The 10 Commandments for the 21st Century #7

“Avoiding the Adulterous Affair”

Exodus 20:14

This morning, as we continue our series “The 10 Commandments for the 21st Century,” we have come to the seventh commandment, “You shall not commit adultery.” This is a subject not easy to talk about and not easy to hear about in a church setting. But we need to talk about it and we need to hear what God’s Word has to say about it.

Not everybody has difficulty talking about it. Someone has said, “The time in America is sex o’clock.”
 It is inescapable. We are a society almost submerged by sex, flooded with talk about sex, innuendo about sex, images of sex, advice about sex, questionnaires about sex, assertions about sex, and problems with sex. Sex is used to grab our attention for anything. Advertisers use sex to sell cars, ice cream, toothpaste, deodorant, holidays, classical music, and even dog food.
 As Jeremiah 6:15 puts it, “No, they have no shame at all; they do not even know how to blush.”
The result is a stream of paradoxes and broken promises. The sexual revolution was supposed to bring us liberty and fulfillment, yet society seems to have more hang-ups than ever. We have—it is claimed—better sex education than ever (it is certainly more explicit), yet it results in single teenage mothers and millions of abortions each year. We have more sexual crimes than ever, and women seem to feel less safe on our streets than ever before. We find a high-tech pornography business that, on a worldwide basis, makes more money than the entire car industry. We know more about the mechanics of sex than ever before, yet we seem to know less about how to make a relationship last beyond a few months. Is it possible that what we took to be the gateway to freedom was, in fact, the door to slavery?

The problem in our sex-saturated society is not that we think too much about sex, but that we think about it so poorly. There is a lack of public confidence in marriage, and the future looks stark. Fewer couples choose to marry, yet divorce is on the rise. Half of the couples who do marry choose to cohabitate before marriage, which statistically leads to even more divorces.
 This is graphically seen in the sign that hung in the Hollywood jewelry store window for several months: WE RENT WEDDING RINGS.

One of our problems is that fairly early on in the history of Christianity the church became influenced by ancient Greek ideas and decided that bodies were bad and bodies having sex were even worse. The result was that if you wanted to be a serious Christian and become a priest, monk, or nun, you gave up the whole idea of marriage. It was only really five hundred years ago, with the rediscovery of the Bible during the Reformation period, that the equation “sex always equals sin” was broken. Yet such ideas still persist even in popular Christian culture.
 Perhaps the reason why sex education has been relegated to public schools is because Christians are too embarrassed to talk about it with their children. In our silence the state has taken over and is, for a large part, misleading our upcoming generations about the subject.

The Strict Prohibition against Adultery

Let’s begin with the strict prohibition against adultery. Just as the sixth commandment consisted of two words in the Hebrew, so this simply states, “No adultery!” And there are no stipulations: Not even if your spouse is cheating on you. Not even if you were caught in a depressing moment. Not even if you were turned on by a seductive neighbor (or a stranger). We don’t even need to examine extenuating circumstances or question motives because they don’t apply.
 

The seventh commandment looks back to the Bible’s account of creation for its basis. We read in Genesis 2:20-24,

But for Adam no suitable helper was found. So the Lord God caused the man to fall into a deep sleep; and while he was sleeping, he took one of the man’s ribs and closed up the place with flesh. Then the Lord God made a woman from the rib he had taken out of the man, and he brought her to the man. The man said, “This is now bone of my bones and flesh of my flesh; she shall be called ‘woman,’ for she was taken out of man.” For this reason a man will leave his father and mother and be united to his wife, and they will become one flesh. 
No matter what claims modern experts make for the therapeutic benefits of variety in sexual experience, the Bible bans adultery absolutely as a major threat to the unique “one flesh” relationship that intercourse was always intended to seal.

To our Creator, marriage is something special. It is worth having, and it is worth keeping. Marriage, in the biblical sense, is the fusion of two persons into one flesh, a divine union of body, soul, and mind. To suggest that marriage is a human invention is to err. Marriage was conceived in heaven although marriages are made on earth. When God instituted marriage He had human nature in mind. Marriage is more than a ceremonial procedure; it is more than a licensing process; it is even more than a covenant or a pact or even a human fusion of two mutually consenting persons; it is God at His creative best.

Jesus upheld this high view of marriage, as seen in Mark 10:6-9,

“But at the beginning of creation God ‘made them male and female.’  ‘For this reason a man will leave his father and mother and be united to his wife, and the two will become one flesh.’ So they are no longer two, but one. Therefore what God has joined together, let man not separate.”
Paul likewise based his teaching about marriage on the creation account in Ephesians 5, concluding in verses 31-33,

“For this reason a man will leave his father and mother and be united to his wife, and the two will become one flesh.” This is a profound mystery—but I am talking about Christ and the church.  However, each one of you also must love his wife as he loves himself, and the wife must respect her husband.

While the Ten Commandments strictly prohibited adultery and later the Mosaic Law made it punishable by death, 
 attitudes toward adultery date even further back. In Genesis 20:9, Abimelech viewed taking Abraham’s wife as potentially bringing “great guilt upon me and my kingdom.” Later, Joseph thought his offer of involvement with Potipher’s wife would be “a sin against God” as well as Potipher in Genesis 39:9. In Job 31:11, Job says of adultery, “For that would have been shameful, a sin to be judged.” (Many scholars date Job as the earliest book of the Old Testament.) Adultery was considered a sin long before the Ten Commandments were given! In the Bible sex belongs to marriage. Adultery is consistently prohibited and condemned in both Old and New Testaments. Proverbs has much to say warning against the seductress, and the prophets consistently condemned adultery and upheld marriage.

In 1 Thessalonians 4:3-8 Paul writes, 

It is God’s will that you should be sanctified: that you should avoid sexual immorality; that each of you should learn to control his own body in a way that is holy and honorable, not in passionate lust like the heathen, who do not know God; and that in this matter no one should wrong his brother or take advantage of him. The Lord will punish men for all such sins, as we have already told you and warned you. For God did not call us to be impure, but to live a holy life. Therefore, he who rejects this instruction does not reject man but God, who gives you his Holy Spirit. 

While only adultery is explicitly condemned in the seventh commandment, other forms of sexual immorality are implicitly included here. Cohabitation, involving sex before marriage, even sex without marriage, is an attempt to experience love without commitment. It should also be clear that a same-sex partnership is not a legitimate alternative to heterosexual marriage but is rather incompatible with God’s created and natural order. The only “one flesh” experience God has authorized is within heterosexual monogamy.

Jesus takes this even one step further in Matthew 5:27-28, “You have heard that it was said, ‘Do not commit adultery.’ But I tell you that anyone who looks at a woman lustfully has already committed adultery with her in his heart.” I like how Kenneth Wuest translates this text: “You heard that it was said, ‘You shall not commit adultery.’ But as for myself, I am saying to you, Everyone who is looking at a woman in order to indulge his sexual passion for her, already committed adultery with her in his heart.”
 The eye-catching sight of an attractive girl is not wrong, for it is natural to admire beauty. But whoever continues to look with lustful intent is cherishing sinful desire. This is what one author deems “mental adultery.”

One final caution about adultery: It can be habit forming. Once the threshold of fidelity is crossed, subsequent journeys can be made with relative ease.
 We see this with the increasing problem of sexual addictions and compulsions in our culture. Sex outside of God’s intended venue promises fulfillment, but instead leaves the victim frustrated, longing for more of what never satisfies.

The Spiritual Parallel with Adultery

“Oh, what’s the big deal?” someone might ask. “Everybody does it. It’s natural. You’ve even said that God created us this way! So why not? Why would God give us something and then tell us not to enjoy it?”

Oh, God wants us to enjoy it! We will consider that in a moment. But God wants us to enjoy it responsibly. There’s the rub—we don’t want to live responsibly; we just want to do our own thing!

The reason why God makes this such a big deal is the spiritual parallel with adultery. Going back to the creation account, Genesis 1:27 tells us that “God created man in His own image…male and female created He them.” The unity of husband and wife shows the expression of the Divine image. Both are necessary to give full expression to the Divine.
 I don’t think it is a stretch to suggest that the “one flesh” relationship between husband and wife is the fullest manifestation of mankind bearing the image of God.

Furthermore, our relationship to God is often illustrated by the marriage relationship. Several Old Testament prophets—Jeremiah, Ezekiel, for example—used adultery as a symbol of spiritual unfaithfulness,
 but none so pointedly as Hosea. God instructed Hosea to marry a woman who turned out to be unfaithful, bearing children who were not her husband’s. She left him for her lovers, and ended up being sold as a common slave. God said to the prophet in Hosea 3:1, “Go, show your love to your wife again, though she is loved by another and is an adulteress. Love her as the Lord loves the Israelites, though they turn to other gods and love the sacred raisin cakes.” The entire book of Hosea depicts God’s relationship to His people as a marriage, and spiritual unfaithfulness as adultery.

This correlation is carried over into the New Testament, where the church is called “the bride of Christ,” and in Ephesians 5:31-32, Paul writes that husband and wife in their love for one another are intended to reflect the relationship between Christ and his church:
 

“For this reason a man will leave his father and mother and be united to his wife, and the two will become one flesh.” This is a profound mystery—but I am talking about Christ and the church.
Daniel Seagren, in his book on the Ten Commandments, summarizes it this way:

It is probably safe to say that adulterous relationships occur, not necessarily due to marital distress or dissatisfaction, but because spiritual relationships have dimmed, God is not taken seriously, parents have not instilled values and respect into children, and because the conscience has been anesthetized. When the divine becomes commonplace, and when the commonplace becomes deified, loyalty and fidelity, commitment and chastity are short-circuited. Adultery is not the result of marital failure; it is the result of a disregard for the first six commandments. Even so-called weak or perilous marriages can survive the onslaught of adultery or infidelity if priorities and sensitivities are in order.

The Suggested Preventative against Adultery

I want to end this message on a positive note, by considering the suggested preventative against adultery. Just as we saw in our previous study, it is not enough to simply avoid the wrong; we must actively do the right if we want to fulfill God’s desire. In this regard, the Bible encourages married couples to enjoy the gift of sex in its proper context. Ecclesiastes 9:9 says, “Live happily with the woman you love through the fleeting days of life, for the wife God gives you is your best reward down here for all your earthly toil” (tlb).

This begins with a change of thinking toward the subject. Who invented sex? Some might think Playboy, but sex is God-created, God-ordained, and God-blessed. God was the One who implanted physical attraction between the sexes. In itself, sex is not sinful but part of His great plan for mankind. Sex should be accepted with thanksgiving as one of His wonderful gifts.

We are then, by God’s design, sexual. Our sexuality, although twisted by our rebellion against God, is good and is one of his gifts. Jesus’ first miracle was at a marriage feast, and wedding imagery is repeatedly used about heaven and the Second Coming in the Bible. In fact there is even a whole book in the Old Testament (the Song of Songs) that, contrary to awesome efforts of generations of preachers to make it “spiritual,” is first and foremost a celebration of human love. God, the author of the Ten Commandments, is the foremost proponent of healthy sex. He is “pro-sex.” Now, to say that God is “pro-sex” is not the same as saying that he is in favor of all sexual activity. There is only one approved context for sex, and that is inside the secure framework of a married male–female partnership.
 

The suggested preventative against adultery, then, is a healthy sexual relationship within marriage. Solomon writes in picturesque language in Proverbs 5:15-20,

Drink water from your own cistern, running water from your own well. Should your springs overflow in the streets, your streams of water in the public squares?  Let them be yours alone, never to be shared with strangers.  May your fountain be blessed, and may you rejoice in the wife of your youth. A loving doe, a graceful deer—may her breasts satisfy you always, may you ever be captivated by her love. Why be captivated, my son, by an adulteress? Why embrace the bosom of another man’s wife? 

Drinking water from one’s own well (a delicate, but clear figure of speech for sex in marriage) was to be reserved for one person alone—this water was not to be put out on the street!
 If you were to take verse 20 and put it at the beginning of this text, it would make the point just as well: The way to not be captivated by an adulteress is to be captivated by your wife.

Paul writes in 1 Corinthians 7:3-5,

The husband should fulfill his wife’s sexual needs, and the wife should fulfill her husband’s needs. The wife gives authority over her body to her husband, and the husband gives authority over his body to his wife. Do not deprive each other of sexual relations, unless you both agree to refrain from sexual intimacy for a limited time so you can give yourselves more completely to prayer. Afterward, you should come together again so that Satan won’t be able to tempt you because of your lack of self-control. [nlt]
I believe that for all of us as individuals—and for our society as a whole—our sexuality is the most damaged and broken part of our humanity. Yet with God there is wholeness through healing and right relationships. The only way to resist temptation to infidelity is to root our lives in the rich soil of God’s confirming love. Let go of your regrets about the past, and experience God’s forgiveness and healing for previous poor choices. It is when we allow ourselves to be loved by Jesus that we are free to love like Jesus—faithfully, unconditionally, purely, and selflessly. Not for what’s in it for ourselves, but for what the other person is worth.

This is especially true when it comes to marriage. I have long felt that the opposite of love is not hate, but rather selfishness. So many relationships break apart because “he doesn’t meet my needs” or “she just doesn’t do it for me anymore.” Love, on the other hand, is not as concerned with having one’s needs met as in meeting the other’s needs. And when you find two people who share this desire to meet the other’s needs, both have their needs met! This is true in our sexual relationships as husbands and wives, and it is true in every other area as well.

God created sex as a wonderful expression of love and oneness between a husband and a wife. He created marriage as the only legitimate venue for this to be expressed. It is when these great positives have been established that the biblical prohibitions make sense. It is precisely because God has instituted marriage as his own intended context for sexual enjoyment that he forbids it in all other contexts.

We have as a society paid a very high price for turning our backs on the seventh commandment and on emphasizing the sexual act at the expense of relationships. Adultery denies love, degrades people, destroys families, defiles marriage, and defies God.
 

Yet there is hope. If you’ve broken the seventh commandment and are sorry, take heart from the dealings of the Savior with the woman of Samaria who had had five husbands and who was living with a man not her husband. After encountering Christ, she was not only cleansed but became a fruitful winner of souls. Also take heart from the words of Jesus to the woman taken in the very act of adultery in John 8:11, “Neither do I condemn thee; go, and sin no more.”

�Leslie B. Flynn, Now a Word from Our Creator (Wheaton, IL: Victor Books, ©1976).


�J. John, Ten: Laws of Love Set in Stone (Colorado Springs, CO: David C Cook, ©2011).


�Ibid.


�Charles R. Swindoll, Strike the Original Match (Portland, OR: Multnomah Press, ©1980).


�John, op. cit.


�Seagren, op. cit.


�Field, op. cit.


�Seagren, op. cit.


�Samuel J. Mikolaski, “Adultery,” in R. K. Harrison, Encyclopedia of Biblical and Christian Ethics (Nashville: Thomas Nelson, ©1992).


�Kaiser, Jr., op. cit.


�John R. W. Stott, Through the Bible Through the Year (Grand Rapids, MI: BakerBooks, ©2006).


�Kenneth S. Wuest, The New Testament: An Expanded Translation (Grand Rapids, MI: Wm. B. Eerdmans, ©1961).


�Flynn, op. cit.


�Seagren, op. cit.


�G. Campbell Morgan, The Ten Commandments (New York: Fleming H. Revell, ©1901).


�Mickolaski, op. cit.


�John R. W. Stott, Through the Bible Through the Year (Grand Rapids, MI: BakerBooks, ©2006).


�Seagren, op. cit.


�Flynn, op. cit.


�John, op. cit.


�Kaiser, Jr., op. cit.


�John, op. cit.


�John R. W. Stott, Through the Bible Through the Year (Grand Rapids, MI: BakerBooks, ©2006).


�John, op. cit.


�Flynn, op. cit.





