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The Way of Jesus:  The Fruit Will Tell 

Matthew 7:15-20 

 

Introduction – Moles in the Kingdom  

I wouldn’t really call myself a “movie buff,” but I do enjoy Netflix.  Two of my favorite genres 

are action/adventure and thrillers.  Within those two genres spy movies form a generous sample 

of the catalogue.  And one of the best spy movies, I think, is the first Mission Impossible that was 

released in 1999.  It quite a convoluted plot.  And between all the special gadgets and technology 

and spies ripping their faces off, it’s hard to keep track of who the good guys and bad guys are. 

Tom Cruise plays Ethan Hunt, a talented espionage agent with IMF – a shadow branch of the 

CIA – who seemingly is the sole survivor of a botched mission. The agency suspects that there is 

a mole in their ranks – a traitorous agent who feeds inside information to the enemy.  Since Hunt 

is the only survivor of the failed mission, they suspect he is the one.  The film is a fast-paced race 

for Tom Cruise’s character to clear his name and find the real mole.  In an incredible twist at the 

end of the movie, we discover that it was Jim Phelps, the head of IMF who was the mole after 

all.   

 

Moles: enemies that appear to be colleagues.  The church has them, too.  They’re called “false 

prophets.”  Actually, God’s people have always had to deal with false prophets. They were the 

bane of the Old Testament, spreading their message of “peace, peace” when there was no peace – 

only disaster.  

 

“My people are broken—shattered!— 

    and they put on Band-Aids, 

Saying, ‘It’s not so bad. You’ll be just fine.’ 

    But things are not ‘just fine’! 

   Jeremiah 5:14 (The Message) 

 

Text – 

Jesus said… 

“Beware of false prophets, who come to you in sheep's clothing but inwardly are ravenous 

wolves. You will recognize them by their fruits. Are grapes gathered from thorn bushes, or figs 
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from thistles? So, every healthy tree bears good fruit, but the diseased tree bears bad fruit. A 

healthy tree cannot bear bad fruit, nor can a diseased tree bear good fruit. Every tree that does not 

bear good fruit is cut down and thrown into the fire. Thus you will recognize them by their fruits. 

Matthew 7:15-20 (ESV) 

 

Wolves in Sheep’s Clothing 

We are now very close to the end of the Sermon on the Mount.  Two weeks ago, when we 

considered the broad and narrow ways, we began to engage Jesus’ application – the practical 

outworking – of his teaching.  The more that I have read, studied, and pondered his words, the 

more sobered I have become.  There is a heaviness - a seriousness - that I feel deep in my spirit 

as I prepare these final messages.  To be sure, the gospel is still good news.  But Jesus’ words as 

he brings the Sermon to a close should cause us to take notice and take serious account of our 

lives as individuals and as a church.  We cannot sidestep or ignore what he says.  And, as he does 

in the rest of the Sermon, he goes straight to the heart.  

 

Jesus’ warning about false prophets must be understood in the context of where he said it.  He 

had just warned his disciples to enter through the narrow gate that leads to life: 

  

Enter by the narrow gate. For the gate is wide and the way is easy that leads to destruction, 

and those who enter by it are many.  For the gate is narrow and the way is hard that leads 

to life, and those who find it are few. 

Matthew 7:13-14 

False prophets are those who stand like a road construction flagger and detour spiritual travelers 

away from the narrow gate onto the broad way that leads to destruction.  But they are more than 

just dangerous.  Their treachery is amplified by their deceptiveness. They are ravenous wolves 

masquerading as harmless sheep.   

 

Most Christians won’t fall for an open invitation to sin or blatant heresy.  We tend to be a 

trusting lot, however.  We want to think the best of people and we are vulnerable to teachers and 

preachers who put on a good show of devotion and spirituality.  They seem to say all the right 
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things in all the right tones.  Their words are never harsh or condemning, but seemingly always 

loving and kind to everyone.   

 

The problem of false prophets was not new in Jesus’ day.  God’s prophets in the Old Testament 

competed with the reassuring words of false prophets in their day.  In obedience to God, 

Jeremiah would foretell the judgment that was about to fall on Jerusalem and the false prophets 

would contradict him, saying “Peace, peace…” when there was no peace.  Jeremiah was 

persecuted because he was faithful to God’s word of judgment which eventually came true.  In 

the New Testament, there is hardly a book where false prophets aren’t mentioned.  Paul told the 

Ephesian elders that dangerous false prophets would arise even from among their own number: 

  

I know that after my departure fierce wolves will come in among you, not sparing the 

flock; and from among your own selves will arise men speaking twisted things, to draw 

away the disciples after them. 

Acts 20:29-30 

 

The epistles of Jude and 2 Peter are almost entirely dedicated to helping the church resist the 

onslaught of false prophets.   

 

So what is the message of false prophets – these wolves in sheep’s clothing?  It is not overtly 

heretical because they rarely ever address doctrine.  And it is always nice and positive, drawing 

people into their audience.  They and their message are always attractive.  That’s what makes 

them so dangerous.   

 There is nothing in their preaching that cultivates poverty of spirit.  Instead, it all about 

nurturing and building up yourself…just like the recent release of a book entitled, The 

Power of I Am by a very popular preacher.   

 Their preaching never searches the conscience and makes people cry out for mercy.  No.  

Their message assures people that God makes no demands on them.   

 They don’t speak out against religious hypocrisy and self-righteousness.  They subscribe 

to the modern mantra:  I’m OK; you’re OK. 
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 They never call their followers to such a stand of righteousness that they might be subject 

to ridicule and persecution.   

 

No.  They leave the hard stuff out.  They’re always nice and positive.   

 

As a pastor and preacher, I can tell you that I would like to always be nice and positive in my 

messages.  People like that.  They’re not offended.  And, make no mistake, a pastor is tempted to 

do anything that will bring people in and keep them from leaving.  But let me tell you from my 

own heart:  no preacher who is truly listening to God’s prompting will always bring a happy and 

positive message.  There are times when God’s people need to be corrected by his Word.  Paul 

wrote to Timothy and all who are called to faithful teaching and preaching: 

 

I charge you in the presence of God and of Christ Jesus, who is to judge the living and the 

dead, and by his appearing and his kingdom:  preach the word; be ready in season and out 

of season; reprove, rebuke, and exhort, with complete patience and teaching. For the time 

is coming when people will not endure sound teaching, but having itching ears they will 

accumulate for themselves teachers to suit their own passions… [Emphasis mine] 

2 Timothy 4:1-3 

 

Fifty-five years ago, Pastor Martin Lloyd-Jones wrote these words concerning the teaching of 

false prophets: 

 

It accounts for the light and superficial evangelism that is far too common today.  It 

accounts also for the lack of holiness and sanctified living that is true of most of us.  It is 

not that we need special teaching about these things.  What we all seem to be forgetting 

is…that we are all moving steadily and certainly in the direction of the final judgment. 

 

If it was true in 1960, how much more today!  As I look across the landscape of the church in our 

country today, I am concerned.  We have a lot of teachers and preachers within the evangelical 

fold who demand that we affirm homosexual lifestyles, never call us to repentance, and question 

God’s final Judgment and the existence of a place of eternal punishment.  Truth is fuzzy and 



5 

 

©BMyers2015 

 

relative.  Everyone is OK with God just as they are.  And people flock to hear these false 

prophets who are leading their followers on the broad pathway to destruction.  

 

Jesus isn’t rousing us to a heresy-hunt.  But we must heed his warning and actively resist these 

wolves who block the way to the narrow gate of life.   

 

Two Trees 

How shall we identify these false prophets who so cleverly disguise themselves in a popular 

message?  Knowing the question would arise, Jesus answers it by changing the metaphor.  

Wolves and sheep don’t bear “fruit” but trees do.  In Jesus’ day, everyone knew about the 

buckthorn bush that bore small little berries.  They might look sort of like grapes, but it you bite 

into one, it will go out of your mouth quicker than it went in!  From a distance a thistle bud 

might look like a fig, but no one would mistake it while trying to free it from its stem!  Good 

trees don’t produce rotten fruit and rotten trees don’t produce good fruit.   

 

The true nature of a thing will always eventually show itself. 

 

Teaching and life are permanently linked together.  Jesus, as always, is speaking of character.  

He is going right to the heart of the matter.  A false prophet may sound good, but the fruit of 

his/her life and their teaching will always be rotten.  The nature of the false prophet cannot be 

hidden forever.  If he or she is not on the narrow way that Jesus has prescribed, it will eventually 

become obvious to all.   

 

What are the fruits that we find along the narrow way of the kingdom?  Certainly, the fruit of the 

Spirit written about in Galatians 5:22 should be manifest:  love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, 

goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control.  A false prophet will be skilled at putting on 

a good front, but those closest to him will know what he or she is really like.  Another fruit that 

we should look for is a life that is continually growing to be more and more like Jesus. Just look 

at what we’ve been through in the Sermon on the Mount.  These are the marks of true disciple of 

Jesus and a teacher who is trustworthy:  righteousness, purity, trusting and persistent 
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prayerfulness, obedience to Jesus’ words, truthfulness, love towards others, and rejection of 

everything that is hypocritical.   

 

But above all, the mark of a true follower of Jesus and faithful guide to others is humility.  

Poverty of spirit is the first Beatitude and it forms the foundation of all other godly virtues.  Why 

is this so?  The greatest temptation for a pastor, a preacher, a prophet, or a teacher is pride.  By 

nature of the role that they play, they hold a great deal of influence.  It is all too easy to grab 

ahold of that power and leverage it for their own personal gain and sadly, in far too many cases, 

abuse the people they are charged with leading.   

 

Fruit Inspectors 

As a pastor and a preacher, this message is sobering for me.  James wrote to the church, “Not 

many of you should become teachers, my brothers, for you know that we who teach will be 

judged with greater strictness. For we all stumble in many ways” (James 3:1-2a).  And though I 

am deeply concerned for the state of the American church, I am also repulsed by any thought that 

I can be judge and jury of other preachers.  I cannot say who is in or who is out.  I refuse to set 

myself up as the only good and faithful teacher.  I, too, have my own failings.  I also struggle 

with some of the convicting things that those who would otherwise seem to be false teachers say.  

I am greatly disappointed in Tony Campolo’s recent outspoken support of homosexual marriage.  

He is an American Baptist preacher who has long called the American church to repent for our 

callous disregard for the poor and needy in the world.  In that, he is right on.  Other so-called 

progressive Evangelicals call the church to following Jesus in his teachings in the Sermon on the 

Mount (which is good) while advocating for full acceptance of the LGBT agenda.  Rachel Held 

Evans is an enormously popular blogger and author who excoriated Beth Moore for her stand 

against homosexuality.  Evans is a wolf in sheep’s clothing in her advocacy for the LGBT 

agenda in the church and yet on many other issues, she has rightly called Evangelicals to account 

on shallow worship and our disregard for the needy.  Joel Osteen is another preacher who always 

seems to hit on the positives but never calls people to repentance or speaks of God’s coming 

judgment.  And, of course, there are many others.  
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I’m conflicted, friends.  I consider the three that I just mentioned – Campolo, Evans, and Osteen 

brothers and sisters in Christ.  I cannot judge their spiritual state.  But by whatever measure I 

judge others, I myself will be judged.  I do believe that the question of homosexuality as a 

biblically viable lifestyle is a litmus test for today’s church.  I believe that.  Any teacher or 

preacher who advocates for affirmation of that lifestyle is blocking the narrow gate to the 

kingdom of God leading to life.   

 

But what about us as a church?  Are we really leading people to the narrow gate and way of 

Jesus?  As the church in America has begun to move farther to the margins of our post-Christian 

culture, it is increasingly important that we preach and live a gospel that is transformational.  It 

is not enough just to be nice people.  It is not enough just to attend church a couple of times a 

month and put a few dollars in the plate.  Is your life changing?  Anyone who is on the narrow 

way will find their life being transformed.  You won’t be the same that you were a year ago.  Are 

you growing in the way of Jesus as he as taught us through the Sermon on the Mount?   

 

 Are you growing in righteousness? 

 Is your behavior more holy – more pure? 

 Do you consider others before yourself?  Does your life display transparent humility? 

 Are you growing in truthfulness, love, and generosity? 

 

We must look and judge our teachers.  We must beware of ravenous wolves who masquerade as 

happy sheep.  We must become fruit inspectors.  In a strange sort of way, false prophets help us.  

They force us to think – to define and defend our faith.  What Satan designs for evil, God turns 

on its head for our benefit.  But friends, before we look out – which we are called to do in this 

passage – look inward.  Check your own fruit.  Are you really following Jesus through the 

narrow gate that leads to life? 

 

Be honest and ruthless in your self-evaluation.  Your eternity depends upon it. 

 

These are the sobering words of Jesus.  This is the way of Jesus.    


