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THE WOMAN WHO MISSED DEATH BY A STONE'S THROW 
Only God can link mercy and grace in an imperfect world  
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THE WOMAN WHO MISSED DEATH BY A STONE'S THROW 

 
Jesus had been in the north of the country, purposely staying away from Judea 

because the Jews there were waiting to take his life.  
 

The Jewish Feast of Tabernacles was about to be  celebrated.  

 

His brothers sarcastically said to him before they left, ñYou ought to leave here and 
go to Judea, so that your disciples may see the miracles you do. No one who wants 

to become a public figure acts in secret. Since you are doing these things , show 

yourself to the world. ò  
 

Even his own brothers did not believe in him.  

  
ñYou go to the Feast, ò Jesus replie d, ñI am not ready yet to go up to this Feast, 

because for me the right time has not yet come. ò  

 

The Feast of Tabernacles  or Booths  was an annual religious festival celebrated by 
the Jews to commemorate the time their ancestors lived in the wilderness as they 

journeyed from Egypt to the Promised Land.  

 
To celebrate this journey, (when they lived in temporary dwellings )  every man 

livin g within 30 kilometres  of Jerusalem had to attend the Festival.  
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People literally poured into Jerusalem from all over the country.   It was like ñShow 

Dayò and Mardi Gras  in the big city!  

    
After his brothers had left for the Feast, He went down secretly to protect His 

identity from the judgmental crowds in Jerusalem.  

        
At the Feast, the Jews were watching for him and asking people, ñWhere is that 

man?ò  

 

The people had built temporary shelters f rom palm branches and willow fronds  in 
the streets and gardens, on rooftops and in the hills surrounding Jerusalem.  It 

was chaotic moving through the streets.  It was ñshanty town ò time in the capital!  

 
They were celebrating harvest time.  The wheat and b arley fields were stripped of 

their crops and the grain stored for winter.   By living in these temporary shelters, 

they were reminding themselves that life had not always been so good for them.  
 

The devoted Jews were at this thanksgiving festival.  They w ere  grateful for the 

blessings of God on their harvest.   But, most were there for a good time!  Some 

religious  Jews found this a great time to show off and let people know just how 
good they really were.  

 

Among the crowds there was widespread whispering about Jesus Christ.   
 

Some were saying, ñHe is a good man. ò  Others differed in their reply, ñNo, he 

deceives the people. ò  
 

But no one would say anything publicly about him for fear of the Jews.  

 

Not until halfway through the seven -day  Feast did Jesus go up to the temple courts 
and begin to teach.  

 

The crowds were there.   After all, this seven -day  bash  only came once a year.  It 
was a good time to party!  

 

As He taught the people, the Jews were am azed and were heard to question, ñHow 

did this man get such learning without having studied? ò    
 

Jesus overhead them and answered them, ñMy teaching is not my own. It comes 

from him who sent me. ò     
 

He asked the crowds why they were trying to kill him.   

 
ñYou are demon -possessed, ò some people in the crowd answered. ñWho is trying 

to kill you? ò  

 

They were planning His death because in their eyes He broke the Sabbath laws by 
healing on the Sabbath.   There was a real division in the crowd.  

 

At that point some of the locals of Jerusalem began to ask, ñIsn't this the man they 
are trying to kill?  Here he is, speaking publicly, and they are not saying a word to 

him. Have the authorities really concluded that he is the Christ? ò     
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Their comment s were  filled with sarcasm.   

 

But the religious among them responded.  
 

ñWe know where this man is from; when the Christ comes, no one will know where 

he is from. ò  
 

Jesus continued His teaching in the temple courts and answered their sarcasm,  

ñYes, you know  me, and you know where I am from. I am not here on my own, 

but he who sent me is true. You do not know him, but I know him because I am 
from him and he sent me. ò  

 

At this response, some tried to seize him, but the record shows that no one laid a 
hand on him, because his time had not yet come.  

 

Still, many in the crowd put their faith in him. They said, ñWhen the Christ comes, 
will he do more miraculous signs than t his man? ò  

 

The religious Pharisees heard the crowd whispering such things about Him and as 

a result, the chief priests and the Pharisees sent temple guards to arrest him.  
 

Jesus saw them coming and said to them, ñI am with you for only a short time, 

and then I go to the one who sent me.   You will look for me, but you will not find 
me; and where I am, you cannot come. ò  

 

The Jews were perplexed and questioned each another, ñWhere does this man 
intend to go that we cannot find him? Will he go where our peo ple live scattered 

among the Greeks, and teach the Greeks?   What did he mean when he said, `You 

will look for me, but you will not find me,' and ` where  I am, you cannot come'? ò  

 
They were confused!  

 

The religious Festival continued.  It was now the last and greatest day of the Feast.  
 

Jesus stood up in the midst of the teeming masses and shouted, ñIf anyone is 

thirsty, let him come to me and drink.   Whoever believes in me, as the Scripture 

has said , streams  of living water will flow from within him. ò  
 

This brought an immediate reaction from part of the crowd.  On hearing his words, 

some of the people said, ñSurely this man is the Prophet. ò   Others said, ñHe is the 
Christ. ò  

 

But there was confusion in the crowd.   
 

Still others asked, ñHow can the Chris t come from Galilee?   Does not the Scripture 

say that the Christ will come from David's family and from Bethlehem, the town 

where David lived? ò  
 

The people were divided over Jesus.  

 
Some wanted to seize him, but no one laid a hand on him.  
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The temple guards,  who had been sent to arrest Him, looked on in amazement.   

 

When they later went back to the chief priests and Pharisees, they were 
interrogated by them, ñWhy didn't you bring him in? ò  Respectfully they replied, 

ñNo one ever spoke the way this man  does. ò  

 
The Pharisees were livid.  ñYou mean he has deceived you also? ò they retorted. 

They pressed their questions further.  ñHave  any of the rulers or of the Pharisees 

believed in him? ò 

 
Someone replied, ñNo! But this mob that knows nothing of the law  ï the re is a 

curse on them. ò     

 
They were now arguing among themselves.  

 

Wise old Nicodemus, who had gone to Jesus earlier and who was one of their own 
number, asked , ñDoes our law condemn anyone without first hearing him to find 

out what he is doing? ò  

 

They were angry with his simple question. ñAre you from Galilee, too?   Look into 
it, and you will find that a prophet does not come out of Galilee, ò they snarled in 

return.   Then the meeting was over and each went to his own home.  

 
But Jesus had gone t o 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.    
 

Here was the ñLight of the World ò teaching a people who were sitting in darkness 

concerning everlasting li ght and life.  

 
The crowds were in darkness.  They were simply there to celebrate and enjoy a 

drunken bash.   Sure, some were devoted, but the majority were there for a long 

weekend!  
 

The religious leaders were in darkness.  They, who were supposed to be t he 

experts in the laws of Moses, broke as many as they knew ï and a few more.  

They were celebrating as well ï men were like that!  
 

And that was the background to where our story took place.  

 
And on that day, a group of men, who professed they lived in lig ht, were to bring a 

woman caught in the darkness of a sinful act to have her judged.  

 
They, who supposedly lived in light, were ready to throw her into the darkness of 

judgment and death.  

 

They had made their way through the crowded streets , avoiding  sleeping bodies ï 
men and women awaking from a night on the town and holding their heads in the 

hangover mode ï a booth or two had fallen over where men had fought during the 

night.  
 

Not all were awakening to the morning after the night before !  
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Some of t he devoted Jews were on their way to the Temple to begin their morning 

acts of worship, straightening their prayer shawls as they moved toward the altars.  
 

In contrast, this other group of religious leaders were dragging a half clad brown 

skinned young wom an behind them.    
 

As she tripped and fell from time to time, they tugged at the rope as if pulling a 

reluctant donkey.  

 
We don't know who she was, but we know who they were.  They were the spiritual 

leaders of the nation ï the clergy of the country!  

 
They had been making their way to the Temple, undoubtedly discussing ways and 

means to get rid of Jesus, and discovered the woman entwined with a man in one 

of the see through booths built for the Festival.  
 

Some suggest they knew the man personally ï othe rs suggest;  he may have even 

been a priest or Pharisee as they didn't grab him ï only the woman.  You see, it 

takes ñtwo to tango ò and they knew it ï but they only needed someone like her to 
be the bait in their trap.  

 

There is no mention that she was a prostitute ï she probably wasn't  ï just a lady 
who traded off her virtue too easily.  Prepared to enjoy the ñpleasures of sin for a 

season, ò she was more interested in the moment than her future life ï she thought 

she cou ld get away with it!  
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You don't!  

 

Somewhere and at some time it catches up with you and you have to deal with the 
load of guilt.  

 

She didn't expect to be caught by the clergy ï no one does!  
 

She felt cheapened, rejected and distraught!  

 

They increased her guilt ï those clergymen knew the law.  
 

They could quote from the Ten Commandments when God gave Moses the basic 

laws of the nation ï 
   

Exodus 20:14  ñYou shall not commit adultery.  

 
They could recite the verse from Leviticus 20:10 ñIf a  man commits adultery with 

another man's wife ï with the wife of his neighbour  ï both the adulterer and the 

adulteress must be put to death. ò 

 
Mind you, they didn't shout that whole verse at her, because they had let the guy 

get away.  

 
That did not worry them.   They reminded her of Deuteronomy 5:18 where Moses, 

in his last sermon to the nation reminded them of the Ten Commandments ï

particularly where he said, ñYou shall not commit adultery. ò 
 

One righteous Pharisee reminded the woman o f Proverbs 6:32 ñBut a man who 

commits adultery lacks judgment; whoever does so , destroys himself. ò   And of 

course he applied it to the woman!   
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Finally, these moral pillars of the Jewish community, upholders of all that was 

decent and honourable  ï champ ions of what was holy and righteousness ï arrived 

at the Temple and dragged the woman before the group by the rope around her 
wrist and declared with righteous tones, as they addressed Jesus and His listeners,  

 

ñTeacher, this woman was caught in the act of  adultery. In the Law Moses 
commanded us to stone such women. Now what do you say? ò  

 

We need to understand they were using this question as a trap, in order to have a 

basis for accusing Him.  
 

One of the smart theologians of the group had possibly said, ñLet's trap Him 

between His love for the Law of Moses and His love for this downtrodden guilty 
woman. ò 

 

If He chooses to uphold the Law ï she will have to be stoned! And He will lose the 
crowds because He's told them He is able to forgive!  

 

If He elects to have pity on the woman, He will lose the crowds anyway because 

He is inasmuch telling them the Law is of no effect!  
 

ñWe've got him at last! ò shouted one of the eldest in the group.  

 
The Court was in session.  

 

The Law of God was the judge;  
 

The woman was  exh ibit ñA;ò 

 

The Pharisees brought the accusations ï and Jesus was for the defence!  
 

Everyone held their breath.  

 
They knew this was a ñCatch 22 ò situation.   Jesus must lose on all counts!  

 

Jesus was between a rock and a hard place and there was nowhere else to  go.  

 
What would the answer be ï justice or mercy?  

 

The adultery was a real crime.  
 

Jesus had been teaching about adultery and fornication for some time now ï they 

knew His teachings.  
 

Matthew had recorded Jesus' words in 5:27 -28 and v32  

 

ñYou have heard that it was said, `Do not commit adultery.' But I tell you 
that anyone who looks at a woman lustfully has already committed 

adultery with her in his heart. ò (Matthew 5:27 -28 NIV )  
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ñBut I tell you that anyone who divorces his wife, except for marital 

unfaithfulness, causes her to become an adulteress, and anyone who 
marries the divorced woman commits adultery. ò (Matthew 5:32 NIV )  

 

He had made His stand clear!  He had amplified what Moses had said in the law.  
He, as God was taking the written law a ste p further and talking about heart 

attitudes  as well as physical acts ï they lead to one and the same thing !  

 

Jesus had also stated, ñFor out of the heart come evil thoughts, murder, 
adultery, sexual immorality, theft, false testimony, slander. ò (Matthew 15 :19 

NIV )  

Sexual immorality is not a thing of sudden urge ï it begins in the heart first and is 

fed by our diets of impure thoughts.  

 

Note that Jesus lists sexual immorality between murder and theft ï because that's 
what surrounds sexual immorality -  

 

Sexual immorality kills something of human dignity and steals character and self -
esteem.  God knows what He is talking about.  He said, ñI don't want you to get 

hurt where the pain is the greatest ï broken hearts! ò 
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God is not a killjoy in an age of sexual  freedom ï He knows the slick advertising of 

the glossy pages is really saying. ..  
 

ñTake all you want! ò 

ñCome back for more! ò 
ñMiss out on this and you're a Nerd! ò 

ñOne price covers all! ò 

ñNo charge for an extra helping! ò 

 
ñNo charge for an extra helping? ò   No charge?  

 

You bet there is ï there's the cost to your dignity, self -esteem, character, 
reputation and conscience!  

 

When God said, ñYou shall not commit adultery, ò He was telling mankind that true 
happiness and fulfilment  comes from a sexual freedom wi thin the confines of a 

true commitment!  

 

Lust only waits a minute ï love waits!  
 

Lust only seeks its own fulfilment  ï love seeks the other's!  

 
Lust uncovers itself ï love covers a multitude of sins!  

 

Sexual immorality is the breaking of relationship and co mmitment and when 
you break this seventh commandment, you break them all.  

 

 
 
 

Adultery is like choosing another God ï  Commandment #1  

   
Adultery puts another image in your life ï  Commandment #2  

 

Adultery takes God's name in vain ï  Commandment #3  
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Adultery mocks the Sabbath  of man ï  Commandment #4  

 

Adultery violates family honour ï  Commandment #5  
 

Adultery kills ï trust, faith and true love ï Commandment #6  

 
Adultery steals ï joy, hope and peace ï Commandment #8  

 

Adultery bears false witness ï deception ï  Commandment #9  

 
Adultery covets another's purity ï   Commandment #10  

 

Break one and you break them all!  
 

The crowd waited;  

  
The Clergy pressed forward;  

   

The scribes held their fingers in the scroll of Exodus;  

    
The woman trembled.  

 

But Jesus bent down and started to write on the ground with his finger.  What did 
He write?  ï We will never know!  

 

Some of the ancient manuscripts added a line that does not appear in the Bible.  
 

ñand with His finger, He wrote on the ground ï the sins of each of them. ò    

 

Å Hypocrite  
Å liar  

Å deceiver  

Å gossip  
Å and dishonouring  parents.     

 

He would have known their sins ï he may 

have written them down!   
 

His delay infuriated them.  

 
ñCome on now.  Give  us the answer ï We 

can't wait all day! ò 

 
ñWhat do you say now ï do we stone her or 

let her go? ò 

 

They were not expecting His answer!  It was 
in o ne simple sentence.  

 

ñWhen they kept on questioning him, he straightened up and said to 
them, ñIf any one of you is without sin, let him be the first to throw a 

stone at her. ò  
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These Pharisees were experts in telling you what was wrong with you and what 

was right with them  ï they knew how other people should live ï you even meet 
Pharisees in the twent y- first  century today.  We ôre all a bit guilty.  

 

We condemn gossip ï then we relate the latest gossip we hear.  As one lady said 
to her friend, ñI don't repeat gossip, so I'm only going to tell you once.  Listen 

carefully! ò 

 

ñIf any one of you is without sin, let him be the first to throw a stone at 
her. ò  

 

No long sermon; no appeal to the laws of Moses;  no exceptional debates.  
 

And again He stooped down and wrote on the ground.   Is He avoiding the issue?  

 
For a people raised  on the story of God writing the laws that defined their unique 

nation onto stone tablets with His finger, this was a fairly inflammatory gesture!  

 

A young Pharisee moved toward the rock pile to pick up his rock but his attention 
was diverted to an older man in the group turning away from the crows and 

moving toward th e Temple.  He knew him!  

 
If Jesus had said, ñHe who is the most religious cast the first stone, ò there would 

have been a stampede to the rock pile.  

 
If He had said, ñHe who is the most righteous, cast the first stone, ò an argument 

and debate would have broken out among them.  

 

But, Jesus was interested in the sinner still wait ing in front of Him.  
 

ñIf any one of you is without sin, let him be the first to throw a stone at 

her. ò  
 

No one qualified ï 

 

And from the oldest t o the youngest they turned away.  Why in this order?  
 

¶ The older you are;  the more chances you have had to sin!  

¶ The older you are, the more honest you need to be!  
¶ The older you are, the more you understand Jesus' statement!  

 

ñIf any one of you is without si n, let him be the first to throw a stone at 
her. ò  

 

ñAt 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. ò 
 

The Pharisees filed out, caught in the very trap they had set for Jesus!   

 
Snared by their own words, they walked away stunned, angry and confused!  
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When the last one had gone, Jesus straightened up and asked her, ñWoman, 

where are they? Has no one condemned you? ò   A smile came upon His lips -  His 

light had shone  into their darkened hearts ï darkness and light are incompatible.    
But, what had He written on the ground the second time?  

 

 

Someone suggested that He drew a cross in outline across the sins he had 

previously written in the dust.   As if He was saying, ñI will eventually pay a price 
that not only covers the sins of sexual immorality, but every sin a man or woman 

can commit. ò 

 
Only He had the authority to outline a cross in the dirt as if saying,  ñI will cancel 

out men and women's sins ï I will blot out their transgressions!  The debt will be 

cancelled ï I will forgive! ò 
 

We do not know what He wrote, but we do know  it was not long after this that He 

died on the cross as the sinless One, bearing the sins of the world ï wounded for 

the tra nsgressions of others ï dying in their place!  
 

We do not know what He wrote, but we do know  that when we find His forgiveness 

and freedom from guilt, He writes our names in the Book of Life!  
 

We do not know what He wrote on that day, but we do know  that th e wounds He 

received on the cross were not because of His sin ï He was sinless!   
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We gave Him the wounds ï our sins were upon Him ï He died in order that we 

might live!  

 
As the last old, white haired Pharisee shuffled slowly up the stairs toward the 

Temple , perhaps  thinking to himself, ñI must go back to the altars, ò Jesus looked 

up at the woman.  
 

ñWoman, where are they? Has no one condemned you? ò  

 

ñI see the stones  
 I see the footprints  

  Where are your accusers? ò 

 
She was bewildered by the whole turn of events ï she knew she was guilty ï her 

accusers had thrown their rocks of verbal condemnation but could not throw the 

stones to bring on the death penalty.  
 

Surely, there must be some punishment for her sin?  

 

She loo ked around ï no one was there ï she looked back at Jesus , ñNo one, sir, ò 
she said.  

 

ñThen neither do I condemn you, ò Jesus declared. ñGo now and leave your 
life of sin. ò  

 

Remember, what the Pharisees had said, ñWhat will your answer be, Jesus ï 
justice or mercy?  

 

Å Justice?   Have her stoned to death!  

 
Å Mercy?  Have her forgiven?  

 

The only way those Pharisees could link justice and mercy was to stone her to 
death in order for her to find mercy.  They could not conceive that forgiveness 

could bring mercy and justice!  

 

It was true in a sense ï no one else but Jesus Christ could have combined 
justice and mercy  ï He could, because He was about to pay the ultimate price 

for her sin ï and ours ï death!  

 
He would reap the wages of our sin so that we could receive His free gift of 

forgiveness which results in eternal life!  

 
As she looked into His face, she knew she was forgiven ï it was as if she had 

stepped from darkness into light!  She may not have fully understood how  she was 

forgiven but she knew she wa s  forgiven!  

 
The only man who really had the power and authority to stone her forgave her.  

 

He was the only one in that crowd ñwithout sin! ò 
 

And He chose to forgive!  
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If she had gone the religious route she would have been stoned!  

 
She went to the ñway, the truth and the life ò and found forgiveness!  

 

When the light of God hits your soul and shows up your sin, you have to make a 
choice ï  

 

Å Become religious?  

Å Turn over a new leaf?  
Å Feel sorry?  

Å Make a new resolution?  

 
Those routes never brought anyone forgiven ess.  

 

The only choice you have is to come to the only One who has the power and 
authority to forgive you ï Jesus Christ!  

 

If there was another way, He would have found it ï but He didn't.  

 
He was the only way!  

 

If you feel guilty because of your sins ï don't turn to the crowd ï all they can do is 
either stone you or walk away from you!   

 

Not much of an alternative is it?  
 

Look around the crowd ï what do you see?  

 

Å Religious people?  
Å Self - righteous people?  

Å People who got sucked into the crowd mentality?  

Å Onlookers and thrill seekers?  
 

Keep looking until you come the full 360 degrees and look into the face of Jesus 

Christ.  He says,  

 
ñIf you confess your sin, I will be faithful and just to forgive you your sin 

and to cleanse you from all unrighteousness .ò (1 John 1:7 -9)  

 

Whatever your sin, you need to hear the words He spoke to the woman taken in 

the very act of adultery.  

 
ñThen neither do I condemn you, ò Jesus declared. ñGo now and leave your 

life of sin. ò 

 
Repentance means turning away from your sin and leav ing it to walk in a new 

direction.  

 

We don't know where this woman walked on the day she left the Temple.   
Back home?    Who knows?  
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But the woman who walked out of Jerusalem that day was different to the one who 

was dragged into the Temple courts by the Jewish leaders.  

 
Why?  

 

Because she walked into the Temple in darkness and walked out in light!  And the 
rope that they had used to drag her into the Temple courts lay as mute testimony 

to the power of Jesus Christ to forgive!  

 

ñWhen Jesus spoke again to the people, he said, ñI am the light of the 
world. Whoever follows me will never walk in darkness, but will have the 

light of life. ò (John 8:1 -12 NIV )  

 
That's the way I want to walk!  When the Light of the World exposes our darkne ss, 

we have a choice to make ï continue to walk in darkness or walk in the light.  I 

don't think there's really much of a choice to make, do you?  
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A Prayer  

 
ñFather, I thank you for forgiving us when we have failed . And thank you that in 

this forgiveness is the power to forgive ourselves and to head out again in the right 

direction.  Thank you that the rocks of accusation stand  alone  ï in mute testimony 
to the fact that your Son linked justice and mercy ï and we walked  away from 

religion to righteousness ï from darkness to light ï from judgment to love!   All 

this we thank you for in Jesus Name.  Amen! ò 
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