John 1:1
John 7:53-John 8:11

The Greek text is as follows:

8.18.28.38.48.58.68.78.88.98.108.11

The translation in the NASV is as follows:

7:53  [Everyone went to his home.

8:1  But Jesus went to the Mount of Olives.

2  Early in the morning He came again into the temple, and all the people were coming to Him; and He sat down and began to teach them.

3  The scribes and the Pharisees brought a woman caught in adultery, and having set her in the center of the court,

4  they said to Him, “Teacher, this woman has been caught in adultery, in the very act.

5  Now in the Law Moses commanded us to stone such women; what then do You say?”

6  They were saying this, testing Him, so that they might have grounds for accusing Him. But Jesus stooped down and with His finger wrote on the ground.

7  But when they persisted in asking Him, He straightened up, and said to them, “He who is without sin among you, let him be the first to throw a stone at her.”

8  Again He stooped down and wrote on the ground.

9     When they heard it, they began to go out one by one, beginning with the older ones, and He was left alone, and the woman, where she was, in the center of the court.

10  Straightening up, Jesus said to her, “Woman, where are they? Did no one condemn you?”

11  She said, “No one, Lord.” And Jesus said, “I do not condemn you, either. Go. From now on sin no more.”]

The problem is that this pericope is not part of the original text of Scripture, as declared by the following scholars:

1.  “This verse and through 8:11 (the passage concerning the woman taken in adultery) is certainly not a genuine part of John’s Gospel.  The oldest and best manuscripts (Codex Aleph A B C L W) do not have it.  It first appears in Codex Bezae.  Some manuscripts put it at the close of John’s Gospel and some place it in Luke.  It is probably a true story for it is like Jesus, but it does not belong to John’s Gospel.  Westcott and Hort [who wrote a Greek text based upon the best manuscripts they had available in 1888] place it at the end of the Gospel.”

2.  “The evidence for the non-Johannine origin of the pericope of the adulteress is overwhelming. It is absent from such early and diverse manuscripts as p66 [2nd century], 75 [3rd century]  B L N T W X Y Δ Θ Ψ 0141 0211 22 33 124 157 209 788 828 1230 1241 1242 1253 2193 and many others.  Codices A and C are defective in this part of John, but it is highly probable that neither contained the pericope, for careful measurement discloses that there would not have been space enough on the missing leaves to include the section along with the rest of the text.  In the East the passage is absent from the oldest form of the Syriac version and the best manuscripts of Syriac, as well as from the Sahidic and the sub-Achmimic versions and the older Bohairic manuscripts.  Some Armenian manuscripts and the Old Georgian version omit it.  In the West the passage is absent from the Gothic version and from several Old Latin manuscripts.  No Greek Church Father prior to Euthymius Zigabenus (twelfth century) comments on the passage, and Euthymius declares that the accurate copies of the Gospel do not contain it.  When one adds to this impressive and diversified list of external evidence the consideration that the style and vocabulary of the pericope differ noticeably from the rest of the Fourth Gospel (see any critical commentary), and that it interrupts the sequence of 7:52 and 8:12 ff., the case against its being of Johannine authorship appears to be conclusive.  At the same time 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.  Most copyists apparently thought that it would interrupt John’s narrative least if it were inserted after 7:52 (Codex D [5th Century and the first time this story is seen in any manuscript; the scribe of Codex D is famous for adding every possible additional word, phrase or story he could find into his manuscript] E F G H K M U Γ Π 28 700 892 and others).  Others placed it after 7:36 (ms. 225) or after 7:44 (several Georgian mss) or after 21:25 (1 565 1076 1570 1582 Armenian version) or after Lk 21:38 (f13).  Significantly enough, in many of the witnesses that contain the passage it is marked with asterisks or obeli (*), indicating that, though the scribes included the account, they were aware that it lacked satisfactory credentials.  Sometimes it is stated that the pericope was deliberately expunged from the Fourth Gospel because Jesus’ words at the close were liable to be understood in a sense too indulgent to adultery.  But, apart from the absence of any instance elsewhere of scribal excision of an extensive passage because of moral prudence, this theory fails ‘to explain why the three preliminary verses (vii 53; viii 1–2), so important as apparently descriptive of the time and place at which all the discourses of chapter 8 were spoken, should have been omitted with the rest’ (Hort, Notes on Select Readings, pp. 86 f.).  Although the Committee was unanimous that the pericope was originally no part of the Fourth Gospel, in deference to the evident antiquity of the passage a majority decided to print it, enclosed within double square brackets, at its traditional place following Jn 7:52.”

3.  Some scholars recognize all this evidence against the pericope being part of the original text and still believe it to be canonical.  For example: “This little pericope is one of the great jewels of Christian Scripture.  But as I indicated earlier, I have not set it in my commentary at the usual place where it appears in our English Bibles for several reasons.  In the first place, it disrupts the logic of the Johannine Tabernacles argument.  In the second place, from all that I can determine, it is hardly Johannine in style or form.  In the third place, in the history of the transmission of our New Testament documents, it is from my perspective a text looking for a context.  Rather than continuing to repeat the disruption of the Gospel, I have chosen to discuss this pericope at the end of the Festival Cycle so that it may be identified by the reader clearly as a displaced story.  In so doing, I hope that the reader may treat this important story as a single pericope that the church did not want to lose because it has all the marks of an authentic experience in the ministry of Jesus.  For most in the church, Protestants (including the present writer) and Roman Catholics alike, this pericope is regarded as being fully canonical, even though it has been understood by textual scholars for centuries to be out of place.  Our oldest manuscripts of John do not contain this text, and it is conspicuously absent not only from the early eastern Greek texts and versions, such as the Syriac and Coptic, but also no eastern Church Father commenting on John makes any mention of the story during the first nine centuries of the Christian era.  In the west during the first three centuries the situation was not much different, though by the fourth and fifth centuries the story found its way into Codex Bezae and into a number of later Greek and old Latin manuscripts.  Yet even some of these manuscripts contain sigla [diacritical marks in the text, such as *] indicating the doubtful nature of the pericope’s placement. While the earliest western Church Fathers such as Irenaeus and Tertullian do not mention the pericope, it is found in the works of Augustine, Ambrose, and Jerome.  My thesis that this pericope was a text looking for a context is supported by the fact that this story is found not only after Jn 7:52 but also after Lk 21:38 in a number of later Greek manuscripts as well as in a few texts after Jn 21:25 and after Jn 7:36 and Jn 7:44.  But in spite of the confusing textual state of this pericope’s placement, the style is closer to that of a Synoptic pericope, particularly a Lukan story, than one attributable to John.  There are several reasons why I find this pericope to be more akin to that of Luke than of John.  Although the Synoptics are quite similar, the stories of Luke in particular tend to focus on the poor, the dispossessed, the rejects of society, and helpless women.  Moreover, a number of clues argue against the story being Johannine.  The term ‘scribes’ (grammateis, Jn 8:3) appears nowhere else in John.  The same is true of the place designation ‘the Mount of Olives’ (8:1).  In addition, the identification of Jesus as ‘Teacher’ (didaskale, 8:4) is not used elsewhere in John except as a definition for the term ‘rabbi’ (cf. Jn 1:38).  Accordingly, the story would be better aligned with one of the Synoptic contexts where Jesus met people regularly in the temple and taught them during the closing days of his ministry, such as in Lk 20–21.  It is not surprising to me, therefore, that some manuscript copyists chose to place this story in Luke 21 in a conflictual teaching setting. Although this pericope per se does not seem to be mentioned by early Christian writers, there is an intriguing reference by Eusebius in Ecclesiastical History to a story from Papias about a woman who in the presence of the Lord was charged with committing ‘many sins.’  This story was said to be ‘contained in the Gospel to the Hebrews.’  Can this allusion be related in any way to the present pericope?  The answer to that question unfortunately is unavailable.”


Another scholar says simply: “This whole narrative is wanting in some of the earliest and most valuable manuscripts, and those which have it vary to some extent.  The internal evidence in its favor [meaning that it is part of the Canon] is almost overpowering.  It is easy to account for its omission, though genuine; but if not so, it is next to impossible to account for its insertion.”
  Unfortunately this was written before 1880 and before the discovery of papyrus 66 [copied about 200 A.D., only a hundred years after the original text was written] and 75 [3rd century], which may have changed this opinion.

4.  Conclusion.


a.  The external evidence is overwhelming that this story should not be included in the text of John.


b.  Since the story is commented on by Jerome and Augustine, who wrote between 375-425 A.D., we have some evidence that the story was at least part of the oral tradition of the Church, if not the written tradition.


c.  The story does not come into the written tradition until the 5th century A.D. western text of Codex Bezae, which had the most additions of extraneous material of all the ancient texts.  After Codex D (Bezae) it does not show up again in manuscripts until the 8th and 9th centuries.


d.  Borchert is right when he says this story is “a text looking for a context.”  Fortunately or unfortunately that context is not found in the gospel of John.


e.  Since “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,” Jn 21:25.  We can assume with some certainly that this story is characteristic of Jesus.  It was likely one of hundreds of stories like this that were part of the oral tradition that did not find its way into the text of the Canon.


f.  Therefore, as a pastor I must heed the warning of John in Rev 22:18-19, “I testify to everyone who hears the doctrines of the prophecy of this book: if anyone adds to them, God will add to him the plagues which have been written in this book; and if anyone takes away from the doctrines of the book of this prophecy, God will take away his share from the tree of life and from the holy city, the things which stand written in this book.”
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