
 

 
  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

  

Do not judge, so that you may not be judged. For with the judgment you make you 

will be judged, and the measure you give will be the measure you get. 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. 

 

  

I have a colleague who tells a story of his seminary years. He said, “Have you ever wanted to 

just smack somebody? I’m not a violent person by nature, but there are those folks who test my 

resolve as a peace-loving Christian. When I was in seminary, a couple lived in the apartment 

next door who were insufferably self-righteous. In the first place, they were preachy vegetarians, 

you know, the kind of folks who would come out to tell me all the bad things red meat would do 

to me while I was barbecuing hamburgers on my porch. And they were always asking me what I 

was reading, mainly so they could suggest a book I really needed to read which might convert 

me to their point of view on something. But the final straw came one day when I was going out 

to walk my dog as they were coming in from their power stroll. ‘Cute dog,’ she said. ‘Thanks!’ I 

said. ‘Does it bother you,’ he said, ‘that the high protein sources diverted to pet food in this 

country could feed all the hungry people in the third world?’ I gritted my teeth. ‘Well,’ I said, 

‘we’re going to barbecue this dog for some hungry people when it gets a little bigger. I read 

about it in a book called Survival in the City.’” Then this preacher said, “For some reason our 

relationship wasn’t the same after that.” I wonder why. 

  

You know, when something’s stuck in our eye, we just have a very difficult time seeing around 

it. When we’ve got a log stuck in our eye, it’s really hard to tell if other people are worthy of 

criticism. What an amazing set of images Jesus paints for us in this brief teaching. A speck in our 

neighbor’s eye – a log in ours. Have you ever reflected upon this potent teaching? Really? He’s 

talking not just about what we believe, but about how we live. And he hits me right between the 

eyes, and if you don’t have a log in your eye you might see that he’s talking to each of us.  

  

“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 
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clearly to take the speck out of your neighbor’s eye.” Through these few words, Jesus is 

demanding that we take a hard look at how quickly, how confidently, we make judgments about 

what we think is wrong or sinful about our neighbors.  

  

In an old Peanuts cartoon, Linus asks Lucy, “Why are you always so quick to criticize me?” “I 

just really have a knack for seeing other people’s faults!” replies Lucy. “And what about your 

own faults?” inquires Linus. “I also have an amazing knack for overlooking them!” replies Lucy. 

And whether we admit it or not, that’s probably our attitude, as well.  

  

Blinded by our own immense sense of righteousness, what we fail to see is that Jesus is not 

simply giving good advice. In no uncertain terms, Jesus is giving us a warning. Let those with 

ears, hear. Because we’re not used to hearing this. “Don’t judge, because you’re inviting 

judgment upon yourself. As harshly as you judge others, so will you be harshly judged. You 

hypocrite, first take the log out of your own eye.”  

  

That unusual theologian Soren Kierkegaard tells a parable in which he says the world is like a 

theater which has caught fire, and a clown runs out on stage to warn the people to flee for their 

lives. Only, they don’t believe him because he is a clown. The more earnestly this clown pleads 

with them, the more they just laugh at what he says, until it is too late. In the Gospels, Jesus is 

Kierkegaard’s clown. He is ultimately on his way to Jerusalem with the courage of his 

commitment to endure what will happen there. But at this point, the crowds are still following 

him. He is a draw, an amusement, a distraction from their humdrum lives. They like the way he 

disses the scribes and Pharisees. They like the healings and the feedings and the way he makes 

them feel included. But for most of them, Jesus is really just an entertainment. They are only in it 

as long as it doesn’t cost them anything.  

  

Yet Jesus is trying to warn them – he is trying to warn us – but we’re all hard of hearing. So 

listen again to what Jesus says: “With the judgment you make you will be judged. You hypocrite, 

first take the log out of your own eye.” “Keep First Things First!,” he’s telling us. One thing: 

When we’re serious about following Jesus, we’d better be very careful if we presume to judge. 

We see so poorly, it’s like we’ve got a log stuck in our eye.  

  

I once took a count of what sort of things Jesus thought important enough to confront people 

about in the gospel of Matthew. To my amazement, not one of them had to do with what we 

would call “right belief” or “right doctrine.” Nine times Jesus confronted people for not showing 

love in their actions. Nine times he confronted folks for their greed and hoarding, which get in 

the way of single-minded service toward God. Nine times Jesus confronted people for having 

divided loyalties, rather than serving God alone. Eight times he confronted people for showing 

by their actions that they did not recognize his authority. Eight times he confronted people who 

were seeking places of honor and reputation, and urged instead the way of servant-like humility.  

  

Seven times he emphasized that the crucial question is whether we actually do what he teaches, 

versus the hypocrisy of claiming to be on the side of righteousness while not doing God's will. 

Seven times he called people explicitly to repent, to take the log out of our own eye, to stop 

being critical of others and insisting on our own way.  
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What hit me is that all of Christ’s striking confrontations, and warnings, all had to do with 

whether our lives show that God is first for us – and whether we’re living by love, not judgment. 

In contrast, Jesus never confronted people over matters of doctrine. How far some of us have 

drifted away from the way of Jesus.  

  

The constant temptation is to give the teachings of Jesus lip-service, but not life-service. I always 

wonder why. Is Jesus is unclear when he says “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”? He seems clear to me.  

  

Is it that we do not take him seriously? “Do not judge, so that you may not be judged. For with 

the judgment you make you will be judged!” We really ought to take a warning like that 

seriously.  

  

Maybe someone here can enlighten me on why we don’t take Jesus seriously. But here’s my real 

fear. I fear that we think that Jesus just didn’t know what he was talking about. I think many of 

us think that Jesus was an unrealistic fool. Judge not, so that you won’t be judged? Return good 

for evil? If someone hits you, turn the other cheek? Forgive 70 times 7? Carry someone’s pack a 

second mile? Something in us cries, “Foolishness! Foolishness! What a clown! Who could ever 

do these things?”  

  

Yet I tell you this: we ignore these teachings at our peril. Because in this “foolishness” of Jesus 

we find the life that really matters – the Life that will not end. And I want to give you two 

reasons why you should do everything in your power take these teachings seriously and to follow 

the way of Jesus Christ.  

  

First, it is absolutely possible for us not to judge others. We’re the fools if we think this can’t be 

done. Greg Jones, when he was Dean of the Divinity School at Duke University, published a 

major, book-length exploration, Embodying Forgiveness. In the book’s introduction, he argues 

not only that it’s possible to forgive, but that we can change the world when we do.  

  

“A case in point,” he wrote, “is the Truth and Reconciliation Commission in South Africa, led by 

Nobel Laureate, Desmond Tutu. Not many historians and political analysts thought that South 

Africa could avoid a ghastly, bloody revolution, as apartheid slowly came under international 

pressure and a well-armed and violent insurgency. Even if the political transition from all-white 

to African authority could be accomplished peacefully, everyone expected a ‘payback period,’ a 

time of vengeful, bloody retaliation against the police, courts, and armed forces that had enforced 

apartheid so violently. But Methodist Nelson Mandela came up with the idea of commissions to 

which perpetrators of violence would be invited to testify – in exchange for clemency.  

  

“It was not a perfect system, but the most amazing thing began to happen. As witnesses told their 

stories of how they had participated in the violence, as victims or perpetrators, the proceedings 

took on the aura of a confessional. Strong, hard men shed tears. And then the most amazing thing 

began to happen: healing and hope. Reconciliation began to happen. Something evil had been 

interrupted. Don’t think we can’t forgive. As the long-imprisoned Nelson Mandela said, ‘It 

always seems impossible until it’s done!’”  
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Jesus envisioned a world with forgiveness. He saw the urgency for forgiveness. He knew that we 

cannot have friends without forgiveness; we cannot have family without forgiveness; we cannot 

have lasting marriages without forgiveness. Sure, it’s difficult. It is difficult to turn pain loose, 

especially if the pain has become the center of my identity – when we say, “I’ve been wronged! 

I’ve been hurt!” It is only when we start forgiving that God’s kingdom starts to break in. So 

Jesus said, “Do not judge, and you will not be judged; do not condemn, and you will not be 

condemned. Forgive and you will be forgiven.”
i
 

  

He taught his followers to prayer: “Forgive us our debts, as we forgive our debtors.” And he 

warned us not to try to take the speck of dirt in someone’s eye when there’s a log in our eye. So 

it’s not only possible to forgive. It’s urgent that we forgive. Because Jesus is challenging us, 

saying, “Who are you to judge?”  

  

Honestly, Jesus simply had run out of patience with our desire to judge. He’s actually reached 

the point of sarcasm. “Why do you see the speck in your neighbors eye but ignore the log in your 

own eye?” Are you beginning to get what’s he’s saying? So many errors in judgment begin with 

poor eyesight. Paul reminded us that we see through distorted mirrors, in disjointed bits and 

pieces. And because we can’t see as only God can see, we’re in no position to judge. 

  

A grocery store checkout clerk wrote a letter to Ann Landers criticizing people for using food 

stamps to buy expensive items like birthday cakes. So Ann Landers printed the letter. Only later 

did she print this reply by the woman who bought the cake: “I am the woman who bought the 

$17 cake and paid for it with food stamps. I thought the checkout lady would burn a hole through 

me with her eyes. She didn’t know the cake was for my little girl’s birthday. It will be her last. 

She has cancer and will be dead in six months.” Before we criticize or give in to the temptation 

to mouth something critical and harsh, remember what Jesus warned. You’re in no position to 

start surgery when there’s a log sticking out of your eye. 

  

Way back when Bob Knight was fired as head basketball coach of Indiana University, a sports 

announcer asked the legendary John Wooden to comment. Wooden, a wonderful Christian man, 

replied, “I’m not a judge, so therefore I’m not judging Bobby Knight.” Then he went on to quote 

this old poem: 

 

 There is so much good in the worst of us, 

 And so much bad in the best of us, 

 That it hardly behooves any of us 

 To talk about the rest of us. 

  

Wooden was reminding that reporter – and us – that no matter how clear we think our vision is, 

we’ve got a plank across our eyes if we presume to judge. Judgment is the province of God 

alone. Our place is to do our best to see in others the grace and forbearance that we hope they 

will try to see in us. Jesus said it: The judgment you make will be how you will be judged, and 

the measure you give will be the measure you get. Is there anyone here who wants to change?  

  

A significant event happened in Sweden on a day in September 1966. I was surprised to find 

that’s exactly fifty years ago this month. They called it “Dagen H” (H Day). On a designed 
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afternoon, at a prescribed time, a siren began to sound in every major city and every little town in 

Sweden and all traffic came to an abrupt halt. Every truck, every bus, and every car stopped right 

where it was. And the command of the government was that every person in Sweden was to stop 

still and think about what was about to take place. Everyone froze in place for 15 minutes.  

  

Then at a second signal, 15 minutes later, every truck, every bus and every car in the country 

moved from the left lane to the right. The entire country changed from driving on the left side of 

the road to the right. They completely changed their way of behaving. And to change they had to 

stop and think long and hard about what they were being called to do. They did away with their 

old way and make room for the new. 

  

Can we not do the same?  

  

Those who have ears, let them hear.  

 

 

                                                 
i. Luke 6:37 


