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Jesus tells us to “Watch out for false prophets. They come to you in sheep’s clothing, but inwardly they are ferocious wolves. By their fruit you will recognize them.” Mt7v15,16.  That is clearly the theme for our Scrip​ture readings today.  There are those who claim to speak for God, but don’t.  They are false prophets, not true prophets.  Jesus says that they dress them​selves up as sheep, that is, as Christians, but they are not necessarily Chris​tians.  They can look like the very best of Christians, but they are really ferocious wolves, that is, those who want to devour Christians.  We can tell the difference by what they produce, by their fruits.


The apostle Peter points us to the infallible source for telling the dif​ference between true prophets and false prophets, God’s Word.  Peter tells us where God’s Word comes from: “Above all, you must understand that no prophecy of Scripture came about by the prophet’s own interpreta​tion. For prophecy never had its origin in the will of man, but men spoke from God as they were carried along by the Holy Spirit.” 2Pe1v20,21.  God’s Word does not come from the prophet himself, but only from the Holy Spirit.  The human writers of the Bible were tools used by the Holy Spirit to record God’s Word for us.  It is not their wisdom, but God’s wisdom, which is recorded in the Bible.


But Peter goes on to warn us about the false prophets: “But there were also false prophets among the people, just as there will be false teachers among you.… In their greed these teachers will exploit you with stories they have made up.” 2Pe2v1,3.  And the long reading from the book of Kings is an illustration of what Peter is writing about, of what Jesus warns us about.


At that time, Israel was divided into opposing kingdoms, the king​dom of Israel in the north and of Judah in the south.  The king of Israel was Ahab, while the king of Judah was Jehoshaphat.  Jehoshaphat was a belie​ver, but Ahab was not.  Jehoshaphat should have stayed away from Ahab, but instead he was trying to enter into power politics.  Jehoshaphat was a believer, but not a very smart one.  Ahab saw an opportunity to take advan​tage of Jehoshaphat’s gullibility.  Israel had been at war with its neighbor, Syria, for a long time, not unlike modern times.  Syria had taken the city of Ramoth Gilead away from Israel, so Ahab invited Jehoshaphat to use his army to help Ahab regain Ramoth Gilead—which would benefit Jehoshaphat not in the least—and Jehoshaphat foolishly agreed; he said, “I am as you are, my people as your people, my horses as your horses.… [But] first seek the counsel of the Lord.” 1Kg22v4,5.  If only he had listened to the counsel of the Lord!


Ahab had about four hundred prophets he was maintaining on the public dole, so he summoned them and to a man they said that Ahab and Jehoshaphat should confidently go to fight for Ramoth Gilead, for they would be successful.  But Jehoshaphat persisted and asked, “Is there not a prophet of the Lord here whom we can inquire of?” 1Kg22v7.  That is when Ahab summoned Micaiah, a true prophet of God.  The messenger who summoned Micaiah informed him that he was a Johnny-come-lately, that all the false prophets had already prophesied victory for Ahab and Jehoshaphat, so when he came in, Micaiah facetiously and mockingly prophesied victory as well.  When Ahab insisted, Micaiah spoke the truth to them, that they would be defeated and killed in battle against the Syrians.


But Micaiah went on to reveal to them the behind-the-scenes story of how this battle for Ramoth Gilead had come about.  God had sent “a lying spirit” to all of Ahab’s false prophets in order to deceive Ahab into going against Ramoth Gilead to die there.  Ahab imprisoned Micaiah until Ahab would return from battle, but he never did.  Even though Ahab went into battle in disguise, he was killed anyway, just as God had prophesied.  All the false prophets who had prophesied victory for Ahab were proved to be false prophets when Israel’s army was utterly defeated.


The words before us today from the evangelist John, the apostle of love, speak about a couple of important points in connection with false prophets.



And so we know and rely on the love God has for us.


God is love. Whoever lives in love lives in God, and God in him. 
In this way, love is made complete among us so that we will have confidence on the day of judgment, because in this world we are like Him. 
There is no fear in love. But perfect love drives out fear, because fear has to do with punishment. The one who fears is not made perfect in love.



We love because He first loved us. 
If anyone says, “I love God,” yet hates his brother, he is a liar. For anyone who does not love his brother, whom he has seen, cannot love God, whom he has not seen. 
And He has given us this command: Whoever loves God must also love his brother.


“There is no fear in love.”  That is a very basic principle con​cer​ning love.  “There is no fear in love.”  That means that fear and love do not go together.  Where there is fear, there is no love.  Have you seen that to be true in your life?  Probably, but only in part.


Think of your relationship to your parents as a child.  You love your parents.  But—you know that you need to do what they tell you to do, for if you don’t do as your told, there will be discipline.  Isn’t there love mixed with fear in your relationship to your parents?


The word “fear” is used with two different meanings: fear as in being afraid of someone, even terrified of them, and fear as in awe and respect for someone.  Technically they are known as filial fear and servile fear.  Filial fear is the attitude of a child toward its parents, which is respect for them.  But servile fear is the attitude of a slave to its master; the slave knows that he is only property, and if he doesn’t obey his master, he will be punished.  There isn’t necessarily any love involved at all in servile fear.  Many, perhaps even most, slave owners had a better attitude toward their slaves, but there have also been Simon Lagrees who treated their slaves like animals, working them to death, and then buying more.


When the apostle John writes, “There is no fear in love,” he is wri​ting about servile fear.  There is no terror in love.  This is an important point that is missed by far too large a group of people.  Parents are not perfect, and can even abuse their children.  Husbands and wives are not perfect either, and can abuse one another.  If there is child abuse, if there is spouse abuse, then there is no love there.  And yet everyone seems to know at least one example of usually a woman who perhaps gets out of one abusive rela​tionship only to jump immediately into another abusive relationship.  “There is no fear in love.”


“But perfect love drives out fear.”  The important question here is: Whose perfect love drives out fear?  Is it my perfect love that John is talking about?  Is he writing that if I love perfectly enough, then I will banish all fear from whatever relationship I am concerned about?  The false prophets say yes, it is my perfect love.  They can show me how to love perfectly and how to banish fear.  But they are false prophets, lying prophets, for my love is not perfect love, and will never be perfect love this side of the grave.  When the false prophets tell me to rely on me, they are depriving me of the perfect love that drives out fear.


John reveals whose perfect love drives out fear when he writes, “God is love.”  He doesn’t write that I am love, for that would be an ob​vious lie, a false prophet kind of lie.  Instead he writes the truth, that God is love.  It is God’s perfect love that drives out fear.  God is the only one who has perfect love, so only His perfect love can drive out our fear.  And when we look inside our own hearts honestly, then we see that we need His per​fect love to drive out our fear.  Inside our Christian, believing hearts, there is a mixture.  There is love for God, and there is respect for our loving God, and there is also a remnant of fear for God’s punishment there, perhaps a rather large remnant.  Our old Adam has only terror for God, and we don’t lose our old Adam this side of the grave.  It is God’s perfect love that drives out that fear.


God’s perfect love is shown to us most clearly in Jesus.  God created us lovingly, He provides for our daily needs lovingly, but there is no greater demonstration of God’s love than Jesus’ death on the cross in payment for our sins.  This same John wrote elsewhere, “God so loved the world that He gave His one and only Son.” Jn3v16.  Jesus took our sins and our guilt and our fears onto Himself and died in payment for them.  Since that is true, why should we ever fear punishment from God?  Our sins have already been punished in Jesus.  John explains, “There is no fear in love. But perfect love drives out fear, because fear has to do with punishment. The one who fears is not made perfect in love.”


John makes a second very important point about love.  “We love because He first loved us.”  There is a huge stress on priority here.  God does not love us because we love Him.  It is just the opposite.  We love God because He loves us.  We cannot earn God’s love.  We cannot make God love us.  God does not love us because of what we do or don’t do.  No, no, no!  God loves us first, even before we were.  God’s love for us is a given.  God’s love for us depends on God, it does not depend on us.  That needs to be said over and over again, and we need to hear that over and over again, because we always think the opposite, and the false prophets throughout the world are always saying the opposite.


False prophets steal from Jesus and give to us.  False prophets steal Jesus’ glory as the Savior, and try to make us into our own saviors.  False prophets talk about our works and what great things we have done or need to do, instead of talking about Jesus’ works and what great things He has done for us.  True prophets take what Jesus gives and pass it on to us.  True prophets speak about Jesus’ love and Jesus’ works and Jesus’ death and Jesus’ resurrection, and not so much about our works and our love.  False prophets steal Jesus’ glory as the Savior and try to give that glory to us.


But John says, “We love because He first loved us.”  It is God’s love that is primary; our love is merely secondary.  God’s love for us pro​duces our love.  As we hear what Jesus has done for us, we begin to love Him in return.  And then we will naturally do what is pleasing to Him.


Some people don’t like what the Bible says about false prophets, be​cause it sounds too harsh to them.  It is very modern to think that there are no false prophets, that there are only different ways of looking at things.  That is what we hear on TV constantly.  It is a very false prophet kind of thing to say.  It does not give glory to Jesus, but rather calls Jesus a liar, for Jesus very clearly says, “Watch out for false prophets.”  False prophets take away Jesus’ glory as the Savior and leave us struggling to be our own saviors.  And we fail at that, and fail miserably.  The result of listening to false prophets is Ahab who died as an unbeliever.  John tells us, “There is no fear in love. But perfect love drives out fear.… We love because He first loved us.”  Amen.
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