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May 10, 2009

“Messages to the Caught”

John 7:53-8:11

FCF:  The need of rescue from our sin
PROPOSITION:  (anchor) Jesus has come to rescue the caught.
(magnet) We need to then acknowledge our plight and turn to Him.
SCRIPTURE INTRODUCTION:

The Perfect Storm – the story of a Nor’easter in October 1991 and the crew of the fishing boat Andrea Gail, based out of Gloucester, Massachusetts, who were lost 575 miles at sea.  Fuel drums, a fuel tank, an empty life raft, and other flotsam were the only wreckage ever found.  The ship and her crew were never seen again. Theirs was an utterly helpless condition.  And, with no one able to reach them, hopeless as well.
In the account we’re about to read, we see a similar situation with two different parties caught in storm.  Caught between, on the one hand, the holiness of the true and living God and then, on the other hand, their misplaced affections, foolishness, pride, self-righteousness and self-sufficiency.  And we have much in common with them.
SCRIPTURE READING:  John 7:53-8:11
PRAYER FOR ILLUMINATION

SERMON INTRODUCTION:

Alcatraz Island opened in 1934 as home to the most violent and hardened criminals in the United States.  It sits over a mile from shore, surrounded by treacherous waters.  Those are the natural barriers.  In addition, electric wires, fences, bars and gun towers were installed.  But, despite all that, three men escaped.  Frank Morris and brothers Clarence and John Anglin spent months chipping away at the concrete around the air shafts in their cells.  They used nail clippers, spoons, and a piece of a fan.  To hide their progress when they weren’t working on the hole, they filled it in with a paste made from wet newspapers.  In June 1962, Morris and the Anglin brothers left dummies in their beds, climbed out of the prison through the vent system, left the island in a raft made of barrels and raincoats, and vanished without a trace.  Most likely, they drowned.  
Why’d they do it?  They were imprisoned, trapped, snared.  They’d been seized, laid hold of and wanted release.  They’d been caught, much as the two sets of people here in our text – not just this woman but her accusers as well.  They were both caught.
Now, before we go any further, let me say a bit about the footnote you’ve likely noticed in your Bible.  It is true that the earliest manuscripts we have do not include this account.  Those that do mark it off, showing hesitation in placing it here.  And there are expressions and grammatical constructions found here not found elsewhere in John’s writings.  So what do we say?  It is in some of the early manuscripts.  And it is referenced in at least a few early church writings.  But it’s likely John himself did not write it.  That is to say, this event happened, it was recorded, and we can trust it.  But it may not have originally been part of John’s Gospel.  Now, don’t let that trip you up.  You can bank on what we have here as the New Testament.  You can stake your life on it.  And my plan is to talk about that a bit more next week – both the facts of that and their implications.
But for now, let’s give our attention to what’s before us.  Both the accused and the accusers were caught.  They’d been trapped, laid hold of, unable to free themselves, and needed a Rescuer.  They needed Jesus to free them.  They needed Jesus.  And so do we.
I. TO THE ACCUSERS

We see that first with the accusers (READ John 8:3-9).  Who are these men?
A) Who They Were
1. Scribes

The scribes were official students and expositors of the Scriptures.
2. Pharisees

The Pharisees were a party within Judaism committed to a strict adherence to the Law of Moses, so much so they had added rule upon rule to build a fence around the Law.
B) Why They Were There

These were respected men of the time in that culture.  But why were they there?
1. Not for the sake of justice

Not for the sake of justice.  We see that in the way they lodged their accusations.  If they were serious about this, they would not have brought this woman to an itinerant rabbi but to the Sanhedrin, the ruling council.  They weren’t there for the sake of justice.
2. But to test Jesus

They were there because they were so caught and blinded by their condition that, as John tells us, they wanted to “test” Jesus, to put Him on the horns of a dilemma.  On the one hand, if He called for mercy, they would accuse Him of dismissing the Law.  His credibility as a rabbi would be destroyed. He’d be labeled a heretic and charged in the courts.  On the other hand, if He called for justice, He would be supporting an unpopular position, ruin His reputation among the people as being compassionate, and likely incur the wrath of the Roman authorities who withheld such power mostly to themselves.
C) How Jesus Responded

So, they seemed to have Him.  How did Jesus respond?
1. What He wrote – unclear 

First, He stooped and wrote in the ground.  What and why we don’t know, though through the years no few have tried to guess.  But it’s unclear as to what it was He wrote.
2. What He said – quite clear 

But we do know what He said.  And His response then put His opponents on the horns of their own dilemma.  They were claiming to be sinless witnesses.  Then how did they know how to catch her “in the act”?  And where was the man?  Adultery takes two.  Either they let him escape or he’d been released.  It would seem then that they weren’t sinless witnesses.  And if they weren’t sinless, how could they condemn her this way?

What’s going on is this.  The Law stated that the witnesses of the crime must be the first to throw the stones.  But they must not be guilty of the same crime.  Not to say they had to be paragons of virtue.  But they couldn’t be guilty of the same thing.  Which, apparently, they were.  They were men leading “respectable” but double lives, one thing in public and another in private – particularly in this area.  And so Jesus presses the Law upon them, calls them on this, calling into question their double standards.
Illustration:

In one of his essays, George Orwell described a wasp that (READ quote) “was sucking jam on my plate and I cut him in half.  He paid no attention, merely went on with his meal, while a tiny stream of jam trickled out of his severed esophagus.  Only when he tried to fly away did he grasp the dreadful thing that had happened to him.”  The wasp and these accusers had much in common – so caught they were severed from their souls.
Application:

What do we learn from Jesus’ response?  The first thing would have to be simple astonishment at His wisdom and insight.  The second thing would be the care we need to make in making accusations ourselves.  Again, not that the Law can only be enforced by paragons of virtue.  But we do need to be consistent in passing judgment.  And that begins by examining ourselves.  As Jesus says in Matthew 7 (READ Matthew 7:3-5).  
So, first, a cause for astonishment and then, second, a call to self-examination.  But at the heart of Jesus’ words to accusers is a reminder to pay heed to the Law’s demands ourselves.  For it is not just given as a map to guide us on our way but as a mirror to show us our hearts.  Consider its demands!  How far it reaches – both sins of omission and commission.  How deep it goes – thought, word, and deed.  Consider its demands!  It’s the only way we come to see the stark reality of our condition, the depth of our need.  It’s the only way we have exposed our bent towards putting on appearances, our stubborn pride, our unwillingness to forgive, our critical tongue.  It’s the only way we come to see how very caught we are.  And it’s the only way Jesus, His work for us and His words to us, becomes more precious to us than life itself.  These men were caught.  And so Jesus pressed the Law in all its fullness on them.  May He do the same for us!
II. TO THE ACCUSED

Moving then from these accusers to the accused (READ John 8:10-11).
A) Who She Was

1. Adultery – definition 

Consider this woman.  Who was she?  Jesus accepts the charges as true.  She has engaged in the most intimate of relations with a man who was not her husband – one or the both of them being married or betrothed to someone else.  She has committed adultery.
2. Adultery – significance 

And the significance of that?  Consider what marriage is to be – a lifelong exclusive commitment between a man and a woman, an intimate companionship, an abiding friendship, a shared partnership, the context in which children are to be conceived and nurtured.  It is to be a living picture of the love God has for His people.  That’s marriage.
Which then sets in relief the sin of adultery – the tearing asunder of what God has brought together, doing harm to all parties involved – adults and children alike.  
B) Why She Was There

That’s what she’s done.  Why is she there?  That’s a little more complicated.
1. Her own sin

Certainly it’s partly her own sin that has brought her there.  She has made choices.

2. The sins of others against her

But it’s also the sins of others against her.  She has been victimized.  She has been used.
C) How Jesus Responded

So, once the crowds have drifted away, how does Jesus respond to her?
1. Not condemning her
He doesn’t condemn her.  She knows she’s guilty.  The shame she has experienced was enough.  Her words show no defensiveness.  No more needs to be said.  What she finds in Jesus she has found nowhere else.  All other men have used her either as a toy for their pleasure or a tool for their ploys.  Think just in terms of this encounter.  They brought her as a captive.  He desired to see her free.  They saw her as an object.  He treated her as a person.  They saw the blackness of her past.  He spoke of her future.  They wanted to stone her.  He was eager to save her.  He called her “woman” – a respectful way of addressing a woman in that culture.  Not “trash,” “whore,” “home-wrecker” but “woman” – the same way He addressed His mother at the wedding in Cana and later from the cross.
2. But not condoning her sin
He doesn’t condemn her.  But neither does he condone her sin.  He doesn’t say “Go, live as you like.  Everything is fine, no matter how much you sin.”  He says (READ John 8:11).  Her only hope is in Him.  But that meant she had to make a decisive break.  There needed to be a radical shift, not mere idle acceptance.  His mercy included a summons.

He was calling her to both faith and repentance – a turning from and a turning to.
Application:

These accusers needed to hear the Law.  The accused needed to hear the gospel.  Which means at least these two things.  First, these words we hear Jesus speak, we must then speak to others.  Second, these words we hear Jesus speak, He speaks to you right now.   That applies to the whole range of sin, but let me be specific to the areas addressed here.  You’ve sought the intimacy we were made for in ways we weren’t meant to.  You’ve engaged in premarital or extramarital sex. You’ve acted on urges with others of the same gender.  You’re addicted to the lying images of porn.  You have memories from your past that seem unshakable.  And patterns in your present that seem unbreakable.
He can wash you clean.  Listen to these words from Isaiah (READ Isaiah 53:4-6).  How can He be merciful and just at the same time?  Serious as all this is, how can He say these things to her (to us) and let us go?  Because of where He went for her (for us) – the cross, to take what she (we) deserved, to die in our place.  Which means He then holds out this promise to you right now (READ Isaiah 1:18).  He can set you free.  He can give you the new heart you long for.  Jesus has come to rescue the caught, to rescue us.  
Here’s the thing.  Repentance for sin and faith in Christ always go together.  This repentance, this turning called for, is not just sorrow or regret but remorse, a hatred of what we’ve done.  It means a new direction is then set, a new course is then charted.  
Illustration:

Our family was traveling across Missouri last week on the way back from a funeral.  Storms were moving in, tornados touching down in areas near us.  We had our GPS and AAA.  But that’s not enough in situations like that.  You need to listen to the reports coming in because the moment may come where you need to turn around.
CONCLUSION:

Such is the message that God would have us learn.  The message to us is “You’re caught, ensnared.  And Jesus has come to set you free.”  But embracing the good news starts with hearing the bad.  Think of the sort of day these folks had in this encounter with Jesus.  It wasn’t pleasant.  But sometimes what we think is the worst day of our lives may well be the best thing that ever happened to us.  It reminds me of something Dave Ramsey said in the Town Hall Meeting a few weeks ago.  He was asked if he thought what we are seeing is the next Great Depression.  And he said, “Well, in a way, I hope so.”  Now, what he meant by that was the change that came over those who lived through those days.  You’ve met them.  You’ve seen this.  They never forgot it.  It marked them for the rest of their lives.  They became the “Greatest Generation.”  It wasn’t wasted.
And in a way, that’s what we see here in John 8.  This wasn’t pleasant.  But as hard as it was, it was the best possible thing that could have happened to them that day.  Both parties came to see something of the terminal condition of their hearts.  And they met the Physician.  They were caught.  And they came face to face with the Rescuer.  What seemed to be the worst thing that could have happened turned out to be the best.  They needed to know their need.  And to see who could meet it.  And so do we.
PROPOSITION:  (anchor) Jesus has come to rescue the caught.

(magnet) We need to then acknowledge our plight and turn to Him.

