Matthew 7:15-20
“Deceivers”

Introduction:
     The Sermon on the Mount is about how entrance to the Kingdom of Heaven requires that one be righteous.  To clarify what sort of righteousness God requires; Jesus compared the righteousness that His Jewish audience saw displayed in their religious leaders with the actual standards of God.  Having shown that the righteousness that is required is a perfect righteousness in character and practice; one that is an expression of the heart and not merely an outward façade, Jesus then transitioned in the last portion of the sermon (chapter seven, verse seven to the end of the chapter) to explain how one could gain entrance to the Kingdom of Heaven, the nature of the choice before them, obstacles that lay in their path, and finally the defining choice they would have to make in order to gain eternal life.  In this concluding portion of the sermon, Jesus warns His audience that they cannot blindly trust those who claim to speak for God.  For the original audience, this was a warning about the Jewish religious leadership and those among the Jews who claimed to be prophets.  For contemporary readers, this warning applies to an even broader array of deceivers, too numerous to list. 

I. The Warning: (vs.15)
    Jesus begins this portion of the sermon with His words of warning; “Beware of false prophets, who come to you in sheep's clothing, but inwardly they are ravenous wolves” (vs.15).  The Greek word translated as “beware” means to fix one’s attention on something.  The word implies that one does this because the object concerning which one is to take notice is a potential threat.  It refers to recognizing a dangerous situation, person, or thing, and taking the necessary precautions.  In telling His audience to “beware”, Jesus was teaching them that there were real threats to their spiritual lives, and that if they wanted to be safe they would need to be alert to those threats, otherwise they might fall victim to these dangerous individuals.
     A “prophet” is different from a teacher in a very significant way.  A teacher takes existing information and explains it to those he or she is training.  Therefore, the authority of the teacher lies in the source material that is used.  In the case of Christian theology that source is the Word of God.  However, a prophet is someone to whom God speaks directly, imparting revelation to them that does not exist elsewhere.  Therefore, by definition, unlike a teacher, the disciple has no way in which to evaluate whether the information was interpreted accurately or not.  Therefore, the role of prophet requires a greater degree of trust from those to whom they speak.  But here Jesus is saying that it is a reality that there are those who are false prophets.  In other words, there are individuals who claim that God has spoken to them, but who are lying.  The reality is that as long as there have been legitimate prophets, there have been false prophets.  Balaam stands as an example of one, who was a real prophet, but who used his access to God to do evil things in order to prosper financially (Num.22-25; 31:16).  In the time of Jeremiah (a true prophet) there were false prophets who specifically contradicted the actual Word of God, and deceived the people of Judah to mistakenly believe God would give them victory of the Babylonians.  This deception resulted in the death of thousands of Jews.  There are still those, who for agendas of their own, would seek to mislead others in regard to the truth about God, and about His will for human beings.   
     In the Law that God supplied there were two tests that were to be applied to those who claimed to be a prophet of God.  First, if the prophet’s words led to false worship or contradicted God’s instructions about being holy, then he was a false prophet (Deut.13:1-6).  Second, if a prophet foretells something that is to come to pass, and it does not happen, then again he is a false prophet (Deut.18:22).  To be a false prophet is such a serious matter, that the Law of God prescribes the death penalty for anyone found guilty of being one:

“But the prophet who presumes to speak a word in My name, 
which I have not commanded him to speak, or who speaks in the name 
of other gods, that prophet shall die.”
                                                                                             Deuteronomy 18:20

The role of a prophet, or a teacher of spiritual things is to point the way to God.  Jesus had just shared that there were two paths of life; one was narrow and leads to life, the other broad and leads to destruction.  The true prophet is to point to the way of life and instruct people how to find it.  The false prophet however claims to be pointing one in the direction of life, but is actually steering those who listen to him to the path of destruction.
     The characteristic of the false prophet, like false teachers, is to twist and distort the Word of God to make it sound like God is saying something significantly different than what He is actually saying.
     Jesus says that the false prophets come in “sheep’s clothing”.  In Jesus’ day, shepherds would wear clothing made from the wool of the sheep they tended.  This would enhance the feeling of security of the sheep, as the odor made the shepherd seem like one of them.  Therefore, for the false prophet to put this clothing on, means that they are intentionally attempting to pass themselves off as legitimate shepherds whom the flock can trust.  The manifestation of this imagery in real life is that false prophets and teachers will pretend to be part of the faithful people of God in order to establish credibility so that the people of God will listen to them.  They do this in order to make it easier to deceive and advance their agenda.  They will lie about what they believe, their background, and their true intentions.
     Jesus goes on to say that though they are wearing sheep’s clothing, “inwardly they are ravenous wolves”.  The Greek word translated as “inwardly” referred to what a person really was deep inside, in distinction to how they may appear to be from a superficial evaluation.  In this case their true selves are not caring shepherds, they are ravenous wolves.  Wolves do not protect, guide, and provide for sheep, they eat them.  Therefore the imagery conveys the idea that human beings are merely something to be used in furthering one’s goals for false teachers and false prophets.  Simply saying they were wolves would be enough to convey to Jesus’ audience that the false prophets were dangerous.  But Jesus adds the adjective “ravenous”.  This word implies that one is motivated by one’s appetite to be destructive and take what is wanted.  This heightens our understanding of the vicious and callous nature of false prophets.  They will destroy people in order to get something they want; be it money, fame, recognition, or power.
     It is often asked whether or not false prophets and teachers know that they are spreading lies.  First of all, in the final analysis it does not matter; because whether expressed with sincerity or not spiritual lies bring destruction to people.  However, with that understood, there are some who lie knowing their lying, and there are others who lie because they themselves are deceived.  But if one chooses to speak for God, one bears the responsibility to be sure that one is accurately representing what God is saying.  So to spread one’s deception to others is a failure to fulfill that responsibility.

II. The Admonition: (16a, 19-20) 
     Jesus then tells His audience how they can know if a prophet is true or false; He said, “You will know them by their fruits” (vs.16a).  The Greek word translated as “know” means to recognize, or perceive who or what a person truly is.  The word carries a certainty about it.  Therefore, God has given people the means by which they can distinguish false prophets from those who are genuine.  It is done by examining the “fruit” of the prophet.  Throughout the Bible “fruit” is used as a metaphor for the external manifestations of a person’s inner nature.  It is comprised of what people do, how they do it, what they say, the way they say it, the choices they make, the attitudes they display, and their regard for other people.  The reality is that in order to keep up the illusion that they can be trusted, a false prophet or teacher will put forth a façade (a false front) to make themselves appear like people who truly represent God.  So, one might wonder then how it is possible to evaluate their fruit, if in fact it is common for false prophets to feign good fruit?  The answer is that one can only keep up the act so long, and only to a certain degree.  Eventually, the person’s true self begins to manifest; they can’t help it, because that reflects what is inside of them.  This explains why Paul later says that a novice should not be entrusted with spiritual leadership (I Tim.3:6); it is because the people of God need to evaluate an individual over a significant period of time, and in various circumstances.  But what sort of “fruit” does one look for?  The word always refers more to ethical matters than doctrinal.  The key things to look for are whether one is genuinely loving toward God and others, and whether or not they are genuinely pursuing holiness.
     Earlier Jesus had instructed His audience to pray to be protected from the evil one and temptation (6:13).  This is one practical area in which such prayers should be made.  The disciple of Christ should regularly ask God to enable them to discern between good and evil, and between true and false; that God would make the distinctions between them clear to us.
     Next Jesus says, “Every tree that does not bear good fruit is cut down and thrown into the fire” (vs.19).  Jesus continuing with the analogy of fruit trees cites a reality of that day.  If a tree was no longer producing good fruit, it would be cut down and used for fire wood, because it no longer had value for gaining fruit.  Jesus uses this to convey that false teachers and false prophets will eventually face judgment for their wickedness, and when they do, they will be punished with everlasting destruction in Hell.
     Then Jesus wraps up His discussion on these false prophets by saying, “Therefore by their fruits you will know them” (vs.20).  Jesus as a master teacher never wastes words.  If Jesus repeats something He does so with a purpose.  The purpose is to emphasize the idea that one can discern those who are false prophets and teachers by examining their fruit.  It is not only a good idea to do this; it is essential if one wishes to be protected from spiritual falsehoods and one wants to ensure that they are on the path to life.

III. The Illustration: (vs.16b-18)
     In the midst of Jesus’ instructions about the way to discern false from true prophets, He gives an illustration from the world of agriculture to demonstrate why testing fruit is a reliable way to discern whether or not a prophet or teacher can be trusted.  Jesus said, “Do men gather grapes from thorn bushes or figs from thistles?  Even so, every good tree bears good fruit, but a bad tree bears bad fruit.  A good tree cannot bear bad fruit, nor can a bad tree bear good fruit” (vs.16b-18).  Jesus’ question is asked with the anticipation of receiving a negative response.  Of course one does not gather fruit from thorny weeds.  It is to be noted that grapes and figs were the most widely consumed fruits in that area, and highly sought after.  Therefore, these were ideal to picture the “good fruit” that people should see in those who genuinely represent God.  In the illustration, “good fruit” refers to that which is healthy and can be used as beneficial food, and “bad fruit” refers to that which is unhealthy and inedible.  The reality in agriculture is that a healthy tree will always produce good fruit.  If a tree produces bad fruit it meant there was something wrong with the tree, because the fruit was the outward manifestation of what was going on inside the tree.  The same is true for human beings.  One’s fruit is a manifestation of one’s heart.  Therefore if you want to know whether or not a person has a good heart, you examine the fruit of their lives.

Conclusion:
[bookmark: _GoBack]     The context of the admonition to beware of false prophets is Jesus’ teaching that there are two paths of life.  Jesus was warning His disciples that in seeking to find the narrow way they needed to be alert to the fact that some would come into their lives claiming to point the way to the path of life, but who would instead be pointing the way to eternal destruction.  In our time we may first think of the many cults that would seek to deceive us.  However, though this is a legitimate concern; one needs to be aware that the even greater threat will come from those who seem to be Evangelicals, because they can catch us with our guard down.  In our age, it is common for people to speak with confidence about God in spite of their ignorance of spiritual truth, or to gain advantage over us.  We must beware of them.
