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Prayer Points for Prayer Time:

e Ask God to guard your heart against false teaching and deception.
e Ask God to help you remain steadfast when culture opposes His truth.
e Pray that Brookwood will always be rooted in truth and overflowing with love.

Worship Psalm:

“The LORD is my strength and my shield; my heart trusts in him, and he helps me. My heart
leaps for joy, and with my song | praise him.”

Psalm 28:7 (NIV)

Scripture Reading:

“Watch out for false prophets. They come to you in sheep’s clothing, but inwardly they are
ferocious wolves. By their fruit you will recognize them. Do people pick grapes from
thornbushes, or figs from thistles? Likewise, every good tree bears good fruit, but a bad tree
bears bad fruit. A good tree cannot bear bad fruit, and a bad tree cannot bear good fruit. Every
tree that does not bear good fruit is cut down and thrown into the fire. Thus, by their fruit you
will recognize them.”

Matthew 7:15-20 (NIV)

A. Introduction

As Jesus brings the Sermon on the Mount toward its conclusion, He continues to place two
realities before us.

Last week, we saw two gates, two paths, and two destinations. One way leads to life, and the
other leads to destruction. Now Jesus turns our attention to two kinds of spiritual leaders:
those who faithfully lead people in the way of Christ and those who only appear to do so.
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Before we go any further, | need to say something clearly: | love pastors. | am one. | have a
heart for pastors, and | am deeply concerned by how many are discouraged, exhausted, and
leaving ministry.

There are faithful pastors all over the world who are quietly giving their lives to serve Christ
and His church. They may never write a book. They may never host a podcast. They may never
speak at a conference. Their names may never be widely known, but they preach the Word,
love their people, visit the hurting, counsel the broken, pray for their churches, and remain
faithful year after year.

And there are also pastors with large churches, visible platforms, books, podcasts, and
speaking opportunities who are faithful. A large ministry is not automatically an unhealthy
ministry. Visibility is not proof of corruption, just as obscurity is not proof of faithfulness.
The Bible does not teach us to be cynical toward every spiritual leader. In fact, Scripture tells
the church to respect those who labor among us, to honor faithful pastors, and to remember
and imitate leaders whose lives display genuine faith.

But the Bible also refuses to let us be naive.

Not everyone who speaks for God has been sent by God. Not everyone who carries a Bible
teaches the truth of the Bible. Not everyone who looks like a shepherd loves the sheep.

That is the tension in our passage today.

Jesus does not call us to distrust every pastor, but neither does He permit us to trust every
pastor blindly. He teaches us to honor faithful shepherds and to recognize false ones.

So, in Matthew 7:15-20, Jesus answers an urgent question: How can we distinguish between a
faithful shepherd and a dangerous imposter?



B. False Prophets

1. EVADE false prophets.
(Matthew 7:15. C/R: Ezekiel 22:27; Acts 20:29-30)

“Watch out for false prophets. They come to you in sheep’s clothing, but inwardly they are
ferocious wolves.”
Matthew 7:15 (NIV)

Jesus shares another command with His listeners: Watch Out or Beware. The Greek verb here
is a present active imperative. Jesus is commanding His followers to maintain an ongoing
posture of being alert. Keep watch. Keep being aware. Do not become careless. Pay close
attention to those who claim to speak for God.

Which raises the question: What is a prophet?

In the broadest biblical sense, prophets are people who claim to speak for God. They can
rightly or wrongly assert their claim, but in general, prophets claim to speak for God.

False prophets are dangerous partly because they misdirect people concerning the way that
leads to life. A false prophet is someone who claims to speak for God while misrepresenting
God and misleading His people.

This warning follows directly after Jesus’ teaching about the narrow and broad ways. | think
that connection is important. False prophets are dangerous because they misdirect people
concerning the way that leads to life. They may make the broad way appear safe, the narrow
way seem unnecessary, or allegiance to Jesus appear compatible with persistent rebellion.

Jesus therefore commands us to watch out for them.
One reason false prophets are so dangerous is that they do not present themselves as false
prophets. No one introduces himself by saying, /| am here to deceive you and proclaim lies in

God’s name.

Instead, Jesus says, They come to you in sheep’s clothing.
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They look safe. They sound spiritual. They use familiar language. They may quote Scripture,
speak about God, and appear to belong among God’s people. Their outward appearance
conceals their inward character.

Jesus says that inwardly they are “ferocious wolves.” The word describes something ravenous,
grasping, and predatory. Their purpose is not ultimately to nourish the flock but to use,
consume, or destroy it.

“Her officials within her are like wolves tearing their prey; they shed blood and kill people to
make unjust gain.”
Ezekiel 22:27 (NIV)

In the surrounding verses, Ezekiel also condemns prophets who cover over sin with false
visions and deceptive divinations. Together, these leaders use spiritual and political authority
for personal gain rather than for the good of God’s people.

Paul gives the same warning as Jesus to the leaders in the church of Ephesus.

“I know that after | leave, savage wolves will come in among you and will not spare the flock.
Even from your own number men will arise and distort the truth in order to draw away disciples
after them.”

Acts 20:29-30 (NIV)

These false leaders won’t only come from the outside of the church, but also within the
church.

While we must not fear, Jesus says we must be on guard, we must examine and we must pray
for discernment. | wanted to point out a number of false prophets whose words and
proclamations, that they claim are from God, are still prevalent in our world today.

Joseph Smith
Joseph Smith claimed that an angel named Moroni directed him to buried golden plates from
which he translated the Book of Mormon. Yet before claiming to be God’s prophet, Smith was



involved in treasure seeking and used a “seer stone” to search for buried objects. A similar
method was later associated with his translation of the Book of Mormon.

The alleged plates are no longer available for examination, and no ancient manuscript of the
Book of Mormon has ever been discovered. While that alone does not disprove Smith’s claims,
the Book of Mormon does not possess the historical and manuscript foundation of the Bible. It
should not be treated as equal to Scripture.

Most importantly, Smith’s revelations introduced teachings that contradict the gospel revealed
through Christ and His apostles. By the biblical standard, Joseph Smith was a false prophet.

Muhammad

Muhammad claimed that the angel Gabriel delivered a new revelation from God and
appointed him as God’s final prophet. Yet his message contradicted the apostolic gospel. Islam
denies the Trinity, rejects Jesus as the divine Son of God, and denies His saving death on the
Cross.

The New Testament accounts of Jesus were written within the first-century world of Jesus and
His earliest followers. The Qur’an’s claims about Jesus appeared approximately six centuries
later and present a fundamentally different Christ.

Both Joseph Smith and Muhammad claimed to receive revelation through an angel. But
Scripture never commands us to accept a message simply because it comes with a
supernatural story. Satan can disguise himself as an angel of light, and Paul warns that even an
angel must be rejected when his message contradicts the gospel already delivered through
Christ and His apostles.

2. EXAMINE the FRUIT.
(Matthew 7:16-18. C/R: 1 Timothy 4:16)

“By their fruit you will recognize them. Do people pick grapes from thornbushes, or figs from
thistles? Likewise, every good tree bears good fruit, but a bad tree bears bad fruit. A good tree
cannot bear bad fruit, and a bad tree cannot bear good fruit.”

Matthew 7:16-18 (NIV)



Jesus says that false prophets will ultimately be recognized by their fruit. A tree may be difficult
to identify from a distance, but when its fruit appears, its nature becomes clear. In the same
way, spiritual leaders should not be evaluated merely by charisma, popularity, giftedness, or
the size of their ministry. We examine the fruit of their doctrine and character.

Watch your life and doctrine closely. Persevere in them, because if you do, you will save both
yourself and your hearers.
1 Timothy 4:16 (NIV)

Notice the two areas that Paul names: life and doctrine.

A faithful leader must teach what is true and live in a way that is consistent with that truth.
Sound doctrine without godly character is dangerous, and outward morality without
faithfulness to the Scripture is insufficient as a leader in the church. Both the message and the
messenger matter.

Because fruit develops over time, we should evaluate leaders by sustained patterns rather than
isolated moments.

We should be asking questions such as:

Examine the Fruit
o Does this leader faithfully teach God’s Word?
o Does their teaching magnify Christ or themselves?
« How do they respond to correction?
o Do they receive wise and godly counsel from other godly leaders?
o Do they handle money with integrity?
o Do they protect the vulnerable?
o Does their ministry produce maturity, truth, love and obedience to Christ?
o Is there a recurring pattern of manipulation, fear, secrecy and wounded people?

But Jesus’ command to examine fruit does not give Christians permission to become cynical
towards all pastors and Christian leaders.

Scripture actually gives direction to Christians who faithfully live and proclaim God’s Word.
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Remember your leaders who taught you the word of God. Think of all the good that has come
from their lives, and follow the example of their faith.
Hebrews 13:7 (NLT)

Unfortunately, | think that we simply inspect faithful leaders. But the Bible tells us that we
should imitate them.

Paul also writes:

The elders who direct the affairs of the church well are worthy of double honor, especially those
whose work is preaching and teaching.
1 Timothy 5:17 (NIV)

The church has two responsibilities: We must discern false leaders, and we must honor faithful
ones.

When you find pastors who preach the Word, love the church, welcome wise and godly
counsel, repent when wrong, and consistently point people toward Christ, do not treat them
with constant suspicion.

Thank God for them. Pray for them. Encourage them. Learn from them. Imitate their faith and
give them honor that Scripture commands, supporting them as they work hard in preaching
and teaching.

Biblical discernment does not produce cynicism. It enables us to reject corrupt fruit while
recognizing, appreciating, and supporting the good fruit God produces through faithful
shepherds.

3. EXPECT divine judgment.
(Matthew 7:19-20. C/R: Matthew 3:10)

“Every tree that does not bear good fruit is cut down and thrown into the fire. Thus, by their
fruit you will recognize them.”
Matthew 7:19-20 (NIV)



Jesus moves from discerning to eternal judgment. The false prophet might look convincing. He
might gather followers, build a platform and enjoy significant influence. He might even avoid
exposure in this life. But Jesus makes one thing clear: false prophets with corrupt fruit will not
escape the judgment of God.

“The ax is already at the root of the trees, and every tree that does not produce good fruit will
be cut down and thrown into the fire.”
Matthew 3:10 (NIV)

This is more than just a warning about losing influence, a ministry role, or damaging a
reputation. It is a warning about final judgment.

Working in a religious profession cannot replace genuine obedience to Christ. Impressive
words, spiritual claims, and public success do not save a person’s life who is in rebellion to

Jesus.

This is a sobering truth for those of us who are in ministry roles. But it is also a steadying truth
for Christians.

We do not need to fear the influence of false prophets thinking that they win or get the final
word. Their deception may last for a season, but Jesus sees the tree, knows the fruit and will

judge rightly.

Our responsibility is not to carry out final judgment ourselves, but to discern faithfully, reject
false teaching, protect the flock and leave that ultimate judgment to God.

False prophets may hide from people, but they cannot hide from God.

Closing:

Jesus’ warning is clear: Evade false prophets. Examine the fruit. Expect divine judgment.

Do not be impressed with someone’s influence, platform, spiritual claims or powerful

personality. Test the message. Watch their life and examine the fruit.
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But do not become cynical either.

Personally, as someone who loves the Lord, loves His Word and loves the church, | runinto a
lot of cynical people. | am thankful that Brookwood Church isn’t a cynical church.

God has given faithful pastors and teachers to His church. When you find leaders who faithfully
proclaim God’s Word, live with humility, remain open and responsive to wise counsel, repent
when they are wrong, and consistently point others towards Jesus: Thank God for them. Pray
for them. Encourage them. Imitate their faith.

The goal of discernment is not suspicion. The goal is faithfulness. Jesus does not call the church
to be gullible, and He also doesn’t call you to be bitter. He calls us to be watchful, wise, and
rooted in the Spirit.

False prophets wear sheep’s clothing, but eventually the fruit reveals the tree. And one day
Christ will expose every false claim and judge with perfect righteousness.

So remain close to God’s Word. Refuse every message that distorts or leads away from the
gospel of Jesus Christ. And let us follow faithful shepherds only as they follow Christ. Because
in the end, the question is not simply whether a teacher sounded spiritual or not. The question
is: Did that teacher lead you faithfully to Jesus?

Let’s pray.



