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While on a road trip, an elderly couple stopped at a roadside restaurant for lunch. After finishing their meal they left the restaurant and resumed their trip. The elderly woman, however, unknowingly left her glasses on the table, and she didn't miss them until they had been driving for about forty minutes. To add to the aggravation they had to travel quite a distance before they could find a place to turn around in order to return to the restaurant to retrieve her glasses. All the way back, her husband became the classic grouchy old man. He fussed and complained and scolded his wife relentlessly during the entire return drive. The more he chided her, the more agitated he became. He just wouldn't let up for a single minute. To her relief, they finally arrived at the restaurant. As the woman got out of the car, and hurried inside to get her glasses, the old geezer yelled to out her, “And while you're in there, you might as well get my hat and the credit card.”

I’d have killed him.


Last week we spoke about having a superiority complex and looking down on other people. This week we’re looking at being judgmental, which is a superiority complex taken one step further. Not only do we know we’re better than everyone else, we’re prepared to give a detailed analysis of why that other person is such a loser. Of course the only problem is that we’re somewhat lacking in objectivity.

Jesus’ instructions to us are simple:

1. Do not judge or you will be judged.
2. Warning! If you do, you will be judged in the same way you judge others. The measure you use to evaluate people will be the measure used against you.

And then Jesus gave an illustration, a common image from everyday life, the carpenter’s shop. There were no safety glasses in first century Palestine. When sawing wood, sawdust got everywhere, often, and most annoyingly, in the eyes. Sometimes it was helpful to have assistance getting it out. The example of the piece of sawdust and the plank of wood was not original to Jesus. It was classic rabbinic hyperbole, an outrageous exaggeration to make a point. And sure enough, all we have to do is picture some guy walking around with a plank of wood sticking out of his eye being presumptuous enough to offer someone else help removing the speck from their eye and we get the point.

Now some people misinterpret this saying to mean that we should never judge anyone at any time. This is not true. Scripture elsewhere describes times when we must exercise wise judgment. We can and should say, “This is right and that is wrong.” The difference is in our attitude. We can “pass judgment” in external matters taking whatever action is appropriate, but we must always remember that where it counts, we are all sinners in need of grace. It is a fine distinction, but an important one. What Jesus is addressing is our attitude, that tendency that we all have to shift the fault away from ourselves and rip other people to shreds.


Most of us know the pain of being judged by others. We have memories from childhood that still cause us to cringe. I can remember my 4th grade bullies by name, and can even still picture their faces vividly. I am not unique. I have discovered that there are a lot of people who also remember the pain of being judged by others in childhood. We feel the same pain today when we are found wanting. No one likes to be judged. To pass judgment is easy. To be the recipient of it hurts. 
We judge and are judged because we can only see the outside of a person. If I stand in judgment of you I do so in ignorance. I don’t know really know what your prior life experience is. I have no idea what it feels like to be you from the inside. Some people are just naturally placid, and others naturally hot-tempered. Different people have different temptations. Only God sees our inward struggles. And of course, as far as judging others is concerned, the most unfair human behavior of all is to pass judgment on someone simply because they remind us of someone else! We do that for the most part without our even being aware of it.  I have found that when I begin to feel a strong dislike for someone I barely know it is very helpful to stop and ask, “Who does this person remind me of?” or “What does this situation remind me of?”
The good news is there are steps can we take to counteract a judgmental attitude in ourselves. 
1. First, we need to stop before our mind really gets going to town, and give the person we are judging the benefit of the doubt. Is a cashier being incredibly slow? Was someone just rude and cut us off in traffic? Are another person’s children behaving dreadfully and we have concluded that they have no parenting skills whatsoever? If we stop and consider what might be going on in the other person’s life, it is very helpful. People are often preoccupied, and sometimes are going through very tough times. 
2. Second, it’s an eye opener for most of us, but believe it or not, we do stupid things that other people judge us for. Knowing that judgment goes both ways is humbling. I make mistakes. I say too much. I say too little. I miss things. I am not perfect. And we should never forget the rule of thirds. A third of the people are going to like me no matter what I do. A third of the people are going to dislike me no matter what I do, and a third of the people are not going to care one way or another about me. 
3. Finally, we can quell our judgmental attitude altogether by praying for the person we find ourselves judging. One proviso however—be careful how you pray. Dear Lord, please help such and such overcome her annoying habits and realize that she is a total jerk, does not count. Neither does, Dear Lord, please fix the such and such family. They clearly don’t know what they are doing and they need family therapy followed by individual therapy accompanied by medication, pastoral intervention, parenting classes, someone to teach them how to clean their house properly and cooking lessons. We’re not here to write God prescriptions for how to fix people. While it is okay to pray specifically, we should always pray humbly and according to the Spirit’s leading, not according to our preconceived ideas.
Apart from strangers who we now and then encounter and pass judgment on, the people who normally annoy us the most have character defects that we ourselves have. In judging them we are pushing away what we least like about ourselves. It’s like possessing an obnoxious mirror. The connection might not be obvious to us at first, but a little honest prodding will reveal our own sense of inferiority or guilt in the area in which we are feeling especially critical of the other person. The stronger our reaction, the more the shoe fits. Do we think someone else is a bossy know-it-all? Look in the mirror. Do we condemn others for being greedy? Maybe we’re holding back what we should be giving to God. We are all too tragically aware of the fact that the evangelist who rails against immorality is often later exposed for having an affair. We can only recognize in others what we possess in ourselves. If we did not have the sinful desire within our own hearts to some degree, we wouldn’t be able to identify it. 
I close with the story of another couple on the road. They pulled into a full service gas station to refuel their car. As the tank was being refilled, the station attendant washed the windshield. When he finished, the woman said, “The windshield is still dirty. Wash it again.”

“Yes, ma’am,” the attendant answered. As he scrubbed the windshield a second time, he looked closely for any bugs or dirt he might have missed. When he finished, the woman in the car became angry. “It's still dirty!” She yelled. Don't you know how to wash a windshield? Do it again!” By this point the husband was completely mortified and looked like he wished he could disappear.

The attendant cleaned the windshield a third time, carefully looking for any place he might have missed, but could find no messy spots anywhere. By now, the wife was fuming. She screamed, “This windshield is still filthy! I'm going to talk to your boss to make sure you don't work here another day. You are the lousiest windshield washer I have ever seen!”

Just as she was about to get of the car, however, her husband reached over and removed her glasses. He carefully wiped them with a cloth and put them back on her face. The wife then slumped back down into her seat with embarrassment as she observed before her a spotless windshield.


Critical people view others through their own dirty glasses. The dirt on our hearts causes us to see everything from an unclean, critical perspective. It is easy to become judgmental at what we perceive to be dirt on other people, when in reality we are looking at others through the dirt on our own hearts. Of course it’s not that other people are perfect and we are not. The truth is much more humbling. We’re all a mess! But we’re a mess loved by God, and as we learn that God extends grace to us, we learn to extend that same grace to others. Not one of us is perfect, but we are all perfectly loved by God. Amen.
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