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INTRODUCTION
Most of you, I’m sure, remember the shocking story of Robert Hanssen, the F.B.I. counter-
intelligence agent who was arrested six years ago. For 15 years, he spied for Russia and betrayed 
some of our countries most sensitive secrets. It has been said that the damage was beyond what 
anyone can truly estimate. Through his betrayal, Russia executed two KGB agents and  
imprisoned a third who had been working for the U.S. And, he may have other deaths on his 
hands. He compromised many of our means of gathering intelligence. Some think the damage is 
the most serious since the selling of the secret to making nuclear bombs was sold to Russia in the 
early 1950's. But equally, or maybe more shocking is the fact that Robert Hannsen was a model 
church member and an excellent neighbor. At 56-years- old, he was considered a devout dad 
with 6 children. His 27 year career in the F.B.I. was considered distinguished. Not only was he a 
practicing Roman Catholic, sending his children to excellent Catholic schools, he was also a 
member of Opus Dei– “the work of God.” Opus Dei is a Catholic order that takes the faith very 
seriously and is highly disciplined in practice and working to accomplish God’s will. Robert 
Hanssen throughout his life was known as a moral, upright, God-fearing man who frequently 
denounced God-less communism. Even his wife and children had no clue as to his duplicity. 
How would you feel to have it suddenly revealed that your husband or father had been living a 
lie the whole time you were with him?

We live in a world with a lot of deception going on. We regularly receive “too good to be true” 
offers through the mail or on TV. Hopefully, we ask ourselves, “What’s the catch?” We all have 
stories of being taken in by some solicitation. We’ve entered a long political season of 
presidential candidates wanting to be president. Wouldn’t you like to get a soul/ character/ heart 
X-ray of each one to see what’s really inside? Most sound good and put up a good front. But, we 
know that can’t be trusted. Unfortunately, Christianity is not exempt. There’s deception going on 
in the name of Christ. I’ve known of people literally swindled out of their money by someone 
saying it was for the cause of Christ when it was used instead to line the leader’s pockets. 

My father was “taken” a few times by a “Christian brother.” I remember an accordion salesman 
showing up at church. I believe my dad invited him to spend the night at our house. Both my 
mother and sister could play the accordion. I recall that Dad bought one of the most expensive 
models for my sister at $400. (This was in the early 1950's– so in today’s money, think more like 
$1,600). Dad trusted him (after all, he was a “Christian,” right?), gave him the cash on the 
promise he would send us the right model. No accordion ever arrived.

But more often, that deception is much more subtle with consequences that are more serious than 



a loss of money. It can have spiritually disastrous, soul-destroying ends. And that is what Jesus is 
warning us about this morning– false teachers who end up destroying us.
As Jesus concludes the Sermon on the Mount, He gives a series of warnings. Last week, we 
looked at His teaching on the narrow gate separating the Christian way from the majority in this 
world. It is a way easily missed and only a few find it. Now, Jesus warns us of two groups who at 
least call themselves Christian– that is, they seem to have found the door and are on the narrow 
way, but they are false. First, we have false prophets– those whose words are deceptive. Second, 
we have those who deceive us by impressive, miraculous works, but do not really belong to God.

READ Mtt. 7:15-23

Here we have a separating within our Christian communities, warning us of the dangers of 
deception. We are not safe just because we get in through the narrow gate and are following the 
narrow way. There are always those who want to lead us astray. Jesus gives us helpful criteria 
that we need for discerning the true from the false.

DECEPTIVE WORDS
Watch out for false prophets. They come to you in sheep's clothing, but inwardly they are 
ferocious wolves. (Matt 7:15)

Who are these false prophets, wearing sheep's clothing who are inwardly ferocious wolves? 
From this teaching, the phrase, “a wolf in sheep’s clothing” has even entered our secular 
vocabulary. Sheep are a Scriptural symbol of believers. To wear sheep's clothing is to have 
Christian ways, to look like a Christian. Certainly all false prophets don't appear to be Christians. 
Some come as wolves and we need no forewarning, for we easily recognize them. But, Jesus 
warns, beware of those who come skillfully disguised, seeming like believers, to destroy you 
with their words.

Why do I say words? In Biblical usage, “prophet” does not just refer to people predicting the 
future, foretelling. Most of a prophet's work is “forth-telling” the words of God. Prophets bring a 
message from God. Of course, it may involve prediction, but mostly it is proclaiming what God 
wants said. These false prophets are false in the sense that they claim to be sent by God, but they 
have not been and their message is not God’s message. They may proclaim the Word in 
preaching or in teaching. They may look true and even sound Christian, but their words and 
message are false, deceptive, and destructive to the sheep.

Who are these false prophets? Well, certainly it includes all those advocating the teachings of 
various cults who call themselves Christian, yet are not because they deny the divinity of Christ 
in a significant way. Some of the more popular ones in our area would be the Jehovah’s 
Witnesses, the Mormons, and various manifestations of New Age religions. But, for most of us 
that is not a problem. There are false prophets even closer to home for most of us.

In the church we have those whose teaching leads people astray. Here I would include those who 
undermine the authority of Scripture, preaching more a gospel of cultural accommodation–
picking and choosing those teachings they think they should follow. Now and then I hear of 



3

counsel given or preaching within the church framework that I think constitutes malpractice. Just 
as in medical malpractice, the results are destructive. At the other extreme are those who bind 
people in legalism, load them with guilt, or lay burdens of duty upon the flock. Throughout the 
New Testament, especially Paul’s letters, warnings are given against false teachers.

There is another category of false prophets whose teaching may be correct, but they are false in 
their motivation or have ulterior motives. A wolf disguises himself as a sheep to accomplish his 
own agenda, to get his needs met, and his hunger filled. He uses deceit to accomplish his goal of 
devouring the sheep. Here I would include those who place themselves in positions of authority, 
but are really using others for their own ends. Sadly, we keep hearing of pastors or Christian 
counselors or teachers who have used their position to fulfill their sexual desires. Others use 
people to meet their ego needs, enjoying popularity and their position of authority. Some thrive 
on the attention that makes them feel good and significant. Sometimes money or power may be 
the motive. Certainly the church has seen it’s share of charlatans in it for money. Listen to The 
Message paraphrase of this passage:

"Be wary of false preachers who smile a lot, dripping with practiced sincerity. Chances are they 
are out to rip you off some way or other. Don't be impressed with charisma; look for character. 
Who preachers are is the main thing, not what they say. A genuine leader will never exploit your 
emotions or your pocketbook. These diseased trees with their bad apples are going to be chopped 
down and burned.”

The scope extends beyond the professionals in ministry. It is applicable to other leaders in the 
church. Yet, even if you are not a leader in the church, it still applies to you, for everyone of us
influences someone else. Parents influence their children, friends influence friends, teachers 
influence students, bosses influence workers, etc. We need to ask ourselves the questions: “Is 
there anything false in what we are proclaiming? Do we ever use the Christian faith for our own 
ends, to get what we want? Do we ever dilute the truth of God’s Word to make it fit what we 
want or what others want? Can we be false by trying to fit in and be popular?”

In my ministry, I’ve regularly run into those who’ve been “taken in” by false prophets. The pain 
and disillusionment is terrible. Often, there has been little wrong with the words the leader said, 
but their character or life-style didn’t match. Eventually it was exposed, leaving those who 
trusted him or her feeling used and manipulated, making it hard to trust themselves to another 
person.

How do we discern these pretenders, these wolves in sheep's clothing? Jesus changes the 
metaphor now to trees and fruit to help us with sorting things out. The way to discern the validity 
of the words proclaimed is by the fruit produced. We can apply this in two areas:
1. Does the life of the prophet measure up to what they are proclaiming?
2. What is the fruit his or her words and teaching are producing? Words are seeds that 

produce fruit.
The message and the life must match. And the effect, the result of the words in the lives of the 
hearers must match what Jesus calls us to be as disciples.
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“Fruit” is talking about results and character. While the wolf may wear an effective disguise, 
eventually his wolf nature will come through. He can’t change what’s inside, in his heart. Words 
and outward actions can deceive, but only Christ can transform our hearts. Believers who heed 
Jesus’ warning here will discern the inner nature. What do you see in the life of that leader and in 
the lives of those receiving that teaching? Paul gives us a helpful listing of the fruits the Holy 
Spirit, the Spirit of Jesus, produces in the life of a believer: love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, 
goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control (Gal. 5:22-23). Think about those. That fruit 
cannot be faked in the long run.  Those fit with what Jesus has been teaching in this Sermon on 
the Mount. Also in this sermon Jesus has talked a great deal about humility and dependence upon 
God. Here are some other criteria we might use from this sermon:
- Is there a deep empathy, sorrow for sin and suffering in them and others?
- Are they filled with mercy?  Are they peacemakers?
- Are their hearts pure, unadulterated by other things?
- Has the Gospel penetrated beneath the externals, to the spirit of the law?
- How about the practice of righteousness in prayer, fasting, and giving?
- Are they forgiving, non-judgmental people?

DECEPTIVE WORKS
Not only can we be deceived by words, but the works people do can also lead us astray. Here 
Jesus warns us of a second group in vs. 21-23

"Not everyone who says to me, `Lord, Lord,' will enter the kingdom of heaven, but only 
he who does the will of my Father who is in heaven. Many will say to me on that day, 
`Lord, Lord, did we not prophesy in your name, and in your name drive out demons and 

perform many miracles?' Then I will tell them plainly, ‘I never knew you. Away 
from me, you evildoers!' 

These seem to definitely be people who are in the church and orthodox in their beliefs. They are 
Christ-centered. The double, "Lord, Lord..." repeated twice to is to show fidelity. "In your name" 
is repeated three times in these verses. Unfortunately, the NIV gives us only two repetitions of 
“In your name” and thus dilutes its effect. But in the Greek original, there are three repetitions

`Lord, Lord, did we not prophesy in your name, and in your name drive out demons and 
in your name perform many miracles?' 

The air roils with the impressive things they did in Jesus' name. They prophesied, they drove out 
demons, and did many miracles. 

Jesus is here telling us to not take confidence in the miraculous or spectacular to verify our 
standing in the Kingdom of God or the standing of others. Power is not proof of fidelity. It is 
possible to work for Jesus but not under him. The only true test is obedience to His teachings 
and His will– Only he who does the will of my Father (21).

This is especially confusing because of the spectacular nature of the works. But, we've seen 
scandals in recent years involving some TV evangelists, or other nationally know leaders, and 
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popular Christian singers who have certainly done some spectacular works in Jesus' name. Was 
the miraculous all faked? Perhaps some was, but genuine miracles occurred as well, I'm sure. We 
must always remember that God is the healer and the source of all good gifts. A person with 
genuine faith and trust in God seeking His gifts may still receive even if the person praying for 
them is a charlatan. Remember, God spoke to Baalam through his donkey. So He can use any 
agent to accomplish His purposes. 

Also, realize that Satan can counterfeit the miraculous as Paul warns us in 2 Cor 11:14, Satan 
himself masquerades as an angel of light. Satan has power, but he doesn’t have the Christ-like 
character. Remember the miraculous signs God gave through Moses to Pharaoh. The first few 
were in someway able to be duplicated by Pharaoh’s magicians. And today we have witchcraft 
and those who hold séances and fortune tellers. Any real power they may have is not of God but 
from Satan– even though some Spiritualists and fortune tellers claim to be “Christian.” What 
they are doing is clearly forbidden by Scripture. And of course, in the end times, we are warned 
that the anti-Christ will perform impressive signs and wonders.

I’ve met those who do not appear to be following Christ in serious discipleship, but they tell me 
of a profound, miraculous answer to prayer that they have interpreted to mean, “God must think 
I’m okay, or he wouldn’t have healed me, or done this for me.” I’ve also heard it with from those 
who’ve had a near death experience and seen the tunnel of light and felt a deep peace. They’ve 
told me they must be okay with God based upon that. I usually try to point out that these very 
experiences may have been God reaching out to them in love, wanting to draw them into 
relationship. But, too often, they want to go on believing in “the sign” which Jesus says is an 
unreliable indicator of what is true and who will get into heaven.

The Message paraphrases these verses as:
"Knowing the correct password—saying 'Master, Master,' for instance—isn't going to get you 
anywhere with me. What is required is serious obedience—doing what my Father wills. I can see 
it now—at the Final Judgment thousands strutting up to me and saying, 'Master, we preached the 
Message, we bashed the demons, our God-sponsored projects had everyone talking. 'And do you 
know what I am going to say? 'You missed the boat. All you did was use me to make yourselves 
important. You don't impress me one bit. You're out of here.'

CONCLUSION
The message of judgment is unmistakable and sobering in these final warnings in the Sermon on 
the Mount. Jesus is not wanting to make us fearful and uncertain of our salvation. Rather, it is a 
caution to evaluate our lives and ministries. Obedience to Jesus and His Words are all that count.

As we come to the Lord’s Table and a time of reflection, I’m sure all of us come up short on 
having all the fruits of the Spirit and being consistent in following everything Jesus teaches. 
Because of that, we may be inclined to think, “I just won’t be involved in ministry. I won’t say 
anything to others because I’m not living up to it all.” That is not the message of Jesus here. 
What He is warning against here is the heart that has not been converted– not been changed from 
wolf to sheep and those who are pretending to be something they are not. While we all are weak 
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and can fail– as long as we are not continuing in a known sin, God wants us in ministry. In spite 
of our imperfections, we trust to God’s mercy and grace to still use what we offer. Keep a 
humble heart before God, a tender spirit to His conviction of our failings, and trust in His power 
to transform us into His likeness.

JESUS’ SERMON ON THE MOUNT
XVIII. “Dangerous Deception”

For Further Study and Reflection on Sermon for 2-25-07
Reread Mtt. 7:15-23

1. In the beginning of this chapter Jesus tells us not to judge, but here He tells us to use 
discernment and judgment in verses 15 & 16.  Do you think these are two entirely different 
kinds of judgment? Can you explain the difference?

2. A wolf cannot fool anyone unless it looks like a sheep.  False prophets disguise 
themselves by proclaiming much that is truth and slipping the errors in unobtrusively. 

Read Acts 17:11 and discuss how the Bereans were very apt to recognize if there 
was any falsehood presented.

3. Verse 17 talks about bad trees which means teachers who deliberately teach false
        doctrine.   We must examine the teacher’s motives, the direction they are taking and the                   

results they are seeking.  False prophets in Biblical times told the king or people what 
they wanted to hear and then claimed it was God’s message.  Today, false prophets 
may sound religious but are motivated by fame, money or power.
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List several things to “check out” in a leader’s life and teacher to make sure he is 
dispensing truth.

4. Read Matt. 23:1-7.  It tells about religious leaders who do not practice what they preach.  
Ken points out in his sermon that all of us are “teachers & leaders” in some sense, 
because we all have influence over others – our children, employees, family members, 
close friends, etc.

a) Name some ways you can guard against being a “teacher” that says right things,
                      but does not practice them.

b) Can you think of a time when you were guilty of not practicing what you preached?  
     Share this with the group if you care to. 

5. Imagine you are on a committee to choose a new pastor. The Message paraphrase of the
   first few verses of our text is,
              “Be wary of false preachers who smile a lot, dripping with practiced sincerity. Chances
              are they are out to rip you off some way or other.  Don’t be impressed with                               

     charisma; look for character.  Who preachers are is the main thing, not what they say.”
Using this criteria how would you go about choosing a pastor? Name several things you’d

         be looking for. 


