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Wolves on the Prowl 
What was the largest loss of American civilian life in a non-natural disaster? Many realize it was the terrorist attack of September 11, 2001. But do you know what was number two? This tragic event is also among the largest mass suicides in history. The date was November 18, 1978. The total number of suicides was 909. Among the dead were two hundred children forced to swallow lethal doses of cyanide. All were victims of Indiana Jones. Not the Hollywood film character, but Jim Jones, a preacher born in Indiana who built Peoples’ Temple in San Francisco before moving many followers to their communal deathtrap in Jonestown, Guyana.
 
Although he initially preached the Bible, eventually Jones claimed to be the reincarnation of Jesus, Buddha, Gandhi and Lenin. Later he became an atheist and finally, according to the New York Times, slammed a copy of the Bible on the table and made the blasphemous statement, "I've got to destroy this paper idol!" How could someone like this have a following in the tens of thousands? How could nine hundred people be lured to a South American “concentration camp” by this ravenous wolf? 
 
Many may have forgotten that Jones pulled the wool over some of the most powerful people in the country. He shared the podium with Rosalyn Carter when she was campaigning for her husband in the 1976 Presidential election. Carter received “mild applause” while Jones brought down the house. San Francisco’s mayor, George Moscone, a friend of Jones, attended temple services on several occasions. Governor of California, Jerry Brown, and Los Angeles mayor, Tom Bradley, also attended Jones’ services. California Lieutenant Governor, Mervyn Dymally, actually went to Jones 27,000 acre compound in Guyana and said he was “impressed.” When Walter Mondale came to San Francisco campaigning for the Vice-Presidency, Jim Jones was one of a select few invited to visit with Mondale on his charter jet.
 
How did Jones fleece so many (his temple membership rose to over 20,000)? His secret was the impressive social and medical programs initiated by Jones’ temple. A little over a year before the Guyana debacle, an article titled “Inside People’s Temple” by San Francisco Chronicle Reporter Marshall Kilduff, New West contributing editor Phil Tracy, and freelance newsman George Klineman, revealed, “Temple members support and staff a free diagnostic and outpatient clinic, a physical therapy facility, a drug program that claims to have rehabilitated some 300 addicts and a legal aid program for about 200 people a month. In addition, the temple’s free dining hall is said to feed more indigents than the city’s venerable St. Anthony’s dining room.”  (http://jonestown.sdsu.edu/JonestownPDF/newWestart.pdf) 
 
Did these social programs reveal Jones’ genuine love for his fellow man? Hardly! These good works merely formed a cover to lull unsuspecting sheep to sleep, exposing them to Jones’ diabolical plans. Jim Jones was a wolf in sheep’s clothing. He was NOT directing people to the strait and narrow path that leads to life, but rather, was one of many false prophets propelling the naïve toward the broad road that leads to destruction. Many others today are less obvious, but detectable. This morning, we want to examine Jesus’ warning in Matthew 7:15-20, "Beware of false prophets, who come to you in sheep's clothing, but inwardly they are ravenous wolves. You will know them by their fruits. Do men gather grapes from thornbushes or figs from thistles? Even so, every good tree bears good fruit, but a bad tree bears bad fruit. A good tree cannot bear bad fruit, nor can a bad tree bear good fruit. Every tree that does not bear good fruit is cut down and thrown into the fire. Therefore by their fruits you will know them.” First, enjoy our song…
 
The Scriptures warn of false gods, false religions, false worship, false doctrines, and false teachers. Jesus wanted us to recognize the false prophets – wolves in sheep clothing. How can you be sure you are not listening to a wolf when you assemble for worship this morning? Jesus has given us the greatest cue already: there are false prophets out there and there are many of them. When we think of false prophets and deceivers, we generally think of some of the more notable examples like Muhammad of Islam and Joseph Smith of Mormon fame, but, listen, there are MANY false prophets, many false teachers; they are all around us. Even the Lord’s church must be wary. Paul warned the faithful elders at Ephesus in Acts 20:29-30, “For I know this, that after my departure savage wolves will come in among you, not sparing the flock. Also from among yourselves men will rise up, speaking perverse things, to draw away the disciples after themselves.”  Thankfully, though, there are recognizable characteristics common to wolves.
 
Wolves cater to the worldly wants and whims of their audience over the clear teaching of Scripture. The apostle Paul counsels the young evangelist in 2 Timothy 4:1-3, “Preach the word! Be ready in season and out of season. Convince, rebuke, exhort, with all longsuffering and teaching. For the time will come when they will not endure sound doctrine, but according to their own desires, because they have itching ears, they will heap up for themselves teachers; and they will turn their ears away from the truth, and be turned aside to fables.” This is seen on a large scale in our age; men have “turned their ears away from the truth” and have “turned aside to fables.” REBUKE? While some preachers are preoccupied with scratching the “itching ears” of their great audiences by any negative topic, Paul tells Timothy to continue preaching the word of God “in season and out of season” – when they like it and when they do not. 
 
Frequently, preachers today appear concerned only about pacifying the crowd. The Bible says in Galatians 1:10, “For do I now persuade men, or God? Or do I seek to please men? For if I still pleased men, I would not be a bondservant of Christ.” When the crowds began to abandon Jesus because they didn’t like the truth, Jesus did not opt to compromise the message to appease the multitude. Consider John 6:66-67, “From that time many of His disciples went back and walked with Him no more. Then Jesus said to the twelve, ‘Do you also want to go away?’ " The truth was not for sale; compromise was out of the question. Not so with wolves. At the church you attend, when was the last time you heard about hell or holiness, sin or repentance? Is the preacher posting detour signs to direct his audience away from the broad way or is he grinning ear to ear as souls are ushered into eternity unprepared?
 
It is amazing anymore that most churches fail to include baptism when sharing the plan of salvation; this is true in the pulpit and in print. When was the last time your preacher taught that one must be baptized to be saved? Check the brochures or “statement of faith” on your church website. These sources will emphasize correctly the importance of faith or belief in salvation, but tack on baptism as something optional one can do down the road if he so chooses. If that is the case where you go to church, you have been victimized by wolves in sheeps’ clothing.
 
The Good Shepherd says in Mark 16:16, ““He who believes and is baptized will be saved; but he who does not believe will be condemned.” The wolf in sheeps’ clothing says, ““He who believes and is NOT baptized will be saved...” Jesus also says in John 3:5, “…unless one is born of water and the Spirit, he cannot enter the kingdom of God.” Wolves say water is unnecessary.
 
Peter says in Acts 2:38, “Repent, and let every one of you be baptized in the name of Jesus Christ for the remission of sins…” He says again in 1 Peter 3:21 that “baptism also saves us…” The apostle Paul, in retelling his own conversion experience in Acts 22:16, says that he was told, “Arise and be baptized, and wash away your sins, calling on the name of the Lord.” Paul teaches in Romans 6:3-5 that we contact the death of Christ, the blood of Christ in baptism. Then, in Galatians 3:27, he adds that we “put on Christ” and transition “into Christ” when we are baptized. Wolves in sheep’s clothing will keep this from you.
 
Wolves also project a false identity. The apostle Paul picks up on this in 2 Corinthians 11:13-15, “For such are false apostles, deceitful workers, transforming themselves into apostles of Christ. And no wonder! For Satan himself transforms himself into an angel of light. Therefore it is no great thing if his ministers also transform themselves into ministers of righteousness, whose end will be according to their works.” Charles Spurgeon writes in his book, Feathers for Arrows (1870, 216), "Mere talent ought not to attract us. Carrion, well dressed and served on Palissy ware (or fine china), is still unfit for men." The message from Jesus accurately reflected by Spurgeon: don’t be fooled by the smooth exterior, the handsome smile, the charismatic speaking ability and the Bible they may tote and quote! All of it can be used as a front, a mask, a disguise for something sinister; there are MANY wolves in sheep’s clothing. When you go to church this morning, take a good look at the man in the pulpit. What kind of morals does he have? Listen to him. Is he remaining faithful to the word or is he neglecting or changing part of the gospel? 
 
Even in the first century, some were abandoning the purity of the gospel. Paul writes in Galatians 1:6-8, “I marvel that you are turning away so soon from Him who called you in the grace of Christ, to a different gospel, which is not another; but there are some who trouble you and want to pervert the gospel of Christ. But even if we, or an angel from heaven, preach any other gospel to you than what we have preached to you, let him be accursed.” Too many fail to recognize when this takes place; others yawn and walk on.
 
Jesus command, “Beware of false prophets” exposes the error of those who say when their lifestyle or teaching is called into question, “Don’t judge me!” and follow this up with “Jesus said, ‘Judge not that you be not judged.’ ” We must judge whether one is preaching truth or error to obey Jesus. Individuals torture contextually what Jesus is saying in Matthew 7:1-5. This is how the text reads: “Judge not, that you be not judged. For with what judgment you judge, you will be judged; and with the measure you use, it will be measured back to you. And why do you look at the speck in your brother's eye, but do not consider the plank in your own eye? Or how can you say to your brother, ‘Let me remove the speck from your eye'; and look, a plank is in your own eye? Hypocrite! First remove the plank from your own eye, and then you will see clearly to remove the speck from your brother's eye.” By the time we get to Jesus conclusion in verse 5, it is obvious that Jesus DOES want us to evaluate the behavior of our brother and offer suggestions for improvement, but ONLY after we have carefully examined and corrected our own lives. “First remove the plank from your own eye, and THEN you will see clearly to remove the speck from your brother's eye.”
Jesus extends His analogy in Matthew 7:15-20 insisting that we carefully examine the fruit associated with preachers’ lives. The Holy Spirit instructs in 1 John 4:1, “Beloved, do not believe every spirit, but TEST the spirits, whether they are of God; because many false prophets have gone out into the world.” This Scripture encourages us to be vigilant, watchful--to have a healthy skepticism of others--especially religious instructors. This passage does not merely suggest, it commands, testing religious instructors. The apostle John adds to Jesus’ statement that there are not only false prophets, but MANY false prophets.” The same writer tells us in 2 John 1:7, “For many deceivers have gone out into the world…”  Many, many, many false prophets.
 
Remember, there is a considerable difference between saying “never judge another’s words or behavior” and Jesus words in John 7:24, “Do not judge according to appearance, but judge with righteous judgment." It is one matter for someone to criticize another based on a superficial knowledge of a situation. A rush to judgment with partial knowledge of pertinent facts violates Bible teaching. Barnes writes of “righteous judgment” in his commentary, “Not as a thing first offers itself to you, without reflection or candour. In appearance, to circumcise a child on the Sabbath might be a violation of the law; yet you do it, and it is right.”
 
In Matthew 7:15-20, Jesus not only condones the judging of prophets, He commands it! Jesus commands us to be fruit inspectors. This, of course, amounts to judging, discerning, and discriminating between right and wrong, truth and error. And, in order to protect ourselves from the many false prophets around us, we must we look beneath the compromising words and the wool-like exterior to carefully examine the morals and doctrine of a preacher, rejecting and running from the “ravenous wolves who exhibit bad fruit.
 
Tens of thousands were deceived into following Jim Jones and over nine hundred offered themselves as physical and spiritual sacrifices to him and his outrageous religious system. The tree bore bad fruit, but the gullible took only a superficial look – they looked only at the leaves. 
According to the expose’ cited earlier, “…members were…often compelled to stay up all night and submit regularly to…an encounter process in which friends, even mates, would criticize the person who was “on the floor.” In the last two years…these often humiliating sessions had begun to include beatings with a large wooden paddle, and boxing matches in which the person on the floor was occasionally knocked out by opponents selected by Jones himself. Also, during regularly scheduled “family meetings,” attended by up to 1,000 of the most devoted followers, as many as 100 people were lined up to be paddled for…not being attentive enough during Jones’s sermons. Church leaders also instructed certain members to write letters incriminating themselves in illegal and immoral acts that never happened. In addition, temple members were encouraged to turn over their money and property to the church and live communally in temple buildings; those who didn’t ran the risk of being chastised severely…. [A]dults and…children were struck… (in public spankings…by a large board) 12, 25, 50, even 100 times in a row. Temple nurses treated the injured.” This extreme case demonstrates how false teachers as wolves can project an image of themselves as sheep and deceive the naïve. But, understand, false teachers can be much more subtle and seductive in using only false doctrine. Beware! 
 
Another warning sign often ignored is the wolves’ greed. Jones was hungry for power, but his greed for financial gain was insatiable. He extorted enough money for his members to pay for fifteen bodyguards, to buy 27,000 acres in Guyana and many other perks. The number of Jones’ money-making schemes is as staggering as it is disgusting. 
 
A. T. Robertson writes on Matthew 7:15 " ‘ravening wolves’…, greedy for power, gain, self. It is a tragedy that such men and women reappear through the ages and always find victims. Wolves are more dangerous than dogs and hogs.” The Holy Spirit hits this warning sign again in 2 Peter 2:1-3, “But there were also false prophets among the people, even as there will be false teachers among you….And MANY will follow their destructive ways, because of whom the way of truth will be blasphemed. By covetousness they will exploit you (make merchandise of you – KJV) with deceptive words...” 
 
How tragic today that the airwaves are filled with false prophets selling a compromised gospel spending at least the last few moments of their radio and TV programs asking for money. This time should be spent offering spiritual assistance free of charge. This is what we will do, right after our song…
 
Thank you for joining us this morning. We hope you will watch the program every Lord’s Day and meet us for worship at one of the congregations listed shortly. Call for a free DVD of #838 “Wolves on the Prowl.” We are also offering a free booklet titled “The Lord’s Supper: Unity in One Loaf and One Cup.” Go to LetTheBibleSpeak.com to watch videos, hear podcasts, or review transcripts on fourteen other messages from the Sermon on the Mount .You may also request a free six lesson Bible study by mail. We close with the words the apostle Paul issued in Romans 16:16, “the churches of Christ salute you.” Until next week, goodbye and God bless!
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