
The Good and Beautiful Life: Overcoming Lust

1)  In your family growing up, who were you closest to?  What may your relationship with them 
different than other family members?  What did you most appreciate about them?

2)  When you think about having your own family one day, what’s one thing you want to do 
differently than your family did growing up?  How does your faith give you hope that this will 
happen?

3)  Did anyone in your family ever talk to you about sex growing up?  When did you first learn 
about it?  Where has the majority of your information/theology/views on sex come from?

4)  What messages have you heard from church about sex?  If there was silence on the subject, 
what message did this communicate to you?

5)  Read Matthew 5:27-30.  Do you think Jesus literally wants us to cut off our hands and gouge 
out our eyes?  Why or why not?  Why do you think he uses this language?

6)  How would you make the distinction between sexual attraction and lust?  In your own life, 
how do you recognize when you cross over from one to the other?

7)  Towards the end of the excerpt, the author makes several points about life in the kingdom 
and how it helps us overcome lust.  Have your own experiences with lust affirmed or 
contradicted the points the author makes?

8)  Are there any areas of life - media consumption, internet usage, etc. - that you need 
accountability from your brothers in order to better do battle with lust?  How can we pray for one 
another?

Excerpt from The Good and Beautiful Life: Overcoming Lust

“Contemporary society is obsessed with sexuality and lust.  Our magazines are dripping with it; our 
television programs are obsessed with it; much of our music is nothing short of a series of odes to lust 
covered in the veneer of love.  We are fascinated with sexuality.  People live for sex, kill for sex and die 
because of sex.

There are two dominant narratives about sex - one from the church, the other from popular culture.  Both 
are false, and both lead to frustration and failure.  Dallas Willard notes, ‘The two main errors in the area of 
human sexuality are these: (1) assuming that all sexual desire is good, and (2) believing that all sexual 
desire is evil.’

The first narrative says that sexual desire is inherently sinful.  It has been dominant in Christian circles 
from the beginning of church history.  Few Christian thinkers espouse a positive position on human sexual 
desire.  The vast majority speak of sexuality as dark, evil and sinful.  The church’s narrative is not 
broadcast but comes through relative silence: don’t ask, don’t tell, don’t talk about sex.  The subject is 
taboo.  Yet those sitting in the pews are having affairs, struggling with pornography and wrestling with lust.  
By refusing to address sexuality, we imply it is sinful.  Our silence causes confusion, leads to ignorance 
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and further separates our souls from our bodies.  Our silent narrative leads to shame and denial about 
something that aught to be affirmed.

The second false narrative comes from contemporary Western culture: “All sexual desire is good.”  It 
teaches that sex is a purely natural act and that everyone ought to have as much as they want.  The 
implicit narrative is that the good life is the lust-filled, sexually libertine life.  The dominant narrative is, “if 
people want something, it is acceptable.”

Both narratives contain a measure of truth, as do all false narratives.  Yes, sexual desire does lead people 
to behaviors they later regret.  It is behind extramarital affairs, promiscuity and internet pornography, but it 
is wrong to blame the desire itself.  We don’t say the desire for food is evil because it leads some people 
to gluttony, or that thirst is evil because it leads some people to drunkenness.

Our culture’s narrative also contains some truth: sexual desire is indeed good.  God’s first command to 
Adam and Eve was to be fruitful and multiply, which concerned sexuality.  It was designed by God; it is 
how we perpetuate the species and is a great enhancement to marriage.  But simply because it is 
commanded by God does not mean there are no boundaries; simply because it is natural does not mean 
it is always right; simply because it feels good does not mean it is always good.  Not all sexual desires 
and expressions are good, and not all are bad.

Jesus knew how important sexuality is, how it can destroy life or enhance life.  He spoke to the issue in 
the Sermon on the Mount (Matthew 5:27-30).  This teaching has led many to believe Jesus is saying that 
simply looking at a woman lustfully is the same as committing adultery.  The word used for lust in this 
passage is epithumia.  This word had a very specific meaning.  It does not refer to ordinary sexual 
attraction but to intentionally objectifying another person for one’s own gratification.  It intentionally 
cultivates sexual desire for the sake of the feeling itself.  It is the opposite of love.  We must make a clear 
distinction between attraction and objectification, between feeling sexual desire and epithumia.  When we 
fail to make the distinction we adopt the first false narrative and think that sexual attraction is evil in itself.  
With lust, valuing the other as a sacred being is tossed aside.

[In the Sermon on the Mount] Jesus is not advocating that we cut off every offending body part so we can 
roll into heaven as a bloody stump!  He is taking the common logic of the day to its absurd conclusion.  
The problem is not in our hand or our eye - the lust is in our heart.  I lust - or cultivate lust - when I feel 
empty and have nowhere to put my strong desires.  When I am not in close union with God and his 
kingdom, I have a void in my soul.  I want to feel something, to be caught up in something, and when I am 
disconnected from God and his kingdom, one of the most thrilling alternatives is epithumia.

In the kingdom we know who we are and whose we are.  The need to feel loved, to be important, and to 
be sacred and special is met in our oneness with Christ.  When I set my heart on things above (the 
kingdom) I discover that I am part of something thrilling and exciting - the divine conspiracy - and 
everywhere I turn God is at work.  Now I have the drama I seek, and I have a place to channel my 
energies.”

“If it’s just me against the list, the odds are always against me.  Whatever it is that has its hooks in you, 
you will never be free until you find something you want more.  It’s not about getting rid of desire.  It’s 
about giving ourselves to bigger and better and more powerful desires.  Life is not about toning down your 
God-given life force.  It’s about channeling it and focusing it and turning it loose on something beautiful.”  - 
Rob Bell


