
Lay Reader Sermon Series I


The Eighth Sunday after Trinity


psalter:
Psalm 119:33-48
1st lesson:
Ecclesiasticus 1:18-27
2nd lesson:
Matthew 7:15-21
False Prophets
"Beware of false prophets, which come to you in sheep's clothing,  but inwardly they are ravening wolves. Ye shall know them by their fruits." Our Lord is warning us in this lesson that we will have false prophets; He is telling us that we have a responsibility to watch out for them; He says they will look harmless – they will come in "sheep's clothing;" and he tells us how to detect them. From Old Testament passages on false prophets comes the warning that, in the long run, we will probably get the kind of prophet that we as a group want.

False prophets had often been a problem in Israel before the time of our Lord. Isaiah talked about the desire of the people of his time for such leaders. "Speak to us smooth things, " the people said; "Let us hear no more of the Holy One of Israel." (Isaiah 30:10-11) The prophet Ezekiel spoke of the shepherds of God's flock, and said of the faithless ones of his time, "The weak you have not strengthened, the sick you have not healed, the crippled you have not bound up, the strayed you have not brought back, the lost you have not sought, and with force and harshness your have ruled them." (Ezekiel 34:4)
So the false prophet was a problem in Old Israel, and unfortunately would continue in the New. In his last meeting with the elders of the church at Ephesus, Paul warned them, "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 perverse things, to draw away the disciples after them." (Acts 20:29-30)
We know from our own experience the truth of these words about false prophets. They seem to be a continual problem in the life of God's people.

You must watch out for them, says our Lord; you have a responsibility to be alert: "Beware of false prophets." He was fond of saying to his listeners, "Take heed what you hear " (Mark 4:24); or, "He that hath ears to hear, let him hear." (Luke 8:8) He was telling us to open our hearts to His word, but these admonitions can also be taken as warnings to be aware that sometimes what we hear may not be the truth. In the service of Ordination to the Priesthood, the ordinand promises to teach only what may be concluded and proved by Scripture, and to drive away from the Church all erroneous and strange doctrines contrary to God's word. The shepherds of the Lord's flock have a definite responsibility in this matter, as well as the duty to be faithful shepherds themselves; but the Lord is also speaking to us all when He says to "beware of false prophets."

He goes on to say that the false leader will look harmless; he will come in "sheep's clothing." During cold weather, a shepherd of Biblical times wore a sheepskin with the wool turned inside to keep himself warm. This was a mark of a shepherd, but anyone could put on such a garment. The prophets of Israel adopted the custom of wearing a sheepskin mantle, after the example of Elijah, and it became a sort of uniform. But by the time of Zechariah, after the return from the Exile, prophecy had fallen into such disrepute among the Jews that the mantle had become a sign of deceit. Thus when the great day of the Lord comes, the prophet "will not put on a hairy mantle in order to deceive." (Zechariah 13:4; RSV). He will be known by his character and deeds, not by his garments.

Saint Paul wrote to the Corinthians of false apostles who disguised themselves as servants of righteousness. It's not strange that they do this, he said, because their master, "Satan, disguises himself as an angel of light." (2nd Corinthians 11:13-15) The false prophet comes in "sheep's clothing"; he looks good when he appears.

Since he looks good and righteous, how can we detect the false prophet? What are his characteristics?

 Our Lord says to us in today's Gospel that it is the test of a person's life that will distinguish the false prophet from the true: "You will know them by their fruits. Are grapes gathered from thorns, or figs from thistles? So every sound tree bears good fruit, but the bad tree bears evil fruit."

Christ implies that it is inevitable that a prophet's true nature will be revealed: "A sound tree cannot bear evil fruit, nor can a bad tree bear good fruit." Therefore, we are to watch and wait. Look for those who do not just say the right things – "Lord, lord" – but for those who do them. It is they who will enter the Kingdom of Heaven, those who do the will of their heavenly Father.

The false prophet looks out for his own advantage; he feeds on the flock instead of feeding it, and grows fat and prosperous at the expense of God's people. He is out to serve himself instead of serving the people given into his care. He is often arrogant; he thinks that he knows more than others, and that he needs no help from anyone else in learning and growing in the Christian faith. He is often unapproachable and unsympathetic; he cannot be bothered, especially by those whom he does not like, or by those who he imagines have injured him in some way. His own interests are his first concern. So it is by their lives, by what they do and how they act, that we will recognize the false prophet, says the Lord.

In summary to this point, we know that there will be false leaders among us; that we all have a responsibility to look out for them; that they will look harmless when they first appear; and that it's their own lives which will reveal their falsity.

Finally, if we turn to the prophets of the Old Testament, they warn us that in the long run, we will get the kind of prophets we are looking for. If we desire true prophets who will bring us the Word of God, He will provide them for us; but if we reject and refuse them, we will get the kind of prophet we want, and will share their fate.

The prophet Micah described the life of the people of his time, about the eighth century B.C.; they were a people who devised wickedness during the night, and as soon as dawn appeared, began to carry it out. What kind of prophet would be appropriate for people like these? Micah said, "If a man should go about and utter wind and lies, saying, 'I will preach to you of wine and strong drink,' he would be the preacher for this people!" (Micah 2:11)
A false people will attract to themselves false prophets. If we ask God often enough to send us prophets or preachers who will tell us "smooth things," He will do so. And those who listen to false prophets will share the same spiritual fate as their false leaders, says Jeremiah: "And the people to whom they prophesy shall be cast out." (Jeremiah 14:16)
But if we want to hear God's truth. He will send us true prophets. We may not always like what we hear from them, for the true spokesman for divine truth is often blunt and does not hide the demands of the Gospel from us. The converts whom Saint Paul had won in Galatia were led astray by false teachers; and to win them back, he wrote them the forceful letter that bears their name. He said, "Have I then become your enemy by telling you the truth?" (Galatians 4:16) But the Galatians must have known, and in our best moments we know, that the prophet who brings us God's truth is our greatest friend. For God's truth, which is the Lord Jesus Christ Himself, saves us when we accept Him. "Beware of false prophets," He warns us. May we not be found in that group, nor be led astray by any of than, but always be faithful to our Lord, the true Prophet.
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