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Matthew 7:15-20; Jude 1:3-13; Beware of False Prophets I.  Identifying False Prophets II.  Responding to False Prophets
Congregation of our Lord Jesus Christ, how can you tell the difference between edible food and plants that are not edible?  Or can you determine the difference between medicine and poison?  Does this difference really make a big deal.  For example, if you are walking in the woods and you come across a mushroom.  Should you eat it?  Do you know how to tell a Death Cap mushroom from a Portobello Mushroom?  If you get it wrong- it may cost you your life!  In many ways, we are dealing with matters of life and death today.  The difference between edible and poisonous foods is really the same difference between orthodox teaching and false doctrine.  Returning to the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus continues to make distinctions and divisions today.  Last time we saw that there are only 2 ways- the narrow, difficult way that leads to life and the broad, easy way that leads to death.  Today we find that there are two kinds of teachers.  One kind of teacher is patient and clear- teaching what aligns with God’s Word; the other kind of teacher is confusing and rude- teaching what is pleasing to the ear but destroys the soul.  So today we are going to be making a division once again- a contrast between true prophets and false prophets.  Between obedient teachers and rebellious teachers.  So we consider this theme: Jesus Christ warns the church to be on guard against false teachers who will deceive and destroy.
I.  Identifying False Prophets 
In our first point, we will look at the marks of a false prophet.  If Jesus is going to tell us to beware- to watch out for these kinds of teachers, it is import for us to know how to identify them.  Poison is known for having a skull and cross bones on the label.  Poisonous food is known for its effect on those who eat it!  So false teachers are known for how they look and the effect of their teachings on others.  So Jesus begins in v. 15 by revealing the presence of false teachers. These false prophets are fake- they are play actors.  They have a mask on- they are hiding their true identity!  They have ulterior motives- they are smooth talkers.  They are like whitewashed tombs- they sound nice but inwardly they are full of death!  But they can be known- and their actions will find them out.  They can’t keep up appearances.  You will know them by their fruit as v. 16 puts it.  Their lives will prove the state of their heart.  So the first way in which false teachers can be exposed is by looking at their lives.  Now Jesus is not saying that every person who teaches will be perfect in every way.  Every human teacher will slip at times- misspeak and get something twisted.  Human teachers are not inerrant.  Added to this, they will not be perfect in their actions.  They are still sinners who will transgress.  But when you look at the big picture- when you take the whole of their life into consideration- a Christian teacher must have a life that fits with what they are teaching.  For example, if a preacher says in a sermon that it is wrong to steal- and then goes on to steal- his actions have contradicted his words- and his works have cancelled his words.  As Rom. 2 puts it- you who teach others, will you not teach yourself?  So look at the lives of the people whom you are listening to.  Do their actions align with what they say?  Do they practice what they preach?  Often your actions speak louder than your words.  So by their fruit you will know them.  A true, Christian teacher must not only speak the truth, but they must also live uprightly.  Above reproach is one the marks of an elder of the church.  They must not only echo the words of Jesus, but they must walk in His steps!  
Now where are these false prophets to be found?  Sure, you can find them in the world.  But the sobering fact is that these false prophets are found in the church as well.  They are wolves in sheep’s clothing.  They are hiding among the flock.  In Acts 20, Paul says that fierce wolves will come in among you, not sparing the flock.  So we need to be clear, false teaching is not just something out there, it can often be found in Christian circles.  Just because someone dresses up and calls themselves a Christian does not mean that they are to be accepted and their words believed!  False teaching can be heard on Chrisitan radio stations.  Jesus gives us two illustrations in our text that help us identify false teachers.  So in v. 15 they are fierce wolves disguised as sheep.  They are ravenous- vicious.  They are hungry and looking for something to eat.  They are deceivers like Satan.  (II Cor. 11:13-15) Disguised as an angel of light, but only concerned with ripping, destroying and deceiving!  So false teachers are wolves- they hide among and act like sheep.  They mix truth and error- they conceal their poison in sugar.  But these false teachers are also called diseased trees in v. 17.  Trees that are bad- wicked- for they produce poisonous fruit.  Like the deadly nightshade which paralyzes its victims with its toxic fruit.  There is a tree that grows in southern Asia called the Suicide Tree.  Its round fruit contains a toxin that disrupts the electrical current of the heart.  But the teachings of these false prophets is worse- for its blinds the eyes and enslaves the soul- corrupting the heart of those who listen.  Here again, you will know them by their fruit.  So in 7:23 Jesus says that these kinds of people are workers of lawlessness.  By their deeds you will know them.  So the first way to identify false teachers is by considering their lives.  Do they practice what they preach?  Are they above reproach.  
There are other warning signs that expose a false teacher that we can briefly consider as well.  A false prophet is one that teaches for money or personal gain.  They swindle you for their own self-promotion.  They are prophets for hire- a teacher who will say whatever is necessary to gain a crowd.  Teachers that tickle the ears of the listeners- telling you what you want to hear.  II Peter 2:3- in their greed they will exploit you with their false words.  Or again in Jude 1:12- they are looking only after themselves- fruitless tress, twice dead.  So people who point to themselves and not Christ- who teach for their own glory and not God’s.  Any Christian teachers who becomes so popular that they are accepted by the world- whose books make the best sellers- are likely not teaching the full counsel of God.  Another sign of a false teacher is that they like to cause division.  They are very controversial and say things just to get a response.  Fill in the blank with anyone who shows up on your media scrolling.  These kind of people get clicks and aim to make waves in order to get likes.  Personal opinions are more important than the gospel truth.  (Rom. 16:17-18)  Deceivers who crave chaos.  Another mark of a false teacher is that they preach their own words.  They are inventing another gospel which is no real good news at all.  They distort the Bible and take passages out of context.  They exalt man and pride in the flesh.  Speaking on their own authority- making their own ideas to be gospel truth.  Like people who claim to have some secret, hidden insight that no one else has.  They predict the future- but their words fall flat.  Like Herold Camping who predicted the specific time when Jesus was going to come back.  His error is now clearly seen as he was wrong- repeatedly.  And the final mark of a false teacher is that they deny core doctrines of the Bible.  They deny the incarnation or the Trinity- they may preach a version of work’s righteousness or defend the supposed goodness of humanity.  I want to be very clear and give specifics here.  There is a lot that passes itself as Christian today that is anything but.  Even on a Christian Radio station this past week- I heard a DJ say that the Christian life is exclusive but not necessarily hard.  Even though the very verse he was quoting said that the narrow way was hard- he was saying that we don’t need to have a hard or difficult life.  That is called “easy believism.”  False doctrine.  Prosperity Gospel is another one.  You can have your best life now.  Healthy and wealthy- name it and claim it.  Beth Moore, Joyce Meyers and Joel Osteen fall into this camp.  Don’t listen to them.  Another false teacher is T.D Jakes who denies the Trinity- so don’t listen to his teaching.  He is a “oneness Pentecostal”- denies the unique person of the Holy Spirit.  Rob Bell denies the existence of hell- so don’t buy what he is selling.  Even Doug Wilsom is problematic- his version of Christian Nationalism exalts our nation to a place of honor that it does not have.  Our elected officials are not the leaders of a Christian nation.  So as God’s people, we have to careful- to be mindful.  Just as bad company corrupts good morals, bad teaching corrupts good theology. 
II.  Responding to False Prophets
So then, how are we to respond when we hear this false teaching?  What is a Christian to do when we come across a wolf or a poisonous tree?  Well, first off, you are to be beware!  Jesus says- watch out!  As God’s people we have to be on guard! Do not be ignorant concerning the devices of the devil.  Now there is a difference between discernment and being hyper critical.  There are some people that are always looking for something to argue about- some point to make or statement that they want to quarrel about.  But God’s people must not be quarrelsome II Tim. 2 says.  But that does not mean that we are gullible or that we refuse to stand for anything.  Acts 20:28 says to the elders- “pay careful attention to yourselves and to all the flock, in which the Holy Spirit has made you overseers.”  I John 4:1 says that we are “not to believe every spirit, but to test the spirits to see if they are from God, for many false prophets have gone out into the world.”  So then, it is clear that not every religious person or motivational speaker has your best interest in mind.  You have to weigh what a person says against the Word of God- shining the light on their teaching and testing the veracity of their words.  We are to be like the Bereans of Acts 17- weighing the words we hear against the weight of God’s truth.  Digging into the Word to see if these things are so!  Jesus our Good Shepherd gives us the tools we need to weight the words and actions of others.  If they are not speaking and teaching in conformity to the truth, you are to watch out- beware and stand guard.  Do not give everyone access to your heart!  But more than that- do not buy what they are selling! Do not eat their poisonous fruit!   Do not make friends with these false teachers!  Do not invite the wolf into your house!  Don’t accept everything- don’t be naïve- but rather be wise and shrewd.  Or as James 1:5 puts it, if you lack wisdom, ask of God and He will give it!  So we need to pray for wisdom- to sniff out the hiding wolves and expose their hypocrisy!  So if you find a false teacher, you are to expose their teaching as such and refuse to participate in their deception.  You are to avoid them- as we read in Rom. 16- avoid them!  Do not associate with them- do not welcome them into your homes- do not buy their books- do not give them a platform upon which to spread their heresy.  The dangerous thing with these false prophets is that their teaching is so convincing- so attractive.  They may have large sections of their teaching that are in fact truthful.  Added to this, what they teach is so appealing.  Promising a life of ease- promising riches and blessings today.  And the teachers themselves are so winsome.  They are well put together.  They dress in the finest clothes- they have all the external trappings of success.  They are so appealing- and the crowds love them.  They have the followings- they have the book deals- they have the ears of society.  And yet- remember who they are.  False prophets- wolves in sheep’s skin- poisonous trees.  Their desire is to consume- their fruit will pollute and destroy.  So watch out!
To conclude, the danger of false prophets is nothing new for God’s people.  There were hirelings in the days of Jesus- and there were false prophets in the Ezekeil 34 who fed only themselves.  The early church had false teachers that undermined the gospel and led people astray.  So it is today that we need to beware and watch out.  In the last days, there will be many false prophets Matthew 24 says.  So stand guard against false teaching and hypocritical prophets.  Bad company corrupts good morals- and bad teaching corrupts good theology.  Jesus Christ warns the church to be on guard against false teachers who will deceive and destroy.  So may we all delight in and embrace the true and final prophet and His Word!  
