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I silently criticized a friend for sleeping too much until I found out that he has sleepapnia and gets only two good hours of sleep a night. I judged an acquaintance for being obnoxious until I met his father; then I understood what he had gone through. I judged a pastor for not getting back to me, then found out that he had not received the message. I was quick to judge—and inaccurate on each occasion.  I knew just enough—to be wrong. The cases should have not gone to a verdict for insufficient evidence. I hereby resign as a superior court judge.  I am neither a superior nor an effective judge.  Case dismissed!

The first time Jesus addresses the subject of judging, He says simply, “Do not judge.”  Of course, there are qualifiers that come out in other places, but not here.  So for now, let this sober command settle in:  “Don’t do it.” I had read it scores of times.  Finally, like a friend of mine says, it read me. I don’t want to do any more judging.  I’ve been wrong too many times.  Here is what Jesus says:

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 (Matthew 7:1-5).
I read this passage to my children recently. Israel asked, “Is it judging to tell a friend that he should not be doing drugs?”  I responded, “Not if you are not looking down on him and not if you are not being the standard of righteousness.”  We can tell someone that homosexuality is wrong without an ounce of judgment, or we could be saying it with poison in our hearts. 

Then on the way to school one of my kids said, “Look at that van.  Why did they do that?  It is ugly.”  I reflected, “So you are the standard of ugliness.  Maybe what you want to say is, ‘That doesn’t look good to me.’  Then you’re not setting yourself up as the ugliness judge.”

When we judge, we are…

· setting ourselves up as the standard.

· assuming that we know what another person’s problem is, and we don’t.  Presumption is a proud sin that can easily control our lives (Ps. 19:13).
· saying that our sins are small compared to those of others.  Superior, huh?

· hypocrital.  We are pretending that things are better than they really are.

A poor judge renders bad decisions, and God despises injustice.  He judges with righteousness and equity; He has never given a wrong verdict. “The judgments of the Lord are true and righteous altogether” (Ps. 19:9 RSV).  Our judgments are consistently faulty, yet we continue to pass verdicts.  It is a picture of unkindness, stupidity, and insensitivity.

Why should we not judge?
· We’ll get judged in return.  Jesus promised that judging others would be returned in the same measure that it is given out.  This means that people given to judging others will walk around feeling on the defensive, and it will make them all the more judgmental. Not long after I had judged my wife for being late for church, I walked into a room for a meeting a few minutes late.  The judgment I had given came back to me as I felt judged by others. Criticism always backfires.  Those who judge get judged.  Period.  So give away what you want and it will come back to you.

· We join forces with Satan, who judges incessantly. He wants to be God, to judge the lives of others, to sit on the highest court. He loves pointing the finger at people, dragging them to court, telling them how bad they are, and he is especially pleased when we are willing to help him do his job. When we judge, we raise ourselves to a higher position, which cuts us off from grace, not a good place to be.  Satan doesn’t know how to humble himself.  He only knows how to lift himself up, and when we do the same, we link up with him. 

· Judgments in court are decisions that stick, that change reality.  When we make judgments, we are often going beyond opinions to verdicts, and our decisions sometime impact the future of those we judge.

· We don’t need the Holy Spirit to give a biased critique of another person. We can’t do it in faith, and thus, it is sin. James, the sober brother of Jesus, calls it evil:  “Have you not discriminated among yourselves and become judges with evil thoughts?” (Js. 4:2).
· We are judging people whom God is accepting (Ro 14:3). It is like talking about someone else’s kids.  It doesn’t make them happy. And God doesn’t like us criticizing His children. Could it be that God is withholding blessing or not answering prayers because you are talking unkindly about His children? Michal’s judgment of David brought barrenness to her life.

· Some things are not black and white but are matters of conscience and faith.  What is wrong for me may be right for another person, or we may be on a different timetable than God. We’re not all in the same place (Romans 14:2), and many things are not as absolute as we think, and thus, we are incompetent to judge people accurately. 

· We are to be building up, not tearing down (Ro 14:19).  We are told to be body-builders (I Cor. 14), to put courage into people rather than to take it out.  Life is hard enough without adding to people’s problems by discouraging them.  It is not an atmosphere that makes outsiders want to join with us.  In an experiment researchers gave people an IQ test two times.  They scored 25 to 30 points lower after they worked with a group that rejected them.  Expect performance to be lower in an atmosphere of judging.

· Judging blinds us to our own problems.  Our natural tendency is to exaggerate the problems of others and underestimate our own.  Like the Pharisees, we easily externalize sins, avoid the “baddies,” but are often guilty of sins of the heart, like a critical spirit. Jesus throws the weight on the other side by telling us to deal with our plank first before we handle our brother’s speck. We have a greater inclination to change others than to change ourselves. But those who have done a thorough self-examination and have dealt with their own sins are able to be a help to others.  “You that are spiritual…”

· God has not delegated that responsibility to us (Ro. 14:4).  Jesus has been appointed the judge.  He is qualified, by reason of His omniscience, omnipresence, wisdom, and righteousness; we are not (Ro. 14:10; Js. 4:12). We are accountable, but not for others.  At the judgment we will give an account of ourselves (Ro 14:12).  To judge those we are not responsible for (as we are for our own children) assumes a relationship that we do not have, elevates us falsely, and makes fellowship impossible. We are our brother’s keeper, not his judge.

· When we judge, we easily become the model of righteousness.  When we criticize another person’s clothes or worship style or parenting skills, we are likely saying in our heart, “Look at me for your example.”  

People who have a problem with judging…
· Tend to be reactionary. They are known for what they are against more than what they are for

· Are insecure and need to rise above others

· Really do think they are better or at least want to think that they are

· See things in black and white, not gray

· Tend toward self-righteousness, like the Pharisees

· Have not sufficiently experienced the grace of God

· Were probably judged when growing up

Children of perfectionistic parents learn how to keep score early in life.  As adults, if they are not healed, they keep score on themselves, their spouses, their children, their fellow workers.  Joyce told me that she could never do it right as a child.  If she vacuumed, she missed behind the chair;  if she cut her hair, it was too short.  Now as an adult and a pastor’s wife, she was miserable, judging the other pastor, the members, and herself.  She needed healing from childhood patterns to overcome her judgmental ways.

People who have learned not to judge…

· Have had the fire of suffering burn out the chaff of judgment

· Know the reality of God’s mercy and want others to experience it

· Have been de-toxed of Pharisaism

· Know the difference between the root and the fruit.

Part of our problem with judging is that we only see what is before us.  People have a reason for doing what they do, even if their reason may not be valid.  Knowing a person’s past helps us to interpret the present.  Understanding diffuses the temptation to attach a quick label.  As one radio teacher said, “See the need behind the deed.”  People of grace are sensitive to a person’s history, not just their present problem.  This enables them to look past their faults.

So when is judging right?  There’s a difference between discernment and judgment.  Discernment evaluates a situation without shaming a person.  People are quick to say,  “You’re not supposed to judge,” as if we are to lay our brains on the table and surrender any critical analysis of a matter.  Tolerance is a high priority in a culture in which anything goes—and it is going.

The Greek word for judging is “krino.”  The compound word “diakrino” means “to judge through or thoroughly.”  Scripture makes it clear that we are called to “judge through” in certain matters.  Paul asks the Corinthians, “Is it possible that there is nobody among you wise enough to judge a dispute between believers?” (I Cor. 6:5).  And he says in the same letter: “But if we judged ourselves, we would not come under judgment” (11:31). “Two or three prophets should speak, and the others should weigh carefully what is said” (14:29). “Judge for yourselves what I say” (10:15). “Judge for yourselves; Is it proper for a woman to pray to God with her head uncovered?” (11:13). “What business is it of mine to judge those outside the church?  Are you not to judge those inside?  God will judge those outside.  ‘Expel the wicked man from among you’” (5:12,13). “The spiritual man makes judgments about all things, but he himself is not subject to any man’s judgment” (2:15).  “And I have already passed judgment on the one who did this…” (5:3).  “Do you not know that we will judge angels?  How much more the things of this life” (6:3).  And Jesus said, “Stop judging by mere appearances, and make a right judgment” (Jn. 7:24).
Where the Word of God speaks, all the evidence is in.  We can say without any judgment, for instance, that adultery are wrong.  I want our seminary students at The Master’s Institute to be “critical” without being critical, to evaluate content without that transferring to the person.

It is not judging others…

· To say something is wrong if we don’t elevate ourselves above others in doing so.

· To speak the truth if it is done in love.  We cannot back down from truth, but we need to administer it with tenderness.  A friend told me to “carry a sword with velvet gloves.”

· If what we say about something doesn’t impact how we feel about someone.

· To give our preference.

· To discern between what is good and what is evil and to make choices based upon the discernment.

Often judgment is a spirit or a thought.  We can give cruel judgment even when unexpressed. There are individuals, families, churches, and institutions in the constant habit of judging, as if it were part of their DNA.  They have for some reason set themselves up as a standard of behavior or excellence.  That is a dangerous position to occupy.  A clever bumper sticker said, “Do not believe everything you think.”  We need to question our own heart and motives rather than others.

When you are close to making a judgment, ask yourself:

1. Is this my responsibility?  Is this person in relationship to me?  Am I accountable for them?

2. Am I doing this in a loving way, or am I trying to show that I am right or better?

3. Have I built a relationship so that I can carry this freight over the bridge?

4. Am I seeing my own need in a realistic way?  Am I amplifying their need and diminishing mine?

Do you want to learn how to judge accurately? Picture the light of God shining down upon you.  Write down what you see in yourself that needs to change. Don’t take long; it should be obvious. Now when you think about what needs to change in your spouse or your co-workers or your pastor, look at your list.  This is how Jesus tells us to overcome the need to judge others; we judge ourselves first.  We concentrate on the glaring weaknesses in our life, the planks that are clear to us and probably to others.  Not to do this is hypocrisy.  It is relational blindness—ignoring our own inadequacies and concentrating instead on others.  When we have done this in a consistent and ongoing way, Jesus says, “Then you will see clearly to remove the speck from your brother’s eye” (v.5).  These are the mature ones in our midst, those who can point out the specks in others without an ounce of judgment in their hearts. They are a gift to us.  They have no desire to pull us down so that they can look better. We know instinctively that they are for us, not against us. We give them the right to exhort us, because we sense no vindication in their spirits.

Do you want to pray this way?  “Dear Father, I am guilty.  I have often put myself in the place of the judge, foolishly playing God.  I have judged motives, attitudes, words, and actions of others, especially people who are close to me.  I have exaggerated their problems so that I won’t have to focus on mine.  Forgive my hypocrisy and my unkindness.  Please release me from the need to evaluate others as I am prone to do.  Give me a heart of mercy that would rather extend grace than condemnation.  Through your Son Jesus Christ, Amen.”

