
 

“You Will Know Them by Their Fruits” 
(Matthew 7:15-20) 

 
 
 

Introduction:  Two weeks ago, we saw the warning Jesus gave us in verses 13 and 14.  And His warning 
was simply this:  the path which leads to life and the gate which opens to that life are very narrow.  And 
because the way is narrow, there are very few who find it.  Most are on the broad road which leads to 
destruction.  And of those few who are on the road, Jesus tells us, even fewer will enter into life.  When 
someone asked Him, “Lord, are there just a few who are being saved?”  He answered, “Strive to enter by 
the narrow door; for many, I tell you, will seek to enter and will not be able” (Luke 13:23-24).  Jesus is 
telling us here that it is not an easy thing to get into the kingdom of heaven.  The kind of life you must live 
has very narrow boundaries.  You must deny yourself, die to yourself, pick up your cross and follow Jesus.  
You must love Him more than father or mother, more than husband or wife, more than your children.  He 
must be your greatest possession.  But what He calls you to do here is beyond your natural power.  You 
cannot do it.  But God can.  He can give you this desire, the desire to love God and His Christ with all your 
heart, mind, soul and strength, by His Spirit.  It is a free gift which He alone can give, and does give by His 
grace.  This is not something you can fake.  You either have this love or you don’t.  If you don’t, then you 
need to ask God to put this love in your heart.  But if you do, then you need to thank the Lord and continue 
to love and trust in Christ with all that’s within you, from now to the end of eternity.  May the Lord grant 
that we may all love Him this morning, and persevere on the narrow path until we enter the narrow gate.   
  But having said this, Jesus also knows that there will be those who will come to you and tell you 
something different than what He has said, who will tell you that the path which leads to life is really 
broad, and that there are many people on it, and that only those who are really bad are not walking on it and 
will not make it to heaven.  There are many today teach that a person really has to work hard at missing 
heaven to end up in hell.  This kind of teaching has virtually inundated the church.  Today, if a person prays 
a prayer to receive Christ, or if he confesses to believe in Christ, but never goes to church, doesn’t read his 
Bible or pray, and doesn’t live any differently than the rest of the world, many teach that such a person will 
still go to heaven when he dies.  But Jesus says that this is not the case, which means that there are many 
people today who are preaching things which are not true in His name.  There are many preachers who, for 
one reason or another, are tickling ears.  Jesus told His disciples that this would happen then, and it is still 
happening today.  But the question is, How can you identify these persons, so that you can avoid them?  
Jesus says that  
 
  You will know them by the fruits of their life and ministry.   
 
I.  Jesus first tells us that there are false prophets that we must guard ourselves against.   

A.  In His day, there were probably two kinds.   
1.  There were those who literally were false prophets, those who claimed to have a revelation from 

the Lord, but who led the people of God astray.  There were false prophets among the Old 
Covenant people of God, and Jesus warns here and in chapter 24 that there would also be false 
prophets among the New Covenant people (vv. 11, 24).  John warned in his day that there were 
already many false prophets who had gone out into the world (1 John 4:1).   

2.  But there were also those who were false teachers.   
a.  These may not have laid claim to revelations from God, although many did.  But they claimed 

to teach and to preach His truth, when in fact they didn’t.   
b.  Peter says, “But false prophets also arose among the people, just as there will also be false 

teachers among you, who will secretly introduce destructive heresies, even denying the 
Master who bought them, bringing swift destruction upon themselves” (2 Pet. 2:1).   

c.  And Paul wrote to Titus, “For there are many rebellious men, empty talkers and deceivers, 
especially those of the circumcision, who must be silenced because they are upsetting whole 
families, teaching things they should not teach, for the sake of sordid gain” (Titus 1:10-11).   

 
B.  Some things never change.  We have exactly the same problem today.   

1.  We have many false prophets who have gone out into the world, many of whom, like those Paul 
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warned of, are seeking to get rich from their supposed gifts.   
a.  These people don’t pose as big a threat to us as they do to our brethren who believe that the 

prophetic gift is still in operation.  Those who believe this gift is for today are very reluctant 
to say that anyone who claims to have the prophetic gift doesn’t, because they don’t want to 
be guilty of quenching the Spirit of God by despising prophetic utterances, as Paul 
commands in 1 Thessalonians 5:19-20.   

b.  But I think that they would all admit that there are false prophets in the world.  If not, then 
they must believe that God really was holding Oral Roberts for ransom for millions of 
dollars, that God really did give all power and authority in heaven and earth to the prophetess 
who claimed that He had, that we really can speak into existence whatever we want or have 
whatever we want if we can just visualize it in our minds, and that we are in fact little gods, 
because as Kenneth Copeland has taught, just as a dog begets dogs and a cat begets cats, so 
God begets gods.  I can’t help but believe that many of these teach what they do for money, 
seeking to get rich on Christianity, or to make their mark in the world.  They are, as Paul 
said, “teaching things they should not teach, for the sake of sordid gain” (Titus 1:11).   

c.  But realizing that God has stopped giving us revelation, and that the complete revelation of 
His will is in the Bible, we don’t listen to these men and women who claim to be speaking 
for God.  We go to His Word and listen to what it says.   

d.  These prophets don’t pose a big threat to us today, although we would have to admit that they 
have done much to discredit Christianity in the eyes of the world, and have made our work 
even more difficult.   

 
2.  Our biggest threat comes from the false teachers.   

a.  Now the false doctrines in the church today are numerous and would take too long to list, 
even if we could list them all.  And certainly every one of them is dangerous and weakens 
the church in some way or another.   

b.  But I would like to just mention again the one I did in the introduction, the one which Jesus 
speaks of in the context of this passage, that which we might describe today as 
Antinomianism, or easy-believism.   

c.  There are very few today, very few, who understand or are willing to accept what Jesus 
means when He says that road to life is narrow.  So many teach and live as though the road is 
so broad that it is almost impossible to miss it.  You might not think that this is such a 
dangerous teaching, but I guarantee you that there are souls in hell today who are there 
because of it.  If you could ask them whether or not they thought it was dangerous, what do 
you think they would answer?   

d.  There are so many who teach that all you have to do is change your mind about who Jesus is -
- that He wasn’t just a man, but also God -- and pray the sinner’s prayer, and even if your life 
doesn’t change one bit, even if you never obey the Lord once, even if you actually become 
worse, you are still sure of heaven.  This is probably one of the most dangerous errors which 
the devil has ever spawned, for it leads people to think that they are on their way to heaven, 
when their feet are still on the broad road to destruction.   

e.  It is only those who love Jesus enough to obey what He says that will ever enter into the 
kingdom of heaven.  He says in verse 21, “Not everyone who says to Me, ‘Lord, Lord,’ will 
enter the kingdom of heaven; but he who does the will of My Father who is in heaven.”  Even 
though these words are plain enough, you would be surprised by the number of people who 
do not believe or teach this.  We will look more at what this means this evening.   

f.  Jesus says to us, Realize that there are false teachers in the world and beware of them, for they 
may prove to be the undoing of your eternal souls, if you listen to them.   

 
II.  But realizing they are so dangerous, how can we recognize them and avoid them?   

A.  Jesus says that you can’t always tell by looking at them.   
1.  Does the teacher in question look well-groomed and disciplined?  Does he appear to have a quiet 

and calm disposition?  Does he seem to be kind and gentle?  Does he appear to be 
knowledgeable and mature, and like someone you can trust?   

2.  Jesus says that’s not enough.   
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a.  Jesus says they can come to you looking outwardly like they have the gentleness of a lamb.  
They can look like they are one of Christ’s children.  Some have said that the sheep’s 
clothing here is the garment of a prophet.  Perhaps they come heralded and respected by 
others as great teachers.   

b.  But looks can be deceiving.  While they look outwardly as gentle and harmless as lambs, 
inwardly, they can have the nature of the devil.  Their motives may be much different than 
what they appear to be.    

c.  Now I’m not saying that everyone who is teaching things which aren’t true are necessarily 
doing it for money, or with an ulterior motive.  Nor am I saying that all of them are not 
Christians.  Many who teach that a person can be saved by simply praying the sinners prayer 
with no real change in his life, really believe that it’s true.   

d.  But their sincerity doesn’t make their error any less dangerous.  There are still people in hell 
today because they trusted that message.  If these teachers had taught the truth, those who 
heard them would have realized that they were not saved until they saw Christ being formed 
in them, until they saw in themselves a willingness to love and obey Christ in whatever He 
calls them to do.  They would have realized that they are not truly born again, until they can 
say with the psalmist, “O, how I love Thy Law!  It is my meditation all the day” (Psa. 
119:97).  But by teaching them error, they only sealed their hearers doom.   

 
B.  Well, if you can’t tell if they are true or false teachers by looking at them, then how can you tell?  

Jesus says, “You will know them by their fruits.”   
1.  You will know them by what their lives produce.   

a.  Do you want to know what kind of a seed you have found?  Plant it and see what it grows.  
Do you want to know what kind of a tree you have in your yard?  Watch, and see what it 
produces.   

b.  Jesus says, “Grapes are not gathered from thorn bushes, nor figs from thistles, are they?  Even 
so, every good tree bears good fruit; but the bad tree bears bad fruit.”   

 
2.  What does Jesus mean?   

a.  Certainly, He is pointing to what they are teaching, to their doctrine.   
(i)  Is it true?  It is orthodox?  Then it is good fruit.  You will rarely find false teachers with 

much true doctrine.   
(ii)  On the other hand, it is possible to find real Christians with bad doctrine, who live better 

lives than what they teach.   
(iii)  I once argued -- in a good sense -- with a brother of mine at Christian Heritage College 

about whether or not obedience to God’s commandments was essential to being a 
Christian.  He said no, a Christian doesn’t have to keep any of the commandments.  They 
were just ten good suggestions. And yet that brother lived a more zealous life for the 
Lord than most Christians who do believe they must keep them.    

(iv)  Certainly good doctrine is essential.  We usually live according to what we believe.  But 
it is possible that a person may be inconsistent and live a better life than what he believes.   

 
b.  And this leads us to the second kind of fruit:  good works.   

(i)  A good tree bears good fruit.  If a tree is healthy, it generally bears useful fruit.  Even so, 
if a person has the Spirit of God, if his heart has been transformed by the Spirit’s union 
with him, then he will not only know the truth, he will also bring forth the fruits of 
holiness, otherwise known as good works.  Remember what Jesus said, “He who abides 
in Me, and I in Him (by the Spirit), he bears much fruit” (John 15:5).  Why will he bear 
much fruit?  This was God’s plan in saving him in the first place.  Paul writes, “For we 
are His workmanship, created in Christ Jesus for good works, which God prepared 
beforehand, that we should walk in them” (Eph. 2:10).  God saves us and then works the 
fruit of righteousness in us so that others might know that we have been saved.  This 
reveals God’s glory to the angels.  It convinces the devil and unconverted men of the 
reality of God’s grace and power.  And it shows others the reality of our confession:  that 
we are good trees.   
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(ii)  But, on the other hand, a bad tree bears bad fruit.  If the tree is bad, if there is something 
wrong with it inside, then its fruit will be bad.  And in the same way a person who has a 
bad heart will only bring forth evil fruit.   

(iii)  And so you can tell what kind of a tree, or a teacher, you have, by the kind of fruit that 
he bears.  Is his life bearing good fruit?  Does his teaching result in good fruit in the lives 
of others?  I don’t mean outwardly good looking fruit, for an apple might look good on 
the outside, but be worm-eaten on the inside.  But really good fruit, fruit which is done 
according to God’s Word and out of a love for Him and a desire for His glory.  If his 
teaching produces this fruit in himself and in others, then you can be reasonably certain 
that he is a true teacher from God.  But if not, then he isn’t.   

(iv)  Of course, we might refine this a little bit further and say that his teaching must be 
directed toward and tend to produce good fruit in others, for he may be teaching the truth, 
well enough, but his hearers may not be following it because of their own sins.   

(v)  But isn’t it possible to be mistaken?  Isn’t it possible for a false teacher to do really good 
works and lead you astray?  Not really.  He says, “A good tree cannot produce bad fruit, 
nor can a bad tree produce good fruit.”   
(a)  A person who is outside of Christ cannot really do anything good, because he has a 

corrupt heart.  But the person who is in Christ can, because he loves Him and wants to 
do His will.   

(b)  Now realize that no one who is in Christ is perfect.  He still commits sin.  Everything 
he does is tainted with sin.  He even still holds to error.  Sadly, no one’s doctrine is 
perfect.  But that good principle in his heart -- the Holy Spirit --, is constantly 
working in him, giving him the strength to put his sin to death, to believe what is true, 
and to do what is good and right, so that he will constantly be bearing good fruit.   

 
3.  Now why are these things important for us to know?   

a.  Look at what Jesus says in verse 19, “Every tree that does not bear good fruit is cut down and 
thrown into the fire.”  He says in John 15, “Every branch in Me that does not bear fruit, He 
takes away. . . .  If anyone does not abide in Me, he is thrown away as a branch, and dries up; 
and they gather them, and cast them into the fire, and they are burned” (vv. 2, 6).  And the 
author to the Hebrews says, “For the ground that drinks the rain which often falls upon it and 
brings forth vegetation useful to those for whose sake it is also tilled, receives a blessing 
from God; but if it yields thorns and thistles, it is worthless and close to being cursed, and it 
ends up being burned” (Heb. 6:7-8).   

b.  This is what the Lord is going to do to those who truly are false teachers.  Peter says, “But 
these, like unreasoning animals, born as creatures of instinct to be captured and killed, 
reviling where they have no knowledge, will in the destruction of those creatures also be 
destroyed, suffering wrong as the wages of doing wrong” (2 Peter. 2:12-13).  And James 
writes, “Let not many of you become teachers, my brethren, knowing that as such we shall 
incur a stricter judgment,” or as the KJV puts it, “knowing that we shall receive the greater 
condemnation.”  This is why no one should attempt to become a teacher unless he is set aside 
by the church for that purpose.  Many have entered into this ministry on their own and have 
ended up leading themselves and many others astray.   

c.  But if we sit under them, our lives will bear the same fruit as theirs.  We may bear bad fruit 
even if we sit under good teaching.  But if we do not bear good fruit -- the evidences of the 
Spirit’s work within us --, but bad fruit, then we are unconverted and will share in their same 
fiery judgment.   

d.  This is why it is so important for you to sit under good teaching and to bear good fruit.  
Teachers teach, and their disciples learn and become what they hear.  Jesus says, “A pupil is 
not above his teacher; but everyone, after he has been fully trained, will be like his teacher” 
(Luke 6:40).  Those who follow false teachers will bear the same fruit as they do and will 
suffer the same consequences in the lake of fire.  But those who follow the teachers of the 
truth will bear the same fruit as they do -- not automatically, but the likelihood is much 
greater --, and reap the same rewards.   

e.  And so ask yourself this morning, what are the teachers you are listening to teaching you?  
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Are they teaching you the right way?  Are they leading you in the right path?  Are they 
encouraging you towards holiness, good works and the fruits of righteousness?  Are they 
preaching to you the necessity of growing into the likeness of Christ?  And are you bearing 
these fruits?  Or are they instead giving you excuses to deny what your Lord says, to take it 
easy, relax, live for yourself, and not pick up your cross to follow after Christ?   The majority 
of Christendom seems to have gone into the broad road.  There are but few on the narrow.  
Make sure that you are on the narrow road.  Make sure that you are trusting in the Lord Jesus 
Christ, and by His Spirit bearing the fruits of righteousness in abundance.  This is the best 
way to obtain a full assurance that you are Christ’s, and that He is yours.  May the Lord grant 
to all of us this morning that we may.  Amen.   


