
My son, give attention to my wisdom,  

Incline your ear to my understanding;  

That you may observe discretion  

And your lips may reserve knowledge.  

For the lips of an adulteress drip honey  

And smoother than oil is her speech;  

But in the end she is bitter as wormwood,  

Sharp as a two-edged sword.  

Her feet go down to death,  

Her steps take hold of Sheol.  

She does not ponder the path of life;  

Her ways are unstable, she does not know it. 

 

In my last sermon on Proverbs, I gave a character study of the Harlot, who is 

the fourth character that Solomon introduces. For four chapters, Solomon has 

been building a case for how to be a righteous and wise man. He starts with what 

it means to hate Wisdom, moves to what it means to Love Wisdom, gives the son 

an outline of what Fearing the Lord means, tells his son the rewards of Fearing 

God, and then gives some practical out-workings of that knowledge. He then turns 

to what it means to be a good father, establishing good fatherhood in good 

sonhood, and now turns to the engine of that process, marriage. 

 

Solomon introduces the Harlot as the antithesis of the excellent wife, who 

images Wisdom. In my character study, I outline how the Harlot is two things 

simultaneously: a representation of those women who seek to violate or reject the 

marital covenant and those sins that we entertain. The most direct understanding 

is also the most obvious in our day. There is a host of women who take pride in 

bedding many men, and see both marriage and sexual restraint as laughable 

prospects. In chapter 7, Solomon gives us a sample of how she talks to those 

foolish men who walk by her home. She says, “Come, let us drink our fill of love 

until morning; Let us delight ourselves with caresses. “For my husband is not at 

home, He has gone on a long journey; He has taken a bag of money with him, At 

the full moon he will come home. (7:18-20)” Solomon’s advice is clear in the next 

few passages of this chapter, “Keep your way far from her And do not go near the 

door of her house, [and] Drink water from your own cistern And fresh water from 

your own well. (5:8,15)”.  

 

The Harlot representing sin flows naturally from that first sense. Our sin waits 

for us in the alley, in the byroad. Just as with Wisdom, sin is not engaged in by 

accident or without intent. To court Wisdom or the Harlot requires seeking them 

out, and Solomon presents the case that his son must choose which to seek after. 

The wise man seeks after Wisdom, as Solomon has demonstrated exhaustively in 

the last 4 chapters. That seeking after must be intentional, and it must be born 



from the Fear of the Lord, a love of Wisdom, Honor for his parents, and Duty to his 

own children. 

 

In my last sermon, I quoted the famous “Men without chests” line from CS 

Lewis as a contemporary description of the wicked man. I will repeat it, but now 

quoted in full. Lewis says, “In battle it is not syllogisms that will keep the 

reluctant nerves and muscles to their post in the third hour of the bombardment. 

The crudest sentimentalism … about a flag or a country or a regiment will be of 

more use. We were told it all long ago by Plato. As the king governs by his 

executive, so Reason in man must rule the mere appetites by means of the ‘spirited 

element’. The head rules the belly through the chest—the seat, as Alanus tells us, 

of Magnanimity, of emotions organized by trained habit into stable sentiments. 

The Chest-Magnanimity-Sentiment—these are the indispensable liaison officers 

between cerebral man and visceral man. 

It may even be said that it is by this middle element that man is man: for by his 

intellect he is mere spirit and by his appetite mere animal. The operation of The 

Green Book [a book promoting relativism] and its kind is to produce what may be 

called Men without Chests. … A persevering devotion to truth, a nice sense of 

intellectual honour, cannot be long maintained without the aid of a sentiment... It 

is not excess of thought but defect of fertile and generous emotion that marks 

them out. Their heads are no bigger than the ordinary: it is the atrophy of the 

chest beneath that makes them seem so. 

And all the time—such is the tragi-comedy of our situation—we continue to 

clamour for those very qualities we are rendering impossible. You can hardly open 

a periodical without coming across the statement that what our civilization needs 

is more ‘drive’, or dynamism, or self-sacrifice, or ‘creativity’. In a sort of ghastly 

simplicity, we remove the organ and demand the function. We make men without 

chests and expect of them virtue and enterprise. We laugh at honour and are 

shocked to find traitors in our midst. We castrate and bid the geldings be fruitful. 

(The Abolition of Man, CS Lewis)” 

 

I recite the full excerpt to highlight both Lewis’ grasp of how the wicked man 

operates, which Lewis identified with certain professors and teachers of his day, 

and the source of the error of these wicked men. Lewis and Solomon are both 

teaching that wisdom comes from trained habits of action aimed at fulfilling God’s 

law and honoring our Covenant with God. The men that Lewis identify use 

rhetoric aimed at trusting students to strip all meaning and goodness from the 

world and then tell their students to go forth and act rightly. This is the kind of 

heart that Solomon describes chapters 1 and 2 when he speaks of  the foolish man 

as a man of violence (1:19) who chooses to scorn both wisdom and the fear of the 

Lord (1:29); who, instead of seeking after Wisdom, runs to the alley to court the 

Harlot.  

 



In chapter 7, the Harlot doesn’t just happen to appear next to the man. Instead 

the young man “[passed] through the street near her corner; And he [took] the 

way to her house, (7:8)”, and we see this play itself out with Cain all the way back 

in Genesis. Cain’s first sin was not murder, it was offering a wicked sacrifice. He 

knew that God required a bloody sacrifice because Adam learned from God and 

taught his sons with God present there. Cain’s sin was choosing to give vegetables 

and fruit instead of blood, which God rejected (Genesis 4:4-5). Having had his 

sacrifice rejected, Cain then becomes angry, and God speaks to him saying, “Why 

are you angry? And why has your countenance fallen? If you do well, will not your 

countenance be lifted up? And if you do not do well, sin is crouching at the door; 

and its desire is for you, but you must master it (Genesis 4:7)”. To use the analogy, 

Cain ran to the Harlot in the alley instead of finding a good wife. He chose to court 

the married woman who breaks her covenant instead of Wisdom Herself. In this 

case, the Harlot is his pride and jealousy. 

 

 Wicked men promise camaraderie while being traitors. They promise wealth 

while having no established virtues to secure it. They promise security while they 

lay traps for themselves and the innocent alike. Their very way of life exists in 

direct contradiction to the things they say they can offer. Lewis points to 

“emotions organized by trained habit into stable sentiments”, and Solomon points 

us to a life lived with a fixed gaze that is aimed at the prize set before him (4:20-

27), which is freedom from wickedness (4:10-19). Paul echoes this when he says 

that even Christ Himself “endured the cross” “for the joy set before Him (Hebrews 

12:2)”. These two are not speaking past one another, Lewis is taking wisdom 

known even to the ancient pagans and making it clear to us in his writings.  

 

Understanding wicked men is important because, from that knowledge, we can 

better identify the Harlot. St John Chrysostom provides equally insightful 

commentary on her way of being. He says, “The harlot knows not how to love, but 

only to ensnare. Her kiss has poison, and her mouth a pernicious drug. And if this 

does not immediately appear, it is the more necessary to avoid her on that 

account, because she veils that destruction, and keeps that death concealed, and 

does not permit it to become manifest from the outset. So if any one pursues 

pleasure and a life full of gladness, let him avoid the society of fornicating women, 

for they fill the minds of their lovers with a thousand conflicts and tumults, 

setting in motion against them continual strifes and contentions, by means of their 

words and all their actions. And just as it is with those who are the most virulent 

enemies, so the object of their actions and schemes is to plunge their lovers into 

shame and poverty and the worst extremities. And in the same manner as hunters 

when they have spread out their nets, they try to drive the wild animals into them, 

in order that they may put them to death. So also it is with these women. (St John 

Chrysostom, Homily XIV)” 

 



Solomon’s opening description of the Harlot is being echoed through 

Chrysostom, as he says, “the lips of an adulteress drip honey And smoother than 

oil is her speech; But in the end she is bitter as wormwood, Sharp as a two-edged 

sword. Her feet go down to death, Her steps take hold of Sheol. She does not 

ponder the path of life; Her ways are unstable, she does not know it (5:3-6)”. To 

get Solomon’s full meaning here, we need to understand the patterns that Solomon 

is using to weave this passage. 

 

Solomon spends the first two chapters of Proverbs establishing the character of 

the wicked man. The wicked man is more foolish than a bird that avoids a trap it 

sees set (1:17-18). While the wicked man promises wealth, brotherhood, and 

security (1:13-14), the life they have cultivated actively works against securing 

those things. Remember: wealth, brotherhood, and security are all good things. 

We cannot make the error of saying these are evil, instead, we acknowledge these 

things only come from Fearing God and Loving Wisdom. This principle applies to 

the Harlot, also. She promises marital delights, a home of comfort and peace, and 

love. Again, just as with the promises of the wicked man, all these things are good. 

Marital delights exist because God wishes to show us the love He has for His 

church (Ephesians 5:22-33); a home of comfort and peace is built between a man 

who loves his wife and a wife who honors her husband; and love is that mutual 

affection and determination between husband and wife to honor their covenant — 

and through it, God.  

 

The Harlot flips this entire paradigm on its head. She is, by definition, a 

covenant breaker. This alone destroys all hope of these promises being fulfilled. 

She is married already, and her husband has left the home on a trip. During his 

absence, she has opened his home to strangers who — when they take her alley — 

are pounced upon like prey. The Harlot plays the role of a serpent or spider, 

setting her traps for those stupid enough to walk by. The home in which these two 

fools join themselves together belongs to neither, and it can never be a place of 

comfort or peace. The Harlot is not providing love, but a crass and debasing affair 

bringing shame on herself and the fool she has joined with. This is obviously 

vastly different from the marital delights that God intended for us. The promises 

given are all destroyed well before the husband returns home and discovers what 

has been happening under his own roof. But when he does return, and he will, 

their pain will be all the more amplified because “jealousy enrages a man, And he 

will not spare in the day of vengeance. He will not accept any ransom, Nor will he 

be satisfied though you give many gifts (6:34)”. 

 

Solomon’s ending to the last treatise influences the themes of this one. He said 

in chapter 4, “My son, give attention to my words; Incline your ear to my sayings. 

Do not let them depart from your sight; Keep them in the midst of your heart. For 

they are life to those who find them And health to all their body. Watch over your 



heart with all diligence, For from it flow the springs of life. Put away from you a 

deceitful mouth And put devious speech far from you. Let your eyes look directly 

ahead And let your gaze be fixed straight in front of you. Watch the path of your 

feet And all your ways will be established. Do not turn to the right nor to the left; 

Turn your foot from evil. (4:20-27)”. Here, Solomon is teaching his son the 

Wisdom, or proper methodology, of how to keep wisdom in his heart. The son is to 

keep his eyes fixed upon the prize, keeping that wisdom in the center of his heart. 

This imagery evokes the idea of setting guards about it for fear of it being stolen. 

Then he is to watch over it with all diligence. While doing that, he is to speak 

truth, maintain his gaze, watch his steps, and refuse to stray from the path. Notice 

this paralleled in the passage we are examining today. The harlot’s mouth “[drips] 

honey And [her speech is]smoother than oil (5:3)” and “her feet go down to death, 

Her steps take hold of Sheol. She does not ponder the path of life (5:5)”. The 

similar construction of these two passages shows how the Harlot walks a path that 

directly conflicts with the one Solomon advocates for his son to take.  

 

The lesson we learned from Solomon in chapter 4 now applies doubly. In those 

closing remarks, the lips were used to guard that wisdom the son took into his 

heart, now his lips are used as a guard against courting the Harlot. Solomon is 

echoing the wisdom of his own father David, who used this imagery of the lips 

guarding the heart when he prayed, “Set a guard, O Lord, over my mouth; Keep 

watch over the door of my lips. Do not incline my heart to any evil thing, To 

practice deeds of wickedness With men who do iniquity; And do not let me eat of 

their delicacies. (Psalm 141:3-4)”. What’s more, God Himself reveals as much 

when he chastises the Levites through His prophet Malachi. He says, “True 

instruction was in [Levi’s] mouth and unrighteousness was not found on his lips; 

he walked with Me in peace and uprightness, and he turned many back from 

iniquity. For the lips of a priest should preserve knowledge, and men should seek 

instruction from his mouth; for he is the messenger of the Lord of hosts. But as for 

you, you have turned aside from the way; you have caused many to stumble by the 

instruction; you have corrupted the covenant of Levi,” says the Lord of hosts. 

(Malachi 2:6-8)” Christ repeats this condemnation against the Pharisees saying 

that they “shut off the kingdom of heaven from people; for [they did] not enter in 

[themselves], nor [did they] allow those who [were] entering to go in.” But that 

they would “travel around on sea and land to make one proselyte; and when he 

[became] one, [they would] make him twice as much a son of hell as [themselves]. 

(Matthew 23:13-15)”.  

 

The capstone of this is that the marital delights are not ends unto themselves. 

Why has God provided these things for us? Asked differently, why has God chosen 

to represent His relationship between Himself and the Church in the marital 

covenant? What are the delights of marriage, a home of comfort and peace, and 

love all for? Aside from the mere analogue these things have, God provides the 



answer to the Levites in Malachi: “the Lord has been a witness between you and 

the wife of your youth, against whom you have dealt treacherously, though she is 

your companion and your wife by covenant. But not one has done so who has a 

remnant of the Spirit. And what did that one do while he was seeking a godly 

offspring? Take heed then to your spirit, and let no one deal treacherously against 

the wife of your youth. For I hate divorce,” says the Lord, the God of Israel, “and 

him who covers his garment with wrong,” says the Lord of hosts. “So take heed to 

your spirit, that you do not deal treacherously.” (Malachi 2:14-16)”  

 

If we ask why God speaks about having children in the midst of chastising the 

Levites for their infidelity, we find the answer at the end of Malachi, when God 

speaks to them saying, “Behold, I am going to send My messenger, and he will 

clear the way before Me. And the Lord, whom you seek, will suddenly come to His 

temple; and the messenger of the covenant, in whom you delight, behold, He is 

coming, [and] Behold, I am going to send you Elijah the prophet before the coming 

of the great and terrible day of the Lord. He will restore the hearts of the fathers 

to their children and the hearts of the children to their fathers, so that I will not 

come and smite the land with a curse. (Malachi 3:1, 4:5-6)” 

 

God gave the people of Israel a charge to teach their children. It is an act of 

love that mirrors God’s act of love — as He has given and preserved His Commands 

and Oracles — and it mirrors Wisdom’s act of love — as she goes out to all men to 

bring them to the God of Truth. After all, who would a parent rather give the truth 

of God’s word to more than their own children? Further, what does avoiding the 

Harlot have to do with raising children?  

 

The answer is that marriage exists as the proper expression of sexual union, 

which results in children. Having children was always the purpose of sex, and 

parentage comes with the responsibility to raise those children to Fear the Lord. 

In fact, the very book of Proverbs rests on the notion that a father ought to teach 

his children, and in it, Solomon shows us how to do that and what to teach. 

Solomon is doing nothing more than fulfilling the God-given command to teach 

our children (Deuteronomy 6:1-8). This is further confirmed by the fact that 

perpetual childlessness was seen as a punishment from God in the ancient world, 

and for good reason. We see this in the positive with God’s promises of many 

children to the faithful (Deuteronomy 7:12-13), and in the negative when God 

“closed fast the wombs of the household of Abimelech because of Sarah, 

Abraham’s wife (Genesis 20:17-18)”. It is understood by both God and man that a 

barren womb is a curse and that an open womb is a blessing from God. So, what 

does union with the Harlot give? Either a childless act of sinful excess or a 

thoughtless act that results in a child that destroys the house of the Harlot’s 

husband. If you don’t believe that second claim, ask Bathsheba’s husband, Uriah. 

So, just as the wicked man is the antithesis of a Good Man and son, the Harlot acts 



as the antithesis of a good wife. Where the wicked man refuses to build a proper 

home, the Harlot takes a home that has been built and destroys it. What binds 

these two wicked souls together is their propensity for traps and deception. What 

distinguishes them is how they use their traps and deception.  

 

Chrysostom, in the homily I quoted, gave a practical example of how the Harlot 

operates from the Old Testament. He says, “For in old times God led forth the 

people to battle; and without His consent no one dared to engage in the fight, and 

war was with them a matter of religion. For not from weakness of body, but from 

their sins they were conquered, whenever they were conquered; and not by might 

and courage, but by favour from above they prevailed, whenever they did 

prevail….The Midianites at least perceiving this, and knowing that people to be 

invincible…and that it was only possible to conquer them by sin, having decked 

out handsome virgins, and set them in the array, excited the soldiers to 

lasciviousness, endeavouring by means of fornication to deprive them of God’s 

assistance; which accordingly happened. For when they had fallen into sin, they 

became an easy prey to all… Shields, and spears, and darts were all alike found 

useless; but beauty of visage and wantonness of soul overpowered these brave 

men. (Homily XIV)” 

 

When our first parents fell, God told both of them how they would change in 

their fallen state. The two characters of the wicked man and the Harlot perfectly 

reflect God’s description. “your desire will be for your husband, And he will rule 

over you. (Genesis 3:16c)” The wicked man uses violence and tyranny of body and 

spirit and the Harlot uses guile and poison to subvert the man. The man’s weapon 

is his violence, the Harlot’s weapon is her tongue.  

 

When Solomon tells us that “the lips of an adulteress drip honey”, he is 

speaking both of her looseness and of the sweetness of her speech. Honey and oil 

are used because these two were recognized in the ancient world as lovely and 

beautiful things, making them enticing. The fact that they are enticing means that 

the son could very easily overindulge or take what is improper. The parallel here 

is that honey, alone, is not evil. In fact, it is a good thing. The usage of honey here 

is similar to Solomon’s usage of honey between the lovers in Song of Solomon, 

where the groom says, “Your lips, my bride, drip honey; Honey and milk are under 

your tongue (Song of Solomon 4:11)”. But the Harlot, being a twisted image of the 

Good Wife, does not provide the peace and joy of a stable home, but is “bitter as 

wormwood (5:4a)” The good wife, like Wisdom, would push the son to greater 

heights, helping him keep his sight on Christ. The Harlot instead debases him, 

dragging him “down to Sheol (5:5a)”. 

 

When we revisit our passage with these things in mind, we realize that the 

most important part of this section of scripture, thematically, is the first two 



verses. Solomon has already established our weapon of choice when confronting 

the Harlot. To combat her, the son’s mouth must be free of deceit and lies, yet full 

of Wisdom and Truth. In a certain sense, Solomon is repositioning the battlefield 

from something physical and toward what exists in and on our lips, such that 

spoken fidelity becomes mental and physical fidelity. 

 

When I closed my sermon on the Harlot, I said that our dual focus is 1) a 

rejection of heresies and a clinging to Proper Doctrine and the Sacraments, and 2) 

keeping ourselves away from sexual sin. The means by which we do this is 

Solomons Wisdom from the treatise in chapter 4: Our eyes must be fixed on Christ 

and His promises. When we hear His promises, we are to hide those promises in 

our hearts and guard them jealously. Then, if we keep our tongues away from evil 

and close to what is good, we will have the perfect weapon against both Spiritual 

and Physical adultery. For the lips guard the heart (4:20-5:6), and from the 

abundance of the heart the mouth speaks (Matthew 12:34; Luke 6:45). 

 

Our hearts and tongues must be like the Psalmist who sang, “May Your 

lovingkindnesses also come to me, O Lord, Your salvation according to Your word; 

So I will have an answer for him who reproaches me, For I trust in Your word. And 

do not take the word of truth utterly out of my mouth, For I wait for Your 

ordinances. So I will keep Your law continually, Forever and ever. And I will walk 

at liberty, For I seek Your precepts. I will also speak of Your testimonies before 

kings And shall not be ashamed. I shall delight in Your commandments, Which I 

love. And I shall lift up my hands to Your commandments, Which I love; And I will 

meditate on Your statutes. (Psalm 119:41-48)” and that will be our weapon against 

the Harlot. 


