
Beware of False Prophets!  Not the easiest thing to preach on.  Why would it be, when I at any stage could put myself into this position?  A prophet is one who proclaims the words of God.  Something I am called to do each Sunday and various other times during the week.  But, before you get too focused on all the things I have said, know that you too qualify at times.

Anytime you tell another or yourself, this is what God says or stands for, you are acting in the role of a prophet.  This is why teachers will be judged more harshly.  They are telling others what God says.  As we act in the role of prophet, we are bringing upon ourselves judgment.  People are told here to look at what you and I are saying and see if their character matches.  Is there fruit to be eaten or not?  Is the fruit good?

These are big questions and in order to know whether a prophet is false or true, Jesus uses metaphor after metaphor in this passage.  A wolves in sheeps clothing is actually three idioms to express one idea.  A wolf is a person who is particularly vicious and dangerous.  Now with that description, we are apt to think that they are plotting are death dangerous, not give us bad directions dangerous.  Yet, when we look at the passage before, the narrow gate, we are looking for a narrow gate that very few have gone through.  If we miss that gate, we are in a very dangerous place, we are on the path to destruction.  So a simple misspoken phrase can be quite dangerous.


Esothen gives us the second idiom, by extending the term inside to the inner being of a person as the source or agent of thought or behavior.  The question for each of the sheep, or followers of God is what is driving them?  As Christ’s disciples, it should be Christ and his Holy Spirit living in and amongst us.  But the source can be very hard to determine.  I began the road to my present position from a very selfish standpoint.  I became a Christian camp counselor so that I could still hang out with my friend Ben at Sports Camp.  That was the main driving force.  I served a couple of extra weeks at camp that summer because a cute girl was going to be there the other weeks.  Those were the driving forces that lead me to full-time ministry.  I was blessed that God did not allow those reasons to remain my driving force, but they were for awhile.

Sheep are the third idiom that gets the point across.  The church is perceived ready to fight the big fights.  We are always ready to fight the wolves that are blatantly wolves: World hunger, natural disasters, or lack of world peace.  Yet, Jesus here, blatantly tells us that there are wolves in our midst.  They are not just all of the evils outside the church, but there are people leading us gradually away from God.


I noticed as I looked for a church to serve and you can probably talk to the nominating committee that was looking for someone to serve that there are more that a few wolves out there.  Some of the first questions church’s usually asked me is, “Who is Jesus to you?” and “What is the Bible to you?”  These are good and fine questions, but wouldn’t they seem unnecessary for someone who has a three year degree, a master’s in divinity?  You would think that all of our answers would be the same.  But I talked with more than one committee that ruled out multiple candidates with the answers to those questions.

What did such discernment look like?  It usually was not what they said, but did not say.  They may have said, Jesus is a good teacher, Jesus was God, Jesus was Man, Jesus was God’s Son.  But most likely, they did not say all of those together.  The gospel is changed when Jesus is not longer fully man and fully God.  The gospel is changed when Jesus is no longer God’s son, but just another God.  The broadness and depth of Jesus and scripture is required to get the full picture.  We all know that the easiest way to get away with something is just not to tell the whole truth.  When sworn in, we are told to “tell the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth.”  Lawyers spend time either trying to bring out or cover the aspects of truth to win a jury over.  We do the same in our lives and conversations.

So Jesus tells us to be aware that this has and will continue to happen.  People will tell you one thing and do another.  We have a fancy name for this, “Hypocrites.”  A topic Jesus has spoken of multiple times in this sermon.  That is why he gives us a test to know the true actions of the prophet.  Listen to their words and see if their words match.  This is one of the toughest aspects of preaching God’s word.  Each week, as I live in the text, I am challenged to ask, “This is what God says and calls us to live, do I act and respond to his word this way?”  I will cut the suspense, “No, I am not living these things out fully.”  I am constantly being changed and challenged to live more like Christ, but there are weeks when I stand up to proclaim what Scripture itself says and am very often preaching to myself.

While no prophet is 100% hypocrite free, we are left to look at the fruits of the prophets to see if God is using them to proclaim his word.  Now, knowing the prophets are not 100% adhererents to God’s word itself, the question is, do they preach 100% God’s word?  If someone doesn’t meet the standard, one option is to lower the standard.  Lowering the standard is what Jesus is warning us about.  The standard is set so that we must rely on God and God alone to enter the narrow gate and walk the narrow path.  Do we change the standards so that we can rely on ourselves in some places and travel the path without God?


Jesus refers to grapes from thornbushes and figs from thistles.  The reason he uses these references is there was a thornbush that yielded a berry that looked like a grape, but did not taste like a grape.  There was a thistle that flowered like a fig, but did not ever produce a fig.  I have a 250 page mushroom trail guide written to help distinguish between mushrooms that are deadly poisonous and delightfully tasteful.  They often look very similar and vary just slightly, hence the 250 page description.  Their appear the same, but the fruit they yield is very different.  So we must look at the fruit they yield.


Moving deeper into this metaphor, Jesus tells us of trees that are rotten and those that are healthy.  Unfortunately, both can yield fruit.  But you must test to see what kind of fruit it is.  So even if you find the right kind of mushroom, is it a healthy mushroom or is it a bad mushroom.  Most of you have lived in Skagway long enough to have developed some kind of filter for knowing good and bad fruit.  The travel time up here almost ensures that not all the apples on display will be good.  Some of them are past their prime or met rough seas and no longer hold their full potential.


It may not be until you bite or cut into them that you discover their true condition.  Yet, in the process of testing, we are left with two options.  One, continue eating or two, throw it out and get something different.  Jesus tells us that those trees bearing bad fruit will be cut down and thrown into the fire.  We are left to ask, do we want to be getting our nourishment from something that will disappear into the fire, or from something that will last?  The choice is obvious.  But the choice is also difficult.  For a tree to remain healthy and produce good fruit takes involvement in the life of the tree.  It needs pruning, fretalization, good soil, water, sun.  It may have a bad season and we are left to ask what can be done to bring this tree back to health or is it bound for the fire.


Let us be good arborists, by first knowing what the original arborist said.  For when he created all the trees, he looked out upon them and said that they were good.  Yet sin has come into the lives of the trees.  Let us take whatever measures are necessary to ensure the health of the tree and its fruit, and if we must, cut it down and throw it into the fire and find a tree that gives good fruit instead. 
