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Introduction 
 The following questions immediately come to mind when we I read our text for today in 
Matthew 7.15-23. Do these false prophets actually do miracles? How do we judge people as false 
prophets when we know we cannot and should not look into the heart? How do we apply this text 
to the church on this side of the death and resurrection of Christ? 
  

"Beware of false prophets, who come to you in sheep's clothing but inwardly are ravenous 
wolves. 16 You will recognize them by their fruits. Are grapes gathered from thornbushes, 
or figs from thistles? 17 So, every healthy tree bears good fruit, but the diseased tree 
bears bad fruit. 18 A healthy tree cannot bear bad fruit, nor can a diseased tree bear good 
fruit. 19 Every tree that does not bear good fruit is cut down and thrown into the fire. 20 
Thus you will recognize them by their fruits. 21 "Not everyone who says to me, 'Lord, 
Lord,' will enter the kingdom of heaven, but the one who does the will of my Father who is 
in heaven. 22 On that day many will say to me, 'Lord, Lord, did we not prophesy in your 
name, and cast out demons in your name, and do many mighty works in your name?' 23 
And then will I declare to them, 'I never knew you; depart from me, you workers of 
lawlessness.' 

  
1A. Do these false prophets actually do miracles? 
 Regarding the first question, the Lord does not tell us that the people He has in mind 
actually prophesied, actually cast out demons, or actually did mighty works. That is, the text 
does not say that they in fact did these things, even though their question presupposes their claim 
that they did them. Moreover, they claim that they did them in the name of the Lord (“in your 
name,” which they declare three times). The Lord’s reply (I never knew you) indicates, however 
things may have appeared, that the exercise of seemingly spiritual gifts was not genuine. Thus, 
the prophesying, the exorcisms, and the miracles (and all done in the name of Christ) were 
spiritual counterfeits. What then did they actually do? Did they do actual but counterfeit miracles 
like the magicians in Egypt in the time of Moses? What they actually did do we are not told. 
Jesus does not tell us that they actually performed “supernatural” deeds that were false and 
deceptive. Whatever they actually did is unclear, but they clearly claim these powers and they 
claim them in pious terms. What they claim is false and they are reprobate (Jesus will say to 
them, “I never knew you” indicating that they were never objects of His electing love).  
 
2A. How do we judge people as false prophets when we know we cannot and should not look 
into the heart? 
 Regarding the second question, the Lord has already told us in the Sermon that we must 
judge others to conclude that some are dogs and pigs in their responses the gospel (Mat 7.6). 
Furthermore, believers need to hold this conclusion and other similar conclusions in balance with 
other principles such as the following (I am sure you can add other relevant principles to this 
list).  
   a) The judgment ought to be just, Jo 7.24 (“judge righteous judgment”).  
 b) The judgment should not arise from censoriousness, Mat 7.1 (“do not judge”).   
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 c) The judgment should be made in full recognition of the fact that “with the measure you 
use it will be measured to you” (Mat 7.2). 
 d) The judgment of others is to include self-judgment preceding it (Mat 7.4) and a 
forgiving spirit following it (Mat 6.12 with 6.14-15). 
 e)  The judgment of others per Matthew 7.15-23 is limited in scope 
 Now we come to the particulars of our text for today. 
 The duty here is not a blanket call to inspect the fruit of all who claim to be Christians. 
Jesus does guide us here in just judging, but not of all who claim the name of Christ; we are to be 
on guard with respect to false prophets. Jesus guides our thinking about would be prophets and 
thus about pastor-teachers because prophets are primarily teachers.  
 Furthermore, the emphasis in this warning centers on teachers. The relation of false 
teachers to miracle workers (in the two paragraphs, 15-20 & 21-23) shows where the emphasis 
lies.  The false teachers may or may not be false miracle workers. The first paragraph stresses the 
idea of prophecy. The second paragraph mentions prophesying, exorcisms, and miracles. The 
repeat of the idea of prophesying puts some additional stress on this claim above the others, 
though the others may be more spectacular and draw more attention to the teacher and his 
teaching. It is fair to say that we are to judge any ministry carefully that claims the name of 
Christ, and we are to do this especially in a case where the leader accents the spectacular. 
Observing someone accenting the spectacular should trigger a shift of regular judging to an even 
more intense level.  
 Thus, this fruit inspecting is not how we are to know each other’s true status in the church 
(as if the Lord commands that everyone look suspiciously at everyone else in the church so we 
can eventually say, “aha, see, so and so is not a Christian.”). The result of everybody inspecting 
everyone else’s life would be censoriousness and unrighteous judgment. The duty of judging per 
Matthew 7.15-23 has specific reference to prophetic ministry, to those who take that office and 
discharge it as leaders of the Lord’s sheep. The concern here is to warn all believers to exercise a 
holy (righteous, godly) caution with regard to all who minister in the church. Among other 
things, this warning will not allow the church to put leaders up on pedestals.  
 We come now to the question, “how do we do this, how do we identify a false prophet by 
his fruits?” We are asking how we do the task of fruit inspecting that the Lord Jesus gives us to 
do with a serious warning.  
 
3A. How do we apply this text to the church in general? 
 In general, we are to apply the text with careful examination of the fruits that emerge in 
the lives and ministries of those who teach.  
 1) Be cautious 
 a) Without question, we must apply this text with great care and seriousness because of 
the marked difference between appearance and reality regarding the true standing of these 
prophets. They wear sheep’s clothing and thus we cannot identify them immediately for who 
they really are. Outside appearances and externals lead to the conclusion that they are sheep and 
thus one with believers in Christ. In turn, this suggests that what they do is for the good, the 
blessing, and the over all well-being of all in God’s flock. We must therefore exercise care and 
discernment.  
 b) We have to be careful because, on the inside, the true character of these leaders is that 
they are “ravenous wolves” (Mat 7.15). They are wild wolves that ravage the sheep instead of 
nourishing them and leading them by the still waters.  Consider how you would relate to a raving 
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wolf, if it came near you. Consider how important it is to protect yourself and other sheep in the 
Lord’s flock.  
 Their ravenous character relates to the fact that they are totally depraved sinners. In other 
words, what we have here are people who cannot produce good fruit (v. 18). Therefore, with all 
the deception, their true character will eventually become evident; it will be as clear as the 
difference between thorns and grapes (vs. 16-17, grapes are not gathered from thorn bushes).  
 When we think that we may be dealing with snarling, deceptive, and depraved wolves in 
sheep’s clothing, we must exercise caution in our evaluations. There is the potential of great 
harm that we are to avoid.  
 2) Be patient 
 We are to judge the fruit. Fruit is something that emerges over time. The process of 
careful evaluation of leaders is ongoing. We need not be in a rush; time will tell the true 
difference between appearance and reality.  
 3) Be focused  
 Paul tells us some things that we may look for to discern a false teacher in 1 
Thessalonians 2. He says that they flatter people, and they do this out of greed without the hard 
work of the word. If we read the chapter as a unit, we get a picture of what to look for in our fruit 
inspecting. Some things to focus on are: a) bold teaching of the gospel that is not to please men 
but God (vs. 1-5). b) We should look for a willingness to suffer for the gospel (v. 2). c) There 
should be the great aim of glorifying God (vs. 4-6, cf. that Jesus may be glorified in you, 2 
Thess. 1.12). Accordingly, Paul glorified God in the way that he explained the sovereign grace of 
God (1.4-5; 2 Thess. 2.13-14). d) Along with bold clear teaching, the minister should display 
gentleness in pursuing gospel truth (vs. 7-8). We can boil the general application down to the 
following focus claim on how to heed our Lord’s warning: We are to seek ministry of the word 
that, with all gentleness, accents the doctrines of God’s sovereign grace no matter what the cost.  
Ministers should put forth painstaking labor in the word that goes far beyond concern for 
material gain. We are to look for more than slogans about glorifying God; there needs to be 
teaching that defines, explains, defends, and applies the grace of God in the gospel of Christ (cf. 
Acts 20.20-28, the whole counsel of God, faith, repentance, limited atonement). What we look 
for is what we pray for: clear and bold preaching of the apostolic gospel, all of it since all of it is 
profitable.  
 
Concluding Implications    
 Surely, we can apply this text to TV ministries, especially those that claim to perform 
spectacular works of God. The fact is they often fleece the sheep by manipulating their lusts for 
money. They present the gospel as a virtual lottery (cf. “If you give to this ministry, you will 
become wealthy, but only for the honor of God of course.”).  
 However, when we magnify the looking glass and consider the regular diet of the flock of 
God, then we have to place emphasis on the choices we make regarding our diet on the word.  
 In this light and applying the text in the post-resurrection setting, we know that the Lord 
directs our thoughts to an attitude of caution with respect to all ministers of the word in the local 
church context. Here even with respect to those who come from among us, we are always to 
exercise care and caution:  

I know that after my departure fierce wolves will come in among you, not sparing the flock; 
30 and from among your own selves will arise men speaking twisted things, to draw away 
the disciples after them (Acts 20.29-30).   
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We are to judge the work of ministers, elders, and pastors. This judging suggests the necessary 
critical spirit that the Lord’s people are to maintain in receiving the word by testing all things. 
Such testing includes the empathetic spirit of looking for the good (1 Thess 5.21), but it is 
discerning, critical, careful, and cautious. All Christians have an important responsibility in the 
matter of those who influence their thinking and guide them into the word of God.  
 Thus, judging the ministry of the word implies a number of important things for our place 
in the history of redemption where things that Jesus gives in seed form come to full growth.  
 1) Judging ministry guards the eldership 
 Judging ministry of the word implies a responsibility to guard the eldership in terms of 
appointments (hence, the importance of the qualifications in Timothy and Titus). 
 2) Judging ministry elevates membership 
 In turn, it raises the importance of church membership for right and orderly conduct in 
the household of God. Church membership has a primary goal of guarding the eldership so there 
can be proper discipleship. Likewise, eldership has a primary goal of guarding the membership 
so there can be proper discipleship. The ultimate goal is to hold up the truth in both confession 
and conduct.  
 Therefore, judging ministers implies the responsibility that disciples have to local church 
ministry of the word. Granted, the warning Jesus gives applies to distant ministries like those that 
come to us on television, but we cannot stop there and neglect the order of things that pertain to 
the household of faith with particular elders. When Paul calls for good conduct in the household 
of God (1 Tim 3.15), he does so with reference to local settings where there are particular elders 
who are subject to examination by the requirements he outlines. We must view local church 
membership in the context of the history of redemption and understand the seed forms of the 
kingdom in relation to the full plant forms (from Jesus to the apostles to us).  
 Like the tip of an iceberg, the teaching of Jesus directs us to two things: it directs us to 
the process of screening those who minister the word and to the idea that such screening can only 
function in an orderly way when there is a membership roll (cf. my sermon on “Membership 
under Christ in His Church”). Judging with caution about false prophets suggests judging all in 
ministry and that in turn, implies local settings that carry this out with good order.  
 3) Judging gospel ministry necessitates balance 
 There is a give and take, a back and forth of interaction between teachers and baptized 
disciples. Disciples are not passive sponges that simply absorb teaching without critical 
reflection. Accordingly, disciples are to judge the sources that influence their minds; they must 
judge the teachers and their teachings. There is an “on the one hand” and an “on the other hand” 
dynamic in this interaction.  
 Of course, they do this both critically and charitably. Criticism is to have the balance of 
charity and charity is to have the counter weight of criticism.  
 They are to submit to those in authority over them, but this is not servile submission. 
There are to be no popes in the church; those in authority do operate in the name of Christ, but 
this religious authority is by the word that all disciples must study. It is because of Christ that 
disciples must submit to pastors and it is because of Christ that they must also test what they hear 
and judge the genuineness of the minister.  
 The minister must handle the word accurately, and disciples must receive that word in a 
way that comports with accurate handling of it. Disciples must judge of the accuracy of pastoral 
instruction and they must do so with open hearts to Christ to live for Him according to His word.  
 


