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Encounters with Jesus:  An Adulterous Woman      John 8:2- 8:11  6/3/12 

 When I graduated from college, I took a church job in Daytona Beach, 

Florida.  When I arrived in Daytona, I faced a significant decision.  Where 

would I live?  In addition to the usual factors of location, cost, and floor 

space, I had another significant factor to consider.  I was getting married in 

about three months, so the place I was choosing would be a home for both 

of us!  Bonnie was finishing her degree far away in Illinois, so she couldn’t 

really assist me in this decision, and I felt a great deal of pressure to get it 

right.  For me, anything better than a college dorm room would have been 

fine, but although I didn’t know Bonnie as well as I know her now, I knew 

enough to suspect that her standards for a living situation differed from 

mine!  And, of course, I needed to decide quickly.  Fortunately, I was able 

to find a one-bedroom house on the river and we both enjoyed it!  You’ve 

probably faced situations in which you felt a lot of pressure to make an 

important decision quickly, too. 

 In today’s scripture, Jesus is under great pressure to make a quick 

decision that was literally life and death!  From his response, we learn a 

great deal about his values and his character.  Here’s what happened:  

2  Early in the morning Jesus came again to the temple. All the people 

came to him and he sat down and began to teach them.  

3  The scribes and the Pharisees brought a woman who had been caught 

in adultery; and making her stand before all of them,  
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4  they said to him, "Teacher, this woman was caught in the very act of 

committing adultery.  

5  Now in the law, Moses commanded us to stone such women. Now what 

do you say?"  

6  They said this to test him, so that they might have some charge to bring 

against him. (John 8:2-6a) 

 Let’s talk about what is happening in this story.  Jesus is living just 

outside of Jerusalem and is going to the temple each day where he 

teaches the people who want to hear him.  In the middle of a lesson, he is 

rudely interrupted by a gang of Scribes and Pharisees- religious leaders- 

who are dragging a woman before him.  She has been caught committing 

adultery and they want Jesus to pronounce sentence on her.  They point 

out that the Old Testament law considers adultery a capital offense, and 

ask Jesus if they should stone her to death. 

 This punishment for adultery seems awfully harsh to us, doesn’t it? In 

fact, we live in a culture in which sports figures, movie stars, politicians, and 

even preachers seem to be regularly involved in affairs.  I think we’ve 

become used to them, so that they don’t shock us anymore they way they 

did at one time. 

 But adultery is a betrayal of a lifetime, sacred vow to another person 

taken before God and the community.  That vow is foundational to any 

marriage, so adultery inevitably rocks the foundation of a marriage.  “Can 



 3
this person ever be trusted again?” the other spouse asks.  That spouse 

must then come to terms with the intense pain of betrayal, which must be 

dealt with if healing in the relationship is to ever take place.  And the person 

who committed the adultery is also often in pain.  They have discovered 

that they are the kind of person who breaks sacred vows, betrays their 

spouse, and lies or at least hides the truth from their husband or wife.  I’m 

sure that’s not who they thought they were.  How can they forgive 

themselves?  And what do they do with the feelings they may have for the 

other man or woman?  Adultery causes great pain to both partners in a 

marriage. 

 In addition, adultery has a profound effect on any children in the 

family.  Whether they are told what has occurred or not, they certainly feel 

the trauma to the marriage caused by the adultery.  At a minimum, they feel 

confused and frightened by what they are hearing and sensing in their 

once-secure home.  And, of course, there are ripple effects on parents, 

grandparents, siblings, etc.  Adultery is a horrible thing, causing long-

lasting pain, rupturing relationships, and tearing the very fabric of a 

community.  It is a selfish, destructive act.  That may help to explain the 

harsh penalty for adultery in the Old Testament, even if we feel capital 

punishment for it is excessive.   

In this particular case, the Scribes and Pharisees publicly drag this 

woman before Jesus.  If they were really just interested in justice, they 
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could easily have done this in private, showing some consideration for her 

feelings and reputation.  They claimed that she was caught in the very act 

of adultery, but something doesn’t smell right about their story.  First of all, 

in order to sustain a charge of adultery, two eye-witnesses who saw the act 

itself were required, given how serious the punishment for it was.  But how 

is it even possible that two people witnessed this private act?  One 

explanation is that this woman was set-up by a vindictive person, perhaps a 

husband who wanted to get rid of her.  In addition, why is the man involved 

not there?  Did he escape?  Was he part of the set-up?  We don’t know, but 

it is surely unfair to punish only the woman!  Finally, it was rare for capital 

punishment to be used in cases of adultery in Jesus’ time.  Since women 

were regarded as the property of their husbands, usually a fine was paid to 

the husband of the adulterous woman and that was the end of it.  Why 

should capital punishment be applied this time?  It doesn’t seem just.  

Clearly, the Scribes and Pharisees don’t care a fig about this woman or 

even about justice.  They are using her as a tool to get at Jesus.  

 But, no matter how unjust the situation was, the Scribes and 

Pharisees have put Jesus in a terrible dilemma.  If he says, “Don’t put her 

to death,” he can be accused of teaching contrary to the Scripture, of 

teaching heresy, of putting himself above the law.  That was a very serious 

charge in those days and could have resulted in severe punishment for 

Jesus. 
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 On the other hand, if he says, “Yes.  Go ahead and stone her,” 

Jesus has several other problems.  First, it would run contrary to his well-

deserved reputation as a friend of sinners- of prostitutes and tax collectors- 

of being a man of mercy.  Second, it would put him in hot water legally.  

Only the Romans could carry out a death sentence.  If Jesus told the 

Scribes and Pharisees to stone the woman to death, he would be usurping 

Roman authority, which could result in the death penalty for Jesus.  They 

really had Jesus in a bind here.  How would he handle it? 

 Let’s read on.  

Jesus bent down and wrote with his finger on the ground.  

7  When they kept on questioning him, he straightened up and said to 

them, "Let anyone among you who is without sin be the first to throw a 

stone at her."  

8  And once again he bent down and wrote on the ground.  

9  When they heard it, they went away, one by one, beginning with the 

elders; (John 8:6b-9a) 

 Some folks wonder what Jesus was writing on the ground.  Several 

suggestions have been made, but my favorite is that idea that Jesus was 

writing a list of the sins of the Scribes and Pharisees- pride, self-

righteousness, greed, envy, and so on.  Seeing their sins written large on 

the ground would make it very difficult for them to act as though they were 

sinless and throw the first stone.  As Abbot Moses said way back in the 10th 
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century, “Those who are conscious of their own sins have no eye for the 

sins of their neighbors.”  Jesus’ response is a brilliant one.  “Let anyone 

among you who is without sin be the first to throw a stone at her.”  He 

doesn’t deny the authority of the Scripture, but he refuses to be complicit in 

their injustice against this woman.  

 But what about the woman?  What should be done with her?  After 

all, she has committed a terrible sin.  Listen to what happens next.  

Jesus was left alone with the woman standing before him.  

10  Jesus straightened up and said to her, "Woman, where are they? Has 

no one condemned you?"  

11  She said, "No one, sir." And Jesus said, "Neither do I condemn you. Go 

your way, and from now on do not sin again.” (John 8:9b-11) 

 I love Jesus’ response to her!  “Neither do I condemn you,” he said.  

This is a woman who is having the worst day of her life.  She has been 

caught breaking her marriage vows.  There will be hell to pay at home.  

She has been publicly humiliated in a strict Middle-Eastern culture.  It is 

likely that she will be shunned and possibly banned from worship in the 

temple and synagogues.  Who knows how her extended family will respond 

to her.  I’m sure she expects Jesus, a renowned religious leader, to pile on 

the shame.  But he doesn’t!  He shows her mercy.  He gives her a second 

chance!  Or maybe it was a third, fourth, or fifth chance.  We don’t know. 
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 We learn something important about Jesus here.  Not only did he 

refuse to participate in injustice against this woman, he believes in second 

chances, and gives her one!  As John reminds us in chapter 3, verse 17. 

“…God did not send his Son into the world to condemn the world, but that 

the world might be saved through him.”  God will give you second chances, 

too!  If you’ve committed adultery or drunkenness or gossip or lying or theft.  

If you tend to be a self-righteousness Pharisee- if you’ve failed to show 

compassion to those who sin, if you’ve criticized those close to you behind 

their backs, if you’ve withheld your money from those in need.  God will 

give you a second chance.  That’s exactly what Jesus taught, and exactly 

the way Jesus lived. 

 But that’s not quite the end of the story, either.  “Go your way, and 

from now on do not sin again,” he said.  Jesus isn’t content to let her 

continue living in ways that are destructive to her and others.  He wants her 

to repent of her sin, to turn away from it, and live in a new way.  That’s 

exactly what Jesus wants of us, too.  He gives us second chances so that 

we can live in ways that foster health and community and love and life, not 

so that we can continue in a manner of life that is self-destructive and 

harmful to others.   

 So are there things you need to repent of?  Do you need to find new 

ways to live?  Are there unjust situations that you are allowing to happen 

around you?  Is there something you could do about them?  Are there 
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people that you harbor resentments against, condemning them in your 

heart or talking to others about them?  Take a moment to confess these 

things to the Lord as we celebrate the Lord’s Supper together.  Allow our 

encounter with Jesus this morning to change you, to make you clean and 

new and whole, just like the woman in the story. 

 


