
Sunday July 1, 1979 .... 

'!THE SE.VENTH'-t COMl1ANDMENTtt Exodus 20:14, John 8:1-11 

In this· sermon series on the ten commandments, we have 
noted several times that the first four commandments deal 
with our relationship to God--(1) You shall worship God 
and God alone, (2) You shall not m.ake any im.ages of God, 
(3) You shall not take the name of the Lord your Go� in 
vain. (4) Remember the Sabbath day to keep it holy--
take time for the worship of God. 

The remaining sj_x cow.mandments al]_ ha.ve to do with inter­
personal relationships, with how we treat other people. 
Thus the remaining six cover the full range of human 
emotions and relationships. (5) Honor your father and 
your mother, and (6) You shall not kill, are the first 
two of the remaining six commandments. 

Commar1dment number seven, ''You shall not con1mit adultery 
has to do with our sexuality, with sexual ethics and 
sexual practices. It has as·- its -background the Judeo­
Christian view of the sacredness of human bodies, the 
sacredness of human relationships and the sacredness of 
personhood. It has to do with the covenants and promises 
"tve m.ake to each other. 

To properly understand the 7th commandment and what it 
means for us today, we are going to lool<. firs·t at its 
original con·text and meaning and then we' 11 see how Jesus 
Christ gave it new meaning and how it guides us in our 
sexual behavior in our own time. 

When this 7th commandment first came into practice, the 
Hebrew people in the Old Testament�followed the custom 
of polygamy, not monogamy. A man would often have more 
than one wife. Also when this commandment was first re­
ceived, it was in the context of a patriarchal society, 
so that even 't,vith this commandment in force, the earJ_y 
I:Iebrews did not regard sexual relations between a marrj_ed 
man and an unmarried woman as breaking this commandment. 
There was a double stand.ard, one for men and another for 
women. 

In the ·_early Hebrew patriarchal culture, for example, 
a man commited adultery only if he took another man's wife; 
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that is, for a man adultery was an offense against another's 
marriage rather than against one's own. A married woman, 
on the other hand, committed adultery if she was unfaith­
ful with any man, married or not. Thus if a married man 
avoided married woman, he could have as many affairs as he 
wished and still not violate Commandment number seven. 

A major reason behind this kind of double standard in a 
patriarchal society was that women were considered property. 
Indeed one can still find�iri the Old Testament law that 
the seduction of a man ts unbetrothed d.aughter was regarded 
simply as an offense against his property, not a violation 
of the 7th commandment. However if a man seduced another 
man's wife, then he had not only damaged that husband's 
property but had caused a break in the marriage covenant 
as well. 

So the 7th commandment in its original context covered a 
rather narrow scope�-adultery was defined as sex by a 
married ma.n with som.eone e1se' s wi£e or sex by a married 
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woman with anyone other than her husband. Within this 
narrow definition, adultery was a serious offense and the 
gujlty party could be sentenced to death • 

. At the same time, however, 'tve need; -.to oe reminded that 
with the Hebrews there was no negative repressive attitude 
to"tivard sex. The Hebrews ,;,.1ere lusty-life-aff�irming people .. 
If you don't believe it read the Song of Solomon in the 
O,JLd_ Testament. 

·-

The Christian view and understanding of the 7th command­
m-ent has its roots in the Hebrew understanding, but with 
some important changes. We will note some of these 
changes in a mo.ment, but first we are going to look at 
some of the underlying Christian assumptiQns concerning 
sex and the 7th cow..mandment and then we.' 11= --look more 
specifically at what the 7th commandment has to say to us 
in our time. 

1. First along with the Hebrew understanding of God and 
creation, we Christians affirm. that human sexuality is good. 
It .. is. to be celebrated. It is a gift from. God. Our 
sexuality is an important part of being hum.an and is part 
of what God purposes for us. It is built into life by our 
Creator and is part of the human yearning for union. 

\ 
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Th�s means there £s more·to sex than biology� Human beings 
are more than artimals. There is more to sex than pro� 
creation. Sex is more than satisfying a physical drive. 
Sex is· a function of the total person. Thus to see another 
person as a sex object only, or to treat another person 
as a sex object only, is an adulteration of the true 
meaning and understanding of sex. That's why Jesus said 
in the Sermon on the Mount, v'You have heard that it was 
said, You shall. _.no.t commit adultery, but I say to you that 
every one who looks at a woman lustfully has· already com­
mitted adultery with her in his heart. tt 

The Christian then understands sex to be one of God's gifts 
to human beings and it is to bB received and used with 
thanksgiving and without using -.. or abusing another person. 
At the same time there is nothing in the Christian under­
standing of sex which regards sex as nasty or impure. 

Thus for the Christian, what the 7th commandment is saying 
is that the expression of th.is good gi:f t of sex is to take 

place inside a relationship of love and commitment through 
which j.t can communicate the holi-n-ess- of life as well as 
the gratification of biological desire. Sexuality involves 
both. body and spirit .. They cannot be separated� It in­
volves friendship, caring, companionship, the joy of being 
in each other's pr�sence and more. It is a relationship 
of equals. Neither person is the property of the other. 

There is no room in the sexual relationship for the double 
standard. That's why Jesus stopped the men from stoning 
the woman caught in adultery as reported in the Gospel of 
John. He wasn't condoning adultery, but he was reminding 
the men present of their own guilt. ''Let him wh¾-s without 
sin be the first to throw a stone. '' Jesus Christ toolz 
the Hebrew understanding of the 7th commandment an important 
step further. Men and women are eq:ual. Adultery is the 
breaking of the covenant�of marriage by husband or wife--
no matter who the other person is. Adultery is seeing sex 
as something less than it is. Adultery is the kind ofw 

lustiTig that sees another person a�s a sex object only which 
denies their personhood. Adult·e;ry is the mis-use of sex. 

Thus Jesus Christ knew that because sex is such a power 
within us and because it involves th.e total person it can 

\ easily be mis-used. Actually the folk wisdom which has 

� been handed down through the centuries has alw·ays known 
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that there are wars in wfi.tcn human sexuality may be most 
satisfactorily and·; properly expressed and ways ¥7hich are 
less satisfactory and harm.ful to human beings. The ''ruJ_es'v 
as we may call them have varied from. place to place and 
from age to age, but ' 1rules' 9 of some sort there have al­
ways been-�even when they have not been much followed. 

To put it another way, societies and communities of human 
beings have always discovered that sexual behavior in an 
entirely unrestricted fashion is hardly conducive to the 
best interests of men and women if they are to genuinely 
become lovers and not simply gratify impulse whenever tHey 
have the urge to do so. 

So some sort of controls have always been in force. There­
fore it should not surprise us that our Christian faith 
teaches us that in human life controls are important. Th�s 
it is that the 7th commandment in placing some controls 
on human sexuality is doing someth�ng positive, so�ething 
that affirms the goodness of human sexua1ity and is con-

cerned with seeing to it that the very bes·t expression of 
human sexualiyt is made possibl.e for individuals and for 
society as a '{'1hole. The holin.ess of life and. the gratifi­
ca.tifica�tion of biological desire cannot be separated 
without dehumanizing �- people. 

That is why sex i.s so important to marriage and why marriage 
is so important to sex. In a marriage a man and a woman 
have coro..mitted. themselves to each other as an expression 
of the desire to be united with each other and then sex 
becomes a 
mi tmen·t ·�: 
trols for 

further expression and a. celebration of this corn.­
The commitment in love can provide the right con­
human sexuality. 

However marriage is not magic and sex can be adulterated 
in marriage as well as outside m.arriage. Spouse abuse, 
sex used as power or punishment or as a weapon, all these 
are a. kind of adultery in the total meaning of the ¥Tord. 

·2. No�r··· in the .:.ligµ:t of·· s��li-�::�·ith·ristian. understand.ing of 
sex, we can see more clearly the meaning of the cornrnandment, 
'lYou shall not commit adultery'' and what� it means for us. 

Because of its relation to life itself; because sex is good 
and is a gift from God; because of what sex communicates 
and because it involves · the l"7hole p·er·son, it is not to be 
a.dul terated, contarilinated; clegraded, abused. 
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This is made every more clear when we understand that the 
Hebrew word, 'tvhich we translate '' adul teryr1 did not origin­
ally have any reference to a violation of the marriage re� .. 
lation, or to sex. It meant what we still mean when we 
use the word rradulteration. rt Basically it meant the mixing 
or the result of the mixing of a base substance with a 
pure substance. By the natural process of linguistic evolu­
tion, th.e word came to mean the perversion of good practices. 

It was first used in this moral sense, not with reference 
to perverted sex relations, but to describe the perversion 
or adulteration of religious devotion by the practice of 
idolatry. Then when the word came to be used in the area 
of family relationships, it m.earkfor the Hebrews th_at 
marriage is also a covenant relationship, it is the union 
of man and woman for the purposes of sex fulfillment, the 
procreation and nurture of children and the completion 
of the basic development and expression of the personality 
through the intimate com munication and interaction with 

another human beingo 

This of course is the ideal and many marriage are quite a bit 
less than the ideal. There are many reasons for this. Some­
times we expect too much of marriage and we make a god out 
of it or out of romance. WE may base a marriage on the 
illusion that our human love and romance are-goirig to solve 
all of our proolems or at least ·most of them. Marriage 
can t t do this, but our resulting despair is great. Some 
people then run from one relationship to another looking 
for the ideal relationship and they merely escape from 
the failure of one relationship ·into the deceptive promises 
of the next. The end is to lose faith in love itself. 

That's the reason adultery is often so tragic. It often 
comes about through the desire of persons to know love and 
to be loved and wanted. Perhaps that's why Jesus Christ 
was so forgiving of th.e woman caught in adu�tery·, the woman 
who was about to be stoned to death. 

The truest love story tells of both ecstasy and tragedy, 
reunion and separation, absence and presence. vtThiJ_e we 
ca�n tolera,te tragedy in the love stories or the lives of 

. 
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other people, we find it unacceptable in the love drama 
of our own lives o Why can't we perfectly love those whom 
we love and they perfectly love us? is a guestion often 
heard in one form or another. The reason is that our need 
for love is greater than our ability to give it. 
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That's wliy commitment in marriage is so import�nt. The 
words, ''in joy and in sorrow, in plenty and in want, in 
sickness and in health,'' tell us plainly tha .. t our life and 
love is not going to be perfect and tnis seventh command­

ment reminds us that seeking illicit relationships outside 
of marriage is not going to help the problem. 

At the same time we in tne church also need to recognize 
the fact that failure does sometimes occur in the marriage 
relationship and that the parties to such a failure should 

- -

be accorded the same understanding and help in re-ordering 
and:rebuilding their lives as are extended to those wno 
fail in other endeavors. 1,ATho is there among us who hcls 
not failed in one thing or another? 

And lest we should feel self-righteous concerning the 
7th commandment, who is there among us who has not broken 
several of the other nine at least a few times? ''Let the 
person who is without sin among us be the first th.e throw 
a stone,�: when we hear those words we know that not too 
many- stones are going to be thrown. 

'
1You shall not commit adultery,'' above all else invites 
us to look at the depth of human personhood, the depth of 
human relationships, the sacredness of human bodies so 
that we do not adulterate any of these sacred relation­
ships.,; Amen. 


