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The Woman Caught in Adultery 
(5th Sunday of Lent, Year C) 

Isaiah 43:16-21—Prophecy of the New Exodus 
1. New Exodus: “I am doing a new thing”; a way in the wilderness (cf. Exod 14-15) 

Psalm 126—The Return from Exile 
1. Prayer for Return from Exile: “Restore our fortunes, O LORD…” (v. 4) 

Philippians 3:8-14—Leaving the Past Behind and Looking To the Future 
1. Past vs. Future: “forgetting what lies behind, straining forward…” (3:13-14) 

John 8:1-11—The Woman Caught in Adultery 
1. Textual Criticism: passage missing from most ancient Greek manuscripts (8:1-11) 
 a. Greek Manuscripts: missing from earliest (P66; Sinaiticus; Vaticanus)  
 b. Early Latin manuscripts: present at John 8:1-11 (cf. Augustine, Homilies) 
 c. “Floating” Passage: some after John 21:25; some after Luke 21:38! 
2. Temple: Jesus teaching “in the temple” (8:1) 
3. Adulteress:  

a. Guilt: woman “caught in the act of adultery” (8:4; cf. Num 5:12-31) 
 a. Mosaic Law: capital crime; punishment by stoning (8:6; cf. Deut 22:22-24) 
4. Charge: “that they might have some charge to bring against him” (8:6) 
 a. Jewish Authorities: let her go, then breaking Mosaic Law (Lev 20:10) 
 b. Roman Authorities: stone her, then breaking Roman Law (John 18:31) 
5. Writing in the Dirt? Why does Jesus write in the ground not once but twice (8:6, 8) 
 a. Sign of “indifference”? (F. Moloney, p. 261) 
 b. Sins of the accusers? (Jerome, Against Pelagius 2:17) 
 c. Fulfillment of Prophecy (Ambrose, Augustine, R. Schnackenburg, p. 165-66) 

 “The sin of Judah is written with a pen of iron… O Lord, the hope of Israel, all 
who forsake thee shall be put to shame; those who turn away from thee shall be 
written in the earth, for they have forsaken the Lord, the fountain of living water. 
(Jeremiah 17:1, 13; cf. John 7:37) 

5. Jesus Springs the Trap: “Let he who is without sin” cast the first stone (8:7)! 

The Living Tradition 
Augustine: “[L]ook at the way our Lord’s answer upheld justice without forgoing 
clemency. He was not caught in the scare his enemies had laid for him; it is they 
themselves who were caught in it. He did not say the woman should not be stoned, for 
then it would look as though he were opposing the law. But he had no intention of saying: 
‘Let her be stoned’, because he came not to destroy those he found but to seek those who 
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were lost. Mark his reply. It contains justice, clemency, and truth in full measure… What 
is this, Lord, are you giving approval to immorality? Not at all. Take note of what 
follows: “Go and sin no more.” You see then that the Lord does indeed pass sentence ,but 
it is sin he condemns, not people. One who would have approved of immorality would 
have said: ‘Neither will I condemn you. Go and live as you please; you can be sure that I 
will acquit you. However much you sin, I will release you from all penalty, and from the 
tortures of hell and the underworld’. He did not say that. He said: ‘Neither will I condemn 
you’: you need have no fear of the past, but beware of what you do in the future. ‘Neither 
will I condemn you’: I have blotted out what you have done; now observe what I have 
commanded, in order to obtain what I have promised.” (Augustine, Homilies on the 
Gospel of John, 33.6-7; trans. E. Barnecut) 

Questions for Discussion and Reflection (5th Sunday in Lent, Year C) 

1. Why does the Church give us the prophecy of the new Exodus for the first reading on 
the 6th week of Lent? How is the season of Lent similar to the Exodus? 

2. What are the different interpretations of Jesus’ act of writing in the dirt? Which do you 
find most convincing? 

3. Why does Jesus show mercy to the adulterous woman? How do we know that he is not 
condoning her immorality?  

For Further Study 
1. Francis Martin and William M. Wright, IV, The Gospel of John (Catholic Commentary 

on Sacred Scripture; Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2015), 150-53. 
2. Edith Barnecut, Journey with the Fathers: Commentaries on the Sunday Gospels Year 

C (Hyde Park: New City Press, 1994), 38-39. 
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