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Series: The Body of Christ
Sermon: The Hands of Christ ~ Building Altars or Throwing Stones?

Deuteronomy 27:1-8  Moses and the elders of Israel commanded the people: "Keep all these commands that I
give you today.  When you have crossed the Jordan into the land the LORD your God is giving you, set up some
large stones and coat them with plaster.  Write on them all the words of this law when you have crossed over to
enter the land the LORD your God is giving you, a land flowing with milk and honey, just as the LORD, the
God of your fathers, promised you. And when you have crossed the Jordan, set up these stones on Mount Ebal,
as I command you today, and coat them with plaster.  Build there an altar to the LORD your God, an altar of
stones. Do not use any iron tool upon them.  Build the altar of the LORD your God with fieldstones and offer
burnt offerings on it to the LORD your God.  Sacrifice fellowship offerings there, eating them and rejoicing in
the presence of the LORD your God.  And you shall write very clearly all the words of this law on these stones
you have set up."

John 8: 3-11  The teachers of the law and the Pharisees brought in a woman caught in adultery. They made her
stand before the group and said to Jesus, "Teacher, this woman was caught in the act of adultery. In the Law
Moses commanded us to stone such women. Now what do you say?" They were using this question as a trap, in
order to have a basis for accusing him.  But Jesus bent down and started to write on the ground with his finger.
When they kept on questioning him, he straightened up and said to them, "If any one of you is without sin, let
him be the first to throw a stone at her."  Again he stooped down and wrote on the ground.

At this, those who heard began to go away one at a time, the older ones first, until only Jesus was left, with the
woman still standing there. Jesus straightened up and asked her, "Woman, where are they? Has no one
condemned you?"

"No one, sir," she said.

"Then neither do I condemn you," Jesus declared. "Go now and leave your life of sin."

Sermon
For part of a summer years ago, I lived on the Winnebago Indian Reservation in Northeast Nebraska.  Known as
an immersion, it was in conjunction with a class at seminary.  I had to immerse myself in a situation and life-
style which was foreign to me.  I was able to work out a living arrangement with a tribal official in Winnebago. 
I got to live in his back yard in a tent while I did my study.  My tent was pitched right next to his sweat lodge,
although they both felt the same temperature in a Nebraskan July!  I learned first-hand about Native American
culture, about racism, about reservation life.  I got to see the effects of 70% unemployment and the tragedy of 
alcoholism.  I learned about cultural pride and the power of strong heritage.  Before I left, my host, Charles
Lonewolf, pulled me aside and said “RESPECT!  That is the essence of what we believe.  We respect all; we
respect ourselves.  Our spirituality is expressed in the way we treat each other and in the way we treat our
bodies, our minds, our spirit. Our future is in our hands.  If we invest in our future, through education, through
positive community programs, through respect, we will survive.  If we invest in our future through alcohol,
through unemployment, through dependancy, we will die.  Our future is dependant on our respect.”  Before I
left, his family gave me a gift.  It was a T-shirt, which bore the statement “To the 7th Generation”.  “To the 7th
Generation”.  They explained that in the decisions they make as a family, in broad areas such as government
policy or on the personal front of family matters, they intentionally take into account the implications of their
actions and beliefs to their 7th generation.  What they do today, will affect their generation, the next, the next,



all the way to the 7th generation.  If we do that, they said, what and who we are called to be becomes
increasingly apparent.

The principle holds true.  The behavior, and the beliefs of a single individual, any individual, can impact the
world and the future in wonderful or catastrophic ways.  And so I ask you: Are you building alters or are you
throwing stones?  Are you building alters or are you throwing stones?

Our first bible text this morning is from Deuteronomy.  It seems kind of strange by itself.  God tells the people
how to build alters, a Bob Villa sort of Passage.  “Set up some large stones and coat them with plaster.  Build
there an alter to the Lord your God, an alter of stones”.  And upon this alter, write on it all of the words of this
law”.  If you were roaming around in the wilderness, through the desert like these people were...stones are your
only resource.  Wood is very scarce, metals are hard to come by...but you can find a rock any old place.  And it
is out of stones that God has ordered these people to make an alter.  To come and worship.  To find God, to find
what is sacred and to seek the divine.  Stones are their only building material, their main possession and they
choose to use those stones in a fashion that gave respect to God, respect to each other, and respect to
themselves.

On the contrary, the Gospel lesson this morning from John shows us another use of stones.  Instead of using the
stones to worship and to give respect, the religious leaders have another idea, a means of execution.  I think the
way we execute our condemned today is pretty grizzly.  Here in the U.S., there are 5 remaining legal ways that a
state can put someone to death;  Electric chair, gas chamber, lethal injection, hanging, and believe it or not, a
firing squad is still legal in some states - Utah is using it this year.  These are all horrible ways to die.  But I
cannot imagine being put to death by having people throw stones at me.  There were two ways of stoning a
person, one being to put the person into a pit or tie them up against a wall and have the public take turns hurling
rocks, or by taking the prisoner on top of a cliff and hurl them off to a pile of rubble below.  In one case, you
throw rocks at the person, and in the other case, you throw the person at the rocks. It has the same ugly result.

The teachers of the law brought a woman to Jesus.  “Teacher,” they said “this woman was caught in the act of
adultery.  In the Law Moses commanded us to stone such women.  Now what do you say?”  For Jesus, it was a
trick question.  At that time, Jerusalem had been conquered by the Roman empire, and the Romans were the
only ones allowed to execute people.  So if Jesus said “stone her”, he would have been arrested by the Romans. 
And if he said “Don’t stone her”, then all of Jesus’ followers would have said that he did not support the Jewish
law.  It was a no-win situation.  Here they are, with stones in their hands, ready to throw...and Jesus bends down
to write in the sand.  Now, we don’t know why this important, nor do we know what he wrote.  Maybe he saw
all of these stones ready to be hurled in his general direction and he just wanted to get out of the way.  Maybe
Jesus is wondering where the gentleman is...it takes two to tango.  She is not the only guilty party.  You cannot
commit adultery by yourself.  And the teachers of the law said that the law required them to stone her...which
was a half-truth.  The law only said that the adulterers must be punished, the law never stipulated how.  All of
these things were probably going through his mind...while they kept pestering him for an answer.  Finally, he
does answer.  “Anyone who is without sin, let him be the first to throw a stone at her.”  And you know how the
story ends...one by one, the older ones first, drop their rocks and walk away.  Finally,  Jesus and the woman are
left alone.  And Jesus asks “Woman, where are they?  Has no one condemned you?”  And the woman replied
“no one, sir”.  Jesus said “Then neither do I condemn you, Go now and leave your life of sin.”  “Go now and
leave your life of sin.”  The woman knew she had sin in her life.  The teachers of the law knew that they had sin
in their lives, otherwise they would have stuck around.  Jesus gives the woman two commands in one sentence. 
If I were to translate this into common language, it would be “Stop It!”  “Go and lead a better life!”  Two
commands “Stop what you are doing” and “Go and lead a better life!”  This is Jesus’s big soap box moment. 
His chance to tell us to knock off the sin in our lives.  Are you committing adultery?  Stop it!  Are you not being
honest with friends or family?  Stop it!  Are you treating your body in terrible ways, destroying it physically or
mentally?  Stop it!  Do you take advantage of others?  Stop it!  Do you like to gossip?  Stop it!  I wanted to call



this sermon, “Stop it” but it neglected the positive aspect of this passage...Go and lead a better life.  Make the
right decisions, make the right judgements.  Don’t compromise yourself or what you know to be true.  You need
to respect God, your family and your friends, and yourself.  If you don’t, the results are grim.  Like I said, your
behavior, your actions, the beliefs you hold can impact the world and the future in wonderful or catastrophic
ways.  And so I ask you again: Are you building alters or are you throwing stones?  Are you building alters or
are you throwing stones?  Do you take what you have and make something positive out of it or do you take what
you have and turn it into something less that what it can be?

This month, our sermon series is about how we are the body of Christ.  We are the hands of Christ.  We are the
feet of Christ.  We are the face of Christ.  What are you doing with your hands?  Ask yourself what Christ’s
hands would do.  How many healing stories are there with Jesus where he touches with his hands?  When Peter
needed lifting from the sea, Jesus grabbed a hold of him.  Jesus washed his disciples feet with his hands.  Did
Jesus ever strike a child?  Did he give rude gestures to someone who cut in front of him on the Damascus Road? 
You have the hands of Christ - with the ability to build altars or throw stones.  You have the hands that can heal. 
You have the hands that can hold onto friends.  

It was last fall, I was driving home.  I was at the light by safeway, about to turn right, but I had a red.  The light
was about to change, so I started easing forward, but the light didn’t change, a walk signal came up instead.  I
abruptly stopped my car.  Never crossed a line, didn’t break a law.  But a young man, some would say, little
punk, started walking in front of my car in the crosswalk.  And he looked at me through his sunglasses and
gestured with big arms <As if he wanted to fight>.  All I knew to do was to give a big smile and wave - like an
idiot.  He put his arms down, cocked his head, looked confused.  And waved back.  I remember this.  I betcha he
remembers it too.  Now, you can’t fix everything with a smile and wave.  But I know this, a clenched fist is the
international sign of anger/hostility. <Show closed fist>. <Go to open hand>  Even a dog can identify this. 
Which hands do you think Christ had?  Which hands should we have?  The hands that heal.  The hands that hold
onto friends.  The hands that pray.  Be the hands of Christ.  And the people of God said, Amen!


