is but the expression of a heart that is 
already immoral and adulterous.2 
 
Secondly, while Jesus connects our eyes to lust, it’s important to note that the eyes aren’t necessary 
to cherish lustful desires. The “look” that Jesus refers to in verse 27 can take place in the mind 
without any involvement from the eyes. Romance novels contain no pictures; they don’t need any. 
With words alone they often graphically portray sexual immorality. The fantasy that a person enters 
into when reading a romance novel or any other piece of print that glorifies what grieves God’s 
heart is just as bad as looking at something that has the images present. Don’t be deceived into 
thinking that if you’re not looking with your eyes, your safe. Your heart will supply the images that 
your eyes cannot see. Jeremiah reminds us, “The heart is deceitful above all things, and desperately 
sick; who can understand it?” Jeremiah 17:9. Lust in the heart can take place without the eyes.  

                                                
2 John MacArthur, Matthew 1–7, The MacArthur New Testament Commentary (Chicago: Moody Press, 1985), 303. 



A PRINCIPLE WE NEED TO UNDERSTAND 
 
Sexual impurity doesn’t begin with the body, it begins with the desires of the heart and mind. What 
goes on between your ears is of massive importance to God. Sexual sins are always preceded by 
sexual fantasies. In other words, all of our outward sins are first conceived and cherished in our 
hearts and in our minds. Think about King David for instance. He was taking an innocent stroll on 
the rooftop garden of the King’s palace one sleepless night when his eye caught the alluring shadow 
of an unusually beautiful woman who was bathing. One look became two and it didn’t take long 
before David began to covet what God had not given him. Look at 2 Samuel 11:2-4: 
 

It happened, late one afternoon, when David arose from his couch and was walking on the roof 
of the king’s house, that he saw from the roof a woman bathing; and the woman was very 
beautiful. And David sent and inquired about the woman. And one said, “Is not this Bathsheba, 
the daughter of Eliam, the wife of Uriah the Hittite?” So David sent messengers and took her, 
and she came to him, and he lay with her.   
 

It’s interesting to note that David wasn’t unaware of the fact that his lustful interest was in another 
man’s wife. His servant reminded him that Bathsheba was the wife of Uriah the Hittite. David first 
let his thoughts get away from him and then he acted on his thinking. The fantasy preceded the 
physical act. God has given each of us a mind. It is a wonderful gift from our Maker. But as with 
every other faculty that God has graciously given us, it must be used in a way that honors and obeys 
Him. Jesus’ words in verse 28 redefine our culture’s definition of sexual purity. In one sweeping 
sentence Jesus reveals our hearts and points out the source of all our trouble. In Mark 7, Jesus tells 
us what defiles a person. He says, “What comes out of a person is what defiles him. For from 
within, out of the heart of man, come evil thoughts, sexual immorality, theft, murder, adultery, 
coveting, wickedness, deceit, sensuality, envy, slander, pride, foolishness. All these evil things come 
from within, and they defile a person” Mark 7:20-23.  
 
Wandering eyes can quickly become adulterous eyes. Job offers us some wise counsel in Job 31:1 
when he says, “I made a covenant with my eyes not to look lustfully at a woman.” This principle 
should not only be applied to another person, but also to the television and movies that we watch, 
the books and magazines that we read. I know a young man in his 30’s who used to attend our 
church that once altered his route to work because of a billboard. If we think that is too radical, 
then we have underestimated the enticing power of sin and misunderstood the brokenness, this side 
of eternity, of the human heart. Friends, sexual sin typically doesn't happen over night. There is 
typically a process of entertaining a fantasy before there is any physical reality. I’m reminded of the 
lyrics to the Casting Crowns song “Slow Fade”.    
 

Be careful little eyes what you see 
It's the second glance that ties your hands as darkness pulls the strings 
 
The journey from your mind to your hands 
Is shorter than you're thinking 



Be careful if you think you stand 
You just might be sinking 
 
It's a slow fade when you give yourself away 
It's a slow fade when black and white have turned to gray  
Thoughts invade, choices are made, a price will be paid 
When you give yourself away 
 
People never crumble in a day 
It's a slow fade, it's a slow fade 

 
There is an old quote (actually attributed to Martin Luther) that says: You cannot keep the birds from 
flying overhead, but you can keep them from building a nest in your hair. In other words, you 
cannot keep temptation from coming, but you can resist temptation, take your thoughts captive, and 
make them obedient to Christ (cf. 2 Corinthians 10:5). Unfortunately, you cannot stop seeing things 
that entice you to lust – we live in a Genesis 3 fallen word that glorifies immorality. Having said 
that, you can restrict anything you see to a glance instead of a gaze, and you can keep a thought 
passing rather than lasting.3    
 
HOW SHOULD WE RESPOND TO SENSUAL TEMPTATION? 
 
We should deal with sin just like we would deal with a tiger if we encountered one in the wild. You 
don’t try and pet it – you flee. The reason that too many people end up eaten alive by sexual sin is 
because they spent too much time cozying up to it and trying to petting the lion instead of 
intentionally fleeing in a safe direction. When David’s eye caught Bathsheba as he was walking the 
Palace rooftop, unable to sleep, he should have immediately removed himself from the temptation – 
but he lingered. Joseph on the other hand didn’t linger (cf. Genesis 39:6-12). You remember the 
story: 
 

Now Joseph was handsome in form and appearance. And after a time his master’s wife cast her 
eyes on Joseph (lust of the eyes is not confined to men) and said, “Lie with me.” But he refused 
and said to his master’s wife, “Behold, because of me my master has no concern about anything 
in the house, and he has put everything that he has in my charge. He is not greater in this house 
than I am, nor has he kept back anything from me except you, because you are his wife. How 
then can I do this great wickedness and sin against God?” And as she spoke to Joseph day after 
day, he would not listen to her, to lie beside her or to be with her. One day, when he went into 
the house to do his work and none of the men of the house were there in the house, she caught 
him by his garment, saying, “Lie with me.” But he left his garment in her hand and fled and got 
out of the house.  

 

                                                
3 Scott L. Harris, from a message entitled: Lust & You Loose, 1998.  



Notice Joseph didn’t consider whether he would get caught or not as the rationale for fleeing. His 
rationale was, “How then can I do this great wickedness and sin against God?” Rest assured that 
even if no one ever finds out about your sin – God knows. Our entire lives are lived before God’s 
all seeing eye. The writer of Hebrews says, “And no creature is hidden from his sight, but all are 
naked and exposed to the eyes of him to whom we must give account” Hebrews 4:13. Joseph’s 
God-consciousness was stronger than the lure of temporary pleasure. He knew that even if he “got 
away” with sin before men, he’d never “get away” with sin before God.  
 
We would to well to learn from Joseph’s example and flee sensual temptation. As a matter of fact, 
there are a number of texts that encourage us to do just that. Twice in his New Testament Epistles 
Paul encourages us to flee from sin. In 1 Corinthians 6:18 he says, “Flee from sexual immorality. 
Every other sin a person commits is outside the body, but the sexually immoral person sins against 
his own body.” Again in 2 Timothy 2:22 he says, “So flee youthful passions and pursue 
righteousness, faith, love, and peace, along with those who call on the Lord from a pure heart.”  
 
Don’t think more highly of yourself than you ought (cf. Romans 12:3). Don’t try and negotiate in the 
moment what you haven’t resolved beforehand. In other words, don’t think you will be able to say 
“No” and defeat temptation in the moment it arises if you have not already resolved to say “No” 
before the temptation ever comes. I’ve mentioned it before on several occasions, but you must plan 
your obedience in advance. If you try and negotiate with sin and temptation in the moment, you’ll 
inevitably become a statistic. Sin is always irrational. Sin is always without reason. What two 
individuals have ever sat alone in a vehicle or in a home and reasoned about the relative 
advantages or disadvantages of an adulterous relationship and then either engaged or didn’t engage 
on the basis of their reasoning? None. We don’t reason well in the moment of temptation. The voice 
of desire is always louder than the voice of reason.   
 
Not only must we flee, but we must also be actively seeking to cultivate God-honoring thinking. 
Paul tells us, “Finally, brothers, whatever is true, whatever is honorable, whatever is just, whatever 
is pure, whatever is lovely, whatever is commendable, if there is any excellence, if there is anything 
worthy of praise, think about these things” Philippians 4:8. Remember, you do what you do 
because you think that you think.  
 
WE MUST FIGHT TEMPTATION WITH A GREATER LOVE 
 
Our study of Matthew 5:27-28 would be woefully incomplete if all we did was state the reality that 
sin is a fearsome foe and we must guard our hearts (Proverbs 4:23) and flee from it. This is true, but 
we must also understand that along with the intentional guarding of our hearts and fleeing from 
every form of sin, not just sexual sin, there must be a humble abiding in Christ. Jesus tells us that it’s 
as we abide in Him that we bear much fruit. Remember His words in John 15:4, “Abide in me, and 
I in you. As the branch cannot bear fruit by itself, unless it abides in the vine, neither can you, 
unless you abide in me.” How do you make war on sin? You make war on sin by being consumed 
with a greater love. To the degree that we abide in Christ, our hearts will be growing in a desire to 
do that, think that, and say that which pleases him. We fight sin more aggressively and deny our 



flesh the temporal pleasures of sin when we are consumed with an abiding passion for Christ. 
Remember what Paul said in 2 Corinthians 5:14-15? He said, “For the love of Christ controls us, 
because we have concluded this: that one has died for all, therefore all have died; and he died for 
all, that those who live might no longer live for themselves but for him who for their sake died and 
was raised.” 
 
Jesus not only tells us to abide in Him, but he also reminds us one verse later in John 15:5 that apart 
from Him we can do nothing. He said, “I am the vine; you are the branches. Whoever abides in me 
and I in him, he it is that bears much fruit, for apart from me you can do nothing.” We are in 
desperate need of the Holy Spirit’s power to make war on our sin. Willpower alone is not a 
sufficient weapon. In Romans 8:13 Paul said, “For if you live according to the flesh you will die, but 
if by the Spirit you put to death the deeds of the body, you will live.” 
 
A FEW PRACTICAL THOUGHTS 
 
1. Don’t think of yourself more highly than you ought (cf. Romans 12:3) Pride comes before a fall 

(cf. Proverbs 16:18). Recognize you are vulnerable. 
2. Input = Output. Trash in = Trash out.  
3. Know yourself and be honest with yourself.  
   Know the places that tempt you.  
   Know the people that tempt you.  
   Know the times that you are most tempted. 
   Know your most commonly used justifications.  
   Know the form that your temptation comes in (TV, Internet, Print) 

4. Think consequences. Sin only considers the moment; it disregards the future. 
5. Husbands and wives, satisfy each other in marriage. 

Drink water from your own cistern, flowing water from your own well. Should your springs be 
scattered abroad, streams of water in the streets? Let them be for yourself alone, and not for 
strangers with you. Let your fountain be blessed, and rejoice in the wife of your youth, a lovely 
deer, a graceful doe. Let her breasts fill you at all times with delight; be intoxicated always in her 
love. Why should you be intoxicated, my son, with a forbidden woman and embrace the bosom 
of an adulteress? Proverbs 5:15–20 

6. Don’t struggle in silence. You weren’t made to be a lone ranger; lone gangers get shot.  
7. Flee! Physically remove yourself from temptation. Have a “do whatever it takes mentality” to 

pursue radical spiritual purity. 
8. In your fighting against sexual temptation, rely on the enabling power of the Holy Spirit more 

than your ability to “gut out” holiness.  
 
 
 
 
 
 



WE ALL HAVE AN ADULTEROUS HEART 
 
As we look at these verses, we are reminded that we are all guilty of having an adulterous heart. 
The Prophet Jeremiah told Israel, “You have the brazen look of a prostitute; you refuse to blush with 
shame” (Jeremiah 3:3). No one is exempt from the pervasive nature of sin in this world. As 
believers, we have the power in Christ to live lives that are worthy of the gospel by which we have 
been called (Philippians 1:27), but we are not exempt from the temptations that accompany every 
man living in human flesh. We must never become smug and self-righteous because we haven’t  
committed the physical act of adultery. One pastor said, “We must never let our piety and spiritual 
accomplishments dull us to our potential for sin.” Recognizing our sinful hearts, we must mortify 
our flesh. If your eye causes you to sin, do whatever it takes to pursue purity. If your hand causes 
you to sin, do whatever it takes to pursue purity. We’ll learn next week that it’s better to become a 
spiritual amputee than to gratify the desires of your flesh at the expense of your soul.  
 
Friends, we each deserve the just and due penalty for our sin. Only one stray look and cherished 
thought is all it took to make us deserving of hell. But God, in His great mercy, because of the great 
love with which He has loved us, gave His Son to be condemned in our place. Jesus was charged 
and executed as the adulterer so we could be set free from the condemnation of our sin. Hallelujah, 
what a Savior! 
 
 
CLOSING BENEDICTION: 
As we bring our corporate worship to a close this morning, hear this benediction from Titus 2:11-
13, Paul writes, “The grace of God has appeared…training us to say no to ungodliness and worldly 
passions, and to live self-controlled, upright, and godly lives in the present age, waiting for our 
blessed hope, the appearing of the glory of our great God and Savior Jesus Christ.” And all God’s 
people said, “Amen”! 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 


