Staying Balanced in an Extreme World #7

“Grace and Truth in the Real World”

John 8:1-11

Over the past several Sunday evenings we have considered the subject, “Staying Balanced in an Extreme World.” I have long been an advocate for balance, finding that when it comes to extremes, both sides are usually wrong, while the answer lies somewhere in between. Giving credit where credit is due, much of this study was inspired by a book by Randy Alcorn, The Grace and Truth Paradox, which I highly recommend.

The two sides of the equation are grace and truth. Too often we think of grace or truth. Jesus was full of grace and truth. That little word “and” speaks volumes. We need not choose between grace and truth; we can demonstrate both.

The world does not understand this. In fact, the world wants neither grace nor truth. The ancient, historical Jesus came full of grace and truth. The modern, mythological Jesus comes full of tolerance and relativism. Even in the church truth is sometimes buried under subjectivism and cowardice, while grace is lost in a sea of permissiveness and indifference. Without truth, we lack courage to speak and convictions to speak about. Without grace, we lack compassion to meet people’s deepest needs.

But what does this look like in real life? It’s one thing to talk theory; it’s quite another to put it into practice. I believe that one episode in the life of Jesus shows how grace and truth interact in the real world. The text is John 8:1-11.

But Jesus went to 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. The teachers of the law and the Pharisees brought in a woman caught in adultery. They made her stand before the group and said to Jesus, “Teacher, this woman was caught in the act of adultery. In the Law Moses commanded us to stone such women. Now what do you say?” They 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. When 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.” Again he stooped down and wrote on the ground. 

At 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. Jesus straightened up and asked her, “Woman, where are they? Has no one condemned you?” 

“No one, sir,” she said.

“Then neither do I condemn you,” Jesus declared. “Go now and leave your life of sin.” 

The Guilt of the Accused

The subject of this story is Jesus, with the scribes and Pharisees playing the antagonists. But the object of the episode is the woman brought before Jesus by His enemies. They never identify her by name—some early commentators speculated that this was Mary Magdalene, but there is no basis for that association
—but they point out her actions. “This woman was caught in the act of adultery,” they tell Jesus in verse 4.

The phrase “was caught” is in the perfect tense in the original Greek, literally meaning, “taken with her shame upon her”; thus indicating her continuing character as an adulteress. Her guilt is plain.
 There was no doubt as to the guilt of the accused.

Yet something doesn’t quite add up here. Seriously, what is the chance that the scribes and Pharisees would “just happen” upon a couple in the very act of adultery… unless it was a set up.
 Furthermore, as Don Carson puts it, “adultery is not a sin one commits in splendid isolation: one wonders why the man was not brought with her.” Maybe he was a fast runner and got away; more likely he was part of a scheme to try and trap Jesus. The inequity of the situation arouses our feelings of compassion, however guilty she herself was.

The Guile of the Accusers

Sin is sin, though, and sin brings consequences. The law of Moses was very clear on this matter. Leviticus 20:10 states, “If a man commits adultery with another man’s wife—with the wife of his neighbour—both the adulterer and the adulteress must be put to death,” while Deuteronomy 22:22 prescibes, “If a man is found sleeping with another man’s wife, both the man who slept with her and the woman must die.” In the first century, stoning was a preferred manner of capital punishment among the Jews.

What becomes clear, though, is the guile of the accusers. The scribes and Pharisees really handled the matter in a brutal fashion, even in the way they interrupted the Lord’s teaching and pushed the woman into the midst of the crowd.
 Their whole attitude toward the woman was one of cruelty. They didn’t care about the woman, and they didn’t really care about Jesus’ opinion; they simply wanted to use the woman to trap Jesus. As Merrill Tenney writes, “The utter heartlessness of her captors was as immoral as was the promiscuity of the woman.”

Admittedly, the Jewish leaders presented a thorny question. The law of Moses condemned adulterers to be stoned publicly, but Roman law reserved execution for Roman courts. The Jews did not have the authority to stone the woman without Roman permission. It seemed a perfect setup. To honor God’s law, Jesus would incur the wrath of Rome. To submit to Roman law, Jesus would have to ignore the law of God.

Verse five explains, “They were using this question as a trap, in order to have a basis for accusing him.” The woman was merely a pawn in their games.
The Grace (and Truth) of the Almighty

In contrast we see the grace and truth of the Almighty. Jesus knew what the scribes and Pharisees were up to, and He turned the tables on them.

Initially He appears to ignore them. We read that Jesus stooped over and began writing in the sand with His finger. Remarkably, this is the only occasion on record of Jesus writing anything. What did He write? We simply do not know. One or two of the manuscripts say that He wrote in the dust “the sins of each one of them,” referring to the men, but this is uncertain.
 Another possibility is that Jesus wrote the words He later spoke. In other words, He wrote his sentence as well as pronounced it.
 (This was a common practice of Roman magistrates when deciding a case.) Perhaps He was simply reminding them that the Ten Commandments had been originally written “by the finger of God” (Exodus 31:18), and that He is God?
 Maybe He was reminding them of the warning in Jeremiah 17:13, “Those who turn away from you will be written in the dust because they have forsaken the Lord, the spring of living water.” 
 Chuck Swindoll writes, 
I like to imagine He wrote a name. After all, where was her adulterous partner? Only half of the “criminals” were present. Or the writing could have been a countercharge against the scribes and Pharisees, naming their secret sins. The Greek word used in John 8:6, katagraphō, literally means, “to write against.”

The scribes and Pharisees took this “silent treatment” from Jesus about the same way you or I react to it ourselves—they didn’t like it! So they pressed the question (in the original Greek it reads, “They persisted in questioning him.”
 So He looks up and says to them, “If any one of you is without sin, let him be the first to throw a stone at her.” What a brilliant demonstration of grace and truth together! By answering this way Jesus upholds God’s Law, calling sin what it is and not negating the consequences of sin. Yet by qualifying who may participate in the execution of the judgment He eliminated those who were anxious to do so. (Scholars disagree on how to understand “without sin” here. Some claim that Jesus was referring to the specific sin of adultery,
 while others see sin in a broad, general sense of any type of sin.)

Either way, Jesus is saying that only God has the right to judge, for the simple reason that no man is good enough to judge any other.
 We have no right to condemn another person simply because he or she sins differently than we do! Maybe I have not committed that particular sin, but I have certainly committed others, and according to James 2:10-11, 

For whoever keeps the whole law and yet stumbles at just one point is guilty of breaking all of it. For he who said, “Do not commit adultery,”  also said, “Do not murder.”  If you do not commit adultery but do commit murder, you have become a lawbreaker. 

This is why Jesus taught in Matthew 7:1, “Do not judge, or you, too, will be judged.” You and I are simply not qualified to judge or condemn anyone, for we are just as guilty! How are we to respond to people in their sin? James 2:12-13 tells us, 

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!

In this case, shame caused the wannabe executioners to slink and slither away as Jesus resumed writing in the dust. Perhaps they saw what Jesus was writing and were convicted. We don’t know the reasons why they left, only that they did. When Jesus looked up again, only the woman remained. He said to her, “Woman, where are they? Has no one condemned you?” The term “woman” here is not a harsh form of address; Jesus used the same word on the cross when He addressed His mother.

“No one, sir,” she said.

“Then neither do I condemn you,” Jesus declared. “Go now and leave your life of sin.”
It should be noted that while Jesus refused to condemn the woman, He did not condone her sin. He told her, “Go now and leave your life of sin.” He said something similar to the invalid he healed at the Pool of Bethesda in John 5:14, “See, you are well again. Stop sinning or something worse may happen to you.” 
 Jesus could not be called “soft on sin.” Thirty years ago, many people chose churches based on whether the church believed and taught the truth. Today, many choose churches based on whether the church makes them feel comfortable. If a church tells the truth, it will gain some people but lose others. Ephesians 4:15 tells us to speak the truth in love, not to withhold the truth in love. Our job is not simply to help each other feel good, but to help each other be good.

Among evangelical Christians we find a lot of confusion be​tween acceptance and approval. This can have its roots in fami​lies where parents did not make it plain to their children that disapproval of what they were doing did not mean rejection of them as persons. When a child is being punished for something not approved by his parents, it is easy for him to get the idea that they don’t like him or accept him as a person. (This is especially true of the parent says, “You’re a bad boy (or girl)” rather than “What you did was wrong.”) 

Thus a kind of mathematical formula is implanted in the youngster:

 

Approval means acceptance.

Disapproval means nonacceptance or rejection.

So punishment and discipline equal disapproval and rejection.

Therefore approval means, “I am loved and accepted.”

Disapproval means, “I am not loved but rejected.”

 

Sometimes children pick up this confusion from their teachers or other authority figures and even their friends. Sometimes they pick it up from church. When we do not clearly communicate that we accept the person though we do not approve of their practice they can conclude that we hate them because of what they do.

On the other side, some Christians are afraid to be friendly or even to show ordinary kindness to a sinner for fear the person might get the idea they approve of his sins. There are entire churches who suffer from this confusion. Their attitude is, “We must make sure people know where we stand on this issue.” Yet it is possible to hold the highest moral standards and at the same time be accepting and loving toward those who have violated those standards. Jesus did…and He shows how to do that in this story. 

His words are the perfect combination, “Neither do I condemn you; go your way; from now on sin no more.” Here we see loving acceptance and redemptive disapproval, personal compassion and moral challenge, beautifully put together by Christ so that distinctions are not blurred. Jesus could have said, “Go burn for your sins,” or “Go and feel free to sin some more.” What He did say was, “Go and sin no more.” Jesus didn’t deny truth. He affirmed it. She needed to repent. And change. Yet Jesus didn’t deny grace, either. He offered it. He sent her away, forgiven and cleansed, to a new life.

Thankfully, God does not wait to accept us and love us until He can approve everything about us. If He did, we would all be hopelessly and eternally lost. And if He doesn’t wait—with His high and holy standards—why should we wait to ac​cept others?
 To restate an old cliché, we accept the sinner, even though we do not accept the sin.

How we respond to the account of the woman caught in adultery helps us better understand our own character. The secret sinner who dwells on such things longs for more details or supplies them from his own imagination. The legalist is disappointed that Jesus didn’t recommend capital punishment. But the believer who has experienced the grace of God gives thanks that there is forgive​ness with the Lord. We don’t have to commit this particular sin to know how gracious and merciful the Lord is. If you have ever heard those words spoken to your own heart, then you will want others to hear them too.

So how does this look in the real world—our world? What do we do when we encounter those who need a good dose of truth…and grace? What do we do when that soul is a member of our own family?

We don’t have the luxury of choosing either grace or truth. Yet many believers habitually embrace one instead of the other, according to our temperament, background, church, or family. We must learn to say yes to both grace and truth—and say no to whatever keeps us from them.

Truth without grace crushes people and ceases to be truth. Grace without truth deceives people and ceases to be grace.

Truth without grace degenerates into judgmental legalism. Grace without truth degenerates into deceitful tolerance.

Christ’s heart is equally grieved by grace-suppression and truth-suppression, by grace-twisting and truth-twisting.

Grace and truth are both necessary. Neither is sufficient.

We need to examine ourselves and correct ourselves. We who are truth-oriented need to go out of our way to affirm grace. We who are grace-oriented need to go out of our way to affirm truth.

“Hate the sin, but love the sinner.” No one did either like Jesus. Truth hates sin. Grace loves sinners. Those full of grace and truth do both.

Unfortunately, many nonbelievers know only two kinds of Christians: those who speak the truth without grace and those who are very nice but never share the truth. What they need to see is a third type of Christian—one who, in a spirit of grace, loves them enough to tell them the truth.
 They need to see that kind of balance in an extreme world. Not either grace or truth, but both grace and truth.
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