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Between Law and Grace
John 8 (mid)
(This was not a normal sermon! One of our key people had 7 weeks before been charged with 11 serious crimes and he had just confessed what he had done to the congregation and asked them to forgive him. This sermon was my response to this specific situation.)

Popular Christian author, Philip Yancey was in Washington DC, a few years back when 300,000 gay-rights activists were having a march. He was standing on the sidelines directly in front of the White House when a startling confrontation took place. About 40 mounted policemen had formed a protective circle around a small group of outspoken Christian protesters. Thanks to huge, orange posters announcing hellfire and judgement, this tiny knot of Christians were attracting most of the press photographers.

The believers began shouting, "Shame-on-you-for-what-you-do." Then they switched to, "AIDS, AIDS, it's comin' your way." Yancey, was appalled. The march had started with a sad procession of hundreds of people with AIDS - some in wheelchairs, some covered with purple sores or gaunt faces. He couldn't imagine how anyone could wish that fate on another human being.

So as the marchers walked past this group of Christians, how did they respond? Most taunted or mocked them back. But one group came to the spot, stopped to face them, and sang, "Jesus loves you, this we know, for the Bible tells us so." Yancey writes, the irony was unsettling. On the one side were "righteous" Christians. On the other were "sinners," many of whom openly admitted homosexuality. Yet one side spewed out hate and the other sang of Jesus' love.

Now something similar happens in John 8. There we see a clash between two contrasting groups. On one side are the religious leaders and on the other side are Jesus and his followers. And tonight I want us to zero in on this clash because it highlights for us some of the fundamental differences that the Christian faith should make in our lives. And I want us to see if we possess those differences? If we truly are different from both the religious people around us as well as different from the sinners as well. 

So let’s turn out attention to our passage, for the chapter starts with Jesus teaching in the Temple courts and while he is teaching there the religious leaders bring in a woman caught in the very act of adultery. Now I always thought it took two to tango, and it certainly takes two to commit adultery. So where was the man? Did he escape? Or was this group of religious leaders male chauvinists, only interested in condemning the female?
Well verse 6 tells us that it was all a trap. Yes she’s caught, but she is only bait. You see, they don’t care about the woman. In fact I don’t think they even cared about the adultery. For she is merely a pawn in their game. She’s been framed. It was a set-up in order to get to Jesus.

You see they were trying to pin Jesus on the horns of a dilemma. For if he agrees that this woman deserves to be stoned then he is no longer the friend of sinners. His message of forgiveness is a false one because it is only words and not actions. But if Jesus sides with the woman and says she doesn’t deserve to be stoned, then he is going against the law of Moses and so obviously can’t be someone special from God. It would seem they have painted Jesus into a terrible, terrible corner.

So what does Jesus do? Well He firstly takes his time. He buys himself a few moments to think, by bending over and writing something in the dirt with his finger. But what does he write? Nobody knows. Some have suggested that he wrote the ten commandments or a list of the sins of the Pharisees. Someone has even cheekily suggested he wrote down the names of all their girlfriends. 

We don’t know what he wrote. But as he wrote, he moved from passing judgement on the woman to passing judgement on the judges. He pointed out not just that these guys were guilty of sin, but these guys were guilty of the same sin as this woman, lust. Her private passion had become a public spectacle. But their private passions were also public spectacles to God. Thus they were disqualified from passing judgement in this case.

Which meant the only person fully qualified to judge was Jesus Himself. So when all of them have left, he turns to the woman. And notice he doesn’t ask her if she is guilty, they both know she is. But in the midst of her condemnation before the law of God, he offers her a gracious way out. She must go, and leave her life of sin. He forgives her and reminds her that the proper response to God’s mercy is to turn from her past actions and from now on seek to live a pure, godly life.

Now in this story we see a contrast being drawn between law and grace. The Pharisees saw that the goal of the law was the law itself. So the law was given to make us into better people. To purify our lives, to show us what sort of behaviour we should avoid. But law instead should lead us to grace. The law shows us our need of God’s forgiveness, we need God’s mercy. We need to find a way to escape God’s condemnation.

For all of us are both sinners and also people who are unworthy to judge other sinners. That reminds me of the story of the Anglican vicar who one night had a dream. He was on his way to heaven. Before him there stretched a long flight of stairs. And as he started to go up, he was given a piece of chalk and told that he must put a chalk mark on each of the steps for each sin he had committed. When he was about halfway up he met the bishop coming down. He enquired why his Lordship was returning, and the bishop answered, "I’m just going back down to get some more chalk!" 


Each one of us here this evening are condemned by the law of God. Every single one of us, whether we have outwardly made a muck of our lives like this woman, or whether we look decent on the outside like these Pharisees are sinners in need of God’s grace. For nobody will be saved by just keeping the law. But don’t forget no one is saved by grace unless they are firstly condemned by the law. We need to be convicted first, then converted.

And that is why the woman has to change once she has received God’s grace. She can’t afford to live the same sort of life once she has met Jesus. For she may have received Jesus free forgiveness but that forgiveness is not cheap. It cost the Son of God his life to give us that forgiveness. It meant he condemned himself in our place, so that we could go free. For the judgement of not guilty to be passed on to us was not written in the sand, but in his own blood. And anyone who has experienced that sort of acquittal must be a changed person.

And must from then on be committed to grace not law in their dealings with others. But I wonder if we are really like this? I read a quote during the week from the homosexual son of a California pastor who once said, "Christ first said to the adulterous woman: I love you. Then he told her to change. Churches do the opposite. They say change, then we'll love you.”

Friends one of the things that should make us stand out as Christians is our commitment to grace. We don’t ignore people’s sin, but despite their sin we offer them grace. We don’t expect people to be perfect, so when they fail we point them to God’s forgiveness. We don’t turn a blind eye to sin, but unlike the Pharisees who use the law as an excuse for harshness & brutality, we should use it to point people to the wonderful salvation offered to us in Jesus.

Now I think this passage is a good place for us to start tonight. Because tonight XXX is like that woman in John 8. He has been caught red handed. The police have charged him with 11 offences. The witnesses are his own flesh and blood. And XXX has put up his hand and said, “It’s all true!” 

So what do we do? As a Church where he has taught our kids, led our music, preached while I was away, what do we do? Well I tell you what he deserves! He has let us down big time and he deserves nothing from us. He doesn’t deserve our compassion. He doesn’t deserve our help. If anything those things should go to his wife and children whom he has hurt by these actions. He deserves law. An eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth.

But he hasn’t got from us law, he has received grace. AAA and BBB saw him in the holding cells. They came back on Monday with CCC and myself and stayed all day on the Monday awaiting his appearance before a magistrate. I testified to the court that this must have been a brain explosion because this is not his nature. And since then others whom XXX has told have shown him some tough love. “Mate you have to repent. You can’t live like this. You are destroying your witness and dragging God’s name through the dirt! If you don’t change it will not only affect you but your family and ultimately your faith!”
Jesus says “neither do I condemn you but go now and leave your life of sin.” Yes the courts have the right to condemn XXX and there is a chance that he might go to jail – he probably deserves to go to jail. The Lord will condemn because he judges justly, so we should leave that in their capable hands. Our job is to encourage XXX to leave the life of sin.

To remind him that he can’t stay where he was. He has to change. If he has received God’s grace, then his life must reflect God’s grace. That if he has been hurt and lashed out then he must learn to forgive before he lashes out again. That his anger needs to be controlled. That his lifestyle has to change. And if he wants to do that we will be there for him. But if he doesn’t want to do that, he will find himself on his own.

Now that doesn’t mean that we ignore what happened. Forgiveness doesn’t mean we just wipe what he has done under the table. He hasn’t been able to help with the music until he confessed to us all what he had done. He won’t be able to preach here nor teach our youth or our kids. He has for a time and probably a long time disqualified himself from these things. The bible is quite clear that leadership is about knowledge and lifestyle. Teachers are judged with a higher standard than others because if we don’t practise what we preach then we will lead people away from God rather than to him.
The penalty for our of sins are not forgotten but the presence of our sin can still be forgiven. Someone once coined the phrase ‘hate the sin, love the sinner’ and I have often found that a helpful pointer, even if it is also a bit simplistic at times.
Now you may not be able to do that for XXX. Although his violent actions were not directed at you, you might say to us I want him to have nothing to do with my children. And can I say that is your right to say that and we as a Church will not place him in a position where he will have anything to do with your children. But you will need to go back to John 8 and hear the weight of Jesus question to the people around you. “Let he who is without sin be the first to throw a stone”

Have you been condemned by the law? Have you reached out to God’s grace? Are you going to need God’s help and forgiveness, God’s Spirit to enable you to treat XXX the way that God has treated you. What did Jesus say on another occasion, “He who has been forgiven much, can forgive much.” You and I need to humble ourselves and pray for the grace we need to be gracious as well as pray for the change that XXX needs to live within God’s grace. 

I’m not pretending this will be easy for you or for XXX, it hasn’t been particularly easy for me either and it won’t be easy for our Church. But if we are trying to create a community of God’s followers, then we have will have to learn to deal with failure, with sin, with law and with graciousness.

I’ve met with XXX each week since this incident to talk to him about his life. Incidentally I have also met with CCC each week and talked about the things she needs to do in order to move forward from where this family is at. We need to keep an eye on DDD and the kids. We need to support them all during the trial which is down for a couple of weeks time, through maybe a jail sentence and as they try and get their lives back on track.

Let me end with an example from history. In the early Church there was a problem for the young Christians when the lions came to town. You know the Roman’s were trying to get rid of the Christians and so when the lions came to town they would rock up to where the Christians were meeting, arrest many of those who were there and they would be the lions play thing the very next day. So it became very dangerous to go to church. Imagine that, a life or death decision about whether to come to midweekchurch tonight or not.

So of course church attendance was very poor, the week that the lions came to town but the next week when they left many of the people who just happened to be sick or away last Sunday rocked back as if nothing had happened. They noticed the empty seats of those who had been martyred for their faith, they sat next to their relatives that had been spared and they wanted to come and worship their God.
But should they let them back in? They had put themselves before God. They had sinned. They had let everyone down. The church was often split in two between those who would accept them back and those who wanted nothing to do with them. 
I wonder which side you would be on? Do we forgive these people their sins or do we tell them this is a sign that they didn’t really have faith in the first place? Well after much discussion the Church decided upon the way of grace, of forgiveness, of welcoming them back. They said, “neither do I condemn you but go now and leave your life of sin.” They were Jesus words to the woman caught in adultery, to the early church and to XXX as well. 

I know they are easy words to say and hard to live. But that is God’s call upon us in the days, weeks, months, year’s ahead. 

Lets pray for XXX ...

