2

												9-13-26
John 7:53-8:11

This account in John is a wonderful example of the mercy and compassion of God, along with a powerful demonstration of God’s ways and knowledge being so much higher than ours.  All this, in the face of men who seek evil and want to force their own desires; even if it means defying the Son of God.  Surely by now, they know this is the Messiah.

A couple of things about this passage before we begin to study it.  First off, most translations have some indication that something is different.  They have these verses in brackets or in italics or in a foot note.  I know that King James makes no such indications, but most do.  The reason for that is this account is not found in the earliest manuscripts of the Gospel according to John.  They have apparently been added by a later scribe.

Please don’t let that concern you.  These verses are a part of the authentic cannon of Scripture.  Even if the apostle didn’t put them in himself, there is evidence, even from one of John’s own disciples, that this actually took place.  When the account is studied deeply, there is no evidence of anything that is contrary to the rest of Scripture.  We can safely accept this as a true account in Jesus’ life and depend on its lessons.

The other thing I need to make clear is the identity of the woman.  There are many who believe that this is Mary Magdalene.  There are even movies that depict her as such; the most famous being “The Passion of the Christ”.  This is not Mary Magdalene.  Mary shows up in Luke 8:1-3, as being among the women who minister to Jesus and His disciples.  In Luke, this mention is before Jesus feeds the 5000; which has already happened in John.  This woman is never mentioned by name and we never hear about her again in Scripture.

As you recall, Jesus had been in the midst of arguing with the Pharisees and the crowds.  While a few have believed in Him, many are still confused and the religious leaders are more hostile than ever.  At the end of chapter 7 and the beginning of chapter 8, we see that everyone just went home.  Except Jesus, who went to the Mount of Olives.  He was staying there somewhere, perhaps at the home of Mary and Martha and Lazarus.  We don’t really know.

But Jesus will not be kept from what He has come to do.  He gets up early in the morning and goes right to the temple.  The people come to Him again and He begins to teach them.  He is their true shepherd and He is there to do the job the priests and scribes were supposed to do.  This in and of itself is a lesson for us: The Lord has work for us to do; it is important to do it.  Our work is to follow Christ and do any good works that we see to do, and can do.

We certainly know that Jesus had something even bigger to do; win us salvation.  But part of His coming to earth was to teach us and that is why we are blessed with God’s word, the Bible.  And that is exactly what it is: God’s word.  It is not something we can bend to fit our own desires.  Don’t fall into that trap; God is unchanging.  Whatever He said at the beginning of creation still stands.  Some has been fulfilled in Jesus, but none of it is nullified.

The temple area was where scribes and Rabbis would often gather their disciples to teach them.  So, Jesus was teaching in the open and He would teach anyone who would listen.  The crowds were about to get a lesson they never expected.
Well, here come the scribes and the Pharisees dragging along a woman, and they stand her among everyone and right in front of Jesus.  They address Jesus as “Teacher”, which is not disrespectful, but they are lifting Him up to the crowd as one who should know and uphold the Law.  This is, of course, part of the trap they are setting.

John tells us in verse 6 that they are doing these things to test Jesus and to catch Him in something so that they might accuse Him.  But we really don’t need for John to tell us that: The first question we might have is, “Where is the man?”  Women don’t commit adultery by themselves.  We can see here that the leadership has no desire or concern for justice; they simply want to trap Jesus.

Note that they say “this woman has been caught in adultery, in the very act.”  They did not say that they are the ones who caught her.  That will become important later.  Again, we see the hypocrisy, if she was caught in the act, the man was there too.  Don’t think for a moment that Jesus didn’t have this figured out.

This woman has been caught in the very act of adultery; and this is probably true because at the last Jesus tells her to “sin no more.”  They tell Him that the Law of Moses says “to stone such women.”  Leviticus 20:10 states: “If there is a man who commits adultery with another man’s wife, one who commits adultery with his friend’s wife, the adulterer and the adulteress shall surely be put to death.”  Now that doesn’t specifically say “stone”, but the chapter lists a number of crimes that call for capital punishment.  The first crime of the chapter calls for stoning, so that is probably the method of execution implied for the other crimes, including adultery.

But again, both the man and the woman are to be put to death, and the phrase “stone such women” is not used in the Law.  They are treading on thin ice in the way they are presenting the Law of Moses and they know it.  But such is their blind hatred for Jesus and their underlying corruption.

After poorly quoting the Law, they ask Jesus what should be done with the woman.  They thought they had Him, believing He only had two possible answers.  One, He could say to let her go.  The crowds, who did not intimately know the Law, would have assumed that Jesus was setting the Law aside.  And the scribes and the Pharisees would have accused Him of doing just that.  Jesus would no longer be respected as a teacher by the people, and the Jews would have reason to bring Him before the Sanhedrin.

The Pharisees believed that His second possible answer would be to say, “stone her.”  Again, He would lose all the respect of the people because that would be so out of the character they were used to seeing in Jesus.  He had never been that harsh on the people and He was compassionate with sinners.  Additionally, He would have been in trouble with the Romans.  While the Jews were permitted to carry out their own laws, they were not allowed to inflict the death penalty; only the Roman judicial system could do that.  So Jesus would have been advocating against Roman law.

While the crowd held their breath and the Pharisees were giddy in anticipation of finally destroying their enemy, Jesus stooped down and wrote in the dirt.  What did Jesus write?  There have been many ideas put forth and some of them are very reasonable.  But when it comes right down to it, they are all speculation.  The Bible doesn’t tell us what He wrote, so obviously we don’t need to know.  While our curiosity might dig at us, we will have to be content with not knowing.  If someone tells you they know for sure what was written, beware of that person.


It did have the effect of agitating the Pharisees since verse 7 says that they persisted in asking Him.  But a small lesson for us is to take the necessary time to think.  It is not uncommon for someone who has an agenda to rush you into making a decision.  Well, make them wait; take your time to think.

Jesus stood up and gave the answer that we are all so familiar with: Let he who is among you without sin cast the first stone.  He went back to writing in the dirt to give them time to think.  The oldest, who should have been the most wise and understanding, left first.  The younger took a little longer to figure things out.  Regardless, they all left.

Let’s dig into Jesus’ statement. The easiest application is that we are all sinners; whether we are Christians or not, we sin.  The only difference is that the Christian is saved by grace.  That is something very important to keep in mind when we are dealing with the rest of the world’s population.  We are called to compassion and understanding.

Now, when we read the rest of the Bible, we also understand that doesn’t mean that we just let everyone get by with everything.  When done properly, the Law of Moses, including the punishment, was upheld by sinful people.  There are a number of sins in the Old Testament that called for the death penalty.  The trial and the execution of the criminal were carried out by imperfect people.  They had just better not be guilty of the same crime.

Jesus tells us to judge with righteous judgement.  We make sure there is not a log in our own eye when we remove the speck from someone else’s.  But we are to remove the speck.  Crime is to be dealt with; that is why God established civil justice systems.  Yes, I know they are miserably corrupt; but that is not the point.  The point is justice needs to be carried out; wrongdoers need to be punished.  In the Old Testament times, an adulterer was to be stoned.  In our New Testament times, we don’t stone anyone, but we ought to try to bring them to repentance and faith in Christ Jesus.

All that to say, that what Jesus said does not mean that we are to simply excuse all sin.  But we are to be merciful and compassionate and try to lead them to repentance.  At the same time, if they have broken a civil law, they need to face the consequences.

Now, we know the Pharisees and scribes were willing to be a little loose with the law in order to get their way; but they also knew the law.  Jesus’ question gave them a little time to think.  Deuteronomy 17:6-7, “On the evidence of two witnesses or three witnesses, he who is to die shall be put to death; he shall not be put to death on the evidence of one witness.  The hand of the witnesses shall be first against him to put him to death, and afterward the hand of all the people. So you shall purge the evil from your midst.”  

Remember how the Pharisees had told Jesus that this woman had been caught in the act of adultery?  That may be, but none of them were witnesses.  There had to be two witnesses, but they didn’t have any.  If they were going to stone her, the witness needed to be the first to cast a stone.  So, in accusing this woman in front of everyone, they were bearing witness to what they had not seen.  If any of them had thrown a stone, it would have been a very serious offence.



But there’s more: In accusing her without being a witness, they were bearing false witness.  Whether she did it or not is irrelevant.  If they didn’t witness then they can’t bear witness, so their witness is false.  Deuteronomy 19:18-19, “The judges shall investigate thoroughly, and if the witness is a false witness and he has accused his brother falsely, then you shall do to him just as he had intended to do to his brother. Thus you shall purge the evil from among you.”  

When Jesus asked His question, they began realizing that they were opening themselves up to a stoning.  They had no choice but to leave.  

This leaves Jesus alone with the woman standing in the court.  Presumably the crowd is still there listening to hear what Jesus will do with her.  

I think it’s interesting that Jesus asks the woman where her accusers went and whether or not they had condemned her.  It’s as if He’s giving her a chance to process everything that happened.  Certainly, she had been afraid for her life; but this man before her, whom she referred to as Lord, had just given her new life.

Jesus completes the conversation with, “I do not condemn you either.  Go.  From now on sin no more.”  Was Jesus breaking the Law by letting her go?  No, He was upholding it; there were no witnesses.  Did He know she was guilty?  Yes.  He told her to stop sinning.  He told her to “go”; she had a new lease on life.

And that’s the way it is for a Christian.  Paul tells us in Romans 8:1, “Therefore there is now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus.”  Are we guilty?  We sure are; but in Christ our debt to justice has been paid and we are free to go.  We have a new lease on life now; and eternal life is awaiting us.  But being in Christ, we strive to live holy lives and cease from sin.

If we don’t think too much about the ending of this account, we might come to the conclusion that the woman got off scott-free.  No, sin has consequences, even if we are forgiven Christians.  This woman still has to face her husband.  Most likely her marriage was over.  She also now had a reputation that would spread throughout Jerusalem.  It is unlikely that she would find another husband.

And then there is eternity.  We don’t know if she eventually turned to Jesus in faith; we hope she did, but we don’t know.  If she did, then Jesus paid the price for her adultery on the cross and she now has eternal life.  If she did not come to Christ, then she is paying the eternal price for her sin.  

Jesus is merciful, but He is not lenient.  Justice must be served; whether by ourselves personally, or by His work on the cross.  We are not under law but under grace.  Yet that grace requires us to confess Jesus as our Lord and Saviour, and live accordingly.


Prayer

Thank You, Lord Jesus, for living a life in complete obedience to the Law.  You not only lived it perfectly, You knew it perfectly.  And You used it to show us how we are to live by grace.  In accordance with Your word through the prophets, Your law is now written on our hearts in Jesus.  Not to follow rules, but to live a life pleasing to the Father.

Help us to be merciful but at the same time love justice.  Help us to judge with right judgement.  May Your Holy Spirit guide us to make decisions with Your holy word in our hearts and minds.  Create in us a clean heart, so that our motives will be pure.

Thank You, Jesus, by Your work on the cross, we will be able to stand before our Father uncondemned.  May we never take that for granted.  

It is in Your holy name we pray
Amen
