Words of the Wise #11

‘‘The Myth of the Greener Grass’’

various Proverbs

While we worship this morning in safety and security, thousands of Americans in uniform find themselves in dangerous places. Constantly under the threat of ambush, car bombs, or suicide bombers, they must stay aware of any hazard—particularly those that appear innocuous. One false step or moment of inattention can lead to tragedy for themselves or those around them.


We do not face those kinds of risks on a day-to-day basis, but we live in a different kind of minefield—a moral minefield. We are confronted with dangers that will blow up in our face if we are not careful, like the scene depicted in the song, “A Dangerous Place”:

Out on the town beneath the glittering lights
Ladies are loose and blue jeans are tight
Pain is her name and you can find her here
Doubles of trouble and a river of tears…
 
Natural desire can lead a moth to the flame
A night of fire can be a crying shame
Look in her eyes, the girl is cold and alone
Look in her heart and babe, there’s nobody home…


It is not just the nightclub or bar, though, where such perils lurk. It can be at work, in the neighborhood, at church (!), or even in the privacy of an Internet connection where the attack takes place. The target is not the military, but marriage. The strategy is “divide and conquer,” promising exhilaration and excitement with somebody new—somebody other than your mate. This is what family counselor J. Allan Petersen calls, “the myth of the greener grass.”


The book of Proverbs addresses this negative subject extensively, even more than the positive aspects of marriage (which we considered in our last study). Solomon has strong words of warning against such ethical attacks.

The Allurement of Adultery


The first text is found in the fifth chapter. Let’s read the first three verses,

My son, pay attention to my wisdom, listen well to my words of insight, that you may maintain discretion and your lips may preserve knowledge.  For the lips of an adulteress drip honey, and her speech is smoother than oil…

Solomon begins with the words, “Pay attention” and “listen well.” We might say today, “Listen up! This is important!” Probably the first and foremost error that leads people down the path of infidelity is a careless attitude that is not focused on what it should be. How does the story of David and Bathsheba begin? “In the spring, at the time when kings go off to war, David sent Joab out with the king’s men and the whole Israelite army… But David remained in Jerusalem” (2 Samuel 11:1). Instead of being on the battleground, David stayed behind and turned his palace into a playground, leading to a moral disaster.


Notice how the allurement of adultery is described here: her lips “drip honey” and her speech is “smoother than oil.” Another text in Proverbs describes her as “the smooth tongue of the wayward wife” (Proverbs 6:24). Adultery always sounds good, promising nothing but pleasure and satisfaction. Warren Wiersbe writes,

Temptation always includes hopeful promises; otherwise, people would never take the devil’s bait. For a time, it seems like these promises have been fulfilled, and sinners bask in the sunshine of pleasant experiences and false assurances.


Not only does adultery sound good, but it looks good, too, as the following verse states, “Do not lust in your heart after her beauty or let her captivate you with her eyes” (Proverbs 6:25). There is a saying in modern advertising today: “Sex sells.” Everything from cologne to alcohol to toothpaste is marketed with beautiful women scantily clad.


This is nothing new, though. The very first temptation in human history is recorded in Genesis 3:6, “When the woman saw that the fruit of the tree was good for food and pleasing to the eye, and also desirable for gaining wisdom, she took some and ate it.” Notice the allurement: “good for food” (physical attraction), “pleasing to the eye,” (visual stimulation), and “desirable for gaining wisdom.” How closely this parallels 1 John 2:16-17, “For everything in the world—the cravings of sinful man [physical attraction], the lust of his eyes [visual stimulation] and the boasting of what he has and does [“the pride of life,” kjv]—comes not from the Father but from the world.”  What does adultery appeal to? Our lust, our eyes, and our pride.

The Aftermath of Adultery 


If we keep reading in chapter 5, however, we see the aftermath of adultery in verses 4-14, 

…but in the end she is bitter as gall, sharp as a double-edged sword. Her feet go down to death; her steps lead straight to the grave. She gives no thought to the way of life; her paths are crooked, but she knows it not.  Now then, my sons, listen to me; do not turn aside from what I say. Keep to a path far from her, do not go near the door of her house, lest you give your best strength to others and your years to one who is cruel, lest strangers feast on your wealth and your toil enrich another man’s house.  At the end of your life you will groan, when your flesh and body are spent.  You will say, “How I hated discipline! How my heart spurned correction!  I would not obey my teachers or listen to my instructors. I have come to the brink of utter ruin in the midst of the whole assembly.” 
At first she seems pleasant and desirable, but in the end she is bitter as gall, or poison. It is the old story—sin is attractive as a prospect but hideous in retrospect. The price of going to bed with her is enormous—scandal, venereal disease, wrecked marriage, broken home, and a host of other ills. Then there is the added grief of regret and remorse. The burned-out wreck reproaches himself for not having listened to his parents, his Sunday School teachers, his Christian friends. He could have avoided oceans of misery, but he was too pig-headed to be warned.


Notice how verse six states, “She gives no thought to the way of life.” When the temptation of sensuality comes over us, we stop thinking clearly. We don’t think about the end of it. All we can see is what is right before us, and it looks good! But we need to do more than just live in the moment, as Wiersbe warns,

The Book of Proverbs emphasizes the importance of looking ahead to see where your actions will lead you (see Prov. 5:11; 14:12–14; 16:25; 19:20; 20:21; 23:17–18, 32; 24:14, 20; 25:8). The wise person checks on the destination before buying a ticket (Prov. 4:26), but modern society thinks that people can violate God’s laws and escape the consequences. They’re sure that whatever has happened to others will never happen to them. Sad to say, their ignorance and insolence can never neutralize the tragic aftermath that comes when people break the laws of God. “Oh, that they were wise, that they understood this, that they would consider their latter end!” (Deut. 32:29)
 


What is the “latter end” when it comes to adultery? Proverbs 6:26-35 says,
…for the prostitute reduces you to a loaf of bread, and the adulteress preys upon your very life.  Can a man scoop fire into his lap without his clothes being burned?  Can a man walk on hot coals without his feet being scorched?  So is he who sleeps with another man’s wife; no one who touches her will go unpunished.  Men do not despise a thief if he steals to satisfy his hunger when he is starving.  Yet if he is caught, he must pay sevenfold, though it costs him all the wealth of his house.  But a man who commits adultery lacks judgment; whoever does so destroys himself.  Blows and disgrace are his lot, and his shame will never be wiped away; for jealousy arouses a husband’s fury, and he will show no mercy when he takes revenge.  He will not accept any compensation; he will refuse the bribe, however great it is.

Scripture tells us in Numbers 32:23, “you may be sure that your sin will find you out.” Galatians 6:7 states, “Do not be deceived: God cannot be mocked. A man reaps what he sows.” There is always a price to pay for sin. When we read these Proverbs texts, we hear the words of a suffering sinner lamenting the high cost of disobeying God’s laws, because the most expensive thing in the world is sin.


There are a couple of other verses in Proverbs that speaks to the aftermath of adultery. Proverbs 22:14 reads, “The mouth of an adulteress is a deep pit; he who is under the Lord’s wrath will fall into it.”  Proverbs 23:26-28 goes on to add, “My son, give me your heart and let your eyes keep to my ways, for a prostitute is a deep pit and a wayward wife is a narrow well.  Like a bandit she lies in wait, and multiplies the unfaithful among men.” Here the adulteress is likened to a “deep pit” and a “narrow well.” What does that mean?  I like how the classic commentators Keil & Delitzsch put it: “Whoever is enticed by her syren voice falls into a deep ditch, into a pit with a narrow mouth, into which one can more easily enter than escape from.”


Adultery is addictive. Like many other sins, once we get in we find it much harder to get out. Even our society recognizes this compulsive behavior as there are recovery groups for sexual addiction just as there is for alcoholism or drug abuse. And, like alcoholism and drug abuse, the problem gets progressively worse, as Billy Graham explains,
In every area of our social life we see operating the inevitable law of diminishing returns in our obsession with sex. Many do something for a thrill only to find the next time that they must increase the dose to produce the same thrill. As the kick wears off, they are driven to look for new means, for different experiences to produce a comparable kick.


The truth is, sex (by itself) is not fulfilling. It may be exhilarating for a moment, but that thrill diminishes quickly. Then the person is left with either the drive to satisfy that desire even more, or intense hatred of the other person. This is seen graphically in the tragic tale recorded in 2 Samuel 13. King David had several wives (in violation to God’s design for marriage) and most of these wives bore him children. One of them had a son named Amnon, while another wife had a daughter named Tamar. Amnon became infatuated with Tamar, to the point of physical illness. On the advice of one of his friends, Amnon pretended to be sick, asked for Tamar to care for him, and when she did, he overpowered her and raped her. Verse 15 records, “Then Amnon hated her with intense hatred. In fact, he hated her more than he had loved her. Amnon said to her, ‘Get up and get out!’”

How many times has that played out down through the years? A boy falls head over heels for a girl. He wants to have her—he has to have her! Maybe she feels the same way about him, and falls for the old lie, “If you love me, you’ll let me…” So they give in to their passions and, suddenly, he doesn’t want anything to do with her anymore!


Why is that the case? I can’t fully explain the reasons for the resentment; I just know that it happens…a lot. My only explanation is that those negative feelings are the result of violating God’s design for sex. Within the proper boundaries of a marriage relationship, sex can be the most fulfilling, gratifying experience ever. Outside those borders, the actualization falls short of the anticipation. Guilt, disgust, and the fear of being caught spoil the moment of pleasure. So the person is faced with a choice: Either try to increase the activity to experience a greater high (the law of diminishing returns) or try to find someone else who will “meet my needs.” The sad news is that neither option ever works. Misery is the only destination. Charles Stanley writes,

God has called us to live holy lives, but increasingly people walk to the beat of the culture of our day. It is a culture set on criticizing God and His Word, calling His values out of date and out of touch with reality. Nothing could be further from the truth, and Satan knows it. Yet he seeks to spread his wickedness by telling people the same old lie that snared Adam and Eve. It is a propositional lie that is misleading and dead wrong. It says, “There is more to enjoy in this life than what God wants you to experience.” 
The truth is, sin destroys us—if not physically, certainly emotionally and spiritually. Once again the author of Proverbs wrote, “Can a man take fire in his bosom and his clothes not be burned? Or can a man walk on hot coals and his feet not be scorched?” (Prov. 6:27–28) We may try to justify our actions in numerous ways, but we cannot change the principles in God’s Word. 

The landmine of sexual sin always results in disastrous consequences. There are sins, and then there are devastating sins. Sexual sin is destructive in a massive way. In the first stages, it may seem to be nothing more than a habit or a temptation. But it is quickly addictive and always creates deep sorrow in the lives of those involved. In most cases, this includes family members, friends, coworkers, and many more. 

You cannot eliminate the consequences of sexual sin, because when this landmine explodes, it has the potential to bring destruction to every area of a person’s life.

The Avoidance of Adultery


So, how can we keep ourselves from that trap? The Bible (and Proverbs in particular) gives us the blueprint for the avoidance of adultery.


The first strategy is simple: flight. Paul wrote in 1 Corinthians 6:18, “Flee from sexual immorality.” Proverbs 5:8 says, “Keep to a path far from her, do not go near the door of her house…” Don’t tempt yourself by putting yourself in a place where you can be tempted, and when you find yourself in such a place, run!


This is seen in the life of Joseph. When repeatedly enticed by Potiphar’s wife, Joseph refused not only “﻿to lie beside her﻿” but even to “﻿be with her﻿” (﻿Gen. 39:10﻿). When she tried to force him into adultery and grabbed his coat, “﻿he left his garment in her hand and fled, and went outside﻿” (﻿v. ﻿12﻿). It was not the time for argument or explanation but for flight. When we unavoidably get caught in such a situation, the only sensible thing to do is to get away from it as quickly as we can. Passion is not rational or sensible, and sexually dangerous situations should be avoided or fled, not debated.


I opened this message with the lyrics to a song depicting the hazards of the hot spots in our culture. I purposely omitted the last two lines of each verse that advise what should be done in those instances:

I’m not afraid to tell you right to your face,
Head for the door, this is a dangerous place.
…
Take my advice, while there’s time to escape:
Break for the door, this is a dangerous place.

“It can’t be that easy, can it?” I didn’t say it was easy; I said it was simple. And the book of Proverbs gives some very practical advice on how to maintain purity in relationships with women.
First, avoid the look. ﻿Proverbs 6:25﻿ says, “﻿Do not…let her catch you with her eyelids.﻿” Our commitment must be that of Job: “﻿I have made a covenant with my eyes; not to look lustfully at a girl﻿” (﻿Job 31:1﻿).

Second, avoid the flattery. ﻿Proverbs 5:3﻿ warns, “﻿For the lips of an adulteress drip honey, and smoother than oil is her speech﻿” (﻿cf. Proverbs 2:16; 6:24﻿; 22:14﻿).

Third, avoid the thoughts. ﻿Proverbs 6:25﻿ says, “﻿Do not desire her beauty in your heart.﻿”

Fourth, avoid the rendezvous. ﻿Proverbs 7﻿ gives the following account of the naïve youth:

I saw among the naïve, I discerned among the youths, a young man lacking sense, passing through the street near her corner; and he takes the way to her house, in the twilight, in the evening, in the middle of the night and in the darkness. And behold, a woman comes to meet him, dressed as a harlot and cunning of heart. She is boisterous and rebellious; her feet do not remain at home; she is now in the streets, now in the squares, and lurks by every corner. (﻿vv. 7–12﻿)
Fifth, avoid the house. ﻿Proverbs 7:25–27﻿ warns “﻿Do not let your heart turn aside to her ways, do not stray into her paths. For many are the victims she has cast down, and numerous are all her slain. Her house is the way to Sheol, descending to the chambers of death﻿” (﻿cf.﻿. ﻿Prov. 5:8﻿).

Finally, avoid the touch. ﻿Proverbs 7:13﻿ records the result of the naïve youth’s failure to avoid the rendezvous: “﻿So she seizes him and kisses him.﻿” That was the next step in a process that culminated in immorality.
 


There is another strategy, though, in the avoidance of adultery. If flight is the negative plan, faithfulness is the positive. It is not by accident that Proverbs 5:15-19 (which we considered last week) follows these verses about adultery. Instead of “looking for love in all the wrong places,” Solomon advises that we find love in the only right place—our marriage. Paul Larsen, in his insightful commentary on Proverbs called, Wise Up and Live, writes,

Love is not only the right relationship, love is faith​fulness. One who really loves another more than he loves himself is concerned not only with that person’s welfare today, but also with that person’s welfare tomorrow… Any love that’s not committed to the future is not love. I am my tomorrow as well as my today, and to say, “I only love you today” is to say, “I don’t love all of you.” It is to say, “I’ll make up my mind about you tomorrow.”

Someone who says, “I love you today, but I’m not going to talk about tomorrow as I might change my mind,” is less than loving. It is the telltale symp​tom of selfishness and exploitation, not of love.

God is faithful. If you understand God’s love you will understand why faithfulness is an attribute of God. God says, “No matter what happens I won’t let you down. I will always keep you. I will always care for you.”

Our society has cast aside this concept of faithful​ness not just in the marriage or sexual relationships, but in all relationships. The good life is assumed to be prosperity, peace of mind, or lots of kicks. The Hebrews, on the other hand, said it didn’t matter if you suffered a lot, and it didn’t matter ultimately if you were poor or whether you had a good educa​tion, or whether you were famous, or whether you had good physical health. The question was “Were you a faithful person?” It wasn’t whether or not you’d had a good life. What happened to you in life from the outside didn’t ultimately matter. What mattered was your faithfulness in your relationships to God and to your fellowman. Love cannot be love unless it has faithfulness in it.


Only when we are faithful to our spouse will we find the fulfillment and satisfaction God intended. Adultery is ultimately selfish; true love is ultimately selfless. God has designed us to “find ourselves” only when we give ourselves away. As long as we take the attitude of “looking out for number one,” seeking our own satisfaction, we will never find it. Only when we seek to meet others’ needs will we find our own needs met.

We gain insight through hindsight, as someone has said, but foresight is the less costly way. Years ago a man who had been involved in an affair and whose marriage had crumbled wrote to his minister friend. This is what he wrote: “I have to live the rest of my life now without the person I truly love and that used to love me, with no chance to undo the wrong I’ve committed. I lost the best thing that ever happened to me—my best friend.”


That tale can be told countless times in our culture…and in too many of our churches. Don’t fall victim of the myth of the greener grass. The world calls for sexual liberation and freedom from the restrictions of past generations. I’ve got news for you: Their idea of liberation and freedom is nothing less than bondage and misery. Sin is always like that. 

Listen to God’s Word. Remember, He is the one who designed us; He knows best how we operate to our full capacity! The Bible is the owner’s manual for daily living, written by the One who created us! Allow Him to direct every aspect of your life, and you will find fulfillment like you’ve never dreamed possible.
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