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I have a confession to make this morning.  I enjoy, but keep quiet about, a certain interest.  I like to watch birds.  For a long time I did not hide this interest, but I began to hide it more and more for certain reasons.  1) Most people don’t understand the attraction of birds so they look at me as somewhat different.  2) Most birdwatchers are over obsessed with birds and I don’t really want to be associated with them.  3) Watching birds with my binoculars, if I am in a residential area, makes some of the neighbors nervous.  They wonder if I am looking at them or the birds.  Sometimes birders have been reported to police as ‘peeping toms’.  You see it all depends on what you are looking at with your binoculars.

Let’s look at Jesus’ message for us today from the Sermon on the Mount about having righteous eyes.  To have eyes that look like Jesus all depends on what we are looking at with our eyes, our minds and our hearts.  Jesus wonders if we look with lust or look with love?  Listen to His words from Matthew 5:27-30: 27“You have heard that the law of Moses says, ‘Do not commit adultery.’  30And if your hand—even if it is your stronger hand—causes you to sin, cut it off and throw it away.  It is better for you to lose one part of your body than for your whole body to be thrown into hell.
29So if your eye—even if it is your good eye—causes you to lust, gouge it out and throw it away.  It is better for you to lose one part of your body than for your whole body to be thrown into hell.  28But I say, anyone who even looks at a woman with lust in his eye has already committed adultery with her in his heart.  
What are you staring at?  In these verses, Jesus does not prohibit looking.  He prohibits staring – a willful, sustained long-looking.  Last week we heard Jesus teach that harbored and sustained anger leads to resentment and hatred, so this week Jesus teaches that prolonged and sustained staring leads to desire and lust.  This ‘staring’ changes the relationship from attraction to get to know and love another person, to desiring and possessing someone for selfish desires.

Maybe this story will help you to understand the difference?  Two monks walked in a drenching thunderstorm.  They came to a stream, and it was swollen out of its banks.  A beautiful young woman stood there wanting to get to the other side but was afraid of the currents.  In characteristic compassion, one of the monks said, "Can I help you?"  The woman said, "I need to cross this stream."  The monk picked her up, put her on his shoulder, carried her through the water, and put her down on the other side.  He and his companion went on to the monastery.  That night his companion said to him, "How could you do that today?  As monks, we have taken vows not to look on a woman, much less touch her body.  Back there by the river you did both."  The first monk said, "My brother, I put that woman down on the other side of the river.  You're still carrying her in your mind."  That is the difference between just looking and staring, appreciating and lusting.
Such staring causes us to treat others as objects for our selfish desires.  This dehumanizes them and leads us to become addicted to destructively obsessive and costly habits.  Pornography is a huge problem in our society today.  It degrades women and enslaves the men and women who indulge in it.  Did you know that Americans spend more than $10 billion per year on pornography?  Over 4.5 trillion dollars are spent each year on the sin economy: drugs, prostitution, gambling, pornography, etc.  1/10 of that would feed the hungry of the world.  What are we doing to our world and our children?  And it is not just out there, as many church people confess to having a big problem with it too.  In our internet world, this silent and hidden threat can be practiced with us thinking no one else will know about it.  You tell yourself that just looking is harmless, but you and I know that is not true.  Your heart is being changed.  Your mind is being enslaved.  This is dangerous.  Don’t be misled, because the Lord tells us that what is done in secret will become known to all.  Your pornography will come out and will be known.  Better get rid of it now than to have it cause lots of problems later.  The serious nature of our lust creates cancerous parts of our lifestyles that lead to the death of our souls.  If we don’t get it in check, it will destroy us.  By the way - did you hear about the cannibal who committing suicide by nibbling on himself?  As funny as that sounds, the truth is closer than we would like to think when it comes to these hidden addictions.  Jesus points out the bad news, so we can hear the good news.  Before we lose our jobs, our marriages, our relationships and our souls, listen and follow His wisdom.
To re-state the main point Jesus makes here, be careful, because the eyes are the windows to the heart – the place in which lives our eternal soul.  The place to change the world and our lives is to begin with one's heart and work outward from there.  We should begin at the center.  In Hebrew physiology, the heart is the center of the person--the seat of personal will, feeling, and thinking.  Access to the heart depends on the way we use the eyes on our face.  Control of the heart is related to control of the eyes.  Staring at images of unhealthy desire leads to lust within our center, drawing the corruption outside to deep within us, to our core – our heart.  The computer term for this is ‘Garbage in – Garbage out.’  The data for our souls pours in through our eyes and ears.  Throw garbage in there and you find its poison quickly consuming our hearts and passions, and corrupting our desires.

We don’t look with lust naturally.  That behavior is learned.  We learn how to look at another person and stop seeing a person, but instead see an object of our desire.  Children don’t look at others like that.  But as we get older we are taught by our media and society to look with sex in mind.  Take a look at pictures of models in magazines.  The people we take pictures of at family celebrations or social parties don’t make suggestive faces and strike seductive poses like those models.  Listen to the music, look at the art, and watch the movies!  What is the typical message about human sexuality portrayed over and over again?  “Look at me with lust!  Stare at me with desire!”
What is the alternative?  As the eyes are the window to the heart, we should instead seek images of beauty and healthiness that lead to a greater appreciation of true beauty.  We are not doomed.  Since the old behavior was learned, it can be unlearned.  We can learn a new behavior.  As the hearing environment can be positively changed to promote healthy thoughts, so the visual environment can be positively changed to promote healthy hearts of appreciation, not desire.  Learning visual self-control is a lot like relearning healthy eating diets.  We must retrain our way of looking just like some of us must retrain our ways of eating.  But how do we do that?  Here are some suggestions to have righteous eyes.
Jesus teaches that lustful staring creates serious negative consequences.  So serious that it would be better to gouge out our eye than continue in such harmful behavior.  Some Christians literally followed Jesus’ command and gouged out eyes or cut off hands.  It was good that the Council of Nicaea in AD. 325 forbid this practice.  Jesus used this as a figure of speech to get us to think seriously.  Gouging out an eye is Jesus’ dramatic way of saying don’t look!  As it is an extremely dangerous problem, stop looking!  Behave as if you don’t have eyes for such a problem.  As we will hear, self-denial is a very positive discipline for all of us to learn and practice when it comes to stopping temptations.

We must not give a sexual image or impulse more than a few seconds before we mount a counterattack with the mind.  I mean that! - 2 seconds.  In the first two seconds we command, "No! Get out of my head!"  In the next two seconds we cry out: "O God, in the name of Jesus, help me.  Save me.  I am yours."  Isaiah 33:15-16, “Those who are honest and fair, … who shut their eyes to all enticement to do wrong— these are the ones who will dwell on high.”  We need to shut our eyes to temptations to do wrong.  We can’t help the first look; but, we can help every other look we take from that point forward.  It is true that things will come across our field of vision that we have no control over; but, once we see something, we now have a choice to make.  It is within our power to decide to not take the second look.  The second look is always a choice!  We don’t always have a choice about what we first see but we always have a choice about the second look. We decide what to do next.  We have the choice about what we will do next; and, once we start making the choice to look away, we’ll begin to notice these choices are more and more within our control.  That is a good beginning, but then the real battle begins.  This is a mind war, a heart war and a spiritual war.  The absolute necessity is to get the image and the impulse out of our mind.  How?  Get a counter-image into the mind.  Learn to look with the eyes of the Lord.  Looking with the eyes of the Lord is the cure for our souls – cleaning out our hearts.
Look with love on others.  Consider them brothers and sisters in Christ.  Look with attraction if you are not yet married.  Attraction is natural for all of God’s creatures.  There is no sin in being attracted.  When I look at a beautiful woman, I have the following positive reactions.  First, I acknowledge that the Lord made the woman attractive.  Then I take the following mental actions.  If the woman is younger, I think about how proud her father must be, just as I am proud of my daughters.  If the woman is closer to my age, I thank the Lord for my very attractive wife.  With these types of healthy images, I don’t let lust take a foothold in my thinking.  I don’t linger and stare but move on looking in a new direction.
Our world wants to say this way of looking with appreciation, but not looking with lust, is impossible for humans and particularly for young adults.  This may well be the case for those that live without Christ.  This is not true for those that have the Spirit of Christ.  We have Jesus’ Spirit, Jesus’ mind, and Jesus’ heart.  We do not have to be enslaved by an evil spirit of lust.  Because Jesus emphasizes this point, we realize this is something He takes seriously for His followers and intends for us to follow His direction.  And thus the good news is that He will give us the ability to do so by His Holy Spirit.

Do not give in to the lie or help spread the lie that it cannot be done.  That is defeating.  There are faithful marriages.  There are single youths and adults able to control their sexual desires.  It can and is done everyday by many.  They are discovering and modeling success and victory in Christ.  But it is always won by grace and trust in following Christ.  Every one among us over 13 years old knows that Jesus’ command not to stare in lust points out even more our lack of ability to carry it out by ourselves.  Our victory requires that we let Jesus live through us to see with His eyes through learning this spiritual discipline.  Do not stare!  Look away.  This is not simple, and at times quite difficult.  It is important to be decisive and swift in action against such staring.  Stop it at the start.  Cut it off at the root before it entices, entangles and kills.  Stop looking to save our souls, marriages and relationships!  
Aron Ralston understands what it means to lose part of his body so he could live.  Back in 2003 Aron set out to climb in Blue John Canyon near Canyonlands National Park in southeastern Utah.  It was to be a one-day hike.  But as he used rock-climbing gear to negotiate narrow canyons, the unthinkable happened.  Ralston pushed his arm into a crack in the canyon wall, and an 800-pound boulder shifted, pinning his arm under the boulder.  He tried using a dull pocketknife to chip away at the boulder—without success.  He tried to rig a makeshift pulley with ropes to lift the boulder—that failed as well.  After three days, having gone through most of his water and food, he decided he had to sacrifice part of his arm and a hand to save his life.  He survived but it was ridiculously hard.  They made a movie out of it that was nominated for an Oscar this year called “127 Hours.”  Sometimes you just have to cut something off, cut some things out of your life to survive and get better.  Cut out the lust!  Cut out the pornography!  Cut out the negative things in your vision so you can look at the beautiful and positive things.

I know how hard this is for some of you.  You only see the world with negative eyes.  You only see yourself critically.  You wonder if there is anything good about your life or the situations you face.  It is too easy to get down on yourself and those around you.  We need new eyes that can see the greater reality.  We need eyes that see like Jesus.  We need to see ourselves as Jesus sees us – as valuable people whom He loves and forgives.  I want you to hear today that Jesus sees you as a beautiful person.  We need to see others around us as Jesus sees them – as people to also love and forgive.  Jesus sees us all, not as losers, but as brothers and sisters, as people He wants in His Family forever, as the greatest winners of all in His great victory for us for eternal and incredible life.  We need to get serious about seeing with a whole new perspective, the very vision of Jesus.  We can look for excellence in all things with our eyes so we can fill our hearts with all the lovely things of the Lord.  Philippians 4:8-9, “…whatever is true, whatever is noble, whatever is right, whatever is pure, whatever is lovely, whatever is admirable—if anything is excellent or praiseworthy—think about such things.  Whatever you have learned or received or heard from me, or seen in me—put it into practice.  And the God of peace will be with you.”
The best thing we can do to see with Jesus’ eyes involves filling our vision and our lives with excellent things instead of destructive or degrading images.  Here are more suggestions for seeing with righteous eyes:
· Pray about it to ask the Lord to give you His righteous eyes.  Psalm 119:37, “Turn my eyes away from worthless things; preserve my life according to Your Word.”
· Be accountable!  If you have a problem in this area, seek help.  Struggling with it by yourself only makes it harder.  Find a safe Christian counselor or friend to ask to pray for and counsel you.  This will make it easier for you to deal with the problem.
· Women, you can help men tremendously by doing this - dress attractively but not seductively.  There is a big difference and you know it.
· Don’t hang around images of lust!  If you have a problem because you have access to cable TV movies, cancel your subscription to them – cut it off!  If your problem comes through the internet, there are helpful screening and blocking solutions available on Christian sites.
· Stop going to see suggestive movies.  Cut them off!  To deny ourselves of seeing certain movies may make it seem like we are narrow-minded to associates and peers, and they are right – we narrow our vision in what we see so that we remain as pure as we can be.
· Fill your eyes with excellence in pictures, movies and the very best is enjoy God’s creation.
Followers of Christ learn this serious commitment to the lifestyle of Jesus.  We won’t give it up for millions of dollars.  We won’t stare at what will corrupt our hearts.  We just won’t do it anymore.  We have learned that that stuff is worthless and empty.  It is better to have a narrow vision than no vision and no life at all.  Narrow vision is a willingness to live for the long-term vs. the short term.  This takes commitment and dedication and takes the power of the Holy Spirit.  But again, the rewards are worth every sacrifice and every effort we make.  And here is the greatest reward of all for those who will look with the righteous eyes of Jesus.  “Blessed are the pure in heart for they shall see God!”  That is the victorious promise of Jesus to His followers.  We will see God.
Let us pray: Lord, give us righteous eyes, Your eyes that look with love.  Lord help us to appreciate Your handiwork, but not become entrapped by it.  Help us to look away with the second glance and look toward you.  Help us to look at ourselves with your eyes and look at each other with your eyes of love and understanding.  We rely today on Your Holy Spirit to direct our vision so that we see what You want us to see for now and eternity – Your excellence, glory and Your face.  Amen.
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