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53 Then each of them went home, 1 while 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 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, 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. 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; and 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 7:53-8:11, NRSV) 
  



 
The heat has been turned up here as we pick up the 
story in John’s Gospel.  The Jewish leadership, once 
curious about Jesus, are no longer amused.  His 
popularity is surging at an unprecedented rate, a threat 
to their authority and influence.  He is constantly 
challenging the status quo, set up by them to benefit 
them.  The crowds are increasingly captivated by his 
teaching and his miracles.  In the verses just before 
what we just read, we learn that the chief priests and 
the Pharisees sent the temple police to arrest Jesus but 
the police decide not to do so because they are so 
impressed with him.  “Never has anyone spoken like 
this!”1, they tell their bosses.  That didn’t go over well. 
 
It’s with this backdrop that we find Jesus one morning 
in the outer court of the temple teaching his disciples, 
along with any others who wanted to listen in.  This 
was a common practice for rabbis in that day, and there  
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were likely other rabbis, with other disciples, sitting 
around expounding the law.  It’s fair to assume that the 
crowd around Jesus was noticeably and comparatively 
large that morning.   
 
The scene is interrupted when a group of scribes and 
Pharisees drag a woman into the middle of the crowd 
surrounding Jesus.  She has just been caught in the act 
of adultery, sleeping with a man who was not her 
husband.  We don’t know the exact circumstances, but 
we can imagine.  We can also imagine her state in that 
moment.  It’s doubtful that these men allowed her the 
opportunity to freshen up and make herself presentable 
to go out in public.  It’s possible she’s half-dressed, 
maybe a sheet draped over her to provide some degree 
of modesty.  Though I doubt it would help, because 
they make her stand right in the center of the crowd.  
Instantly, she and her sin are the focus of attention.  
Whether she had clothes on or not, no doubt she felt 
completely naked. 
 
I can’t help but think of those scenes – and we’ve all 
seen them countless times – of some accused person, 
often a celebrity or politician, who is forced to walk out 
of the courthouse in the face of hundreds of cameras and 
reporters broadcasting the story and the images around 
the world.  Remember the celebrities who were recently 
caught trying to bribe coaches or fix SAT scores to get 
their children into prestigious colleges.  The pride you 
once felt because your kid was going to Yale has now 
turned to shame as everybody knows you are a cheater.  
Now you have to stand before the crowds in that 
knowledge.  How absolutely naked that must feel. 
 
Let’s try for a moment, each one of us, to relate.  There 
are things in your life you would not want exposed.  
Am I wrong?  Things you have done in secret.  
Thoughts that have crossed your mind about other 
people, even people very close to you.  Who among us 
would want to have all of our true motives laid bare for 
everyone to see?  Nobody wants that.  We hide our sin 
and shame, cover it up in all sorts of ways.  Imagine 
being dragged up here this morning and having it all 
exposed.  How naked you would feel? 
 
It takes me back to the beginning, to that scene in the 
garden after God has created Adam and Eve and given 
them everything they could ever need or desire.  He 
gave them the world in all its perfect abundance.  He 
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gave them one another.  He gave them himself.  And we 
are told that in that moment, “The man and his wife 
were both naked, and were not ashamed.”2  No 
clothes, but more than that.  They were completely 
exposed, body and soul, to one another and to God and 
yet there was no shame because their was no sin.   
 
But then in the very next verses everything falls apart.  
Instead of trusting in God they listen to the evil one 
who convinces them that they would rather be in the 
place of God.  And the very first consequence of their 
sin – do you remember? - is that they realize they are 
naked and they are ashamed of that fact.  They waste no 
time in trying to cover up and hide their shame.  The 
human race has been doing the same thing ever since.  
Again, which of us would want to stand up here 
completely exposed body, mind and soul?  
 
Back to the woman, now that we can better relate to 
her. The charges against her are legitimate.  Nobody 
argues that fact, not even Jesus.  God has been crystal 
clear from the beginning that the beautiful and sacred 
gift of sex is to be reserved for the covenant of marriage 
between one husband and one wife.  She had just had 
sex with a man who was not her husband, and may even 
have been somebody else’s husband.   
 
The law was clear about the consequences.  
Deuteronomy 22:22 states, “If a man is caught lying 
with the wife of another man, both of them shall 
die, the man who lay with the woman as well as the 
woman. So you shall purge the evil from Israel.”  
Leviticus 20:10 affirms this: “If a man commits 
adultery with the wife of his neighbor, both the 
adulterer and the adulteress shall be put to death.”  
Though scholars believe that by the 1st century the full 
rigor of these laws was no longer applied, especially in 
urban areas like Jerusalem, technically this woman was 
still deserving of the death penalty, usually carried out 
by stoning.  Though it should be pointed out that their 
were two guilty parties, and the law specifically 
commanded that they both receive the same 
punishment.  But there is no mention of any man here.  
Maybe he got away and left his partner in the lurch.  
We don’t know.  Either way, the Jewish leadership 
doesn’t seem to care. 
 
The reason for this is that they aren’t concerned with 
justice here.  Again, stoning adulterers was probably 
not something that happened very often anyway.  As 
John makes clear in his commentary, these men are 
concerned with trapping Jesus that they might take him 
out of circulation.  He’s not fitting into their agenda and 
so they want him gone.  The woman is just the bait.  
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And they use her to set the hook, which comes in the 
form of a question: “Teacher, this woman was caught 
in the very act of committing adultery. Now in the 
law Moses commanded us to stone such women. 
Now what do you say?” 
 
Give these guys some credit.  They usually come up 
with good questions which set good traps.  This one is 
especially good because there is seemingly no good 
answer.  They imagined, even hoped, that Jesus would 
tell them that she was forgiven.  After all, he had a 
reputation for doing this, a rabbi soft on crime.  If that 
happened, they could accuse him before the crowds of 
teaching the people to ignore the law of Moses, a crime 
that would have immediately delegitimized him as a 
teacher.  But on the other hand, if he told them to carry 
out the stoning of this woman, he would immediately 
set himself against the Roman authorities, who had 
decreed that only the Sanhedrin, the ruling Jewish 
council, could pronounce a death penalty, and then only 
the Roman governor could carry it out.  If this is his 
answer, then they will go and have him arrested 
immediately.  Jesus is stuck between setting himself 
against Moses or setting himself against Rome.   
 
What’s his response?  It’s strange, to say the least.  
We’re told that he immediately bends down and begins 
to write in the dust.  It’s the only recorded instance of 
Jesus writing anything.  John doesn’t tell us what he 
writes, which has led to all sorts of speculation.  It’s 
true that since there were no chalkboards or 
PowerPoint presentations back then, teachers in the 
ancient world often wrote in the dust to do instruction.  
Was he offering his own reinterpretation of the law of 
Moses, or maybe writing down his true feelings about 
Roman criminal law?  Some people think he was just 
doodling, treating their question with the contempt it 
deserved, taking his time in order not to dignify the 
question with too prompt or too defensive a response.3 
 
Whatever the content of his writing, we can imagine 
the reaction.  Before Jesus started writing, where was 
the spotlight?  On the woman, right?  All the accusing 
looks are focused on her in her shame.  But once he 
starts writing, where does the spotlight shift?  Away 
from her and onto him.4  What an act of kindness and 
mercy.  I can’t prove to you this was his intention, but 
doesn’t it seem like the sort of thing Jesus would do? 
 
But the accusers are becoming impatient.  They pester 
Jesus to give them an answer to their question.  They 
must have been salivating as they waited to see which 
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side of the trap he would fall into.  So Jesus straightens 
up and turns to them and says, “Let anyone among 
you who is without sin be the first to throw a stone 
at her.”  He’s giving his consent to her execution, but 
also identifying who is qualified to be the executioner.   
 
Now where is the spotlight?  I think all eyes turn to the 
accusers.  Jesus has just done to them what they have 
done to this woman, caught them in their sin, and 
forced them to stand exposed before others in their 
nakedness.  In a way it’s a risky answer to give, because 
what if one of them had been self-deluded enough to 
pick up a stone?  But none of them do.  Nobody lifts a 
finger.  They all know they are guilty.   
 
I’ve never once met a person who straight-out claimed 
to be morally perfect.  Everybody I’ve ever known 
would at least admit that they make mistakes from time 
to time.  Have you ever known somebody who claimed 
to be sinless?  I don’t think these man made that claim 
either.  Obviously they didn’t, or they would have 
picked up stones.  So what was their sin that Jesus has 
just publicly exposed? 
 
Think about it this way.  I want to suggest to you that 
when they measured the sin in their lives they weren’t 
using perfection as the standard.  Instead, they were 
using other people.  They were grading themselves on a 
curve.  They weren’t prefect, but they were certainly 
better then her.  Which raises a very important 
question for all of us.  When we evaluate our moral 
standing before God, what measuring stick are we 
supposed to use, perfection or other people?   
 
I know this sin.  I bet you do too, if you think about it.  
Let’s take sexual sin, since that’s the topic of the day.  
I’ve never done what this woman has done.  Many of us 
haven’t.  I’ve been faithful to my wife in that respect.  
And so it’s quite easy for me to imagine that by that 
standard I am righteous.  And then it’s not long before 
I’m looking down in self-righteousness, even 
condemnation, at others who have misstepped in that 
way.  But is that the standard I should use, the sin of 
another?  What did Jesus say about this?  You might 
remember his teaching from Matthew 5 when he made 
clear, “But I say to you that everyone who looks at a 
woman with lust has already committed adultery 
with her in his heart.”5  Am I going to stand before 
you and tell you that I have never looked at another 
person with lust in my heart?  Are any of us going to 
make that claim?  If not, then are any of us really all 
that different from this woman, at least according to the 
standards Jesus uses?  We are not.   
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You see, these men were coming from a place of moral 
superiority, a place which always leads to self-righteous 
pride.  And the only way to do that is to use other 
people as your standard of measurement.  But that’s 
never how God measures us, never against one another, 
but always against himself.  Jesus boiled the entirety of 
God’s law down to two commands.  This is our 
measurement.  We are to love God with all heart, all 
soul, all mind, all strength, basically to love God with 
every ounce and fiber of our beings.  And then we are to 
love every other person around us at least as much as 
we love ourselves.  If that’s the standard, how are we 
measuring up?  Suddenly every one of us is standing 
exposed, naked and ashamed of just how far we have 
fallen short. 
 
In his commentary on this passage, Augustine 
paraphrased Jesus’ answer to their question this way, 
“Hence, either let this woman go, or together with her 
receive the penalty of the law.”  In other words, either 
don’t condemn one another, or face condemnation 
beside the ones you do condemn.  Those are your two 
options.  Wisely, the accusers that day choose the first 
option.  One by one they turn and leave, beginning with 
the oldest ones because either they were the wisest or 
knew they had the most sin.  Since they have also been 
stripped bare and exposed in their sin by Jesus, if stones 
are going to be thrown at the guilty, then they don’t 
want to be anywhere nearby. 
 
Before they walk away did you notice what Jesus does?  
Once again he bends down and begins to write on the 
ground.  If my theory is right, it’s for the same reason 
as before, because once he does the spotlight shifts from 
the exposed accusers back to Jesus.  It’s a shift of mercy 
and grace.  Some of you know that this particular story 
is not included in the earliest manuscripts of John’s 
Gospel.  Some later copies have it here, or in another 
part of John, or even in Luke.  For that reason, some 
people have doubted whether this is a historical 
account, if this event ever happened.  For me, because of 
the way Jesus responds with such unexpected and 
uncommon grace, this story has the ring of truth.6   
 
Suddenly they are alone, Jesus and this woman, at least 
there without the presence of the accusers.  She’s there 
standing naked before Jesus.  Maybe her head is down, 
unable to look him in the eye.  Maybe she has to look, 
knowing that her fate now rests in his hands.  I have to 
imagine that those few moments must have seemed to 
her an eternity.  This is a very famous rabbi, not known 
for pulling his punches but speaking the truth.  In fact, 
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he just gave his consent for her execution, as long as a 
worthy executioner could be found.  But he’s also 
known for his mercy towards those who others don’t 
think deserve mercy.  How will he treat her?  What will 
he say?  What will he do? 
 
The first time he addresses her in the whole story he 
addresses her with a question: “Woman, where are 
they?  Has no one condemned you?”  Notice that the 
question has nothing to do with her sin.  He doesn’t 
scold her – “How could you have done such a thing?  
Don’t you know the law?  Don’t you respect marriage?  
What were you thinking?”  That’s not what he says.  
All he wants to know at this point is the location of her 
accusers.  Who is going to accuse you? 
 
“No one, sir.”  That’s all she says.  She doesn’t deny 
her guilt.  Not once does she offer an excuse.  What else 
is she going to say?  Her accusers are gone, but what 
about Jesus?  If she had known who he was, that he 
alone was sinless, she would have known that there was 
still one left standing before her qualified to throw the 
first stone.  From the very beginning the scriptures are 
crystal clear, that a sinless God has the right to take the 
lives of those who sin against him.  When Adam and 
Eve choose sin over trust, they are banished from 
paradise and the Lord tells them that death will be their 
consequence: “You are dust and to dust you shall 
return.”7  God later reaffirmed this through his prophet 
Ezekiel: “Know that all lives are mine; the life of the 
parent as well as the life of the child is mine: it is 
only the person who sins that shall die.”8  Paul writes 
in Romans 6:23, “For the wages of sin is death…”  
James concurs in James 1:15: “[When temptation] has 
conceived, it gives birth to sin, and that sin, when it 
is fully grown, gives birth to death.”  Jesus would 
have been fully justified in doing to this woman what 
others wanted to do to her that day.   
 
Instead he says to her – and I can hear the tenderness in 
his voice – “Neither do I condemn you.”  They are the 
most beautiful words in the passage.  They are among 
the most beautiful words in scripture.  We can only 
imagine how they were received.  Just moments before 
this woman stood exposed and naked in her sin and 
shame, expecting that the full weight of condemnation 
was about to be brought down upon her.  But then in a 
moment of stunning grace, all her accusers have 
realized they have no basis for accusation, and the one 
left who does have a basis has just declared the he is not 
going to condemn her.   
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I don’t know about you, but I need to hear these 
words.  Have you heard Jesus speak these words to you 
before?  Can you hear him speak them to you today?  I 
know the shame and guilt of sin in my life.  I can only 
imagine what it’s like in yours.  It is such a weight we 
carry, especially those of us who want to live lives 
pleasing to God.  But can you hear Jesus say to you the 
he does not condemn you?  He knows everything about 
you – every sin, every action, every motive, every 
thought – you stand naked before him.  And yet he does 
not condemn you.  I almost want to walk around this 
room today and, one at a time, grab each of you by the 
shoulders, look you in the eye, and say to you, “Jesus 
does not condemn you.”  Do you believe it?   
 
How is it possible?  Does Jesus just ignore our sin, wink 
at our guilt and look the other way?  This woman was 
guilty.  No question about it.  She’d been a part of 
ruining at least one marriage, maybe two.  Is Jesus just 
pretending it never happened?  And what about all that 
talk about death as a consequence of sin?  Those are 
God’s words, God’s promises, God’s way of doing 
things?  Did he not mean what he said? 
 
He absolutely meant what he said.  Sin always leads to 
death.  Always!  It’s inevitable.  But what grace has 
done is take the punishment itself.  For on another day, 
not far from this very spot that Jesus and the woman 
now stood, it was Jesus himself who was dragged into 
the middle of a crowd by his accusers.  They stripped 
him naked for all to see, a shameful a sight as there ever 
has been  And then, with both the approval of Rome 
and the law of Moses together, they executed him.  It 
was the greatest reversal of all time.  The ones full of 
sin “throwing stones” at the one who had no sin.  
Sinless as he was, on that cross Jesus was stripped of his 
dignity and righteousness that he might take to himself 
all the guilt and shame of our sin, along with the 
consequences of both.  He was condemned so that we 
would escape condemnation.   
 
John 3:16-17 says it all: “For God so loved the world 
that he gave his only Son, so that everyone who 
believes in him may not perish but may have eternal 
life.  Indeed, God did not send the Son into the 
world to condemn the world, but in order that the 
world might be saved through him.” 
 
And so what is our response to this?  That’s the 
question I want to leave you with today.   
 
People in our day love to cite this story as the most 
brilliant example of how we must not judge one 
another.  That’s true, but they often go too far and 
suggest that Jesus is teaching us here that we need to 
just accept everything about everybody.  But 
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forgiveness is not the same as tolerance.  Jesus forgives 
her, which means that there was something to forgive.  
The debt of our sin, in fact, is so great that it led Jesus 
to the cross.  That means that those in our day who try 
to diminish human sin also diminish and cheapen the 
sacrifice of the cross.   
 
Let’s never ignore that Jesus says one more thing to 
this woman: “Go your way, and from now on do not 
sin again.”  This is what Jesus says to any person who 
encounters his grace face to face, who realizes that it is 
his mercy which has set us free from condemnation.  It’s 
a call for repentance, which is changing your mind, your 
thinking, and the way you are living.  And repentance is 
the natural response, is it not?  Once you realize what it 
is that Christ has done for you, is it not your immediate 
desire to then give yourself to him completely and trust 
and follow him in all things?   
 
Jesus does not condone this woman’s sin, and names it 
as such.  But he also forgives her.  In turn, such free and 
undeserved forgiveness ought to then be the single 
greatest incentive for new and improved obedience in 
her life.  In fact, the person who continues to make no 
effort to turn from a life of sin is the person who either 
doesn’t understand the depth and enslaving nature of 
his sin, or doesn’t understand the depth and freedom of 
God’s mercy.  Probably both.  Forgiveness rightly 
understood and received, like nothing else, arms 
believers against future willful sinning.9   
 
So here’s my prayer for you.  I’d ask you to make it your 
prayer for me.  May we each face the reality of our guilt, 
understand the nakedness of our shame before God.  
But then may we each believe the good news that Christ 
has stepped into that place on our behalf.  He does not 
condemn you.  That’s not why he came.  That has never 
been his intention.  May we believe this good news, find 
a way out of our shame and guilt, and then, by this 
grace, begin to live lives that demonstrate our love and 
gratitude for the gift we have been given.   
 
Amen. 
 



 

The Next Step 
A resource for Life Groups and/or personal 

application 
 
1. Read John 7:53-8:11 again.  What stands out to you 

from this story? 
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2. Some scholars doubt the authenticity of this 
passage because it’s not found in the earliest 
manuscripts of John’s Gospel.  Do you think that 
the way Jesus acts in this story is consistent with 
the way he acts in the rest of the Gospel accounts?  
Why or why not? 

 
3. From what we see here, is Jesus soft on sin? 

 
4. What is it in us that makes us want to condemn the 

sin we see in others but miss the sin that exists in 
ourselves?   

 
5. Between the accusers and the woman in this story, 

who do you most personally relate to at this time in 
your life? 

 
6. Do you believe that Jesus has said or would say 

these words to you: “I do not condemn you.”  Do 
you believe him? 

 
7. Do you believe Jesus took your shame and guilt 

with him to the cross so that you do not have to 
bear it any longer? 

 
8. What is the message you hear from Christ in this 

teaching?  What is your response? 
 
 
 
 Table to Table: A question for kids and                              

adults to answer together. 
How do you think this woman felt when they dragged her before 

Jesus?  How do you think she felt when she left? 


