False Prophets and False Professions (Matthew 7:15-23; 8/2/09)

Introduction

From my childhood I can just about remember the story of Chicken Licken, who dreamt that the sky was going to fall upon her head. She was so alarmed by this that she set off to tell the king. On the way she met Turkey Lurkey, Ducky Lucky, Cocky Locky, Drakey Lakey and Goosey Lucy who all believed Chicken Licken and joined her on the journey to tell the king! Then Foxy Loxey came by and showed them a short-cut – that led them to his den. There, his wife and children were waiting for their supper! 

Was Chicken Licken a ‘false prophet’? She didn’t set out to deceive her friends deliberately. She was just naïve, confused and badly mistaken! But the fox took advantage of this. He deliberately deceived the others for his own benefit and their destruction. He knew what he was doing. He had a hidden agenda! 

This is where the story comes close to Jesus’ picture of a false prophet. A false prophet is someone who claims to speak for God, to speak the truth, but is actually a deceiver. Such people are ravenous wolves – hungry for what they can gain. Wolves, like foxes, are out to destroy the sheep. They are also cunning; they look like sheep! That’s why we should take Jesus’ warning very seriously. To put it bluntly, there are people around who are deliberately attempting to deceive Christians, to exploit and destroy them, for their own ends. 

Why does Jesus warn about this? Perhaps because he’s been talking about two roads: broad and narrow. There are many false prophets who appear to be very ‘nice’, they often preach a comfortable message, but they don’t preach about the need for a narrow way. So Jesus warns us here of the very real dangers that are with us today.

1) Believe in False Prophets (v15)

Jesus doesn’t want us to listen to false prophets or to follow them, but he does want us to believe that they exist! According to Christ, there are such categories as true and false in the arena of religious belief! On numerous occasions he began teaching with the phrase I tell you the truth (5:2, 5, 16). He spends a great deal of time counteracting false teaching: You have heard that it was said, ‘You shall love your neighbour and hate your enemy’, but I say to you, love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you (5:43-44). Jesus’ teaching clearly contradicts much of what is being popularised by so many today, that when it comes to matters of religious belief or personal faith, nobody can be wrong! The statement if so often made: ‘If you believe something, then it’s true for you!’ or ‘If that’s what you feel, it’s OK!’
A group called the Sadducees in Jesus’ day believed in certain things – or rather, didn’t believe in the resurrection of the body (or the supernatural). They tried to trap Jesus with a hypothetical situation (22:23-28).  Seven brothers died, one after the other, but they all married the same woman in turn! Now in the resurrection [ha!ha!] whose wife of the seven will she be? How does Jesus respond? He doesn’t say, “If you don’t believe in the resurrection, that’s true for you!” Rather he says: You are in error because you do not know the Scriptures or the power of God (v29). Jesus claims that they were wrong to deny the resurrection and the supernatural reality of God!  
Your spiritual beliefs may be true or false, right or wrong! If they prove to be wrong, they are worthless. If you pay €10 for a €5 item, you expect €5 change. But what if you’re handed a forged note? What you’ve received is counterfeit. You may feel good as you put that note in your pocket, but it actually counts for nothing. Jesus wants us to believe in false prophets – but not to believe them - because their teaching is worthless. People often say, “Everyone has a right to his own opinion” – but Jesus says not everyone is right! “It doesn’t matter what you believe, as long as you’re sincere” - but Jesus says that you can believe something and be sincerely wrong. What you believe matters! Believe in false prophets, but don’t believe them!

2) Beware of False Prophets (v16-20)

False prophets are very dangerous, but difficult to detect. They are ferocious wolves in sheep’s clothing. How are we going to beware of them? One way is implied: by the message they preach. Some false prophets preach an inclusive message: “We’re all on the broad road that leads to life!” Others preach an exclusive message: “I am the narrow way!” But sometimes it’s not so obvious. So Jesus has another test: by their fruit you will recognise them. Apparently a certain thorn bush produced black, grape-like berries, and some thistles produced a flower that resembled a fig. To tell the difference, you had to examine them closely. Jesus tells us to examine a prophet’s character and life to test whether he’s true or false. Ask the question, “How does he live? What character does he produce?” Is his life holy, godly, and Christ-like? Every good tree bears good fruit, but a bad tree bears bad fruit.
A few years ago I watched a documentary contrasting the attitudes to the Christian faith in Europe and Africa. A large Christian meeting in Nairobi was featured, where huge crowds gathered before a stage. There were loud speakers, emotional singing, and presumably some message (I didn’t see a bible!). Then there was a call – not for repentance, but for money: “The more you give, the more you’ll receive!” Masses of Nairobi’s poor flocked forward with their hard earned cash and laid them at the feet of the well-dressed preachers on the stage. I think I caught sight of their fruit – and it wasn’t good fruit. They were greedy for cash, but not for Christ and his honour.

False prophets will be punished: cut down and thrown into the fire. Sooner or later a false prophet will be seen for what he is - an exploiter of God’s children – for money, for sex, for control, for power, or for prestige. He’s the exact opposite of Jesus Christ – the true Prophet of God. Jesus was never immoral, nor corrupted by money, nor greedy for power. He never exploited people. He came not to be served but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many (Mark 10:45). True messengers of Jesus Christ resemble him. They won’t be perfect but they will seek to be holy, loving and godly. They will call people to follow Jesus, not make a name for themselves. 

3) Beware of False Professions (v21-23)

These words must be among the most solemn in the Bible. Here we have people who profess Jesus as Lord: Lord, Lord! They use the right language. But that’s not enough to enter the kingdom of heaven. Many others on that day of judgement will appeal to more than words: did we not prophesy in your name, and in your name cast out demons and perform many miracles? Not only have they professed Jesus as Lord, but they have claimed to be doing some amazing things in his name, that is, by his power. But Jesus says that’s not enough to enter God’s kingdom either! He will say to these many professing Christians: I never knew you. Away from me, you evildoers!; ‘You claimed to know me, but I never knew you. Your professions are false.’ So Jesus makes it clear to all of us: neither words nor miracles are sure signs of a true disciple.

To illustrate this, there’s a Jungle Doctor story about the goat who wanted to be a lion. Perhaps because goats weren’t given much respect, but lions were! He went through various stages – walking as lions walk, growling as lions growl, eating what lions eat, and then, the final test, sleeping where lions sleep. That, you might say, was the ultimate test! However, the goat never came out of the lion’s cave alive! It was one thing to perfect looking and sounding and behaving like a lion, but the truth came to the fore when a lions came near. Other animals may have been deceived, but not the lion.

In the New Testament Jesus is described as the lion of the tribe of Judah (Rev 5:5). He is the true Lion King! And on judgement day – that day - he will come close to each one of us. It will not be enough on that day to have sounded like a Christian – to have known the right phrases, or songs, or even bible verses – or to have done what Christians do – attend church services, receive baptism and the Lord’s Supper. Neither will it be enough to be able to say that you have planted a church, led a youth group, or even performed a miracle. Not everyone who says the right words or has done amazing things in Christ’s name is genuine. It’s possible for a profession of faith in Christ to be false. The day will reveal it. That’s a searching and fearful fact.
4) How can I be sure? (v21-23)

You can be sure of a true place in the kingdom of heaven – even before judgement day. Jesus says that the person who can be sure is he who does the will of my Father in heaven.  The contrast here is between ‘saying’ and ‘doing’. But what is the will of Jesus’ Father? What does God want me to do? On two occasions in Matthew God the Father speaks audibly. At Jesus’ baptism he says: This is my beloved Son, in whom I am well pleased (3:17). He wants us to acknowledge Jesus as His Son. At the transfiguration he says: This is my Son, whom I love…Listen to him! (17:5). God the Father wants people to obey his Son. We are not being taught salvation by works, but we are being taught that there is no salvation without a clear submission to Christ. The people Jesus rejects are evildoers – they don’t obey him; the people whom Jesus receives and knows are those who not only call him Lord but demonstrate  the obedience that comes from faith (Rom. 1:6)

We have a clear illustration of this in one of the first recorded meetings between Jesus and Peter. Jesus borrows Peter’s boat from which to speak to the crowd. When they disperse he tells Peter to push out into the deep water to let down his nets for a catch. Peter, the experienced fisherman replies: Master we’ve worked hard all night and haven’t caught anything. But because you say so, I’ll let down the nets (Luke 5:5). It was only as he submitted to Jesus that the miraculous catch of fish followed. But it was Peter’s attitude that was important: because you say so. That is the attitude of a real Christian, a genuine disciple. 
Christ calls you to submit to him as your Lord; to obey him. Will you? Have you? As you do so, an amazing miracle takes place. The blessings of Christ’s cross flow to you: the wonder of God’s forgiveness – leading to peace with him – through Jesus’ sacrifice. Faith and obedience go together. They cannot be separated. It is true that [people] are saved by God’s grace through faith in Christ, but it is equally true that God’s grace in a [person’s] life inevitably results in obedience (Carson). Is that true of you? Do you know Jesus as Lord? Or perhaps we should put it the other way: does Jesus know you as his obedient servant? That’s how you can be sure today that the Lord will not say to you on that day, Away from me!
Conclusion

So believe in but beware of false prophets. Not everyone who claims to speak for God is genuine. Don’t be naïve. Beware of false professions. Not everyone who claims to be a Christian is genuine. Be sure that you have a place in heaven – that you are a real Christian - by receiving Christ as your Lord. Does this mean that I have to obey Jesus perfectly in order to get into heaven? No. It means that those who persevere in submitting to Christ as Lord are the genuine article. They fail, but keep returning to Christ. It is they who enter the kingdom of heaven. 

The Mississippi River in the USA flows from north to south (into the Gulf of Mexico). There are times on its journey when it appears to be flowing east to west, but it in the end it always returns to that north-south direction - its true direction. 

What’s your true direction in life? This is like the mark of a genuine Christian. We do not obey Christ perfectly or constantly, but we keep flowing back to Christ for forgiveness, strength and recommitment. Just as Peter returned to the Lord following his denial, and found the Lord’s gracious restoration.

God calls you today to obedience to his Son. He calls you to submit to his Son, with the attitude that says, because you say so I’ll do it? Have you bowed your heart and will to Jesus Christ? If you hold to my teaching you are really my disciples. Then you shall know the truth and the truth shall set you free (John 8:31-2). May we all do so!
