
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

COMMANDMENT VII. 
 
 
 

THOU SHALT NOT COMMIT ADULTERY. 
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THOU SHALT NOT COMMIT ADULTERY 

OBJECTIVE 
To show and explain the Jewish view of sexual behavior and interpersonal relationships. 

Though this commandment deals specifically with extramarital sexual relationships, it 
encompasses far more far-reaching problems in both love and marriage. It deals with honesty in a 
marriage, and it deals with commitment to a relationship. But most of all, it prohibits sexual 
relations with anyone other than your husband or wife. 

Judaism, as a tradition and a religion, deals very frankly with the entire subject of sex. For 
to Judaism sex is not only a natural fact of life, but it is considered by Judaism part of the holiness 
of the human being. Christian theologians such as Paul, Luther, or Augustinian believed that sex 
was a taboo. Where the Puritans thought sexuality as degrading and the Catholics believe that it 
is a necessary evil and part of the Original Sin, Jews do not have those problems. As a matter of 
fact, if we were to outline the major differences between Judaism and Christianity, the views 
regarding the subject of sexuality would no doubt head the list of clearly opposite views. An 
example of this is priests’ and nuns’ view of celibacy (the choice of an individual to abstain and 
withdraw from any and all sexual activity). This is a classic Christian teaching which demands 
that in order for the Christian to serve God better, one must be unburdened of thoughts of sex, 
reproduction and family. 

A Jew, though, believes that the human being as an imitator of God is also a co-partner 
with God in the process of creation. Therefore, to marry and give birth to a child is a part of 
creation and an investment in the future. That is why to even the ancient Jewish mind the whole 
purpose of life was to create. 

Yet, though in times gone by there were many hang-ups about sex where people’s 
concern was love without sex, today the concern seems to be sex without love. To the Jewish 
faith both of these positions are not the way to go. Noted Rabbi Harold Schulweis, in a recent 
article, defined the problem best in the next few paragraphs. 

Four basic arguments are usually presented by those advocating the right and propriety of 
having sexual relations without marriage. The first argument maintains that being in love is its 
own justification. The important thing is to feel. Feeling is more important than a marriage 
license. 

The second argument insists that sexual relations openly arrived at by mutual consent are 
fine as long as nobody gets hurt. No one advocates seduction or coercion. The third argument 
asserts that sexuality is important as a means of determining marital compatibility. How will you 
know whether you are compatible without knowing if you are sexually compatible? 

The fourth argument claims that sexuality is morally neutral. It is a biological phenomenon 
and not really different today from yesterday’s holding hands. 

I for one, cannot accept these four arguments because I cannot isolate the body from the 
total self, nor can I isolate the private self from the community. If sexuality is essentially a bodily 
function, the purpose of which is to relieve tension, then the body is merely a machine. Clearly, 
before you invest in a machine, you try it out. You see whether or not it works. If it doesn’t work, 
you may discard it or trade it in or try to fix it up. Such a mechanical view of sex depersonalizes 
man and woman. 
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The body conceived of as a machine leads to serious consequences. Psychiatrists report a 
rising concern with impotence and frigidity. Patients no longer come to the psychiatrists with the 
old complaints of sexual inhibitions. They now come with a complaint of an incapacity to feel, 
an anesthetized self. When the other person is seen as an appendage of your body, an instrument 
of physical gratification, as an object, you are alone with yourself. You do not experience love. 

To love is to see the world through the eyes of the other. It is to be patient with the 
temperament of the other. To love is to be willing to defer the gratification of the moment. When 
others argue it is all right to relate sexually with another as long as nobody gets hurt, they mean 
something other than what I mean by love. To love is to suffer the hurt of another and open one’s 
self to the possibilities of being hurt by the other. Who can hurt me more than someone I love?  
The stranger cannot hurt me. Many turn to sexuality without love; not out of lust, but out of fear.  
Behind much of the trivialization of sex, behind playboy coolness, is a fear of authentic 
relationships. A fear to suffer, a fear of responsibility and of community. 

The issue before us is not sexuality, the issue is character. How we express our sexuality 
reveals much about our moral character. A person who requires instant joy, instant contact here 
and now, is devoid of frustration and tolerance. He gets angry with any demand to postpone 
immediate gratification, and becomes impatient with the need to understand the needs of the 
other. Such a person is little more than a spoiled child grown up. Erotic detachment, “without 
any strings attached,” is not a rehearsal for marriage. It is a rehearsal for divorce. It is a rehearsal 
for the growth of moral coarseness and insensitivity. 

What is most important is not the wedding, the chupah, the breaking of glass, or the 
presence of the Rabbi. The religious rite of passage takes on its proper significance when it 
expresses the virtues with which a community has endowed marital love. For Judaism, marriage 
is not a private arrangement…marriage celebrates the formation of a moral community within a 
moral community. The vow which declares “Be thou consecrated unto me” is not complete. It is 
completed by the statement… “in accordance with the Law of Moses and Israel”. When two 
persons are covenanted for the purpose of marriage, there is a third presence; that presence is the 
Jewish community and its ideals of divinity. 

The ultimate task of life is to overcome separation. To live with another, because without 
the other, one cannot become a whole human being. That love embraces body and soul. 

QUESTIONS 
1. Describe the basic differences between Christianity and Judaism when it comes to

sexuality.

2. Why is celibacy un-Jewish?

3. Rabbi Schulweis gives four arguments for having sexual relations without marriage – in
your own words, give these arguments and why Rabbi Schulweis rejects them.


	Question 1: 
	Question 2: 
	Question 3: 


