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John 7:53-8:11 ESV

[The earliest manuscripts do not include 7:53–8:11.][a]

The Woman Caught in Adultery
53 [[They went each to his own house,  8:1 but Jesus went to the Mount of Olives. 2

Early in the morning he came again to the temple. All the people came to him, and he

sat down and taught them.  3 The scribes and the Pharisees brought a woman who

had been caught in adultery, and placing her in the midst  4 they said to him, “Teacher,

this woman has been caught in the act of adultery.  5 Now in the Law, Moses

commanded us to stone such women. So what do you say?”  6 This they said to test

him, that they might have some charge to bring against him. Jesus bent down and

wrote with his finger on the ground.  7 And as they continued to ask him, he stood up

and said to them, “Let him who is without sin among you be the first to throw a stone

at her.”  8 And once more he bent down and wrote on the ground.  9 But when they

heard it, they went away one by one, beginning with the older ones, and Jesus was

left alone with the woman standing before him.  10 Jesus stood up and said to her,

“Woman, where are they? Has no one condemned you?” 11 She said, “No one, Lord.”

And Jesus said, “Neither do I condemn you; go, and from now on sin no more.”]]

Footnotes:  John 7:53 Some manuscripts do not include 7:53–8:11; others add the

passage here or after 7:36 or after 21:25 or after Luke 21:38, with variations in the

text

Introduction:  Even people who don’t go to church are familiar with Jesus’

words from the KJV of the Bible:  “He that is without sin among you, let him first

cast a stone at her.”  This is a section of Scripture that has been abused, misused

and even discounted by some over the years.  This is not a proof text against capital

punishment.  It is not a teaching against having an understood code of morality or

conduct, nor is it about sloppy forgiveness and lowering standards.  It is however a

picture of grace and hopefully can be a source of encouragement for many of us.

I.  History of the Sacred Text

In my Bible I have these bracketed remarks immediately above our reading:

[The earliest manuscripts do not include 7:53–8:11.]

So many things can be said at this point with full disclosure.



1.  Our story may have been placed here in John’s text because of the close tie

to 8:15 where Jesus says: 15 You judge according to the flesh; I judge no one.

2.  Even though it is true that this passage is not found in the best mss., it is

actually found in other places in the New Testament in some mss.  There are, in fact,

about 900 mss. that do contain our story.  It is located in these various mss.:

a.  after John 7:36 or after 7:44 (last week’s text).

b.  also after John 21:25 as a closing to John’s gospel (an interesting

     place because of the necessity of Peter’s forgiveness for him to

     continue in ministry for Jesus).

c.  or some show it not in John at all, but after Luke 21:37-38

    which provides a close parallel account where it says:

Luke 21:37-38 ESV  37 And every day he was teaching in the temple, but at night he

went out and lodged on the mount called Olivet.  38 And early in the morning all the

people came to him in the temple to hear him.

There are so many other textual comments made by commentators.  Some say that

this isn’t even John’s writing.

1.  The vocabulary is more like the other gospels (Synoptics).  John does not

use the word translated “scribes” in the ESV or “teacher of the law” in the NIV anywhere

else in his gospel.  It is more the kind of term Matthew, Mark, or Luke might use.

2.  Godet notes:  “The (Latin) Church fathers of the fourth century (Jerome,

Ambrose, Augustine) admit this passage’s genuineness and think that it was omitted

in some documents by men weak in faith, who feared lest ‘their wives should make

immoral inferences therefrom.’” - i.e., give them excuse for sinning...

Oddly enough, no Greek Church Father even comments on this passage of ours

until the twelfth century.  And then what is said is negative when Euthymius declares

that the accurate copies of the Gospel do not contain it. (Metzger,  A Textual

Commentary, p.220)

3.  There are about 60 variant readings found in these 12 verses.

All that aside though, and with all the problems that this text may pose and the

possibility that it may belong even to another Gospel, I still would like to look at the

story as if it is John’s.



II.  Context of the Story
We have already been made aware by John in even the previous chapter that the

religious leaders were out to get Jesus arrested and killed.  And they would succeed,

but only in Jesus’ timing.

It appears here:

A.  There may have been a conspiracy.

Adultery was indeed a serious offence, a capital crime.  It is clear even from the

Greek text that the woman was caught “in the very act”.  There is even some

speculation that the woman may have been brought to Jesus not even properly clothed.

Adultery, however, is not the kind of sin that involves just one person.  The woman

may have been caught red-handed, but what about her sexual partner?   Where was he?

Some have suggested the man was allowed to get away.  Others have said the woman’s

husband was trying to have her set-up so as to get out of the marriage by way of her

untimely death by stoning.

There has even been the suggestion that the man involved was even in the group

with her accusers (and with their knowledge) which is interesting in light of Jesus’

statement about those who had a right to judge (i.e. only those who were without sin).

This whole thing was really only a cover anyway because:

B.  The religious leaders were trying to trap Jesus (v.6).

They had tried other times to get Jesus in trouble with either Rome or the people.

You might remember the loaded question about taxes that Jesus was asked once.

But here...John 8:3-6 ESV  3 The scribes and the Pharisees brought a woman who

had been caught in adultery, and placing her in the midst  4 they said to him, “Teacher,

this woman has been caught in the act of adultery.  5 Now in the Law, Moses

commanded us to stone such women. So what do you say?”  6 This they said to test

him, that they might have some charge to bring against him. Jesus bent down and

wrote with his finger on the ground.

Here is Jesus’ dilemma:

1.  If Jesus says to go ahead and stone the woman, He is setting Himself up

against Rome and a charge of sedition.  They were the only authority that could mete

out capital punishment.



2.  If Jesus says, “let her go,” He is setting Himself up against Moses and the Law.

Leviticus 20:10 ESV  10 “If a man commits adultery with the wife of his neighbor, both

the adulterer and the adulteress shall surely be put to death.

In a Vatican periodical entitled Oriente Moderno, it was reported a number of years

ago:  “Two Muslim pilgrims returning from Mecca, found in flagranti (i.e. the heat

of passion) and guilty of adultery on July 11, 1957, were taken to a judge in Mecca

and sentenced to death by stoning.  The sentence was executed on July 12.  Brunei

still has this kind of law on the books in 2019.

Adultery has lost a lot of its stigma over the years, but it is still against God’s law and

desire for us whether the culture winks at it or not.  And anyone who continues in

such a lifestyle without repentance will not be invited to heaven.

Just like the woman in our story, though, you can be forgiven if you are guilty of that

kind of behavior or any sin for which you are repentant.

The question may very well be:

III.  Where Do We Stand?

A.  With the accusers?

In our story, there has been historically some speculation as to either the truthfulness

of the complaint or the purity of these accusers.

Jesus would go on to write in the dust on the ground and then see all the woman’s

accusers leave the scene.  It could be that Jesus wrote Exodus 23:1 ESV  1 “You shall

not spread a false report. You shall not join hands with a wicked man to be a malicious

witness.

or Deuteronomy 19:16-19 came into play as to perjury.  Deuteronomy 19:16-19 ESV

16 If a malicious witness arises to accuse a person of wrongdoing,  17 then both parties

to the dispute shall appear before the Lord, before the priests and the judges who

are in office in those days.  18 The judges shall inquire diligently, and if the witness is

a false witness and has accused his brother falsely,  19 then you shall do to him as he

had meant to do to his brother. So you shall purge the evil from your midst.

An Armenian translation reads:  “He Himself, bowing His head, was writing with His

finger on the earth to declare their sins; and they were seeing their several sins on the

stones” (see Raymond Brown, John, p. 333).



In Scripture, whenever you saw the finger of God writing, it was never a good thing.

Daniel 5:24-30 ESV  24 “Then from his presence the hand was sent, and this writing

was inscribed.  25 And this is the writing that was inscribed: Mene, Mene, Tekel, and

Parsin.  26 This is the interpretation of the matter: Mene, God has numbered[a] the

days of your kingdom and brought it to an end;  27 Tekel, you have been weighed[b] in

the balances and found wanting;  28 Peres, your kingdom is divided and given to the

Medes and Persians.”[c]  29 Then Belshazzar gave the command, and Daniel was

clothed with purple, a chain of gold was put around his neck, and a proclamation

was made about him, that he should be the third ruler in the kingdom.  30 That very

night Belshazzar the Chaldean king was killed.

Footnotes:

[a]  Daniel 5:26 Mene sounds like the Aramaic for numbered

[b]  Daniel 5:27 Tekel sounds like the Aramaic for weighed

[c]  Daniel 5:28 Peres (the singular of Parsin) sounds like the Aramaic for divided

and for Persia

Can you see yourself with the Pharisees and teachers of the law condemning sin in

others and maybe not doing a lot of self-evaluation?  Jesus talked about this in fairly

graphic terms in the Gospels.

Matthew 7:1-5 ESV 1 “Judge not, that you be not judged.  2 For with the judgment

you pronounce you will be judged, and with the measure you use it will be measured

to you.  3 Why do you see the speck that is in your brother's eye, but do not notice the

log that is in your own eye?  4 Or how can you say to your brother, ‘Let me take the

speck out of your eye,’ when there is the log in your own eye?  5 You hypocrite, first

take the log out of your own eye, and then you will see clearly to take the speck out

of your brother's eye.

Justice many times will take on a different angle or viewpoint depending upon who

has been wronged.  How close to home is it?  Moral decisions, ethical choices are

always more easily made for someone else.  (“I would never have done that!”)

Illus.  I learned very early in my ministry that hospital calls and funerals were

tougher when they involve your family.  My son, David’s hospital stays,  My brother’s

baby who died and I was asked to just pray at the graveside, and my father’s funeral

that I conducted - that was a tough one.  And so it is with sin, sin is also easy to talk

about when it is someone else’s problem.

I like George Whitefield’s famous reply as he was watching a criminal on the way to

the gallows:  “There, but for the grace of God, go I.”



Many of us have done things that have gone unnoticed because we weren’t caught.

Or we have been prevented from doing the wrong things because of Christian brothers

and sisters who encouraged rather than condemned.

Do we stand...

B.  With the woman?

Some of our best examples of holiness, and witnesses for Christ were once terrible

sinners.

I Corinthians 6:9-11 ESV  9 Or do you not know that the unrighteous will not inherit

the kingdom of God? Do not be deceived: neither the sexually immoral, nor idolaters,

nor adulterers, nor men who practice homosexuality,  10 nor thieves, nor the greedy,

nor drunkards, nor revilers, nor swindlers will inherit the kingdom of God.  11 And

such were some of you. But you were washed, you were sanctified, you were justified

in the name of the Lord Jesus Christ and by the Spirit of our God.

Let’s not just condemn bad behavior (sin); let’s encourage holy living!

In other words, have we ever been caught in sin ourselves and wondered how we

could find forgiveness?  Only Jesus can provide the kind of forgiveness we need.

So finally, do we stand...

C.  With Jesus?

The Scripture tells us we are to think like Jesus, to have the same mind.  Listen to

Philippians 2:5 where it says:  Philippians 2:5 NIV  5 In your relationships with one

another, have the same mindset as Christ Jesus; or as the ESV translates it:  5 Have

this mind among yourselves, which is yours in Christ Jesus,

Jesus’ attitude toward the sinner involves a number of things.  It involves a second

chance, grace.  Someone has written the lines:

“How I wish that there was some wonderful place

Called the Land of Beginning Again,

  Where all our mistakes and all of our heartaches

And all our poor selfish grief

  Could be dropped like a shabby old coat at the door,

And never put on again.”

There is a place like that; it’s called salvation.  Jesus’ attitude involves pity, i.e. He

wants to forgive us, but it also involves a challenge.



John 8:11 ESV  11 She said, “No one, Lord.” And Jesus said, “Neither do I condemn

you; go, and from now on sin no more.”

Conclusion:  Jesus is also willing to forgive us.  And He is able.

Somehow this story and its message are scandalous - to some, too soft.  They say it

will lead to immorality and license.  As an example, the Shepherd of Hermas (2nd

century writer) held that Christians who committed serious sins could be forgiven

once--after public confession and penance.  The amazing thing is that he was severely

criticized by his contemporaries--for being too lax!  Tertullian called him “the

shepherd of adulterers” (M.A. Smith, From Christ to Constantine, Downers Grove:

InterVarsity Press, 1971, p.40).

This may be certainly one reason why this passage is even missing in some

translations of the Bible.  Yet Jesus extends forgiveness to anyone who will honestly

do their best to live for Him.

All of us make mistakes.  AND the biggest mistake that anyone can make is not to

take Jesus up on His offer of forgiveness.

This story of the woman caught in adultery really is a picture of us.  We have sinned

and we have been noticed and caught by God’s perfect system of justice.  We also

deserve to die because of our sins, but Jesus is both willing and completely able to

forgive us and deliver us from sin’s penalty.

Why can He do this? He loves us.

How did He do it? He died on the cross paying the penalty for our sin.

Under God’s system of grace, we do not change in order to be accepted, but because

we have been accepted.  It frees us to be what God wants.

In a story told by Tony Campolo, he said:  “A friend of mine has an adorable four-

year-old daughter.  She is bright and she is talkative.  If tryouts were being held for a

modern-day Shirley Temple, I think she would win hands down.  One night there was

a violent thunderstorm.  The lightning flashed and the thunder rumbled.  It was one

of those terrifying storms that forces everyone to stop and tremble a bit.  My friend

ran upstairs to his daughter’s room to assure her that everything would be all right.

He got to her room and found her standing on the window sill spread-eagled against

the glass.  He shouted, ‘What are you doing?’ She turned away from the flashing

lightning and happily reported, ‘I think God is trying to take my picture!’”

God wants you in the family album.


