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We all need forgiveness. God promises to forgive us through Jesus, and Jesus calls his people to 
forgive one another. This is great news! But often, the hardest person to forgive is yourself.  

Why? It doesn’t seem to make sense to withhold forgiveness from ourselves.  

C.S. Lewis wrote, “I think that if God forgives us, we must forgive ourselves. Otherwise, it is 
almost like setting up ourselves as a higher tribunal than him.” Logically, we can nod in 
agreement, but our memories trigger emotions of guilt and shame, before which our joy and 
freedom wither.  

 

What do we do?  

Today’s passage is a familiar one, and usually raises two questions;  

• Where was the man caught in adultery?  

• What did Jesus write in the sand?  

 

But there are better questions:  

• What happened next?  

• How did she make it through the next days, weeks, and years of her life?  

• In what ways did Jesus set her up for a life of freedom after she’d been set-up to fall?  

Jesus provides everything she and we need for putting yesterday to rest. 
 
1. Start with Jesus alone.  – 7When they kept on questioning him, he straightened up and said to them, 
“Let any one of you who is without sin be the first to throw a stone at her.” 8Again he stooped down 
and wrote on the ground. 9At 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.– John 8:7-9 

My research tells me over and over again that as humans, it is easier to forgive someone else than 
it is to forgive ourselves. The biggest reason of all is that we know ourselves better than anyone 
else  

• “It is easier to forgive others because they don’t live in my head.”  
 
Most of us hold ourselves to a higher standard than we hold others. Why is that? Why is it that we can 
forgive others for merely being human, and we hold ourselves to standards of perfection? 
The conviction they felt was coming from being guilty of the same kind of sin - “That is, their 
consciences smiting them with remorse, because, at some time or other of their lives, they had been 
guilty, either of the very sin for which they proposed to have this woman stoned, or of some crime or 



crimes equally great.” 
 
There is no one here but the woman and Jesus. There’s a reason for that. Jesus knew her better than 
anyone else, even better than she knew herself. There is no one else the woman should be comparing 
herself to, no one else from whom she should be seeking approval, from no one else is she accepting 
condemnation. And there’s no one else who fully and finally give her the new start she needs. 
 
But when we don't forgive ourselves, and we allow resentment and self-loathing to grow, then we put 
a barrier between ourselves and God and our spiritual journeys come to a screeching halt. 
 

• We begin this process with the understanding that it will take time digging through the layers, it 
will take courage to face some of our internal issues, and we will need help in the process either 
from a counselor or from someone or some group who will hold you accountable. But we begin 
because it before Christ, through Christ, in Christ, and by Christ only that we are forgiven, and 
because of whom we can start to forgive ourselves. 

 
2. Stop the secret self-condemnation. - Jesus straightened up and asked her, “Woman, where are 
they? Has no one condemned you?” John 8:10 
 
No one has found this worthy of stoning. The judgment is suspended, so far as it rests with Jesus. 
 
Bell illustration. We can often toll the bell for ourselves, giving space and life to the belief that we must 
punish ourselves for our sins.  
 

• "The more decent we are, the more acutely we feel our pain for the unfair hurts we caused. 
Our pain becomes our hate. The pain we cause other people becomes the hate we feel for 
ourselves for having done them wrong. We judge, we convict, and we sentence ourselves. 
Mostly we do this in secret.” - Smedes 

 
This hatred can be expressed passively by merely lacking the love to accept the fact that we are worthy 
of being called a beloved child of God. Jesus does not call her “adulteress,” “worthless,” or any other 
title she had likely been called that day. He calls her, “Woman,” “a highly respectful and affectionate 
mode of address.” My Dear, My Lady. 
 

• If you hear a voice over your shoulder talking about your biggest failure and it isn’t calling you 
‘beloved,’ it isn’t Jesus talking. – Bob Goff 
 

In the case of forgiving ourselves, it is necessary to stop listening to the overly critical voice that 
distorts the message of Jesus. 
 
 
3. Separate what you’ve done from who you are. - “Then neither do I condemn you,” Jesus declared: - 
John 8:11 



In this step, we release ourselves from our past. We rewrite the scripts of our lives. We acknowledge 
that we have made mistakes in the past, and we discover that our past does not bind us to the 
present. 

 
Guilt is related to our feelings about what we have done or not done. Guilt is a judgment we pass on 
ourselves. Our inner voice or conscience tells us we are doing something wrong, and we respond.  
 
Shame is a sense of being judged by others – as if we have been exposed and found unworthy. Shame 
is a product of a community. 

The distinction is crucial because it is much easier to deal with we have done or not done than it is to 
deal with who we are.  

Addressing shame requires prayer and the acceptance of God’s gift of forgiveness. 
 
If we claim to be without sin, we deceive ourselves, and the truth is not in us. 9If we confess our sins, he 
is faithful and just and will forgive us our sins and purify us from all unrighteousness. - 1 John 1:8-9  
 
Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, the new creation has come: The old has gone, the new is here! 18All 
this is from God, who reconciled us to himself through Christ and gave us the ministry of 
reconciliation: 19that God was reconciling the world to himself in Christ, not counting people’s sins 
against them. – 2 Corinthians 5:17-19 

• In this step, we release ourselves from our past. This does not mean that we ignore guilt. The 
grace of Jesus takes the pain leading to repentance and replaces it with the freedom from 
guilt that comes through forgiveness. 

 

4. Name, bury, and leave what’s dead. - “Go now and leave your life of sin.”  - John 8:11 

This is the hard work. This is where you ask questions like: Why do I make promises I cannot keep? 
Why do I lie when I am pushed into a corner? Why do I lash out in anger when I feel threatened? 
Why do I take words of criticism about the things I do and make them be about who I am? Self-
forgiveness is a journey in self-knowledge, and often it requires a companion who can push you 
when you get stuck, or you don't want to go any deeper. 

• Self-forgiveness is a journey in self-discovery, and often it requires a companion who can 
push you when you get stuck, or you don't want to go any deeper. As we name the sins, we 
do so with honesty and specificity, or you don't discover the lessons embedded in them. 

 

• The sins of our past have cost us. We've lost because of them, and it hurts. We have to grieve 
the losses, bury what's dead and move on. Too often we have un-grieved losses. This is an 
attempt to bury something that is still alive. "We will bury our past, and it will rest in peace, or 
we’ll try to bury it alive ... and it will come back -  very messy and very angry.” - Gavin Adams  

 

5. Surrender to the power and love of Christ. - 11“No one, sir,” she said. – John 8:11 

http://biblehub.com/1_john/1-9.htm
http://biblehub.com/2_corinthians/5-18.htm
http://biblehub.com/2_corinthians/5-19.htm


“Sir” – Kurios - Lord, Master. One to whom another belongs. 

We arrange our lives around and under the reality that in Christ, we become new creations. We start 
looking more and more like the one who we call Lord and Savior. 

• In a moment of imminent condemnation, this woman experienced a love that was non-
condemning and unconditional. Now she would need to arrange her life under and around 
those bonds of love. 

I would end the story with the truth that when she learned to forgive herself and move out of her 
deep shame, she was able to forgive others and bring healing in the name of our Lord. I believe that is 
the call on each of our lives. 


