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A Careful Judge 
   May 30, 2021 
 
 
In January and February of 1979 eight stores in Delaware were robbed.  What made the story 
national news was the politeness of the robber.  He gave the clerks a note which read, "Please 
place your money in this bag. Thank you." The newspapers called him the “Gentleman Bandit”.  
 
The widespread publicity led to a very unlikely arrest, a Catholic priest.  His church was appalled 
but stood by him, saying they knew he could not be the bandit.  They signed petitions, held 
protest marches and came up with his bail.  But the police were certain they had their man.  All 
of the eyewitnesses positively identified him.  A reporter dug into his past and found that in a 
previous church he had left under a cloud because of financial irregularities in the parish.  And 
for a priest he had a pretty expensive lifestyle including his own apartment and a sporty car.   
As people across the country watched the story unfold on the news, many judged him guilty. 
 
But then the real Gentleman Bandit was caught red-handed.  As it turned out, he looked almost 
identical to the priest.  The priest was released, his church threw him a big party, and some who 
had prematurely judged him guilty felt embarrassed at their mistake. 
 
We are continuing this series of misunderstood and/or misapplied Bible passages.  Today’s 
passage deals with judging others. 
 
Matthew 7:1 (NIV)      Do not judge, or you too will be judged.  
 
If you find yourself in a conversation with someone and you point out that a particular behavior 
is a sin, you might hear them say, “Who are you to say that something is right or wrong?  
Doesn’t the Bible say not to judge?”   
 
It is true that Mt 7.1 begins, “Do not judge…”  However, Matthew 7:1 is not a command; it is a 
warning. 
 
The difference between a warning and a command is that a command prohibits something.  A 
warning only advises against doing something.  Let me give you a similar example.   
 
If you see a sign that says, “Swim at your own risk!”, you could read that as a command.  But it 
is not.  It is a warning only.  Swimming is permitted, but there is some danger in doing so.  
Maybe there are dangerous currents or undertow.  Maybe there is no lifeguard on duty.  
Swimming under the current conditions could turn out bad for you. 
 
Jesus saying, “Judge not” is also a warning, not a command.  If it were a command, he would 
not need to give a reason.  Disobedience to his command is sin.  He does not need to give us a 
reason for his commands.  For example, he commands us to love each other.  He doesn’t need 
to give us a reason for doing so, except out of our love for him.   
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In the case of “Judge not”, he does give a reason.  He points out the possible negative 
consequences if you choose to do so.  
 
Matthew 7:1-2 (NIV)      “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.”        
 
Jesus warns that how you judge others could be the same criteria for how others will judge you.  
It runs along the lines of the golden rule.  Treat others like you want to be treated.  There is no 
guarantee that you will be treated that well.  But as Christ’s followers choose to treat others 
like you want to be treated.  In the same way, judge others like you want others to judge you. 
 
Then Jesus says more that reveal he is not giving a command not to judge others. 
 
Matthew 7:3-5 (NIV)      “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.   
 
Jesus uses sawdust and a wood plank as symbols for sin.  Deal first with your own sin, Jesus 
says, and then you can help others deal with their sins.  That’s not “Don’t judge.”  Instead, he is 
saying to be careful how you judge, be slow to judge, be humble when you judge.  Deal with 
your own sin and then in the humility of that help the other with his sin.  So, judging is not 
prohibited.  But how you judge the other is different.  How you treat the other is different. 
 
The last verse also implies that judging is to take place.  
 
Matthew 7:6 (NIV)      "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.”  
 
He is not speaking of literal dogs and pigs.  He is speaking of being careful who we judge, who 
we give our knowledge of the truth to.  If it is someone with no interest in the things of God, 
you may not be treated well.  You might be accosted with something along the lines of, “Who 
are you to decide what is right or wrong for others?” 
 
In fact, that may be where you hear verse one misused.  You are likely to hear it in 
conversations about salvation, about religion, about gay marriage, and other current cultural 
issues of our day.  As you express biblical teaching about right and wrong, righteousness and 
sin, you may be accused of judging.  And the other may say, “Doesn’t the Bible say you are not 
supposed to judge?”  And many Christians, not understanding the context of Jesus’ words, feel 
intimidated and back down. 
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Not only is this passage not prohibiting judgment, in other passages Jesus commands that we 
judge. 

 
Matthew 7:15-16 (NIV)    "Watch out for false prophets. They come to you in sheep's clothing, 
but inwardly they are ferocious wolves. By their fruit you will recognize them.  

 
To watch out for false prophets requires that we be evaluating each other’s words and actions.  
We are to make judgments about good or bad character.  Paul, too, commands us to do this. 
 
1 Corinthians 5:9-13 (NIV)       I have written you in my letter not to associate with sexually 
immoral people--  not at all meaning the people of this world who are immoral, or the greedy 
and swindlers, or idolaters.  In that case you would have to leave this world.  But now I am 
writing you that you must not associate with anyone who calls himself a brother but is 
sexually immoral or greedy, an idolater or a slanderer, a drunkard or a swindler.  With such a 
man do not even eat.   
 What business is it of mine to judge those outside the church?  Are you not to judge 
those inside?  God will judge those outside. "Expel the wicked man from among you."  
 
It isn’t our business to judge non-Christians.  But in conversations with non-Christians we need 
to have a right understanding of what Jesus means in Matthew 7:1.  When someone says, 
“Doesn’t the Bible say not to judge?” you can answer, “Yes, but not with the meaning you are 
giving it.” 
 
So, what DOES Jesus mean us to do?  He is warning us to be careful about how we judge. 
 
 
Be slow to judge, when you don’t know all the facts.  
 
We sometimes criticize others quickly, unfairly, without knowing the motives of the other 
person. We don’t know all their circumstances, nor their motives. Only God, who is aware of all 
the facts, is able to judge people righteously.  John Wesley told of a man he had little respect 
for because he considered him to be miserly and covetous.  One day this person contributed 
only a small gift to a worthy charity and Wesley openly criticized him.  After the incident, the 
man went to Wesley privately and told him he had been living on parsnips and water for several 
weeks.  He explained that before his conversion, he had run up many bills.  Now, by skimping 
on food and buying nothing else for himself he was paying off his creditors one by one.  
 “Christ has made me an honest man,” he said, “and so with all these debts to pay, I can 
give only a few offerings above my tithe.  I must settle up with my worldly neighbors and show 
them what the grace of God can do in the heart of a man who was once dishonest.”  
 Wesley then apologized to the man and asked his forgiveness.  
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For some reason, it is easier to jump to negative conclusions about people than it is to assume 
the best about them.  When we do this, we ascribe to them bad motives and evil purposes that 
may not be true.  Let us be slow to judge. 
 
 
Don’t write off the other. 
 
It may be that you have enough information to make a right judgment of their behavior and 
character.  Respond to them as Jesus would. 
 
- Do you consider them beneath you, as if you are better than they are?  Remember, we are 
to be honest about our own sins.  Don’t make sin comparisons as if their sins are worse than 
your sins.  Sin is sin. 
 
- Do you assume they will never change?  If so, then you are denying the power of the Gospel.  
The Gospel is the power of God for salvation.  And God wields that power to great effect.  There 
are plenty of stories of the worst of sinners being converted to Christ Jesus. 
 
- Do you write them off as unworthy of your friendship?  Do you start treating them 
differently, less kindly, less graciously because of what you have judged them to be? 
 
We don’t see Jesus doing such things.  Jesus did confront sin in people.  He did call them to 
repent.  But, he did not cast people off after doing so.  He treated them with grace whether 
they repented or not. 
 
 
There is no way any of us can know exactly why someone is doing something.  We can save 
ourselves grief by quitting altogether judging people’s hidden motives.   
 
Let us assume the best until we learn the worst.  And then let us treat both the best and the 
worst with the love of Jesus.  Let us give people the benefit of the doubt.  Let us treat them like 
Jesus has treated us. 
 
Jesus knows all of our sins.  He knows all of our motives, good and bad.  He knows how sinful 
we are and can be.  He knows us better than we know ourselves.  And yet, he died for us.  He 
pursued us with the Gospel.  He always has treated us with mercy and grace.  Let us do the 
same to every person we know or meet. 


