One on One: Jesus’ Interaction with Individuals #10

“Jesus and the Immoral”

John 8:1-11
Our news media (probably reflecting our society as a whole) loves controversy and scandal.  After the Watergate scandal in the early 1970’s, a whole branch of news reporting has emerged called “investigative journalism.”  It seems that every writer and reporter wants to be the next Woodward or Bernstein, hoping to break a big story that will be their ticket to fortune and fame.  Television executives have tapped into society’s interest in the controversial and scandalous, airing more news shows and special reports than sitcoms these days.
Well, if you’re one that enjoys controversy and scandal, do I have a text for you! 

The controversy deals with the text itself. The verses that appear in our Bible as John 7:53-8:11 record the story of Jesus and the woman caught in adultery—Jesus and the Immoral, as I have named this message. It is one of the most beloved stories in the New Testament…yet it doesn’t appear in any manuscripts of the New Testament until the sixth century. And where it does appear, it shows up in various places within the gospel of John, with one family of manuscripts placing it in Luke! Complicating things even more, the vocabulary and style in this passage do not match the rest of John’s Gospel.

So, what do we do? Most scholars seem to agree that the passage is a part of inspired Scripture, regardless of where it is placed.
 The general consensus of church history has judged it worthy and because nothing in the story contradicts other teaching. In fact, the passage fits very well theologically with Jesus’ teaching and reflects His attitude toward non-hypocritical sinners at other times in His ministry—his encounter with the Samaritan woman in John 4 especially.

The scandal is found in the story itself. I like the way Kyle Idleman sets the scene:

She was caught.

The man was just as guilty, just as caught, but they left him alone. They grabbed her and pulled her out of the room. She screamed in fear. She tried to reach for clothes, for a bedsheet, for anything to cover her nakedness.

Suddenly, she was being marched across town for all to see, a parade of shame, her confusion and humiliation increasing with every step.

She realized they were taking her to the temple. A torrent of thoughts must have inundated her mind. Why are they taking me to the temple? Are they going to bring me inside? Will they kill me? In the temple?

Cue the dramatic music and roll the opening credits, right? Controversy and scandal abound! All the makings for a hit movie or television show. I agree that this account is “one of the most remarkable dramas in the entire Bible.”

Jesus Defends the Woman from the Gang

Let’s read John 8:1-9, where Jesus defends the woman from the gang:

But Jesus went to the Mount of Olives. At dawn he appeared again in the temple courts, where all the people gathered around him, and he sat down to teach them. The teachers of the law and the Pharisees brought in a woman caught in adultery. They made her stand before the group and said to Jesus, “Teacher, this woman was caught in the act of adultery. In the Law Moses commanded us to stone such women. Now what do you say?” They were using this question as a trap, in order to have a basis for accusing him. 

But Jesus bent down and started to write on the ground with his finger. When they kept on questioning him, he straightened up and said to them, “If any one of you is without sin, let him be the first to throw a stone at her.” Again he stooped down and wrote on the ground. 

At this, those who heard began to go away one at a time, the older ones first, until only Jesus was left, with the woman still standing there.

The story begins early one morning as Jesus taught in the outer courts of the temple. In good rabbinical fashion, He sat while giving instruction. Then a group of angry scribes and Pharisees—rigid technicians of Scripture—interrupted the Lord’s lesson, thrusting a woman before Him and His listeners. She had been caught in the very act of adultery. Because of that, she was the perfect bait for their trap.

“Now, wait a minute!” I can hear the objection. “Something’s not right here. How would the Pharisees catch a couple ‘in the act’ unless they knew about it first? And if she was caught ‘in the act,’ where is her partner? Moses’ law required that both guilty parties be stoned—not just the woman. It seems mighty suspicious that the man went free!”

This is true, and if you smell a rat here, your sniffer is working just fine. John points out in verse six, “They were using this question as a trap, in order to have a basis for accusing him.” A classic case of entrapment—one that Jewish leaders had been trying to pull on Jesus time and time again. Just like the coyote trying to catch the roadrunner on Saturday morning cartoons, they failed spectacularly every time, their own trap exploding in their faces!
Here’s the trap (or so they thought): The Law of Moses condemned adulterers to be stoned publicly in Leviticus 20:10 and Deuteronomy 22:22–24, but at that time Roman law reserved execution for Roman courts. The Jews did not have the authority to stone the woman without Roman permission. It was a perfect setup. To honor God’s law, Jesus would incur the wrath of Rome. To submit to Roman law, Jesus would have to ignore the law of God.
 Perfect trap, right? I’m sure they thought so.
Lost in all of this is the woman herself. She is not named (for which she must be eternally grateful) and we know nothing about her except the accusation against her. The Pharisees couldn’t care less about her; they wanted to win an argument and trap Jesus.

Was this particular woman guilty? Absolutely. They apparently caught her in the very act of adultery. The Greek word translated “caught” literally means “to seize” or “to overcome,” suggesting that her accusers themselves found her in the immoral act and apprehended her while still in bed with her partner.
 She really had no defense…not that any of her accusers gave her a chance to give one. In their anger, these self-righteous religious leaders had become experts in judging, rejecting, and condemning people.

Question: Has condemning a person ever changed that person?
It’s a significant question. Have you ever met someone who told you, “Well, I was always this certain way, but then I met this hate-filled person who made me feel condemned, and that’s when my whole life changed!”

No, you haven’t. Me neither.

Another question: Has feeling condemned ever helped you to change? Has condemnation ever led you to transformation? I bet not, because that’s not the way it works. Romans 2:4 says it’s kindness that leads us to repentance.

Angrily pointing out a person’s sins doesn’t lead them out of those sins. Don’t confuse your bitterness and hatred with showing tough love. Loathing doesn’t lead to life change—not that her accusers cared anything about her to begin with.

Before we move on from this thought, I think it is worth noticing that we find it easy to condemn others who struggle with temptations and sins that we do not. I believe that we all have unique sin natures, just as we all have unique personalities, and there are certain temptations to sin that are more difficult for us to resist than others. There’s a tendency to be hypercritical and judgmental of people whose struggle is different from our own. Perhaps you’ve seen the statement, “Don’t judge people who sin differently than you.” Sin is sin, and we have no right to condemn another’s sin, even if it is different than ours. Jesus is about to demonstrate that to these Pharisees.

The woman’s accusers thought her sin defined her, that she was her worst mistake.
 When we label someone by their most obvious sin, we de-humanize them in our own eyes…and maybe theirs. Instead of slapping a label of “alcoholic” or “addict” or “adulterer” or “homosexual” on someone, why not view them as a person—created in the image of God for whom Christ died—who is caught up in a particular sin, maybe a sin to which we personally have not succumbed?

Jesus was not about to jump in to this judgmental dogpile. Instead, verse 6 tells us that Jesus “bent down and started to write on the ground with his finger.” This is the only time in all of Scripture where we’re told that Jesus wrote anything. Could it be that Jesus, at that moment, without saying a word, simply stooped and began to write the sins that the religious leaders themselves were guilty of, large enough for them to read? Who knows?

Without speaking a word, He wrote. Then He stood. The silence was broken when He looked into the religious leaders’ self-righteous faces and said, “All right, but let the one who has never sinned throw the first stone!” Then He stooped back down and wrote some more in the dust.

Chuck Swindoll shares his perspective on what Jesus may have written,

I believe John was an eyewitness. Writing now toward the end of the first century, he recorded that Jesus wrote in the sand. The Greek term John uses, which the English renders as “wrote,” is katagrapho. The last half of that word, grapho, is the verb “to write.” The Greek prefix kata can mean “against.” In other words, I’m suggesting that John intended to show that Jesus wrote something in the sand that would have been incriminating to the religious leaders. Perhaps He actually did write something “against” them. Could it be that Jesus stooped and began to write out the sins of the woman’s accusers in letters large enough for them and others to read? Pause and picture the scene as each accuser reads his own sins written in the sand. We cannot say for sure that this is what occurred, but if it did, can you imagine their surprise?

Whatever He wrote in the dust made an impact, for verse nine records, “At this, those who heard began to go away one at a time, the older ones first, until only Jesus was left, with the woman still standing there.” Gang gone.
Jesus Delivers the Woman from the Guilt

Then Jesus turns His attention to the woman. In verses 10-11 Jesus delivers the woman from the guilt.

Jesus straightened up and asked her, “Woman, where are they? Has no one condemned you?” 

“No one, sir,” she said. “Then neither do I condemn you,” Jesus declared.

Filled with compassion, Jesus let the woman standing in front of him know she was not defined by her sin. She wasn’t the worst thing she’d ever done. She wasn’t worthless because of what she had done. Her worth was based on God’s love for her.

If she was defined by her sin, it would make sin the ultimate power and authority. But God is the ultimate power and authority, and she was defined by His love. All of that became a reality to her because Jesus showed her compassion instead of condemnation.

Jesus changed everything and, when He did, I think the worst day of her life became her best day.

The only person on earth qualified to condemn the woman in her shame didn’t. And I think, just maybe, for the first time in her life, she stopped condemning herself.

The only person on earth qualified to condemn the woman refuses to do so. Instead, He freed her. Could it be that for the first time in her life she stopped condemning herself too? That’s what Jesus does for us in the humiliating blast of shame—He delivers us from self-condemnation as He sets us free. Free at last!

Shame runs deeper than guilt. Guilt typically remains a private affair. We learn to keep those inner indictments to ourselves, safely out of public view. But shame follows you wherever you go like a bad rap sheet. Shame straps you to your torturous past, putting everything on display. Private shame—the shame that comes from years of physical or sexual abuse, or the lonely suffering that emerges from disabilities such as speech impediments, anxiety or eating disorders, a prison sentence or time spent in a mental institution or a rehab clinic—pushes victims to the corners of the room, into the shadows of society. Shame becomes a relentless, accusing voice that whispers, “You are worthless! You don’t mean anything to anyone! You’re totally unworthy! You will never amount to anything! You blew it! You’re finished!”

Shame penetrates deeper than embarrassment; it cuts wider than disappointment. Its scars are ugly and often permanent. Being the lowest form of self-hatred, shame has driven many people slumping under its burden to retreat into a sort of living death, which ultimately ends in suicide.
But that bottomless despair does not have to be our lot indefinitely. The scars need not be permanent. Christ desires to meet us in those dark corners and lift us to safety by redeeming our dignity and worth. His grace is greater than our shame. Where sin abounds, grace super-abounds! He becomes for us our personal shame-bearer who walks with us through those harsh, agonizing days when we feel most alone and afraid. How can He do that? Remember, He’s been there. He has felt the aches of indignity and humiliation. In fact, there’s no limit to the depth of shame He can see us through, because there’s no limit to the grace He can supply.

Jesus used his position of sinlessness not to condemn but to offer grace. Speaking the truth to her about no longer living in sin did not require condemnation. The verse after the Bible’s most famous verse tells us, “God did not send his Son into the world to condemn the world, but to save the world through him” (John 3:17). With Jesus, something broken can become beautiful. One story at a time, as one person at a time discovers grace and forgiveness when they deserve judgment and expect punishment.

Jesus Directs the Woman to the Grace

In the last phrase of verse 11, Jesus directs the woman to the grace: “Go now and leave your life of sin.”
“Hold on now,” you might be thinking. “How is this grace? I thought grace is seen in His words, ‘Neither do I condemn you.’”

Good point…although technically that is more mercy (not receiving what I deserve) as opposed to grace (receiving what I don’t deserve). It must have thrilled the woman’s heart to hear Jesus say, “Neither do I condemn you.” Our assurance of forgiveness isn’t in our feelings or the words of some religious leader, but in the Word of the Lord. But God’s forgiveness brings with it the obligation to seek to obey the Lord and follow Him. We aren’t saved by our obedience, but our obedience proves that we have been saved.
 One who has been truly delivered from the guilt and shame of sin won’t want to live in it anymore. There is as much grace in obedience as there is in forgiveness.
“But isn’t Jesus being soft on sin here?” someone objects. “It’s like He’s condoning what the woman had done!” Some Christians are hesitant to offer this kind of grace because they’re afraid people will mistake it for an acceptance of sin, or even a license to continue sinning. They conclude that they can’t really show people love until the person stops sinning, otherwise people may think what they did or what they’re doing is no big deal. The concern is that their compassion will be confused as condoning.

That, however, is the opposite of what Jesus did and commands us to do. Remember Romans 5:8-10? “But God demonstrates his own love for us in this: While we were still sinners…”
We choose compassion based on the unconditional love of God and trust in the saving power of Jesus and the sanctifying work of the Holy Spirit. Compassion doesn’t equal condoning. If you show someone compassion and they confuse that as condoning, that is a mistake on their part because the two are not the same. Jesus did not condemn the woman but did tell her to go and sin no more.

We aren’t telling people, “God loves you just the way you are, so keep doing what you’re doing.” I’ve heard the message of God’s love summed up this way: “God loves you just the way you are, but he loves you too much to leave you that way.”

Accepting a sinner is not accepting their sin, but some people probably will take it that way. And? I think it’s worth the risk. How do I know that? Because it is a risk God is willing to take.

God’s grace is so amazing, so outlandish, that some people do mistake it for an acceptance of sin. That’s the way it has always been. If you read Romans 6, you will see that it was happening two thousand years ago. This is not an excuse to withhold compassion and grace from someone in your life.

How we respond to the account of the woman caught in adultery helps us better understand our own character. The secret sinner who dwells on such things longs for more details or supplies them from his or her own imagination. The legalist is disappointed that Jesus didn’t recommend capital punishment. But the believer who has experienced the grace of God gives thanks that there is forgiveness with the Lord.

Jesus defends the woman from the gang. We are called to do the same.

“Well, that’s fine for Jesus—after all, He’s God! He could see into their hearts and know what sins they had committed!” That’s true. We don’t have such knowledge. We don’t need such knowledge…or we would be tempted to become judgmental, too!

The next time you find yourself surrounded by wannabe judges spreading gossip and slander against someone (whether the person is present or not), speak up for him or her. Defend their value as a human being. Ask if the accusers have spent any time in prayer for the accused. 
Jesus delivers the woman from the guilt. While forgiving sin is something only Jesus can do, we can bring sinners to Him to have their sin forgiven. And let them know that Jesus not only takes away their sin but also their guilt and shame. They don’t have to live as a prisoner to their past.

Jesus directs the woman to the grace. The grace of God gives what is not deserved and that is a new life with the power to obey. Instead of making the same mistakes over and over, we can overcome temptation and live a life pleasing to God and to ourselves!

Please bow with me in prayer.

We are grateful, Father, that Your Son did not come to call the righteous but sinners to repentance. By Your grace, You have invited people who are imperfect, who are sinful, who have every reason to be ashamed of themselves, who are failures, who are guilty of wrong, to come to You and to find in You relief from their burdens, hope beyond the present, and relief from shame.

Living in self-condemnation for something we have done wrong, we often forget, there is now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus. So we pray, Father, that You will bring to Yourself those who have not yet found a way to silence the accusers within them—the thoughts that condemn as judge and jury. The tragedy is, when we hear those thoughts we believe them as true! Give us the first of several steps toward relief. May we find ultimately the joy of living by grace because of the finished work of Jesus Christ our Savior. In Jesus’ name, we pray. Amen.

�Charles R. Swindoll, John, Swindoll’s Living Insights New Testament Commentary (Tyndale House Publishers, ©2018).


�Warren W. Wiersbe, The Wiersbe Study Bible (Nashville: Thomas Nelson, ©2009, 2018).


�Swindoll, John.


�Kyle Idleman, One at a Time (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Books, ©2022).


�Charles R. Swindoll, Getting Through the Tough Stuff (Nashville: Thomas Nelson, ©2004).


�Swindoll, John.


�Wiersbe, The Wiersbe Study Bible.


�Swindoll, John.


�Swindoll, Getting Through the Tough Stuff.


�Idleman, op. cit.


�Ibid.


�Charles R. Swindoll, The Swindoll Study Bible (Carol Stream, IL: Tyndale House Publishers, ©2017).


�Swindoll, Getting Through the Tough Stuff.


�Idleman, op. cit.


�Swindoll, The Swindoll Study Bible.


�Swindoll, Getting Through the Tough Stuff.


�Swindoll, Getting Through the Tough Stuff.


�Idleman, op. cit.


�Warren W. Wiersbe, Life Sentences (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, ©2007).


�Idleman, op. cit.


�Wiersbe, Life Sentences.


�Charles R. Swindoll, Hear Me When I Call: Learning to Connect with a God Who Cares (Brentwood, TN: Worthy Publishing, ©2013).





PAGE  
4

