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It’s been quite some time since we departed from our study of the Gospel of 

John. Before we return to chapter 8 that was just read for us, let me set the 

stage by taking you all the way back to chapter 3. 

 

John 3:16-17—“”  

 

The story of the adulterous woman in John 8 is a real-life picture of John 

3:17. So let’s pick up the story… 

Jesus is in the temple teaching. The setting is similar to this: the people are in 

the temple listening to Jesus teach and preach the Scriptures. But He is 

interrupted when the scribes and Pharisees drag a woman into the center of 

the court and say… 

Vs. 4-5: “Teacher, this woman has been caught in adultery, in the 

very act. Now in the law, Moses commanded us to stone such 

women; what then do you say?” 

Now that’s a perplexing question because they just gave the answer to their 

own question. The law of Moses is clear: Leviticus 20:10 issues the death 

penalty for those caught in adultery.  

Why are they even asking Jesus the question when they already have the 

answer? This should be cut and dried, black and white. Right? 

Yet things are never quite as simple as they first appear. Vs. 6 reveals the 

hidden agenda of the scribes and Pharisees: “now they were saying this, 

testing Him, so that they might have grounds for accusing Him…” This 

whole drama is not about this woman and her sin. It’s not even about what 

the law says should be done in cases of adultery. And it’s certainly not a plea 

for justice to be served. It’s about the scribes and Pharisees attempting to 

discredit Jesus because they hate Him for exposing their hypocrisy. And in 

order to do that they are willing to use this woman’s sin, not so much to 

condemn her but to condemn Jesus.  

Stop to consider the intent of their hearts. They have not brought this woman 

to Jesus because their hearts were set on doing the “right”/lawful thing but 

rather to exploit her in an attempt to trap Jesus. Furthermore, they say she 

was caught in the very act and yet they apparently don’t present the man in 

the case.  

Now this was actually a very clever move on the part of the scribes and 

Pharisees.  

� If Jesus were to say that they should not stone her, then He would be 

cited for breaking the law of Moses and charged as a false teacher.  

� If Jesus were to command that she be stoned in accordance with the 

law of Moses, the Jewish leaders could report Him to the Romans for 

ordering an execution in defiance of Roman authority (cf. John 

18:31).   

Do you see how this is the perfect setup? If Jesus answers one way, He 

breaks the law of Moses and He is done by His own self-destruction. If He 

answers the other way, the Romans will get rid of Him and His blood will be 

on their hands so the Jews won’t have to fear the distain of the masses who 

love Him.  

But it’s impossible to deceive someone who sees through your heart, reads 

your mind, and knows everything about your life, including your deepest 

motivations. The Pharisees couldn’t do it, and neither can you.  

Jesus stoops to write in the dirt—what He wrote we are not told. Was He 

writing something from the Scriptures or even listing her accusers’ sins? We 

don’t know. But when He finished he looked at them and said, “He who is 

without sin among you, let him be the first to throw a stone at her” (vs. 7). 

In this one statement, Jesus did three things: 

� He upheld God’s righteous law against sin. 

� He exposed the sin of her accusers.  

� He extended mercy to the one caught in sin.  

 



There’s also an important life principle in Jesus’ statement: When dealing 

with someone else’s sin, we must first look to ourselves.  

 

Paul said it this way in… 

Gal 6:1—“Brethren, even if anyone is caught in any trespass, you who are   

spiritual, restore such a one in a spirit of gentleness; each one looking to 

yourself, so that you will not be tempted.”  

 

We learn a lot from this verse about how to deal with another person’s sin: 

1. Those who are spiritually mature are to engage in a rescue mission. 

2. The goal of their intervention is restoration.  

3. This work of restoration is to be done in a spirit of gentleness (not 

unnecessarily harsh); with self-control. 

4. This gentleness should be the product of self-examination.  

5. And the self-examination is essential so that they will not fall into 

temptation themselves.  

 

How might we be tempted when we are dealing with someone else’s sin?  

JUDGMENTALISM 

 

One of the most dangerous temptations we will face is falling into the sin of 

judgmentalism. Every human being is vulnerable to this slippery slope 

because it is impossible to go through life without making judgments. In fact 

we need to make judgments—we need to be discerning about the people in 

our lives. We tell our kids to exercise “good judgment.”  

 

And yet we all know the Bible tells us not to judge. But are we aware that the 

Bible also requires us to judge at times. For example, God gives spiritual 

leaders the sobering responsibility of church discipline, which involves a 

certain manner of judging. So how do we exercise good judgment without 

becoming judgmental? Let me suggest 3 parameters from the Bible: 

 

1. We are not to judge those outside the church. 
 

I Cor. 5:12-13—“For what have I to do with judging outsiders? Do 

you not judge those who are within the church? But those who are 

outside, God judges. Remove the wicked man from among 

yourselves.” 

2. We are not to render our own judgment on those within the 

church—a personal judgment that is independent from the Bible. 

 

James 4:11-12—“Brothers, do not slander one another. Anyone who 

speaks against his brother or judges him speaks against the law and 

judges it. When you judge the law, you are not keeping it, but sitting 

in judgment on it. There is only one Lawgiver and Judge, the one 

who is able to save and destroy. But you-- who are you to judge your 

neighbor?” 

 

3. We must agree with and uphold God’s judgment (the judgment 

of Scripture) against sin.  
 

I Cor. 5:12-13—“For what have I to do with judging outsiders? Do 

you not judge those who are within the church? But those who are 

outside, God judges. Remove the wicked man from among 

yourselves.” 

 

[Note: God carries out His discipline, in part, through the church. If 

the church does not fulfill its duty to God and the fallen brother 

through church discipline, then perhaps God will deal with the 

individual directly and more harshly. The church’s failure to carry 

out church discipline could also cause the church to incur God’s 

discipline.] 

 

The distinction between godly judgment and the judgmentalism that the 

Bible warns us against is the spirit in which it is exercised. Is the intent of our 

heart to extend mercy or condemnation?  
 

James 2:13—“Speak and act as those who are going to be judged by the law 

that gives freedom, because judgment without mercy will be shown to anyone 

who has not been merciful. Mercy triumphs over judgment! 
 

James concludes his incredible letter by calling us to embrace a life-saving 

mission of mercy.  
 

James 5:19-20 ~ “My brothers, if one of you should wander from the truth 

and someone should bring him back, remember this: Whoever turns a sinner 

from the error of his way will save him from death and cover over a 

multitude of sins.” 



 Q: How is my response going to turn them back from their error?  

Micah 6:8 (NIV) “He has showed you, O man, what is good. And what does 

the LORD require of you? To act justly and to love mercy and to walk 

humbly with your God.” 
 

� Act justly: Be a truth-loving, truth-seeking, truth-speaking person 

who reveres God’s law in your own life.  

� Love mercy: When you deal with another person, breathe grace as 

you speak the truth. Moses knew the law, and yet prayed for God to 

have mercy on His sinning people.  

� Walk humbly with your God: This always begins with self-

examination. When I walk humbly with God, I am conscientious of 

my own fallenness and it shows in how I respond to the fallenness of 

others.  

 

The way we avoid judgmentalism is not by ignoring or condoning another 

person’s sin. We don’t avoid judgmentalism by pulling out the tolerance card 

that our world uses. We avoid judgmentalism by first examining our own 

hearts before we deal with another’s heart. We come to terms with our own 

need for mercy so that we deal with a sinner as a peer who also needs God’s 

mercy more than anything else.  

Self-examination guards us against the prideful response of: “I can’t believe 

he would do such a stupid thing. What was he thinking? He better get what 

he deserves.” Instead we respond with the realization that we have been on 

the same road as this person has. Maybe we haven’t committed adultery but 

we have had lust in our hearts. “Oh, God if it were not for Your grace, I 

could be standing in his shoes right now. Oh, Lord, have mercy on him just 

as you have shown mercy to me, a sinner.”  

LEGALISM 

Often our struggle with judgmentalism reveals that we have been caught in 

the trap of legalism—insisting on the letter of the law but missing the spirit 

of the law. This is a very subtle trap because we want to be a people of the 

truth. We want to be uncompromising with the truth. We should be truth-

seekers, truth-lovers, and truth-speakers. But we must remember that the law 

was made for men, not men for the law. The law is a servant to keep men in 

right relationship with God. The law is not an end in itself, but an aid to the 

ultimate goal of a right relationship with God. Being a truth-oriented person 

should not give us a more rigid spirit, but a greater compassion for others 

because the truth has penetrated our hearts deeply enough to reveal our own 

desperation for God’s mercy.  

LAW vs. LIFE 

We cross the line from truth-keeping to legalism when our focus on the law 

(and its legalities) obstructs our view of the person’s life.  

When you find yourself in a position where you must deal with another 

person’s sin, you will face an important choice.  

Choice: Will your focal point be the law or will it be the life? If you only 

focus on the law, you will seek to judge that person. But if you uphold the 

law and yet focus on the person’s life, you will seek to save the other person. 

In other words, are you just going to serve the law, or are you going to save 

the life of the one caught in deadly sin?  

As we reach out to people we are going to find messy lives. But we must not 

allow their baggage to overshadow their need for a new relationship with 

God. They need to be saved first and then sanctified. Grace gives truth the 

opportunity to be accepted.  

Consider Jesus’ response to the adulterous woman of John 8.  

Jesus honored the law. In fact He honored the law in the ultimate sense: 

Rather than cutting her off with the law, He brought her under the law. He 

said to her, “Go. From now on sin no more” (vs. 11). Jesus did not condemn 

her, but neither did He condone her. He had a purpose that went beyond 

merely serving the law, and that was saving the life of a sinner. And indeed 

mercy triumphed over judgment! How did mercy triumph? It saved. 

Judgment kills but mercy saves.  

GOSPEL  

This account in John 8 is really important because it takes us to the heart of 

the gospel. How do we reconcile God’s perfect justice and our need for 

mercy? The good news is found in the message of the cross of Jesus.  



The practical question we’ve been struggling with today is, how can we 

honor God’s justice, righteousness, and His law and yet at the same time 

imitate His mercy? The only way for us to answer that question is by 

understanding how God Himself can extend mercy and forgiveness to sinners 

without violating His own perfect law. The answer is what we call the 

gospel.  

When God sent His Son to the cross to die in our place as a payment for our 

crime, two things happened: 

1. God’s justice was satisfied because the penalty was paid for our sin 

when it was laid on Christ. 

2. Mercy was extended to us because God’s wrath and justice was   

deflected from us to His Son.  

John 3:17 says that “Jesus did not come into the world to judge or condemn 

the world, but to save the world.” He came to save. And yet the Bible says 

that Jesus will come to this earth a second time in order to judge, and His 

judgment will be for those who rejected His saving mercy.  

If there’s one thing I want you to grasp this morning, it’s that mercy triumphs 

over judgment. But if you don’t take hold of God’s mercy, all you have left is 

judgment. Mercy is not determined by the category of your sin, but by your 

response to Jesus Christ who is the only way out of judgment and into mercy. 

Why would God even make a way to extend mercy to you? Because He 

loves you (John 3:16-17). So how do you receive God’s mercy? By receiving 

Jesus as your Savior and putting all of your faith, trust and dependence on 

Him.  

APPLICATION: 

� Have you really taken hold of God’s saving mercy in Christ?  

� Are you an instrument of God’s mercy in the lives of other people?  

� Is God shaping in you a heart of truth that bleeds compassion?  

Take a moment to ask God for a new work of grace in your life that truly 

reflects Christ.  


