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Trinity 8, 2006

Text:  Matthew 7:15-23
When it comes to spiritual things, be careful what you eat.
1. Appearance and taste can be misleading.
2. Read the ingredients—it’s what’s inside that counts.
3. Stick to foods that have a proven track record.
Preached:  August 6, 2006 at St. Mark’s, Citrus Heights, CA

This is a picture of a castor bean plant. It looks sort of like a fig tree. Here’s a picture of the fruit of the plant—castor beans. They look like a lot of other beans, don’t they? Pinto beans or even coffee beans. There’s only one difference with this type of bean as compared to other beans. They are extremely poisonous to humans. As a matter of fact, I wanted to bring a real castor bean plant to show you today, but none of the nurseries in the Sacramento area carry them because they are so lethal. 
Jesus today wants to warn us about false prophets. And he does it by comparing them to various species from the plant and animal kingdoms. There are certain plants that look alike. But some of them are good for you, and some of them are bad for you. Some are downright deadly. “Watch out for false prophets,” He tells us. “By their fruit you will recognize them. Do people pick grapes from thornbushes, or figs from thistles? Likewise every good tree bears good fruit, but a bad tree bears bad fruit. A good tree cannot bear bad fruit, and a bad tree cannot bear good fruit.”
False prophets look just like genuine prophets. They sound just like true prophets. Their messages are about the same things as true prophets’ messages. They tell you about God. They tell you about how you can be right with God. They talk about spiritual things. “Don’t just rely on their appearance,” Jesus says. “They come to you in sheep’s clothing, but inwardly they are ferocious wolves.” What a contrast! On the outside they look pure, innocent, even naïve. But inside they are ferocious wolves. That sounds like a harsh judgment for Jesus to make, doesn’t it? Especially in our tolerant world today—we’re so used to looking for the good in everyone. Notice, Jesus doesn’t dwell on the wickedness of the false prophets, but rather on the danger they pose. Wolves are not innately wicked animals. They’re just trying to stay alive too when they eat sheep. But if you’re a sheep, you’re going to want to avoid them at all costs.

So too with false prophets. They are often well meaning people. Very seldom are they duplicitous, deceptive people, who don’t really believe what they’re saying. Usually they sincerely believe what they’re teaching. They think they’re saying and doing what’s best for the people they’re trying to reach. But—you see—faith is not so much about believing something really, really sincerely. What’s far more important is what you believe and what you teach. You could make up a god and believe in him really, really hard. But it wouldn’t matter, because he doesn’t exist. 
When it comes to spiritual things, be careful what you take in. Be careful what you eat. Appearance and taste can be misleading. People tend to be attracted to preachers who tell them what they want to hear. Prophets who speak God’s genuine Word have a long history of being unpopular. Preachers who talk about sin and how it estranges people from God are not the ones who fill up stadiums. Preachers know that if you want to be popular, you have to tell people that they are good. “Oh, we all make mistakes,” they’ll say. “But if you try just a little harder and buy this program that I’m selling here, you will get better and better. You’ll feel better about yourself.”
It sounds good. But it misses the essence of Jesus’ message. Jesus’ message is law and gospel: “You’ve sinned, and alienated yourself from God. Even your best efforts will not make you right with God. But don’t despair. God sent His Son to rescue you. Jesus has done it for you. He lived the perfect life you needed. He died the death you deserve. Be at peace. Jesus has made you right with God.”

Those two approaches sound so similar, but they are so different. One leaves a person trying endlessly and unsuccessfully to measure up to God. The other shows how God came down in the flesh and made man perfect. The appearance of a prophet and the taste of his message can be misleading. Just because his message sounds good to us doesn’t mean it’s what God wants us to hear.

Did you know that your sense of what tastes good can rather easily be changed? I like Greek food. Greek food is an acquired taste. Much of what Greeks like to eat does not at first taste good to an American. For instance, they drink a type of wine called “retsina.” It is awful. It tastes like vinegar. But it’s very popular among Greeks. Why would somebody drink something like that? You have to know their history to understand why they like retsina. For hundreds of years the Greeks were plagued by the Turks. The Turks would invade their villages and steal all their food and their wine. So the Greeks got the idea of putting vinegar in their wine so that the Turks would leave it alone. Over the years the Greeks themselves developed a taste for this wine-vinegar, and today they still consider it almost a delicacy.
What tastes good to you is not necessarily what’s good for you. Ask any person who has a sweet tooth. Sweets taste so good. But they’re not good for you. If a spiritual message sounds too good to be true, it probably is. If it contains the law, but the preacher uses that law like a good-sounding incentive to motivate you to behave yourself, it’s best, as Jesus says here to “watch out.” As we all learned in our Christian instruction, the law’s first and primary purpose is to show us our sin. The law is not the good news. It’s the bad news. God gave it to get us to despair of our own righteousness. He sends preachers to use it to make people take a stark look at themselves, to get them to realize that, if they were left to themselves, they would end up in the pit of hell.
But God also gave His gospel—the good news that Jesus has pulled us out of hell, that Jesus has done everything that was expected of us, that through faith in Jesus His perfection is superimposed on us and now we look holy and pleasing in God’s sight. Don’t let appearances fool you. Don’t let sweet sounding spiritual messages mislead you.

It’s what’s inside that counts. It’s what’s in the message that matters—the contents of the message—not how the messenger looks or sounds on the outside. When you’re buying food, it’s important to develop the habit of reading the list of ingredients in the food to make sure that you’re buying healthy food and not something that may be harmful to you. St. Mark’s has developed a curriculum of Bible studies. We call it the “Menu” because God’s Word is spiritual food, and we want to make sure that our people are well fed. It is important that each Christian know the Word of God well, because there are so many spiritual messages out there that it can be incredibly difficult today to stay on the right track. Jesus’ words are especially appropriate for our generation:  “Watch out for false prophets! They come to you in sheep’s clothing, but inwardly they are ferocious wolves.” They look good on the outside. But it’s what’s on the inside that matters—what’s on the inside of their message.
The Sunday morning study that I’ve been leading this summer has been very eye-opening to me. I entered it not really knowing much about what the Mormon church teaches. I only saw the outside, the neat, well mannered young men who drive through our neighborhoods on bicycles. I have to admit that I was skeptical to a certain extent about the cautions that many Christians have about Mormonism. “Can people who are called ‘The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter Day Saints’ really be that different from the rest of us if they believe in Jesus Christ?” I wondered. And I learned that their roots do go back to traditional Christianity. To begin with their founder Joseph Smith was a well intentioned Christian who was fervently seeking to know God better—beyond what God has revealed about Himself in the Bible. In the beginning of his search, the revelations that Joseph believed he got from God were not that “far out there.” But the longer he went in this direction of seeking new revelation the more his teaching changed so that eventually he ended up with a whole different view of God and a different view of man. He came to believe that God the Father started out as a man—a man who had to work His way through good behavior into being perfect and became a god (only one of many gods). Joseph Smith came to believe and teach that each of us can become gods too through our effort so that we can each become Lord of our own universe.
Make sure to read the label on any spiritual package before you start eating it. Because you know what they say—“You are what you eat.” What you take in is what you are eventually going to become. It’s what’s inside that counts. It’s the contents of the message that matters. It’s not about how fervently the preacher believes it or how good or charismatic he is. Don’t believe a message just because a Billy Graham or a Rick Warren preaches it. Don’t just follow a message because a Waterstradt, Tackmier or Carr preaches it. Believe it because it is the Word of God. Know that Word so well that you can use it as your litmus test on what you’re being invited to believe.

Jesus says in today’s Gospel that there will be those who are even able to perform miracles, yet who are not His true disciples. Even miracles and driving out demons in His day were not a fool-proof sign that a messenger was from God. The Bible gives examples of people who performed miracles by the power of Satan. No, a prophet will be shown to be a true prophet on the basis of his message.
And Jesus says to us today that a spiritual message that is true will show itself by its longevity. The gospel message is not always the most popular message, but it has proven over the centuries to be the longest lasting message, one that survives persecutors who try to stamp it out, one that is constantly rediscovered when false teachers almost cause it to disappear from the earth—as they did in the days of Martin Luther. Jesus says to us today to stick to spiritual foods that have a proven track record. Don’t let your head be turned by every new wind of teaching. When a tree is bad, people always eventually discover it, and they get rid of it so that no one hurts themselves on its fruits. “Every tree that does not bear good fruit is cut down and thrown into the fire.” Stick to foods that have a proven track record.
There are a lot of areas of our lives where we have to be careful that we don’t get hurt by the wrong thing or the wrong person. A butcher who’s not careful can end up giving you spoiled meat. So you’re careful where you shop. A doctor who doesn’t keep up on medical science can give you the wrong treatment. So you’re careful who you get to serve as your doctor. A lawyer who doesn’t keep up his study of law can give you the wrong legal advice. If you’re not careful about how you go about buying a car, you can get stuck with one of those proverbial lemons that supposedly roll off the assembly line on Monday morning when the workers aren’t quite awake yet and they don’t check everything over.
Spiritual things are especially tricky, because they’re spiritual. You can’t see them. It’s tougher to “test” them. Use the tool for testing which Jesus entrusted to you, which He has shared with you again this morning—His Word. Make sure it’s His pure Word that you’re taking in. Because then you will be blessed with incredibly good spiritual health.  Amen.
