Judging: What’s a Christian to do?

Judging outside of the Sermon on the Mount

Those who challenge the right, responsibility and righteousness of a Christian or Christians judging others will often do so on the basis of Matthew 7:1, “Do not judge so that you will not be judged.” (NASU)
.  But there are other passages that are often quoted to support the mistaken notion that Christians are never to judge Christians or non-Christians at any time or under any circumstances, or some variation on that general thesis.  These two passages from the book of Romans are likewise quoted or pointed out to show that judging on the part of Christians is never permissible.

Romans 2:1-4 (NASU)

Therefore you have no excuse, everyone of you who passes judgment, for in that which you judge another, you condemn yourself; for you who judge practice the same things. 2 And we know that the judgment of God rightly falls upon those who practice such things. 3 But do you suppose this, O man, when you pass judgment on those who practice such things and do the same yourself, that you will escape the judgment of God? 4 Or do you think lightly of the riches of His kindness and tolerance and patience, not knowing that the kindness of God leads you to repentance? 

Romans 14:10 (NASU)

But you, why do you judge your brother? Or you again, why do you regard your brother with contempt? For we will all stand before the judgment seat of God.

How can they arrive at the conclusion that believers shouldn’t judge?

Believers who conclude and warn that no believers should ever judge do so by looking at those Scriptures that do warn against judging in isolation.  There are two related but important principles that believers should always keep in mind when studying Scripture that are essential to arriving at the true biblical teaching on any subject:

1) Examine Scripture in light of the whole teaching of Scripture on a subject (‘all the Scriptures’: Luke 24:27; KJV: ‘the whole counsel of God’: Acts 20:27; ‘accurately handling the word of truth’: 2 Timothy 2:15).

2) Examine Scripture at varying levels of context, from the immediate context to the greater context.  This greater context is essentially the principle above.  Any Scripture taken out of context could be a pretext for making the Bible say what one intends, but not what God intended
.  Diligence in Bible study is necessary to arrive at what Scripture actually says (Acts 17:11; 2 Timothy 2:2).

About Romans 2:1-2 on judging

In the larger context, Romans 2:1-2 is not about how Christians should live among themselves, nor about how Christians should deal with the world.  That does not start in Romans until it is addressed briefly about oneself in Romans 6:11-14, and then more substantially between believers and regarding believers in the world in Romans 12:1 to the end of the book.  Romans 2:1-2 is in the middle of Romans 1:18-3:20, which, as the outline below conveys, is telling unbelievers about their need for God’s righteousness.  Paul then answers the need for God’s righteousness with how God provided justification by faith, and all by grace, in Romans 3:21 to 5:21.  

OUTLINE: Romans 1:1-3:20

I. Introduction 1:1-17

A. Salutation 1:1-7

1. The writer 1:1

2. The subject of the epistle 1:2-5

3. The original recipients 1:6-7

B. Purpose 1:8-15

C. Theme 1:16-17

II. The need for God's righteousness 1:18—3:20

A. The need of all people 1:18-32

1. The reason for human guilt 1:18

2. The ungodliness of mankind 1:19-27

3. The wickedness of mankind 1:28-32

B. The need of good people 2:1—3:8

1. God's principles of judgment 2:1-16

2. The guilt of the Jews 2:17-29

3. Answers to objections 3:1-8

C. The guilt of all humanity 3:9-20

Romans 2:1-2 is addressing the unbeliever who is not under the Law (i.e., the Gentile) to show that the unbeliever (‘O man’ - anthropos, not ‘O saint’) will be judged by his own conscience and therefore condemned without the Law of Moses.  The unbelieving Jew will be judged according to the Law of Moses.  The context of Romans 2:1-2 follows:

Romans 2:3-16 (NASU)

But do you suppose this, O man, when you pass judgment on those who practice such things and do the same yourself, that you will escape the judgment of God? 4 Or do you think lightly of the riches of His kindness and tolerance and patience, not knowing that the kindness of God leads you to repentance? 5 But because of your stubbornness and unrepentant heart you are storing up wrath for yourself in the day of wrath and revelation of the righteous judgment of God, 6 who will render to each person according to his deeds: 7 to those who by perseverance in doing good seek for glory and honor and immortality, eternal life; 8 but to those who are selfishly ambitious and do not obey the truth, but obey unrighteousness, wrath and indignation. 9 There will be tribulation and distress for every soul of man who does evil, of the Jew first and also of the Greek,        10 but glory and honor and peace to everyone who does good, to the Jew first and also to the Greek. 11 For there is no partiality with God. 12 For all who have sinned without the Law will also perish without the Law, and all who have sinned under the Law will be judged by the Law; 13 for it is not the hearers of the Law who are just before God, but the doers of the Law will be justified. 14 For when Gentiles who do not have the Law do instinctively the things of the Law, these, not having the Law, are a law to themselves,  15 in that they show the work of the Law written in their hearts, their conscience bearing witness and their thoughts alternately accusing or else defending them, 16 on the day when, according to my gospel, God will judge the secrets of men through Christ Jesus.

The whole teaching of Scripture on judging

When we examine the whole of Scripture – not simply a verse taken out of context – we rather quickly find that there are a number of Scripture passages that indicate or even command (in the imperative mood) that Christians should judge.  In each instance quoted below, ‘judge’, or its related expression, is translated from the Greek word krinō.
John 7:24 (NASU)

"Do not judge according to appearance, but judge [imperative] with righteous judgment."

1 Corinthians 5:3, 9-13 (NASU)

For I, on my part, though absent in body but present in spirit, have already judged him who has so committed this, as though I were present… 9 I wrote you in my letter not to associate with immoral people; 10 I did not at all mean with the immoral people of this world, or with the covetous and swindlers, or with idolaters, for then you would have to go out of the world. 11 But actually, I wrote to you not to associate with any so-called brother if he is an immoral person, or covetous, or an idolater, or a reviler, or a drunkard, or a swindler--not even to eat with such a one. 12 For what have I to do with judging outsiders? Do you not judge those who are within the church?  [A ‘yes’ answer indicated by Greek grammar] 13 But those who are outside, God judges. Remove the wicked man from among yourselves.

1 Corinthians 6:2-6 (NASU)

Or do you not know that the saints will judge the world? If the world is judged by you, are you not competent to constitute the smallest law courts? 3 Do you not know that we will judge angels? How much more matters of this life? 4 So if you have law courts dealing with matters of this life, do you appoint them as judges who are of no account in the church? 5 I say this to your shame. Is it so, that there is not among you one wise man who will be able to decide [KJV: judge; diakrinō = dia + krinō = completely judge] between his brethren, 6 but brother goes to law with brother, and that before unbelievers?

1 Corinthians 10:15 (NASU)

I speak as to wise men; you judge [imperative: ‘you must judge’] what I say.

1 Corinthians 11:31-32 (NASU)

But if we judged ourselves rightly, we would not be judged. 32 But when we are judged, we are disciplined by the Lord so that we will not be condemned along with the world.

The ‘big picture’ on judging

In Matthew 7:1 Jesus said, “Do not judge so that you will not be judged.”  But in Matthew 19:28 we read, “And Jesus said to them, ‘Truly I say to you, that you who have followed Me, in the regeneration when the Son of Man will sit on His glorious throne, you also shall sit upon twelve thrones, judging the twelve tribes of Israel.’”

In one case Jesus said not to judge and in another case He told the disciples that they would be judging Israel.  What does the Bible teach about judging?  What’s the big picture, and how do passages like these figure into it?

Because the word “judge” is used in so many ways, “Do not judge…” could possibly be understood in a great number of ways, so asking what is meant by those words makes a lot of sense.  We can begin to clarify what Jesus meant by noticing that even within the context of the above quote from the Sermon on the Mount Jesus called for His disciples to be judging in a few different ways, or to apply certain principles in their judging:

Matthew 7:3-6 (NASU)

Why do you look at the speck that is in your brother's eye, but do not notice the log that is in your own eye?  4 Or how can you say to your brother, 'Let me take the speck out of your eye,' and behold, the log is in your own eye?  5 You hypocrite, first take the log out of your own eye, and then you will see clearly to take the speck out of your brother's eye. 6 Do not give what is holy to dogs, and do not throw your pearls before swine, or they will trample them under their feet, and turn and tear you to pieces.

Did you notice that there is priority of judging?  First judge ourselves, then judge others.  And our own faults should receive not only first priority in time, but should be looked upon with closer scrutiny, as if they were far larger (hence, ‘the log’ or ‘beam’).  A similar principle, with additional guidance, is given to Church saints in Galatians 6:1:

Brethren, even if anyone is caught in any trespass, you who are spiritual, restore such a one in a spirit of gentleness [notice that Jesus used the obviously sensitive ‘eye’ for His illustration in Matthew 7:3-5]; each one looking to yourself, so that you too will not be tempted.

Then notice above that Jesus instructed His disciples to discern the spiritual or moral equivalent of ‘dogs’ and ‘swine’.  Also, Christ made another call to exercise discernment just several verses later in the same chapter of the Sermon on the Mount:

Matthew 7:15 (NASU)

Beware of the false prophets, who come to you in sheep's clothing, but inwardly are ravenous wolves.

Outside of the Sermon on the Mount Jesus made a very insightful statement in John 7:24:

"Do not judge according to appearance, but judge with righteous judgment."

The reality is that we must make judgments all the time, and it is perfectly biblical to do so in a godly way.  Essentially, Scripture lays out a great deal of guidance on various kinds of judgment, including what judgment should and should not take place.  We can briefly summarize those principles (for personal, non-governmental judgment) as:

· Judge first using biblical principles and standards of judgment.

· Judge in dependence upon the Lord so that it is by the fruit of the Spirit.

· Judge on the basis of truth and the facts.

· Judge ourselves first and with the greatest scrutiny.

· Judge others when and to the extent that we have a true responsibility.

· Judge with an expression and outcome that is within our proper role and the character of our responsibility.  

· Be careful not to judge others in matters that are really a matter of personal conscience rather than clear biblical revelation.

· If it is a matter within the church body, follow all the biblical guidance at each step
.

To put more detail to the intent of Jesus’ original words in Matthew 7:1-2, we could write, “Do not judge arrogantly, hypocritically, or overstepping your bounds of responsibility and authority, or giving a priority to seeing and correcting the flaws of others over your own.  And in all such things remember that we all ultimately have an accountability to God Himself”.

Though the Sermon on the Mount was given to those under a Principle of Law, and we in the church live under a Principle of Grace, the principles of judging summarized above remain fairly similar under both Principles.

� See also ‘Sermon on the Mount Q&A’ document dated July 22, 2007.


� 1 Corinthians 4:5: Therefore do not go on passing judgment before the time, but wait  until the Lord comes who will both bring to light the things hidden in the darkness and disclose the motives of men's hearts; and then each man's praise will come to him from God. (NASU)  See also James 4:11.


� pretext: 1) something that is put forward to conceal a true purpose or object; an ostensible reason; excuse – � HYPERLINK "http://www.dictopnary.com" ��www.dictionary.com� 


� Notes on Romans, Dr. Thomas L. Constable, 2006 Edition, page 4.


� See material from the HHBC elective ‘God’s Intent for the Church’, pages 51-54.
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