Trinity 8
St. Matthew 7:15-21
In Nomine Patris, et Filii, et Spiritus Sancti. Amen.

t

“Beware of false prophets who come to you in the clothing of sheep, but inwardly are ravening wolves”.

We just heard these words read from our Gospel today.  St. Matthew is warning us to constantly be aware of the evil and the false doctrine around us, to the end result that we might able to avoid the “M&M syndrome”: sweet and easy to handle on the outside, but gooey and messy on the inside. Or, put another way, to avoid the charm of doctrine which seems pleasant on the outside and yet devoid of any truth or substance on the inside.  Unfortunately, the dreadful thing about Satan is that he is very, very good at his job. He knows every trick to seduce us from what we know is good and proper, and to put doubts into our minds, inviting us to take a short cut from the path to Jesus Christ and in the direction of something else. In today’s gospel Matthew is speaking about prophets.  We are aware of many prophets, like Isaiah or Jeremiah or Daniel or Jonah, and we are taught to heed their words, and let their words affect our lives and change our hearts. But those aren’t the prophets that Matthew is speaking about; he clearly says that it is from false prophets of whom we are to avoid. But  how do we identify them? Who are the good guys, and who are the bad guys? If life was like an old western movie, we could just follow the cowboys in the white hats, and keep away from those in the those black hats.  But life is not a movie, and those false prophets are pretty convincing.   So St. Matthew gives us a hint. He says:

“By their fruits you shall know them.”

If we are truly paying attention in our lives, we all have the instinctual ability to identify false teachers, to understand that if what they offer us to be spiritual nourishment feels just a bit wrong, it probably is.  By some twinge of our conscience, that small nagging voice in the back of our heads, we should realize just who they are. 

“Every good tree brings forth good fruit, but a corrupt tree brings evil fruit.”
Well, in theory, that should make it pretty easy, right?  Just bark up the right tree. But wasn’t King David, who we view as a wonderful role model, bad with his dalliance with Bathsheeba?  And wasn’t Jonah running away from God when he got signed up for a 3-day ocean cruse in the belly of a whale? Wouldn’t it be easier if God just took away a bit of our free will and replaced it with black hatted men and women?
--------------------------------

As an example, many religious denominations today are proclaiming that it their intent to stem the exodus from their church by adopting a new doctrine which they call “inclusivity”. But inclusivity has nothing to do with the foundational truths set forth in Holy Scripture!  The church, which belongs to no denomination, but rather to its Founding Father and His Son, is all about exclusivity for those who deny the God.
While we don’t know exactly how old our bible is, but we do know is this: At first, God’s communication with humankind was oral; God spoke directly to such men as Adam and Noah and Abraham. But the time came when it was necessary for the divine will to be put into more permanent form and that a record of God’s revelations be made for succeeding generations. We know that the first person mentioned in the bible as writing anything down is Moses, who lived perhaps as early as 1500 B.C. (How We Got the Bible; Neil Lightfoot, p. 13) We also know that our Articles Of Religion, (beginning on p. 601 of our prayer book), tell us that all things necessary for our salvation can be found in our bible, and to that end nothing more is necessary.

Cal Thomas, who writes a syndicated column for the Chicago Tribune, wrote a brilliant commentary to the actions of the Episcopal Church a few years ago.  In it he reminds us of a character created by comedian Flip Wilson called “Reverend Leroy”, who was the pastor of the self-proclaimed: “Church of What’s Happening Now”. In one of his bits, Reverend Leroy took up a special collection in the church so that he could go to Las Vegas.  His explanation for this: He had to study sin to effectively preach against it. To this, Cal Thomas remarked “Reverend Leroy would feel right at home in the modern Episcopal Church”.
------------------------------

In a homily I preached years ago I said:
“The holy Revelation of God’s word is being given less respect than a tattered comic book.  Somehow, people today are looking at the period in the last chapter and verse of the bible, and thinking that it’s a comma.  But on the cover of my bible it doesn’t say “Holy Bible, part one” there is no upcoming sequel, and revisions are not merely rewrites, they are blasphemy.  Everything we need for salvation is currently in this one book.  Period.” How can this be so hard to understand?????

I frequently allude to this book, the Revelation of Saint John the Divine, paraphrasing its warning that we should not add or subtract from our Holy Bible.  But here are the exact words:

“If any man shall add to these things, (meaning God’s word as found in the
bible) God shall add unto him the plagues written in this book. And if any man
 shall take away from the words of this book, God shall take away his part out
of the book of life, and out of the holy city, and from the things that are written 
in this book.” (22:18)

Can these bible words be made any clearer to us? We have nearly a 2000 page instruction manual on how to live our lives here on earth so that we can live eternally with God, and it’s summarized in two paragraphs telling us that no matter how long the bible exists, it will always and forever be the true word of God, and any changes made will void the warrantee.  

People today, whether they are leaders of their denomination or pew potatoes in the last seat of the church, who attempt to seduce us with smooth words or an easier lifestyle, are false prophets.  They will receive no part of the book of Life, no part of life eternal with God, none of the benefits offered to all of us in the bible.  And not only will they not have these good things, but in their place they will receive all the plagues listed in this book.  The ones suffered by Job alone would be bad enough, but all of them?  The suffering of the spiritual pain of being without Jesus and the physical pain of constant boils and weeping sores all at the same time?  Not for me, my friends, and not for you either.
Our Gospel today ends with the words:

 “Every tree that bringeth not forth good fruit shall be cut down and cast into 
the fire.  Not every one that saith to me “Lord, Lord shall enter into the kingdom of
 heaven, but he who doeth the will of my father …shall enter the kingdom of heaven.”

Not only must we accept these words to remain vigilant in our own spiritual life, we must

Also take it a step farther. We must also help those false prophets return to Jesus. St. Paul tells us to lead the sinner out of sin, and into the light of Jesus Christ. A key phrase to live by at this uncertain time is certainly not to “forgive and forget”, but it is to “remember, and still forgive”. We all have friends who desperately need our love, and our patience, and our wisdom. And our faith.  They need to experience our relationship with Jesus. We have something truly spectacular to offer them, and so we need to reach out to them each and every day, beginning with this day.
I have friends who still ask me how I could leave behind the beautiful buildings, the elaborate stained-glass windows, and the spectacular altars of other churches in which I have attended and served to begin planting God’s vineyard on new ground.  (It is with some amazement that I realize I have been in the ministry now for nearly 17 years.)  My answer to them is simple. Those beautiful buildings are nothing more than museums, full of earthly glitz and glamour.  Those churches are certainly enjoyable to visit, but in the same sense as one would visit an art gallery. The Holy Spirit does not pick the biggest and the best facility in which to brood, and this should not be the conditions for our decision on where to worship either.
Today, in this church, by God’s blessing and Grace, we are able to share His true, unchanged word -through the real presence of our Lord Jesus Christ in the offering of His body and blood - to every believer yearning for the medicine of His forgiveness and the glory of His Grace.  No earthly building, no matter how elaborate, could ever possibly attain this.
By their fruits ye shall know them:

We are told, as difficult as it may seem, that we have been given the gift of discernment, to be able to identify both the wheat and the weeds.  We understand that the easiest path to follow in life is not always the path leading to Jesus Christ. God knows that it is a challenge to follow the pursuit of Christian life and to live as He commands.  That’s why he offers such a large reward at the end of our successful quest.

Shall we pray?

O GRACIOUS Father, we humbly beseech thee for thy holy Catholic Church; that thou wouldst be pleased to fill it with all truth, in all peace. Where it is corrupt, purify it; where it is in error, direct it; where in anything it is amiss, reform it. Where it is right, establish it; where it is in want, provide for it; where it is divided, reunite it; for the sake of him who died and rose again, and ever liveth to make intercession for us, Jesus Christ, thy Son, our Lord. Amen.
(Page 37, collect for the church)
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