TO JUDGE OR NOT TO JUDGE
Matthew 7:1-6
	


To judge or not to judge? That’s a question for this age. That’s a question for the church

of this age. In a culture that values tolerance as the ultimate “virtue,” Matt 7:1 has become
America’s favorite Bible verse. Even people who are unfamiliar with the Bible can quote this
verse. Not only is it the most quoted verse in America today, it’s also the most misunderstood.
About this verse, Alexander Strauch remarks:
This verse has become a modern day mantra. People who have never read one word of the
Gospels know this verse. It proves to them that Jesus was a teacher of tolerance; he was
nonjudgmental and nondogmatic; he would condemn no one; he would never judge anyone.
Unfortunately, even some believers misuse this verse. They say we have no right to exercise
church discipline, to judge another person, or to make an adverse opinion about a person’s
behavior or belief! But plainly this is a misuse of Jesus’ words.1

	


Indeed it is! And as we’ll see in today’s message, the immediate context (Matt 7:1-5)

teaches that there’s a time to judge and there’s a time not to judge.2 Consequently, not all
judgment is incompatible with the spirit of Jesus. There’s a right kind of judging and a wrong
kind of judging. In today’s text, Jesus teaches his disciples about both kinds of judging.
	


(1) Jesus teaches us not to judge (vv 1-2): “Judge not, that you be not judged. For with

the judgment you pronounce you will be judged, and with the measure you use it will be
measured to you.”
____________________
1Alexander Strauch, Leading With Love (Littleton, CO: Lewis and Roth, 2006), 157-158. Wyman
	

Richardson writes: “Exegesis is the act of drawing the original meaning of a verse out of the Bible . . . whereas . . .
eisegesis involves putting a meaning into a text by allowing our presuppositions and assumptions to shape our
reading of the Bible. Exegesis is an honest task. Eisegesis is often deceptive and shaped by our own desires. . . .
Nowhere are the eisegetical tendencies of many evangelicals more obvious than in their handling of Matt. 7:1. . . . It
is widely assumed that this verse rules out the very possibility of church discipline, for church discipline, at least in
some sense, involves judgment. Yet it is undeniable that we are eisegeting into the text our own cultural
assumptions of ‘tolerance.’” Wyman L. Richardson, Walking Together: A Congregational Reflection on Biblical
Church Discipline (Eugene, OR: Wipf & Stock, 2007), 48-49, 51. Moreover, William Boekestein and Daniel Hyde
assert: “The oft-heard refrain, ‘Do not judge’ is more a commentary on our culture of toleration than it is on the
Bible.” William Boekestein and Daniel R. Hyde, A Well-Ordered Church: Laying a Foundation for a Vibrant
Church (Welwyn Garden, UK: EP Books, 2015), 142.
2Wyman Richardson declares: “No passage of Scripture should be interpreted in a vacuum. It must be
	

allowed to stand within the whole biblical witness” (Walking Together, 51).
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According to Craig Blomberg, “‘Judge’ . . . can imply to analyze or evaluate as well as to

condemn or avenge. The former senses are clearly commanded of believers (e.g., 1 Cor 5:5; 1
John 4:1), but the latter are reserved for God.”3 The question is, what kind of “judging” is Jesus
referring here in vv 1-2? There are three possible interpretations:
	


A. Jesus prohibits all acts of judging. There’s no possible way this option can be

supported biblically. The NT everywhere refutes this. Let’s begin with a consideration of the
larger context—the Sermon on the Mount (Matt 5-7). On the one hand, in chapters 5 & 6, Jesus
taught his disciples not to be like the self-righteous, hypocritical religious leaders (5:20): “For I
tell you, unless your righteousness exceeds that of the scribes and Pharisees, you will never enter
the kingdom of heaven.” On the other hand, Jesus taught his disciples not to be like the worldly
Gentiles (don’t pray like them [6:7-8] and don’t be anxious like them [6:31-32]). Question: How
is this possible without some kind of judging? It’s not. To do this, we must evaluate the
performance of those whom Jesus commands us not to be like. In Matt 7:15ff Jesus warns,
“Beware of false prophets.” He said we would recognize them by their fruits. How is it this
possible apart from judging? It’s not. There’s a time to judge.4
	


Let’s look at some other passages that teach this. In Matt 15:14 Jesus said, “Let them

alone; they are blind guides. And if the blind lead the blind, both will fall into a pit.” In John
7:24 he said, “Do not judge by appearances, but judge with right judgment.” In 2 Jn 10-11: “If
anyone comes to you and does not bring this teaching, do not receive him into your house or give
him any greeting, for whoever greets him takes part in his wicked works.” In Gal 1:9 Paul
____________________
3Craig L. Blomberg, The New American Commentary on Matthew, vol. 22 (Nashville, TN: Broadman,
	

1992), 127. D. A. Carson notes that the Greek word for judge (κρίνω) in this passage “has a wide semantic range:
‘judge’ (judicially), ‘condemn,’ ‘discern.’” D. A. Carson, “Matthew,” in The Expositor’s Bible Commentary, rev.
ed., eds. Tremper Longman III and David E. Garland (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2010), 218.
4Scott McKnight insists: “We get no where if we don’t admit that Jesus rendered strong moral judgments of
	

others (Matt 6:1-18; 7:13-27) and that he compelled his disciples to know the difference between what is good and
what is bad—in fact, the whole Sermon is just that.” Scott McNight, Sermon on the Mount, (Grand Rapids, MI:
Zondervan, 2013), 228. See also John 7:24; 1 Cor 5:5, 12; 14:19; Gal 1:8-9; Phil 3:2; and 1 Jn 4:1; 2 Jn 10-11.
Furthermore, D. A. Carson declares that Matt 7:1 “certainly does not command the sons of God, the disciples of
Jesus, to be amorphous, undiscerning blobs who never under any circumstance whatsoever hold any opinions about
right and wrong. Are we to say nothing about the rights and wrongs of a Hitler, a Stalin, a Nixon? of adultery,
economic exploitation, laziness, deceit?” D. A. Carson, Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount And His Confrontation with the
World: An Exposition of Matthew 5-10 (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Books, 1978), 105.
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writes, “If anyone is preaching to you a gospel contrary to the one you received, let him be
accursed.” And in 1 Cor 5:12 Paul asks, “For what have I to do with judging outsiders? Is it not
those inside the church whom you are to judge?”
	


We could cite other passages, but these will suffice to show that Jesus does not prohibit

all acts of judging. There’s a place for judging in the Christian life.
	


B. Jesus prohibits condemning someone to eternal hell. Some evangelical scholars take

this position.5 There certainly is support for such a view elsewhere in the NT. But the context
argues that this is not the kind of judgment Jesus has in mind here.
	


C. Jesus prohibits censoriousness. This is the correct interpretation. Jesus is saying that

if we judge others mercifully, then we will be judged mercifully by God; but if we judge others
harshly, then we will be judged harshly by God. John Stott declares:
The censorious critic is a fault-finder who is negative and destructive towards others and enjoys
actively seeking out their failings. He puts the worst possible construction on their motives,
pours cold water on their schemes, and is ungenerous towards their mistakes.6

	


Matt 7:1 prohibits, not all judgment, but censoriousness. But how can we be sure this is

the correct interpretation? Because of the illustration Jesus provides next.
	


(2) Jesus gives an illustration of the wrong kind of judging (vv 3-5).

	


Consider the following three truths.

	


A. We are not to judge others hypocritically (vv 3-4): “Why do you see the speck that is

in your brother's eye, but do not notice the log that is in your own eye? Or how can you say to
your brother, ‘Let me take the speck out of your eye,’ when there is the log in your own eye?”
The Greek word for “see” (βλέπω) indicates that the judgment Jesus forbids is habitual.7 Jesus
has in mind the kind of person who scrutinizes another person’s minor faults, while overlooking
their own more serious faults.	

 The religious leaders were guilty this. They heaped up criticism
____________________
	


5For

	


6John

example, Scott McKnight writes: “I suggest the best translation—in context—is: ‘Do not condemn or
you too will be condemned [by God at the judgment].’ Without this nuanced difference between discernment and
condemnation, we run the risk of (1) becoming mute on moral judgment or (2) missing the powerful warning about
assuming we are God” (Sermon on the Mount, 229).
R. W. Stott, The Message of the Sermon on the Mount (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 1978), 176.

7Charles Quarles, Sermon on the Mount: Restoring Christ’s Message to the Modern Church (Nashville, TN:
	

B&H, 2011), 286.
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and condemnation on others while overlooking their own sins (which were often even greater!).
Their spiritual pride blinded them to the severity of their own sins. Apparently, Jesus knew that
his disciples would have the same tendency to judge harshly the sins of others while going easy
on themselves. Therefore, Jesus warns his disciples against the danger of having a critical spirit
and a judgmental attitude.8
	


B. We are to judge ourselves more strictly (v 5a): “You hypocrite, first take the log out of

your own eye …”
	


Our tendency is to be harsh towards another person’s sins, and to go easy on ourselves.

We should do just the opposite. We should apply to ourselves a stricter standard than we do to
others. In 1 Cor 11:31 Paul writes, “But if we judged ourselves truly, we would not be judged.”
	


Notice in Matt 7:5, Jesus says, “First . . . and then . . .” First, we are to judge ourselves

strictly and remove the plank in our own eye. Then we will see clearly how to take the speck out
of our brother’s eye. Self-judgment leads to humility and repentance. And this, in turn, enables
us to humbly and gently help others overcome their sin. As Tom Schreiner warns: “Only those
who are deeply conscious of and actively opposing their own sin, and hence are filled with
humility, should speak to others about their sins.”9 In fact, if we try to perform eye surgery on
someone else with a log protruding from our own eye, we will do more harm than good. We
may even cause permanent damage. So, we must first get the log out of our own eye, and then
we will see clearly how to take the speck out of our brother’s eye.10

____________________
8Charles Quarles asserts that Jesus’ teaching was directed mainly to His own disciples: “The hearers were
	

not just judging; they were judgmental. Their judgmental attitudes were exposed by a tendency to scrutinize the
minor faults of others while overlooking their own much more serious faults. Significantly Jesus did not see this
tendency as characteristic of only the scribes and Pharisees. Jesus’ followers would also struggle with an inclination
toward hypocritical judgment” (Ibid., 286).
	

9Thomas R. Schreiner, “The Biblical Basis for Church Discipline,” in Those Who Must Give an Account: A
	

Study of Church Membership and Church Discipline, eds. John S. Hammett and Benjamin L. Merkle (Nashville,
TN: B&H, 2012), 115.
10J. Carl Laney writes: “Matt. 7:5 makes it clear that Jesus is not discouraging a proper evaluation of others.
	

But He wants us to do so ‘with a clear eye.’” J. Carl Laney, A Guide to Church Discipline: God’s Loving Plan for
Restoring Believers to Fellowship with Himself and with the Body of Christ (Eugene, OR: Wipf & Stock, 1985),
151.
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C. We are to help one another overcome sin (v 5b): “. . . and then you will see clearly to

take the speck out of your brother's eye.”
	


Unfortunately, many twist Matt 7:1-5 to make it say that we have no business criticizing

another person for their beliefs or behavior, much less trying to correct them. But as Scott
McKnight observes: “Jesus is not offering here in 7:1-5 a society of blanket tolerance or moral
indifference.”11 To the contrary, Jesus teaches us how we should confront an erring brother when
correcting him. With humility and compassion we’re to help them abandon their sin.
	


(3) Jesus teaches us to judge (v 6): “Do not give dogs what is holy, and do not throw

your pearls before pigs, lest they trample them underfoot and turn to attack you.”
	


Startling as it may sound, there are some people with whom we are not to share truth.

When people obstinately reject the truth, we are to leave them be. To paraphrase Jesus, “When,
like pigs, they trample underfoot the pearls of the gospel, and turn on you like mad dogs, then
you know not to share truth with them.”
	


This calls for discernment, and it applies on two levels:

	


A. When evangelizing non-Christians. Some non-Christians are skeptical. We should

feel free to engage such people and share the gospel with them. In fact, we have a responsibility
to do so. But others want absolutely nothing to do with the gospel. We are not to engage them.
According to Matt 10:14, Jesus said, “If anyone will not receive you or listen to your words,
shake off the dust from your feet when you leave that house or town.” And in Acts 18:5-6 when
the Jews opposed Paul, “he shook out his garments and said to them, ‘Your blood be on your
own heads! I am innocent.’”
	


However, as John Stott wisely admonishes: “This teaching of Jesus is for exceptional

situations only; our normal Christian duty is to be patient and persevere with others, as God has
patiently persevered with us.”12 But Stott adds this: “To persist beyond a certain point in offering
the gospel to such people is to invite its rejection with contempt and even blasphemy,” and we
are not to share truth with such people.13
____________________
	


11McNight,

	


12Stott,

The Message of the Sermon on the Mount, 183.

	


13Ibid.,

182.

Sermon on the Mount, 230.
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B. When correcting professing Christians. Matt 7:5 teaches us how we should confront

an erring brother to help him abandon his sin. But what are we to do with a so-called “brother”
who resists our help and refuses to repent?14 As we have seen from Matt 16:18-19 and 18:17-20,
Jesus authorizes the church to excommunicate such people within her ranks. In 1 Cor 5:5 Paul
told the church, “you are to deliver this man to Satan for the destruction of the flesh, so that his
spirit may be saved in the day of the Lord.” In 1 Tim 1:20 Paul says that he, “handed . . .
(Hymenaeus and Alexander) over to Satan that they may learn not to blaspheme.” And in Titus
3:10-11 Paul writes, “As for a person who stirs up division, after warning him once and then
twice, have nothing more to do with him, knowing that such a person is warped and sinful; he is
self-condemned.” These passages strongly imply that, even with a professing Christian, there
may come a point when we should no longer share truth with them. John Stott declares: “So
then the ‘dogs’ and ‘pigs’ with whom we are forbidden to share the gospel pearl are not just
unbelievers.”15 Indeed, Church, there’s a time not to judge, and there’s also a time to judge.
	


Before we conclude, let’s apply what we’ve learned.

	


(1) We must interpret Scripture in context. I’m sure your familiar with the old saying:

“A text without a context is a pretext for a proof text.” In other words, if we fail to examine a
text in its context, we’re almost guaranteed to distort and misappropriate it. Wyman Richardson
declares: “No passage of Scripture should be interpreted in a vacuum. It must be allowed to
stand within the whole biblical witness.” That has been our aim today. And as we’ve seen, when
Matt 7:1 is taken in context it can’t possibly mean that Jesus condemned all judging. The
immediate context, indeed the entire New Testament, supports this truth: There’s a time to judge
and there’s also a time not to judge. We do well to ponder the following question raised by Mark
Dever:
____________________
14Stott warns: “If we first remove the log from our eye and thus see clearly to take a speck from our
	

brother’s eye, he (if he is a true brother in the Lord) will appreciate our solicitude. But not everyone is grateful for
criticism and correction. According to the book of Proverbs, this is one of the obvious distinctions between a wise
man and a fool: “Do not reprove a scoffer, or he will hate you; reprove a wise man, and he will love you” (Ibid., 181
[italics mine]).

	

	

	


15Ibid.,

182.

16Richardson,

Walking Together, 51.
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Could it be that, in our day, a misunderstanding of Matthew 7:1 has been a shield for sin and has
worked to prevent the kind of congregational life that was known by churches of an earlier day
and could be known by us again?17

	


(2) We must stand for truth. And again, here’s the truth we’ve learned today: Not all

judgment is incompatible with the spirit of Jesus; there’s a time to judge and there’s also a time
not to judge. This cuts against the grain of contemporary American culture. Ironically, the
culture that values tolerance as the ultimate virtue will never tolerate the truth taught in today’s
Scripture text. And anyone who stands for this truth will be labeled a self-righteous bigot.
Consequently, we Christians feel the pressure to conform to the spirit of the age. But we must
not cave in to this pressure, Beloved. May God grant us courage to stand for truth and not to
succumb to the spirit of the age as many professing Christians are doing today.
	


(3) We must guard against censoriousness. While overlooking their own sins, the

religious leaders of Jesus’ day mercilessly criticized others for their sins. This tendency is in all
of us. We have the same proclivity to judge harshly the sins of others while going easy on
ourselves. Consequently, Jesus warns against the danger of having a censorious spirit. May we
be ever mindful of the principle we learned today: If we judge others mercifully, then we will be
judged mercifully by God; but if we judge others harshly, then we will be judged harshly by God.
	


May God grant that we would strike that much needed balance: avoiding the extreme

“tolerance” of American liberalism on the one hand, and the extreme “intolerance” of religious
Pharisaism on the other. Along with courage to stand for truth, may God grant us wisdom and
humility to judge rightly. Amen.

____________________
	


17Dever,

Nine Marks of a Healthy Church, 188.

