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Introduction

In 1971, a boy named David Vetter was placed into a germ-free 
protective bubble within seconds of being born. His immune 
system just did not work, leaving him with no ability to fight 
off even the most common germ or illness. Reading that story, 
I found myself wishing I could put the Church in a bubble just 
like it, where every piece of false teaching would be automat-
ically filtered out. But Jesus made it clear that that is not the 
world we live in. As He neared the end of the Sermon on the 
Mount, He gave His highest spiritual alert, not about a danger 
coming from outside the Church but from within it: “Watch 
out for false prophets. They come to you in sheep’s cloth-
ing, but inwardly they are ferocious wolves” (Matthew 7:15, 
NIV). Three steps from Jesus Himself will equip you to rec-
ognize a counterfeit prophet, reject their teaching, and never 
be fooled.

Key Points

1.	 We Must Expect Counterfeit Prophets

When Jesus says “Watch out,” the Greek word is “beware,” 
which is His version of a code-red alert, or the highest spiritual 
warning He could give. Satan attacks the Church from the out-
side through fierce persecution, but on the inside through false 
prophets. And the New Testament makes it clear that they are 
everywhere. The Greek word pseudoprophetes combines the 
word for “lie” with the word for “prophet” and appears across 
nearly every New Testament letter. Paul called them “pseu-
do-apostles” in 2 Corinthians 11:13 and “pseudo-brothers” in 
2 Corinthians 11:26, and Peter called them “pseudo-teachers” 
in 2 Peter 2:1. So when Jesus compared them to wolves in 
Matthew 7:15, He was not being dramatic, but precise. A wolf 
can weigh 160 pounds, jog 45 miles a day, and bite through the 
hind leg of a horse. But most importantly, wolves rarely hunt in 
the daytime. They have a chemical in their eye called rhodop-
sin that gives them night vision. They can see you in the dark, 
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but you cannot see them. That is exactly how a false prophet 
operates, coming in under the radar, holding a Bible, and sound-
ing completely convincing.

You cannot beware of what you are not aware of, so stay 
alert and trust that when Jesus says watch out, there is 
always something real to watch for.

2.	 We Must Detect Counterfeit Prophets

The most dangerous thing about a counterfeit is that it looks 
real. Jesus said, “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” (Matthew 7:16–17, NIV). That word for “bad” 
is the Greek word poneros, meaning not just harmful but 
wicked and evil. Jesus is not describing a tree that produces 
fruit that upsets your stomach, but one that produces fruit 
that destroys your soul. The apostle Paul gives us a two-part 
test in 2 Corinthians 11: Watch for a counterfeit master and 
a counterfeit message. A false prophet will preach a different 
Jesus. Maybe it’s the Santa Claus Jesus who gives you anything 
you want, the Cosmic Jesus who already lives in everyone, 
the Inclusive Jesus who saves everybody regardless, or the 
Tolerant Jesus who accepts any lifestyle without repentance. 
And they will preach a counterfeit message, talking about 
Heaven but never Hell, God’s love but never His holiness, 
redemption but never repentance. The way you spot them is 
not only by what they do say but by what they never say.

Know God’s Word and hold every message you hear against 
its truth, because the Word of God is the one standard 
that never changes and the only thing a false prophet can 
never replicate.

Notes

—Touching Lives with Dr. James Merritt—

TouchingLives.org  |  Get Used to Different

Counterfeit Prophets
Get Used to Different  |  Week 24  |  Matthew 7:15–20



3.	 We Must Correct Counterfeit Prophets

Expecting and detecting are not enough. Jesus calls us to cor-
rect false prophecy, which means we must be willing to stand 
for truth and against its counterfeits at the same time. There 
are only two kinds of religious belief: true belief and false 
belief. When you stand for one, you have to stand against the 
other. The seed that determines both the root and the fruit is 
identified in Luke 8:11 (NIV), where Jesus said, “… The seed 
is the word of God.” Isaiah gave the same warning to Israel: 
Consult God’s instruction and testimony, and if anyone does 
not speak according to His Word, they have no light of dawn. 
Many Canadian citizens are required to memorize a motto for 
recognizing their currency: “Touch, tilt, look at, look through.” 
Treasury agents do not study counterfeits; they master the real 
bill until any fake becomes instantly obvious. You and I have 
the same responsibility.

When you know the Word of God well enough, staying 
silent is no longer an option. Someone around you is being 
fed bad fruit, and you may be the only one equipped to 
say so.

Key Takeaway

False prophets have been part of the Church’s story from the 
beginning, and they are not going away, which is exactly why 
Jesus’ warning in Matthew 7 is not optional reading but essen-
tial. Know what to expect, learn to detect it, and be willing to 
correct it, because the only way through is knowing the Word 
of God well enough that the counterfeit never stands a chance.
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Reflection Questions

1.	 Think of a teacher, podcast, or book you regularly engage with. When did you 
last test what they say against Scripture rather than simply trusting it?

2.	 Is there a teacher whose message you enjoy but who consistently avoids topics 
like repentance, God’s holiness, or judgment? What does that pattern reveal 
about the root?

3.	 What is one step you could take this week to know your Bible better, so you 
are equipped to recognize truth from counterfeit on your own?
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Introduction

Have you ever heard of the placebo effect? It is what happens 
when a person’s health improves not because of any real treat-
ment, but simply because they believed it would work. Most 
delusions are harmless, but Jesus warned about one kind that 
carries eternal consequences. And He is not talking to athe-
ists or agnostics in this passage. He is not talking about those 
who are far from God; He is talking about people who walked 
an aisle, filled out a card, said a prayer, got baptized, and were 
absolutely convinced they were on the right road. As He closed 
the Sermon on the Mount, He said the most sobering words 
I have ever read: “Not everyone who says to me, ‘Lord, Lord,’ 
will enter the kingdom of heaven, but only the one who does 
the will of my Father who is in heaven” (Matthew 7:21, NIV). 
Three warnings from Jesus will help you make absolutely cer-
tain you are not kidding yourself.

Key Points

1.	 A Verbal Declaration Alone Is Not a Sign of Salvation

How do you know if a confession of faith is real? Jesus is not 
warning atheists or agnostics. He is speaking to religious peo-
ple when He says, “Not everyone who says to me, ‘Lord, Lord,’ 
will enter the kingdom of heaven …” (Matthew 7:21, NIV). It is 
possible to honestly believe you are full of Jesus while having 
none of Jesus. And a false hope is actually more dangerous 
than no hope at all, because a person convinced they are saved 
will likely never seek the real thing. I remember spending 
three hours with a young man who walked into our church on 
Easter Sunday as a self-described atheist. He prayed Romans 
10:9 word for word right there at the table. When I asked if he 
meant what he had just prayed, he said no. He could believe 
that Jesus rose from the dead but could not say that Jesus is 
God. A verbal declaration, even a scripturally precise one, is not 
a sign of salvation.
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Don’t let a past decision give you a false sense of security. 
Take a look at your life today and ask whether what you 
say about Jesus and how you actually live for Jesus tell the 
same story.

2.	 A Visual Demonstration Alone Is Not a Sign of Salvation

If the first warning did not shake you, this one will. Jesus 
said, “Many will say to me on that day, ‘Lord, Lord, did we not 
prophesy in your name and in your name drive out demons 
and in your name perform many miracles?’” (Matthew 7:22, 
NIV). Notice that “in your name” is repeated three times, 
because Jesus wants us to understand that not everything done 
in His name actually comes from Him. Miracles can come from 
two sources, God or Satan, and Judas Iscariot is the proof. He 
cast out demons and performed miracles alongside the other 
disciples, yet he never truly knew Jesus. Here Jesus is not 
describing people who faked it; they really did those things. In 
college, I knew a man named Rich who was so devout he rose 
at five every morning to read his Bible by candlelight, and by 
his junior year he was pastoring the church I attended. I ran 
into him years later on a campus bench and found he had gone 
to seminary and become an atheist. A visual demonstration, 
even an extraordinary one, is not a sign of salvation.

Preaching great messages and leading people well are not 
the same as knowing Jesus. Ask yourself whether your 
religious activity flows from a changed heart or from habit. 

3.	 A Virtual Dedication Is a Sign of Salvation

So how do you actually know? Jesus does not leave us without 
an answer. The one who enters the Kingdom is “… only the one 
who does the will of my Father who is in heaven” (Matthew 
7:21, NIV). There is a song from Vacation Bible School with one 
line packed with more theology than most people realize:  
“If you’re happy and you know it, then your life will surely 
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show it.” What you truly believe, you live. The rest is just talk. 
Now, I want to be absolutely clear about something because 
this is too important to misunderstand: Good works are not 
necessary to be saved, but good works are necessary if you are 
saved. Fruit is not the entry fee to salvation; it is the byproduct 
of salvation. New Testament scholar D.A. Carson put it this 
way: “No man enters the Kingdom because of his obedience; 
but it is equally true that no man enters the Kingdom who is 
not obedient.” That leads to two truths that sum up everything 
Jesus is saying here. Confession is no substitute for conversion, 
and religion is no substitute for relationship.

Don’t settle for a one-time decision that never made it into 
your everyday life. If your faith is real, Monday morning 
will show it just as clearly as Sunday does.

Key Takeaway

You can say “Lord, Lord,” lead a small group, sing on the praise 
team, and still hear the most devastating words in Scripture: 
“… I never knew you. Away from me, you evildoers!” (Matthew 
7:23, NIV). True salvation is not confirmed by what you say or 
what you perform for God, but by whether you are daily doing 
the will of the Father.
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Reflection Questions

1.	 When someone asks if you are a Christian, does your answer come from 
a past decision you once made, or from a living relationship you are walking in 
right now?

2.	 Think about the way you spend your money, treat the people around you, han-
dle conflict, talk about Jesus, or open your Bible. What would someone who 
watched your life closely from Monday through Saturday see that would tell 
them your faith is genuine?

3.	 Is there one area where you know God’s will but have not been doing it? What 
would one step of obedience look like this week?
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