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“A COMPELLING SCENE”

John 8
 1But Jesus went to the Mount of Olives. 2At dawn he appeared again in the temple courts, where all the people gathered around him, and he sat down to teach them. 3The teachers of the law and the Pharisees brought in a woman caught in adultery. They made her stand before the group 4and said to Jesus, "Teacher, this woman was caught in the act of adultery. 5In the Law Moses commanded us to stone such women. Now what do you say?" 6They were using this question as a trap, in order to have a basis for accusing him. 

   But Jesus bent down and started to write on the ground with his finger. 7When they kept on questioning him, he straightened up and said to them, "If any one of you is without sin, let him be the first to throw a stone at her." 8Again he stooped down and wrote on the ground. 

 9At 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. 10Jesus straightened up and asked her, "Woman, where are they? Has no one condemned you?" 

 11"No one, sir," she said.  "Then neither do I condemn you," Jesus declared. "Go now and leave your life of sin."
In Jesus’ day the Pharisees were the guardians of righteousness.  They were the ones who made sure that all that was good and pure and holy and righteous was affirmed and all that was sinful and unrighteous was condemned.  One might also say they were the gatekeepers of religion; they kept the righteous in and the unrighteous out.  One might also call them the scorekeepers of religion.  They kept tally on who was living the way he or she should and who was not living the way he or she should.

Now in their role as the guardians of righteousness the Pharisees found great delight in bringing into the public arena those who were blatant sinners so these might be publicly humiliated, scandalized, and condemned.   They found great joy in publicly calling to account those who were blatant sinners.

Thus it is no surprise really that they would drag an adulteress into the temple courts where Jesus was teaching and throw her before Jesus and the crowd.  Now while their real purpose is to trap Jesus, they nonetheless are proud of themselves for once again having caught a real sinner and for bringing her for public judgment and condemnation.

Now the truth is you and I find such actions somewhat repugnant.  We would never think of dragging someone into a worship service or a Bible study or a Sunday School class and throwing that person down before the group and gladly, proudly announcing his or her great wrongdoing.  We’re much too sophisticated for that, aren’t we?  We’re much too compassionate to be so insensitive, aren’t we?    

Maybe we are; maybe we aren’t!

It seems to me this scene poses some questions we need to answer as a church.

Do blatant sinners feel comfortable coming to this place called First United Methodist Church?

Do those whose moral failures run deep and wide feel welcome here at First United Methodist Church?

Would the morally bankrupt feel welcome here in our congregation, here at our church?

Do those whose moral failure is widely known feel this is a place where they can come and be received?
What kind of church are we really?

One of the greatest American writers of all time, without a doubt, was Samuel Clemens, better known as Mark Twain.  Among his many memorable works two of the most memorable are The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn and The Adventures of Tom Sawyer.  In the closing part of The Adventures of Tom Sawyer we find this exchange taking place between Tom and Huck.  It revolves around Huck’s desire to join Tom’s gang or club.
Tom: Huck, we can’t let you into our gang if you ain’t respectable, you know?

Huck:  Can’t let me in, Tom?  Now, Tom, ain’t you always been friendly to me?  You wouldn’t shut me out, would you, Tom?  You wouldn’t do that, would you, Tom?

Tom:  Huck, I don’t want to.  But what would people say?  Why they’d say, ‘Hmm, Tom Sawyer’s gang.  Pretty low characters in it?  They’d mean you, Huck.  You wouldn’t like that and I wouldn’t.  Huck, we just can’t let you into our gang if you ain’t respectable.”

Now while, as you probably know from reading the story, Tom in this scene is using reverse psychology to try and get Huck to feel okay about living with the Widow Douglas where his life can be more settled, Tom’s biting words are revealing.  “We can’t let you in if you ain’t respectable.”

We just can’t let you in if you’re not respectable!  Unfortunately, in our modern society too many persons feel like that is exactly the message the church is sending.  We’d love to have you visit us, maybe even join us, but you do have to be respectable you know; you do have to have your spiritual and moral act together you know; we’ve got a reputation to protect after all.

It is here that we must not forget who are are and why we exist.  

We are the followers of the loving and forgiving Jesus Christ.

We exist for the broken.

We exist for the wayward.

We exist for the morally and spiritually struggling, ourselves included.
We exist so that morally and spiritually struggling human beings can find a word of grace, a word of hope, a word of reconciliation.

May we be that kind of church.

But now having said all that we must not forget how this story ends.  Jesus calls to account those who would condemn the woman (“You without sin you cast the first stone”) and then forgives the adulteress.  But notice what he says to her after everyone has dropped their stones and left.  The text says:
10Jesus straightened up and asked her, "Woman, where are they? Has no one condemned you?" 

 11"No one, sir," she said.   "Then neither do I condemn you," Jesus declared. "Go now and leave your life of sin."

Go now and leave your life of sin!


After forgiving the woman, Jesus tells her she needs to do better, she needs to try harder, she needs to become the person God wants us her to be.

You see, the church is like two sides of a coin.  On the one hand, everyone is welcome here.  We’re all in the same boat.  We’re all fail morally and spiritually.  We all need the grace and forgiveness of God.  None of us has the right to point the finger of condemnation at anyone else.  But at the same time Christ calls us to change.  Christ calls us to be persons who own up to the ways we disappoint God and do something about it.

The message here is that we’re not allowed to stay the way we are.  We’re called to become the persons God wants us to be.  We’re all welcome, but we’re also expected to own up to the part of us that needs changing and seek to do something about it.  We’re called to do better, to try harder, to become the persons Christ would have us be.  One Christian thinker speaks of this healthy tension in the Christian life in these words:

When all is said and done, the Christian life is always a healthy tension.

On the one hand, we are the recipients of a most gracious and loving God; a God who does not hesitate to grant us forgiveness of our sins and failures.

At the same time, God does have His expectations.

God does expect that we do better.

God does expect that, with His help, we begin to live lives that honor Him.

Forgiven by God’s grace,

BUT challenged by God’s holiness;

that’s the nature of the Christian life.

As you come this morning to receive the Sacrament of the Lord’s Supper, I want you to do things in prayer, if you will.
1. Pray that we as a Church keep a healthy balance between receiving all who come and yet challenging all who come to what it means to be a disciple of Jesus Christ.

2. Pray for yourself, for that part of you which needs changing; that part of you which is not all that God needs and wants you to be.  May we admit where we let God down and with His help seek to do something about it.[image: image1.png]



