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The Word of the Lord from Matthew 7: “Beware of false prophets, who come to you in 
sheep's clothing but inwardly are ravenous wolves. You will recognize them by their fruits.” 

 
This is the Word of the Lord. 

 
You’ve just washed ashore on a deserted island, and help won’t be coming for a while. 

Your number one need is food, and fortunately for you there are fruit trees all over the place. But 

which fruit will you eat? Common sense and your 8th grade science knowledge will help: you’re 
going to eat the fruit that’s good for you. You’re not going to judge the fruit by how pretty the 

tree. It doesn’t matter if the tree casts a lot of shade or has a lovely bark or beautiful leaves. It 
doesn’t matter if it’s a good hardwood—that might help with shelter, but not with food. It doesn’t 

even matter if the fruit is attractive and colorful: some colorful fruits and berries will kill you. 

What matters is whether or not the fruit will feed you and keep you alive. 
 

Make sure that common sense overrides wishful thinking: no matter how long you stare 
at Oregon grape, the berries still aren’t good for you. No matter how long you look at a Madrona 

tree, it’s not going to sprout apples and oranges. Thus Jesus notes in our Gospel lesson that 
thorns don’t produce grapes and thistles don’t produce figs. That’s not a criticism: it’s just a plain 

objective fact. Grapes come from grapevines and figs from fig trees. They produce wine and fruit 

and, in Jesus’ time, even medicine. Thorns and thistles were declared by God to be a reminder of 
the fall into sin (Gen 3:18); rather than fruit and wine and medicine, they’re far better at causing 

pain, labor and sweat while offering nothing in return. 
 

The lesson seems pretty clear: if you want grapes, look at grapevines. If you want figs, 

look at fig trees. If you look for them on some other plant, you’re going to be disappointed. 
That’s how things work, each producing according to its kind. A good tree will bear good fruit. A 

worthless tree will bear worthless fruit. If you want good fruit, don’t go to a worthless tree. Good 
fruit comes from good trees. 

 

Now, when Jesus speaks in our Gospel lesson, He’s not preparing you for survival on a 
desert island. He’s using this as an illustration for a far more serious matter. He commands you 

to measure a prophet—a preacher—by his fruit. And what does a prophet produce? He produces 
words. He produces sermons and teachings and doctrines. Those are the fruits of a preacher. A 

preacher’s doctrine is what determines whether or not he is a true prophet or a false prophet. 
Make no mistake: good doctrine will feed you. Bad doctrine will kill you. 

 

Beware of false prophets, then; but how can you discern the good from the bad, the true 
from the false? St. Paul tells us elsewhere: he tells young pastor Timothy that a true preacher is 

one who rightly divides the Word of truth (2 Tim 2:15). He rightly distinguishes Law and Gospel 
and doesn’t confuse the two. 

 

You have what you need to measure a prophet’s fruit: you have the Word. You come to 
hear it here. You attend Bible classes to learn more. You read the Bible at home, memorize 

portions and meditate on it as you fall asleep. You do these things by the grace of God. By that 
Word, He strengthens your faith. By that Word, He increases your knowledge. And by that Word, 

He equips you to measure any preachers who come your way.  
 



You will recognize them by their fruits. A true prophet is one who preaches the truth of 

God’s Word. A false prophet is one who does not: either he twists God’s Word or preaches a 
different message entirely. You don’t measure him by his personality or his charisma. You don’t 

measure him by his good works or even his apparent ability to work miracles. That’s like judging 
the value of fruit by the beauty of leaves or the size of the tree. Leaves and height don’t feed 

you: only good fruit does. Personality can be amusing and charisma engaging. Good works and 

miracles can be impressive. But none of these things give the forgiveness of sins. None of these 
things feed your faith. None of these keep you alive in Christ. 

 
It’s the Gospel that gives you forgiveness and life. As St. Paul says in Romans, the 

Gospel alone is the power of salvation to all who believe. Therefore, whenever you listen to a 
preacher, ask yourself what his message says about the Gospel. If he tells you that salvation is 

entirely God’s gift to you, an otherwise-lost sinner, well and good. But if his message contradicts 

this, beware. 
 

For instance, if a preacher tells you that you save yourself by your own works, he is also 
saying that Jesus hasn’t won salvation for you by His work. He’s denied the only Gospel that 

gives salvation—and therefore his teaching does not. Or if a preacher tells you that you’re saved 

because you do enough good works for God to forgive the rest, he’s saying you’re not guilty of 
original sin and that you’re not saved solely by Jesus’ work. He’s denied the only Gospel that 

gives salvation. If he tells you that this sin or that sin is really okay because the world has 
changed, he’s telling you that you don’t need forgiveness for all of your sins. He denies God’s 

Law that all of your sins condemn you, and thus he denies the Gospel that Jesus has died for all 
of your sins. That makes him a false teacher. 

 

Please understand: this is not being arrogant or throwing stones or being mean. This is 
an objective evaluation—that’s what Jesus is saying in our Gospel lesson. Grapevines bear 

grapes, so don’t look for grapes on thistles because they’re not there. Grace comes from the 
Gospel, so don’t look for it in messages of self-esteem because it isn’t there. Only good trees 

bear good fruit, so don’t look for good fruit on bad trees. Grace only comes from the Gospel, so 

don’t look for it in other teachings or philosophies. False prophets may have a stunning 
message—but if it’s not the Gospel, it doesn’t give forgiveness or eternal life.  

 
In fact, please note: Jesus calls false teachers ravenous wolves in sheep’s clothing. 

Ravenous, not spiteful. He doesn’t call them malicious wolves or premeditated killers. As one 

professor of mine noted, “No one ever wakes up in the morning and says, ‘I’m going to be a false 
teacher!’” False teachers normally sincerely believe that what they teach is the truth, and they 

may sincerely want to help you. They may even be able to help you with your self-esteem or 
overcoming anxiety. They may build impressive buildings and networks and “ministries.” But if 

they deny sin and do not proclaim the Gospel, they are not speaking Christ’s Word. They cannot 
give you forgiveness and eternal life. Impressive ministries built on sand will still fall when the 

rains come. 

 
Thus Jesus warns, "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. 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?' And then will I declare to them, 'I never knew you; depart 

from me, you workers of lawlessness'” (Matthew 7:21-23). 
 

It does no good to pretend otherwise. The Gospel saves: nothing else does. It also does 
no good to pretend that this will be easy to proclaim: the devil has promoted several false 

doctrines that will make you the bad guy for offering life to others. One is the common notion 
that “doctrine doesn’t matter,” that it’s enough “believe in Jesus”—without knowing who Jesus is 



or what He’s done and that all those doctrinal details in the Bible are for nerdy theologians who 

never get invited to parties because they’re no fun. Another is emotionalism, that you should 
judge matters by emotion rather than reason or Scripture: therefore, if the preacher seems nice 

or you like your friend, their false teaching must be okay. Yet another is the god of tolerance, 
that the greatest sin you can commit is to tell someone else that they’re wrong. Given these 

prevalent teachings of the world, it’s difficult to say that Jesus is the only way to heaven. 

 
In fact, given these pressures, proclaiming the Gospel will feel like a burden. That’s just 

what the devil wants; and lest we fall into the trap of resenting God for calling us to faith, we do 
well to remember exactly what we proclaim. 

 
First off, there is a tree that bears good fruit: it was planted on Calvary, and it bore 

salvation when Jesus was nailed to it. The world portrays itself as the Garden of Eden, where 

every tree is good to eat except for one—the cross. It moans when the Church declares that 
Jesus is the only way to heaven, but the world does not understand. It is a miracle that there is a 
way to heaven at all! Salvation is only possible because Jesus Christ, the Son of God, became 
flesh and dwelt among us—in order to go to the cross and die for our sins, and to rise from the 

dead for our salvation. God did not send His only-begotten Son into the world in order to cancel 

out all the other ways to heaven—there were none. God sent His Son into the world so that the 
world might be saved through Him. As Christians, we have the joy of pointing to the one tree 

that bears life-giving fruit. We have the joy of pointing the world to the one ark that survives the 
flood, the one door out of hell. And as you do so, you do so with this comfort: that tree of life, 

that cross is for you. In Christ, your sins are forgiven. 
 

We are sobered by Jesus’ words that “Not everyone who says to me, 'Lord, Lord,' will 

enter the kingdom of heaven,” and rightly so. But we rightly rejoice that many who call Him 
“Lord” will enter heaven: who? Jesus says, “the one who does the will of my Father who is in 
heaven.” This is Good News! What is God’s will for you? To believe in Jesus Christ whom He has 
sent to die for your sins. How do you believe in Him? You believe in Him by the faith that God 

gives you—you believe by His work, not your own. This salvation is a free gift to all who believe, 

and that faith to believe is a free gift of God, won by Christ on the cross. Yes, it’s a sober truth 
that all who call Jesus “Lord,” but do not repent of their sin and believe in Him, will perish. But it 

is also true that all who repent and believe in Him will live forever. This is true for you. 
 

We take seriously our Lord’s warning that every house built on the sands of other 

doctrine, no matter how impressive, will fall when the floods come. But we also rejoice that a 
house built on rock will stand—and you know both the rock and the house. The rock is Jesus 

Christ, the Son of the Living God: He has conquered sin, death and devil, and He will not be 
moved. The house is His Church, built on that rock, and the gates of hell will not prevail against 

it. The devil wants you to feel that the message of the Church is, “We’re saved and you’re not-
ha!” It is not so. Our proclamation is that the storm of judgment is coming, and no one can stand 

up against it on their own—but the Lord has died and risen to provide a safe haven. He gathers 

the saved into the Church so that they might not be moved—and He offers this salvation to all. 
To a world that runs from death and knows it cannot escape, we proclaim safe haven—Jesus 

Christ, victor over death. He is your safe haven. He is the victor over death for you. 
 

Beware of false prophets, Jesus says—not to make your life difficult, but because He 

wants you to have eternal life. Thus He points you to Himself, the One who has died to make 
You His own. The one who speaks truth and life in His Word. The One who has washed you with 

water and the Word so that you might be safe when the rains fall and the floods come. The One 
who came into a world plagued with thorns and thistles, added His Word to bread and wine to 

give you grace and life. In Him in life. In Him is salvation. In Him, you are forgiven for all of your 
sins. In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Ghost. Amen 


