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Lord’s Day 41  

The Seventh Commandment:  Honoring the Neighbor’s Marriage 

 

Rev. Herman Hoeksema 

 
Q.208. What doth the seventh commandment teach us? 
A. That all uncleanness is accursed of God: and that therefore we must with all our hearts 

detest the same, and live chastely and temperately, whether in holy wedlock, or in single 
life. 

Q.109. Doth God forbid in this commandment, only adultery, and such like gross sins? 
A. Since both our body and soul are temples of the Holy Ghost, he commands us to preserve 

them pure and holy: therefore he forbids all unchaste actions, gestures, words, thoughts, 
desires, and whatever can entice men thereto. 

 

Introduction 

We must remember that we are not discussing the law of the ten commandments as a sort of a 
basis for a general social uplift of the world, but as a rule for the regenerated and converted Christian, 
who has the law written in his heart, and can therefore meditate on that law fruitfully, with a view to 
walking in its ways. In the second place, we must remember that the entire law is rooted in the first 
great commandment, that we love the Lord our God with all our heart, and mind, and soul, unto which 
the second is like. In the third place, we must remember that the law of God is based on the truth of 
God. God’s truth and His righteousness are one, and therefore each of the commandments rests on 
some basic truth. We found that God is one, and that therefore we may have no other gods before Him. 
He is infinitely glorious and cannot be compressed within the limits of any creature. He is holy, 
completely separated from all sin and imperfection, and perfectly consecrated unto Himself, and 
therefore His name must be used with reverence and fear. He is a God of perfect rest, and it is His 
purpose to lead His people into that rest, of which our earthly sabbath is a picture. We found that God is 
sovereign and the absolute source of all power and authority, and that all power and authority among 
men is derived from Him. We found that God is love, and that therefore we must love one another.  

And so we come to the seventh commandment. The basis for that phase of our earthly life that is 
touched upon in the seventh commandment must be found in the peculiar, distinctive creation of the 
man and of the woman. In the peculiar and distinctive creation of the man and of the woman lies the 
basis of that phase of our life that is touched upon in the seventh commandment. If we compare the 
creation of man, in as far as it has a bearing upon that phase of our life, with the creation of the animals, 
we find that there are two points of difference. In the first place, God did not create the animals, one 
pair for each species. God created many animals. While for man, He created just one man and one 
woman. In the second place, in the case of animals, God directly created male and female. While in the 
case of man, He forms the woman from the man, from which certain ordinances of God are evident.  

From this it follows from this peculiar, distinctive creation of man, that the relation between the 
man and the woman is a very intimate relation. It is a relation which consists as a bond of the most 
intimate fellowship. It is a far more intimate relation than can ever exist among animals. Scripture 
explains this relation by saying: “This is now bone of my bones, and flesh of my flesh: Therefore shall a 
man leave his father and mother, and shall cleave unto his wife, and they shall be one flesh.” That is 
impossible, in that same sense of the word, for the animal. There is no such bond, no such fellowship 
between animals. In the second place, it follows that the relation between the man and the woman is 
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exclusive. God did not create a sphere of fellowship between all men and all women. But He created a 
relation of fellowship between one man and one woman. The matrimonial relation, is a relation which is 
exclusive, personal, and for life. It is therefore more than a mere carnal relation. The marriage relation 
can never be a relation to satisfy the mere carnal sexual desires and passions. It is a union of body and 
soul. It is a union of love based on an actual fellowship of life. In the third place, being such a union, it is 
also evident that not that which is lowest in man, but that which is higher in man must be chief, and 
must dominate the matrimonial bond. In the fourth place, not even that which is higher in man, but the 
spiritual element must be supreme in the marriage bond. It pleased God to create a reflection of His 
own covenant life. And the marriage relation is a reflection of that covenant life of God.  

If you ask, in the light of Scripture, what is the truth upon which the seventh commandment is 
based, the answer is: that God is in Himself the unchangeable, faithful covenant God. The Lord is a 
covenant God. That implies the following truth. There is in God a communion of being, with distinction 
of persons. There is in God a communion of essence. On the basis of this communion of essence, there 
is a communion of life. The same life is lived by the three persons. They think the same, they love the 
same, they live the same. And because there is a communion of life, based on a communion of essence, 
there is a perfect communion of love. So that the Father loves Himself in the Son and through the Spirit. 
And the Son loves the Father in Himself and through the Spirit. And the Spirit loves Father and Son in 
Himself. That bond of fellowship is exclusive. There is no possibility of a fourth person entering into that 
fellowship. And finally, it is a communion for life, that is, with regard to God eternal. So we have a bond 
of fellowship, based on a communion of essence, which is exclusive.  That is the covenant life of God. In 
that covenant life, God is faithful. The Father never denies the Son, and the Son never denies the Father, 
and the Spirit never denies Father and Son. The covenant bond is unbreakable. God is faithful.  

Accordingly, it has pleased God to create an institution that should be a reflection of that covenant 
life, both as it is in Himself, and as it is in relation to His people. That is marriage. Marriage is a divine 
institution to reflect the covenant life, both as it is in God Himself, and as it is in relation to God’s 
people. All Scripture teaches that. Scripture pictures the relation of God and His people as that of 
marriage. It pictures God as the husband of His people, the Church, the bride of Christ.  

Therefore, if it is the fundamental conception of Scripture that the true marriage relation is in 
covenant as He establishes it with us, and that our earthly marriage is only a reflection of that covenant 
relation, it follows that it must be a perfect reflection. In other words, our marriage must be a union of 
one man and one woman. Man and woman are not two, but one. They are a unity. It is a reflection of 
the union which there is in God, and of His relation to His people, and because of this, it is a union of life. 
And because it is a union of life, it is a union of love. That union is exclusive. No third party can enter into 
that union. It is the union of one man and one woman, and that for life. That is the normal state of 
married people. Sin perverted it. Sin perverted the relation between God and man, and also perverted 
the relation between the spiritual and the carnal, so that it is even scientifically defended, that the 
carnal desires and passions in man must have free course. Just think of birth control, which is even 
seriously discussed in many Churches. That which has been corrupted by sin has been set straightened 
by grace. In Christ Jesus, that which has been corrupted by sin has been set straight again. But it has 
been set straight in principle, not perfectly. And there is not sin, except the sin of the tongue that clings 
to the people of God as the sin mentioned in the seventh commandment. And so it is not to be above us 
to listen to the word of God as it comes to us in the seventh commandment. 
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1. Its Literal Meaning  

Its literal meaning is taken from the very heart of that sphere in our life to which the seventh 
commandment refers. Thou shalt not commit adultery. What is adultery? It is sometimes said that 
adultery is the same as divorce. But that is not so literally. Divorce is implied. But literally, adultery is not 
the same as divorce. Adultery is not even the same as fornication. Fornication has a much wider scope 
than adultery. Adultery is more specific. Adultery is the act of the married man, in which he seeks and 
has intercourse with another woman than his own. Or it is that act of the married woman, in which she 
seeks and has intercourse with another man than her own. It is that act of a married party, by which 
that party has intercourse with another party that the party to whom he or she is married, whether that 
party be married or single. That means that adultery refers only to married people. With regard to the 
other party, if that other party is single, it is fornication. That is adultery.  

Our Reformed Churches were right however, when on the basis of the seventh commandment they 
insisted that divorce may not be tolerated in the midst of God’s people. In the first place, not because 
divorce is implied in the seventh commandment. Thou shalt not commit adultery implies: thou shalt not 
commit the sin of divorcement. Why? For the simple reason that the seventh commandment looks upon 
adultery as an act of breaking the marriage tie. Scripture looks upon adultery as divorce. Why may not a 
married man have intercourse with another woman? Not because the act, as such, is wrong, but 
because the marriage tie is exclusive. To commit adultery is to commit divorce. This is also evident from 
what the Lord says in Matthew 19. When the Pharisees come to Jesus and ask Him if it is lawful for a 
man to put away his wife for every cause, Jesus answers in the negative. The Pharisees responded by 
saying: Why then did Moses command to give a writing of divorcement, and to put her away? The Lord 
answered: Moses, because of the hardness of your hearts suffered you to put away your wives: but from 
the beginning it was not so. And I say unto you, whosoever shall put away his wife, except it be for 
fornication, and shall marry another, committeth adultery: and whoso marrieth her which is put away 
doth commit adultery. Notice that the underlying principle of the text is that the marriage tie can never 
be broken. That is the underlying principle. Before God, the matrimonial bond is unbreakable, until God 
Himself breaks it. If that is not the case, how can the text emphasize that if anyone marries the innocent 
divorced party, he commits adultery? How can anyone that marries the innocent divorced party be 
guilty of adultery, if it is not on the basis of the fact that God never considers the marriage relation 
dissolved? Why, here is a woman. Her husband divorces her. He marries again. The Lord says to that 
husband, you commit adultery. And he lives in adultery as long as he lives in that relation. That is why he 
can never truly say that he has come to repentance, unless he breaks that relation. And he cannot be a 
member of the Church.  

But that is not all. The Lord not only looks upon the man that divorces his wife and marries another 
as committing adultery, but someone marries the woman who has been innocently divorced. The Lord 
says, he that marries that innocently divorced woman also commits adultery. Why? Because God 
considers the marriage tie as not broken. The marriage relation can never be dissolved, except when it is 
dissolved by the sin of fornication. That is the sole reason for divorce.  

One of the causes of the corruption of the matrimonial bond, is that young people marry without 
considering anything else. A young man runs all over to find a woman. He runs to the world, to the 
theater, to the dances, and he runs into a woman that he thinks he likes, and without considering 
anything else, they marry. Then love is blind. But later on, their eyes are opened and then they try to 
find all kinds of excuses for divorce. That happens often. But no matter what happens after the tie has 
been made, except for fornication, they are united for life. And the Church may not open its doors and 
relinquish upon these principles. 
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2. Its Widest Scope 

For the seventh commandment has a wider scope. The catechism tells us that all uncleanness is 
accursed of God. It catalogues all unchaste actions, gestures, words, thoughts, and desires under 
adultery. In the second place, the catechism looks upon all things calculated to entice to that sin as 
adultery. And in this, the catechism is in harmony with Scripture. For the Lord says in Matthew 5:27,28: 
“Ye have heard it said that it was said by them of old time, thou shalt not commit adultery: But I say unto 
you, whosoever looks on a woman to lust after her hath committed adultery with her already in his 
heart.” So that we have in the first place, all those actions, gestures, words, thoughts and desires that 
are an expression of the desire to commit adultery. The catechism calls it all uncleanness. Chastity is the 
opposite. Chastity is cleanness, purity, holiness, but adultery is impurity, uncleanness.  

Here we might mention many things. But I would rather not, because these things are, in the 
nature of the case, unmentionable. Rather than name them, it is better to draw to curtain upon them 
and to suggest that these things are so corrupt, so foul, that it is better not to life even a corner of the 
veil. But there is one thing that I do want to mention, because it is taken from behind the curtain by the 
world itself. The danger is by no means imaginary that it will intrude into the Church. I refer to the 
matter of birth control. Literature defending this thing comes into your hands. It comes into the hands 
of our young people. And when that literature gets into their hands, they read it. By birth control is 
meant that final success by natural man to find a safe way of committing adultery. Birth control opens 
the way to give full sway to the passions without the nuisance and suffering of bringing forth children. It 
is openly preached and scientifically defended. It is even seriously discussed by the Church. And 
according to reports, it has met with a large measure of success. Birth control is but an attempt of man 
to find a way to sin. To that I want to call your attention, in order that you may not be blindfolded. For 
the rest, let it be sufficient to say that the world is full of adultery.  

Whichever way we look, our eyes behold adultery. There is adultery all about us. The 
commandment, “do not commit adultery,” does not only mean that we may not seek divorce. There is 
much divorce in our country. According to statistics, in the first quarter of this year, there were more 
divorces granted than marriage licenses. And the Church is not guiltless, in that it has not protested 
against it. But that is not all. There is the free exchange of the man and the woman, even though they 
are not divorced. Then there is a world full of adultery outside of marriage. Many in our day must get 
married. How often is it not necessary to announce from the pulpit that certain persons have sinned 
against the seventh commandment? That is not a reflection of the covenant life, but a satisfying of our 
carnal lust, and not to mention the sins committed within the bonds of wedlock. You must remember 
that just because a man is married, does not mean that he can do as he pleases.  

Then there are the horrible sins of man with man, and woman with woman, and the sins against 
our own body. Not one of us is clean. As it was with the other commandments, who can place his hand 
in his bosom and throw the first stone on the adulterous man or woman if the Lord tells us that he that 
looks on a woman to desire her, has already committed adultery with her. We need not stand as a 
Church and look far and wide, and place ourselves above the adulterous world. I do not preach to the 
world, but to the Church. The world is corrupting itself faster then ever before. But let us put our hand 
in our own bosom. We are all by nature adulterers. I am not giving a lesson in sociology, but I am 
preaching to the Church that has the law written in her heart. For that reason, the catechism mentions 
those things that entice to that sin. Things that come to us in books, in pictures, and in theaters. Is there 
anything today that is placed before us more that the things that play upon the desires and passions? 
The things that play upon the sinful, adulterous passions are placed in the foreground. For vile money, 
men play upon the passions of others. This prayer must always be upon our hearts: Lord, turn my heart 
from vanity. 
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3. Its Positive Teaching 

Therefore, the positive teaching of the seventh commandment is, that we should live chastely 
before God. There is no cure for the sin of adultery in the world. The reason is that the root of adultery 
is idolatry. That is the reason why scripture emphasizes that idolatry is adultery. Idolatry is then looked 
upon as a breach in the covenant. Idolatry is adultery with respect to our relation to God. That relation is 
a covenant relation, and it is an exclusive relation. But man, turning from God to another, namely the 
devil, becomes a spiritual adulterer. All sin is spiritual adultery. It is adultery, first of all, in relation to 
God. Sin is fornication in relation to God. Scripture calls the unfaithfulness of God’s people adultery. Sin 
was this, that man left his faithful covenant God, and joined himself to another, the devil. That is always 
the spiritual nature of sin. Sin is that we leave God and join ourselves to another. That is spiritual 
adultery. God punishes that adultery and causes man to feel that to depart from God is death, and 
causes him to corrupt and corrupt himself, especially in the marriage relation. That man is so corrupt, is 
not of man, but of God. God punishes spiritual adultery with adultery among men. That man is so 
corrupt, is the curse of God upon man. So that if we become adulterous in relation to God, we become 
so in relation to man. Faithfulness in relation to the covenant God has its influence upon our whole life, 
and we become faithless in relation to our fellow men.  

There may be an outward show of faithfulness among men. There may be an outward show of 
faithfulness with the business man, in order to do business. But in principle, the natural man is faithless. 
That faithlessness in which the sinner does not keep the bond of fellowship, reveals itself most of all in 
matrimony. Man that is faithless to God becomes faithless to his wife, and that again becomes the root 
of another sin. If our marriage relation is not controlled by faithfulness, then the only thing there is left 
is carnal lust. And so, under the punishing hand of God, the world corrupts itself. For that reason there is 
no cure for the world. The world must go on in corruption.  

To this there is only one cure. That is Christ Jesus. When the Church became faithless, God did not 
divorce, but sent His Son. That is God’s faithfulness. God recovered the adulterous woman. He 
recovered her by sending His Son in the likeness of sinful flesh. The cure is in Christ. The cure is in Christ 
because he healed the breach where it must be healed. The breach must not be healed, in the first 
place, among men in a social uplift, but it must be healed where it must be healed. The breach with God 
must first be healed, and Christ healed it, legally and judicially. So that the adulterous woman again has 
the right to be called God’s wife. Jesus heals the breach for His people, and God forgives. He forgives our 
idolatry, and therefore, our adultery is forgiven. Jesus heals the breach spiritually, so that we stand in 
covenant relation with God once more, by His Spirit. God redeemed the Church by pouring out the 
covenant life in her heart. The Church is the redeemed wife. God has led her back through the Red Sea 
of baptism, so that the covenant life again becomes the basis for the relations in life, particularly in 
matrimony.  

Therefore a man shall leave his father and mother and shall cleave unto his wife. Why? Because 
together, they want to reflect the covenant life of God. Then marriage becomes a reflection of the union 
of God and His Church. It becomes a reflection of that union of nature, life, and love that was realized 
when Christ gave His life to bring the Church back to God. The principle purpose of marriage is to bring 
forth the Church. But even in that, the chief purpose is to be a reflection of the perfect covenant life 
which the Lord showed when He recovered His wife. That is why the catechism points to the basic fact 
that our bodies are Christ’s, and are the temple of the Holy Spirit. In the sense that as the body is the 
temple, the instrument of the soul, so the body is called upon to be consecrated to Christ. Then you 
have forgiveness and sanctification, forgiveness and deliverance. Then it will be for us a constant battle 
to live chastely before God.  

And so we end with this threefold admonition. In the first place, if we have sinned, we have an 
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advocate with the Father, Jesus Christ the righteous. And though our sins be as scarlet, they shall be 
made white as snow. There is no sin too great to be cleansed by Him. We are discussing the law, but in 
the shade of the cross. In the second place, put on the whole armor of God. We have but a small 
beginning of the new life. If we were perfect, we would not need the seventh commandment. But we 
are not, and therefore, we must put on the whole armor of God. And in the third place, flee from 
fornication and from the adulterous world. Flee when she speaks adultery with the mouth, in her 
gestures, in her books, in her pictures. Flee and do not copy after the world. Do not copy after her in her 
gestures, in her clothes, in her powder and paint. There is only one woman in Scripture that painted. 
That woman was Jezebel. Do not copy after the adulterous world, but walk worthy of the calling 
wherewith you have been called, and the marriage relation will be a reflection of the relation between 
God and His Church. A union of life, because it is a union of being. And being a union of life and of being, 
it is a union of love, and adultery should not be named among us. 


