
Sermon for Ash Wednesday 5 March 2019: John 8:1-11, Joel 2:1-2, 12-17 

“Let anyone among you who is without sin, be the first to throw a stone at her” (John 8:7b) 

“Return to the Lord your God for he is gracious and merciful”(Joel 2:13 (part of )) 

These 2 verses we have heard in our readings today I think set the scene for our participation as 

Christians in Lent, starting today on Ash Wednesday where receiving the sign of the cross in ash 

helps us think about our own sins but also the saving power of God through Jesus’s death on the 

cross for us to bring us into a right relationship once again with God our creator. 

We all sin…….but by turning to God and asking forgiveness, He can transform us…..for he is 

gracious and merciful. 

When I was preparing this sermon and was reading and re-reading the Gospel, I began to sense 

the huge differences in mood between the 3 main players : the woman who had been caught 

blatantly sinning; the Pharisees using her as a means to try and trick Jesus into condoning 

breaking the law of Moses if he sided with her; and Jesus, calmly steering the right course, God’s 

course between the 2 . 

The woman seems remarkably quiet and accepting of her fate, when she was actually in danger 

of being stoned to death, because that is what the law prescribed for the sin of adultery. She 

didn’t plead for mercy, weep or it seems make any attempt to defend herself. The Pharisees, 

having seen Jesus’s popularity grow and grow by the healing and miracles he performed, but at 

the same time suffer his open criticism of their over-detailed observance of the letter of the law, 

were getting more agitated and angry and wishing to get rid of this dangerous man whom some 

people were beginning to regard as the Messiah.  

Jesus remains calm, pauses and thinks quickly on his feet, not to fall into their trap of forgiving 

someone who has broken the law of Moses, in order to save her life. He remains silent and 

writes on the ground in the dust. This is a very good way of stepping back, probably praying to 

God and getting guidance. Something I certainly could do with achieving a bit more often – not 

writing in the dust -  but of not flaring up and being drawn into saying or doing something too 

quickly which  I regret later;  training myself to pause and let God’s Holy Spirit give me the words 

or the silence to deal with the situation in God’s way. 

And what could Jesus have been writing? 

Was it just doodling, playing for time, while he listened to God and figured out how to handle 

this situation? 

I wonder if Jesus wrote out the 10 commandments? Number 7 being “do not commit adultery”, 

which would have shown he didn’t condone what she had done, but also would have reminded  

the Pharisees of ALL the 10 commandments – some of which they would have broken 

themselves – because when Jesus asks for anyone without sin to throw the first stone, they 

shamefacedly have to withdraw.  

We all sin, but quite a lot of the time we are very good at hiding it, justifying it or going along 

with the majority because we fear standing up against a slightly dodgy decision because we 

would become unpopular or derided. Jesus asked the Pharisees to look at themselves and 



acknowledge they were not squeaky clean themselves and needed to change their behaviour, 

just as he also asked the woman at the end: “from now on do not sin again”. 

The Old Testament prophet Joel, encouraged people that if they returned to the Lord, in other 

words, stopped sinning and distancing themselves from God and his ways, God would welcome 

them back… because he is gracious and merciful. Joel gives people hope, not just a dressing 

down – he reminds them of the compassion, the love of God, his mercy and his forgiveness. 

Jesus now offers the woman and each of us the same love and forgiveness if we recognise our 

sins, however great or small, and keep trying to repent, to become closer disciples of Jesus and 

to put God’s values at the centre of our lives. 

 “Turn away from sin and be faithful to Christ” requires us to commit to spending a little bit more 

time with God, especially in these 40 days of Lent, by praying, by reading the bible and letting 

the words resonate and speak to us for longer, by attending church and letting all these channels 

to God open us up to further ways to deepen our relationship with Christ and follow him as 

active disciples sharing God’s love among all people and all his creation.  

Let today be a new beginning as we ask Jesus to stay close to us and help us stay strong in what 

we challenge ourselves to do this Lent,  and forever.  

Amen 
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