Matthew 7:15-20 - Beware of the False Prophets
Story of Indian guru.
They are all around us, but is this the kind that Jesus is talking about? No, because it was abundantly clear that he was not serving God. He was charging me in order that his word might come true in my life. He was serving himself. The false prophets that Jesus is talking about are the ones that are harder to spot because they disguise themselves.
M.O. of False Prophets
So how do they disguise themselves? 
1. Outright Lying
Jer. 6:13 - For from the least of them even to the greatest of them, everyone is greedy for gain, and 
from the prophet even to the priest everyone deals falsely. 
2. Minimizing the situation
Jer. 6:14 - They have healed the brokenness of My people superficially, saying, ‘Peace, peace,’ but there is no peace.
Eze. 13:10 - It is definitely because they have misled My people by saying, ‘Peace!’ when there is no peace. And when anyone builds a wall, behold, they plaster it over with whitewash
· Whitewash - a dirty wall which has been made to look clean
3. Seek popularity
Jer 5:31 - The prophets prophesy falsely, and the priests rule on their own authority; and my people love it so!
2 Tim. 4:13 - For the time will come when they will not endure sound doctrine; but wanting to have their ear tickled, they will accumulate for themselves teachers in accordance to their own desires.
4. Opportunistic
Mic. 3:11 - Her leaders pronounce judgement for a bribe, her priests instruct for a price and her prophets divine for money.
5. Use signs and wonders
Matt. 24:24 - For false Christs and false prophets will arise and will show great signs and wonders.
Acts 13:6, 8 - When they had gone through the whole island as far as Paphos, they found a magician, a Jewish false prophet whose name was Bar-Jesus…...but he was opposing them, seeking to turn the proconsul away from the faith.
Their Aim
What is the goal of the false prophet?
Deut. 3:1-3 - “If a prophet or a dreamer of dreams arises among you and gives you a sign or a wonder, and the sign or the wonder comes true, concerning which he spoke to you, saying, “Let us go after other gods (whom you have not known) and let us serve them,” you shall not listen to the words of that prophet or that dreamer of dreams.
At the core of it, a false prophet leads someone who people away from God and His truth. It doesn’t really matter where they are leading people to as long as it is away from God.
In this way, the narrow and the wide gate really come into play here. Drawing on that illustration, there are only two gates. If you aren’t going through the narrow gate, then you’re going through the wide gate.
False prophets are not true Christians because they do not recognize the authority of God. Their intention is to lead believers away from God and rob them of the freedom that is found in Jesus. Peter writes in 2 Peter that they will deny Jesus and all that he is - his teachings, his life, his resurrection. 
2 Pet. 2:1 - But false prophets also arose among the people, just as there will also be false teachers among you, who will secretly introduce destructive heresies, even denying the Master who brought them, bringing swift destruction upon themselves.
Paul would also write:
Gal. 5:7-8 - You were running well; who hindered you from obeying the truth? This persuasion did not come from Him who calls you.
This does not include prophets that get it wrong. Nathan and Samuel.
The point I’m getting to here is that both prophets, anointed in their own right, were able to humble themselves and admit to their mistake. False prophets will not admit to their mistake because remember, their aim is not to glorify God.
So far, what I’ve presented to you makes it seem like it’s so easy to distinguish who the false prophets are. And if so, then take makes Jesus’ warning in vain and pointless. Because they come dressed in sheep’s clothing, it would be difficult for the disciples to discern who is an actual follower of Christ versus someone who is intent on destroying the work of Jesus. 
It would be easy for us to say, “That’s not me. I’m discerning enough to know when I’m being taught something that isn’t from Jesus.” Well, it happened enough in the Bible, especially the NT, for you to take it as a warning.
Gal. 1:6 - I am amazed that you are so quickly deserting Him who called you by the grace of Christ, for a different gospel; which is really not another.
Rom. 16:18 - For such men are slaves, not of our Lord Christ but of their own appetites; and by their smooth and flattering speech they deceive the hearts of the unsuspecting.
2 Cor. 11:4 - For if one comes and preaches another Jesus whom we have not preached, or you receive a different spirit which you have not received, or a different gospel which you have not accepted, you bear this beautifully.
But at the same time, we are given instruction on how to recognize false prophets. When Jesus says that false prophets will come in sheep’s clothing, he’s actually telling us what exactly to look for, and what NOT to look at. 
Good Fruit and Bad Fruit
It’s funny that Jesus will use the word fruit. Because when we think of the word fruit in the context of the Bible, it is normally used in a positive way. Galatians 5 comes to mind when Paul describes the fruit of the Holy Spirit. However, Jesus views fruit in a negative way here. In fact, when using fruit, Jesus actually is talking about fruitlessness. 
While we may make a mistake and identify a wolf in sheep’s clothing as a true prophet, there can be no mistaking the fruit that a tree produces. Think about identical twins.
Just like grapes are gathered from vines and not thorn bushes, so then a false prophet will not exhibit fruit. While doing research, one article said that Jesus was referring to a specific type of thorn bush that actually produced these little inedible berries that resembled grapes. So at a distance, the thorn bush may have the appearance of fruit but upon closer inspection, it is shown that they are actually fruitless.
Deut. 18:22 - When a prophet speaks in the name of the Lord, if the thing does not come about or come true, that is the thing which the Lord has not spoken. The prophet has spoken it presumptuously; you shall not be afraid of him.
What Jesus is telling us is that false prophets, while looking like a good tree, will ultimately show their true colors. Their fruitlessness, a lack of Godly fruit, will eventually show and this is how we can differentiate between a true prophet and a false one. 
Balaam in Number 22-24
The focus of distinguishing a false prophet is not the word that they give. Certainly, that plays a part but more so than that, we need to see the fruit of righteousness in a person’s actions. That is what fruit is. Balaam was enticed by his love of money and power. How is that Godly fruit?
Let’s take a step back and look again at the context of the Sermon of the Mount. Specifically, does their character match that of the Beatitudes?
Ultimately, the true colors of false prophets will eventually show. So knowing all this, what can we do? How can we distinguish who is a false prophet?
1. We Need to Know Our Stuff
What do I mean by know your stuff? Know what you believe. Understand why you believe what you believe. Why? Because false prophets will come in sounding just like us. 
Counterfeit money illustration
Rom. 16:18 - For such men are slaves, not of our Lord Christ but of their own appetites; and by their smooth and flattering speech they deceive the hearts of the unsuspecting.
It’s great that we pray and ask God for wisdom and discernment but if that’s all that we’re doing, it’s not enough. We need to soak ourselves in the Word everyday so that we know what God says the truth is so that when we encounter something that is contrary or even slightly off, we will know. 
HKU illustration
2. Subpoint - Let God Speak
Part of the reason false prophets and teachers and leaders exist within the church is because we allow them to exist. Worse yet, we encourage it. How?
Isa. 30:9-11 - For this is a rebellious people, false sons, sons who refuse to listen to the instruction of the Lord; who say to the seers, “You must not see visions,”; and to the prophets, “You must not prophesy to us what is right, speak to us pleasant words, prophesy illusions. Get out of the way, turn aside from the path, let us hear no more about the Holy One of Israel.”
Because we don’t give ourselves to opportunity to go deeper into the Word, there are mysteries about God that we don’t get to explore. There is revelation and truth that God wants to give but we just don’t get there. And so we sit back and wait for easy messages that don’t challenge us too much. We allow false prophets to tickle our ears. Like messages talks about the blessing of God and how it can benefit us and how God wants us to be prosperous, etc. That’s all true, but if that’s all that we’re being taught, if that’s all we’re hearing, that’s not the Gospel of Jesus. 
The gospel doesn’t just focus on the blessings, but it also talks quite a bit about our sin and our inability to do anything about it. The gospel also highlights our need for repentance and to live a life that seeks to be transformed on the inside. And with that transformation comes great blessing and abundant life. But we have this aversion to those kinds of messages because sin isn’t pretty and it doesn’t feel good, but newsflash, it’s not supposed to be. 
We need to let God speak as He wishes, not according to our own agenda. God’s message oftentimes is challenging, offending, and shocking because we are so wrapped up in our sin that it takes a strong message to wake us up. The prophets in the OT were very unpopular.
False prophets exist in part because we allow them a platform to speak on. Remember, one of their characteristics is that they look for popularity so there will be people that are more than willing to accommodate your desire. 
Closing
Over the past few months, I’ve felt God speaking to me regarding this - that I need to let God speak through the Word and that I really need to know His Word a lot better than I do. I didn’t understand what the Bible was saying at certain parts and it took forever to go through certain passages. You know why? Because I had been drinking spiritual milk for such a long time.
2 Cor. 3:1-2 - And I, brethren, could not speak to you as to spiritual men, but as to men of flesh, as to infants in Christ. I gave you milk to drink, not solid food; for you were not yet able to receive it. Indeed, even now you are not yet able.
It took such a long time to process each passage and to come to an understanding because it wasn’t something that I was used to doing. And as I was going through this, I felt like this is something that God wants to say to us today. How many of us are content with drinking spiritual milk? 
How many of you are going to go home and examine what I’ve said in detail? John and Paul both wrote, instructing us to test the spirits and every word that is given. I challenge you to make that a priority this week, and indeed, I welcome it. 
John 2:10 - Jesus answered and said to him, “Are you the teacher of Israel and do not understand these things?”
One of the benefits of the new office is that all the pastors (except P. Sam) are out in the open. Because of this, we’ve been having more and more theological discussions and trying to understand things like the concept of hell and how this plays out in the Bible. But all this discussion, it’s increased our knowledge and our awareness of God in our lives and it’s not just a knowledge and intellectual thing. It’s been quite enjoyable having these discussions. You know what that’s called? Bible study. 
