
Gospel   John 8: 1–11 
The woman caught in adultery 

 

Controversy 
This passage from St John’s Gospel has intrigued scholars for many years, for it does 
not appear in Gospel manuscripts until the Third century. The inspired character 
and historical worth of the story are not in question, but scholars notice that the 
style, language and vocabulary used is very different from John’s other writings.  
The story follows a pattern similar to many stories in the Synoptic Gospels 
(Matthew, Mark, Luke): Jesus’s enemies try to trap him by presenting him with a 
difficult problem that will condemn him whatever answer he gives. 

 

Master, this woman was caught in the very act of committing adultery 
As married women were considered the property of the husband, any relations with 
another man, even rape, would bring considerable dishonour on the husband. 

 

Moses has ordered us in the Law to condemn women like this to death by stoning 
They are alluding to a passage in Deuteronomy (22: 22–23).  This had not been 
enforced for centuries.  Moreover, it does not specify the form of death for married 
women.  Strangling seems to have been more common than stoning. 

 

What have you to say? 
The Jews are not allowed by the Roman rulers to pronounce the death penalty, so if 
Jesus told the accusers to stone the woman, he would be violating Roman Law and 
they could denounce him to the authorities.  But if he protects the woman, he 
would be breaking the Law of Moses and be discredited. 

 

He started writing on the ground with his finger 
It is the only time the Gospels show Jesus writing. Exegetes have long wondered 
what he might have written!  Some think it was just a scribble to show his lack of 
interest in the accusers; others think it was a word powerful enough to make them 
change their mind, or that it was a way for the accusers to slip away without 
meeting Jesus’s eye.  Finally, the act of Jesus writing with his finger might be a 
symbolic act in itself, reminding the Scribes and Pharisees of God writing the tablets 
of the Covenant with his finger (Exodus 31: 19). 

 

If there is one of you who has not sinned, let him throw the first stone. 
According to Deuteronomy (17: 7) the accusers were required to 
take the first steps in carrying out the sentence. Given the 
intricacies of Mosaic Law, no one could say they had never 
broken it and so could not throw the first stone.  Jesus defuses 
the situation with a practical rather than a legal answer. 
 
 

Second Reading   Philippians 3: 8–14 
 

For general  details about St Paul’s letter to the Philippians, please see the 
Prego Plus for the Second Sunday in Lent, Year C. 
 
In the verses prior to this passage (Philippians 3: 5–7), Paul gives the 
Philippians some autobiographical details to show that  on paper – or as 
he puts it, 'relying on physical evidence' – he is a 'fully qualified' Jew.  
Both his parents were Jews, he is circumcised, and he was a Pharisee 
who persecuted Christians until his life-changing encounter with Christ 
on the road to Damascus, twenty years or so before he wrote this letter.  

Now he knows Christ Jesus.  This knowledge is more than an intellectual 
knowledge; it is also a deep personal experience of following Christ’s 
values. It has made it possible for him to accept 'the loss of everything'. 
He does not deny his Judaism but wants to reform it following Christian 
principles.  

His adversaries, probably itinerant Christian preachers endeavouring to 
convert Philippian Gentiles, claim that perfection can be achieved by first 
becoming strict Jews.  For Paul, this is not necessary, for this kind of 
Judaism has been superseded by the coming of Christ on earth.  Knowing 
Christ puts everything else into perspective. Perfection is not achieved by 
a personal effort to keep strictly to the Law of Moses; rather it comes 
from having faith in Christ. 

Using the image of a race, Paul stresses the need to leave old ways 
behind and to focus on what lies ahead.  At the end of a race, it was 
customary for the judge to call upon the winner by name to come up and 
receive the winner’s crown. Through this image, Paul speaks of the end 
of time and the second coming of Christ Jesus. 

 

Prego Plus: Background Notes 

Fifth Sunday in Lent – Year C 


