
Provenance 
Bailey, following Augustine, suggests this passage may have been removed 
from early copies by those concerned it might encourage their daughters to be 
sexually promiscuous: “sin, and Jesus will forgive you”. It violated deeply 
rooted cultural attitudes. Cf. experience with David’s testimony of forgiveness 
in Sri Lanka. 
 
Current Context: 
Belongs in temple discourse, hence choice of Jn 8 
 
Nicodemus had just spoken up for Jesus, questioning “Does our law judge a 
man without first giving him a hearing and learning what he does?” Applicable 
to women too! 
 
3.17 God did not send his Son into the world to condemn the world, but in 
order that the world might be saved through him. 
And 8.15 “You judge according to the flesh; I judge no one.” 
 
Have just heard that people starting to say “he is the Prophet” and “He is the 
Christ” (7.40-41) 
  
The Chief Priests and Pharisees decide to set a trap. Jesus will be judged 
according to his compliance (or otherwise) with the Torah. If he is the 
Prophet/Christ, how does he handle Torah? 
 
Very public trial, in the Temple, with “all the people” gathered around Jesus as 
he sat and taught. A perfect opportunity to humiliate and discredit him in the 
eyes of the people, which they had to do if they wanted to arrest him. 
 
There is no question of their seeking Jesus’ advice. They knew what the Law 
required and that it needed to be upheld. What they are confident of though is 
that this will create an impossible situation for Jesus. They know he will not 
want to see this woman stoned. For he is known to have an attitude based on 
mercy. 
How do they know this? For all their blindness and hard-heartedness they 
know the truth of Jn 3.17 
 
 



This is a very dramatic test. The cp’s and Pharisees don’t simply pose a 
theoretical question to Jesus, but interrupt his teaching session by hauling a 
woman in who has been “caught in the very act of adultery”. 
 
Penalty for a betrothed woman committing adultery = stoning (Deut 22.23-24) 
But NB.  She is molested/raped. Town v’s country. 
 Need for a fair trial. The man is not with her. She has no opportunity to 

explain/defend herself. 
 
Married woman was to be killed  (Deut 22.22).  
 
Likely she was a betrothed woman, => a younger woman, possibly as young as 
12. 
 

Why no man? They don’t care about the adulterous act; the woman is a 
prop/piece of evidence in the trial of Jesus. Such hypocrisy: they don’t 
care about the law or the breaking of it by adultery. If caught in the act, 
the man has been allowed to go free. 

 
PAINTING – LORENZO LOTTO 
Scribes and Pharisees: 

• Finger pointing upwards – invoking authority (Mosaic Law) 

• Counting her sins on his fingers 

• Armour and sticks point to lust for blood 
 
Woman: 

• Stands in her naked humiliation, arms covering breasts 

• Head tilited appealingly, trustfully towards Jesus 

• Light of Jesus’ aura. Grace is at work 

• Moved by Jesus’ presence, v’s Pharisees. Newman: “It is only when we 
know God that we know the measure of sin. Sin’s depravity is exposed 
and confronted by His infinite goodness and holiness.” 

 
Jesus: Hand separating. Attention directed at viewer drawing all in. 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Jesus has two choices: 
1. To condemn the woman, upholding the law of Moses. Likely to provoke 

outrage of crowd, who knew the hypocrisy of the Pharisees, and in any 
case Rome didn’t allow Jews to execute capital punishment (18.31). So 
Jesus would fall foul of Rome at the least, and at a time of the Feast 
when Rome on high alert. 

2. To contradict the Law of Moses, discrediting himself as a prophet and 
teacher, and encouraging immorality. 

 
Everything Jesus does is to execute true justice, in the spirit of the Suffering 
Servant of Isaiah 42.3.  
Whereas the Pharisees’ reflex is condemnation, his is compassion. 
True justice is not simply about a strict application of the letter of the law, but 
the application of the spirit of the law. 
 A bruised reed he will not break, 

And a dimly burning wick he will not quench; 
He will faithfully bring forth justice.  

 
He first bends down and writes on the ground. In doing so he shows he knows 
the law. The day after a major Feast has to be observed on a Sabbath, and o a 
Sabbath one couldn’t write anything in ink, anything that would last, as it 
counted as “work”. But, if the Mishnah (c.200AD) is a guide, you could write in 
the dust, on the basis that it was not permanent, and could be blown away by 
the wind. 
 
What did Jesus write? Many suggestions but note only 2: 

1. Bailey: “Death” or “Kill her” – but this makes no sense given that “they 
continued to ask him”. Whatever he has written, it isn’t his judgment. 

2. Jeremiah  17.13 
 
Brilliantly, Jesus doesn’t pass sentence. But he does give the appearance of 
upholding the Law, by telling them to get on with it implementing the 
punishment required. BUT in doing so he also sets a trap for them: “Let him 
who is without sin among you be the first to throw a stone at her.” The law 
stipulated that witnesses of the sin of idolatory must throw the first stone; 
probably the same for other sins like adultery. (Deut 13.9; 17.7) 
 
It is highly likely this woman was framed, so those involved were guilty of this 
sin too. 
 



On a practical level, if stoning commences the Romans will first ask “Who 
started this?” and secondly “Who ordered it?” A mob stoning is much safer: for 
one person to throw the first stone is much more dangerous (for that person) 
  
On a spiritual/theological level, Jesus requires them to contradict the Scripture 
– Isa 53.6; Ps 14.1-3; Ps 53.1-3; Eccles 7.20 
 
While they are pondering his challenge, he bends over to write again. 
 
What did he write this time? 

1. Bailey: by bending over again he does not watch the public humiliation 
of his opponents 

 
They each depart, beginning with the eldest (to whom the younger ones would 
have looked to take a lead). 
 
Jesus is now in even bigger trouble. Bailey: “In any culture, one of the quickest 
ways to get into trouble is to humiliate powerful people in public on their own 
turf.” 
 
Jesus has saved the woman, but it will cost him his life (Isa 53.5). She isn’t to 
take this lightly: his sacrifice needs to be honoured by her “sinning no more.” 
 
Jesus effectively upholds the Law but removes its penalty – which is what his 
whole life is about. It is costly, unexpected and unmerited love. 
 Very important that we don’t cheapen God’s grace. If we do, no point in 

him dying for our sins. 
He also calls the cp’s and Pharisees to repentance and reformation. 
 
CONCLUSION 
1. Jesus is indeed the divine Wisdom, full of grace and Truth. 
2. The sword of judgment is two-edged: with the measure you use… 
 Funeral service: “N. we commend you to God’s judgment and mercy… 

3. All have sinned and fallen short… we all equally need Christ’s atoning death 
and redemption 
True justice is done when the law is upheld in such a way as to bring 
 redemption. 

4. B-M: Release from life contrary to the will of God is always with a view to 
life according to the will of God. That is the fundamental principle of 
Christian ethics. Newbigin: Mercy from God calls for life unto God 



 
Suggested Discussion Questions 

1. Does it trouble you that this story wasn’t originally in John’s Gospel? Do 
you think it fits in well where it has been placed? Why/why not? 

2. What do you find most repugnant about the actions of the scribes and 
Pharisees? Why do people (we!) behave like this? 

3. What does this story teach us about Jesus? 
4. What does this story teach us about the nature of God’s justice?  
5. Any theories about why Jesus wrote on the ground, both the first and 

the second time? 
6. How can we uphold God’s word, particularly teaching about sinful 

behaviour, without behaving/looking like Pharisees? 
   

 
 
 


