Eckford Village Hall : Sunday 24 May 2009 : John 8 : 1-11  
Tonight we see yet another battle of wits between Jesus and the religious establishment, and as usual it’s a pretty one-sided contest. By now, Jesus has got the Pharisees and the teachers of the law wound up like an alarm clock. He is constantly wrong-footing them, but still they come back for more. Had they collectively two brain cells to rub together, they’d have given up long ago, but the sinful flesh isn’t renowned for its good sense.

I suppose they thought they had him this time. It looked like a slam-dunk. They caught this wretched woman in the act, dragged her along to Jesus in the temple courts, read the charge-sheet, and appealed to the Law of Moses for Jesus to pronounce sentence. To all appearances, they had him where they wanted him, backed into a corner. 

If Jesus said she should die, so much for the message of God’s unconditional love and grace he preached, his credibility would be shot to bits. But if Jesus favoured letting her off the hook, he was playing into their hands by going against the Law of Moses, which in itself was a capital offence. This looked like shark-infested waters for Jesus. The Pharisees and teachers of the law tapped their feet, impatiently waiting for his answer. The crowd who had come to hear Jesus looked on, eyebrows raised, breath bated.

The atmosphere was electric, but Jesus was not fazed in the slightest. His reaction was so laid-back, it was nearly horizontal. He didn’t even dignify their trick question with an answer – he dummied the legal eagles completely. He just bent down and started writing in the dust with his finger. What was he writing? Well now, that’s caused much debate in academic circles over the years, and let me offer two possibilities.
One, he was writing names in the sand – the names of the accusers standing before him, and beside their names, the names of the ladies they were seeing, shall we say. You see, when these men came to Jesus spouting self-righteous indignation about what the Law of Moses said had to be done to scarlet women, they kinda forget to add that the text they were referring to, Deuteronomy 22.22, made it crystal clear that both parties to the offence were to be stoned to death. I wonder why they omitted to mention that bit?

Some have argued that the whole thing was a sting, a set-up, that one of their fellow Pharisees had entrapped the woman precisely for the purpose of putting Jesus on the spot. If that’s the case, it wouldn’t say much for their character, but it’s all conjecture with no evidence at all to back it up. What is certain is that they were bang out of order bringing the woman for condemnation, but not the man she was caught in the act with. That was just wrong, and it’s a sign of their desperation that they would try to pull a cheap stunt like that on Jesus, and think for one minute that he’d let them away with it.

The other theory about what Jesus was writing on the ground is, quite simply, that he was doodling, playing knots and crosses, doing a sudoku, or something that showed his utter and complete disregard for their whole tacky, dishonest, performance.

On balance, I think that might be more likely, but we’ll never know for sure, and when I get to heaven it won’t be the first question I’ll be asking him! The writing in the sand remains a mystery, but what’s no mystery is that the writing was on the wall for these sorry characters. They ought to have taken the hint and backed off when Jesus ignored them, but by persisting with their nagging and whinging, they dropped a mega-clanger.

Come on, Jesus, say something. Give us the benefit of your wisdom, teacher. What is your verdict on this woman? Having thus doused themselves with petrol, and handed Jesus the matches, the Lord duly obliged with a light. OK, here’s what I have to say. Whichever one of you is without fault, you throw the first stone.
Now THAT lobbed the hand-grenade back over the wall, didn’t it? How completely did these words of Jesus silence the woman’s accusers! I bet you could have cut the tension with a knife at that very moment. There was something about the presence of Jesus that was quite unnerving, you see that pattern throughout the gospels. The genuinely needy found in Him a friend and an ally ; the ones who were just pretending, playing church found His eyes piercing right through them to their diseased, sinful heart.

Not even the devil himself had any hiding-place before the face of Jesus, far less these men who at least had the sense to realise that they had made utter fools of themselves and the best thing they could do was go home and have a cup of tea and a lie-down. One by one, from the oldest to the youngest, without a further word being exchanged, they turned and left, mustering whatever shred of dignity they could pick off the floor.

Interestingly, it wasn’t just the pharisees and teachers of the Law who worked out that it was time to go. So did the crowd, each and every one of them convicted by the sheer holiness of the presence of Jesus in their midst. Whichever one of you is without fault, you throw the first stone. We live in an age when mud is thrown all the time, be it in the Houses of Parliament, the Kirk’s General Assembly, or the Co-op Car Park.

Would we not all be so much wiser, and safer, to get hold of these words of Jesus and take them as a central teaching in our own lives? It’s very interesting that when Jesus and the woman were left alone, He didn’t say : there, there, pet, you’re all right, as if to deny that she had a problem. What he said was : I don’t condemn you, but I do want you to change your ways. He loved the sinner and hated the sin with equal passion.
Jesus acknowledged that the woman had a past, and he forgave her, completely. As of that conversation, she was totally and utterly released from sin and guilt and blame, but she had the ongoing responsibility not to throw away that gift of forgiveness by turning back to the bad old ways. Do you see Jesus show is what true holiness is here? It’s not about publicly rubbing someone’s nose in their sins, and making them feel worthless, in order to shame them into change. That’s manipulation, it’s not godly, it doesn’t work. Nor is it about pretending that there isn’t an issue to be addressed, or that the person is helpless to deal with it and therefore has the right to carry on in their behaviour.

As you may know, I’m a commissioner at the General Assembly, and once again we’re in the news for all the wrong reasons. I’d love it if the Kirk were making headlines for the number of people we see healed of cancer, delivered from alcoholism, set free from depression, or the projects we set up to lift whole communities out of poverty, hunger, disease and despair. And, by the way, the fact we don’t hear about these things doesn’t mean they don’t happen, it means that the media basically isn’t interested in them.

But a nice scandal about a minister, oh boy, we’ll make hay with that! We need to see how Jesus handles these things and do it His way. I’m very sorry, but from Genesis to Revelation it is abundantly and unambiguously clear that it’s meant to be one man and one woman, not any other combination, biologically or arithmetically! Anything else is less than God’s best, and that’s not good enough for God’s children, and to argue, as some within the church do, that if that’s how you are, that’s how God must have made you, doesn’t give the full glorious weight to the power of Christ’s atonement.

But the message we have for people like my colleague at Aberdeen must never be one of judgement and condemnation, because none of us are qualified to judge and condemn. None of us is without fault – for avoidance of doubt, Jesus did not restrict the question of fault to this particular issue, so if, like me, you’ve treated people thoughtlessly or unkindly or in any way in a less than Christ-like manner, then, like me, you’d better put that stone down. The only person eligible to judge and condemn, the only one who was ever without sin, was Jesus – and although He could, He never did. 

But equally the message must never be that you just have to grin and bear it – or, still more unfortunate, that because you can’t change your situation you should actually be proud of it – because the truth of God’s Word is that anything less than God’s best is not God’s will, nor is it your God-given destiny. Here’s a text I usually quote in the context of physical healing : Christ himself carried our sins in his body to the cross that we might die to sin and live for righteousness, and by his wounds we have been healed.
What part of that text suggests that there’s any aspect of our human life that the blood of Jesus Christ, shed for us, cannot transform, redeem, renew? Where in the Bible does it say that you have to put up with what the devil has dumped on you? Submit to God and to His word, resist the devil, and he will flee, is what it says in James 4.7. He will flee with his silly little forked tail between his legs, because he’s a liar and a coward. 

Jesus had total compassion for the sinner. He could see past their past to their potential. But He recognised and took seriously the reality of sin, He hated it, and He put in place the answer to it. Jesus hated the sin and put it to death, so that the sinner whom he so dearly loved could be raised to life in all its glorious God-given abundance. This is a big text, and I hope it’s helped us take a balanced, Christ-like view of the sinner and the sin. God needs a church that, on the basis of His word, can distinguish between the two – which the world can’t be bothered doing – and minister to both the way Jesus did.
EVENING COMMUNION

Jesus said : Come to me, all whose work is hard, whose load is heavy, and I will give you rest. I am the bread of life. I will never turn away anyone who comes to me.

This is the table of the Lord, where He freely offers to all who come to Him food for the journey of faith.  If you love the Lord Jesus Christ, however inadequate you feel that love to be, if your heart’s desire is to draw closer to Him in love and service, this meal is for you. Whoever you are, whatever your background, the Lord invites you, His precious child, to share this bread and this wine. In the Name of the Lord Jesus Christ, and following His example, let us give thanks to God in prayer

Almighty God, we praise You for all Your wondrous goodness to us, for the beauty of Your world, for the joy of human relationships, above all for the assurance of our faith. We thank you for all the ways you have led and guided us, through the power of your Holy Word and the influence of your gracious Holy Spirit, through the wise counsel and faithful witness of fellow Christians.  

Most of all we thank you for Your saving grace in Jesus your Son. Thank You that His sacrifice on the cross has shattered the power of sin and death, and reconciled us to You, our Heavenly Father. Thank You that in this act of communion, You bind us together in holy mystery with You, with the church throughout the world, and with those who have fought the good fight and now enjoy their heavenly rest. Send Your Holy Spirit upon us now, we pray, as we share this bread and this wine, so that as we receive them in faith, the Risen Lord may live in us and we in Him. Amen.

The Lord Jesus, on the night when He was betrayed, took bread, and when He had given thanks, He broke it and said : “This is my body, which is broken for you.  Do this in remembrance of me”.

In the same way He took the cup after supper, saying : “This cup is the new covenant in my blood.  Do this, as often as you drink it, in remembrance of me”.

For as often as you eat this bread and drink this cup, you proclaim the Lord’s death until He comes.  Brothers and sisters in Christ, His body was broken and His blood was shed for us. Remember all that He has done! Celebrate His presence with us now!  Set before us are the gifts of God for the people of God.  Receive them and rejoice!
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