Sermon on the Mount #24

“Judge Not!”

Matthew 7:1-5


“Games Christians Play” could be the subject of a good-sized book.  Chuck Swindoll describes one he calls, “Let’s Label”:

Here is how you play Let’s Label. It involves at least six steps.

• First step: Find something you don’t like about the person. That’s not hard to do since most people are much more demanding of others than of themselves.

• Second step: Examine the externals. You have to do this since there is no way to know the “internals.”

• Third step: Form negative and critical opinions.

• Fourth step: Jump to several inaccurate conclusions. This follows naturally, because there is always an inability to know all the facts.

• Fifth step: Mentally stick a label on the person in question. That saves time . . . keeps you from having to verify all the details.

• Sixth step: Freely share all findings and identifying labels with others . . . so everyone can “pray more intelligently.”

Actually, there is another name for the game. It doesn’t sound nearly as nice or inviting, but it is the term Jesus used in His moun​tain message: judging. 


Turn with me to this familiar passage, found in Matthew 7:1-5,

Judge not, that ye be not judged. For with what judgment ye judge, ye shall be judged: and with what measure ye mete, it shall be measured to you again. And why beholdest thou the mote that is in thy brother’s eye, but considerest not the beam that is in thine own eye? Or how wilt thou say to thy brother, “Let me pull out the mote out of thine eye”; and, behold, a beam is in thine own eye? Thou hypocrite, first cast out the beam out of thine own eye; and then shalt thou see clearly to cast out the mote out of thy brother’s eye.


Pretty straight-forward, huh?  Jesus has one thing to say about judging: Don’t.  But why are we so prone to judge?  Even solid, mature Christians are not immune from judging others. Popular pastor and author Max Lucado tells this story on himself:

Recently we took our kids on a vacation to a historical city. While going on a tour through an old house, we followed a family from New York City. They didn’t tell me they were from New York. They didn’t have to. I could tell. They wore New York City clothes. Their teenager had one half of his head shaved and on the other half of his head, his hair hung past his shoulders. The daughter wore layered clothes and long beads. The mother looked like she’d raided her daughter’s closet, and the dad’s hair was down the back of his neck.
I had them all figured out. The kid was probably on drugs. The parents were going through a midlife crisis. They were rich and miserable and in need of counseling. Good thing I was nearby in case they wanted spiritual counsel.

After a few moments they introduced themselves. I was right; they were from New York City. But that is all I got right. When I told them my name, they were flabbergasted. “We can’t believe it!” they said. “We’ve read your books. We use them in our Sunday school class in church. I tried to get over to hear you when you spoke in our area, but that was our family night and…”

Sunday school? Church? Family night? Oh, boy. I’d made a mistake. A big mistake. I’d applied the label before examining the contents.
 


It can happen to any of us.  No one likes being the target of another’s judgment, yet we are all prone to commit this sin.  Too often we don the role of critic, the fault-finder who is negative and even destructive toward others, actively seeking out their failings (and enjoying it!), calling into question every motive, downplaying every idea or activity, and being downright ungenerous toward their mistakes.
 


Jesus simply says, “Don’t do it.”  No disciple of Jesus is to be known for a critical, judgmental attitude.  In this text He gives us two reasons why we should not judge others.

The Admonition against Judging 


First, Jesus teaches that only God has the authority to judge.  He says in verse one, “Judge not,” and follows that with the words, “lest ye also be judged.”  Verse two goes on to state, “For with what judgment ye judge, ye shall be judged: and with what measure ye mete, it shall be measured to you again.”  In today’s terms, we might say, “What goes around comes around.”  

But Jesus is not talking about some ideological force, some form of karma that will balance and equalize everything in time.  He refers to the fact that God is the Judge of all.  James 4:11-12 warns us,

Do not speak against one another, brethren. He who speaks against a brother, or judges his brother, speaks against the law, and judges the law; but if you judge the law, you are not a doer of the law, but a judge of it. There is only one Lawgiver and Judge, the One who is able to save and to destroy; but who are you who judge your neighbor?

He reminds us that there is only one Judge: God.  No one else is qualified to pronounce judgment on anyone else.  Only our Heavenly Father has that authority.


Paul likewise writes in Romans 14:4, then verses 10-13,

Who are you to judge the servant of another? To his own master he stands or falls; and stand he will, for the Lord is able to make him stand… But you, why do you judge your brother? Or you again, why do you regard your brother with contempt? For we shall all stand before the judgment seat of God. For it is written, “As I live, says the Lord, every knee shall bow to me, and every tongue shall give praise to God.”  So then each one of us shall give account of himself to God. Therefore let us not judge one another anymore, but rather determine this—not to put an obstacle or a stumbling block in a brother’s way. 


We are not to judge because we do not have the authority. I have two brothers, six and five years older than me. When I was growing up, there were times that my parents were not home and they were to keep an eye on me. But if I stepped out of line, they could not discipline me. Why? Because they were not my parents—they were my brothers. Yes, they were older than me and bigger than me, but we were on the same level within the family structure. All they could do was to tell my parents about what I had done, and allow them to exercise their authority on me. But if my brothers had tried to take matters into their own hands, they could have found themselves in trouble as well.


Perhaps this parallel suggests one alternative to judging others (though we will see more in detail later in this message).  Rather than taking matters into our own hands when we see a brother or sister step out of line, we should just tell God on ‘em.  Tell Him about it and let Him handle it.


We must be careful, though, how we do that.  I cannot read Matthew 7:2 without thinking of a story related by a college classmate.  She had a sister who “could do no wrong,” and it drove her crazy.  One day she caught her “perfect” sister doing something bad, and ran to tell her father about it.  While he called the sister in to investigate, this girl ran and got the family paddle, bringing it to her father with more than a little sense of glee.  How surprised she was when her father put her over his knee, using the very paddle on her that she brought to be used on her sister!  Puts some perspective on Jesus’ words, “For with what judgment ye judge, ye shall be judged,” doesn’t it?

Seriously, though, we are not to judge others because only God has the authority to judge.  When we judge our fellow man we, in the words of Dietrich Bonhoeffer, “wrongly usurp the jurisdiction” of God.
  And God does not take kindly to that.


Secondly, Jesus admonishes us not to judge others because only God has the ability to judge.  We are not to judge, in the words of John Stott, 

not only because we are fallible humans (and not God), but also because we are fallen humans. The fall has made all of us sinners. So we are in no position to stand in judgment on our fellow sinners; we are disqualified from the bench…. No human being is qualified to be the judge of his fellow humans, for we cannot read each others hearts or assess each other’s motives.

“Man looks on the outward appearance,” God told Samuel in 1 Samuel 16:7, “but God looks on the heart.”  No human—no matter how gifted or influential—is anywhere near Almighty God, possessing His omniscience and insight. The ability to read another’s heart or correctly analyze all that goes into another’s actions belongs to God, and to Him alone.
  What a person is thinking, what a person intends, what a person’s attitude is—these are within the range of God’s knowledge, but not ours.

Not only can we not see another person’s heart, but our own sinfulness skews our view of others.  Stott explains, 

We have a fatal tendency to exaggerate the faults of others and minimize the gravity of our own. We seem to find it impossible, when comparing ourselves with others, to be strictly objective and impartial. On the contrary, we have a rosy view of ourselves and a jaundiced view of others. Indeed, what we are often doing is seeing our own faults in others and judging them vicariously. That way, we experience the pleasure of self-righteousness without the pain of penitence.

This is vividly illustrated in the life of King David.  The king had committed adultery with a married woman—Bathsheba—and when she became pregnant, had her husband killed to cover-up the affair.  David must have thought he had gotten away with murder (literally) until Nathan the prophet came to see him.  The confrontation is recorded in 2 Samuel 12:1-7,

The Lord sent Nathan to David. When he came to him, he said, “There were two men in a certain town, one rich and the other poor. The rich man had a very large number of sheep and cattle, but the poor man had nothing except one little ewe lamb he had bought. He raised it, and it grew up with him and his children. It shared his food, drank from his cup and even slept in his arms. It was like a daughter to him. 

“Now a traveler came to the rich man, but the rich man refrained from taking one of his own sheep or cattle to prepare a meal for the traveler who had come to him. Instead, he took the ewe lamb that belonged to the poor man and prepared it for the one who had come to him.” 

David burned with anger against the man and said to Nathan, “As surely as the Lord lives, the man who did this deserves to die! He must pay for that lamb four times over, because he did such a thing and had no pity.” 

Then Nathan said to David, “You are the man!” [niv]

Those of us who know the story can see what’s coming, but David didn’t.  He burned with anger against the hypothetical rich man, calling for the death penalty over the killing of a lamb—yet he was guilty of killing a man!  As Warren Wiersbe writes, “Of all blindness, the worst kind is that which makes us blind to ourselves…. How easy it is to be convicted about other people’s sins!”
  We have no business judging anyone else.

The Alternatives to Judging
It would be easy for me to read the words of Jesus and conclude with the injunction, “Judge not!”  But what are the alternatives to judging?  I would like to mention three.

The first is a call for discernment.  Some have overreacted to Jesus’ teaching here in Matthew 7 and called for a suspension of all critical thinking.  We are commanded to discerning against false teachings and teachers, to distinguish “pigs and dogs” in the very next paragraph (which we will address next week), and to determine whether or not church members are qualified for leadership positions.

Discernment must begin with ourselves.  We should apply to ourselves at least as strict and critical a standard as we apply to others. “If we judged ourselves truly,” wrote Paul, “we should not be judged” (1Co 11:31). We would not only escape the judgment of God; we would also be in a position humbly and gently to help an erring brother. Having first removed the log from our own eye, we would see clearly to take the speck from his.
 

Don’t allow anyone to use Matthew 7:1 as a cop-out against discernment.  “Judge not” does not mean that we cannot distinguish between right and wrong, truth and error, real and phony.  As Swindoll warns, “A gullible spirit quickly leads to complications.”


Secondly, there is a call for dignity.  Remember, when we are dealing with others we are dealing with people—not case studies or impersonal objects.  Lucado writes,

John tells of a time the disciples applied a label. Jesus and his followers came upon a man who had been blind from birth. Here is the question the disciples asked Jesus: “Teacher, whose sin caused this man to be born blind—his own sin or his parents’ sin?” (John 9:2).

Never mind that the man is a beggar in need of help. Never mind that the man has spent his life in a dark cave. Never mind that the man seated in front of them is in earshot of their voices. Let’s talk about his sin.

How could they be so harsh? So insensitive? So…blind?

The answer? (You may not like it.) It’s easier to talk about a person than to help a person. It’s easier to debate homosexuality than to be a friend to a gay person. It’s easier to discuss divorce than to help the divorced. It’s easier to argue abortion than to support an orphanage. It’s easier to complain about the welfare system than to help the poor.

It’s easier to label than to love.


I recall in my first ministry learning a valuable lesson from a new Christian.  Teaching a home Bible study, I made a biblical case against homosexuality.  A new believer commented, “You know, we call someone a homosexual or a drug addict or an alcoholic, and we forget that they are still people.”  That stopped me in my tracks!  I had to admit that I was guilty of that very thing—and that is what Jesus tells us not to do.


Yes, we are called to discern between right and wrong, and at times we will detect sin in the lives of others.  Sometimes that sin is not occasional but perpetual—we call that an addiction.  But addiction does not disqualify someone from the human race!  We must treat them with dignity—the dignity of a person created by God in His image, for whom Jesus Christ died, and whom Christ wants to save from their sin.  When we keep that perspective in mind, we will find it impossible to harbor a judgmental spirit toward others, regardless of what they have done or what they are doing.


Finally, the Bible issues a call for development.  We should not be content to identify a person’s shortcomings without endeavoring to assist them.  Abraham Lincoln once said, “He has a right to criticize who has a heart to help.”
  Unless we are willing to be part of the solution, we have no business complaining or criticizing.


Jesus uses an extreme—even humorous—illustration in verses 3-5.  In short He says, “Don’t try to get the speck out of your brother’s eye when there is a two-by-four in your own!”  While that graphically drives home the point that judging others is wrong, it does not dismiss the responsibility of helping those in need.  In fact, Jesus concludes this text with the words, “…then shalt thou see clearly to cast out the mote out of thy brother’s eye.”  
Few people are as qualified to comment on this concept as Dr. D. Martyn Lloyd-Jones, who was not only a gifted preacher but a medical doctor as well.  He writes,

The procedure of getting a mote out of an eye is a very difficult operation. There is no organ that is more sensitive than the eye. The moment the finger touches it, it closes up; it is so delicate. What you require above everything else in dealing with it is sympathy, patience, calmness, coolness. That is what is re​quired, because of the delicacy of the operation. Transfer all that into the spiri​tual realm. You are going to handle a soul, you are going to touch the most sen​sitive thing in man. How can we get the little mote out? There is only one thing that matters at that point, and that is that you should be humble, you should be sympathetic, you should be so conscious of your own sin and your own unwor​thiness, that when you find it in another, far from condemning, you feel like weeping. 

This idea is echoed in Galatians 6:1-2,

Brothers, if someone is caught in a sin, you who are spiritual should restore him gently. But watch yourself, or you also may be tempted. Carry each other's burdens, and in this way you will fulfill the law of Christ [niv].

We are called to restore a fallen brother or sister, and to do so “gently.”  We are to also do this humbly, realizing that we are just as susceptible to sin as the one who is caught up in it.  “But for the grace of God go I” should be our mentality.  Instead of standing back assessing another’s life, looking down on them in judgmental superiority, we are called to develop Christ-likeness in others.  It calls for patience, humility, gentleness—and has no room for haughtiness, criticism, and gossip.

In this context, I want to mention an application of this principle as it deals with the use of God’s Word.  Perhaps because of my ministry and my personal fondness for Bible study, these words by Larry Crabb are particularly meaningful to me: 

The mood of the Bible is relational, personal. It’s a book about people living their lives who recorded their God-ordered experiences and God-inspired wisdom for other people living their lives. To dissect its contents as a high school biology student dissects a frog, leaving its parts sitting in careful arrangement on the table, is a misuse of God’s Word.
Study it, yes. Avail yourself of the valuable help scholars provide. Read commentaries. Take notes during sermons. Enroll in classes that require a scholarly study of the text. But do it all for the purpose of better knowing God, yourself, and others so you become more loving. Defending a millennial view in a style that contradicts love is damaging. Whatever we do with our Bible knowledge from within the walls of unchallenged self-protection has little real value. We must let Scripture penetrate to the thoughts and intents of our heart so we can more clearly see the ways we violate love. If we try to better understand God without taking a hard look at who we are, then our biblically derived knowledge of God will become mere theology, an assortment of correct but dull and lifeless facts. And if we try to figure out other people in order to reach them with God’s truth without first working hard to understand ourselves, we’ll fail to recognize in them what we do not see in ourselves.
 


Scripture can be used like a scalpel: in the hands of a skilled surgeon, it can heal, but in the hands of a malicious person, it can slice someone to shreds.  Some of the most judgmental people are the ones who know God’s Word inside and out.  It was true in Jesus’ day—they were the scribes and Pharisees.  We must beware of falling into that same trap ourselves.


Jesus teaches us in Matthew 7:1-5 to “judge not.”  We are not to judge others because only God has the authority and the ability to do so correctly.  What we are called to do is to be discerning (first of ourselves before moving on to others), to dignify others by remembering that they are people of infinite value, and to develop Christ’s image in others by assisting them, not by assassinating their character.  As William Barclay concludes,

We have quite enough to do to rectify our own lives without seeking [critically] to rectify the lives of others. We would do well to concentrate on our own faults, and to leave the faults of others to God.


Years ago the Greyhound bus company introduced the slogan, “Go Greyhound—and leave the driving to us.”  Perhaps we should adopt the same attitude toward judging others: Leave the judging to God.
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