
What To Watch For 

 “You will know them by their fruits. Grapes are not gathered from thorn bushes 
nor figs from thistles, are they? So every good tree bears good fruit, but the bad 
tree bears bad fruit.  A good tree cannot produce bad fruit, nor can a bad tree 
produce good fruit. Every tree that does not bear good fruit is cut down and 
thrown into the fire. So then, you will know them by their fruits.” Matthew 7:16-20 

As we have been learning, one of the most difficult things about false prophets, or false teachers is 
knowing what to look for. The problem in the church today is that so few churches genuinely 
emphasize the faithful teaching and preaching of God’s word. Instead most churches emphasize a 
very pragmatic approach to ministry which in most cases inadvertently leads to a focus on activities 
that lead away from a true and right understanding of His word. This in turn leads to people being 
very easily led astray by the false teaching. 

In the previous verse Jesus has warned us about false prophets and now he is going to teach us 
about how to identify them. False teachers are so deceptive and they are so dangerous, as Jesus said 
in verse 15 they are in “sheep’s clothing, but inwardly are ravenous wolves.” 

Jesus begins here in verse 16 by assuring us that we “will know them by their fruits.” Jesus, as 
He so often did used an agricultural metaphor that his audience in 1st Century Palestine would have 
understood. A fruit tree can be very beautiful, decorative, and it can offer us plenty of shade on a hot 
day. But the primary purpose of a fruit tree is to bear fruit, and it is therefore judged them by what it 
does or does not produce. 

It is the same with a teacher or a prophet. As the word “prophet” is used in this passage it means 
one who speaks for God. A prophet, a teacher is judged by how they live their life, not just by their 
appearance of by their words. The kind of person a teacher is will indeed be revealed over time. 
Some false teachers are obviously false teachers, they are noticeably spurious and only the most 
naïve and gullible person will be taken in by them. Others are much more adept at concealing their 
true nature, and only careful observation will expose them for what they really are. But Christ assures 
us that “you will know them.” There is no need to be deceived if we will do our due diligence and 
look closely at them. 

It is especially the very clever and very deceptive false teacher that Jesus is warning us about here. 
No one needs help in deciding that a tree is bad if it bears fruit that is shriveled, discolored, and ugle 
rotten fruit – or no fruit at all. It is the tree that appears to bear good fruit, but does not, that is truly 
deceptive. 

“Grapes” can get stuck on “thorn bushes” and it is possible for a fig to be stuck on “thistles.” So 
from a distance they appear to growing on real fruit trees. Because the fruit is genuine, naïve 
persons might conclude that the tree itself also has to be genuine. 

It is possible, far too often unfortunately, for genuine Christians to be taken in by false teachers and 
prophets. When believers are careless or ignore the study of and obedience to the Word, are lazy 
about prayer, and are uncritical thinkers about the things of God, it then becomes easy for them to 
be deceived by someone who pretends to be orthodox – especially if they are pleasant, positive, and 
permissive and tolerant towards sin. When this happens, they are in danger of 
becoming “grapes” on “thorn bushes” and “figs” on “thistles.” Satan loves to use God’s own 



people to promote his evil work, seeking, if it were possible it says in Matthew 24:24 to snatch away 
those who are saved from the heavenly Father. 

It is also possible for a tree to bear fruit that is colorful, well formed, and attractive, but which is 
bitter, distasteful, and can even be poisonous. That kind of “bad tree” with its “bad fruit” is a lot 
harder to judge that “thorn bushes” that have “grapes” on them or “thistles” that 
have “figs” on them. In the second case, both the tree and the fruit appear to be genuine. What 
it “bears” has to be examined carefully to determine if it is “good fruit” or “bad fruit.” A mature 
believer who has developed discernment can spot the bad tree and bad fruit. 

Tomorrow we will begin looking at how we know whether or not a teacher is false or true. 

 


