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“JESUS’ CALL TO DISCERN, BUT NOT TO CONDEMN”

Matthew 7:1-6


This is a confusing text!  Jesus begins by commanding us “not to judge” but then a few verses later sounds judgmental when he says, “Do not give what is holy to dogs; and do not throw pearls before swine.”  Is Jesus contradicting himself?  How can we reconcile both statements? 

What does Jesus mean when he commands, “Do not judge”?  The Greek verb “to judge” is “krino” and means “to sunder, to part, to sift, to divide out.”  Judging has many shades of meaning.  A person who judges can be harsh, condemning, judgmental.  Or on the other hand, judging may mean forming an opinion, making an evaluation, an assessment, or a decision.  


What did Jesus mean to forbid?  Certainly not the latter!  Jesus doesn’t want us to stop thinking critically, to stop making evaluations or trying to discern a wise course of action.  That’s clear not only from Jesus’ comments about “dogs” and “swine” but just a few verses later when he says, “beware of false prophets, who come to you in sheep’s clothing but inwardly are ravenous wolves.  You will know them by their fruits” (7:15-16a).  

So Jesus doesn’t want us to stop trying to discern between truth and error, between good and evil.  He is not telling us to stop using our minds to make important decisions.  Life is filled with all kinds of necessary assessments and judgments.  You’re on a search committee of some kind and need to choose the best candidate, you choose a life partner, you serve on a jury and must make a decision, you vote in an election.  


Let’s look at the example Jesus gives here of necessary discernment in v.6 – “Do not give what is holy to dogs; do not throw your pearls before swine, or they will trample them under foot and turn and maul you.”  In this instance Jesus is talking about outreach strategy.  

Jesus mentions wild and vicious dogs and pigs, liable to attack people.  Just as it was forbidden to give sacrificial meat to unclean dogs, so Jesus says it’s unwise to offer certain people the gospel.  As swine have no interest in pearls, some people have no interest in the gospel.  Jesus seems to be referring to people who are openly hostile to the gospel or who have no interest in it.  To acknowledge the existence of such persons, is not an act of censorious judgment, but reality.

There is a form of evangelism that urges Christians to use every opportunity to share the gospel.  Unfortunately, evangelism with some people may harden their resistance to Christ and reinforce their hostility to the faith.  Jesus warns that approaching such people with holy things may only arouse their anger and cause them to attack, rather than welcome and eagerly listen to the message.  So before we share our faith we need to think about how and when, so that the gospel will get a fair hearing and if possible, a positive response.  We shouldn’t force the gospel on those who we know are opposed or hostile towards it!  


In Acts chapter 19, Luke records that Paul was in Ephesus when an angry mob of silversmiths, who made images of pagan deities.  They gathered in the amphitheater to protest Paul’s preaching that God is not made with human hands.  Paul badly wanted to address that angry mob, but the disciples wisely kept him from doing so.  They knew that the message of Christ had no chance of getting a fair hearing in that context. 


Years earlier, when Jesus sent the twelve out on their evangelistic and healing mission he told them, “Be innocent as doves and wise as serpents” (Matt. 10:16).   Wisdom is knowing not only when to share, but also when not to share the gospel with people who are not ready to receive it.


So Jesus encourages us to discern wisely!

Now let’s return to Jesus’ command, “Do not judge.”  Jesus is asking us not to usurp the place of God in making final judgments about others.  We are not to snatch from God the verdict which God alone can render.  We are not to make final judgments about anyone.  One mark of cult leaders is that they claim to know God’s mind, as if they were the final judge and had the last word.  They speak with authority about who will be rewarded in the afterlife and who will be punished.

Put in positive terms, by “not judging” Jesus is calling us to be generous and merciful in our evaluations of others.  I’m reminded of his beatitude earlier in the Sermon on the Mount, “Blessed are the merciful, for they will receive mercy” (5:7).
Why not offer final judgment about others?  Why not judge?  Jesus offers two reasons and implies a third.  

The first reason “not to judge” is really a warning that God will take the ethical yardstick or slide-rule you use to judge others and use it on you.”  “Do not judge, so that you may not be judged.  For with the judgment you make you will be judged, and the measure you give will be the measure you get.”  So that warning is theological in nature.  

The same warning is often true sociologically as well.  It’s the principle of reciprocity.  We must expect to be treated no better than the way we treat other people.  Bishop Potter of New York loved to tell a story on himself while a passenger on a transatlantic liner.  Traveling alone, when he went on board, he met the man with whom he was share a cabin.  After looking the person over, the Bishop came up and left his gold watch and other valuables in the ship’s safe.  He explained, “Ordinarily I’m a trusting person, but after meeting my cabin-mate, judging from his appearance, I don’t think I can trust him.”  The purser graciously accepted the valuables and commented, “It’s all right Bishop, I’ll be very glad to take care of these things for you. Your cabin-mate has already been up here and left his valuables for the same reason!”

The second reason ‘not to judge’ others is that sin distorts our vision.  We’re not pure enough to judge others.  Jesus paints a comical picture of a log-eyed critic trying to help a speck-eyed sinner.  Picture a person with a huge redwood log in his eye, while at the same time trying to help another person get a microscopic speck of sawdust out of their eye!  Jesus is saying that we have a tendency to exaggerate other’s faults, while minimizing our own.  We see other’s faults with perfect 20/20 vision, but are blind to our own shortcomings!  

To put it in psychological terms, Jesus is warning us about negative projection; the tendency to see a fault in others that we don’t want to see in ourselves! 

The command not to judge doesn’t mean that we should take no responsibility to help correct the shortcomings of other Christians.  But when we do so, we must approach the person humbly as a forgiven sinner, not as an arrogant or sinless judge.  


A third reason for refraining from judging others is only implied in this text, but is taught explicitly elsewhere in Scripture.  It’s that we don’t know all the facts about a person or their inner motives for doing or saying or thinking something.  In other words, when we judge we usurp the place of the Only One who does know each of us intimately and comprehensively – our Creator God!  Jesus is telling us we don’t have the last word about another person.  Only God has the last word!  Only God is able to judge another in a fair and final way.  We see that principle at play when God sent the Prophet Samuel to identify and anoint a new king.  Initially Samuel thinks Jesse’s eldest son Eliab is tall and strong and looks the part.  God told Samuel, “. . . the Lord does not see as mortals see; they look on the outward appearance, but the Lord looks on the heart” (1 Sam. 16:7).  God finally led Samuel to anoint David, Jesse’s youngest son, whose appearance wasn’t as impressive as that of his eldest brother.

A man was badly injured in a flying accident while serving in Britain’s Royal Air Force during World War II.  Some months later after the wounded man had recovered, he had attended a ceremony at Buckingham Palace, where his friend had been decorated for gallantry.  After the ceremony they changed from their military uniforms into civilian clothing and were out having lunch together at a famous London restaurant.  A girl came up and interrupted their lunch by handing each a white feather – a symbol of cowardice, given to able-bodied men who were not serving in the military.  Obviously, her judgment was not only harsh, but totally misinformed!


We don’t know the whole truth about other people!  We don’t know all about their childhood, the values they were taught, the love given or withheld from them.  We don’t know about all their past heartaches or their current struggles.  Being ignorant, we’re not in a position to judge another person.  We must leave judgment to God and God alone!  Our Maker alone has the last word about other people.

One last thought – we don’t even have the last word about ourselves!  It is freeing to know that God and God alone measures our growth and our fulfillment of His will.  This is a good limitation.  This text means that none of us has the right to say the last word about ourselves, anymore than we do about anyone else!


In the words of my mentor Earl Palmer, “By this great mandate (forbidding us from judging others) Jesus has called us back from the way of pride and judgmentalism.  His kindness has imposed a limitation that is for our benefit.  The way of pride inevitably becomes the way of despair because sooner or later the grand claims we make for ourselves will turn toward us an accusing finger of self-judgment.  Jesus has a better will for our lives.”

Let us pray:  Guide us O God that we might make wise judgments of discernment in life.  Save us from the illusion that we have the last word about others or even ourselves.  Keep us from making condemning judgments of others and forgive us when we do.  Through Christ the Lord we pray.  Amen.

