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Things are not always what they appear to be. We should take seriously the warning not to let anyone give us something before flying. After a relaxing, week-long summer vacation in Florida with their 10-year-old son, Robert and Angela Barry left for the airport to return home to Ohio. Just before they left, a young girl staying at the Barry’s hotel showed up at their room and gave their son a teddy bear as a gift. As they went through security at Orlando International Airport, the teddy bear went through the x-ray machine, and the Barrys learned that appearances can fool you. A security worker noticed the outline of a gun inside the bear. Opening up the bear, airport security workers found a loaded .22 caliber handgun stuffed inside. (Associated Press, 7-17-03)
Things are not always what they appear to be. Hollywood make-up artists create amazing disguises. In some spy movies, you could never be sure who was doing the action, because they might be wearing a false face mask that looked so real as someone else. Then, the actor pulls off his false face and you see who really is underneath the mask.

Even in the church, things are not always what they appear to be. Jesus warns us that there will be false leaders wearing fake masks - wolves wearing sheep’s clothing. By this disguise they plan to harm the faithful followers of Christ.

Matthew 7:15-20. 15Watch out for false prophets. They come to you in sheep's clothing, but inwardly they are ferocious wolves. 16By their fruit you will recognize them. Do people pick grapes from thornbushes, or figs from thistles? 17Likewise every good tree bears good fruit, but a bad tree bears bad fruit. 18A good tree cannot bear bad fruit, and a bad tree cannot bear good fruit. 19Every tree that does not bear good fruit is cut down and thrown into the fire. 20Thus, by their fruit you will recognize them.

Jesus tells us to beware of false prophets. We wish that all leaders, especially church leaders were good, but they are not. I wish they were, but I have encountered some that look good at first, but they end up tearing churches apart. Some are malicious and intend to do harm. Some are misguided and nice people, but their false teaching also harms the church. So, we are responsible for deciding which leaders we choose to follow. You cannot blindly follow a church leader just because they present themselves as a spiritual person. Be sure the leader you follow is a true leader in Christ! Throughout the Bible, Jesus and the Apostles give us many ways to tell if a leader is true or false. Understanding these tests and indicators of whether a spiritual leader is good or bad will keep us from many disasters and troubles.

Jesus shares two ways to test a leader: 1) by their lifestyle, and 2) by the fruit of their preaching and teaching. Let’s look first at how to test a spiritual leader by their lifestyle.

When is a sheep, not a sheep? When it is a wolf disguised as a sheep. A wolf disguised as a sheep gets confusing because we can’t tell looking at them outwardly they are dangerous. How can we tell a true sheep from a disguised wolf? By the way they act. A wolf dressed as a sheep still acts like a wolf, especially at feeding time. So also, Jesus warns us that false leaders act as false leaders even though they look like helpful leaders. False leaders reveal themselves mainly through selfish motives, placing their needs over the needs of God’s people; serving themselves and not serving for God’s glory.

The Apostle Paul taught us how to unmask and detect false leaders in Acts 20:29-30, I know full well that false teachers, like vicious wolves, will come in among you after I leave, not sparing the flock.  HYPERLINK "qvb://0/anchor/33" Even some of you will distort the truth in order to draw a following.
Bad Indicator 1: Beware pastors and spiritual leaders who just want to have a big following. Every spiritual leader wants their church to grow, but for different reasons. Good pastors desire more people to discover the love of Jesus and follow Him as disciples. These pastors know that a larger church requires more effort and energy for ministry. Yet they willingly sacrifice to help others center on Jesus and become involved in God’s family. Bad pastors want growth in their churches to draw a following for themselves. They love the attention of the crowd. They crave the prestige and power that comes in leading a large church. They desire the large salary that comes with a big membership. They really don’t care about serving the Lord or His people. Watch out for pastors and spiritual leaders who just seem to want a big following. Be especially cautious about TV preachers who don’t care if they keep people at home and keep them from getting involved in a local church. Good pastors want a church to grow to lead people closer to Jesus and each other. Jesus came to reconcile people to Him and each other in forgiveness, restoration and building each other up in love.

The Apostle Peter wrote about false teachers in 2 Peter 2:17-19, These men are springs without water and mists driven by a storm. Blackest darkness is reserved for them. For they mouth empty, boastful words and, by appealing to the lustful desires of sinful human nature, they entice people who are just escaping from those who live in error. They promise them freedom, while they themselves are slaves of depravity—for a man is a slave to whatever has mastered him. 
Bad Indicator 2: Beware pastors and spiritual leaders still controlled by sin and corruption; such as lust, greed, tyranny, etc. A follower of Jesus begins to experience healing from sinful habits and harmful behaviors. No Christian becomes perfect in this world, though we look forward to that in the life to come. Yet, every Christian should experience growth in maturity and a greater control over harmful behaviors. False leaders mask corruption and sinful behaviors that still rage uncontrolled within them. They do not grow in maturity and greater freedom in Christ. They remain controlled by their sin.

For many summers, I took my family to camp. That camp recruited well known pastors of large churches to speak. Each day, the adults listened to the speaker while the children enjoyed activities suited to them. One summer, I sat enjoying the messages by the chosen speaker. By all outward appearances, he seemed a good pastor with a warm personality, a charismatic preaching style and a large list of books he had written. A few months later, I heard this pastor had devastated his church by bedding many women of that church. Psychologists call this type of man a sexual predator. Jesus calls them wolves who come among the flock and tear it apart.

In healthy contrast, the Apostle Paul shares indicators that reveal healthy lifestyle behaviors of a good pastor in 1 Timothy 3:2-7, Now the overseer (pastor) must be above reproach, the husband of but one wife, temperate, self–controlled, respectable, hospitable, able to teach, not given to drunkenness, not violent but gentle, not quarrelsome, not a lover of money. He must manage his own family well and see that his children obey him with proper respect. (If anyone does not know how to manage his own family, how can he take care of God’s church?) He must not be a recent convert, or he may become conceited and fall under the same judgment as the devil. He must also have a good reputation with outsiders, so that he will not fall into disgrace and into the devil’s trap.
Jesus told us first to test a leader by their lifestyle. Their actions indicate whether they are leaders to trust and follow or leaders to avoid and remove. Then He told us to test a leader by the fruit of their preaching and teaching. Jesus uses the illustration of determining the type of tree by the fruit it produces. At my previous home I had two citrus trees in my yard. I had no idea what type of citrus tree each was because they looked so much alike. Then one began to produce oranges and the other produced grapefruit; so I knew what type of tree they were by their fruit. Jesus tells us good fruit comes only from a good tree, while bad fruit comes only from a bad tree. So we can detect a false spiritual leader by the fruit of their ministry.

The Apostle John reaffirms this in 1 John 4:1-3, Dear friends, do not believe every spirit, but test the spirits to see whether they are from God, because many false prophets have gone out into the world. This is how you can recognize the Spirit of God: Every spirit that acknowledges that Jesus Christ has come in the flesh is from God, but every spirit that does not acknowledge Jesus is not from God. This is the spirit of the antichrist, which you have heard is coming and even now is already in the world.
John tells us to test their spirits! See if the spirit they have comes from God. Don’t just accept that a church leader is spiritual, because they may have a destructive, evil spirit. In the Old Testament, the great test of a prophet was, “Will their word come true?” If their prophesy did not come true, then they were to be put to death. How would you like to take a job where failure meant facing a deadly line of rock throwers?

The New Testament writers gave many tests to detect false leaders from true leaders and good leaders from bad ones. In John 4:2-3, we hear one such test. Test 1: Do they acknowledge Jesus as God who became human? When you go to hear any spiritual leader preach or teach, find out first what they teach about Jesus. If they don’t affirm that Jesus is fully God who became fully human, don’t follow their teaching. Unfortunately today in many churches that call themselves Christian churches, some pastors and leaders do not affirm the full divinity and humanity of Christ. Our faith and eternal salvation rest upon what we believe about Jesus Christ. He is fully God with us, showing us who God is; and He is fully human, showing us who we become in Him. Test this vital truth first and ask what do they teach about Jesus?
2 Peter 2:1-3, But there were also false prophets among the people, just as there will be false teachers among you. They will secretly introduce destructive heresies, even denying the sovereign Lord who bought them—bringing swift destruction on themselves. Many will follow their shameful ways and will bring the way of truth into disrepute. In their greed these teachers will exploit you with stories they have made up. Their condemnation has long been hanging over them, and their destruction has not been sleeping.
Test 2: Does their teaching produces good or destructive behaviors - greed, slander and shameful ways? A good pastor/leader helps people to mature in Christ and grow in Christ-like love and service. A false pastor/leader gives people license to continue destructive behaviors. They preach a cheap grace that tells people to keep on being malicious, selfish, greedy and lustful people. Cheap grace says, “Go ahead and do whatever you want, because God always forgives.” Cheap grace fails to realize how costly forgiveness was to Jesus in blood, suffering and in taking the wrath of God in our place. As Dietrich Bonhoeffer wrote, “Cheap grace is the preaching of forgiveness without requiring repentance, baptism without church discipline, Communion without confession… Cheap grace is grace without discipleship, grace without the cross, grace without Jesus Christ, living and incarnate.” (The Cost of Discipleship, pg. 47) Such cheap grace results in bad fruit.

Yet costly grace results in eternal good fruit. Again listen to Bonhoeffer, “Costly grace is the treasure hidden in the field; for the sake of it a man will gladly go and sell all that he has. …It is the kingly rule of Christ, for whose sake a man will pluck out the eye that causes him to stumble, it is the call of Jesus Christ at which the disciple leaves his nets to follow Him. …Such grace is costly because it calls us to follow, and it is grace because it calls us to follow Jesus Christ. It is costly because it costs a man his life, and it is grace because it gives a man the only true life.” (Ibid)
Turn with me back to 1 John 4:5-6, They (false teachers) are from the world and therefore speak from the viewpoint of the world, and the world listens to them. We are from God, and whoever knows God listens to us; but whoever is not from God does not listen to us. This is how we recognize the Spirit of truth and the spirit of falsehood.
Here John lists test 3 to tell if someone is a good or bad leader - Does their teaching come from the world’s viewpoint or from the Lord’s? Those who follow false teachers don’t listen to the truth of Christ. Their preachers avoid sharing the tough truths of the Bible so that people won’t take offense. If I wanted to be just a popular pastor, I would only teach the part of the Bible that reveals God as loving and forgiving. I would avoid the commands of Christ and the Apostles for people to turn away from their bad behaviors. I would not talk about bad behaviors at all. I would dare not say, like I did last Sunday, that Jesus is the only way to heaven. I would not tackle the tough teachings of Jesus like I am today. This is not going to be the happiest sermon you have ever heard. Who wants to hear about warnings against false leaders? Yet, those who want to have joy in the end, hear and obey the commands and warnings of Jesus as well as His promises of help. And the good pastor will preach these tough teachings to spare the people of God a lot of trouble later.

Today we are having some town hall meetings to talk about COV’s relationship with the PCUSA denomination. For many years this was a good relationships, but now that relationship is terribly strained because the PCUSA is in dire position because it has failed this test. It has given in to worldy ways of thinking, and has not remained committed to the Lord’s viewpoint. I ask you to pray for your pastors and elders as we seek the Lord’s will for what we need to do to remain faithful to Jesus alone.
1 Timothy 6:3-5, If anyone teaches false doctrines and does not agree to the sound instruction of our Lord Jesus Christ and to godly teaching, he is conceited and understands nothing. He has an unhealthy interest in controversies and quarrels about words that result in envy, strife, malicious talk, evil suspicions and constant friction between men of corrupt mind, who have been robbed of the truth and who think that godliness is a means to financial gain.
Here we find Test 4: Does their teaching build up the church or cause division in stirring up trouble through controversies, arguments, fighting and evil suspicions? Anne Lamott wrote (Bird by Bird. Christianity Today, Vol. 41, no. 8), “You can safely assume you've created God in your own image when it turns out that God hates all the same people you do.” The preacher/teachers who direct their followers to speak in hate by labeling and judging fellow humans directly produce the fruit of labeling, judgment and eventually division among their own followers. They stir up a boiling caldron of arguments, jealousy, fighting, slander and evil suspicions. The good pastor/teachers direct their followers to speak the truth in love to build up the family of Christ, to help each other overcome our failings and strengthen our gifts and talents for the common good.

I often teach about speaking the truth in love in these Bible messages. The Lord wants us to speak that way and the Bible is full of this teaching.  We want every word that comes out of our mouths to be that which improves and strengthens our relationships in Christ. We want the same for you too. I pray that the fruit of our ministry among you will be a rich unity as we strive together to live out our vision to become “The Heart of the Valley where we love God, each other and our neighbors in Christ’s love.”
Finally, there is test 5, also from the 1 Timothy passage: Do your spiritual leaders look to get rich or just to be supported so they can minister for Jesus? In many of the Bible verses we looked at today we found this motive of false spiritual leaders to gain personal riches from their followers. Now this does not teach that spiritual leaders should live in poverty. Quite the contrary, the Bible teaches that pastors should be cared for by their people so they can be freed from economic worry and give full attention to the needs of the people. This does teach that pastors should not show signs of greed.  Their motive for ministry must not be personal gain in any selfish way. The motive of the good pastor, just like the Good Shepherd Jesus, is the motive of mutual love with God the Father and with God’s people.

Jesus warns us to watch out for false leaders and detect them so they don’t cause undue harm. We can test the spirit of our leaders by these Biblical indicators to make sure that those we follow are those we can trust to lead us to the great life we share together in Jesus Christ. Pray for me as I only desire to lead you closer to Jesus, and lead many others to know Him as well as their personal Lord and Savior. Pray for Pastor Becky and for your elders and deacons. May the Lord richly bless us to be a blessing to others here at COV!
Let us pray: Lord help those of us who are spiritual leaders to do the best we can to bring glory to Your name and to lead Your people in wisdom and love. And Lord help us all to be careful to choose and follow the leaders You would choose for us. Reveal the false teachers and remove them. Elevate the good pastors and encourage them. Together, we look forward to following You as our great Leader and Lord. Amen.
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