
Sermon Ash Wednesday 17th February 2021  9.30am, 7.30pm (Z) Joel 2:  1, 2, 12 – 17;  John 8:  1 - 11 

 

 It was an ugly little scene. 

 The penalty for adultery was death by stoning.  Apparantly it wasn’t often carried out and you can imagine that 

those with power:  males, the wealthy, would often get away with it with a wink and a quiet bribe, but in this 

case the scribes and the Pharisees wanted to make Jesus look foolish. 

o This poor woman got caught up in their unholy scheming.   

o They made sure there was a crowd to get maximum publicity, dragged her from the adulterous 

mattress and brought her to Jesus to decide her fate.   

o It is quite possibility the woman was in her early teens, merely a girl, betrothed and not yet married 

which makes the chauvanistic inequality and victimization even more stark.  They wanted to give Jesus 

an unanswerable choice when they said to him, ‘Now what do you say?’  If he agreed to the stoning he 

would appear unpardonably cruel.  If he wanted to let her off, he was not obeying the Jewish Law.  They 

waited , smirking whilst he wrote in the dust. 

 There’s a dozen sermons here.   About the imperative to protect the vulnerable.  About casting the first stone.  

About how compassion is more powerful than legal justice, but I want to look at it a different way.  Forget the 

inequality and injustice for a moment and imagine the woman was a willing and equal partner in the crime. 

 Would she have wanted to be forgiven if she had got away with it?  Would her accomplice, presumably male, 

older and conspicuously absent – it takes two to tango – think of himself as guilty or just as enjoying a bit of fun? 

 I haven’t got firsthand experience of this, I hope you’ll not be surprised to hear, but in my ministry I have got 

lots of second hand experience and my considered impression is that it’s frighteningly common to exonerate 

yourself if you are not brought face to face with the consequences of your actions like this poor woman. 

 There’s nothing like being involved in a collision to make you drive more carefully. 

 There’s nothing like being investigated by the Inland Revenue to make you scrupulous in declaring your income. 

 There’s nothing like being flooded out of your house to make you think about climate change. 

 So often we need to be at our lowest in order to accept forgiveness, and this poor woman was certainly at her 

lowest;  flung to the ground, watched by a self-righteous crowd, her bruised body delicately balanced between 

death and life. 

o And it was Jesus who procured her forgiveness.  Once again the spotlight draws us back to the sharing 

Son of God of love rather than the poor victim, whether that be ourselves of someone else. 

 Several hundred years earlier, a plague of locusts had brought Israel to its knees.  Imagine the dread, and think 

of the damage the cloud of locusts could do, when you hear the prophet Joel preaching, ‘a day of darkness and 

gloom, a day of clouds and thick darkness!  Like blackness spread upon the mountains a great and powerful army comes;  

their like has never been from of old’.   

 Joel then explains how to bring God into this crisis. 

 Listen to how he urges the priests to entreat the Lord to bring an end to their disaster, ‘the priests, the ministers 

of the LORD, weep.  Let them say, ‘Spare your people, O LORD, and do not make your heritage a mockery, a byword 

among the nations. 

o You can imagine the nation saying collectively and individually, “It’s not our fault!” 

 There is not much, well a little, but not much, sense that the locusts are a punishment from God because of the 

Israelites self-serving behaviour, but there is a very strong message that Joel is using the disaster, which brought 

the nation to a very low point where they would have felt powerless to help themselves, as a tool to convey 

God’s judgement upon them and a wake-up call to do something about it. 

 Listen to what he encourages the people to do, ‘rend your hearts and not your clothing.  Return to the LORD, your 

God, for he is gracious and merciful, slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast love’.   



 We don’t know if it worked, but the fact the prophecy of the book survived means that it might have brought 

Israel to a better, more wholesome, frame of mind for a few years. 

 Did you notice the resurrection note of hope in the reading.  Remember that resurrection is only ever possible 

after disaster.  It’s not needed otherwise. 

o Joel writes, ‘Who knows whether he will not turn and relent, and leave a blessing behind him, … ?’ 

 Blessings coming out of a plague of locusts?  Perhaps if I am a more thoughtful, more compassionate person, 

because I understand suffering a bit better after my field has been ravaged by locusts, that would be a blessing? 

 We are also in a pretty low place in pandemic stricken 2021.  Perhaps not as personally disastrous for many of 

us as that poor woman caught in adultery.  Certainly not as extreme and destructive as a plague of locusts 

which could bring starvation to a whole nation in a matter of hours, but certainly, today, a low place. 

 But the glowering finger of climate change is potentially much more disastrous to everyone and is beginning to 

tickle our self-righteous noses and startle our unseeing eyes.  And it is indisputable that the pandemic would not 

have been so globally severe or so swift-acting if, as a species, we were living a lifestyle that was more in 

harmony with creation rather than committing adultery with it for our own ends, like the powerful male in the 

partnership? 

 What will it take for humanity to reach a low enough place to do more than tinker around the edges in the 

battle against climate change? 

 What will it take for you and me to become more radical, more prophetic, more thinking in our lifestyle? 

 Maybe one of the pointers is that I suspect Britain today has drifted further away from God than ever before.  

Church going is at an all-time low.  Faith is at an all-time low.  People are terrified of death but have no way of 

coming to terms with it because we have discarded the hope of Christianity. 

 Can you hear the wakeup call of the prophet Joel in all this?  ‘Blow the trumpet in Zion;  sound the alarm on my holy 

mountain!’ 

 I do not encourage you to give lots of things up for Lent.  But I do urge you heed the words of scripture, 

imagine the locust stricken land and the broken woman at the feet of Jesus and ‘rend your hearts and not your 

clothing.  Return to the LORD, your God, for he is gracious and merciful, slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast love’.  

 Perhaps a creative way of doing this is by considering the questions I offered you last Sunday and which are in 

the news sheet next weekend, and in particular, today, the question, “How do you delight in creation and what 

effect does it have on the decisions you make in life?” 

 Then, who knows,, but I suspect the prophet Joel does, ‘whether he will not turn and relent, and leave a blessing 

behind him, … ?’ 

 Have a forgiven, hope filled, blessing-expectant Lent.  Amen! 


