August 21, 2011              Don’t Criticize One Another                                              #222                                                                                                                        
3rd lesson this month on the topic:  One Anothering   
1st Week: “Love One Another” Our lesson was about the biblical command to love one another.  We need to love others as Christ loves us.
2nd Week:  “Forgive One Another” This lesson was about how to extend forgiveness to one another.
What this lesson is about: Today’s lesson is about the need for believers to refrain from judgmental criticism of one another and instead to seek ways to build one another up and to promote harmony in the church.
How this lesson can impact your life: Evaluate your attitudes and speech about other people, and relate to them in ways that are constructive rather than destructive.
Our lesson outline today covers 3 topics:

1. “The Problem with Criticism” James 4: 11-12; We are to avoid criticism of our fellow believers.  It’s not our job to judge; trust God to do what’s right!
2. “The Need for Acceptance” Romans 14: 1-4; Let us love, accept, and respect one another when we have disagreements.  All believers will stand before God’s judgment seat.
3. “The Goal of Edification” Romans 14: 5-12, 19; Straightening out our own lives rather than trying to straighten out others’ lives will keep us busy enough!  We are to work toward building others up rather than tearing them down.

“Criticize”;

· To point out the faults of someone in a disapproving way.

Remember for a moment back when you were living at home with your parents;

· Did they only criticize you?

· Or did the show constant love for you?
· Sometimes we find ourselves growing up acting the same way we were treated as children.

How do most Christians treat one another?

· Do we see only the good in each other?

· Or do we take our magnifying glass so we can find every fault and shortcoming others have?

· How does the way we look at one another influence the way we relate to one another?

The lessons this month have shown us the responsibilities Christians have toward one another;

· Some Christians, if they are not careful, think that God gave them the responsibility of criticizing others.

· They need to make a 180 degree turn from tearing down one another to finding ways to build up one another.

Someone read our 1st group of Scripture verses (The Problem with Criticism) James 4: 11-12.  Listen to what we are not to do as these verses are being read.

11 Don't criticize one another, brothers. He who criticizes a brother or judges his brother criticizes the law and judges the law. But if you judge the law, you are not a doer of the law but a judge. 12 There is one lawgiver and judge who is able to save and to destroy. But who are you to judge your neighbor?
Criticism was a problem for the first-century believers to whom James wrote;

· It can be quite a problem for us also.

· Consider the many ways that believers exchange words today;

· Face to face

· Snail mail

· E-mail

· Telephone

· Text messages

· Social networks

James gave a direct and matter of fact directive in v11;

· “Don’t criticize one another” v11

· James was not prohibiting the kindhearted, constructive criticism that one friend give to another.

· He addressed the one who “criticizes a brother” along with the one who “judges his brother”

· He had harsh, accusatory, judgmental criticism in mind.
Did James mean that we are to make and express no moral judgments whatsoever?

· James’ letter as a whole and other NT passages suggest that this was not his meaning.

· James 4:1-10 calls believers to task for quarreling, selfishness, and spiritual adultery.

· Jesus said, “Do not judge” (Matt. 7:1).

· He also instructed His disciples to rebuke the brother who “sins against you (Matt. 18: 15-18).

Some type of moral judgment is required to follow this instruction;
· At times, Christians are to acknowledge and address sin in one another’s lives.

· At times, we are to say, “According to God’s Word, this is sin.”

· We are not to be tolerant of all lifestyles and actions.

· But neither are we to have an accusatory, fault-finding, “gotcha” spirit.

· We are certainly to avoid slander and gossip.

· Including “Sanctified” gossip in the form of “prayer requests”

Do you remember the account of the Pharisees who judged the disciples of Jesus in the grain fields one Sabbath day (Matt. 12:1-8)?

· The disciples picked and ate grain.

· The Pharisees said, “Look, Your disciples are doing what is not lawful to do on the Sabbath” v2

· Jesus said that they “condemned the innocent” v7

· The Pharisees’ proper role was to show mercy.

· Jesus’ role was to be Lord over the Sabbath and Sabbath laws (Matt. 12:8).

Our basic role is to be doers of the law of love;

· In what ways are we to love someone whose behavior offends us?

· We are to be merciful in our attitudes (James 2:13).

· We are to pray for our bother/sister to grow in grace.

· We can also find a practical way to serve or bless the brother or sister.

· And we can avoid criticism!

Our role is not to be the “one lawgiver and judge” v12;

· Only God can and does have this role.

· God knows all the facts and deals wisely, justly, and graciously with His people.

Who are you to judge your neighbor? V12
· This rhetorical question drives home the problem with criticism.

· It is our sinful attempt to occupy God’s seat.

· A seat that we are neither authorized nor qualified to occupy.

· When we criticize judgmentally, we are out of our proper place in relation to one another and to God.

Someone read our 2nd group of Scripture verses (The Need for Acceptance) Romans 14: 1-4.  Listen to how we are to treat those weak in faith as these verses are being read.

1 Accept anyone who is weak in faith, but don't argue about doubtful issues. 2 One person believes he may eat anything, but one who is weak eats only vegetables. 3 One who eats must not look down on one who does not eat; and one who does not eat must not criticize one who does, because God has accepted him. 4 Who are you to criticize another's household slave? Before his own Lord he stands or falls. And stand he will! For the Lord is able to make him stand.
Paul wrote that believers are to “accept anyone who is weak in faith” v1
· Those who were “weak in faith” had reservations about engaging in certain activities.

· The activities in question were not objectively wrong;

· But they were problematic for the weak.

· They could not engage in the activities with clear consciences before the Lord.

Paul intended for the “strong” (15:1) to accept the weak;

· Acceptance included affirming the legitimate faith in Christ that the weak professed and sharing fellowship with them.

· Paul forbade the stronger in faith to “argue about doubtful issues” v1

· They were not to pass judgments on the views and practices of the weak;

· Nor to present supporting arguments to verify their judgments.

· They were to accept the weak and their tenderness of conscience.

One doubtful issue in first-century Rome regarded what foods were proper to eat;

· Some believers could eat anything.

· On the other hand, “one who was weak ate only vegetables” v2

· Why were the weak vegetarians?

· Apparently they considered some foods “unclean” (14:14).

Believers face many “doubtful issues” today;

· What movies are suitable for believers to see?

· Or are movies suitable to see at all?

· What schooling choice is right-public, private, or home school?

· Should a Christian family practice dating or courtship?

· In what forms, if any, is dancing proper for believers?

· What activities are proper for believers on Sunday?

· I’m sure each of you has several more items that could be added to this short list of “doubtful issues.”

Paul warned the strong not to “look down on” the weak;

· The strong were not to “despise” or ridicule the weak.

· On the other hand, the weak were not to criticize, or “judge” the strong.
· The strong were not sinning but were exercising freedom in Christ that the weak did not feel.

· The weak were not to condemn them.

· Strong and weak alike were to love, respect, and accept one another when they had disagreements.

Paul asked, “Who are you to criticize another’s household slave? V4

· James asked, “Who are you to judge your neighbor?” (James 4:12).

· Paul and James seem to have been on the same wavelength.

· Paul clarified the role of believers in their relationships with one another and the Lord.

· The Lord will deal with His own servants in the way that He sees fit.

· It is not our place to judge one another!

Someone read our last group of Scripture verses (The Goal of Edification) Romans 14: 5-12, 19).  Listen to what we are to do together as these verses are being read.

5 One person considers one day to be above another day. Someone else considers every day to be the same. Each one must be fully convinced in his own mind. 6 Whoever observes the day, observes it to the Lord. Whoever eats, eats to the Lord, since he gives thanks to God; and whoever does not eat, it is to the Lord that he does not eat, yet he thanks God. 7 For none of us lives to himself, and no one dies to himself. 8 If we live, we live to the Lord; and if we die, we die to the Lord. Therefore, whether we live or die, we belong to the Lord. 9 Christ died and came to life for this: that He might rule over both the dead and the living. 10 But you, why do you criticize your brother? Or you, why do you look down on your brother? For we will all stand before the judgment seat of God. 11 For it is written:  As I live, says the Lord, every knee will bow to Me, and every tongue will give praise to God. 12 So then, each of us will give an account of himself to God. 19 So then, we must pursue what promotes peace and what builds up one another.
Paul treated observance of special days as a matter of individual conscience;

· He wrote that “each one must be fully convinced in his own mind” v5

· Paul recognized that special ceremonial law was in the same category as the OT food laws.

· Ceremonial and food laws were not binding for believers under the new covenant in Christ.

The NT instructs Christians to gather for fellowship and worship (Heb. 10: 24-25);

· And shows that they did so on Sunday (Acts 20:7).

· Since the first century, Christians have referred to Sunday, “the first day of the week” (Matt. 28:1).

· What activities other than worship are appropriate?

· Are sports, yard work, and shopping permissible?

· Is it required that a believer’s primary service of worship and Bible study attendance be on Sunday?

· May it be on a Saturday night or at some other time?

Paul’s advice was that such matters should be decided between the believer and his Lord;

· The one who observed the Sabbath day as a special day did so for the Lord.

· It was a matter of the believer’s devotion to the Lord.

· We are to leave the matter to the believer and the Lord.

· “Doubtful issues” are not worth fighting over!

The believer is accountable for full faithfulness to Christ in all things, including “doubtful issues.”

· In the end, “we will all stand before the tribunal of God” v10

· “Each of us will give an account of himself to God” v12

· When we are before the judgment seat, God will evaluate our service.

· He will judge our works knowing fully the thoughts and intentions of our hearts.

Anticipating judgment is helpful to us in two ways related to “doubtful issues” over which we disagree with a fellow believer;

· First, we know that we can leave these doubtful issues to our fellow believer and the Lord to work out.

· God will handle the matter with our fellow believer.

· Our fellow believers will all give account to God.

· Second, we know that we ourselves must give an account to God for our own decisions and actions.

· The fact is that straightening our own lives rather than trying to straighten out other’s lives will keep us busy enough!
Our goal is not to decide a “doubtful issue” for someone else;

· Neither is it to look down on someone we perceive as weak nor to judge someone who does what we do not feel freedom to do.

· Our goal is to “pursue what promotes peace and what builds up on another” v19

· A critical spirit poisons a church fellowship with resentment and jealousy.

Instead of tear one another down;

· We are to build one another up.

· Edification is the act of building up.

· One of the best ways to edify is to encourage.

· What strengths and sincere commitments does your fellow believer demonstrate?

· Let’s make more of the evidence that God is at work in our fellow believers and less of the disagreements we may have over “doubtful issues.”

Saving the Helpless
Ivers Sims, an Atlanta construction worker, was operating a 250-foot-tall crane that towered over the work site when a fire broke out below.  Soon the crane itself was on fire, and Sims was trapped high above the ground.  To escape the smoke and heat, he crawled out to the concrete counterweight on the crane’s horizontal arm.  His only hope for rescue was from above.

As the crane swayed in the gusting wind, a forest-fire-fighting helicopter was brought in as a means of saving him.  The pilot directed his craft through the smoke and turbulence caused by the flames to a spot eighty feet above Sims.  Even that far above the inferno, the heat was intense.  Matt Mosely, a firefighter, risked his own life by dropping by cable to the swaying crane, then strapping Sims into a harness.  Both men were then lowered safely to the ground away from the fire.  The rescue was in the best of the fire-fighter tradition:  those with the strength, skill, and training take sometimes extraordinary risks to save the helpless that otherwise might lose their lives.
What we are asked to do in terms of coming to the aid of weaker brother and sisters is nowhere near as exciting and attention getting as the rescue of Ivers Sims.  No one is likely to be called a hero for bearing the burdens of his neighbor.  However, the task is no less important, since the spiritual life of another person may be at stake.  In giving aid to others who are weaker than ourselves, rather than seeking our own pleasure and convenience, we are demonstrating that we have come to a true understanding of what the gospel of Christ is about!

Prayer:

Lord help us to never judge others.

Remind us that each of us will stand before You in that final judgment.
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