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(Jn 8:1-11) 

 As we continue to examine our conscience this Lent in preparation for the 
Sacrament of Confession, let us look to the Sixth and Ninth Commandments, 
which are the ones highlighted in today’s Gospel account of the woman “caught in 
the act of adultery.”   

 The Commandments define the sacred obligations we need to observe in 
order to live a fully human life as God intended.  Human life is centered in the 
family, and family is built upon marriage, and marriage is an echo in human nature 
of God’s Trinitarian love.   

 The Sixth Commandment proclaims and guards the correct understanding of 
human love which is “built in” to the body.  God made man as a unique spiritual 
being with a physical body, and this physical body is very intentionally and 
specifically designed by God to be “male and female.”  With man, unlike the 
angels, God envisioned a creature who would actively cooperate with Him in His 
highest creative act, that of bringing into being a new person (who did not exist 
before).   

 Like the angels, man can love in a “platonic” way through his will simply, 
loving in such a way that it does not depend on being male or female.  But God 
designed man with a specific capacity to love in and by means of his body, to love 
“sexually.”  There is a “language” to the body; we are “saying” or “expressing” 
something when we engage in sexual activity.  We are expressing love, which is 
the gift of self.   

 The sexual act gives man the ability to express the “giving of self” in a 
physical, bodily way.  In the fullness of love we do not simply give “of ourselves,” 
(of our time, of our resources), we give our selves, totally.  This is how God loves: 
He gives Himself.  And this is how the conjugal love of marriage takes its special 
place in human life.   

 The sexual act is the expression of this complete self-giving, but the self-
giving cannot only be via the body.  It must take place first of all in the will, in the 
wedding vows and marriage covenant.  Without an actual act by means of the free 
will, “to take thee as my wife… until death do us part”, ratified and sealed by the 
higher power of God, the physical sexual act will not be true: it will be 
“expressing” something that does not in fact exist.  To be in an active sexual 
relationship without marriage, is to be in a contradictory situation.   
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 The Sixth Commandment therefore prohibits the incorrect1 use of the sexual 
faculty.  It proclaims the sanctity of marriage, and the marriage covenant, as its 
only proper context.  Outside of marriage, the sexual act is called “fornication,” a 
denigration of the sexual act for a disordered and selfish purpose.  In the worst 
case, i.e. when marriage vows exist (either one’s own or the accomplice), the 
sexual act is “adultery,” a betrayal not only of the rights of man, but of God 
Himself, who is the author of that vow being violated.  Adultery (like murder or 
lying under oath) is a direct attack upon God.   

 The Law of Moses does in fact list adultery as one of the crimes that merits 
capital punishment, because the violation of marriage directly undermines the 
family, which is the fundamental unit of stability of the society.  The Bible is 
telling us that adultery is an injury to the Common Good itself.   

 The sexual act is sacred and must be respected not only because it is the 
consummation and expression of love between a husband and wife.  It is also 
sacred because it is the means of creating new life, an act in which God is directly 
and immediately involved.  From a profound respect for the sanctity of life (Fifth 
Commandment), comes a profound respect for the manner of the transmission life 
(Sixth Commandment).2   

 According to this sexual “language of the body” which God has built in to 
our design as humans, the child is literally seen as “love incarnate.”  The love 
“expressed” between husband and wife is real, becomes a reality beyond 
themselves, expands their marriage out into the family.  Their love is now a child.  
“…and the two shall become one flesh.” (Gn 2:24).  The “one flesh” which the 
“two” become by means of their love which joins them together, is the third 
person.  Man is thus the very image and likeness of his Trinitarian Maker.   

 To engage in sexual activity outside of marriage violates the Sixth 
Commandment, since it undermines the meaning of love as “complete and mutual 
self-giving,” which can only happen in the lifelong institution of matrimony.  But it 
is also a violation of the Sixth Commandment to engage in sexual activity that is 
not oriented toward this new life;3 that is, to misuse sexual activity simply for 
pleasure.  In Catholic morality, “pleasure” must never be an end, or something 
sought for its own sake.  Pleasure must always be an accompaniment or enjoyment 
of the higher good, such as God or one’s fellow man, who are sought for their own 
sake.  It is therefore a sin to “separate” or “redefine” the sexual act away from its 
natural purpose, within marriage, to be fruitful in new life.   
                                                 
1 I.e. “unlicensed” 
2 Conversely, loss of respect for the Sixth Commandment (i.e. fornication), often leads to violation of the Fifth 
Commandment (i.e., abortion) 
3 The fundamental blessing of human nature, i.e., “being man”, is to “be fruitful and multiply” (Gn 1:28).   
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 Within marriage, this means that any deliberate use of artificial 
contraception is immoral.  Apart from marriage, it means that sexual self-
gratification is also always a disordered act.  It also means that any attempt to 
incorporate a sexual dimension into a human relationship which is not marriage 
between a man and woman, is sinful and disordered.  An important part of our 
maturation as human beings is learning how to develop friendships and family 
relationships that fulfill the needs of the heart, while protecting and strongly 
guarding the boundaries in which sexual desires are appropriate.   

 And this leads to the Ninth Commandment, which governs the “inner” 
disciplining of thoughts and desires with regard to persons, such that our intentions 
are always pure.  First and foremost, we must avoid lust, whereby we willfully 
subjugate another person to illicit and disordered sexual desires (example: 
pornography).  Jesus said, “You have heard that it was said, ‘You shall not commit 
adultery.’  I say to you, he who looks upon a woman lustfully has committed 
adultery with her in his heart” (Mt 5:27-28).   

 But we must also deny within ourselves any way we would “use” someone 
else to satisfy the other desires of the flesh such as power and prestige.  We violate 
the Ninth Commandment when we view others as existing to serve our ends; when 
we desire to possess, control, use, manipulate, dominate, or subjugate another 
person.  The Ninth Commandment requires that we exercise vigilance, and practice 
discipline and self-denial, with regard to excesses and disorders in all our 
psychological and emotional needs, desires, and pleasures.   

 As we celebrate the Sacrament of Confession this Lent, recognizing and 
repenting of our sins, let us therefore examine our conscience with regard to the 
reverence and respect we have for the sacred mechanism of love, built into our 
bodies, by which God unites a man and woman in matrimony, and brings forth 
new life.   

 


