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John 8:2-11 
1 Corinthians 6:9-20 
 
In some Bibles, (like our pew bibles in St. Bride’s) this passage is marked in parenthesis 
in some way – brackets are used or italics.  And when you look at the footnotes, or the 
heading, you are told that this story is not found in the earliest manuscripts that we 
have, and that the manuscripts which do have it don’t all have it here.  Some put it just a 
few verses earlier, where it makes as much sense as here, some tack it on after the end 
of the gospel, and some even put it in Luke’s gospel.  But we still have the story. 
 
We still have the story, because whenever in his ministry this incident happened, it is a 
story which tells us about Jesus, tells us something which broadens our picture of him, 
and it is a story which, given everything else we know, rings true. 
 
Yes, it might have been an afterthought, maybe tacked on by a disciple of John, who 
remembered hearing it and decided that the world needed to know the truth that this 
little encounter encapsulates, but it is in line with what we already know about Jesus.  
There are some “Gospels” which are not in the Bible which show Jesus acting in ways 
which people might expect someone who was the Son of God to act – doing things for 
show, doing things just because he could, drawing attention to himself and so on.  But 
wise scholars of the early church realised that these stories were showing a human 
impression of what you would expect Jesus to be like, not the complex, humble, self-
forgetting, though effortlessly authoritative man whom we know as God’s Son.  And so 
these gospels were not given the authority of Scripture.  But this story, for all its 
parenthesis, for all it was a bit of an afterthought, is.     
 
The Scribes and Pharisees bring Jesus this woman caught in the act of adultery – we 
are not told how.  Now, the Jewish law said that women so caught should be stoned to 
death, but no mention of the man.  After all, it takes two to tango.  And they bring this 
woman to Jesus in full view of the crowds in the temple to see what he will say, what 
comment on the law he will make.   For if he sets aside the law, they think that they will 
have him, they will be able to take action against him.  Right at the end of the preceding 
chapter we see the same groups in turmoil about Jesus, and Nicodemus speaking up 
for him and saying that they couldn’t judge someone without giving him a fair hearing – 
which does not endear Nicodemus to his colleagues.  And so now here they are, giving 
him a hearing, or a test.  To stone or not to stone.  To uphold the law, or to set it aside. 
Of course, if he said they should enforce the law, then he would be going against the 
Roman law, which said that only the Governor could condemn anyone to death.  So 
they had him, between a rock and a hard place. 
 



And Jesus writes on the ground. We are not told what, we are not told why.  Maybe just 
to gain time to think.  Teachers used often to write in the dust, it was their blackboard.  
Maybe he was writing a list of other sins, maybe including hypocrisy; or maybe he was 
just doodling, treating their question with the contempt it deserved.  When his answer 
came, it was devastating, though risky – suppose one of them had had the arrogance to 
go ahead?  Suppose one of them had thought it best to pretend to be a perfect law 
keeper, in case he lost face before his colleagues?  Jesus hasn’t said that the law was 
wrong, only that if we are going to get serious about it, we should all find ourselves 
guilty.  And one by one, starting with the oldest, they left.  I like that it was starting with 
the oldest: I hope that this means that with age comes some self-knowledge and 
humility, not to mention compassion.   
 
They left, and with them left that terrifying sense of public display and condemnation to 
which the woman had been subjected.  Now she is left, if she realises it, with the one 
person who by his own criteria, could throw the first stone.  The one who is without sin.  
But he will not do this.  Now that there is no audience, he can say to her “neither do I 
condemn you.  Go your way, and from now on, do not sin again.” 
 
This does not mean that sin does not matter, that lawlessness or immorality are small 
and unimportant things.  Human society would be nowhere without some morality, 
without laws to give a framework to our common life.  And Jesus tells the woman not to 
sin again.  She is to mend her ways.  But not in a simple moralistic way.  No, if she has 
been forgiven – and she has, by him, the one who could condemn – if she has been 
rescued from imminent death – and she has, by him, the one who could condemn – she 
must live by that forgiveness.  Forgiveness is not the same thing as tolerance.  Being 
forgiven doesn’t mean that sin does not matter; no, it means that sin does matter, but 
that God is choosing to set it aside. 
 
Sin and forgiveness has always got the church in a stew.  It seems that either we go 
overboard on making and insisting on rules and standards, in which if you fail you are 
beyond the pale – the Church of Scotland used to have sinners, from fornicators to non-
attenders, sit on a stool in front of the congregation to be shamed, just as this woman 
was shamed by the Pharisees accusing her in public.  But on the other extreme – and 
we do love extremes – there are those Christians who say that since God will forgive 
them, it doesn’t matter what they do.  There were some like that among the church in 
Corinth. 
 
The Jewish law had been put aside by the good news of Jesus, and the liberation that 
this brought went to some heads.  “All things are lawful” they said, gleefully, and set 
about indulging themselves in all kinds of ways, so that shame was brought on the 
people of God.  Then there were those in the church in Rome who actually said that the 
more that they sinned, the more God’s grace could be seen, as God forgave them again 
and again.   
 
Either extreme or making strict, strict rules or ignoring all standards misses the point 
about forgiveness.  God’s forgiveness is an invitation into his being, it is an invitation 
into his friendship, it is an act of love.  He forgives us because he loves us, and he sent 
Jesus to be our forgiveness, because he loves us.  It is not much return for his act of 
love if we take the cleansed selves he gives us and immediately and deliberately make 
them dirty again.  That is like when your wife, or husband or mother of granny or 
someone looks at the dirty footprints covering the kitchen floor after you have been 



dancing in the mud, and washes them away without a word.  And then you, thinking that 
washing floors is all that your wife or husband or mother or granny is there for, what it is 
that he or she most wants to do, go back into the mud and then come and tramp over 
the gleaming floor again.   
 
It would try the patience of a saint, and it shows no appreciation, no love for God.  When 
God forgives us, he wants us to live his way, in relationship with him, and we cannot do 
that if we are going out and deliberately doing wrong on purpose.  If we think God is 
only there as a sort of divine soul-cleaner, we have misunderstood his infinite greatness 
and his bottomless love. 
 
But if we think that the best way to respond to God’s love is to put a fence around that 
cleaned soul, the washed floor, as it were, so that you have to spend your life picking a 
very careful way, always looking over your shoulder in case you should enrage God, 
then too we have misunderstood God’s infinite greatness and his bottomless love.  God, 
who can condemn, will not cast the first stone.   
 
When we gather round the table, as we will today, we do so to remember that Jesus 
died so that we could be forgiven and made whole and clean again.  And we give 
thanks.  We gather to remember that we are invited to be united with Jesus, in so 
intimate a relationship that whatever we do with our bodies or mouths or minds means 
that he is involved as well.  We gather to remember that the best response to God’s 
love is to live with his love in our hearts, loving him in how we live and loving others in 
the way, the forgiving way, that he first loved us. Amen 
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