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Sermon: A Tree and Its Fruit 

In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit; AMEN. 

The last time we were together we took a look at our Lord’s 

admonition about judging: “Do not judge, and you will not be judged.”  As 

we saw then, this was not a command forbidding moral judgement or the 

exercise of Christian discernment, but a command forbidding a harsh and 

unchristian judgementalism.  Now judgementalism is a sin that is as 

spiritually dangerous as any we will ever have to deal with.  Think of what 

this attitude does.  It so focuses us upon the sins of others, real and 

imagined, that it blinds us to our own sin.  It fosters in us a self-righteous 

attitude of superiority.  It tends to be self-exculpatory.  That is, when we 

succumb to judgementalism we come to think that condemning someone 

else’s sins somehow excuses our own own.   

 And strangely enough, a judgemental spirit often trivializes sin.  It 

views unimportant things as top priorities and tends to ignore what counts 

very much more.  Someone once put it this way, saying that it majors in 

minors and minors in majors.  Let me give you a couple of examples.  



Before the Civil War in the United States, the American Tract Society, an 

organization for the spreading of the gospel and Christian moral values, 

spend a great deal of its resources in attacking social dancing while at the 

same time it said not a word about the institution of slavery.  It missed that 

completely, though elsewhere other Christians had taken up the abolitionists’ 

cause.  C. S. Lewis made the point that Satan would be happy to encourage 

chastity in people, as long as at the same time he could make them self-

righteous prigs.  A spirit of judgementalism causes us to miss the point.   

 Here is another characteristic of judgementalism.  It is merciless.  If as 

Paul says, “Love believes all things,” judgementalism disbelieves all things.  

When we are judgemental we assume the worst of other people, we impugn 

their motives and never give them the benefit of the doubt.  A judgemental 

spirit is ugly.  It is a cancer and blight.  But while we are never to be 

judgemental, we must judge.  We must exercise Christian discernment.  We 

must be able to tell the difference between right and wrong and act upon that 

knowledge.  But how can we judge without falling into judgementalism?  

How can we exercise proper Christian discernment and necessary discipline 

with a proper and loving spirit?  We have the answer to that question in our 

lesson today.  Let’s look at it: 



 No good tree bears bad fruit, nor does a bad tree bear good 
fruit.  Each tree is recognized by its own fruit.  People do not pick figs 
from thornbushes or grapes from briars.  The good man brings good 
things out of the good stored up in his heart, and the evil man brings 
evil things out of the evil stored up in his heart.  For out of the 
overflow of his heart his mouth speaks. 

Where does such an ugly sin as judgementalism come from?  It arises 

from a proud heart.  It is clear then that first and above all, true and proper 

Christian judgement must come from a humble and contrite heart, a heart 

renewed and made clean.  That is the starting point.  It starts there or it 

doesn’t start at all.  It takes us back to the opening words of the Sermon on 

the Plain: “Blessed are you who are poor.”  It is the poor in spirit who can 

live out the Christian life with discernment and integrity.  Before judging, 

then, we must be aware of our own sinfulness and frailty.  We must, in the 

words of the Heidelberg Catechism, know our “sin and our misery.”  We 

must be able to say with David, “for I know my transgressions, and my sin is 

always before me.”  And we must cry out with David, “Create in me a pure 

heart, O God, and renew a steadfast spirit within me.”  Beloved, the natural 

man’s heart is deceitful above all things, and so we must cry to the Lord for 

mercy, for renewal and for cleansing.  If we know that our life is built upon 

the sheer grace and mercy of the Lord Jesus Christ, and that without his 



compassion we would be lost and condemned, we will be inoculated against 

a harsh, vindictive and judgemental attitude.   

The second thing we need to exercise judgement properly is a 

prayerful spirit.  We must be able to pray with David, “Forgive my hidden 

faults.  Keep your servant also from willful sins; may they not rule over me.”  

We must pray for ourselves and others as we seek to discern the truth.  

James, the brother of the Lord and a man so devoted to prayer that he was 

nicknamed “Camel-knees” puts it this way in his letter to the early church: 

Therefore confess your sins to each other and pray for each 
other so that you may be healed.  The prayer of a righteous man is 
powerful and effective. 

 Third, we must remember that our judgements are to be biblical, for 

the Bible is “God-breathed and is useful for teaching, rebuking, correcting 

and training in righteousness.”  That is to say, the Bible is the Word of God.  

It is God speaking to us.  It carries the full weight and authority of the 

Creator of the universe and the Redeemer of the elect.  And in the Bible God 

tells us what is pleasing to him and what isn’t, what is sinful and what is 

righteous.  That Word is what we are to go by.  We are neither to add to it nor 

to take anything away.   



Let me talk about sinful biblical addition.  The Bible says that we are 

saved by grace through faith and not by works.  It is God alone who saves 

us.  Salvation belongs to him.  We sin when we assert that salvation comes 

by grace through faith and works—that to be saved we need to add our own 

righteousness to the righteousness of Christ.  Calvary and my prayers; 

Calvary and my tithes; Calvary and my church work—these have gotten me 

saved.  No, no, no.  Take away those blasphemous “ands.”   

Now, just as in the matter of our salvation we are not to add anything 

extra to the Bible, so in the matter of morality are we to offer nothing extra.  

There were some, in Bible times, who said if you wanted to be a Christian 

you had to be circumcised.  Grace through faith and circumcision was their 

motto.  There were some back then who said if you were a Christian you had 

to stay away from certain meats.  There are some today who say if you are a 

Christian you must wear certain clothes.  Grace through faith and wardrobe 

is their motto.  Others insist that as a true Christian you can only listen to a 

certain type of music or you cannot own a television set.  When we go 

beyond what the Bible says, we will end up with a judgemental spirit, for we 

are inserting ourselves into a place that belongs to God alone. 



On the other hand, neither can we subtract from what God tells us in 

the Bible.  For example, God tells us not to steal.  He does not tell us not to 

steal unless the person we rob has a lot of money.  He tells us not to commit 

adultery.  He does not tell us not to commit adultery unless we really, really 

love someone else.  He tells us not to murder.  He doesn’t tell us not to 

murder unless we are very angry at a person who has done us wrong.  We 

need to judge biblically, walking by the light of God’s word and going 

neither too far nor not far enough.  A humble and prayerful spirit will enable 

us more and more to walk in this way. 

Fourth, when we make judgements we are to make them lovingly.  

Judgementalism is rooted in ill-will.  It takes pleasure in another person’s 

sins.  It delights to see the mighty fall.  A loving judgement is made from a 

heart that is broken by a person’s transgression and longs to see repentance, 

restoration and forgiveness blossom.  Bill Bennett was the Secretary of 

Education and later the Drug Czar in the Untied States during the late 80s 

and early 90s.  He has been a very influential spokesman for family values 

and marriage and morality in general. His best-known book is a compilation 

of classic tales designed for parents to read to their children entitled The 

Book of Virtues.  It came out last month that over the course of he last ten 

years Bennett had gambled some 8 million dollars at casinos in Las Vegas 



and Atlantic City.  His political enemies rejoiced in this discovery and took 

delight in the revelation.  Many of his political supporters said, in effect, “So 

what?  He’s got lots of money.  He can afford it.  It is no big deal.”  It seems 

to me a proper Christian attitude is one that clearly sees the sinfulness of his 

behaviour and, rather than rejoicing in it or ignoring it altogether, longs for 

repentance, forgiveness and a new walk to be manifested in his life.  It 

should break our hearts that his actions have hurt his witness.  They have 

called truths he spoke into question.  They have damaged him and those he 

represented.  But we are not to despair, but to hope, for the Bible tells us that 

“if we confess our sins, [God] is faithful and just and will forgive us our sins 

and purify us from all unrighteousness.”  That is ever to be our hope and 

stay. 

Fifth, we are to judge mercifully.  Mercy is at the heart of Jesus’ 

sermon.  “Be merciful, just as your Father is merciful,” is his word to us.  

And what mercy he brings.  He has seen that we were like sheep without a 

shepherd and so putting aside his heavenly glory he condescended to us, 

taking upon himself the weakness of human flesh and living with us as one 

like us.  He did not need to.  He did not have to.  But he did.  And because he 

did, all who cast themselves upon him in true and living faith will be saved 

to the uttermost.  If judgements are made humbly, prayerfully, biblically, 



lovingly and mercifully, they will be a reflection of Jesus and the person 

making the judgement will be a faithful disciple of the Lord. 

Now those characteristics speak of how we are to judge.  Let me 

mention two different areas in which we must make judgements every day.  

The catechism calls these areas “doctrine and life.”  We could call them 

“belief and action.”  First, we must make doctrinal judgements.  R. Kent 

Hughes speaks of the necessity of this in his commentary on Luke in this 

way: 

The refusal to do so—to judge a belief as Biblical or unbiblical, 
to call heresy what it is—is one of the reasons why in many places the 
church is sick and even dead. 

Beloved, we must know what the Bible says, what the world says, and what 

the difference is and over the past decades the church has not been very 

good at getting this message across.  For too long the cry has been, “Don’t 

give me stuffy old dogmas—give me life and work and deeds!”  But what 

we believe determines what we do.  How can we live a Christian life if we 

don’t even know what it is?   

 D. James Kennedy makes an interesting point about this.  He is the 

pastor who developed the Evangelism Explosion ministry.  It is a Christian 

visiting ministry in which people go from door to door to introduce Christ to 



those who don’t know him.  Kennedy wrote that he often ran into people 

who would say to him, “I don’t believe the Bible.”  At that point he would 

do something very interesting.  He would say to the person, “Just to make 

sure I am clear on this, could you condense for me, in a few short sentences, 

the message of the Bible?”  The answers were illuminating.  The people who 

didn’t believe the Bible never said to him, “The Bible tells the story of 

human beings, lost, trapped, helpless and perishing in sin and the Saviour 

who comes freely and graciously to save them at the cost of his own blood.”  

The people invariably responded with something like this: “The Bible says 

that if you are good enough and do what is right you will get to heaven.”  At 

this point Kennedy could say to them, “We have something in common.  I 

don’t believe that either.”   

 Beloved, we must know what the Bible teaches.  We must know what 

God says about God and man, what he says about the Father, Son and Holy 

Spirit, what he says about sin, justification, salvation, faith, works, grace, 

law, sanctification, and the glory that is to come.  We must know what God 

teaches about marriage, children, parents, work, neighbours and finances.  It 

takes hard work to know what a Christian needs to know.  It takes dedication 

and discipline.  And it is not something that can be completed in this life.  A 

Christian is a person who is always learning more.  The Bible is like a well 



without a bottom.  Each time you come to its pages, even if you are reading 

the same verses for the hundredth time, you will find living water; it never 

gets stale.   

Here is a question for you.  Are you committed to serious Bible study?  

Have you made it a priority?  Have you set aside time?  Have you got helps

—devotional aids, commentaries and so on to encourage you?  Do you 

attend a Bible study with others so you can gain their insights as well?  We 

need to become so acquainted with the Bible’s story that it seeps into us and 

we begin naturally and unconsciously to think biblically and in biblical 

categories.  It should be second nature to us.   

Let me give you a quick example of what I mean about thinking 

biblically.  There are radical environmentalists who claim that animals have 

the same rights as people.  PETA—People for the Ethical Treatment of 

Animals is one such group.  They assert that people are no different from 

animals.  They hold that people should be vegetarians, and that animals 

should not be hunted or used in medical research.  They go so far as to say 

people ought not to have pets, for that is a sort of slavery.  Instead, people 

should have “animal companions.”  Their identification of man with animal 



is so complete that one of them, in a famous motto, put it this way: “A dog is 

a rat is a boy.”   

Now what are we to make of that?  If you know the biblical story, you 

know that human beings are not like the other animals because they alone 

have been made in the image of God.  You will know that man has been 

given dominion over the animals.  You will know that man has the 

responsibility of being a good steward of the earth he has been given to rule.  

And you will know that God has given express permission for man to use 

animals for food.  If you think biblically, you know who you are and how 

you are to relate to the world around you and you won’t be confused by the 

voices of competing philosophies.     

We need to bring judgement to bear in doctrine.  And we need to bring 

it to bear in life.  That is simply to say we must make moral judgements 

every day.  Every day we are faced with temptations and decisions.  Every 

day our old enemies—the world, the flesh and the devil—seek to lure us 

away from the path our Lord has prepared.  Every day we hear someone 

assert that there are no absolute truths and that what is sinful for someone 

might be fine and dandy for someone else and who are we to say any 

different anyway?  But there are truths.  There are absolutes.  There is a way 



that leads to heaven and a way that leads to hell and we had best know the 

difference and make sure we are walking the right path.   

Our attitude in judging is to be humble, prayerful, biblical, loving and 

merciful.  We are to judge in matters of doctrine so we can discern the 

difference between truth and falsehood.  We are to judge in matters of life, 

bringing our discernment into day-to-day decisions.  And there is this as 

well.  All this we are to do with a gentle, constructive spirit.  That is to say, if 

God requires us to judge someone, we are to do it meekly and with a 

willingness to be part of the solution.   Paul speaks of this in Galatians 6. 

Brothers, if someone is caught in a sin, you who are spiritual 
should restore him gently.  but watch yourself, or you also may be 
tempted.  Carry each other’s burdens, and in this way you will fulfill 
the law of Christ. 

If we judge in these ways, we will not go far wrong.  In Christ’s name.  

AMEN. 


