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“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.


Jesus tells us, “I am the Good Shepherd; the Good Shepherd lays down His life for the sheep.… I am the Good Shepherd; I know My sheep and My sheep know Me … and I lay down My life for the sheep. I have other sheep that are not of this sheep pen. I must bring them also. They too will listen to My voice, and there shall be one flock and one Shepherd.” Jn10v11,14-16.  So Jesus pictures us as His sheep who are per​fectly happy with all they need to eat and drink, fully protected by their Shepherd against all their enemies.


Jesus also said, “The hired man is not the Shepherd who owns the sheep. So when he sees the wolf coming, he abandons the sheep and runs away. Then the wolf attacks the flock and scatters it. The man runs away because he is a hired hand and cares nothing for the sheep.” Jn10v12,13.  The wolf only wants sheep for dinner.  But the wolf has several pro​blems standing in the way of his sheep dinner.  One is the Good Shep​herd who sees the wolf coming and attacks the wolf with His staff to drive it away.  Another problem is the sheep themselves who see the wolf coming and stay away from him.  The sheep instead go to the Shepherd for protec​tion.


So Jesus pictures the wolf employing a ruse to get closer to the sheep.  The wolf puts on sheep’s clothing.  In other words, he takes what is left of a sheep he has already devoured, and drapes the sheepskin over him​self.  That way, as the wolf approaches the sheep, he appears to be a straying sheep returning to the fold.  With that ruse, the wolf is able to get much closer to the sheep so that he can devour another and another.  That is what is behind Jesus’ picture of the false prophets, “They come to you in sheep’s clothing, but inwardly they are ferocious wolves.”


A very similar picture is used in the book of Revelation.  There John the evangelist describes what he saw in his vision on the Island of Patmos.  At one point, he says, “Then I saw a Lamb, looking as if it had been slain, standing in the center of the throne.… He had seven horns and seven eyes, which are the seven spirits of God sent out into all the earth.” Re4v6.  The Lamb of God, of course, is Jesus, who was slain on the cross, but rose again.


Later in Revelation, John saw “an enormous red dragon” who is defined as “that ancient serpent called the devil or Satan, who leads the whole world astray.” Re12v3,9.  And then to assist the dragon there was “another beast, coming out of the earth. He had two horns like a lamb, but he spoke like a dragon.” Re13v11.  This is the false prophet who in many ways looks like Jesus, because he is dressed up in sheep’s clothing.  But when he talks, he talks like the dragon, like the devil, because he is Jesus’ enemy.


What this means for us today is that the false prophets Jesus is talking about look just like believers.  They may be members of the Chris​tian church, they may be ordained clergy, they may do may laudable things.  But inside, where we can’t always see, they are “ferocious wolves.”  The one key we have for identifying them is that they “speak like a dragon,” that is, their words are not the words of Jesus, but the words of the devil.


Now, here’s the rub.  We live in a world that has been totally de​ceived by the sheep’s clothing worn by the false prophets.  Perhaps the false prophets have become better at arranging the smelly sheep skin over their heads, perhaps the sheep have let the wool grow into their eyes so that they cannot see, perhaps the sheep’s ears have become dull so that they don’t recognize the difference between the voice of Jesus and the voice of Jesus’ enemy.  But the truth of the matter is that in today’s world it is not politi​cally correct to identify anyone as a false prophet.


Let me dispense with the church and state distinction right away.  From the viewpoint of our government, there is to be no distinction what​soever among the various religions.  That is, our government is not to favor or disfavor any religion, but treat them all alike.  We support the government in its best efforts to do that.  But within the outward, visible church, there can and should be distinctions between those who teach what Jesus taught and those who speak like a dragon.  There is no physical action against them.  The sheep do not attack the wolves; they let their Good Shep​herd do that.  But the sheep do not associate with the wolves, lest they become dinner.


But even Christians have become skeptical of this whole false pro​phet business.  We all of us need to believe the words of Jesus.  Jesus says to us, “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.”  We need to believe the words of Jesus that there really are false prophets, and we need to avoid them.


One big reason that people reject this idea of there being false pro​phets in the world is that they do not have a very clear idea of what Jesus is all about.  They think that Jesus is all about doing good to other people, about keeping the commandments, about showing love.  They think that the important thing is for each of us to be as good as we possibly can be.  That will certainly be good for our world, for the people around us.  And it will also be very good for us to have the very best record possible when we come to stand before God on the last day, because if our record is good enough, then He will let us into heaven.


You can find the same teaching in every religion in the world today—except in real Christianity.  That same teaching is embraced by the Boy Scouts and the lodges and the Mormons and the Jehovah’s Witnesses and the Muslims and the Buddhists and by a surprising and saddening number of outwardly Christian churches.  I will never forget the two funeral sermons I heard close together twenty-some years ago, both from Missouri Synod pastors.  One talked about Jesus who died for our sins and comforted us with the assurance that my uncle clung to Jesus in faith.  The other one said nothing about Jesus but only about what a good person my father’s cousin was.  The first pastor talked like the Lamb, the second like a dragon.


If we do not know the Gospel of Jesus, then we will not be able to tell the difference between Mother Theresa and Martin Luther.  But once we believe God’s religion that Jesus has done everything for us, then all of reli​gion becomes crystal clear.  Either religion points to Jesus who died and rose again for us, or it points away from Jesus to our own miserable efforts to earn God’s favor.  If we do not have Jesus as our Savior, then we do our very best to be our own Savior and invent excuses to justify our actions.


The other big reason today that people have difficulty identifying false prophets is that they have so very little knowledge of what God actual​ly has said to us.  The Bible has become a closed book to them, mostly be​cause they haven’t opened it.


Listen to what God teaches us today through Samuel.  Eli is the old priest, far from perfect, but he provides excellent instruction for young Samuel.  At that time, they had little more than the five books of Moses.  We have the entire Bible, filled with instruction from our God.  When we open the Bible, we can do no better than to begin with Samuel’s prayer, “Speak, Lord, for your servant is listening!” 1Sm3v9.  The Lord God Him​self speaks to us through the words of the Bible, telling us what He wants us to know about ourselves and about Him.


The apostle Paul wrote to our brothers and sisters in Colosse, towards the middle of Asia Minor, “Let the Word of Christ dwell in you richly.” Col3v16.  He calls it “the Word of Christ,” not only because the Bible is all about Jesus, but especially because it is what Jesus speaks to us.  We are to let Jesus’ words “dwell” in us, which certainly does not mean let​ting them come in one ear and out the other.  They are to come into us and stay there, being remembered, even being memorized.  We are to have those words of Jesus in us “richly.”  We are not to get by with as little of Jesus’ words as possible, but to have them in abundance.  Can we ever listen to the words of Jesus enough, since they are the words of eternal life, the words that tell us how to have eternal life?


Jesus went to Bethany, near Jerusalem, to spend some time at the home of His good friends Lazarus and Martha and Mary.  Lazarus was off at work, Martha spent her time in the kitchen making food, and Mary sat at Jesus’ feet listening to what He had to say.  Each of the three siblings did something good in God’s eyes.  But then Martha tried to establish that what she was doing in the kitchen was more important than what Mary was doing.  That was when Jesus straightened Martha out.  “Martha, Martha, you are worried and upset about many things, but only one thing is needed.”  Sometimes I think that most of us would benefit from a plaque on the wall or some other kind of constant reminder to us of Jesus’ words, “Martha, Martha, you are worried and upset about many things,” about many unimportant, insignificant things, the kind of things you won’t even be able to remember an hour from now.


“But only one thing is needed. Mary has chosen what is better, and it will not be taken away from her.”  Let us choose with Mary to listen to the words of Jesus.  Amen.
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