Thou Shalt Not Commit Adultery

Exodus 20:14

John the Baptist honored the seventh commandment and the holiness of God above his own life when he confronted Herod, telling him in Mark 6:18, “It is not lawful for thee to have thy brother's wife.” 

In his book on the Ten Commandments, Cecil Myers relays the following story: “Years ago Lewis and Clark set out across the western wilderness to blaze a trail over the Rockies. They took with them a French guide who took along his Indian wife. Life was rough and harsh for these men in the untamed wilderness. Each night the French guide would offer his squaw to one of the men for a price. Each night the men refused. Finally, these men crossed their last river east of the mountains. They needed horses to carry their luggage, their boats, and supplies. They asked the chief of a nearby Indian tribe for help. The Indian replied, “No help white man. White man cheat.” The men begged for help but to no avail. “White man lie!” the chief roared. The Indian wife of the French guide stepped out of the party and said to the chief, “These men are different. They keep their promises to their squaws back home.” Then she told the story of nights by the campfire and the refusal of these men to commit adultery. She was able to persuade the Indian chief, and he loaned Lewis and Clark horses. They crossed the Great Divide, put their boats in the headwaters of the Columbia River, traveled to the Pacific, and claimed the Northwest for their government. Their greatest achievement was moral.”

But John the Baptist lived 2000 years ago and Lewis and Clark lived 200 years ago. Personal fidelity and concern for moral purity are waning. Now the average marriage lasts only seven years and adultery is still the leading cause of divorce. After hundreds of clinical cases spanning over twenty-five years of research on infidelity, Psychologist Shirley Glass, reports in the Clinical Handbook of Marriage and Couples Intervention that 25% of wives and 44% of husbands have (committed adultery).” We’re looking at the seventh commandment written by the finger of God.

Adultery is not an “oh, well – no big deal” situation, but an affront, an insult to the God who commands in Ex. 20:14 "You shall not commit adultery.” The letter “A” is no longer scarlet and the scandalous word “adultery” is seldom heard outside the pulpit. Why? Because this monstrous sin has been neutralized, sanitized and glamorized by the world through euphemisms like: “open marriage” “fling” “running around” “stepping out on” “cheating” “affair”. 

“Open marriage” should refer to positive communication.

       A “fling” just a forceful throw

 “Running around” and “stepping out” should indicate merely someone on the go.

 “Cheating” is something dishonest done on a test or a card game.

 “A fair” is happy place with Ferris wheels, bumper cars and cotton candy.

These terms cloud how repulsive this sin really is. Folks, adultery is treason. Adultery is betrayal. Adultery is the breaking of vows. Adultery is the sullying of a sacred institution. God deplored this evil among His people in Jeremiah 23:10, 14 For the land is full of adulterers…Also I have seen a horrible thing in the prophets of Jerusalem: They commit adultery and walk in lies… Later in the same chapter (verse 23), God calls this sin disgraceful and then, in Ezekiel 22:11, He calls it an abomination. Remember what Joseph said in Genesis 39:9 when Potiphar’s wife tried to seduce him, “How…could I do such a wicked thing and sin against God?”

In Micah 211, 14, the prophet paints a picture of the pain inflicted on God when His people commit adultery, “Judah has dealt treacherously, And an abomination has been committed in Israel and in Jerusalem, For Judah has profaned the LORD's holy institution which He loves…Because the LORD has been witness between you and the wife of your youth, with whom you have dealt treacherously…”

Under Israel’s theocracy, God reserved the death penalty for those guilty of this home-wrecking sin. We read in Leviticus 20:10, "The man who commits adultery with another man's wife, he who commits adultery with his neighbor's wife, the adulterer and the adulteress, shall surely be put to death.”

Adultery in the New Testament

Adultery is just as strongly condemned in the New Testament. According to Hebrews 13:4, “Marriage is honorable among all, and the bed undefiled; but fornicators and adulterers God will judge.” Jesus shows compassion on the woman caught in adultery in John 8, but do not misunderstand – Jesus does not condone adultery and neither do the apostles. Jesus final words to the adulterous woman, in fact,  were “sin no more.” 

Jesus takes it a step further in His Sermon on the Mount in Matthew 5:27-28, “You have heard that it was said to those of old, ‘You shall not commit adultery.' But I say to you that whoever looks at a woman to lust for her has already committed adultery with her in his heart. 

You know the hymn, “Rise Up, O Men of God.” Well, as one man suggested, someone needs to write, “Wise Up, O Men of God” with one verse on marital faithfulness. The Holy Spirit through Solomon says in Proverbs 6:32, “The one who commits adultery lacks sense; whoever does so destroys himself.” (Holman Christian Standard) Another translation (NLT) renders the same scripture, “the man who commits adultery is an utter fool.” The Message rendering hits the nail on the head, “Adultery is a brainless act, soul--destroying, self-destructive.” Why does the Bible teach adultery is foolish, senseless, brainless and self-destructive? Because, as the apostle puts it in I Pet 2:11, “fleshly lusts…war against the soul…” The apostle Paul warns in I Corinthians 69-10 “Do you not know that the unrighteous will not inherit the kingdom of God? Do not be deceived. Neither fornicators, nor idolaters, nor adulterers, nor homosexuals, nor sodomites, nor thieves, nor covetous, nor drunkards… will inherit the kingdom of God.”  Truly, giving up God, heaven and that great reunion with faithful brothers and sisters would be foolish. How thoughtless to torment yourself, your family and the church by committing this sin!

How else does adultery “war against the soul?” Paul continues in I Corinthians 618-20 Flee sexual immorality. Every sin that a man does is outside the body, but he who commits sexual immorality sins against his own body. Or do you not know that your body is the temple of the Holy Spirit who is in you, whom you have from God, and you are not your own? For you were bought at a price; therefore glorify God in your body and in your spirit, which are God's. Adultery is a sin against your own body and a sin against the Holy Spirit. Who wants to inflict that kind of pain on himself or on God?

Now that we have hammered how heinous the sin of adultery is, what can we do practically to protect ourselves and our families from this sin?

I. Understand who is spearheading the attack and how. “Lest Satan should get an advantage of us: for we are not ignorant of his devices” - 2 Corinthians 2:11. The lure of adultery is just one of many in the Devil’s tackle box. How does the Devil take the stigma away from adultery? He gets otherwise conscientious parents to hand morality training over to the media. He does not want us to live out Proverbs 22:6 – “Train up a child in the way he should go, And when he is old he will not depart from it” or Ephesians 6:4, “…fathers, do not provoke your children to wrath, but bring them up in the training and admonition of the Lord.” And whenever the devil can keep parents from going to great lengths to get their kids to church regularly, to read and study the Bible with them at home, by default, they turn their spiritual upbringing over to the media - magazines, radio, TV and movies. Folks, we don’t want to let Madonna, Brittany Spears and MTV teach our children right from wrong. 

Consider the following from Newsweek (7/20/92). A study of 104 leading television writers and executives conducted by the center for media and public affairs found that Hollywood’s views run far from the mainstream... For instance while 85% of Americans believe adultery is wrong only 49% of TV’s writers and executives do. Only 59% of Americans believe a woman has a right to an abortion compared to 97% of Hollywood’s executives. Only 4% of Americans claim no religious affiliation but 45% of the TV writers and executives have no religious affiliation. That’s not the direction we want to take our family. Solomon writes in Proverbs 29:15, “…a child left to himself brings shame to his mother.” We don’t want that for ourselves and we don’t want that for our children. 

II. Understand What True Love is. People think of love as an exhilarating feeling or a tingling of the spine. That’s not love – that’s infatuation! Love is active concern for the welfare of others. No wonder the Holy Spirit inspired Paul to write Romans 13:9: For the commandments, "You shall not commit adultery," "You shall not murder," "You shall not steal," "You shall not bear false witness," "You shall not covet," and if there is any other commandment, are all summed up in this saying, namely, "You shall love your neighbor as yourself." When we truly love our wife and our neighbor, we cannot commit adultery. 

III. Cultivate Intimacy with Your Spouse. By intimacy we mean special closeness. Your closest relationship should be with your husband or wife. As a husband, your wife should be your best friend. Remember your wedding vows – “to love and honor above all others…for richer or for poorer, in sickness and in health, for better or for worse?” Some of you may remember the Sunday morning terrorist bombing of the Marine barracks in Beirut in 1983, in which hundreds of Americans were killed or wounded as they slept. Many recall the dreadful scenes as the dazed survivors worked to dig out their trapped brothers from beneath the rubble. A few days after the tragedy, Marine Corps Commanding Officer Paul Kelly, visited some of the wounded survivors in a Frankfurt, Germany, hospital. Among them was Corporal Nashton, severely wounded in the incident. Nashton had so many tubes running in and out of his body that a witness said he looked more like a machine than a man; yet he survived. As Kelly neared him, Nashton, struggling to move and racked with pain, motioned for a piece of paper and a pen. He wrote a brief note and passed it back to the Commanding officer. On the slip of paper were but two words -- "Semper Fi" - the Latin motto of the Marines meaning "forever faithful." Folks, there will be times when it’s poorer, not richer, it’s sickness, not health, worse and not better. We need to have Semper Fi commitment to our spouse.

Cecil Myers expressed succinctly one variable to make this easier, “A successful marriage is always a triangle: a man, a woman and God.” What a blessing to your marriage to make sure you are equally yoked with another Christian – 2 Corinthians 6:14! And, then, if you can keep God at the center of both of your lives, you’ve won half the battle. “Opposites attract, but opposites also attack.” Prayer is the antidote. Prayer will help you keep God in the center of your marriage. Do you pray for each other? Ask your spouse how you can pray for her? Do you pray with her? The family that prays together stays together, and, by extension, couples who pray together stay together. Why not pray specific prayers like “help me to be sensitive, help me to have a servant heart, help me to be a man she can easily respect?” I really like the prayer of Jabez in I Chronicles 4:10, “Oh…that You would keep me from evil, that I may not cause pain!” Prayers like these can help us cultivate intimacy.

Again, your spouse must be your best friend – not your father or mother. It’s hard to let go of a son or daughter when they grow up – and vice-versa, but Jesus said in Matthew 19:5, For this cause shall a man leave father and mother, and shall cleave to his wife: and they twain shall be one flesh. Leave and cleave. Two shall become one. Now that’s close! No one else should be closer to you than that. It goes without saying – almost - these folks enjoy spending time together. 

How do you maintain that closeness – that intimacy? First of all, understand that how you treat your spouse is how you are treating yourself. Ephesians 5:28-29 reads, “So ought men to love their wives as their own bodies. He that loveth his wife loveth himself. For no man ever yet hated his own flesh; but nourisheth and cherisheth it, even as the Lord the church” If you verbally abuse her, you only injure yourself. If you cherish her, you will be blessed. The same chapter also teaches the wife to respect and submit to her husband and teaches the husband to love his wife and give himself for her. 

We also foster closeness with our wife when we live by the golden rule. Matthew 7:12, “All things whatsoever ye would that men do unto you, do ye even so to them.” Learn to guard your tongue. Someone wisely suggested, “Knowing when to say nothing is 50% of tact and 90% of marriage.” The Holy Spirit put it this way in James 1:19 and Ephesians 4:26, “let every man be swift to hear, slow to speak, slow to wrath… let not the sun go down upon your wrath… Seek resolution, apologize for your mistakes when you do wrong and extend forgiveness when you have been wronged.

If you take these steps your husband, your wife will be your best friend and you will never betray this best friend – and this best friend will never betray you – and neither of you will betray God through the sin of adultery. The love of God, the forgiveness of God is greater than any sin. If you repent, you can be forgiven for the sin of adultery. But there will be consequences; there will be carnage in the wake of your infidelity. Don’t learn the hard way!

God wants you to know that adultery is a grievous sin. It’s a big deal. He wants you to honor the seventh commandment. He wants you to hate this sin. It’s not enough to say, “We can’t do this.” We must “Abhor that which is evil; cleave to that which is good.” (Romans 12:9) The Lord wills that you cultivate such a close and intimate relationship with your husband, your wife that you are never the perpetrator or the victim of this evil. If you are guilty of this, Jesus still says “sin no more.” He wants you to repent. He wants you to abandon this sin.

If you have questions or comments about this lesson or would like a copy of this lesson, we’d like to hear from you. We also offer a free Bible study course by mail. Simply drop us a line and let us know. We hope you’ll join us again next week as we continue our study on the ten commands. On behalf of the congregations listed shortly, we echo the sentiment of the apostle Paul when he wrote in Romans 16:16, “the churches of Christ salute you.” Until next week, goodbye and God bless!

