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 In our preaching this fall, Jesus is teaching us the life that’s beautiful, the life that’s good. He’s teaching us life with 
him in the kingdom of God.  
 
 But Jesus is a different kind of teacher than many. He doesn’t teach us skills or help us master a body of 
knowledge. His goal is for us to be mastered. To live mastered God whose salvation makes us fully alive human beings. 
This is why Jesus’ teaching in the Sermon on the Mount keeps aiming for our hearts. He aims at our anger. Our lust. Our 
hatred. Our greed. Our anxieties. These all come from deep down in us. They show themselves in how we live when we 
aren’t really thinking about how we’re living.  
 

Today Jesus sits down to teach us about judging others. He says, “Do not judge, or you too will be judged.” Like 
his others, this is a challenging teaching. We devote a lot of energy to exercising judgment. 
 
 We tell our young people to use good judgment in the friends that they make. On Tuesday, many of us will take a 
ballot and make assessments regarding whom we would see in office. We exercise judgment about words we say aloud and 
words we keep to ourselves. We assess how we spend money and time. But this sort of judgment isn’t what Jesus is talking 
about.  
 

He’s talking about the judgment that can begin, “If I could sit down and give that person a piece of my mind.” 
Each of us has someone, and probably more than one someone, to whom we would like to give a piece of our mind. Some 
person, some group, to whom we’d like to begin a sentence that begins, “You are…” And then go on to say just who and 
what we think they are. It’s someone we think is so wrong and whom we’d like to straighten out.  

 
The judgment passing Jesus describes might sound something like this: I bust my backside at work all day. Then I 

practically defy the space-time continuum getting you to all your activities. I come home and make you dinner like The 
Flash. I throw in your laundry while I help you with homework, and practically wrestle you into bed for the sleep you act 
like you don’t even know is good for you. Then I try to do something about the kitchen mess before collapsing into bed, 
(and here comes the judgment) but you are too lazy even pick up your socks off the floor! 

 
Doesn’t saying things like that just seem to feel so good? Why do we take such pleasure in judging others? Is it 

because we’re insecure about where we stand and what we control in the world, and heaping blame upon someone else is 
part of our anxious attempt to find security and control? 

 
Your version of blame assigning may not be socks on the floor. It might have to do with someone you love that 

you think is messing up their life. Or someone that’s toxic in your workplace. At a coffee shop last week, I overheard a 
judgment heavy rant about politics and candidates for office. Letting loose one of those can feel so cathartic. But Jesus 
says, “Watch out.”  

 
Watch out, because thoughts and words that spiral into faultfinding have a boomerang effect. Jesus says, you 

become so focused on the sawdust in someone else’s eye that you don’t notice the log sticking out of your own. Or as 
Eugene Peterson has put it in his translation The Message, “It’s easy to see a smudge on your neighbor’s face and be 
oblivious to the ugly sneer on your own.” You can’t follow Jesus with a judgmental sneer on your face. 

 
In that righteous rant about picking up socks, the judgment passed is “you are lazy.” Were I to lay that blame, I’d 

surely do it overlooking all the ways I myself can be lazy. I can be slow to submit reimbursement reports. There are socks 
called weeds in our garden bed. I can pass them daily for months without picking more than a handful. I can drag my feet 
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making certain phone calls. I know I’m lazy in telling people how much I appreciate them. On my desk at home there’s a 
stack papers that’s needed filing for months. 

 
I suspect that my laziness in these things comes partly from distraction. Were I to judge someone else as lazy, I’d 

be maintaining the distraction from my own struggles. So when he says, “Do not judge,” Jesus is asking his followers to 
maintain honesty with themselves. 

 
In college I had to write the senior thesis. I no longer remember the title but I do remember what one of my 

professors said at the end of the oral exam. She asked me if I’d considered graduate study in psychology. That’s what I’d 
majored in. I said I had but that I’d decided to go to seminary. She said, “Are you sure about that? It just seems such a 
waste.” I believe that somehow she meant well in saying that. But meaning well doesn’t mean we aren’t judging. My 
professor’s comment felt like knife of judgment to the heart. That it wasn’t just the career path that was the waste. I was 
the waste. 

 
At the start of the Vision Event last week, Jay Fairfield shared part of a book called Church Refugees. It was 

written by sociologists. The story Jay shared is so important to what Jesus is teaching us today I want to lift it up again. 
The book described a conversation among pastors who were talking about why so many people were leaving church. A 
woman named Jessica chimed in and said, “People have always been leaving the church. It’s just that now they’re not 
coming back. That’s the real issue. We’re doing things that drive people away from the church. We’re the problem.”  

 
And then the pastors started telling stories out of their own churches, including story after story about judgment. 

That people had come to the church to find a life bigger than their own. To find a love so deep they could fall into it 
forever. To learn a truth bigger than the divisions plaguing our society. But instead, they found condemnation. So they 
walked off bleeding from knives of judgment given by people who may have thought they were doing the righteous thing. 

 
It must be said that Jesus was no moral relativist. In the gospel of Mark, his very first sermon was a call to repent. 

Jesus calls us to the highest standard of human life. But his followers can’t forget that that high standard is Jesus himself. In 
the way the Gospels show us Jesus, we see that some of the blame laid on him was that he wasn’t judgmental enough. 
“Look at him!” they said. “He’s a friend of tax collectors and sinners.”  

 
That’s because in God’s kingdom the change God brings to lives doesn’t begin with judgment but with mercy. In 

God’s kingdom, the first and primary word people hear is that they are loved without condition. When Jesus did speak a 
word of condemnation, as only Jesus truly has the right to do, it was often aimed at those eager to sit in judgment over 
others. 

 
Jesus looks at people through a different set of eyes. He sees us just as we are, with all our faults and our failures. 

But he doesn’t see us just as projects for some kind of reformation. Together with all that we judge each other for––our 
politics, appearance, clothing, income; our sexuality, traits, ethnicities, religion; our gender, intelligence, interpretations of 
the Bible, addictions; our gut-level compulsions driven by our many insecurities… Together with all of that, Jesus sees us 
as people whom he loves completely and fully.  

 
Jesus didn’t have to condemn anyone to establish his own righteousness. No, the gospel says that Jesus 

demonstrated righteousness by taking upon himself all the judgment we dole out on each other. This is what happened on 
the cross. Jesus who alone has the right to sit in judgment over us goes to the cross where he is judged in our place. The 
world’s many knives of judgment––the ones that have hurt you and those you love; the knives that you and I have thrust 
into others even when we meant well… The world’s knives of judgment pierced Jesus on the cross. 

 
On the cross, Jesus became the only human to experience the suffering of judgment without passing any of it on to 

others. And when he rose from the dead, he didn’t say a single word of blame or condemnation to those who’d done him 
so wrong. Because Jesus looks at people through a different set of eyes––through the eyes of God whose love always 
triumphs over judgment.  

 
Which is why Jesus tells us, don’t judge. Exercise good judgment in life. But don’t judge. Be discerning. Think 

critically in life. But let go of the condemnation you would lay on someone else. Jesus’ followers can’t pronounce God’s 
verdict on anyone. They aren’t God.  
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An old saint of the church once offered this perspective: “Be kind to others. Everyone you meet is fighting a great 
battle.” What we are quick to condemn in others may reveal the battle we ourselves are fighting.  

 
And Mother Teresa once said: “If you judge people, you have no time to love them.” The reason Jesus wasn’t 

known for judging people is that he was too busy loving them. Jesus doesn’t live condemning you because he’s too caught 
up in loving you. Which leads to another reason for Jesus teaching not to judge. He he wants to live as his missionaries, as 
people who are conduits of his overflowing love.  

 
That’s why this week’s Soul Training Discipline is to spend a day without gossip. Refuse to say anything negative 

about someone who isn’t in your presence. And in all our negative talk about others, we might remember that that person 
is in Jesus’ presence, just as we are every time we come to the Lord’s Table. 

 
When you come to the Lord’s Table this morning I invite you to bring a guest. In your heart, bring someone 

whom you tend to criticize. Someone whom you’d like to give a piece of your mind. Someone you have given a piece of 
your mind. Bring them to the meal and listen to Jesus say to them, just as he always says to you, “This is by body given for 
you. This is my blood, shed for you.” 

 
Jesus teaches us, “In the same way you judge others, you will be judged, and with the measure you use, it will be 

measured to you.” The measure Jesus used was his body and blood, the fullness of himself, given for us. That is how he 
measures our lives: by the fullness of his own that pierces our hearts with unending love.  

 
With Jesus, that’s the measure we get: not judgment held over us, but love that’s in it with us forever. God grant 

that his disciples grow to give that same measure to others. Amen. 


