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A. One of the recurring themes we find in God’s Word is “the two ways.” It is to contrast both the conduct and the outcome of the way of righteousness with the way of wickedness. Psalm 1, for example, describes these two ways. And if Psalm 1 is an introduction to the entire book of Psalms, then we would expect the whole psalter to reflect this and distinguish between these two ways. 

I read in the Proverbs daily, and it’s hard to miss the two ways there as well. In the form of Hebrew poetry known as antithetical parallelism, one line describes something, while the second line shows its opposite. And this is common in the Proverbs. For example, Proverbs 15:26-28 contains a string of these contrasts: The thoughts of the wicked are an abomination to the Lord, but gracious words are pure. Whoever is greedy for unjust gain troubles his own household, but he who hates bribes will live. The heart of the righteous ponders how to answer, but the mouth of the wicked pours out evil things.”

B. Our Lord Jesus took up this theme of the two ways at the close of his Sermon on the Mount. In Matthew 7:24-27 we read:  24 “Everyone then who hears these words of mine and does them will be like a wise man who built his house on the rock. 25 And the rain fell, and the floods came, and the winds blew and beat on that house, but it did not fall, because it had been founded on the rock. 26 And everyone who hears these words of mine and does not do them will be like a foolish man who built his house on the sand. 27 And the rain fell, and the floods came, and the winds blew and beat against that house, and it fell, and great was the fall of it.”

As children in Sunday School we sang that truth, but we got excited about the wrong part of it: 

“The wise man built his house upon the rock

And the rains came a-tumblin’ down.

The rains came down and the floods came up 

And the house on the rock held fast.” (Boring!) 

We preferred the second verse:

“The foolish man built his house upon the sand

And the rains came a-tumblin’ down.

The rains came down and the floods came up 

And the house on the sand went smash!” And we clapped our hands as violently as we could: what fun! 


C. And here in this sad text from 2 Samuel 13, we find the two ways. Amnon, as we noted last time, was infatuated with a forbidden desire. In response to that desire, he had a better more faithful option, the same option open to all who likewise live with unfulfilled, forbidden desires. We can give them up, get over them, and move on. But alas, Amnon did not choose the way of wisdom, of godliness. He lived for his sinful pleasures. Of the two ways, he refused the noble response and chose instead the way of the wicked. 

D. Last week we noted two important truths when it comes to God’s order for sexual intimacy. First, GOD HAS WISELY ORDERED SEXUAL INTIMACY. Now this is putting a positive spin on Amnon’s negative example, of course, for he chose to ignore the way of righteousness. But today, the world tells us that every sexual desire, every particular lust must be satisfied. And yet God has wisely ordered our quest for intimacy. Here we find the two, conflicting ways, and we must choose. 

And secondly, we found that GOD HAS GRACIOUSLY PROVIDED SEXUAL SAFEGUARDS. And the basic safeguard is from creation: one man and one woman in the lifelong covenant of marriage. God loves us, and as a loving Father he has put some immovable guardrails around something as volatile and powerful as sexual desire. But the world disagrees and insists that every sexual restraint must be abolished: “Love is love.” 

And this week we want to round this out with the truth that: 

III. GOD HAS BLESSED THE JOY OF SEXUAL FAITHFULNESS. 


A. It’s not the act of sex, nor the pleasure of sex that creates true and lasting joy. The joy in sex comes through the intimate, secure relationship of faithfulness. God’s design for marriage is to set our feet in the right direction and then help us to continue in that way, day by day, step by step. And this was Amnon’s error. He felt a desire, but was frustrated because he could see no way to fulfill that desire. “Now Absalom, David’s son, had a beautiful sister, whose name was Tamar. And after a time Amnon, David’s son, loved her. 2 And Amnon was so tormented that he made himself ill because of his sister Tamar, for she was a virgin, and it seemed impossible to Amnon to do anything to her.” As we noted last time, as a “virgin” she would have been carefully watched and guarded against, well, predators like Amnon. 

Amnon had a “friend,” actually a first cousin, who was clever in a sinful way. 3 But Amnon had a friend, whose name was Jonadab, the son of Shimeah, David’s brother. And Jonadab was a very crafty man. 4 And he said to him, “O son of the king, why are you so haggard morning after morning? Will you not tell me?” Amnon said to him, “I love Tamar, my brother Absalom’s sister.”

Crafty Jonadab suggested a scheme by which Amnon could be alone with his half-sister (I think Jonadab watched too much TV): “5 Jonadab said to him, “Lie down on your bed and pretend to be ill. And when your father comes to see you, say to him, ‘Let my sister Tamar come and give me bread to eat, and prepare the food in my sight, that I may see it and eat it from her hand.’” Pretty crafty, in a vile, sexually degraded way. And Amnon took him up on it. 

“6 So Amnon lay down and pretended to be ill. And when the king came to see him, Amnon said to the king, “Please let my sister Tamar come and make a couple of cakes in my sight, that I may eat from her hand.”  David was apparently gullible and credulous and agreed. 

“7 Then David sent home to Tamar, saying, “Go to your brother Amnon’s house and prepare food for him.” 8 So Tamar went to her brother Amnon’s house, where he was lying down. And she took dough and kneaded it and made cakes in his sight and baked the cakes.” Apparently, the kitchen was adjacent to the “chamber” or bedroom, so Amnon could watch her working. 


“9 And she took the pan and emptied it out before him, but he refused to eat. And Amnon said, “Send out everyone from me.” So everyone went out from him. 10 Then Amnon said to Tamar, “Bring the food into the chamber, that I may eat from your hand.” And Tamar took the cakes she had made and brought them into the chamber to Amnon her brother. 11 But when she brought them near him to eat, he took hold of her and said to her, “Come, lie with me, my sister.” 

Tamar wanted nothing of it, and protested. Her pleas were desperate, and I think they eventually struck home, only too late. Listen to her reasoning: “12 She answered him, “No, my brother, do not violate me, for such a thing is not done in Israel; do not do this outrageous thing. 13 As for me, where could I carry my shame? And as for you, you would be as one of the outrageous fools in Israel.” She argued valiantly: “Think of what this would do to me, if you love me so much. And think of yourself, how this will disgrace you and shame your reputation. And her last argument, I think, came from total desperation, because it was impossible to fulfill. “Now therefore, please speak to the king, for he will not withhold me from you.” No, not even the king can contravene God’s law, which forbade such a liaison. 

B. Now here’s the big puzzle in the text, though I think there is a simple explanation: 


“15 Then Amnon hated her with very great hatred, so that the hatred with which he hated her was greater than the love [desire] with which he had loved [desired] her.” And he turns exceedingly harsh and cruel. “And Amnon said to her, “Get up! Go!” 16 But she said to him, “No, my brother, for this wrong in sending me away is greater than the other that you did to me.” But he would not listen to her. 17 He called the young man who served him and said, “Put this woman out of my presence and bolt the door after her.” He has dehumanized her to the point that he refused to speak her name, calling her “this woman,” and having her manhandled and thrown out. 

Why this sudden turnabout, the great change of affection? The reason is clear, I think. His god had betrayed him. His sinful desire promised him the ultimate happiness, and it could not deliver. Instead, Tamar’s warning hit home. “No, my brother, do not violate me, for such a thing is not done in Israel; do not do this outrageous thing.” It was outrageous, unheard of, ranking among the most despicable acts ever, and that on two counts. She was his sister. He had called her that himself. It was a violation of God’s law, and of all propriety. So, the ick factor comes into play. But he also forced her. He should have protected a sister. But instead, he betrayed her and revealed himself to be that kind of man. Note, he already was that kind of man. But now everyone would know that he was that kind of man.

And then she had said, “Think about what this will do to me. And think about what this will do to you. “13 As for me, where could I carry my shame?” “How can I live with this disgrace, even though I was innocent in all of this?” Through no fault of her own, she was disgraced, impure, no longer a virgin. “And as for you, you would be as one of the outrageous fools in Israel.” “You are the firstborn, the presumed heir to your father’s throne. And this is the legacy you would make for yourself?” 

C. Amnon had taken the way of lustful self-indulgence, rather than the godly way of faithfulness. And the moment he claimed his conquest, his prize, he rejected her. It’s clear that he had been overwhelmed with guilt and shame, with self-loathing. But in such a context, it is not uncommon to try to make someone else the scapegoat. Though he knew it was not true, he blamed it all on her. I think I told you of the pastor in eastern Iowa whose wife, he thought, was not attentive enough, so he turned to their daughter. And even in jail, he was still blaming his wife. 

There’s a telling proverb that lays its finger on this sinful, self-excusing tactic, Proverbs 19:3: 

 “When a man’s folly brings his way to ruin, his heart rages against the Lord.” Notice, this heart should rage against itself in rightful self-condemnation. But instead, it rages against the Lord. And if a sinful self could be so foolish as to blame, to rage against the Lord, it would be even more willing to rage against anyone else whom it can somehow try to blame. 

Don’t imagine that because he was a prince of Israel Amnon could sweep this offense under the rug and keep it hidden. People would long remember and curse his name. And actually, here we are some three thousand years later, and WE still remember and condemn him as a vicious coward and predator! She was right: he had become “as one of the outrageous fools in Israel.” Wracked with guilt and shame, he hated himself for it, but he vented his bitterness in his vile treatment of his sister, only compounding his shame. 

D. We should not think that the two ways address only the unbeliever, that the believer can somehow pick either way and it’s no problem, because Jesus stands ready to forgive our sins. No, Jesus loves his people enough that he will, as the Good Shepherd, steer his people away from the wrong path that leads to destruction and guide us on the right path that leads to joy and life now, and in the age to come. 

When you realize that you don’t like who you are becoming in sin, the good news is that Jesus has a better intention for you, and he wants to take you to a better place to become a better person. It will have nothing to do with the gratification of sinful desires. It will have everything to do with exposing the wickedness of those sinful desires, with repudiating them, with God’s help putting those sinful desires and habits to death, and receiving and embracing new and godly desires, forming new, thoughts, habits, and life patterns though the work of his Holy Spirit. 

CONCLUSION

My friend, it is faithfulness you are really seeking. That’s the prize, the very prize that Amnon forfeited. Lawful pleasures are good gifts from God. Their ultimate purpose, though, is to show us God’s own goodness. God is Spirit, invisible, intangible, while we are physical creatures. We are not designed or equipped to apprehend God’s goodness directly. In our present state, God is beyond our fives senses. We cannot see, hear, taste, touch, or smell God or any of his marvelous perfections. So, in our present state, how can we know that God is good, supremely good and worthy of all our love and loyalty? How can God reveal his all-surpassing goodness to us? 


He does so through lawful pleasures of sight, sound, of flavor, feel, and aroma. And here’s a biblical clue that this is how it works. Psalm 34:8 which says, “Oh, taste and see that the [food] is good.” No, it says, “Oh, taste and see that the Lord is good.” So, through our senses we apprehend the goodness of what God has provided and gain a true sense of God’s own goodness through the medium of a tangible gift. 

If we stop only with the pleasure itself, the pleasant experience will become an idol to us, sought for its own sake. And that idol will consume us, but can never deliver on its promise. In every pleasure of sensation, we must trace it back to its Source and know that God is good and infinitely better than all of his good gifts combined. Amnon had made an idol of his lust for his half-sister, and his idol failed to live up to his expectation. Idols always do. His proper chain of reasoning should have been this: “Tamar is beautiful. God makes beautiful things. God’s beauty, God’s glory is beyond all comparing. God said no. So, if I want to know true joy and beauty, if I want God, I will say no, as God has said no.” The last of the ninefold “fruit of the Spirit” is “self-control.” 

Self-control is not the same as austerity or asceticism, self-imposed, extreme self-deprivation. There is no virtue in denying ourselves lawful pleasures, refusing to enjoy God’s good gifts. If we make food and drink our god, an idol to be pursued for its own sake, then we completely miss the point of its goodness and our enjoyment of God through it. If we do the opposite and refuse to enjoy their goodness, then we miss God’s message, their report of God’s goodness itself, and our pursuit of God will be muted. Psalm 34:8 is a command, after all: “Oh, taste, and see that the Lord is good.” And it concludes with “Blessed is the man 

who takes refuge in him!”

If you only give up everything, then you will become a nothing, an empty vacuum, a zero with the rim off. Empty yourself of sin and self, that you may be filled with Christ. 
CONCLUSION

When you realize that you don’t really like the person you are becoming through sin and self, the good news is that Jesus has a better way. He has a better plan and wants to take you to a better place , to become a better person. You may not become more wealthy or well-liked or happy in the sense that worldly pleasure can provide. 


But you will become a person with the very character of Christ himself, overflowing with love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control. That’s true beauty, that’s a life worth living, a person worth becoming. 😊
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