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The Bible likes to use images to help us understand things that might be too profound to put into 

words. In these cases, it is not about giving a definition of something but rather giving us an 

insight into it. This is really about helping us to grow in wisdom. To be wise is often a matter of 

having common sense, but it is also about having good judgement and having all things in 

proportion. It is about not being seduced by extremes.

The first reading used a few images to help us discern the character of a person or a situation.  

All these images had a common feature: that we know the truth about something when it 

produces the fruit that it is supposed to produce. So, if you want to judge an orchard, you should 

look at the quality of the fruit it produces. Or if you want to judge how well a machine is  

working, you should look at the quality of the product it produces. The point is that there is a 

coherence between what it should be doing and what it is in fact doing. When it comes to  

discerning the character of a person the same test can be applied. And in this case, the author  

tells us that the test is the quality of the person’s speech. The advice is very direct, “Do not 

praise a man before he has spoken”. Jesus uses the same image and tells the crowd that there is a 

direct link between what is in a person’s heart and what comes out of their mouth.

Now, Jesus is giving this instruction to warn the crowd that there are false teachers all around 

them. He uses even more images to make sure they get the point. These false teachers are like 

guides who do not know where they are going but are still asking the crowd to follow them. 

Everyone ends up getting lost. Or they are like students who think they know more than the  

teacher and convince the class to follow them. When it comes to the exams at the end of the 

year, the students wonder why they have failed. Of course, these examples are extreme, and we 

might wonder if Jesus is having a bit of a laugh as he uses them. But they make the point.

As I reflected on these readings it occurred to me that they are speaking in a direct way into the 

situation of our world today. I think we can capture the meaning of the message in the readings 

by saying that ultimately, they are about truth. Many people today would say that we are living 

through a crisis of truth. It is a crisis because many institutions and many individuals are 

behaving in a way that often shows little regard for the truth. We hear phrases like “fake news”. 

We hear of fake images and voices generated by artificial  intelligence.  There are people 



seduced into what looks like a good bargain and are then scammed. We see and hear of people 

suffering because someone or some group is spreading lies about them on social media.

In this situation it is helpful to get to the core of what these readings are saying. I think there are 

a couple of messages. The first is about how we deal with other people and institutions in this 

crisis. It is a message about the importance of discernment so that we make true judgements 

about people or groups or institutions. As followers of Jesus, we take love of neighbour as a 

basic criterion for discerning what we are hearing or seeing. Love originates in the heart. If we 

see or hear lies rather than truth, or hate rather than love, then we may judge that the heart of the 

one whose words we hear is hardened and lacks integrity. The wise person will recognise this  

and not be seduced into taking heed of their words.

The second message that Jesus gives is a warning about being aware of our own words and our 

own heart. He uses another image. This time it is a comparison between a large plank of wood 

and splinter. This is a warning about too quickly judging people. It can be easy to find fault with 

others, but in the scheme of things their faults may be no greater than our own faults. In fact, the 

faults  we recognise in  others  may often be a  mirror  on our  own faults.  For  this  reason, 

recognising the faults of others may be a prompt to examine our own lives. A very simple 

question might be what my speech or conversation tells me about my heart. This can be a 

prompt for a purification of heart.

Jesus was a wise teacher. That is why people sought him out. We will grow in wisdom if we 

listen to his words and follow them. To be wise is to have a heart that loves and to have speech 

and actions that spring from our heart.


