Judging Others

It has been said that the church is the only army in the world which shoots its wounded.  Do you agree with that statement?  Judging from the number of people I meet who “used to attend church” but who left due to injuries caused by the church, I would say that many people would agree with this statement.  In many churches we talk about being open and finding support.  The unfortunate reality is that, for many people who confess to struggling with sin or to pain in their lives, the church does more harm than good.  I have seen churches condemn the depressed as lacking faith.  I have seen churches condemn the poor as displeasing to God.  I have known churches where the one confessing sin becomes an outcast and object of gossip.  I have even known of churches where people were afraid to admit to being Democrats.  The unfortunate reality is that the church over the last 2000 years has gained the reputation of being arrogant and judgmental; quick to condemn and slow to forgive.  


On the other hand, in response to these kinds of problems, some churches strive to be places of grace.  Hurt Christians are drawn to these churches of grace because everyone is accepted as they are.  Here again, however, Christians can fail in the area of judging.  


I read recently about a church with a different judging problem than you usually hear about.  This was a thriving church in a city that had a reputation for grace.  At some point the church leadership became aware that one of their members was living with his girlfriend.  When they looked into it, the situation was worse than they realized.  The man’s mother had either died or left, I’m not sure which, and his father had remarried.  This second marriage didn’t work out but no divorce had been finalized.  In spite of this, the man in the church was sleeping with his own step-mother before the divorce had even gone through.  What would you have done here?  I am sure people talked to the man but he continued on with his step-mother.  Perhaps he quoted Jesus to the church leadership saying, “Jesus said not to judge or you will be judged.  You don’t want God to judge you, do you?”  Perhaps it was this fear of God’s judgment that caused the leadership and congregation to overlook the man’s living situation.  Whatever the final cause, the man was allowed to continue in good standing in the church as he lived with his step-mother.  What should the church have done since even Jesus said not to judge others?  

Jesus’ statement that we must not judge or we will be judged is one much quoted passage of scripture.  More often than not, I hear this passage quoted by people who are not Christians when someone questions them about their lifestyle.  What did Jesus mean by this statement?  How should we feel about judging people?  Today, we have come to this saying of Jesus.  


Matthew 7:1-12 – Do not judge, or you too will be judged.  For in the same way you judge others, you will be judged, and with the measure you use, it will be measured to you. Why do you look at the speck of sawdust in your brother’s eye and pay no attention to the plank in your own eye?  How can you say to your brother, ‘Let me take the speck out of your eye,’ when all the time there is a plank in your own eye?  You hypocrite, first take the plank out of your own eye, and then you will see clearly to remove the speck from your brother’s eye.  Do not give dogs what is sacred; do not throw your pearls to the pigs.  If you do, they may trample them under their feet and then turn and tear you to pieces.  Ask and it will be given you; seek and you will find; knock and the door will be opened to you.  For everyone who asks receives; he who seeks finds; and to him who knocks, the door will be opened.  Which of you, if his son asks for bread, will give him a stone?  Or if he asks for a fish, will give him a snake?  If you, then, though you are evil, know how to give good gifts to your children, how much more will your Father in heaven give good gifts to those who ask him!  So in everything, do to others what you would have them do to you, for this sums up the Law and the Prophets.  


Let’s begin with the term “judge” itself.  I generally don’t like to talk about the meaning of Greek words since I could say almost anything I want and no one here could correct me, but today it is relevant and needed.  If you have questions as to where I get anything I say today, please feel free to come talk to me and I will show you.  


First, in today’s usage “to judge” is very close in meaning to “condemn.”  When someone forcefully shouts at you, “Don’t you dare judge me,” what they mean is “Don’t you dare condemn me!”  In the New Testament “to judge” does not necessarily mean “to condemn.”  The word can mean “Condemn” but it has the more general meaning in Matthew 7 of “to pass judgment upon and thereby seek to influence the lives and actions of others.”  Rather than reading “condemn” this judgment has more to do with evaluating with the hope of changing a person.  This evaluation can lead to condemnation, but it doesn’t have to.  All of that is to say that the word “judge” in the New Testament is not the negative term we equate it with today.


Second, Jesus cannot be forbidding all judgments, all evaluations in this statement because, as we will read shortly, he goes on to instruct us to look at the lives of others and to make very serious judgments about them.  Rather than simply forbidding judging, Jesus gives us a reason for the prohibition – We are not to judge in order that we might not be judged.  We need to ask a question at this point: Who will judge us if we judge others?  Is it God who will judge us or someone else?  

Ted Haggard was the head of the National Evangelical Association for several years.  He had founded his own church and watched it grow into the thousands.  Ted Haggard was very clear in his preaching that sexual immorality was wrong and, specifically, that homosexuality was to be condemned.  One day a male prostitute came forward and declared that Ted Haggard had hired him and also purchased drugs from him more than once.  At first Ted denied this but then the truth came out.  He was involved in the very things he preached against!  The result was that Ted Haggard, because of his strong and public statements against homosexuality, was publically blasted in the news.  The measure he had used on others was used on him and he lost all his credibility.  


When Jesus says not to judge in order that you might not be judged, I am convinced that the ones judging are other people.  The more you hold others to a high standard, the more they will watch for you to slip.  If you do not want to be on a pedestal with all eyes on you, then don’t go about finding fault with everyone else.  I believe this is a warning against harsh or constant criticism rather than an absolute prohibition on evaluating others.  Jesus wants us to recognize that we all fall short and so to be generous in our evaluations of others knowing that we want them to be generous to us.  We should not be nit-picky or harsh toward others in our judging or else we will be held to the same standard and will lose all credibility as we find that we can’t live up to our own standards.  


Jesus’ next warning is to those who can spot a speck in another’s eye will ignoring the beam sticking out of their own head.  Once again, notice what Jesus does and does not say.  He does NOT say, ignore the speck in your brother’s eye and don’t try to remove it.  He DOES say, FIRST remove the beam from your eye and THEN remove the speck.  This is not a warning against making judgments but is, rather, a warning against being a hypocritical judge.  

Hypocritical judging is usually what gets Christians into trouble.  Kids especially pick up on hypocritical judging.  Many parents expect their children to read their Bibles, to love and serve God, and to live up to God’s standards while they themselves have other obvious priorities before God.  Kids pick up on this and quickly determine that what is stated to be important is not and so they walk away resentful.  


So Jesus warns against harsh judgments and hypocritical judgments and then we come to his statement about throwing pearls to pigs.  Stray pigs and dogs in Jesus’ time tended to be hungry and savage.  They were scavengers who occasionally killed people.  It would have been foolish to throw pearls to pigs who could neither appreciate them or eat them.  It would have been a huge waste to throw holy meat to mangy, cruel dogs.  In the end, either might attack you for your trouble.  What is the point of this?  When it comes time to make a judgment you need to consider the person involved: Will this person listen or is he so hostile to the truth that confronting him will result in more harm than good?  Proverbs says it clearly.


Proverbs 9:7-9 – Whoever corrects a mocker invites insult; whoever rebukes a wicked man incurs abuse.  Do not rebuke a mocker or he will hate you; rebuke a wise man and he will be wiser still; teach a righteous man and he will add to his learning.

As with Jesus, this is a warning to consider carefully the one you plan to correct.  If he is generally wise person who desires to be righteous, he may not like being corrected, but he will respond well and grow.  In the end, he will be thankful you corrected him.  If he is an unsaved person you need to see if he is receptive to your pearls of wisdom or not.  If he is a mocker, one who is set against the Lord, it is a waste and a danger to try to instruct him.  If action needs to be taken, it should simply be taken without being drawn into a debate.  This is a warning against being foolish as we make judgments about people.


This brings us back to our church with the man sleeping with his step-mother.  How would Jesus have us handle this?  He would NOT have us ignore it in the name of being non-judgmental.  He would have us check our motives, however.  He would have us take the best view possible of the man.  He would have us examine our own hearts before we talk to him to insure we are not being hypocritical.  He would have us consider the guilty one as to whether we try to speak with him and help him or simply take the action that is necessary without wasting time with an unrepentant, uncooperative person.  These can be very difficult things to do.  We are all good at justifying ourselves so how do we know our motives are pure?  How can we be sure we aren’t ignoring a beam sticking out of our own heads?  How can we know how best to approach the person?  This is where the paragraph about asking, seeking, and knocking comes in.


Some would say that this paragraph primarily says that God will give us anything we want if we ask.  Given the context of the saying, it seems to me that Jesus is telling us how to make wise and proper judgments.  


First, we ask, seek, and knock.  This threefold formula twice repeated emphasizes persistent prayer.  We are not to ask God and then forget it; we are to pray consistently and with perseverance.  Our good heavenly Father will give us what we ask for just as an earthly father gives his children good things and does not harm them when they ask for help.  When we come to a time when we must judge another, we should pray and keep on praying for compassion, integrity, and wisdom from God and he will give it.  We should not rush into judgment but turn to God for help.


The second rule of thumb is to treat others as you would want to be treated.  We must not consider this statement in a shallow way.  When you see someone who needs to be corrected you may think, “I wouldn’t want someone telling me how to live.”  On the surface, none of us likes to be wrong and not one of us likes to be corrected.  However, if you give it a little more thought, you might realize that you would want others to be honest with you, especially if they thought you were hurting yourself.  You would want them to try to help you even if you didn’t know you needed the help.  You would want them to push on past your protests to lovingly correct.  Then, you would want them to continue to love you and pray for you.  When it comes time to correct someone, do so in the way that you would want to be corrected and for their good.

To this point Jesus has given us the proper attitudes toward judging and correcting others and he has given us two methods for doing so well.  We are to judge gently, with integrity, and wisely.  When we judge we are to rely upon God for help as we seek him in prayer and we are to do our best to treat the other as we would like to be treated ourselves in a similar situation.  Jesus goes on to tell us proper times to make judgments about people.


Matthew 7:13-14 – Enter through the narrow gate.  For wide is the gate and broad is the road that leads to destruction, and many enter through it.  But small is the gate and narrow the road that leads to life and only a few find it.


Here is the reality that makes judging necessary.  The way to destruction is broad and there are many who find it.  There are many fine sounding philosophies and worldviews out there.  There is a multitude of temptations and ways to sin.  The vast majority of people will not walk in the right way because the way leading to life is narrow and few find it.  For the good of the people we love and the community of the church, we need to make proper judgments about other people.


Matthew 7:15-23 – Watch out for false prophets.  They come to you in sheep’s clothing, but inwardly they are ferocious wolves.  By their fruit you will recognize them.  Do people pick grapes from thornbushes or figs from thistles?  Likewise every good tree bears good fruit, but a bad tree bears bad fruit.  Every tree that does not bear good fruit is cut down and thrown into the fire.  Thus, by their fruit you will recognize them.  Not everyone who says to me, “Lord, Lord” will enter the kingdom of heaven.  Many will say to me on that day, “Lord, Lord, did we not prophesy in your name, and in your name drive out demons and perform many miracles?”  Then I will tell them plainly, “I never knew you.  Away from me, you evildoers!”  


In light of the fact that the way to life is narrow and the way to destruction wide Jesus gives us two times when it is appropriate and necessary to make judgments about people.


First, it is necessary to make judgments about those claiming to speak about God.  Are these teachers true?  Do they know God?  Should we let them speak to God’s people?  Jesus warns that some will come looking like sheep but will be ferocious wolves in disguise intent on their own gain.  These teachers will cause much damage by their teaching and conduct.  Jesus says to look at their lives as much as their words.  Some people can talk a good game, but how does their life measure up?  


It is true that only God can see the heart, but the values of the heart work themselves out in our actions.  A person can extol the virtues of love all he wants but the hatred in his heart will become obvious in his actions.  For the sake of God’s people, we must be diligent to guard against false teachers.  The way to see the heart is to look at the life.  If a person lives a lifestyle of disobedience to the commands of Jesus then, despite what he might be saying, he doesn’t know the Lord and should not be teaching.  In this regard wisdom is also necessary.


1 Timothy 5:24-25 – The sins of some men are obvious, reaching the place of judgment ahead of them; the sins of others trail behind them.  In the same way, good deeds are obvious, and even those that are not cannot be hidden.  


With much prayer and consideration, with proper humility and integrity, we should look at the lives of those who teach whether they are speaking in church, writing books, or on TV and make judgments about them based on the information available to us – their lives.  Some will be obvious in their sins while others will come to light over time.  In the same way, good deeds will not remain hidden.  


The point of this is that judging has a proper and good place among God’s people.  Making judgments is necessary to protect God’s people from false teachers who would harm them.  In this way, judging is good.


Secondly, we judge with the hope of saving.  According to Jesus, not everyone who says, “Lord, Lord” will be going to heaven.  Some make great confessions of faith.  They may even have some great religious experiences and successes such as giving a prophecy or driving out a demon.  This does not mean they are saved.

Acts 19:13-16 – Some Jews who went around driving out evil spirits tried to invoke the name of the Lord Jesus over those who were demon-possessed.  They would say, “In the name of Jesus, whom Paul preaches, I command you to come out.”  Seven sons of Sceva, a Jewish chief priest, were doing this.  One day the evil spirit answered them, “Jesus I know, and I know about Paul, but who are you?”  Then the man who had the evil spirit jumped on them and overpowered them all.  He gave them such a beating that they ran out of the house naked and bleeding.


These seven sons of Sceva were casting out demons in Jesus’ name.  Apparently they, and others, were having some success at this until a demon realized that they didn’t actually KNOW Jesus.  They didn’t have the Spirit in their lives.  They didn’t really have power and so the demon challenged them and gave them a beating.  They used Jesus’ name but were not among his people.  They had religious experiences, but they didn’t know the Lord.  

Today, many people can say the right words and know enough of the Bible to sound spiritual.  Many people today have good intentions and even have religious experiences.  When they come and confess faith, we have to take them at their word.  However, according to Jesus, we look at their lives just as we look at the fruit on a tree to know what kind of tree it is.  If a person confessing Jesus as Lord lives a lifestyle of continued sin we have to start wondering if this is a bad tree.  We do so, not to condemn the person, but with the hope of saving the person.  We make the judgment lovingly and with integrity so that the person does not go through life with false hope only to find upon death that they had missed something.  


Here again, judging has a proper and good place among God’s people.  For the sake of those with a false sense of security who are merely religious we must make judgments for their own good.  


Jesus gives us one other area in which to judge.  


Matthew 7:24-27- Therefore, everyone who hears these words of mine and puts them into practice is like a wise man who built his house upon a rock.  The rain came down, the streams rose, and the winds blew and beat against that house; yet it did not fall, because it had its foundation on the rock.  But everyone who hears these words of mine and does not put them into practice is like a foolish man who built his house on the sand.  The rain came down, the streams rose, and the winds blew and beat against that house, and it fell with a great crash.


Jesus warns that we must obey his words.  We are not to do the foolish thing of listening to Jesus’ words and then doing our own thing.  This is another area of proper judgment among God’s people.  When we see sin, we call it sin.  Lovingly and with integrity, we declare sin to be sin.  When we see a fellow Christian sinning, we need to lovingly correct that person to turn them away from disaster.  This can be hard to do, but it is necessary for that person’s good.


Here again we must be wise.  There are commands in scripture such as commands to be faithful to a spouse.  If someone is unfaithful, that person is in sin and must be corrected.  There are applications of scripture that may vary depending upon culture.  Paul says to greet the brothers with a holy kiss.  In our country we shake hands.  Some people prefer to hug.  We correct someone if they are unwelcoming within the church, not for their manner of welcome.  There are also debatable areas where each needs to be fully convinced and live by his convictions.  One may believe it is wrong to watch TV.  He should hold to that conviction but not expect all Christians to.  Finally, there are preferences.  I may prefer you don’t wear green, but I will not confront you as a sinner if you do.  However, when someone does sin, the loving thing to do is to correct that person.  We make sure our hearts are right, we watch for hypocrisy in our own lives, we pray and seek wisdom, we consider how we would like to be corrected, and then we correct out of love.  

Before we close today I want you to consider how the church I spoke of earlier finally responded to the man sleeping with his step-mother.  The founder of the church found out about the issue, made several judgments about the man and the church, and wrote a letter of reprimand.  Here is what he said: 


It is actually reported that there is sexual immorality among you, and of a kind that does not occur even among the pagans: A man has his father’s wife.  And you are proud!  Should you rather have been filled with grief and have put out of your fellowship the man who did this?  Even though I am not physically present, I am with you in spirit.  And I have already passed judgment on the one who did this, just as if I were present.  When you are assembled in the name of our Lord Jesus and I am with you in spirit, and the power of our Lord Jesus is present, hand this man over to Satan, so that the sinful nature may be destroyed and his spirit saved on the day of the Lord. ~1 Corinthians 5:1-5


It may sound harsh, but the founder of this church actually put someone out of the fellowship.  He took this direct and difficult action for the good of the church body and the sinner.  His goal was that the man would realize how serious his sin was and repent.  The good news is that the plan worked.  In the book of 2 Corinthians Paul tells the church to fully forgive and accept back the repentant sinner who had since mended his ways.  The church maintained its purity and the sinner was saved.  

For today I want you to realize that judgment has a good and proper place among God’s people.  We hold each other accountable for holy living, we work for the salvation of those who need it, and we protect the body of Christ.  Judgment must be done in a godly way, however, with humility, integrity, and wisdom.  With those things in mind be diligent to work for the good of the church body.  Finally, I will leave you with one passage concerning how one should respond to correction.

Proverbs 12:1- Whoever loves discipline loves knowledge, but he who hates correction is stupid.  

Let us all pray and strive to accept and practice proper corrections and judgments as we live together as the people of God.  
