Believing Is Seeing #19

“Nobody’s Perfect”

John 7:53-8:11
“Nobody’s perfect!”


How many times have we heard that phrase?


How many times have we used that phrase ourselves?


How many times have we heard that phrase and thought, “What a cop-out”?


I know that’s usually my reaction when I hear those words.  But as we consider our text from the gospel of John, these words are, well, a perfect fit.  We begin with the last verse of chapter seven and the first eleven verses of chapter eight.

Then each went to his own home. But Jesus went to the Mount of Olives. At dawn he appeared again in the temple courts, where all the people gathered around him, and he sat down to teach them. The teachers of the law and the Pharisees brought in a woman caught in adultery. They made her stand before the group and said to Jesus, “Teacher, this woman was caught in the act of adultery. In the Law Moses commanded us to stone such women. Now what do you say?” They were using this question as a trap, in order to have a basis for accusing him. 

But Jesus bent down and started to write on the ground with his finger. When they kept on questioning him, he straightened up and said to them, “If any one of you is without sin, let him be the first to throw a stone at her.” Again he stooped down and wrote on the ground. 

At 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. Jesus straightened up and asked her, “Woman, where are they? Has no one condemned you?” 

“No one, sir,” she said. “Then neither do I condemn you,” Jesus declared. “Go now and leave your life of sin.”
The Imperfect Account

We begin with the imperfect account. It’s not often that the sermon begins with a footnote to the text, but it is important in this passage.  Many modern translations have a note before John 7:53 such as the niv: “The earliest manuscripts and other ancient witnesses do not have John 7:53-8:11.”  Does this mean that we should accept it as authentic?  The answer to this is both yes and no.

Negatively, this account is not an authentic part of John’s original Gospel.  The oldest manuscripts don’t include it at all, and the later ones that do have it in other places, either after John 7:36, after 7:44, at the end of the Gospel (as an appendix), or after Luke 21:38.  Furthermore, the Greek language of this passage is not consistent with the rest of John’s gospel.  There is also the fact that the passage does not fit well into the context, whereas 8:12 follows naturally after 7:52.
  Like Mark 16:9–20, most commentators agree that these verses were added later to John’s initial work.

Positively, though, this imperfect account is beneficial to us.  Leon Morris writes,

But if we cannot feel that this is part of John’s Gospel, we can feel that the story is true to the character of Jesus. Throughout the history of the church it has been held that, whoever wrote it, this little story is authentic.  It rings true. It speaks to our condition. And it can scarcely have been com​posed in the early church with its sternness about sexual sin. It is thus worth our while to study it, though not as an authentic part of John’s writing.

The Imperfect Adulteress

The story is set at the Temple, where Jesus was teaching the people.  In those days this was not unusual.  People would gather around a rabbi, or teacher, and listen to him teach.

Suddenly a commotion interrupted the lesson.  Verses 3-4 record, “The teachers of the law and the Pharisees brought in a woman caught in adultery. They made her stand before the group and said to Jesus, “Teacher, this woman was caught in the act of adultery.”  We are introduced to the imperfect adulteress. 

The charge brought against the woman was serious.  In those days (as is mentioned in the next verse), adulterers could be stoned to death in accordance with Jewish law.  Leviticus 20:10 states, 
If a man commits adultery with another man’s wife—with the wife of his neighbor—both the adulterer and the adulteress must be put to death.  

Deuteronomy 22:22-24 specifies the penalty:

If a man is found sleeping with another man’s wife, both the man who slept with her and the woman must die. You must purge the evil from Israel.  If a man happens to meet in a town a virgin pledged to be married and he sleeps with her, you shall take both of them to the gate of that town and stone them to death—the girl because she was in a town and did not scream for help, and the man because he violated another man’s wife. You must purge the evil from among you.

In order for this to happen, though, the witnesses—at least two—had to see the very act of adultery; compromising circumstances were not enough.
  So, as The Message renders it, “this woman was caught red-handed in the act of adultery.”  These were the facts, and they were indisputable.
The Imperfect Accusers

Immediately, though, red flags against the indictment appear.  Verses 4-6 record,

“Teacher, this woman was caught in the act of adultery. In the Law Moses commanded us to stone such women. Now what do you say?” They were using this question as a trap, in order to have a basis for accusing him.
John tells us in verse six that the Pharisees were using the question as a trap for Jesus; it would be fair to say the entire scenario was a setup.  Everything they did and said in this episode scream of prosecutorial misconduct.  As Max Lucado writes,

What the woman did is shameful, but what the Pharisees did is despicable. According to the law, adultery was punishable by death, but only if two people witnessed the act. There had to be two eyewitnesses. Question: How likely are two people to be eyewitnesses to adultery? What are the chances of two people stumbling upon an early morning flurry of forbidden embraces? Unlikely. But if you do, odds are it’s not a coincidence. So we wonder. How long did the men peer through the window before they barged in? How long did they lurk behind the curtain before they stepped out? And what of the man? Adultery requires two participants. What happened to him? Could it be that he slipped out? The evidence leaves little doubt. It was a trap. She’s been caught. But she’ll soon see that she is not the catch—she’s only the bait.

The Pharisees didn’t care about this woman; she was only a pawn.  They didn’t care about the Law either; they only wanted to make Jesus look bad.  This is always the case. A judgmental attitude has no con​cern for the person, nor for the wrong they have committed. The accused is dehumanized, for “whenever you use people for your own pleasure or to prove your point, even a religious point, you are treating these people as things to be used instead of people to be loved.”
 

Have we changed all that much today? We may not drag some poor sinner to the front of the church and publicly condemn them before the congregation, but how often do we drag some poor-sinner through the mud of gossip and privately condemn them with others? It might be supposedly said “in love,” but Jesus can see right through the guise and detect the self-righteousness, which is just as sinful as any action of which the accused may be guilty.  As Jesus said in Matthew 7:1-5,

Do not judge, or you too will be judged. For in the same way you judge others, you will be judged, and with the measure you use, it will be measured to you. Why do you look at the speck of sawdust in your brother’s eye and pay no attention to the plank in your own eye? How can you say to your brother, ‘Let me take the speck out of your eye,’ when all the time there is a plank in your own eye? You hypocrite, first take the plank out of your own eye, and then you will see clearly to remove the speck from your brother’s eye. 

To borrow from the old Greyhound commercials, “Leave the judging to God.”  We are not qualified to judge another person’s thoughts or intentions.  We cannot be objective when we look at others.  As Bruce Milne puts it,

The sword of judgment is double-edged. In judging others we judge ourselves, and an unwillingness to pronounce judgment on ourselves undercuts our right to pronounce it on others.

The Improbable Acquittal

The Pharisees came to Jesus asking for a legal decision, hoping to get Him in trouble whichever answer He gave.  

He gave them what they asked for, but not quite what they wanted.

At first Jesus didn’t say anything.  Instead He bent down and started to write on the ground with His finger.  John doesn’t tell us what Jesus wrote, and this has allowed scholars to speculate widely:

There is no hint of why he wrote or what he wrote. It is not even certain that he wrote, for the verb used can mean “to draw.” But in this context the word more naturally signifies “to write.” A not unlikely suggestion is that Jesus wrote the words he later spoke. In other words, he wrote his sentence as well as pronounced it. Derrett is of the opinion that he will have written some words from the law (thus showing on what he would rely if he were to give a decision), and that he will have used unpointed Hebrew. This would haven enabled him to suggest all the meanings associated with the various possible pointings. This gives a motive for writing, whereas if the words were spoken then the speaker was committed to one interpretation. Derrett thinks the writing was the open​ing part of Exodus 23:1b: “Do not help a wicked man by being a malicious witness.” This was a reminder that the whole affair was unsavory, and it carried a warning lest innocent men contract guilt by association with evil witnesses. But this is uncertain; we do not know what he wrote.


Another possibility refers more to the act of writing than with what was being written:

…His writing echoes an Old Testament passage, thereby turning it into a symbolic action: “O Lord, the hope of Israel, all who forsake you will be put to shame. Those who turn away from you will be written in the dust because they have forsaken the Lord, the spring of living water” (Jeremiah 17:13). Here “written in the dust” probably means the opposite of being written in the book of life (Exodus 32:32; Daniel 12:1); those who have turned away are consigned to death because they have rejected the one who is the source of the water of life. Thus it appears that Jesus is associating his opponents with those whom God condemns for forsaking himself and whom he consigns to death. The judgment that they suggest Jesus execute on this adulterous woman is in fact the judgment that he visits upon them for their rejection of him—the one who has offered them God’s living water (7:38-39). In rejecting Jesus, they are forsaking God, and thereby committing a most shameful act. Adultery is shameful, certainly, but they themselves are acting in a shameful way worthy of death.

The Pharisees grew impatient, thinking Jesus was blowing them off.  So they continued to press Jesus for an opinion.  So Jesus rose and said, “If any one of you is without sin, let him be the first to throw a stone at her.” Then He stooped down again and wrote on the ground some more. 

Whatever He wrote, the effect was immediate.  One by one, from eldest to youngest, the mob left.  Jesus gave the ruling they wanted—“Guilty!”—but not against whom they wanted.  As Wiersbe writes, “Instead of passing judgment on the woman, Jesus passed judgment on the judges!”
  

They were indeed guilty—guilty of breaking God’s law.  James writes in James 2:10, “For whoever keeps the whole law and yet stumbles at just one point is guilty of breaking all of it.”  Jesus commanded in Matthew 7:1, “Judge not…”  When we judge, we are disobeying our Lord’s command, thus breaking God’s law!

James goes on in verses 12-13, 

Speak and act as those who are going to be judged by the law that gives freedom, because judgment without mercy will be shown to anyone who has not been merciful. Mercy triumphs over judgment! 

Then he concludes in James 4:11-12,

Brothers, do not slander one another. Anyone who speaks against his brother or judges him speaks against the law and judges it. When you judge the law, you are not keeping it, but sitting in judgment on it. There is only one Lawgiver and Judge, the one who is able to save and destroy. But you—who are you to judge your neighbor?

Instead of condemnation of the woman, Jesus grants pardon. It was not technically acquittal, since His subsequent call to leave her life of sin shows He knew she was indeed guilty of the adultery.
  Yet in His infinite compassion and grace, He chooses not to condemn.  He forgives. In the words of James, “Mercy triumphs over judgment!”

John White writes,

No power on earth can touch pardon. Atomic power can vaporize a city. It can raise a mushroom cloud miles into the sky. But it can neither soften a hardened heart, straighten the shoulders of a discouraged person nor break the power of sin. Forgiveness can do all this—and more…. It has the power to change the lives of people around us. Only because God has for​given us can we live holy lives. Being forgiven provides a wonderful incentive to righteousness. Nothing is more deadly than to live in an atmosphere of condemnation. When we sense other people’s criticism of us, we make mis​takes all the more. On the other hand, a kindly, forgiving attitude brings out the best in us.


It was an improbable acquittal, but that isn’t quite the end of the story.

The Imperative Alteration

In the final words of our text Jesus tells the woman, “Go now and leave your life of sin.”  He did not condemn her. But that does not mean that he condones her sin; he tells her to sin no more. The form of the command implies a ceasing to continue an action already started: “Stop your sinful habit.” And “sin no more,” (niv paraphrases with “leave your life of sin”) points to the thought of no return. She is to make a clean break with sin. Jesus does not refer specifically to adultery (though there cannot be any doubt but that that is primarily in mind). His words are general. He is calling the woman to alter her life, her whole life.
  Wiersbe adds,
We must not misinterpret this event to mean that Jesus was “easy on sin” or that He contradicted the Law. For Jesus to forgive this woman meant that He had to one day die for her sins. Forgiveness is free but it is not cheap.


Notice the order of Jesus words: “Then neither do I condemn you… Go now and leave your life of sin.”  As Donald Grey Barnhouse notes, if these sentences were reversed, there would be no gospel.  “Go and leave your life of sin” followed by “I won’t condemn you” makes the pardon dependent upon the person’s performance.  That is not grace.
 That is what people often do, but not God!  It is only after we have been forgiven can we live a godly life.  We must remember that when we deal with fallen people (like ourselves).
Finally, we must remember that…

…in Jesus there is the gospel of the second chance. He was always intensely interested, not only in what a person had been, but also in what a person could be. He did not say that what they had done did not matter; broken laws and broken hearts always matter; but he was sure that every man has a future as well as a past.

That is the gospel of Jesus Christ.  That is the message we proclaim to the world.
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