“The Writing On The Ground”

John 8:2-11

April 27, 2008

Read John 8:2-11

The passage this morning is one of the most well-known passages in John. Jesus’ response, “Let the one without sin be the first to throw” is still employed in modern conversation. It is one of the more hotly debated passages – containing both judgment and grace. 

It also is hotly debated for whether it should be included in the Gospel of John at all. Some of you, with your Bibles still open, will see that there are footnotes about the issue of whether to include this story. I was not going to talk about this issue, but this very issue came up in the news this week; so, I a going to take it that God wanted me to at least mention something.


Christianity Today reported this week, 

When Dallas Theological Seminary professor Daniel Wallace examined New Testament manuscripts stored in the National Archive in Albania last June, he was amazed by what he did not find.

The story of the woman caught in adultery, usually found in John 7:53-8:11, was missing from three of the texts, and was out of place in a fourth, tacked on to the end of John's Gospel.

"This is way out of proportion for manuscripts from the 9th century and following," Wallace said. "Once we get into that era, the manuscripts start conforming much more to each other. Thus, to find some that didn't have the story is remarkable."
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Many scholars agree that the verses are not original to John's Gospel, pointing out that the story interrupts the flow of the verses that come before and after. The style is also noticeably different from that of John's usual writing.

But that doesn't mean that all Bible scholars want the story removed. Many of them disagree with Wallace and believe it relays an historical event and that it belongs in our Bible.

"There is no reason to pull this out," said Craig Evans, a professor at Acadia Divinity School. "Nothing about it says Jesus didn't have this encounter." All of the stories about Jesus began orally — it was a few decades before they were written down — so it is possible that this story just did not get written down until much later, Evans said.

http://www.christianitytoday.com/ct/2008/aprilweb-only/117-31.0.html

The rest of the analysis of whether it should be part of the Gospel of John is better suited for a Bible study class than a sermon. For now, suffice it to say that I agree with the scholars who believe it should be included. It is such a glimpse in time to what an encounter with the living God is really like.

Put yourself in the place of the woman. Can you imagine? Regardless of whether yours would be sexual sin or greed or pride or stealing or whatever, imagine in your worst possible moment, when you are doing something you know you should not be doing, suddenly being dragged out into the open. There is a crowd; all your friends and neighbors are there, staring at you, disgusted, mocking, disdainful. Then you are flung before a judge who will decide your fate – and you know you are guilty.

Beyond that, you know that you are not even the real issue. You are guilty, but you are being used. The crowd that has dragged you out had not done anything to help you avoid making the bad step. No, they were rather pleased to wait until you had fallen into error to make sure they caught you at your very worst. 

Inside, you hope, “Please let me die.” At the same time, you wonder if there is any salvation from this predicament. Is grace real?

Grace is real, to be sure. Jesus did not condemn her. But watch the steps carefully. She was not the first one to experience grace in this story.

The woman was dragged before Jesus. The charge was leveled against her. No one denied the truth of what had been alleged. There was no explanation, no mitigating circumstances, no plea for pity or attempt to justify her conduct because she had a hard upbringing or her parents did not love her enough. No, it was an open and shut case: she was a sinner. Now, Jesus, now what are you going to do? 

The plan was to see if Jesus would uphold the law. He had been preaching about the kingdom of God and the hope given to the poor and to sinners. Well, here was a sinner. If he upheld the law, it would make a mockery of his teaching. If, on the other hand, he did not uphold the law, he would stand outside of the Biblical tradition and be revealed as a pretender. For Jesus’ critics, this was a best-case scenario to trap him.

But grace is not trapped by human plotting. Jesus bent down and started writing in the dirt. We do not know what he wrote. There are all sorts of fanciful speculation – whether he wrote her judgment, whether he wrote a judgment against the crowd, or some other Scripture like the Jeremiah 17 language, “those who turn away from you shall be recorded in the earth, for they have forsaken the fountain of living water, the LORD” – we do not know. We do know he bent down and wrote. After writing, he issued the line most oft quoted, “Let anyone among you who is without sin be the first to throw a stone at her.” He affirms the law verbally, he provides grace in action.


What do I mean? Jesus did not say the law was wrong. He did not prevent anyone from participating in exercising judgment on the woman. What a different story this would have been had one knucklehead in the crowd not worried about his own judgment and started throwing. 

Here’s what I meant earlier: the woman was not the first one to experience grace in this story. The crowd was. They were all brought up short – convicted of their own hatred of him, convicted of their own failings, and convicted of their own despising of the woman before they dragged her in front of Jesus. Jesus stopped them from doing the worst thing possible, rather than waiting for them to fail and condemning their hypocrisy. 

You see, just like with the woman, grace does not erase judgment – it makes judgment abundantly clear. Grace makes us realize just how deeply we have offended the holiness of God. Grace shows us the consequence of our action. But it does not leave us there. Grace is an invitation to repentance. It is an invitation to seek forgiveness from the one we have offended. 

But make no mistake: judgment is real. Jesus did not approve of her conduct, nor did he say it did not matter. Rather, he straightened up and talked with her. The crowd was gone and he addressed her personally and directly. “Woman, where are they? Has no one condemned you?” Then, she spoke, and these are the only words we have from her, “No one, sir.” Jesus gives her life, “Neither do I condemn you.” And he restores her to life with a charge, “Go your way, and from now on do not sin again,” or, more properly translated, “do not go on in your sinning ways.”

What do you think? Do you think her life was changed? Do you think she went back to a pattern of sinful living? We do not know, but I do not think so. I think the encounter with Jesus transformed her life. 

How does this apply to you and me? It means God loves us so much that He does not leave us in our sins. It means that grace and judgment are transformative: we are made aware of our sinfulness, the consequences we deserve, and are given new life as a gift. 

Further, we do not look upon the sin of others as a way to make ourselves feel better and more holy. We look upon others sins in order to encourage them to repentance and life, just as we ourselves need to be encouraged to repentance unto life. Discipline is not meant to lord our holiness over others – it is not our holiness we have to brag about. Our holiness is a holiness that is granted to us – reckoned to us – through the price of the cross; and it is with humility that we receive it, and it is with joy and thankfulness that we bear testimony to it so that others might be relieved from the burden of their sins.

For what it is worth, being Presbyterian is perfectly consistent with this understanding of grace and judgment. The Constitution of the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) has two parts: the Book of Confessions and the Book of Order. In the Book of Confessions, we have the Scots Confession, which tells us how we might know we are part of the “true kirk” or true church: 

The notes of the true Kirk, therefore, we believe, confess, and avow to be: first, the true preaching of the Word of God, in which God has revealed himself to us, as the writings of the prophets and apostles declare; secondly, the right administration of the sacraments of Christ Jesus, with which must be associated the Word and promise of God to seal and confirm them in our hearts; and lastly, ecclesiastical discipline uprightly ministered, as God’s Word prescribes, whereby vice is repressed and virtue nourished. (BoC, 3.18)
Discipline is about repressing vice and nourishing virtue. In the Book of Order, there are three parts: the Form of Government, the Directory for Worship, and the Rules of Discipline. In large part the Rules of Discipline are based upon what we learn here in John 8. This section begins this way:

The purpose of discipline is to honor God by making clear the significance of membership in the body of Christ; to preserve the purity of the church by nourishing the individual within the life of the believing community; to achieve justice and compassion for all participants involved; to correct or restrain wrongdoing in order to bring members to repentance and restoration; to uphold the dignity of those who have been harmed by disciplinary offenses; to restore the unity of the church by removing the causes of discord and division; and to secure the just, speedy, and economical determination of proceedings.

Our life together is about glorifying God, about leading people to repentance and restoration. 

Grace and judgment are designed to restore us. How often do we mis-use discipline to destroy someone – either by leaving them alone in their sin as if nothing were wrong or by rejoicing in their condemnation. 

Two stories about weddings.

First, there is the story of the wedding rehearsal. The bride, who has worked so hard to make things so good, arrives at the rehearsal. The pastor sees that she looks very pale and almost as if she is going to faint. He urges the wedding coordinator to go talk to her. The wedding coordinator sits down with the very frightened bride. “I-do-not-think-I-can-do-this” she gasps between hyperventilating. The wedding coordinator asks, “Do you mean you do not want to or do you mean you do not think you will be able?” (Good clarifying question.) “Not-able…” says the bride. 


“Oh,” says the wedding coordinator. “We have this problem a lot. Here, let me give you some help. Take things one step at a time. Do not think of the whole big picture all at once. As we go through the rehearsal, I want you to simply think of things in one stage, then another, then another. The first thing we have to do is get you set at the back of the church. So, think, stage 1, I just have to get to back of the church and position myself to walk down the aisle. Can you do that?” The bride nods. “Get to the aisle,” she repeats.

“Stage 2,” says the coordinator, “Focus your attention on the chancel area. Do not look at the people, just look straight ahead.” “Chancel?” asks the bride. “Chancel, alter, however you can remember it.” This was not a time for a theological quiz of the theological foundation for our architectural design. “Just look down beyond pastor and see the communion table. Can you do that?” The bride nods. “Look at alter.” 

Stage 3,” says the coordinator. “The fun part. You get to the front of the church. You turn and you look at him.” “Him?” asks the bride. “Yes,” says the wedding coordinator, “Just look at him. Can you do that?” The bride nods. “Him.” They repeated the steps and the bride seemed to calm down. 

The next day, the wedding takes place. Sure enough, the bride was nervous, but she made it through. Everything was beautiful.

The pastor went home that day and his wife asked him about what happened. He gave her a puzzled look and said, “Well, I think everything is ok.” His wife asked him, “What makes you unsure?” “Well, “ said the pastor. “I confess I am a little concerned. It was odd. As the bride came in, she was beautiful, to be sure. But all the way during the processional, she was very very intense and she was saying something to herself. When she finally got to the front, I heard what she was saying and I almost stopped the whole thing.” 

“Why? What could she have been saying?”

She kept repeating, “I’ll alter him. (Aisle, alter, him.)”

How often do we sit in judgment of others and not know what they are really saying or the whole story? There is an element of humility that comes with being human. We are not God. We do not get to play God. We are simply witnesses to the love we have received from God. As 1 Corinthians 13 points out:

If I speak in the tongues of mortals and of angels, but do not have love, I am a noisy gong or a clanging cymbal. And if I have prophetic powers, and understand all mysteries and all knowledge, and if I have all faith, so as to remove mountains, but do not have love, I am nothing. If I give away all my possessions, and if I hand over my body so that I may boast, but do not have love, I gain nothing.

Friends, grace and judgment are expressions of God’s love.

The second wedding story is making the rounds on the internet. Plans have been made, the colors and the flowers and the dresses and the decorations and the invitations – all of these things have been worked out in meticulous detail.  

The day finally comes. The guests arrived in their finest. The organist begins and it just sets the scene. You know sometimes things come together to look just like they are supposed to look? This is one of those times. You can see people in the pews nudging one another, noticing one detail after another that is just perfect.

The groom comes out. There is joy on his face. He is a sight to behold. Looking at him reminds the people in the pew of the best times in their own lives; the times when they felt that tremendous joy.

There is a pause and then the organ begins the familiar chords. Everyone rises and turns to look. However, instead of oohs, and ahhs, there are gasps and rustling and murmuring. People gawk. The bride is staggering. Her dress – once white – is in tatters. It is torn. It is dirty. Her makeup is askew and running. She looks ashamed. She looks angry and hurt. She is not what anyone expected. Yet she does not look as the people turn their heads. She does not hear as they mock and ridicule her.  She gathers her feet and, finally, finally, finally looks up at her groom. She fears his look, but he is smiling. He is inviting her forward. 

Obviously, this is a story about Christ and the church, his bride.

The end of that story is that when she arrives at the front, she looks exactly how everyone originally expected her to look – and better. The groom turns and presents her: spotless, gleaming, his glory revealed in her. 

The good news is not that Jesus loves us just as we are; rather, the good news is that Jesus loves us so much that he redeems us to be who God created us to be. The woman was redeemed because she received grace when she was deserving of the stoning. But so was everyone else who was going to participate. So are you and I. When we fight in the church in order that “I am right and you are wrong,” we have to look to see the stones in our hands. 

Conclusion

Grace and judgment go hand in hand. Usually, we think of judgment as an expression of God’s holiness – which it is – and grace as an expression of God’s love – which it is. However, judgment also is an expression of God’s love – God does not simply let us go to self-destruction, he acts to purify us. And grace is an expression of God’s holiness – Jesus’ blood shed on the cross and his death fully paid for my sins, your sins – even the sins of the crowd and the woman caught in adultery. 

What was Jesus doing when he bent down and was scratching his finger in the dirt? I suspect Jesus was writing on the ground, “I love you.” Amen? Amen.

8:45 (Sharon?) Prayer of people, invitation to offering

10:00 Invitation to offering
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