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In the last few weeks, we have explored Jesus’ 
conversations with Peter and a Syrophoenician 
woman. We discovered His gifts for bringing people 
into deeper water and His willingness to truly listen. 
These were two one-on-one conversations, but this 
week, we see Him simultaneously navigate a 
crowd, the Pharisees, and a woman in danger of 
being stoned. This week He will use His verbal skills 
to pull down the proud and build up the shamed.  

The scene begins with Jesus being seated; the 
traditional position for the Rabbi preparing to 
teach. Perhaps the crowd is expecting a wonderful 
lesson about the kingdom of God, the need for 
repentance, or the blessedness of the poor. But 
whatever Jesus’ agenda, it quickly changes when 
the Pharisees try to lay a trap for Him. 

Imagine the tension. Stoning was, and is, real. 
This terror still happens today in one form or 
another in some parts of the world. The religious 
authorities, who wield great power over the 
people, thrust a woman into the midst of this crowd 
and essentially invite them to brutally end her life. 

All eyes must be riveted on Jesus. Suddenly, this 
teacher is being tested by the established, 
educated, elite, and powerful authorities who are 
obviously willing to do anything to satisfy their sick 
lust for power. They must be wondering how will 
this, up to this point, mild-mannered healer, with 
no pedigree, respond. 

Will it be with righteous anger? Will He stand up 
for this woman with furious rhetoric about the wrath 
of God? Will it be pious statements that will show 
support for this woman, but with no backbone behind 
it? Will it be acquiescence to these powers? Will this 
carpenter give them victory, kowtowing to their bully 
tactics, not willing to risk His meteoric rise? Or finally, 
will He echo their assessment with enthusiastic calls 
for her death, thus becoming one of them?  

We know Jesus chose none of these options. 
Instead, He bends over and begins scrawling on the 
dirt with His finger! We have no idea why He did 
this. It may have been a secret message he wrote 
to the Pharisees. It may have been a bizarre 
nonsensical act, to distract the crowd and His 
enemies. Or He might just have been biding His 
time to think of a response. 

If Jesus had chosen any of the options obvious 
to us, rhetoric would rise and chaos would ensue.  
Jesus, again the master of non-verbal cues, 
completely controls the scene without saying 
anything. I would have loved to have seen this 
encounter. The Pharisees continuing to press Jesus 
for an answer, Jesus continuing to ignore them, I 
am sure infuriating them to no end. The crowd 
must have been riveted. 

Eventually, Jesus stands up to face the Pharisees 
and does not respond with some biblical quote, either 
affirming or denying their assessment. After all Jesus 
knows they’re right. Deuteronomy 22: 22 says, “If a 
man is found lying with a married woman, then both 
of them shall die, the man who lay with the woman, 
and the woman; thus you shall purge the evil from 
Israel.” Of course the man is conspicuously absent. 

Jesus uses conversation to pull down the proud 

Seeing their hypocrisy and evil intentions, Jesus 
will use His conversational prowess to pull down 
the proud. He does it here and numerous other 
times. He is decidedly the man for the people.  

In another masterful stroke, in just a phrase, 
without theatrics, vitriol, or long-winded 
explanations, Jesus puts the Pharisees in an 
unwinnable place, “Let anyone among you who is 
without sin be the first to throw a stone at her.”  

Jesus is taking a calculated risk. 
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He knows the law in the same way as the 
Pharisees. He knows that Genesis tells us that the 
“intent of a person’s heart is evil from youth” and 
that the Psalms teach that we are sinners from 
conception. 

If someone casts the first stone, then they would 
be claiming to be without sin – a violation of the law. 

Jesus has also tricked the Pharisees into a 
moment of self-examination and humility. 
Suddenly, the crowd and the Pharisees are looking 
inside themselves. After Jesus makes His 
statement, He returns to drawing on the ground. 
Forcing everyone into a moment of introspection.  

Notice, Jesus has said nothing for or against the 
woman yet, by some miracle greater than an act of 
healing, He has saved her. People are no longer 
thinking of her sin, they are thinking of their own. 
Genius! 

As they consider their own sin, each person is 
suddenly realizing that it could be them at the 
wrong end of a bloodthirsty crowd. 

Picture again this scene. John tells us they went 
away one-by-one. It conveys a sense of shame 
everyone there must have felt. 

Even as Jesus pulls down the proud, He also 
builds up the shamed.  

For some reason, the woman stayed. Her life 
was at stake. And, as people began to drift off, you 
would think she would have taken that chance to 
flee, lest those who are left change their minds. 

I can imagine, as more and more people leave, 
the woman would begin to look at Christ more and 
more keenly. 

Finally, only the woman is left. She was not even 
there for the teaching earlier, but now she is 
riveted by this carpenter. 

Maybe she wants to know what Jesus thinks, 
since He has not yet said. Maybe she wants to know 
if He will condemn her as well. She seems to need 
His validation after the authorities have left. 

Remember that Jesus once again has taken a 
real risk by subverting the social order. In some 
societies and ages, this would be enough to get 
Jesus killed. The terror group Isis killed a Muslim 
family that harbored Christians for an evening. 
Honor killings still take place. In fact, it is precisely 
this act, and others, that leads to His crucifixion.  

Now, in our time, it is easy for us to see Jesus’ 
rationale for standing up for this woman. But not so 
in other times. In this country, it was considered 
ridiculous and even dangerous to educate a 
woman, or put her in positions of power. 

She knows He has taken a risk for her and she is 
hungry to know why. She knows that Jesus is a 
religious man.  She knows that Jesus is respected by 
the crowd. She knows that Jesus is feared by the 
Pharisees. But, what she doesn’t yet know is what 
His own reaction will be to her violation of God’s 
Word. Will he judge her? Lecture her? Shame her?  

“Woman, where are they? Has no one 
condemned you?” He asks. And she answers, “No 
one, sir.” And Jesus said, “Neither do I condemn 
you. Go your way, and from now on do not sin 
again.” 

“Neither do I condemn you.”  

To hear those words come from the Master 
Himself…  

…to hear those words come from the one who 
sits in the throne of judgment over the most 
secret thoughts of our hearts, over those 
parts of ourselves which we will not even 
admit exist 

…to hear Jesus say “I do not condemn you” 
…is to have the heaviest of burdens lifted from the 
soul. 

I imagine this merest handful of words set this 
woman free. This is the heart of the Gospel! 

Jesus pulls down the proud, builds up the 
shamed, and gives us all an invitation into His 
kingdom of love, peace, and forgiveness. All with 
just 42 words! Amen. 


