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“You will know them by their fruits”
(Matthew 7:16)

     There is a common misapplication of Jesus’ words found in “The Sermon on the Mount”. Many apply this verse in order to help answer the question: “How do we know who is a true Christian and who is not, because sometimes its darn’ right hard to tell?” The answer is to put all professing Christians to the fruit test. There are those who say that, “You can know who are true Christians by their virtuous fruits, that is, their good works”. And by implication say that it means that, “You can know who are only the professing Christians by their lack of virtuous fruits”. The verdict is: “Those who come to Christ and profess to believe, but fail to produce any visible fruit must not be true Christians”. Problem solved.

     But hold on there! In order to understand this passage in this way is to take it totally out of its context. The “them” occurring to verse 15 is narrowed to false prophets, not Christians in general. “You can know false prophets by their fruits”. According to Jesus, false prophets are to be tested by their fruits. However, contrary to popular interpretation this does not mean they are to be tested by their works. According to Matthew 12:33-37, false prophets are to be tested by their words!

"Either make the tree good and its fruit good, or make the tree bad and its fruit bad; for the tree is known by its fruit.  You brood of vipers, how can you, being evil, speak what is good? For the mouth speaks out of that which fills the heart. The good man brings out of his good treasure what is good; and the evil man brings out of his evil treasure what is evil. But I tell you that every careless word that people speak, they shall give an accounting for it in the day of judgment. For by your words you will be justified, and by your words you will be condemned."

     Why are false prophets to be tested in this way? False prophets “come wearing sheep’s clothing”, so that they look like, that is, they act like sheep when in fact they are “ravenous wolves” (7:15). Their behavior does not set them apart from the sheep, but their message does! A false prophet can only be tested by the words he speaks, since by his deeds he seems genuine because he comes in “sheep’s clothing”.

     Therefore, these words of Jesus have nothing to do with the popular, but false, notion that a man’s salvation can be determined by his good works.

By the works of the law no man shall be justified,

but by faith alone in Christ alone!

