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Judgment and Discernment

Summary and Goal 
In the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus moved from personal temptations to interpersonal temptations.  He warned against inappropriate judging (vv. 1-5) and commended appropriate evaluation (v. 6). The warning not to judge doesn’t mean that we don’t use discernment, but it does mean that we stay out of stuff that only belongs to God. In what areas of your life are you hypocritical? In what specific areas of your life do you need greater discernment? 

Main Passage
Matthew 7:1-6

Session Outline
1. A Two-Way Street (Matt. 7:1-4)
2. How Not to Be a Hypocrite (Matt. 7:5)
3. Dealing with Dogs and Hogs (Matt. 7:6)

Theological Theme
How should Christians confront other Christians about sin in their lives? This is an area of sanctification that Christians often neglect because of the potential for conflict. 

Christ Connection
The gospel reminds Christians of their own desperate need of forgiveness and wretchedness before the Father, which will cause them to first examine their own hearts and then confront sin in their brother or sister with a heavy dose of humility and grace. 

Missional Application
Dealing with sin by the power of the gospel is a potent testimony to an unbelieving world and is an effective tool in the hand of God to open the hearts of unbelievers to the gospel of Jesus Christ. 

Historical Context of Matthew

Purpose
Matthew probably wrote his Gospel in order to preserve written eyewitness testimony about the ministry of Jesus. Matthew’s Gospel emphasizes certain theological truths. First, Jesus is the Messiah, the long-awaited King of God’s people. Second, Jesus is the new Abraham, the founder of a new spiritual Israel consisting of all people who choose to follow him. This new Israel will consist of both Jews and Gentiles. Third, Jesus is the new Moses, the deliverer and instructor of God’s people. Fourth, Jesus is the Immanuel, the virgin-born Son of God who fulfills the promises of the OT. 

Author
The author did not identify himself in the text. However, the title that ascribes this Gospel to Matthew appears in the earliest manuscripts and is possibly original. Titles became necessary to distinguish one Gospel from another when the four Gospels began to circulate as a single collection. Many early church fathers (Papias, Irenaeus, Pantaenus, and Origen) acknowledged Matthew as the author. Papias also contended that Matthew first wrote in Hebrew, implying that this Gospel was later translated into Greek. 

Setting
Determining the date of composition of Matthew’s Gospel depends largely on the relationship of the Gospels to one another. Most scholars believe that Matthew utilized Mark’s Gospel in writing his own gospel. If this is correct, Matthew’s Gospel must postdate Mark’s. However, the date of Mark’s Gospel is also shrouded in mystery. Irenaeus (ca AD 180) seems to claim that Mark wrote his Gospel after Peter’s death in the mid-60s. However, Clement of Alexandria, who wrote only twenty years after Irenaeus, claimed that Mark wrote his Gospel while Peter was still alive. Given the ambiguity of the historical evidence, a decision must be based on other factors. 

Special Features
This Gospel was written from a strong Jewish perspective to show that Jesus is the Messiah promised in the Old Testament.

Introduction
· How much do you know about camping? What are the essential elements of camping?
· What are the requirements for a good campsite? Why did you select these things?

We might take any number of things with us to make camping a better, more enjoyable experience. A tent is a good starting point. Food is usually a good idea. Fishing poles could come in handy. But one thing is absolutely indispensable: a campfire. The cardinal sin of camping is to let the fire burn out. The first person up in the morning has one job: get the fire going again. Usually, this isn’t necessary to start back from scratch. There are almost always embers raked up in the wood ashes. All it takes is a little bit of stirring and a bit more fuel to get the fire going strong again.

The early morning campfire provides a helpful illustration of the Christian’s battle against sin. We must remember that although the Christian is no longer a slave to sin, he or she continues to remain under the influence of sin. The Christian must continue to fight against the old nature, old desires, and old habits of disobedience. Like the early morning remnants of a campfire, a Christian still has the embers of sin raked up in the ashes of the old nature. Christians must be diligent to make sure to keep these embers smothered to block access to a fresh stirring and fuel to restart the fire.  

In our passage today, we will consider one of the ways a Christian’s old wicked ways can flame up into sin: hypocrisy. The overarching theme of Jesus’ teaching in this passage was the war between pride and humility in the heart of a Christian. 

Session Summary
In this passage, Jesus condemned judging that isn’t first self-applied. He advocated for living that matches believing. In Christ, we have a new identity, and that identity should lead to new living. Christians are people who have been transformed on the inside and are now being reformed on the outside. The medicine of the gospel begins its work on the human heart and always works its way out to behavior. The old, raked-up sin nature, however, bursts into flame if we aren’t careful. One particularly dangerous area is when Christians use judgment and discernment in regard to the sin of their fellow Christians. In this passage Jesus exhorted His followers to first be grieved for their own sin (Matt. 5:3) before pointing out the sin of others. Christians are to judge others only from a position of humility, repentance, and mercy.



1. A Two-Way Street (Matt. 7:1-4)
This teaching of Jesus rests between a warning against idolatry (6:25-34) and an assurance of God’s sovereign working, through prayer, on behalf of His children (7:7-11). One thing is clear, the points that Jesus made in the Sermon on the Mount are central to the Christian life. These are not ancillary issues that a Christian may encounter from time to time. Jesus addressed the battles that Christians begin to fight the moment their eyes open in the morning. 

· According to Jesus, what happens when we apply a standard of judgment to someone else? 

Jesus warned that “you will be judged by the same standard with which you judge others, and you will be measured by the same measure you use.” Many people read verse 7:1 and automatically conclude that Christians should never evaluate the life of another Christian. Yet, this is not what Jesus taught here. If all we had to go off of was Matthew 7:1, then one may reasonably conclude that any sort of judgment is off-limits, but the overarching teaching of Scripture says something different, including Matthew 7:2-6. So, we need to put aside the notion that Christians ought not ever pass judgment on one another. Christians are, in fact, to be subject to one another (Eph. 5:21), bear one another’s burdens (Gal. 6:2), speak truth to one another (Eph. 4:25), encourage one another (1 Thess. 5:11), and teach one another (Col. 3:16). All of those activities require judgment and discernment. The New Testament is unambiguous about the fact that Christians are to judge and use discernment (1 Cor. 5:12; John 7:24; Phil. 1:9).

· If this wasn’t a prohibition on judgment, then what was Jesus’ intended meaning in this passage? 

The term “judgment” carries some very negative connotations in our culture. As a result, the word itself has become almost exclusively associated with pious, holier-than-thou, hypocritical condemnation. Much judgment is passed in this way. However, discerning judgment in and of itself isn’t bad and can actually be a good and helpful thing. The problem comes when judgment is misused and abused, when it is passed from a position of superiority and condemnation. 

This passage isn’t a prohibition of judging, rather it is a prohibition on condemning judgment. James described this kind of judgment: “Don’t criticize one another, brothers and sisters. Anyone who defames or judges a fellow believer defames and judges the law. If you judge the law, you are not a doer of the law but a judge” (Jas. 4:11). Paul phrased it this way: “Who are you to judge another’s household servant? Before his own Lord he stands or falls. And he will stand, because the Lord is able to make him stand” (Rom. 14:4).

· Why should we avoid condemning judgment against our brothers and sisters? 

Christians should not judge unto condemnation for three reasons. First, judging unto condemnation is God’s prerogative, not any human’s. No person has the ability to know the heart of another fully or the right to condemn him or her. Secondly, if another person is a brother or sister in Christ, depending upon the finished work of Christ on the cross as their hope of salvation, then they aren’t condemned. Finally, Christians dare not judge a brother or sister unto condemnation because they themselves cannot stand under their own criteria. The Bible is clear that all have sinned and fallen short of God’s glory and that none are righteous, not even one (Rom. 3). A Christian condemning another Christian is a classic case of the pot calling the kettle black. 

· Application: When you evaluate the life of another Christian, do you do so with the finished work of Christ on the cross in mind? When you see the sin of another Christian do you desire for the Lord to work in their lives to bring them to repentance, or do you have feelings of superiority and disdain toward them? Do you hold yourself to this same standard? Why or why not?


Sidebar: Concluding Exhortations
A lesser teacher might have finished the body of his sermon at the end of chapter 6, then added a suitable conclusion. But Jesus knew there were misconceptions people were likely to take away from what he said. Before closing, he added four final, balancing exhortations in an attempt to head off some of these misconceptions. Verses 1-5 challenge people to humility and self-examination, lest Jesus’ lofty teaching cause some to believe they are better than others. Verse 6, on the other hand, challenges people to be discerning, lest they become too tolerant of the kingdom’s enemies. Verses 7-11 encourage God’s beloved children to depend on him for everything, lest they fear his rejection after failing his high standards. And verse 12 sums up the entire sermon, lest people get caught up in the minute details of obedience, as a pharisaical mind is prone to do. 

2. How Not to Be a Hypocrite (Matt. 7:5)
Christians must judge, evaluate, and discern. This includes judging and evaluating the lives of other believers. If Christians didn’t do this, then they wouldn’t know how to love one another, encourage one another, or teach one another. However, this judgment and evaluation must be done with gospel-centered discernment. 

· What did Jesus mean in teaching His followers to “take the beam of wood out” of their own eyes? 

Christians should take stock of their own situation in order to gain a proper perspective on the sin of another. This is why Jesus told His followers, “First take the beam of wood out of your eye.” All Christians are in the same boat. Every single person is guilty, condemned, spiritually dead, and under the wrath of God. For every Christian, the only means of right standing before God is through the death of the sinless Savior, Jesus. A self-righteous reputation crumbles to pieces when exposed by the blaring truth that proceeds from Golgotha’s hill. Those who judge with gospel-centered discernment do so with humility, repentance, and mercy. 

· Read Matthew 18:21-35. How does this parable relate to the principle of assessing one another according to the gospel? How does a right understanding of the gospel inevitably lead us to show mercy toward others?

The parable of the unmerciful servant is a shocking contrast between merciful discernment and condemning judgment. The message was clear, those who have been shown mercy ought to show mercy. The opposite took place in the parable, and that is what is so shocking about it. It should be equally as shocking when a born-again believer condemningly judges his brother. 

Christians have been shown great mercy by God the Father. Ephesians 2:4-5 sums it up like this, “But God, who is rich in mercy, because of his great love that he had for us, made us alive with Christ even though we were dead in trespasses. You are saved by grace!” 

Richard Sibbes wrote, “We have this for a fountain of truth, that there is more mercy in Christ than sin in us.”[footnoteRef:1] This truth causes our hearts to leap with joy (another Godward affection), but it doesn’t end there: Godward affection always leads to godly living. If we have truly experienced the mercy of God, then we will, however imperfectly, show mercy to others.  [1:  Sibbes, Richard. The Bruised Reed and Smoking Flax, 1630. Menston: Scolar Press, 1973.
] 


· Application: How does the gospel change the way you view the sin of others? How are you more inclined to be merciful and humble with a brother’s or sister’s sin when you are keenly aware of your own need for forgiveness? 

The end goal of the process Jesus outlined in these verses is getting ourselves to a place where we can judge others, because loving correction is necessary in the Christian life. One of the great gifts of Christian community is the ability to grow through the correction of others. Wherever you stand today in relations to Jesus’ command, there is still room to grow. When we embrace His commands in these verses we grow in our closeness to Him and to other believers. 

3. Dealing with Dogs and Hogs (Matt. 7:6)
In verses 1-5, Jesus prohibited Christians from judging other Christians unto condemnation as though they were God and without sin. Further, He taught that Christians should evaluate and judge the sin of others with a humble, gospel-centered posture that is characterized by humility and mercy. When Christians have this perspective, then they can give good counsel and helpful reproof to their brothers and sisters. Gospel-soaked confrontation of sin is a valuable thing, a pearl. A Christian who has taken stock of his own situation and lovingly and humbly confronts sin in the life of a fellow believer reproves wisely (Prov. 25:12) and is like a tree of life. (Prov. 3:18).

· What did Jesus prohibit in verse 6? What did He mean by dogs and hogs?

Jesus said, “Don’t give what is holy to dogs or toss your pearls before pigs.” Obviously, it is a great waste of a precious thing to give it to someone who shows no appreciation for it, or, worse yet, despises it. 

When we hear the word “dogs” we think of the tame, lovable, domesticated variety. However, in 1st-century Israel, dogs were wild, savage, untamed scavengers. Pigs were considered unclean. Both of these animals represent something that is detestable. On the other hand, the pearls we have to give—the grace, wisdom, and truth of the gospel—are of immeasurable value and worth. Jesus encouraged His listeners to not give what is precious to them to people who repeatedly ignore it, belittle it, or fail to understand it. The natural disposition of every human heart is to reject God’s truth. 

The point of this verse is that Christians who have the precious gift of humble confrontation of sin to offer ought not to give it to those who show contempt for it. Jesus called Christians to show discernment and rightly judge the character of another. If a person is unwilling to receive with thanksgiving something as valuable and precious as humble, gospel-centered counsel, then it should be kept for a more appropriate audience. 

Jesus provided a rule to any who would seek to obey verse 5. A Christian’s commitment to speak the truth about sin to another must be guided by discernment and discretion. Christians should not go about giving counsel, rebuke, or comfort to one who is stiff-necked and scornful and will not benefit, but will be exasperated and enraged by it. If you throw a pearl to a pig, he will resent it just as if you had thrown a common stone at him. 

· Application: How might you seek discernment from the Holy Spirit when seeking to share the gospel with others?

Conclusion
In light of the heavy themes of the Law and the pursuit righteousness in the Sermon on the Mount, it would be easy for Jesus’ followers to become confident in their relationship with Him and critical of others. To guard against this, Jesus gave a strong warning in regard to judging others. When we take it upon ourselves to make critical and disparaging judgments about the failures of other Christians, we are not living as the kingdom people Jesus calls us to be. This type of judging is ultimately a form of idolatry, as we put ourselves in the place of God. Jesus warned that the measure we use in evaluating others’ actions is exactly the same measure we should expect to be measured by. We must always be cautious before we criticize others. 

It is a misrepresentation of Jesus’ teaching to say that Christians should not judge. That isn’t true. Christians must judge, but they must do so rightly. Christians should not sit in the seat of judgment over other Christians as though they were God and without sin. Rather they should humbly discern, evaluate, and judge through the lens of the gospel and confront sin with humility and mercy.

· Where have you been guilty of recognizing the sin of others without recognizing your own sin? How might you seek to be more self-aware of your sin?
· How can you guard against judging unto condemnation and make sure that you practice gospel-soaked discernment with others? 
· How might living charitably toward one another give Christians an opportunity to share with those who do not yet follow Christ?

Prayer of Response
Give joyful praise because Jesus has made the way for you to be right with God. Ask God to teach you to judge rightly, not as though you were God, but with humility and mercy, knowing that you also are in desperate need of correction, forgiveness, and mercy. 


Additional Resources
Exalting Jesus in Matthew by David Platt
Matthew 1-15, Part 1: Swindoll’s Living Insights Commentary by Charles Swindoll
Matthew by R.C. Sproul

















Commentary

Matthew 7:1-6

7:1-5. This is one of the most often misunderstood and misquoted passages in all the Bible. It is important to understand that Jesus was not making a blanket prohibition against all judgment and discernment, but only against that which is done in self-centered pride. A good summary of his meaning is, “Do not judge others until you are prepared to be judged by the same standard. And then, when you exercise judgment toward others, do it with humility.”

A primary evidence for this interpretation is in 7:5. Jesus did command his listeners to help their brothers and sisters with the speck in their eye (exercise judgment concerning another person), but only after we have taken the log out of our own eyes. This presumes that we have acknowledged that we have at least as great an offending capacity as our brother or sister, and so have no cause to think of ourselves as better. Matthew 7:6 also denies a sweeping “no judgment whatsoever” interpretation in that it assumes we should have the good judgment to discern a “swine” when we see one. It is impossible to carry out many of the teachings of the Sermon on the Mount without exercising humble judgment concerning others (e.g., 5:6,7,9-11,20,39,44; 6:14-15; 7:6,15-20).

It is one thing to exercise judgment, and quite another to have a judgmental attitude. One is an action that might be carried out with right or wrong motives; the other is a negative character quality.

The theme of prideful judgment seems at first glance to be a radical departure from the flow of the sermon. However, when we consider some of the teaching Jesus had been giving his followers, we begin to understand why this warning is important. He had been challenging the people to rise above what had been wrongly considered the ultimate height of righteousness (5:20)—pharisaical self-righteousness. In fact, Jesus challenged them to perfection (5:48).

But Jesus also knew well our human tendency to take truth and use it to feed a new kind of hypocritical supremacy. He did not want the hypocritical followers of the Pharisees to become the hypocritical followers of Jesus. So he stopped and warned them to apply his teaching first to themselves, then to others.

This is the central application of 7:1-5. Our habitual response to Scripture must be to say, “What about me?” rather than, “What about others?”
The Greek word translated judge, condemn, discern is related to the English “critic” and “criticize.”

The command at the beginning of 7:1 is present tense and, therefore, is best rendered as “stop judging.” We are to get rid of a critical spirit, but seek to be a discerning person. (Passages that reinforce Jesus’ teaching here are Rom. 2:1; 14:4,10-13; 1 Cor. 4:5; 5:12; James 4:11-12.)

Verse 2 expands the principle stated in verse 1 with poetic parallelism. Some suggest that measure refers to charitable judgment. So verse 2 begins with a negative statement (“If you judge harshly, God will judge you harshly”), and ends with a positive statement (“If you judge generously, God will judge you generously”).

In 7:3-5, the speck can mean a small speck of anything. The repeated reference to your brother refers to fellow disciples (5:1-2), meaning that Jesus had the Christian community primarily in mind. But the principle is also applicable to anyone. Jesus’ own familiarity with the carpenter’s shop and the frustration of sawdust and small particles in one’s eye personalizes the illustration.

7:6. The second of Jesus’ four final exhortations is another warning. This warning balances the first (7:1-5), and attempts to head off another misconception Jesus’ listeners might have taken away from the sermon. At first glance, this verse is difficult to interpret because the terms what is sacred, pearls, dogs, and pigs are not explained. But the verse does guard against our tendency to oversimplify the do not judge (7:1) statement, instructing us to be discerning about the character of other people.

Dogs and pigs (wild and unclean) likely refer to people who are not only unbelievers but also active enemies of the gospel (15:14; Luke 23:8; 2 Cor. 6:14-18; 2 Pet. 2:22). The most likely interpretation is to take what is sacred and pearls to refer to the gospel or truth, and to take pigs and dogs to mean any person who persistently rejects the gospel or truth, whether Jew or Gentile. Jesus was teaching his people to use discernment when sharing the truth with others. To persist in sharing with a resistant person wastes time and energy. It can also destroy a relationship that might prove fruitful later. It could even (in the climate of growing persecution) result in harm to the believer; it could tear you to pieces.

Taking care with whom and how we share truth is an important principle for believers to grasp in their evangelistic efforts. When we share with our neighbors, we tend to feel we have failed if they do not accept the Lord on the spot. We need to be patient, giving our own lives a chance to speak as a testimony for Christ and allowing the Holy Spirit to take his time to work the truth we have shared into the heart and conscience of the unbeliever (John 16:8-11). However, we should not be lazy or inattentive to signs that the unbeliever might be ready for more. There is an art to walking the line between pushiness and apathy.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Weber, Stu. Matthew. Edited by Max E. Anders. Nashville, TN: Broadman & Holman, 2000.
] 
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