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The Story of the Adulteress (John 8:1-11) (Revisited) 

Leviticus 20:10 – If a man commits adultery with the wife of his neighbor, both the adulterer and 

the adulteress shall be put to death.   

 

There are many suggestions as to what Jesus wrote with his finger –  

a) A tradition that goes back to Jerome is that he wrote the sins of the accusers. 

b) In Roman legal practice the judge first wrote the sentence and then read it aloud.  However 

the Pharisees could read so if Jesus wrote the decision (as described in vs. 6) then vs. 7 would 

be hard to explain. 

c) Others think that the actions of Jesus paralleled the actions of Jeremiah 17:13 – Those who 

turn away from you shall be written on the earth, for they have forsaken the Lord, the 

fountain of living water.   

d) There remains the much simpler possibility that Jesus was simply tracing lines on the ground 

while he was thinking or did so to contain his feelings of disgust for the violent zeal shown 

by the accusers.  There are a number of examples from Arabic literature to illustrate the 

Jewish custom of doodling on the ground when distraught.   

 

There is not enough evidence to support conclusively any of these theories.   

If the matter were of major importance the content of the writing would have been reported. 

 

Jesus at Tabernacles (Scene 3) (John 8:12-59) 

Verse 12 – I am the light of the world.   

 

In John light and darkness represented the dualistic contrast between good and evil.  This under-

standing also lined up with other writings that were discovered in the Dead Sea Scrolls.  The 

Qumran Essenes were described as the sons of light whose hearts had been illumined with the 

wisdom of life.  The good spirit that guided their life was called the prince of lights while the evil 

spirit who fought against them was the angel of darkness.  Humans walked according to one or 

the other of those spirits of light and darkness.   

 

It is also interesting that John 8:12 follows the story of the adulteress. 

1QS 3:6-7 (from the Qumran) speaks of the pardon of sins in order to see the light of life.   

 

Jesus proclaimed himself to be the light of the world even as in John 7:37-38 he proclaimed 

himself to be the source of living water.  Both of these proclamations seem to have been 

prompted by the ceremonies of the Feast of Tabernacles.  As with the water ceremony that was 

part of the feast, there was biblical background for the theme of light at Tabernacles.  In the verse 

before the passages from Zechariah 14:8 that describes the living water flowing out of Jerusalem 

we hear: And there shall be continuous day . . . for there shall be light even in the evening.   

 

 



The story of the Exodus wanderings that supplied the imagery of the water from the rock also 

provided the imagery of a flaming pillar that guided the Israelites through the darkness of the 

night (Exodus 13:21).  The other images that Jesus uses for himself are often images that 

Judaism used for the Law.   
 

 

     In the actual ceremonies of    

     Tabernacles, on the first night  

     there was a ritual of lighting four  

     seventy-five foot high golden  

     candlesticks in the Court of the  

     Women.   

 

     Court of Women was where the  

     treasury was located.  It may be the  

     very same treasury where Jesus  

     noted a poor widow who gave her  

     sacrificial gift of two small coins.   

 

 
 

Previously we heard Jesus speak of water that was life-giving and of bread that was life-giving.  

Now Jesus speaks of life-giving light.  All three metaphors refer basically to his revelation about 

himself.  This will be further explained when Jesus opens the eyes of the blind man.   

 

Just as with the metaphors of water and bread, the Wisdom passages of the Old Testament offer 

some valuable background for Jesus to use light as a symbol of his revelation.  In Proverbs 8:22 

Wisdom says that she was made at the beginning of the Lord’s ways, and in Hebrew tradition the 

first creation was light.  Wisdom 7:26 tells us that Wisdom is a reflection of everlasting light.  

We already noted that in John the thoughts about light and darkness resembled that found in the 

Qumran.  In the Qumran the light of life meant a special interpretation of the Law. 

 

Here Jesus challenges his hearers to make a decision before it is too late.  He has identified him-

self as the light and the coming of the light forces people to take the option of seeing or turning 

away.  A unique opportunity was being given to his accusers and it would not be given again.  If 

people refuse this gift of life then they will die in their sin.  We notice that the word sin is in the 

singular because in John there is only one radical sin of which many other sins are but 

reflections.  This radical sin was to refuse to believe in Jesus.   

 

In Johannine dualism, lying is equivalent to darkness.  It was part of the realm that was opposed 

to the truth and light of God.  We are not to think in these verses of occasional deception but of 

fundamental perversion.  If Jesus Christ is the truth then then devil is the liar par excellence.  In 

John the dualism of light / darkness is more common than that of truth / perversion.  However 

the latter is noted in 1 John 2:22 – Who is the liar?  None other than he who denies that Jesus is 

the Christ.  It is the antichrist who denies both the Father and the Son.   

 



A similar dualism is well-known at Qumran where the spirit of truth is opposed to the spirit of 

perversion.  In John truth and lying are personified in Jesus and Satan.  In 1 John 4:1-6 the spirit 

of truth and the spirit of error are found in humans.  In 2 John 1:4 and 3 John 1:3 Christians are 

to walk in the truth.  But even though Jesus told the truth, his accusers did not believe him.  But 

in John he actually stated that they did not believe because he told the truth.  In John 3:20 the 

children of darkness hated the light.  Here the children of lying hate the truth.   

 

Jesus had told the Jews that they were of the devil.  Now they say that he is the one who has the 

demon.  Jesus said that he had nothing to do with the demon.  He was ruled by the honor that his 

Father gave him.  His statements are greeted with the same misunderstanding that appears so 

often in this narrative.  In response the people demand to know who he pretends to be.  Before 

Jesus said that if the Jews believed Moses they would also believe him (for it was of him that 

Moses wrote).  Now he assures them that it was of him that Abraham had a vision.  They asked 

him if he pretended to be greater than Abraham.  He told them that Abraham was but his 

forerunner. 

 

The climax of all that Jesus said about himself at Tabernacles comes in a triumphant 

proclamation by Jesus of the divine name – I am.  In all four gospels the Jewish authorities saw 

something blasphemous in Jesus’ understanding of himself in this way and what it implied about 

his role.  There is no convincing proof that the only real reason why Jesus was put to death was 

because he was a social reformer or because he was politically dangerous.  John seems to be 

more historically correct in showing that the Jewish authorities took umbrage at Jesus’ claims 

long before the Sanhedrin trial when (on the night before Jesus’ death) another I am statement 

provoked the high priest to cry blasphemy and call for his death. 
 

 

 
 

 

Aftermath of the Tabernacles (John 9:1-41) 

Verse 2 – We have not heard of Jesus’ disciples being with him since John 6 (in Galilee).  If the 

reference to those disciples were the Twelve then that was the first indication that they came up 

to Jerusalem with Jesus.  Or they could be the more obscure Judean disciples of John 7:3.  

Another theory is that we have a scene that was once independent and actually took place in 

Jerusalem on another occasion. 

 

 

 



Who committed the sin?  Despite the theological understandings found in the Book of Job, the 

old theory of a direct relationship between sin and sickness was still alive in Jesus’ time.  If an 

adult got sick then the blame could lie in his/her own behavior.  The problem of a baby born with 

an affliction offered greater difficulty.  Some of the rabbis held that not only could the sin of the 

parents leave its mark on the infant, but also the infant could sin in the womb of the mother.  

 

Verse 3 – Jesus was asked about the cause of the blindness but he answered in terms of its 

purpose.  The rabbis spoke of God giving people punishments of love which, if a person suffered 

them generously, would bring him/her long life and rewards.  But this does not seem to be Jesus’ 

thought.   

 

Verse 16 – Since the life of the man was not in danger those in authority thought Jesus should 

have waited until another day to heal.  In addition among the thirty-nine works forbidden on the 

Sabbath one of them was kneading and Jesus kneaded the clay with his spittle to make mud.  

And (according to later Jewish tradition) there was an opinion that he was not permitted to anoint 

an eye on the Sabbath.   

 

Comments: 

After the long and intricate discourses in John 7 and 8, John 9 provides an interlude.  By itself 

the story is complete and could have a place anywhere in one of Jesus’ visits to Jerusalem.  

However the intensity of the Pharisees for Jesus makes the general setting of the Tabernacles 

pilgrimage quite appropriate. It is a story of a man who sat in darkness and was brought to see 

the light (not only physically but spiritually).  It is also a tale of how those who thought they saw 

(the Pharisees) were blinding themselves to the light and plunging into darkness.  The story starts 

with a blind man who will gain his sight.  It ends with the Pharisees who have become spiritually 

blind. 

 

The Evangelist narrates the miracle with brevity (vs. 6 and 7) for his real interest is in the 

interrogations.  In each of these the former blind man gives voice to statements that betray an 

ever-deepening knowledge of Jesus.  In the interrogation by the neighbors all that the man knows 

is that his benefactor was the man they called Jesus.  Under the pressure of the more searching 

preliminary interrogation by the Pharisees the man is brought to confess that Jesus is a prophet.  

In the final interrogation by the Pharisees he becomes an ardent defender of Jesus’ cause.  Jesus 

showed that he was from God.  And then in a climatic response to Jesus’ own interrogation the 

man comes to see Jesus as the Son of Man. 

 

While the former blind man is gradually having his eyes opened to the truth about Jesus, the 

Pharisees are becoming more stubborn in their failure to see the truth.  In their preliminary 

interrogation they seem to accept the fact of the healing.  While some are offended by the 

violation of the Sabbath rules, others seem willing to be convinced and to hear the former blind 

man’s own evaluation of Jesus.  But in the second interrogation those who were the most hostile 

dominate the scene.  They have begun to doubt the very fact of the miracle by seeking to show 

through the parents of the man that he was never blind.  In the final interrogation of the man all 

interest in seeing where the truth lies has disappeared.  They seek to trap the man by having him 

repeat the details of the miracle.   



No matter what he may say about the miracle, they will refuse to accept Jesus’ heavenly origins.  

At the end of the story the Pharisees who sat in judgment of the miracle were judged guilty by 

Jesus. 

 

The lessons taught by the story – 

a) Triumph of light over darkness 

b) Parents fear of speaking represents the dilemma of some practicing Jews who believed that 

Jesus was the Messiah.     

c) From what can be reconstructed of the early baptismal practices the catechumens would pass  

their examination after a three-year study and were judged worthy of baptism.  Lessons from 

the Old Testament were read to them.  Then came the solemn opening of the Gospel book 

and the reading of John 9 with the confession of the blind man – I do believe, Lord – serving 

as the climax.  After this the catechumens recited the creed.  It is also interesting to note that 

Jesus anointing the man later became part of the baptismal ceremonies. 

 

 

     Aftermath of the Tabernacles  

     (Jesus as Sheepgate and Shepherd) (John 10:1-21) 

 

     We have seen that the stories in John tend to look both  

     forward and backward.  They resume themes already seen and  

     point forward to themes to come.  This seems to be the case  

     with the discourse on the sheepgate and the shepherd which  

     (though it is not a major division of the book) does end the  

     discourse at the Feast of Tabernacles and introduces the  

     discourse at the Feast of Dedication.   

 

     John 10:1-5 consists of parables and the following verses 

     consist of allegorical explanations.   

 

A parable is a simple illustrative story having a single point.  An allegory is an expanded series 

of metaphors where the various details and persons involved all have a figurative meaning.   

 

Verses 1-5 (the parables) – The figures found in these verses appear frequently in the Synoptics.   

In Mark 6:34 compared the crowds who came to hear Jesus like sheep without a shepherd.  In 

Luke 15:3-7 Jesus attacked the Pharisees’ lack of care for outcasts with the Parable of the Lost 

Sheep.  In having Jesus use the imagery of shepherding in these ways the Evangelist is being 

quite true to the traditional picture of Jesus’ ministry.   

 

These parables in John are related to the theme of those who cannot see in 9:40.  The point of the 

parable in John 10:1-3a is relatively clear.  There is a proper way to approach the sheep (namely 

through the gate opened by the keeper).  Any other approach would not do.  The parable in John 

could be a warning to the authorities that they should fulfill their role as the watchmen for the 

people of God which is a frequent Old Testament theme.  This warning carries a tone of 

eschatological urgency (an urgency that is expressed elsewhere in the Old Testament in terms of 

judgment standing at the gate).   



In John 10:3b-5 the close relationship between the sheep and the shepherd is in sharper focus 

than in vs. 1-3a.  The figure of the true shepherd of the flock who leads the sheep out to pasture 

reminds us of the symbolic description of Joshua (who bears the Hebrew name of Jesus).  The 

statement that the sheep will not follow shepherds whose voices are strange to them would be a 

particularly telling attack on the Pharisees of John 9.   

 

In verse 6 the reaction to the parables is seen as a failure to understand (not surprising).  The 

failure to understand caused Jesus to explain these parables.  The failure was not primarily an 

intellectual problem but an unwillingness to respond to the challenges of the parables.  In the 

Synoptic gospels that challenge was centered around the kingdom of heaven.  In John it is 

centered around Jesus himself.   

 

Drawing on the imagery of the parables Jesus explains how he is the gate in two different ways.  

The first interpretation sees Jesus as the gate whereby the sheep approach him.  The second 

interpretation of Jesus as the gate is found in vs. 9 and 10.  Here he is the gate leading to 

salvation.  All must pass through the gate (that is Jesus) in order to be saved.  He has come to 

bring life to the sheep.   

 

Since it seems that vs. 8 and vs. 9-10 are two different explanations of Jesus as the gate (with vs. 

8 being closer to the parable of vs. 1-3a.  Therefore the thieves and bandits of vs. 8 (whom we 

identify with the Pharisees and the priests) need not be the same as the thief noted in vs. 10.  The 

thief of vs. 10 who comes only to steal, slaughter, and destroy is more likely the one who comes 

in his own name (vs. 43).  It is a more general representation of darkness who is a rival to the 

Son.   

 

The first parable in vs. 1-3a concerned the way to approach the sheep.  Therefore its explanation 

concerned the gate.  The second parable in vs. 3b-5 concerned the relationship between the 

shepherd and the sheep.  Therefore its explanation concerns the shepherd.  Just as we had two 

interpretations of I am the gate so we have two interpretations of the statement I am the good 

shepherd.  In the first interpretation Jesus is the model or noble shepherd because he is willing to 

die to protect his sheep.  The theme of dying for the sheep appears rather abruptly for there was 

no suggestion of this in the parable.  In vs. 12-13 the hired hand and he wolf come into the scene.  

The symbolism of the shepherd protecting his flock from wolves became traditional in the early 

Church.   

 

In the second interpretation Jesus is the model shepherd because he knows his sheep intimately.  

Jesus knows his sheep by name and they recognize his voice.  Vs. 16 stresses that the purpose of 

this knowledge is to bring these followers into union with one another and with Jesus and his 

Father.  That there are other sheep who do not belong to the fold introduces the Gentile mission.  

 

The question of the Christian mission to the Gentiles was a burning one in the early Church.  The 

Church only came slowly to understand the importance of these statements from Jesus pertaining 

to the Gentiles.  With greater understanding the statements of Jesus took on greater scope.   

 

 



The  unique feature in the Johannine picture of the shepherd is his willingness to die for the 

sheep.  In other literature associated with John death is associated with the image of the lamb 

(the Lamb of God slain to take away the sins of the world) (the Lamb from whom flows life 

itself).  In John the picture of the shepherd is based on a combination of elements from the Old 

Testament descriptions of the shepherd and of the Suffering Servant.   

 

The reaction to the parables in vs. 1-5 was failure to understand.  The reaction to the explanation 

of the parables in vs. 7-18 was one of division.  In vs. 19-21 we hear that reaction and it serves as 

a good transition to what follows at the Feast of Dedication.  Some will challenge the messianic 

implications of Jesus presenting himself as the shepherd.  At the same time these reactions 

remind us of the previous reactions to Jesus at the Feast of Tabernacles where there were also 

divisions that included accusations that Jesus was not mentally well. 
 

Next Session – July 7 

John 10:22-42 and 11 and 12 

                     
 

 


