WHO’S TO JUDGE?

The reading is from Mathew 7: 1-12. Please read it after reading this sermon

__________________

I want to tell you something about those days long gone.

Days of great change. The days when a group of us were wandering around Galilee with Jesus. The days when we were listening to it all for the very first time. Days when we were starting to understand who he was. Days when we actually saw those miracles as he did them. 

You’ll listen to Jesus’ words according to Matthew in a few minutes, but I want to set the scene for that.

 

You see, you might think that it was all so different for us back then. And I can understand that.  Things have moved on quite a bit since then. But the people weren’t all that different. They all had their own hang ups, their own good points, their own shortcomings. They all needed guidance back then, just like folk do today. And it might surprise you, but the people we met weren’t that different to folk you might know. Perhaps even folk you’ve known come to church.

For example, there were some who saw us just as a band of entertainers. Some new faces, some different ways, interesting enough and definitely with a good main speaker, but hardly life changing. Not worth a second visit.

Then there were folk who did keep coming to hear him, coming to listen to the stories.  But, almost for entertainment. For a bit of variety.  People who’d get upset if he didn’t deliver what they wanted the way they wanted it. 

And I saw folk who were chatting with each other and not really paying attention. Others preening themselves, making sure that they had been ‘seen’ around the new rabbi… more concerned about doing what was expected than about paying attention to what he was about.

  

But that’s human nature, and that was the wonderful thing about him;  he was human too. He knew what we were like and he was such a warm character that most people were simply drawn to him. He had such a great way with words and a sort of natural authority; he could certainly hold a crowd. 

People may have come along for all sorts of reasons, but his stuff about the Kingdom of God, and how to live… it seemed to go down well with so many,  especially those with little hope. Folk might not have always understood all that he said, I know I didn’t, but many came and they listened. 

Then there were the miracles. They were a real crowd puller, but I’m not convinced that his miracles made that many people believe in him.  If anything, it was the other way around, people believing in him enough to ask in the first place, and then the miracles following.

Of course, the sceptics said that it was all trickery and coincidence, that they wouldn’t get what they wanted so it wasn’t worth asking.

But you only had to see the faces of those he did heal, those whose lives were changed, those who had loved ones restored to them.  If you’d seen their faces you’d have known this was no trickery. And if you’d seen his face at those moments……well, you’d have known just how much he loved these people and the joy he had in helping them.  

Perhaps that’s why people came from all over to hear him. It didn’t matter who they were, what they were like, where they’d come from. If they came trusting in him and seeking healing it was him who’d deliver. 

So, those miracles were a bit of draw, maybe even the main attraction for many, but there were still loads of people who wanted to know what he had to say.

A lot of them tagged along with us.  There were the twelve of us, the inner circle, always there whatever was going on. Then there was this gaggle of others. Asking questions, making the right noises, but not always really listening to the answers. I got so that I recognised most of them, got to chat with them. They were pleasant enough, some of them with us quite a lot of the time, some of them coming along only when it suited them, whenever it fitted in with whatever else they wanted to do, not a major priority in their lives. I think they were all hoping for something from Jesus, but they were a bit reluctant to make any commitment. 

Perhaps you’ve met some like that.

Frankly, it annoyed me that he seemed to have just as much love for them as he had for us. After all, he’d called us. We’d given up the lives we’d been leading, just to follow him. We did it all just the way he said we should. The others, they’d done next to nothing. They couldn’t possibly love him as much as we did! Yet whenever he started to talk it was like he was every bit as much for them as he was for us.  It really wasn’t fair, was it?

Jesus had an answer for that though. 

Before I tell you about it I probably need to look back at what I’ve been telling you so far.

You see, I wanted to explain what it felt like back then.  How people reacted to him back then. Show you how folk still react the same way.

People came along for all sorts of reasons. Some because they had fallen in love with Jesus and couldn’t keep away. Some others looking for hope. Some just looking for something new, for some sort of excitement. Some just wanting to be seen, or just wanting to meet others. Some just because it had become a habit.

Folk from all sorts of backgrounds. Some downright sceptical. Some absolutely committed. But most somewhere in between. People asking the right questions but not always listening to the answers, not really listening,

not here in the heart.

Not that different to folk you might know.

And I guess you’ll have worked out how I was back then. My telling you how I saw others will have told you a lot about me. And maybe you agree with how I saw them. Or maybe you think I’ve been a bit hard on them.

Whichever way, you’re reaching some sort of judgement on my own character. But, before you make a decision about that, let me tell you about how Jesus changed the way I thought. 

As I was saying, fair or not, Jesus was as welcoming of those others who just tagged along as he was of us in his inner circle.

 

But, those who did tag along didn’t always like what he had to say.  Especially when he was talking about discipleship.  Telling us how we must live if we were truly to be his followers.  

Let me give you an example. Take that thing about having a speck as big as a plank in your eye. You’d have to be a carpenter to think like that!  Some of us had to talk it through afterwards, to work out what he was on about.  

Talking of carpenters, seeing all these pews reminds me of a couple of things someone said recently.

The first is this: People are funny: they want the front of the bus, the middle of the road, and the back of the church! 

The other one is: People in church are kind, polite and sweet-natured.

Until you try to sit in their pews!

The fact is that people can be a bit funny and we can often watch them and pat ourselves on the back for being rather better than that.  

And that’s what Jesus was getting at with that line about planks in the eye. 

We are all too good at seeing faults in someone else, but rather poor at seeing our own. Rather too ready to condemn others for their actions, but rather soft on ourselves.

When he said all that we pretty quickly agreed among ourselves that we knew loads of people just like that. In fact I came up with quite a list. I reckoned they’d all be pretty much at the bottom of the pile when it came to getting into the Kingdom of God! 

But then another of the twelve piped up and reminded everyone that they’d heard me go on like this before. Talking about those who don’t make as much of a commitment to Jesus as we do. About how I always had a view on who would or wouldn’t get in to the Kingdom. It was a good point, really. I decided to stay quiet about it after that. Started to understand that ‘plank in the eye’ thing a whole lot better. Started to get the hang of being less judgemental. Figured that it would be best to leave that sort of thing to Jesus.

There was one thing we were supposed to exercise our judgement about, though. And that was about whom to encourage to come to him. And I was doing alright there, I’d already been trying to encourage some of those who’d been at the edge, only coming along now and then. It was great. 

They’d begun to ask some sensible questions and were trying to follow him. 

But there were lots of others I hadn’t approached. I was keen to get out into the streets. I wanted everyone to hear the good news. 

But, Jesus told us that we had to be careful. He told us not to give what is holy to dogs or to cast pearls before swine.  

Now to call someone a dog back in those days was about the worst insult you could use.  And the wild pigs, not only were their eating habits absolutely disgusting, but get enough of them together and they could easily turn on you and kill you. He was reminding us that there were people back then who were just like those dogs and pigs, And I guess they’re around today as well. People who’d laugh in your face if you tried to tell them how much Jesus loves them. People who’d gang up and beat you for the fun of it if you tried to explain how he could transform their lives. As unpleasant and dangerous as dogs or wild pigs. And we weren’t to cheapen the good news by trying to share it with them, those who’d just mock us or worse.  

We had to tread the line carefully, bringing as many along to him as we could, but being discerning about it. Not condemning others, but being discerning about whether they’d treat what we offered properly. Making a decision based on what we could discover, but without being judgemental.

As someone else said recently, we’re called to be witnesses, not lawyers or judges.

It was such a difficult thing though. On one hand he always made it pretty clear that he wanted us to introduce others to him, and on the other hand he said that there are people we shouldn’t approach. On the one hand, that we should be looking carefully at ourselves before we start judging others, and on the other, that we’ve got to make decisions about who is likely to listen seriously when we try to tell them about him. 

Frankly it wasn’t a decision I wanted to make. But, as always, he had a solution: Prayer.

He went on a bit about how we, who are not that good, want to give good things to our children when they ask. And that, therefore, God, who is good in every way, wants to give good things to us, his children, when we ask.

He was reminding us that when we’re faced with tough decisions we have to be really persistent in seeking his Father’s will. And to be really confident that he will give us the good things we ask for, especially when the good thing happened to be discernment.

So, Jesus was saying that being discerning is good, but being judgmental is not. As he said ‘we will be judged as we judge others’. And if we judge others by our own standards we can’t blame God for judging us by his.

As you can imagine, this got me thinking about how I’d been.

Let me tell you something else about that speck in the eye story. It made me think about how we see things. About how we see people, not just through looking, but also from how they behave and through what we know of them.  

It made me think about how people only let you see what they want you to see. So, I started to think about how there might be quite a gap between how I picture myself and how other people see me. And I started to think about how I tended to judge others by their appearance, or with only a little knowledge of them. About how quickly I used to form an opinion about someone, and then hold that view regardless of events.  

It was tricky enough, you know, following Jesus and wondering where he was going to take us next.  But it was even trickier knowing that God might judge me for remaining blind to my own faults while taking a self-righteous approach in condemning others. 

Knowing that was one thing. Doing something about it was quite another. 

But, Jesus gave us a pretty good model to follow.  

I told you earlier that whenever he healed someone there was this tremendous look of love on his face.  I saw that look so many times.  And I can tell you this from personal experience, when you’re on the receiving end of it it just lifts you up so high; it makes you feel so special that words aren’t enough to  describe it.  

It took me a long time, but I eventually understood that the only way to get my attitude to others sorted out was to love them, just as Jesus loves me.

I eventually understood that I’d only be seeing them properly when they were seeing Jesus-like love from me.

I’ll say that again. I’d only be seeing them properly when they were seeing Jesus-like love from me.

Getting the plank out of the eye is only a first step. The big leap is getting the vision corrected by love.And it’s not always easy.  I could give you the names of some, even in our group, who I’d happily have left behind. I felt that they really were the limit and, frankly, that they shouldn’t have been allowed to be with us. They always missed the point and even if they had an original idea they couldn’t see why they’d got it wrong……  

But, then, that was just how I was back then wasn’t it? Always judging others. The only way to be more like Jesus was by making up my mind to love them, to try to see them as God does. It didn’t matter to Jesus that we’re different, so I didn’t let it matter to me. And you know what? It was only when I got to that point that I realised just how patient they’d always been with me. Realised just how encouraging they’d been toward all those folk waiting for ages to have Jesus touch them. Realised how much of his love was evident in them.

 
And, as I said earlier, people aren’t any different today. And, as someone else said recently: Some minds are like concrete. Thoroughly mixed up and permanently set.

And we can all be a bit like that when it comes to our views on others. But it’s strange how you can start to see good things in people if you get rid of that plank.  The way that loving others allows us to see properly, not only seeing them more clearly, but seeing ourselves more clearly too, allowing ourselves to be loved, for all our flaws.

Not judging, loving others as we love ourselves….

I’ve talked about how people were when it came to listening to Jesus. About how so many didn’t seem to take the same approach to him as I did. About how frustrating that was. And perhaps you’ve had passing thoughts about people who frustrate you the same way.

I’ve talked about planks and judgement and dogs and pigs.  About discernment and prayer.

 

But if I wanted to sum up everything that I’ve been saying today I think I’d have to use a phrase Jesus used.

I’ll tell you what it was in a moment.

It was a phrase that reminds us not to be judgemental, not unless we want to be judged by the same measure. A phrase that reminds us of the plank in our own eye. A phrase that reminds us to beware of dogs and pigs when we share what is sacred, and to pray for discernment before we act or speak.  

It was a phrase that shows how important it is to love others. It was a phrase that, he said, sums up all that has been written in the five books of the Law, and all that had been written of the prophets:

And that one phrase?

Do for others what you would have them do for you. 

Do for others what you would have them do for you.

And I think that the greatest thing we could do for each other is to help each other to get the planks out of our eyes, stop judging each other  and start to see one another through eyes filled with love. 

And I’ll say that again. Help each other to get the planks out of our eyes, stop judging each other and start to see one another through eyes filled with love. 

Do that and the world will be able to look into our eyes and see not us….not a plank… but Jesus, looking back.

 

Amen

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 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 to 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.

AJW

