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Once upon a time there was an old priest who got sick of all the people in his parish who kept confessing to adultery. One Sunday, from the pulpit, he said, “If I hear one more person confess to adultery, I'll quit!” 
Well, everyone liked him, so they came up with a code word. Someone who had committed adultery would say they had “fallen.” This seemed to satisfy the old priest and things went well, until the priest died at a ripe old age. 
About a week after the new priest arrived, he visited the mayor of the town and seemed very concerned. The priest said, “You have to do something about the sidewalks in town. When people come to the confessional, they keep talking about having ‘fallen.’” 
The mayor started to laugh, realizing that no one had told the new priest about the code word. Before the mayor could explain, however, the priest shook an accusing finger at the mayor and said, “I don't know what you're laughing about! Your wife fell three times this week.” 
Temptation has been defined as: “a strong feeling of wanting to have or to do something, especially something that is bad for you.” When we’re tempted we really, really want to do something we shouldn’t. We don’t speak of people being tempted to honor their marriage vows. We talk about being tempted to commit adultery. 

Temptation is not easy to deal with. It’s like having an itch we can’t scratch. It’s all pervasive like a low grade fever. And of all the areas that human beings are most tempted the one that is least preached about in mainline churches is this one—sex. There, I said it—the forbidden word. While our culture talks about sex all the time, our churches rarely do. I confess that this is probably only the 2nd time I’ve preached on the subject in the almost 16 years I’ve been here! In order to get the “sex talk” at Penn Wynne you generally have to be a member of the Youth Group. Then you’re going to hear about it in spades, cuz Pastor Lisa don’t mess around. But teenagers are not the only ones dealing with sexual temptations. Adults of all ages struggle with this issue too. I was somewhat shocked to learn that people in retirement homes are among the groups with the highest rates of sexually transmitted diseases. Kind of makes you wonder, doesn’t it?
There is a difference between love and lust, but love and sexual desire are certainly not mutually exclusive. God created the human race to have this desire. There would be no children without it. But God also designed us to exercise our sexuality in the context of a loving lifelong commitment. This requires far more than physical desire or emotional infatuation. To spend a lifetime committed to one another person in sickness and in health, in sleepless nights and rest, in prosperity and poverty, takes mature love. The honeymoon is wonderful, but the honeymoon doesn’t last. As one medical website I checked out this week commented rather tongue in cheek, it’s actually a good thing the intensity of the honeymoon doesn’t last or the human race would die of sexual exhaustion. 

Paul says that it is God’s will that we be sanctified or made holy. This sounds really boring. It’s not. It is in fact incredibly freeing. When we recognize that our worth is not limited to our physical attributes we can transcend the oppressive demands and expectations put upon us by our culture. But before we assume we fully understand what Paul is talking about we ought to take a little time to enter his world. 
Paul says to avoid sexual immorality. That at least is what the English version we read from this morning says. Literally Paul says we are to abstain from porneia. Porneia is a fascinating word. It’s where we get the word pornography from. Strictly speaking porneia refers to prostitution, although the word could be used to mean promiscuity in the same way that we might today talk about somebody whoring around. It is the nature of prostitution and promiscuity that the person is objectified. He or she is looked upon as a body to be used, not a human being to be respected. We objectify people all the time in our society. Both women and men are presented in the media as sex objects, not human beings. Porneia is a form of sexual desire that dehumanizes the other. It is not love. 
In Paul’s context most of the people he was writing to were married, but we can safely assume that promiscuity in general would be included in his comments. In the Thessalonica of the 1st century a Greco-Roman husband felt perfectly within his rights to engage in any form of extra-marital sex at all as long as the woman wasn’t married and belonged to a lower class than himself. The wife, on the other hand, had no such prerogatives. If she was unfaithful she could be executed. In this patriarchal society male honor was the uppermost concern, which is why Paul adds the instruction not to take advantage of a brother. In other words, don’t sleep with another man’s wife. The NIV has added the word sister, which is theologically accurate even if it’s not historically accurate. 

David provides us a tragic example of what happens when we cheat. Instead of being on the field of battle with his men he took a vacation, and saw a beautiful woman bathing on her roof top, a beautiful married woman. He sent for her. We are not told what Bathsheba’s desires in the matter were. She had no choice. The king gets what the king wants. The result was disaster. One sin led to another. She became pregnant. David tried to cover it up by letting Uriah come home hoping he could pass the child off as his. When that didn’t work, he arranged for Uriah to be killed. He gave in to temptation and it was deadly.

If I am married or the person I take a fancy to is married, there is nothing subtle about God’s instructions to me. Adultery is always wrong. I have to close the door to temptation as soon as it appears. The only way to avoid porneia is to not give it room to grow. People don’t “just happen” to end up in bed together. There are a lot of steps along the way, a lot of deliberate rationalizations and deception. We cannot afford to play with these thoughts. We have to be aggressive in resisting temptation at the first sign of trouble. We have to avoid situations where we might be vulnerable. We have to work hard to strengthen our own marriage.
And here’s what I hear. I’m sure you’ve heard it too. But you don’t know my husband, my wife . . . She’s crazy, he’s cold, she doesn’t love me, he makes my life intolerable. . . Been there, done that. I’d personally like to burn the T-shirt factory down. I had ten years of a very painful marriage. I know what it’s like. But here’s the bottom line. If I find myself in a loveless and difficult marriage I am responsible to either work for healing, or in the worst case scenario, end the marriage in a careful and responsible manner. Divorce is not God’s best, but we all know that it happens. What I ought never to do is find somebody else first and then jump ship. 
And what about the other kind of porneia? What about lust in general for those of us who happen to be single? How do we tell the difference between lust and love? It’s not that hard. Paul says in I Corinthians that: “Love is patient, love is kind. It does not envy, it does not boast, it is not proud. It does not dishonor others, it is not self-seeking, it is not easily angered, it keeps no record of wrongs. Love does not delight in evil but rejoices with the truth. It always protects, always trusts, always hopes, always perseveres.” (I Corinthians 13: 4-7) Of lust we can say the opposite. Lust is impatient. Lust is not kind. Lust envies and boasts. Lust is proud. Lust dishonors others by making them into objects of desire. Lust is always self-seeking, easily angered when thwarted, and keeps a careful record of opportunities. Lust delights in getting its own way without thought of the consequences for others and will lie and do anything to conceal the truth. Lust always protects the self, trusts no one, and hopes only for desire to be sated. In only one way is lust like love, it perseveres. But lust is not as powerful as love, and if we do not feed it, if we firmly close the door, if we ask God to direct our thoughts and our paths, it will wither and die.
Sex is a gift from God. It is the glue of a marriage. But it can be abused and defaced. God wants us to express the sexual part of ourselves within the stability and commitment of a lifelong union. It is not a casual thing. It is a powerful, spiritual act, and there is a difference between loving and cherishing another human being and making him or her into an object. Praise be to God, we have a choice. With God’s help we can honor our marriages, and we can be free of the shallow worldly way of seeing and behaving. We can choose to live not in lust, but in love. Amen. 
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