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The Church of the Second Chance 
John 8:1-11, Romans 8:1   

 
Our new senior pastor, Laurie Brenner, begins her ministry here on January 1. Before that I’ll be 
preaching 8 Sundays including today as well as Christmas Eve. My sermons in December will focus on 
well-known characters in the Christmas story in Luke 2. So I have just three other choices for sermon 
topics, including today! So today I decided to bring a simple message about GRACE titled, “The 
Church of the Second Chance.” 
 
I’ve read several books by Anne Tyler. One of my favorites is Saint Maybe, and it was actually made 
into a Hallmark Hall of Fame movie. Saint Maybe is the story of how an ordinary family in Baltimore 
deals with tragedy. The main character, Ian Bledsoe, tells his older brother, Danny, that his wife is 
cheating on him. Danny is overcome with grief and commits suicide by driving his car into a brick wall. 
More tragedy follows. Ian is overcome with guilt and finds hope in a little storefront church called, 
THE CHURCH OF THE SECOND CHANCE. It’s an odd mix of people (like all churches) with some odd 
rules and customs (like all churches). 
 
I’ve always been captivated by the name of that storefront church! It seems to me that CSC would be 
a good name for ANY church, even West Side! Instead of WSPC, we might be further ahead calling 
ourselves WSSC—West Side Church of the Second Chance! We are the CSC because of the GOOD 
NEWS we believe and proclaim: that God is heaven-bent to give the cosmos—the human race—and 
you and me a 2nd chance. We belong to a God of “2nd chances!” 
 
So, if the church is God’s strategy for getting out this good news and gathering in people like us who 
NEED a 2nd chance, wouldn’t it make sense to call ourselves the Church of the 2nd Chance?! Our 
lesson this morning is an amazing story of Jesus’ encounter with a woman in a life-threatening 
situation who needs a 2nd chance.   
 
We’re going to look at the CH-2nd CH this morning following the 3 movements or scenes in the story 
John tells in our lesson this morning: The courtroom, the sandbox and the 1 on 1. 
 
THE COURTROOM (verses 1-6b)  The story in John 8 begins with Jesus going to the temple “early in 
the morning” intending, it seems, to teach people more about God. And that’s what happens, I think, 
in a very dramatic way. The drama begins in verse 3 that says, The scribes and the Pharisees brought a 
woman who had been caught in adultery. In fact, the next verse says it even more bluntly, ...this 
woman was caught in the very act of adultery! The word that jumps out is that this unnamed 
woman is CAUGHT...GOTCHA’! This is a great description of “ONE CHANCE RELIGION.” People who 
practice one chance religion love to play GOTCHA’ with other people. They love to catch other people 
messing up! One chance religion is a religion of ACCUSATION.   
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The text says that the scribes and Pharisees hauled this woman before Jesus—and before the group 
of people who had gathered in the temple court for his teaching. They hauled her in and MADE HER 
STAND BEFORE ALL OF THEM to hear the accusation. Suddenly, the temple court became a COURT OF 
LAW—a courtroom. 
 
There are two people “on trial” in this make-shift courtroom: the woman, and Jesus. Now, it’s clear 
from the story that the verdict on the woman is correct—she’s been caught in the act. But stop and 
think about it for a moment. The accusation seems a little one-sided. Last I knew, adultery takes two 
people! What happened to the man who had been caught in the act?! One chance religion, religion of 
accusaion, is often selective and one-sided.  
 
But, as John tells the story, it’s not just the woman who is on trial in this courtroom—it’s JESUS! Verse 
6 says that the religious leaders are testing Jesus, trying to catch him in a breach of faith. Religions of 
accusation usually have litmus tests for orthodoxy—and the scribes and Pharisees think they have 
Jesus in a corner: the Old Testament law of Moses says that adulterers should be stoned. The Roman 
government—the law of the land—said no stonings were allowed. That seems like a GOTHCA’ for 
Jesus—like the dilemna of whether to pay taxes to Caesar. 
 
Religion of accusation is a nasty sort of religion. Always trying to find fault. Always looking for 
heretics. And it’s been with us forever. Most of us read Nathaniel Hawthorne’s novel, The Scarlet 
Letter, in High School. A similar story is told by Geraldine Brooks 2011 novel, Caleb’s Crossing. And 
many of you may have seen the film, Babbette’s Feast, about the stern judgmental Christians in 19th 
century Denmark. 
 
Many unchurched people today still see the Christian church as narrow and judgmental. That’s a 
tragedy, since Jesus came not for ACCUSATION but for RECLAMATION! He came to give all of us a 
second chance!  
 
Jesus came to bring the CH of 2nd CH, built not on accusation, but on reclamation. The story moves 
from the court room to  
 
THE SANDBOX   Verse 6 says, Jesus bent down and wrote with his finger on the ground.  In verse 8 it 
says, ...once again he bent down and wrote on the ground. 
 
When Jesus first wrote in the sand, the scribes and Pharisees keep badgering him for an answer. 
Jesus just keeps doodling in the sand. Finally, when he’s had enough, the Bible says, he straightened 
up and said to them, ‘Let anyone among you who is without sin be the first to throw a stone at her.’ 
And then Jesus bends down and starts writing in the sand again. 
 
You might think that this is “dead air,” that nothing is happening. But if you play out the story in your 
imagination, when Jesus bends down to doodle in the sand, that’s when the tension really ratchets 
up. That’s when the pressure is on. People start squirming under the bright floodlight of truth. Like 
when you’re a kid and your mom or dad catches you red-handed, or like when you were a kid and got 
sent to the principal’s office AND THEY JUST STOOD THERE LOOKING AT YOU and DIDN’T SAY 
ANYTHING! Just left you twisting in the wind. Facing the facts. 
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The sandbox is an in-between time. Awkward time. Waiting. Especially for the woman... standing 
there with her bra strap hanging out of her handbag because the GOTCHA squad hauled her off so 
fast. 
 
What did Jesus write in the sand? We’ll never know for sure, but here’s some options: 

1. Exodus 23:1  You shall not join hands with the wicked to act as a malicious witness. 
2. His decision in the matter. The sentence—a Roman judge would write the sentence and 

then read it aloud. That would fit what follows! 
3. Just doodling. Semitic custom of doodling on the ground when you’re distraught. 
4. On the other hand, maybe Jesus was not at all distraught but wanted to show he was 

unperturbed by their anxiety (just blowing them off). Jesus was showing the forbearance 
of God, the waiting God who doesn’t respond quickly but lets things unfold and develop. 

5. The tradition, dating back to St. Jerome, that Jesus was writing in the sand, in the sight of 
the accusers, the names of the women with whom THEY had sinned:  Mary, Joanna, 
Naomi, Abigail...and then would look up at the sinner when he wrote each name! 

 
Let anyone among you who is without sin be the first to throw a stone at her. GO ON! Have at it! Give 
it your best shot! Knock her down! Bash her head in! Kill the sinner! Verse 8  And once again he bent 
down and wrote on the ground...   
 
And there in the “sandbox” the fists open, the stones drop to the ground, and, one by one, the bible 
says, they went away, beginning with the elders; and Jesus was left alone wih the woman standing 
before him. 
 
The scribes and Pharisees, the champions of one-chance religion KNEW that they had been given a 
2nd chance! WE should ALWAYS give others a second chance because WE WANT THE SAME FOR 
OURSELVES, and for our sons and daughters! They all realize that, “there but for the grace of God, go 
I.” 
 
The story moves from the courtroom, to the sandbox, to the 
 
ONE ON ONE  ...and Jesus was left alone with the woman...standing before him... 
Verses 10-11 give us the one-on-one conversation that follows... (read) 
 
...neither do I condemn you... the Greek word for verdict is KRINO, the word for “pass a sentence is 
KATAKRINO. Jesus does not say I give a verdict of  “not guilty.” She’s guilty. That’s never in question. 
Jesus says, I do not KATAKRINO you. I do not pass a sentence. I do not condemn you. In Romans 8:1  

St. Paul proclaims the GOOD NEWS this way:  There is therefore NOW...NO CONDEMNATION for those 
who are in Christ Jesus. There is no KATAKRIMA.  
 
We are the CH of 2nd CH! We should give others a second chance because that’s what Jesus does! 
And Jesus reflects the 2nd chances that God has given down thru history: 

 Moses is snatched from the bullrushes, murders a man, called to lead Israel 

 David murders Uriah and seduces Bathsheba, but is a man after God’s heart 
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 Jesus picks Zaccheus out of the tree and says “the son of man came to seek and to save the 
lost” 

 In Acts 17 Paul is in Athens and the Bible says he was deeply distressed to see the city was full 
of idols. But he opens his mouth to speak and says God has overlooked the times of ignorance, 
now he commands all people everywhere to repent... 

 In 2 Corinthians 5:16 From now on we regard no one from a human point of view...if anyone is 
in Christ...everything has become NEW! 

 
WE ARE THE CH-2nd-CH! 
 
Let’s do something fun! Let’s imagine THE SEQUEL to the story! 
 
...And the woman went back to her lover and said “boy was that close! We’ve got to be more 
careful!” NO CHANGE (I don’t think that happened.) 
 
...And the woman stood there shaking her head and said, “no, I’m just a rotten person, I’m never 
going to amount to anything.” NO CHANGE  Ian Bedloe in Saint Maybe and lots of Christians are stuck 
with that kind of “stinkin’ thinkin’. 
 
...the woman hugged him and said, “Thank-you, Jesus! How can I every repay you?!”And she went 
back to her husband and they went to a good marriage counselor and got their act together and lived 
happily every after! And they were the most graceful couple in town. They helped others know the 
love of Jesus, and they started a church in their home called, CH-2nd-CH! 
 
I wonder what happened to the unnamed and unseen adulterous MAN in the story. Did he just “get 
away with it?” We all sin. And we may think we have gotten away with it. But we are as good as dead 
unless we stand one one one with Jesus, with stones lying all around us on the ground, and hear him 
say to us, Neither do I condemn you. Go your way, and from now on do not sin again! 
 
 


