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Three Common Problems 
 
The two passages before us today directly address three of the most common problems in all 
human experience.  
 

1) Our human tendency to judge other people harshly 
2) Our human tendency to judge ourselves leniently 
3) Conversely, our human tendency to judge ourselves harshly 

 
The New Testament offers one primary solution to all three problems: 
 
Let God alone be the judge, both of others and yourself.  
 
Now let’s unpack all this.  
 
When We Judge Others Harshly 
 
One of the most famous lines in the entire Bible is in our text from Matthew this morning. In the 
very concise KJV, it reads, 
 
Judge not, lest ye be judged.  
 
Which is probably best updated in modern English as:  
 
Don’t judge others or God will judge you.  
 
This is yet another example of a striking tendency of Jesus that we have seen in our series on 
Christian practices, or Things Christians Do, which we are finishing today. Jesus does not 
hesitate to threaten us with divine judgment tied directly to our own behavior. For example, this 
passage about judging tracks closely with the warning we saw last week:   
 
If you do not forgive others, neither will your Father forgive you.  
 
Jesus further clarifies what he means about judging people when he says in the next verse, in my 
paraphrase: 
 
You will be judged [by God] as you have judged others, measure for measure. 
 
The obvious implication is something like this:  
 



Be generous in your judgments of other people so God will be generous in God’s judgments 
toward you.  
 
We need to stop here and think about the different kinds of judgments that we make toward other 
people. It’s actually something we do all the time.  
 
We judge people aesthetically, in terms of their appearance, attractiveness, fitness, taste, 
manners, or style.  
We judge people intellectually, in terms of their intelligence, thoughtfulness, or education.  
We judge people politically, in terms of their party affiliation or political beliefs. 
We judge people financially, in terms of their economic wealth or class position.  
We judge people professionally, in terms of the job they hold and their performance.  
We judge people characterologically, in terms of their integrity and moral goodness.  
We judge people morally, in terms of the rightness or wrongness of their actions.  
We judge people doctrinally, in terms of their theological beliefs and convictions.  
And maybe We even judge people eternally, as when we make declarations as to who is going to 
spend eternity with God and who is not.  
 
Well, aren’t we something?! 
 
 Here we are, fallen, fallible, frail human beings, thoroughly limited in our knowledge, deeply 
tied to our own particular social location, shaped by our own particular life experiences, and we 
feel perfectly entitled to make comprehensive judgments about other human beings all the way to 
their eternal destiny!  
 
Looked at in this way, human judgmentalism is an especially pernicious kind of pride, which in 
the Bible basically means when human beings play God. We do not really fit the job description 
for God, so it is best if we refrain from attempting it. This pridefulness really needs to be 
knocked down, which is what Jesus does when he says,  
 
Judge not, lest ye be judged.  
 
If I had another 15 minutes today, I would here add a discussion of this question: are there 
occasions in which it is proper to make judgments like the ones I have been just criticizing? It 
certainly seems like it: parents judge children’s behavior; teachers judge students; judges judge 
cases; art critics judge art; search committees judge applicants. That is, they make judgments 
about the rightness or wrongness of actions and even about character and taste and intelligence. 
So is the issue harsh judgments, or judgments themselves? Is the issue ultimate judgments like of 
eternal destiny, or any judgments at all? I tend to think this is about harsh and ultimate 
judgments, but Jesus doesn’t say that. Talk this issue over among yourselves. Later.  
  
When We Judge Ourselves Leniently 
 
In Matthew 7, Jesus ties our tendency to judge others harshly with our equally inappropriate 
tendency to judge ourselves leniently. His language here has made listeners squirm for about 
2000 years:  



 
Why do you see the speck in your neighbor’s eye but do not notice the log in your own eye? Or 
how can you say to your neighbor, ‘Let me take the speck out of your eye,’ while the log is in 
your own eye? You hypocrite, first take the log out of your own eye, and then you will see 
clearly to take the speck out of your neighbor’s eye. 
 
You just have to picture it. It’s so funny. Here I’ve got this tree trunk coming out of my eye, but I 
don’t notice that it’s there. Meanwhile I have the amazing visual skill to notice the tiny little 
speck of something in your eye. It’s especially amazing that I can see that little speck in your eye 
because I am having to look around the baseball bat coming out of my eye. I must have the most 
amazing eyesight!  
 
This teaching has pretty much defined what we understand hypocrisy to mean. It’s that pastor 
preaching judgment while having his own affair or three on the side. It’s that parent castigating 
her child for staying out too late while refusing to acknowledge her alcohol problem.  
 
Nothing undermines moral authority like hypocrisy. And sadly, church people have been 
especially known for it. Because we “have the Bible,” and so often use it as a weapon to judge 
the sins of others while failing to even notice our own sins. Many, many, many people have been 
driven away from church and from Jesus because of this problem.    
 
The solution that Jesus offers here seems to move in the direction of introspection and self-
examination:  
 
First take the log out of your own eye… 
 
What would it look like to develop a practice of personal log-from-eye extraction? Christian 
tradition certainly offers resources for this, most notably practices of periodic, if not daily self-
examination and confession of sin. In Catholic tradition this takes the form of actually going to 
see the priest on a periodic basis and in absolute secrecy confessing sins in order to seek moral 
cleansing and to ask for God’s forgiveness. The Lenten season – the six weeks leading up to 
Easter – is a time where this is actually required of practicing Catholics.  
 
Many Protestants scoff at this practice. If so, we need an alternative. Dietrich Bonhoeffer 
believed that the alternative was mutual confession of sin in radically open and trusting church 
community. But we rarely trust each other enough in church to have those kinds of 
conversations. Sometimes the Protestant pastor is trusted as a confessor, as a person to whom a 
Christian can go and confess sins and be reminded that “God is faithful and just to forgive us our 
sins and cleanse us from all unrighteousness” (1 Jn 1:9). This is holy work, I can attest.  
 
So here is where we are so far:  
 
To deal with our human tendency to judge other people harshly, Jesus teaches us to judge not, 
lest we be judged.  
 



To deal with our human tendency to judge ourselves leniently, Jesus teaches us to take the 
logs out of our own eyes. We develop practices to deal with our own sins rather than fixating 
on the sins of others.  
 
When We Judge Ourselves Harshly 
 
In any Christian community, there are people who have the opposite problem to the ones we 
have just been considering. Their problem is not that they judge others harshly and themselves 
leniently. Instead their problem is that they judge themselves harshly.  
 
This can look like being unable to let go of a mistake or sin of the past. What they did was 
genuinely wrong, but it was a long time ago. Yet they hold onto the memory of it. They allow it 
to define themselves in their own eyes. They can’t let it go. Others may or may not have forgiven 
them, but they can’t forgive themselves.  
 
Or perhaps they (you?) have fallen into a rather morbid pattern of harsh self-judgments. I am a 
bad person, you say to yourself. I never do anything right. I am the worst sinner ever. Here what 
might once have been a reasonable pattern of self-examination has become a dangerous pattern 
of self-loathing. Appropriate confession of sin has morphed into lacerating self-flagellation. Here 
religion can mix with self-esteem, or broader mental health problems, in a particularly toxic way.  
 
If your tendency is to judge yourself too harshly, there is a word in scripture today for you that 
might surprise you.  
 
It’s in this passage from 1 Corinthians 4. Paul has been dealing with divisions in the Corinthian 
Christian community that appear to be connected to factionalism around their favorite leaders. 
The three rivals for the people’s affections appear to have been Paul, Peter, and Apollos.  
 
Paul is NOT HAPPY about this. His own pride is stung a bit, as some of the believers in a church 
he started are now preferring other more glamorous leaders, like the learned Apollos. And 
apparently some of the Apollos or Peter fans have been making negative judgments about Paul. 
(I am glad that there has never ever been another church in history where this kind of thing has 
happened. Right?) 
 
What Paul says here at the beginning of 1 Corinthians 4 takes our discussion of letting God be 
judge to a whole new level. Listen up:  
 
Think of us in this way, as servants of Christ and stewards of God’s mysteries. Moreover, it is 
required of stewards that they be found trustworthy.  
 
But with me it is a very small thing that I should be judged by you or by any human court. I do 
not even judge myself. I am not aware of anything against myself, but I am not thereby 
acquitted. It is the Lord who judges me.   
 
People have been making harsh negative judgments about Paul. In saying “I am not aware of 
anything against myself,” I think Paul signals that he has thought long and hard about the 



criticisms and judgments. He does not believe he is guilty of anything that others judge him for. 
But then he makes a move we have not yet seen in the texts for this day. He says:  
 
I am not thereby acquitted. It is the Lord who judges me.  
 
Which circles back to a line that knocked my socks off when I first noticed it:  
 
I do not even judge myself.  
 
This is not a positive or negative statement about himself. He is not saying “I have reached a 
definitive verdict on myself, and I am innocent.” Instead he is saying, “only God knows how I 
should be judged.”  
 
So the lesson here seems to be that “judge not, lest ye be judged” also applies to ourselves, and 
not just to other people. There is one great Judge of all the earth, and it is not us. Here is how 
Paul sums up:  
 
Therefore do not pronounce judgment before the time, before the Lord comes, who will bring 
to light the things now hidden in darkness and will disclose the purposes of the heart. Then 
each one will receive commendation from God. 
 
There is only one solution to the three problems we started with:  
 
Our human tendency to judge other people harshly 
Our human tendency to judge ourselves leniently 
Our human tendency to judge ourselves harshly 
 
And that solution is:  
 
Let God be the judge.  
 
If you were here last week, remember the passage in Genesis where Abraham asks God,  
 
Shall not the Judge of all the earth do what is just? (Gen 18:25) 
 
And the only answer we can possibly give is: 
 
The Judge of all the earth is indeed the only one who judges justly.  
 
God is the one who rightly judges others. God is the one who rightly judges us.  
 
Conclusion 
 
In every word of Jesus’ teachings and in every day of his life we see his sublime trust in God. It 
grounds everything. Not just obedience to God, but trust in God. The ultimate reason for every 



one of Jesus’ teachings, every one of his demands, is God. God’s character, which can be trusted. 
God’s will, which is always best for us. God’s love, which motivates all that God does.  
 
That is true here too. The reason Jesus teaches us what he does about judgment is God. God can 
be trusted to be the Judge of all the earth, so we don’t have to be. God can be trusted with fair 
judgments of others. God can be trusted with fair judgments of us.  
 
This allows us to relax into the proper role that we should play – living the best life we can for 
God, with God’s help, each day, and letting others do the same. God can take care of all the rest.  
And that is really a very great relief, don’t you think? 


