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“You shall not commit adultery.” For a
command that has the power to preserve
marriages when followed, modern 
society doesn’t heed it very well. If any-
thing, adultery is becoming increasingly
more acceptable. Television shows like
Desperate Housewives and movies like
The English Patient and The Bridges of
Madison County endorse it. The accept-
ance of adultery is becoming common-
place enough that forbidding it is seen as
deviant. In response to the Turkish gov-

ernment’s recent proposal to make adul-
tery a criminal offense, some responded
by arguing that adultery can be a good
thing. After all, wouldn’t it be better for
married people to have affairs than esca-
late the ever-increasing divorce rate in
our country?

In Ancient Near Eastern society adul-
tery was a capital crime. The book of
Leviticus states that “The man who com-
mits 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” (Lev. 20:10).
In the law code of Hammurabi (18th cen-
tury BC), Babylonian law stated that both
parties in an adulterous situation could
be put to death. The offending wife and
her lover were to be tied together and
drowned, although the innocent husband
did have the right to forgive the offenders.

Archaeologists have never found an
official law code in ancient Egypt prior to
the 3rd century BC, but we can make
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judgments on how the Egyptians viewed
adultery by examining their literature. In
three pieces of wisdom literature known
as the Instructions of Ptahhotep, the
Instruction of Any, and the Instruction of
Ankhsheshonq adultery is portrayed as a
violation of moral law. Folk tales from
Egypt illustrate punishments for those
guilty of adultery. In the Tale of the Two
Brothers, the story is told of two brothers
named Anubis and Bata. Anubis is mar-
ried and his younger brother Bata works
for him. Anubis’ wife tried to seduce Bata,
who rebukes her. The spurned wife
attempts to make it look like Bata tried to
rape her. Once the truth is found out,
however, Anubis kills his wife and feeds
her body to dogs. 

Another story entitled The Wax Croco-
dile is found in the Westcar Papyrus. Four
Egyptian princes take turns telling fantas-
tic stories. The second story in the
papyrus is of a magician-priest who 
discovers that his wife is cheating on 
him with a local townsman. The priest 
creates a small wax crocodile and has a
servant throw it into a pond where the
townsman is known to bathe. Once the
wax figure touches the water it turns into
a seven-foot long crocodile, which
devours the unsuspecting townsman.
Later the adulterous wife is killed and
thrown into a river. 

Perhaps the most memorable instance
of adultery in the Bible is the episode
involving David and Bathsheeba (2 Sam.
11). The king spies Bathsheeba bathing
from a rooftop and sends for her. After
spending the night with her and later dis-
covering that she is pregnant, David
orchestrates the first major political con-
spiracy of the Israelite monarchy. It is a
sordid tale with all the right ingredients
for a modern-day conspiracy story. After
realizing the potential consequences of
his actions, David immediately begins

damage control. The royal palace buzzes
with messengers going to and fro
between David and his military general
Joab, trying to cover up the king’s sin.
Eventually he plots the death of
Bathsheeba’s husband Uriah, silencing
the poor husband to keep everything
quiet.

It should come as no surprise that the
language of marriage is used in the Bible
to refer to God’s relationship to his peo-
ple. Jesus’ parable of the ten foolish vir-
gins alludes to Him as the bridegroom 
(Matt. 25:1-13). John refers to the New
Testament church as the bride of Christ
(Rev. 21:2). This language builds upon the
Old Testament’s references to Israel as
the bride of Yahweh (Isa. 54:5; Jer. 31:32;
Hos. 2:16). Scripture makes it clear that
God’s relationship with His people is an
intimate one. Although intimacy can be
joyful, it must never be taken lightly.

In the Bible, Israel’s spiritual disregard
for God is described as adultery. The
heartbreaking story of the prophet Hosea
and his unfaithful wife Gomer demon-
strates the divine disappointment of God
with his people. Gomer’s wandering eye
and later adultery parallel Israel’s unfaith-
fulness to the Lord. Even so, God shows
that He is a God of forgiveness when
Hosea goes to buy back Gomer from her
self-imposed slavery. God would later do
the same for humanity in sending His Son
to the cross. God may be bigger than any
human being, but He can suffer just as
much when He is betrayed by the ones
He loves. 

Entering into a relationship with Christ
through baptism could be described as a
marriage ceremony. The New Testament
refers to the church as the bride of Christ,
for whom He gave Himself up to die (Eph.
5:25). While entering into a relationship
with Christ is a joyful experience, it is also
a serious commitment. Becoming a

Christian is essentially a vow to live a holy
life devoted to God. Sin in that relation-
ship, like adultery between marriage
partners, is hurtful and destructive for
everyone involved. 

Much of the power of the image is lost
on modern American culture. Rather than
seeing adultery for the evil that it is, some
put it into a positive light. “Sexperts”
claim that an occasional indiscretion can
spice up a marriage. Others have
swingers’ parties where husband and
wife separate and go home for the
evening with other people. Books,

movies, and television shows frequently
paint the guilty party as a victim rather
than a perpetrator, driven into the arms of
another by a cold, uncaring spouse. In a
society accustomed to this level of infi-
delity, stunning examples of unfaithful-
ness seem to grow more ordinary while
the condemnation of them diminishes.
The same could be said for sin and the
willingness to treat one’s commitment to
Christ as commonplace. 

Like a marriage, one’s relationship to
God takes work. The best marriages are
those in which the partners work togeth-
er to understand the other. By doing this,
a married couple can safeguard their
marriage from the threat of adultery. The
same goes for the Christian in a relation-
ship with God. Through prayer, reading
God’s Word, and fellowshipping with
other believers, a person can protect his
relationship with God. The Christian life
takes work. Christ proved Himself faithful
to the church. It is our duty to show our-
selves faithful to Him. !
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