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How Can a Righteous God
Forgivethe Sinner ?

-Tim Minter

“For by grace you have been saved through faith, and that not of
yourselves; it is the gift of God,not of works, lest anyone should
boast.”

-Ephesans2:8& 9
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It was early morningin thecity of Jerusalem. The Man who claimed to bethe
Messah (a controversial claim) had goneto the temple, where once again he could
teach the people. The crowd gathered to hear hiswords, perhaps hoping that this
would bethe day that Hewould free |sragl fromtheir Roman oppressors. AsHe
spoke, however, it would have become very clear that He had a different agenda than
they expected. Rather than speak the angry rhetoric of political revolution, Heno
doubt spoketo them patiently of God' ssalvation. Hewaswel | acquainted with the
peopl€ sbondageto Rome, but He was more concerned with their endavement to sin.
Because of Hisboundlesslovefor these people, Helonged to show them the mercy of
God.

Suddenly, while He was still speaking, the teachers of the nation, the scribesand
Pharisees, widely respected for their piety and devotion, pushed their way through the
crowd. They carried with them a terrified woman, and cast her down before Him and
the crowd. They confidently asked a question they were certain would discredit this
man they considered a significant threat to their authority. “Teacher, thiswomanwas
caught in adultery, inthevery act. Now Moses, in the law, commanded usthat such
should be stoned. But what do you say?”

Theslencewas deafening. Thewoman, “caught inthevery act,” was quilty; all were
certain of it. Moreover, thelaw was clear on such matters: “.. .the adulterer and the
adulteress shall surely be put to death” (Leviticus 20:10 NKJV). Andyet, asthis
woman stood hopeless before the Lord Jesus Christ, joy must havefilled His heart, for
he knew that day a woman, a sinner much beloved of God, would find mercy. This
woman stood in terror, knowingthat she had no hope. The silence grew more dramatic
since she could make no defense.  Shefelt only panic and dread as thisrighteous man
stooped to the ground in response to the question. Was hereachingfor a stone? The
crowd wondered. But Jesus knew that this case would serve as an obj ect lesson, not
only to all those present in the crowd, but to many more for thousands of years after
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thistook place.

Thisincident, recorded nearly 2,000 years ago in the Gospd of John, raisesa
fundamental question: on what groundsisa man saved? Today, many believethat if
they keep the Ten Commandmentsto the best of their ability, do more good works
than bad ones, and go to church every Sunday and holiday, they will have earned the
right to enter heaven. Isthispopular belief accurate, or isthe way to God altogether
different?

The Pharisees and scribes were experts on the Old Testament, the only portion of the
Bible that had been written by the time of the story above. They subdivided the
regulations of the Old Testament law, and laid out precisely what they believed God
expected man to do to earn salvation from Him. They prided themsalveson ther
keeping of (and teaching of) the law and bdlieved themsalvesto be asnear to
perfection as humanly possible. Indeed, they were among the most religous men ever
to inhabit the planet.

In order to entrap Chrig, the scribes and Pharisees approached Him with this question:
“Teacher, thiswomanwas caught inadultery, inthevery act. NowMoses, inthel aw,
commanded us that such shoul d bestoned. But what do You say?” (John 8:4-5). Stoning
wasthe form of execution mandated by the Old Testament as the punishment for
certain crimes. Male members of the community would hurl stonesat the convict.

All men from the area were expected to participate in the stoning and thus proclaim
thelr unanimous agreement with the judgment.

By askingthis question, however, the Pharisees thought they had Jesusin an
inescapable dilemma. Because the Romans had taken over the political affairsof the
captive Jews, only the Roman governor could authorize an execution. If Christ said
the woman should be stoned in accordance with Mosaic law, hewould be seenasa
political troublemaker and thusincur the wrath of a very jealous Roman Empire. On
the other hand, if Jesus Christ told the Jews not to stone her, he would be contradicting
Moses, one of the most revered prophetsin Judaism. Thiswould then, therefore,
weaken his claim to be the Messiah prophesied in the Old Testament, and therefore,
hisclaimto deity.

In Hisinfinite wisdom, Christ chose neither answer, but rather ignoring the Pharisees
and scribes, He began to writein the sand. No one knowsfor surewhat Hewrote, but
the accusers repeated their question to Christ. What should be donewith thisvile
snner?

Christ answered, “Hewho iswithout snamong you, let hmthrowa stoneat her first”
(John 8:7). Hethen promptly returned to hiswritingin the sand.

The Pharisees were astounded and silenced by Christ’ sanswer. They were each forced
to concede that they, themsalves, were snnersaswell asthe woman; they were
“oorvidted by thar consaencg’ (v.9). One by one, startingfrom the oldest and ending
with the youngest, they walked away in slent testimony to their hypocrisy. Christ and
the adulterous woman were therefore | eft alone,

It issignificant that there was indeed one present who was without sin—the Lord Jesus
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Chrigt. Scripturetdlsusof Chrigt, “inHimthereisnosin” (I John 3:5), yet he chose
not to cast astonein judgment. Why? Did not He, asthe Holy and Sinless God, have
theright to execute the very judgment He, as God, had commanded in the Old
Testament?

TheBibleisclear that all menaresinners. “For all havesinned, and comeshort of the
glory of God” (Romans 3:23). No man can attain to God' sholy standard of absolute,
snless, perfection because each and every one has committed Sin. Becausesinis
rebellion against God, a righteous God must exact punishment for sin; “For thewages
of snisdeath’ (Romans 6:23). All men deservejudgment for their Sin, yet, Chrigt
Himsdlf stated that He did not come“into theworld to condemntheworl d; but that the
world throughhimmight besaved” (John 3:17). How can thisbe??

Jesus Christ Himsealf gave usthe answer. “For God did not send His Soninto theworld
to conderntheworld, but that theworld throughHimmight besaved” (John 3:17).
God the Father choseto send His Son, “thebrightness of Hisglory and theeqoress
imageof Hisperson’ (Hebrews 1:3), to save us. The apostle Paul wrote, “For Hemade
Himwho knewno sinto besinfor us, that wemight becometherighteousness of God in
Him?" (I Corinthians 5:21). The Sinless Savior took our place as a substitute, fully
dischargngthe debt. God therefore seesusas|egally righteous because of Christ’ s
death on the cross.

We cannot do anythingto earn this salvation because Christ completed all the work.
“For by graceyou have bean saved throughfaith, and that not of yoursd ves; it isthegift
of God, not of works, |est anyoneshould boast.” (Ephesians 2:8-9). Therequirement for
salvation isthat one must Ssmply believe and acknowledge the authority of Jesus
Christ; “if you confesswithyour mouth JesusasLord, and bdieveinyour heart that God
raised Himfromthedead, youwill besaved” (Romans 10:9, NASB). Just as
sdlf-imposed community service will not exempt a debtor from paying off hisloan,
good works cannot make a rebellious sinner right with God. Only Christ’ sdeath in our
place could reconcile the sinner to God.

If one does nothingabout hissin, ajust punishment awaits him for hisrebellion: hell.
“But the...unbdieving ... shall havethar part inthel akewhichburnswithfireand
brimstone, whichisthessoond death” (Revelation 21:8). Thereisa hell awaitingthose
who rg ect God' s offer of salvation. Hell does not exist because God is some sort of
sadigtic fiend who takesjoy in peopl€ ssuffering. Rather, hell exists because God is
holy and will not dwell in the presence of sin. Sin must, therefore, be judged. God
takes no pleasurein the damnation of asoul. “[Godis] not willing that any should
perish, but that all should cometo repentance’ (11 Peter 3:9). “'Asl live' saystheLord
God, "I haveno pleasureinthedeath of thewided, but that thewided turnfromhisway
and live" (Ezekiel 33:11). Thedamningof a soul isan action God never wantsto
take. It isnever Hischoiceto condemn a personto hell. It isthe choice, rather, of the
person who optsto rg ect God'sfree offer of salvation.

Thereisan added dimensioninthe Lord’ sresponseto thewoman. In Deuteronomy
17:6, God commanded Mosesto createthislegal prerequisiteto the conviction of a
criminal: “ At themouth of two withesses, or threewitnesses, shall hethat isworthy of
death beput to death; but at themouth of onewitness heshall not beput to death.” (cf.
Numbers 35:50, Deuteronomy 19:15, et al.). The Phariseesand scribes may well have
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caught thiswoman “in the very act,” however, sincethey had |eft, there were no longer
remaining any human witnesses. While Christ Himsalf was omniscient, and therefore
knew her gquilt, Hewastechnically not a“witness” And evenif the Lord werea
physical witness, there would not be "two or three," but only one. She, therefore,
could not have been executed accordingto the Old Testament Law. He showed mercy
to thiswoman, a guilty sinner, and never violated the Law of Moses.

The scribes and Pharisees, on the other hand, had two witnesses againgt them
concerning their sn—their own consciences, which "convicted" them (cf. John 8:9),
and Christ who by expos ng them, demonstrated Himself to be a second witness. They
were quilty indeed. Thisshowshow Chrigtinall pointskept thelaw. Itiscrucial to
understand how Christ was perfectly snlessin all that hedid. Only because of his
flawl ess perfection was Jesus Christ ableto take our placein judgment. The Lord
Himsdf stated, “Thinknot that | amcometo destroy thelaw, or theprophets: | amnot
cometo destroy, but to fulfill” (Matthew 5:17). Scripturetestifiesof Chrigt, “inHim
thareisnosin’ (1 John 3:5) and that Heis* holy, harml ess, undefil ed, separatefrom
smer's’ (Hebrews7:26).

The story adds an important note. When the Lord and the woman were alone, He
asked the question, “Woman, wherearethoseaccusars of yours? Has no one condemned
you?” (John 8:10). Thewoman answered, “No.” Christ then told thewoman, “Nather
do | condemyou; goand snno more’ (John 8:11). While she was not condemned for
her sin, thisdid not give her alicenseto continuein sin. Forgveness of sins does not
gve carteblanchepermission to continue therein.

Smilarly, while believersare forgven, they must not continueto livesinful lives.
Chrigt, “gaveHimsdf for [thedwrd] ), that Hemight sanctify and d eanseher withthe
washing of water by theword, that Hemight presat her to Himsd f a gl orious church,
not having spot or wrinkd eor any suchthing, but that she shoul d be holy and without
blemish’ (Ephesians 5:25-27). (The phrase“church” here does not refer to any earthly
ecclesagtical body, but to all believersin Christ aloneas Savior.) Wearenot to
continuein sin, but rather to serve Him out of gratitude and returned love. Whilethe
penalty of all our sins, both past and present, has been completely paid, believersare
expected to serve God and refrain from sin. Ephesians 2:8-10 statesthat, although we
are saved by faith alone, we are saved unto good works. The purpose of our salvation
Isservice. Salvationisnot alicenseto sin.

This story presents a guilty woman, one caught “in the very act” of sin. Shehad
absolutely no hope, yet through the Man who calmly sat and taught the multitudes, she
found the Savior who could show her mercy and yet perfectly fulfill thelaw. As
sinners, wetoo are “without hope” (cf. Eph. 2:12). We have no hope of meriting
salvation through religous works, though many people, just asthe ultra-religous
Pharisees, attempt to earn salvation on their own merit. Only by faithinthefinished
work of Jesus Christ canwe be saved. We must Smply accept this salvation by faith.
ItisGod' searnest desireto seeall men saved (cf. 1 Tim. 2:4), and therefore spend
eternity with Him. Theresponshility to make that choice and thento serve Himin
"good works," however, lieswith eachindividual.
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“Not by wor ks of righteousness which we havedone, but according to Hismercy
He saved us, through thewashing of regeneration and renewing of the Holy

Spirit.”

-Titus 3:5
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