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FRIEND OF SINNERS 
John 7:53-8:11 (No. 46) 

Treasuring Christ Church – Pastor Boyd Johnson  
September 24, 2017 

INTRODUCTION 

John 7:53–8:11: "They went each to his own house, but Jesus went to the Mount of Olives. Early 
in the morning he came again to the temple. All the people came to him, and he sat down and 
taught them. The scribes and the Pharisees brought a woman who had been caught in adultery, 
and placing her in the midst they said to him, “Teacher, this woman has been caught in the act of 
adultery. Now in the Law, Moses commanded us to stone such women. So what do you say?” 
This they said to test him, that they might have some charge to bring against him. Jesus bent 
down and wrote with his finger on the ground. And as they continued to ask him, he stood up and 
said to them, “Let him who is without sin among you be the first to throw a stone at her.” And 
once more he bent down and wrote on the ground. But when they heard it, they went away one by 
one, beginning with the older ones, and Jesus was left alone with the woman standing before him. 
Jesus stood up and said to her, “Woman, where are they? Has no one condemned you?” She said, 
“No one, Lord.” And Jesus said, “Neither do I condemn you; go, and from now on sin no more.”"  

The Consensus About This Text 
Last week, we began addressing this unusual text in your Bible: John 7:53-8:11.  The passage is 
set off in brackets in most English translations and accompanied by a footnote or marginal note.  
I said that the reason this passage is set off in brackets and accompanied by notations is that the 
overwhelming evidence is that the Apostle John did not write this passage and that it was not 
part of his original Gospel.  Most New Testament scholars believe this passage was added 
centuries later. Here’s a sample of what faithful Christian scholars write about this passage: 

Leon Morris: “The textual evidence makes it impossible to hold that this section is an authentic 
part of the Gospel.” 

D. A. Carson: “Modern English versions are right to rule it off from the text or to relegate it to a 
footnote.” 

Andreas Kostenberger: “The status of the pericope. . . as an original part of John’s Gospel is 
highly in doubt. . . . [It is] almost certainly not part of the original Gospel and therefore should 
not be regarded as part of the Christian canon. Nor does inspiration extend to it.” 

Bruce Metzger [the most esteemed evangelical textual critic]: “The evidence for the non-
Johannine origin of the pericope. . .is overwhelming.”  “[It] must be judged to be an intrusion into 
the fourth Gospel.” 

John Piper: “I agree with the vast majority of scholars that the story of the woman taken in 
adultery was not in the Gospel of John.” 

John MacArthur also believes it isn’t original to the Gospel of John and in his latest series 
through the Gospel of John (completed in 2016) he simply skipped the passage with only a short 
reference as to why when he began the next passage. 
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After looking at the evidence for myself, I agree with these scholars and pastors.  I believe that  

the evidence is conclusive that John did not write this passage, but someone added it centuries 
later, and therefore it was not written under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit and ought not to be 
in your Bible.  But I don’t want you to simply take my word for it.  Instead, I want to briefly give 
you the evidence that John did not write this passage and that, therefore, it does not have the 
authority of Scripture. 

I. WHY THIS STORY DOES NOT BELONG IN YOUR BIBLE 

As I mentioned last week, there is a branch of biblical studies that examines all the handwritten 
copies of the New Testament and irons out any errors found in the handwritten copies so that we 
know what the authors originally wrote under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit.  Today, there is 
very little dispute about what is original in the New Testament. 

For this passage, the lines of evidence demonstrate five problems with this story, which prove 
that it is not part of Scripture. 

1. The Problem of Age. 

The oldest copies of the Gospel of John do not contain this story.  Just as the marginal note in the 
ESV says, “The earliest manuscripts do not include 7:53-8:11.”  It is completely absent from the 
earliest manuscripts of the Gospel of John. No copy of John before the 5th century contains the 
story.  If it were original to John, you’d expect it to be found in early manuscripts. But since it 
isn’t, it appears to be a later insertion. 

2. The Problem of Outside Witnesses. 

As I told you last week, one body of evidence for the original text of the New Testament besides 
the ancient copies of the New Testament is the sermons, commentaries, and other 
correspondence of early church leaders.  Early church leaders frequently quoted Scripture at 
length in their writings.  Over 1 million quotations of the New Testament have been discovered 
in these writings. The quotations are so numerous that they could be used to reconstruct 
practically the whole New Testament. 

When examining these quotations, no early church leader before the 4th century cites this 
passage. No eastern church leader refers to the passage until the 10th century.  That’s amazing 
since Origen (~184-254), Chrysostom (349-407), and Cyril of Alexandria (376-444) all wrote 
commentaries or homilies on the Gospel of John and none of them refer to this passage. 

So not only is the story absent from the earliest manuscripts that have been found, but it is also 
absent from other witnesses of the same time period. 

3. The Problem of Placement. 

When the story finally appears in old copies of the Gospel of John, it doesn’t appear in the same 
place, if it appears at all.  As the footnote in the ESV indicates, the story appears in these late 
manuscripts here or after 7:36 or 7:44 or 21:25 (end of the Gospel), or even in another Gospel 
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altogether—after Luke 21:38.  That indicates that even those scribes who thought the story was 
important weren’t sure where to attach it.  If it were authentic to John’s Gospel, you wouldn’t  

expect the story to float around the Gospel or even to another Gospel. 

The placement at the end of John may be telling. That scribe who did so seems to have thought 
of the story as an appendix—a kind of additional story not part of John’s Gospel, but an extra 
story that was told about Jesus.  In fact, in many of the manuscripts that have the story, the 
passage is marked with an obelus or an asterisk—markers which would indicate that, though the 
scribes included the account, they believed the story to be an addition and not part of John’s 
Gospel. 

4. The Problem of Context. 

Of those manuscripts that have the story, most place it here as we have it.  But in context, it 
comes as an interruption in John’s Gospel and doesn’t flow with the stories that surround it.  The 
flow of John’s Gospel is natural if you connect 7:52 with 8:12.  In other words, if you drop the 
story, the flow of John’s Gospel makes better sense (as we’ll see when we study the next 
passage) and is more natural. 

5. The Problem of Style. 

The grammar style and vocabulary choices in the passage are more unlike the rest of John’s 
Gospel than any other paragraph in the Gospel.  That is, the word choices don’t seem to be the 
words John would use.  And the way the sentences are constructed, don’t seem to be the way 
John would construct them.  In other words, in the Greek, it doesn’t sound like John’s writing. 

Conclusion from the Evidence 

All of these problems taken together are insurmountable.  Since none of the evidence points to 
this story being original, and is, in fact, overwhelmingly against its inclusion, we can conclude 
this story was not written by John, was added sometime later, and therefore should not be part of 
your Bible as God’s inspired word. 

II. HOW SHOULD WE THINK OF THIS STORY? 

How It Got in the Bible 

So how did it get to be in our Bibles, if it wasn’t part of the original?  It appears that this story 
was a story that people told about Jesus—a bit of history (or legend) passed down orally. 

Again, Leon Morris (who said it was “impossible” to believe John wrote it) says, “Throughout 
the history of the church, it has been held that, whoever wrote it, this little story is authentic. It 
rings true. It speaks to our condition.” 

D. A. Carson (who thinks it is right that our Bibles relegate it to a footnote, at best) says, “There 
is little reason for doubting that the event here described occurred. . .” 
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Bruce Metzger (who is the preeminent evangelical textual critic): “The account has all the 
earmarks of historical veracity. It is obviously a piece of oral tradition, which circulated in 
certain parts of the Western church and which was subsequently incorporated into various  

manuscripts at various places.”   

We would expect stories about Jesus not in the Bible to exist.  John himself says in the last verse 
of his Gospel, "Now there are also many other things that Jesus did. Were every one of them to 
be written, I suppose that the world itself could not contain the books that would be written.” 
(John 21:25).  So this may have been one of those things that Jesus did that neither John nor any 
of the other Gospel writers recorded. 

Many scholars believe this story was something that truly happened, even though John didn’t 
write it.  It may have been passed down orally for so long that someone eventually wrote it down 
and attached it to John’s Gospel.  As copies were made scribes continued to include it. 

When Erasmus printed the first Greek New Testament in 1516, he doubted the originality of the 
passage, but included it because it was a popular story among those who read the New Testament 
in Latin (the Latin Vulgate). 

What Do We Do With It? 

So what do we do with it? How are we to think about it?  As a preacher who preaches verse-by-
verse through books, what should I do when I come to a passage printed in your Bible that 
shouldn’t be there? 

Many have noted that there is nothing in the story that contradicts anything else in Scripture. 
Except for the story itself, nothing new is learned about Jesus in the passage. No doctrine is 
uniquely tied to this passage. And, in some way, the passage reinforces key truths about Jesus, 
namely, the greatness of forgiven sin.  So some consider it worth our while to study it, though 
not as an authentic part of John’s writing (Morris, Cook, Carson). 

Others, since it isn’t God’s inspired word, caution against studying it and find no place in the 
church for preaching from it (Kostenberger). 

Still others have an eclectic approach.  For example, the first time MacArthur preached through 
the Gospel of John, he preached on it. The second time, he omitted it. 

I think it is fair to conclude the story has the marks of historical truthfulness and may have 
happened—if not exactly like this—something like this.  But when it comes to preaching, I don’t 
preach history.  I preach God’s inspired word.  Authority in a sermon comes only from the 
authority of the Scriptures, not historical probabilities.  I can’t stand here and say, “Thus says the 
Lord,” if the Holy Spirit didn’t write it.  Because it isn’t Scripture, it doesn’t have the authority 
of Scripture. 

Nevertheless, it is an echo of the truths of Scripture.  What is taught in this passage is true, not 
because it has the authority of Scripture (since it isn’t Scripture), but on the basis of the authority 
of other parts of Scripture.  So this story points to our authority—the Scriptures.  And that’s how 
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I think we should approach this text.  We shouldn’t approach the text as authoritative in itself, 
but as an arrow pointing to other Scriptures that teach the same ideas.  It is an echo of the truth 
about Jesus, not because it is authoritative, but because it is consistent with Scripture.  In a 
similar way that a Christian book that is faithful to Scripture teaches the truth of Scripture, so this  

passage teaches the truth of Scripture without itself being Scripture. 

So I take the same approach that Pastor John Piper took when he came to this passage.  Rather 
than preaching from this passage and dissecting it verse-by-verse, I want to take the most 
remarkable point from it and briefly show you that it is true on the basis of Scripture. 

III. FRIEND OF SINNERS 

As I study this passage, the thing that is most obviously true about Jesus in this passage is that he 
is a friend of sinners.  Generations upon generations of Christians throughout the centuries have 
had their hearts stirred from the portrayal of Jesus’ tenderheartedness toward a woman who was 
so obviously sinful. 

Verse 3 says that, “The scribes and the Pharisees brought a woman who had been caught in 
adultery, and placing her in the midst.”  She had been caught like a bird in a trap. And they 
placed her in the midst like a caged animal.  They wanted her stoned. They wanted blood.  There 
would be blood for her sin. Just not her own. 

The story goes that Jesus confounded the scribes and Pharisees with a statement (as he so often 
did) in verse 7: “Let him who is without sin among you be the first to throw a stone at her.”  
They couldn’t deny their own sinfulness without being exposed as hypocrites. So with no 
defense and nothing to say, they simply went away leaving Jesus with the woman. 

It isn’t that those who judge must be sinless. It’s that judgment without compassion is not what 
the Law requires.  Jesus said elsewhere, “Go and learn what this means, ‘I desire mercy, and not 
sacrifice’” (Matthew 9:13; 12:2).  To fulfill the Law, you must love one another (Galatians 5:14; 
Matthew 7:12). 

Then the story goes that Jesus spoke to the woman: 

John 8:10–11: "Jesus stood up and said to her, “Woman, where are they? Has no one condemned 
you?” She said, “No one, Lord.” And Jesus said, “Neither do I condemn you; go, and from now 
on sin no more.”"  

The point of the story isn’t that adultery doesn’t matter.  She doesn’t escape condemnation on the 
basis that everyone is a sinner and therefore no one can be condemned.  Rather, she escapes 
condemnation because she has experienced his grace.  She is to go and sin no more because his 
grace has been extended to her. 

We aren’t counted righteous before God on the basis that God determines our sin doesn’t matter.  
We are counted righteous before God only when we receive the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ.  
So, he is saying, go and live in light of the grace you have been given and do not go on in your 
adultery. 
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When Leon Morris says that this story “rings true,” I give a hearty “Amen!”  I want this story to 
be historical because it is so beautiful.  But regardless of whether it is historical, I know this: 
Jesus is a friend of sinners.  We love the fact that Jesus is a friend of sinners.  But that phrase is 
only uttered twice in the Bible and both times it comes from the mouths of his enemies. 

In Matthew 11:19 and its parallel Luke 7:34, Jesus reports what the unbelieving Jews said about 
him. Jesus says, "The Son of Man came eating and drinking, and they say, ‘Look at him! A 
glutton and a drunkard, a friend of tax collectors and sinners!’” 

They weren’t paying Jesus a compliment. They weren’t impressed with his willingness to reach 
out to the lost, to find the wandering sheep of Israel.  They were disgusted with his relationships.  
He talked with a Samaritan woman and stayed in their villages.  He healed diseased people.  He 
reached out to the sinners that others wouldn’t welcome (Luke 7:37-39).  He loved sinners (Mark 
10:21). He had compassion on sinners (Matthew 9:36). 

But the Jews counted him not only a friend of sinners—and thus morally culpable—but also a 
sinner himself.  In John 9:24, the Jewish leaders say about Jesus, “We know that this man is a 
sinner.”"  But they wouldn’t—indeed couldn’t—see the truth about Jesus: he was sinless even as 
he reached out to the sinful. 

Paul wrote in 2 Corinthians 5:21 that Jesus “knew no sin.”  Peter, who traveled around with him 
for years, observed him up close and privately when no one else was around, was able to say in 1 
Peter 2:22, “He committed no sin.”  The Apostle John also, who was called the disciple whom 
Jesus loved and was one of his most intimate companions, wrote in 1 John 3:5, “In him there is 
no sin.”  And the author of Hebrews wrote in 4:15 that Jesus was the high priest “who in every 
respect has been tempted as we are, yet without sin.”  Jesus was indeed a friend of sinners, but 
was himself sinless. 

Jesus came for sinners.  Jesus said as much in Luke 5:31–32: “Those who are well have no need 
of a physician, but those who are sick. I have not come to call the righteous but sinners to 
repentance.”"  We’ve studied John 3:17, where it says: "For God did not send his Son into the 
world to condemn the world, but in order that the world might be saved through him."  Jesus was 
on a mission to befriend and save sinners. 

Romans 5:8: " While we were still sinners, Christ died for us."  

1 Peter 3:18: "For Christ also suffered once for sins, the righteous for the unrighteous, that he 
might bring us to God"  

And because he came and died on the cross, he is able to offer sinners forgiveness. 

Colossians 1:14 says that in Jesus, “we have redemption, the forgiveness of sins.” 

1 Peter 2:24: "He himself bore our sins in his body on the tree, that we might die to sin and live to 
righteousness. By his wounds you have been healed."  

He paid what we could not pay if we had all eternity.  He suffered for our sin “so that in him we 
might become the righteousness of God" (2 Corinthians 5:21). 
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Jesus is a friend of sinners. He died the cruelest death, paid the greatest price, sacrificed the most 
for the ones who deserve it the least. 

 

CONCLUSION 

So whether or not the story really happened, the point of the story is true: Jesus is a friend of 
sinners.  And it is an echo of the gospel truth—that those who receive the grace of Jesus Christ, 
through faith in him, will not be condemned but have eternal life. 
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