Do Not Judge (Matthew 7:1-6; 18/1/09)

Just think about the money and attention that is given to outward appearance today! In a 2006 report UK shoppers had the second highest annual spend on clothes in Europe at an average £556 each. While the Italians remain Europe's biggest spenders on clothes, the UK is catching up! People are often judged by what they wear.
By contrast, wherever we turn in this sermon of Jesus we find him pointing to the heart. That is Jesus’ central issue – the state and attitudes of your heart. It’s the internal, the heart that counts, for God sees what is done in secret. That is why this teaching is so challenging to us. Jesus has been teaching about the attitude of our heart towards riches (and worries). Here, the Lord is speaking to us as individuals, to Christians regarding their relationships and attitudes towards others. His words are often like a search light upon us, exposing us.

Today’s so-called ‘tolerant’ culture embraces this statement, “Do not judge” wholeheartedly. “Yes,” people often say, “we shouldn’t judge anyone else. Everyone has the right to live as they want and believe what they want. We mustn’t say that anyone is wrong.” So Jesus’ words are welcome. Why do people say this? When we reject the belief in spiritual and moral truth (as in the bible), we lose any objective standard by which to measure right and wrong. If I were to tell you that I had scored 35 in a general knowledge test, you might want to ask, “35 out of what?” before you congratulate me! You need a standard by which to measure my score. Is there a standard by which we can measure our lives and behaviour? Jesus says there is. 

So what does Jesus mean when he says: Do not judge? He cannot mean that you mustn’t form a judgement about a person or action. Jesus here speaks of some people as pigs and dogs, and refers later to false prophets as wolves in sheep’s clothing. He makes a judgement! He’s clearly stating that there is a standard of truth by which our words, ideas, actions and characters can be judged. So what does he mean when he says: Do not judge?
1) He warns us against being judgemental (v1-2)

I believe that is what Christ is saying. The word judge can mean discern, judge (as in a court of law), condemn or be judgemental. The context should help us decide. Jesus is well aware of the human heart, and this form of heart disease is very prevalent. We see it in the press and in politics, but also it is rife in the Church. When Christ says, do not judge he’s warning us against a critical spirit, a condemning attitude that sets you up as judge and jury, the defender of truth, the saviour of the Church, even. Other people don’t have your maturity or wisdom to see these glaring faults in others. This ‘judgementalism’ is quick to condemn, fails to see the good in others, nor the possibility of another view. It’s a poison that can ruin your Christian life as much as the love of riches.

A story from C13th Wales illustrates this. Llewellyn, Prince of North Wales goes hunting, but for some reason his faithful hound, Gelert, is missing. On his return the dog comes out to greet him, his jaws smeared with blood. Llewellyn rushes in to find the cot of his baby son upturned and the room in disarray. Immediately he draws his sword and kills Gelert, whose dying yelp is answered by a baby’s cry. Near the unharmed child the prince discovers the dead body of a huge wolf. Immediately the Prince saw his msitake. He never smiled again.

Christians are too ready to draw their swords in judgement upon others. You can condemn a person for behaving in a certain way, but you don’t know the reason for that action. “Why does she act like that?” we ask critically, but we don’t know her circumstances. “Why do they allow their children that? I’d never do that if they were mine!” They’re not yours, and you don’t know the circumstances. But that hasn’t stopped you judging. We can become very critical and quick to sit in judgment on someone else. This poisonous attitude can make us like Llewellyn: we will never smile again. It robs us of our joy in Christ while we assume the role of policemen and feel the need to spread our reports around.  

Christ says that such ‘judgementalism’ is not acceptable. He warns us of the consequences in v2: for in the same way as you judge others  you will be judged. Here Jesus could mean that if we condemn others so quickly, others will be quick to condemn us. That may be true, but I think he’s saying something far more fearful: with the same spirit you judge others, God will judge you. He’s already said something similar in 6:14. 

You want God to forgive you don’t you? You want him to show you mercy? You want him to show you grace when you fail again and again? You want him to understand why you reacted as you did in that situation? You’re glad that he’s so patient when you are so slow to learn. You’re glad that he understands your background and personality – the factors that make you the person you are? You’re glad that he understands the pressures of living in this fallen world? Praise God that this is what he’s like and this is how he treats his children! Praise God for his fatherly compassion!

But what if our Father were to have the same attitude to you as you show to others at times? What if he constantly focused on your faults and never encouraged you with reminders of his grace? What if he didn’t even wait to listen to you or try to understand your circumstances? What if he publicised your failures to others, so that fellow Christians began to join in the condemnation? What if he gave you justice, without mercy or grace? Life would be intolerable, miserable and desperate.

Jesus’ warnings are not empty! If you continue to show a fault-finding, condemning, judgemental spirit towards others, then that is how God will treat you. If we have known God to be gracious, merciful and patient towards us, let’s begin to show the same of spirit towards others. Don’t be judgemental; remember that you are not the appointed judge of others: Who are you to judge someone else’s servant? To his own master he stands or falls (Romans 14:4).
2) He warns us against being hypocritical (v3-5)

I take this heading from Jesus’ words: You hypocrite (v5). The picture is taken from the carpenter’s shop. He’s sawing some wood, and the breeze blows a speck of sawdust into his eye. He can’t see to remove it, but it’s irritating him. Someone comes in with a plank in his eye! “Let me sort it out for you!” he says confidently! It’s a humorous picture to make a serious point. The man with the plank in his eye has got to sort that out first, but he seems blind to it. The hypocrite is someone who points out the faults of others and offers expert advice to put things right. Yet he’s blind to his own faults and it’s embarrassing, because a plank is obvious to everyone else! “Don’t be hypocritical,” says Jesus, “remove the plank from your own eye first and then you’ll be able to help your brother (fellow Christian?).” Hypocrisy can be so damaging to the gospel. 

King David committed adultery with Bathsheba, then murdered her husband, Uriah and took Bathsheba as his wife. But Nathan the prophet arrived with a tale about two men. One poor man raised a lamb as his family pet, growing up with his children. A rich man had a large flock, but when a visitor arrived, instead of killing his own sheep to prepare a meal, he took the poor man’s lamb. King David burned with anger when he heard this: the man who did this deserves to die. Nathan replied: you are the man!...You struck down Uriah…and took his wife to be your own. David’s hypocrisy is revealed. He condemns someone else, but not himself.
Jesus warns us strongly against hypocrisy. It damages the gospel. We’re hyocrites when we condemn others for their adultery, greed or gossip, but actually commit the same sins ourselves! We’re hypocrites when we listen to a sermon and say, “Yes! I hope she’s listening! He needs to hear that!” Christians condemn a church: “There’s no love!” but they are the most unloving! We need to look to our own lives and apply God’s commands humbly to themselves. Does that mean that Christians are never to be the means of helping others to greater godliness? No! But removing specks from another’s eyes requires close and careful work, a loving approach.    

3) Jesus warns us against being irrational (v6)

Christ now corrects a possible misunderstanding. We are not to be judgemental or hypocritical, but we are still called to think, discern and make wise judgements. Firstly, what does Jesus mean when he talks about that which is sacred? What does he mean by pearls? I think he means the value of the good news of the kingdom of God. (c.f. 13:45). The gospel of Jesus is something of tremendous worth! Secondly, understand that some types of people don’t appreciate its value. Jesus describes them as savage dogs and wild pigs who could tear you to pieces. Here’s the scene: hungry, dangerous animals are offered precious pearls by you. They chew them up, anticipating food, then spit them out in disgust, and in rage turn on you who offered them! There are some atmospheres where it would be unwise to present the good news of Jesus Christ. Think about it. We must not be irrational when it comes to speaking about Jesus. We must judge when to speak and when to remain silent.

Later, Christ very clearly practices what he preaches here. After his arrest, Pilate sends Jesus to Herod, who’s very pleased to meet him after all this time. Luke says that Herod longed to see a miracle – he wanted his own private miracle show. And though he plied Jesus with many questions, Jesus gave no answer (23:9). Why not? Soon afterwards Herod’s men mock and ridicule Jesus and send him back to Pilate in an elegant robe. Jesus wasn’t irrational. He knew that to start speaking about the kingdom of God would be casting pearls before pigs. He made a wise judgement.

Don’t be irrational when it comes to speaking to others about the gospel. Rather, pray for sensible opportunities to speak about Christ to your work colleague or neighbour. Pray for wisdom to know when to speak and when to remain silent. Don’t be irrational or naïve. If some people just want to argue or ridicule it’s probably best to stay silent. However, someone may approach you later and raise a serious question. But don’t allow this verse to encourage you to write people off as dogs and pigs too readily. Remember that you may well have been among the scoffers once.

Conclusion

So Jesus warns against being judgemental, hypocritical and irrational. The first 5 verses are about judging our own hearts, and v6 is about making a judgement about others. That’s the balance of Christ’s teaching. We would do well to learn from it. The emphasis is upon our own standing before our Lord and Master. 

In the church in Rome there was a huge controversy over what Christians should eat. Some said Christians could eat meat, but others said they should eat only vegetables, because the meat bought in the market place was associated with idols. It was a disputable matter that was threatening to split the church. People were passing judgement on each other. Paul says that each person must be fully convinced in his own mind, and then later asks: You, then, why do you judge your brother? Or why do you look down on your brother? For we will all stand before God’s judgement seat…each of us will give an account of himself to God (Romans 14:10-12). He brings them back to the truth that God as the ultimate judge. God will not only hold us accountable for the convictions we’ve held but for the attitudes with which we’ve held them.

It’s a reminder of God’s general judgement on the final day. When we stand before God’s judgement it won’t matter what clothes we’ll be wearing! God isn’t impressed by our outward appearance. He sees our hearts. When he judges he will remind people of the way they sat in judgement on others. Their words will condemn them.
Jesus’ teaching here reminds that we need a Saviour, not just a teacher. And that is exactly what Jesus came to do – to save us. Have you seen your need of him? Ask him to forgive you, and seek his help to live in obedience to his commands.
