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Sermon 

3 July 2016 

West Kirk of Calder & Polbeth Harwood 

 

By: Rev Dr Jonanda Groenewald 

Text: John 1:1-11 

 

I’ve heard this wee joke of a rather scruffy boy who asked a very posh 

high church if he could join their Sunday School. He was told that they 

would consider it, but was asked to come back in a fortnight’s time. 

When he returned they told him that they had not yet made up their 

minds. 

 

“Don’t worry”, said the wee boy, “I no longer want to join.”                    

“Why ever not?” they asked. “Well,” answered the boy, “I have been 

having a chat with God and he told me that he has been trying to get in 

here for years and hasn’t managed yet.” 

 

To me that church sounds very much like the Pharisees!                         

All through the gospels we read about the Pharisees, and I think it’s safe 

to say that throughout the life story of Jesus, the Pharisees are the 

baddies. 

 

They are the ones who don’t want to believe that Jesus is the son of 

God, they are the ones who want to get rid of him. They were against 

Jesus, and that makes them Baddies with a capital B! 
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They didn’t set out to be baddies, though. Their initial plan was to serve 

God to the best of their abilities, and to make sure that everybody else 

did exactly the same. So they studied the law of God, and explained it to 

the people. And then they went on to make more laws to make sure 

none of the commandments were broken. 

 

And this is what changed them from the goodies into the baddies – the 

laws became so important to them, that they forgot about the people. 

And that’s not why God gave his people rules to follow in the first place – 

he gave them the rules to protect them, so for God this was all about the 

people. 

 

But gradually the Pharisees lost focus of what their purpose was, and 

maybe even without really realizing that it was happening, they started to 

represent directly the opposite of what they were supposed to do. 

 

And that is something we as a church should be always be aware of – 

we need to make sure that it never becomes more about us than about 

God… 

 

This principle is clearly illustrated in the story we read this morning. 

 

A woman committed adultery. According to the law of Moses that was a 

sin, and the punishement was stoning. The Pharisees were not even the 

least bit bothered about the woman – about what happened, what her 

side of the story was, no fair trial is even being considered here. They 

couldn’t care less about her as a person, all that mattered to them was 

that she broke a law. 
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On a wee sidenote here, I find it quite interesting that there is no mention 

of the man – I mean, no woman can commit adultery without a man 

being involved, and if you read the law of Moses in the Old Testament it 

clearly states that both the man and the woman had to be brought 

before the court. I have a sneaky suspicion this is because of the fact 

that the Pharisees were all men! But let’s get back to the story… 

 

Jesus was sitting down in the temple courts, as a teacher would do in 

those days. The people gathered round to come listen to him. 

 

In those days what other people thought about you determined your 

status in society, and I think what is going on here, is that the Pharisees 

were jealous of all the attention Jesus got. Usually they were the ones 

teaching the crowds, but now the people preffered listening to Jesus… 

 

So they were waiting for an opportunity to shame Jesus in public, to 

show the crowds that he wasn’t as fantastic as they thought he was, and 

to hopefully get rid of him altogether. 

 

So what happened here was like setting the perfect trap. In the presence 

of lots of onlookers, the Pharisees brought this woman who was caught 

in adultery to Jesus. Jesus was sitting there, preaching to the people on 

how to live, so obviously all these people would think that Jesus would 

know what the right thing was to do in any circumstances. 

 

The Pharisees were hoping that this would put Jesus in an awkward 

position, that he would disappoint the crowds with his handling of the 

situation. 
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The thing is: 

The law of Moses commands that somebody who was caught 

committing adultery had to be stoned to death. Jesus was a Jew. He 

was supposed to adhere to the law of Moses. So if he said: “No, let’s not 

take it that far…”, they could accuse Jesus of not being true to the law of 

Moses.  

 

But if he said: “Yes! She broke an important rule, let’s punish her!” They 

could accuse him of not being true to the law of the land – because at 

this point in time the Jews were ruled by the Romans, and no Jewish 

court could inflict punishment on anybody without permission from the 

Roman government.  And if Jesus suggested contacting  the Roman 

authorities, Jesus could be accused of siding with the Romans, whom 

everybody hated with a passion. 

 

So the Pharisees thought that they had set the perfect trap for Jesus! 

Because no matter what he decided to do, it would get him into trouble. 

 

But obviously they didn’t realise who they were dealing with.  

 

Jesus didn’t react at all. He patiently waited for them to realise 

themselves  what they were doing. It didn’t work – they just kept going at 

him. So he got up and said: “If any one of you is without sin, let him be 

the first to throw a stone at her.” 

 

That got them quiet. That got them thinking. And one by one they started 

leaving, without picking up a stone. The eldest people left first, which 

would be an indication to the younger ones to follow suit. 
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So althought the Pharisees thought that they had Jesus trapped, all they 

did was give themselves a bad name. Jesus not only saved this 

woman’s life, he also didn’t break any rules and he publicly shamed the 

Pharisees. So because of their own doing, exactly what the Pharisees 

wanted to happen to Jesus now happened to them! 

 

And the woman? She was wrong. She knew that. Jesus knew that. But 

to Jesus she was more important than a rule. He said that he didn’t 

condemn her – everybody makes mistakes – but that she had to go and 

leave her life of sin. 

 

And you know, I am sure she did! She has experienced the grace of God 

first hand, and that would show, for the rest of her life! 

 

Which of course should be true of all of us too… 

 

The rules and regulations were there for the people, not the other way 

around. 

 

After many experiences like these, Jesus decided to make it simpler for 

us. He said that there is only one rule:  Love. Love God and love others. 

That’s it! If we do that, if we follow this rule in everything we do, we will 

effictively be obedient to all the other commandments as well. 

 

So…If you love God and you love others – which basically mean that 

you need to respect everybody you get into contact with – are you then 

supposed to judge others? 
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No. But I am sure that you will agree with me: We are very good at 

judging others!  

 

Even here in church, it’s easy to look at somebody and think: “Why on 

earth is she wearing that to church?! What was she thinking!” Or: 

“There’s the guy who had one too many in the pub last night, sitting in 

the front pews pretending to be perfect.”  

 

But thinking these thoughts are just as bad! “If anyone of you is without 

sin, let him be the first to throw a stone…” 

 

And let’s not even talk about the politicians and the uncertain times we 

are finding ourselves in after the referendum! We can judge all we like, 

but could we do it better? And if you think you could, then why are you 

still here? “If anyone of you is without sin, let he be the first to throw a 

stone…” 

 

And every so often we look at people’s lives, listen to the news or read 

the paper, and think: “She should have known better!” / “Who does 

something like that?” But actually, we have no idea what goes on in 

other people’s lives.  

 

What we see or hear or read is always just one part of the story. “If 

anyone of you is without sin, let he be the first to throw a stone…” 

 

We have all done things in our lives that we are not proud of. We have 

all made wrong choices. We have all said things in the heat of the 

moment that we regretted later. 
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I once heard this expression: “Everybody has a chapter in their lives that 

they don’t read out loud.” And I think that this is so true. 

 

Luckily, we have a God who forgives. A God who gives second chances. 

Let’s follow him, and give second chances too. 

 

Let’s rather forgive than condemn, let’s rather talk things through than 

ignore each other, let’s rather accept others the way they are, than trying 

to change them into replicas of ourselves. 

 

No matter what you have done – God doesn’t condemn you. But he 

wants us to realise what a big thing that is, and then to carry on with our 

lives trying our best to live a life that will make him proud. 

 

If God doesn’t ever condemn us, let’s never condemn others. Let’s not 

pick up that stone. At some point in our lives we all have been (or will 

be) that person in the middle of the circle, the one who has surprisingly 

been given a second chance. Let’s never forget that when we are in the 

onlooking crowd. 

 

Let’s never use our hands to pick up a stone… Instead, let’s always 

reach out with helping hands, and through loving and respecting others, 

love God too. 

 

Amen 

 


