DON’T ACCEPT ANY SUBSTITUTES – Matthew 7:15-29

I think that we can all agree that substitutes, as useful as they are, have their limitations.  In other words there’s no substitute for the real thing.  Just my opinion but soybeans don’t make very good hamburgers. Saccharin doesn’t really taste like sugar. Imitation crab doesn’t tastes like real crab.  And if you want good sushi, if that’s your thing, you won’t buy it from a grocery store or a gas station.  Isn’t that also true of our salvation and growing in our faith.  When it comes to growth and strengthening our relationship with Christ, DON’T ACCEPT ANY SUBSTITUTES:  Regardless the Packaging, and Regardless of the Promises. 

We all know that just because something looks good on the outside doesn't mean it's good on the inside.  There was a show a while back called baggage battles where people would bid on lost luggage at airports and also boxes and containers.  The thing is…… they are not allowed to open them to see what's inside before they bid.  So, they really didn’t know if a good looking suitcase has something valuable in it or just a bunch of dirty laundry.  God tells us in his word to “Watch out for false prophets. They come to you in sheep’s clothing, but inwardly they are ferocious wolves. By their fruit you will recognize them.” Now buying moldy cheese and bidding on what ends up to be just dirty laundry may be disappointing.  But really, in the long term, it’s not that big of deal.  Isn’t it true that sometimes our focus gets too centered on the little problems and disappointments we have.  And let's admit that sometimes those small things end up overwhelming us and seem a lot bigger than they really are.  However when it comes to our salvation, that’s a really big deal.  We need to be careful of what we accept as true.  Jesus tells us to watch out for false prophets…. they may look good on the outside - but what kind of fruit are they producing? Is it good fruit - that enlightens your soul - or is it only fruit that has gone sour and full of worms? In other words, Jesus wants us to make sure that the advice and the words that we receive are true and Biblical - that they are properly applied in accordance with His Word.

Be careful of the packaging.  There are those who claim to teach the Bible, but really don’t. And God tells us you can recognize such people by what they teach. Is a church simply polishing up rotten apples in order to lure in people?  Don’t fall for fancy wrapping! Spit out that rotten fruit, understanding that even some who claim to be pastors and teachers will actually want you to eat what’s bad. They will wrap their rotten man-made teachings in sweet, buttery caramel and try to pass it off as the fruit of salvation.  “Just say the right prayer the right way and the right amount of times, then forgiveness is yours!”  Isn’t that nothing more than rotten fruit in pretty wrapping? Or, “Simply go to church on the right holidays and you’ll get to heaven.” A ravenous lie! Or, “God will give you wealth beyond your wildest dreams, if you decide to accept him as your personal Savior.” Be careful what you swallow! “If you really love Jesus, you’ll send this e-mail to 7 others, and God will bless you in a miraculous way.” Beware! 

Problem is….. it all seems so easy, so attractive. All you have to do is click your mouse button or rattle off some words and POOF! glory is yours. The packaging may seem attractive, but, in the end, it leads to devastation and ruin.  Don’t just look at the packaging. Test the contents. How does the fruit taste? Does your pastor proclaim God’s Word? Are you led to feed on the pure and precious message of the Gospel?  We need that message of our Savior who cared more for us than himself.  Jesus didn’t come in a glamorous, attractive packaging. He came in humility and submission; born of a virgin.  And he came to live, suffer, and die for you and me.  That’s what we truly need. We need the Gospel – the pure Word of God – untainted by human reason or ambition. 

Perhaps you’ve read on the packaging of a product the words, “Quality guaranteed.” So, what about those grapes that you buy and when you get home, wash them, and eat them…. They are sour.  Or the bread you quickly grab off the grocery store shelf and then notice, when you get home, that it’s moldy.  So, some would say that’s false advertising.  But in reality it wasn’t.  There was a certain “quality” guaranteed. The basic definition of the word “quality” is this: characteristic elements or features that make something what it is; basic nature or attributes. So yes, those grapes and that bread did meet a certain quality at one time….. but they went bad.

The same is true of false teachers.  There is a certain quality that a teacher in Christ should possess, namely, faith in Christ Jesus for salvation. A good teacher is one who believes that truth as proclaimed in the Bible. A good teacher believes the entire Bible is God’s Word, not just parts, and teaches it as such. A good teacher holds to, and proclaims, the promises of God not only to others but also for themselves. 

Unfortunately, there are those who possess the quality of a teacher but they teach and preach for wrong reasons. They hold on to different promises. More concerned about the packaging but give little regard to the content or quality. There are preachers who promise great things and can even do great things, but be careful! That doesn’t mean they’re good teachers. That doesn’t mean they love Christ first and foremost. Jesus tells us very clearly, “Many will say to me on that day, ‘Lord, Lord, did we not prophesy in your name, and in your name drive out demons and perform many miracles?’ Then I will tell them plainly, ‘I never knew you. Away from me, you evildoers!’” 

It’s hard for us to imagine someone being able to chase out demons and do miracles and yet being rejected by Christ. But Scripture is full of these examples. Take for example Judas. Judas chased out demons in his time. Jesus sent him out with the others to teach. The Bible also mentions Caiaphas, the high priest. He denied Jesus as the Savior; still he made a prediction concerning Jesus to be the Savior saying, “it is better for one to die for the whole nation.” Then there’s Balaam, a heathen soothsayer, who was given the words and ability to bless the Israelites, even though he wasn’t a believer! On the surface, these men appeared to be very godly with huge amounts of faith. But they were false teachers. They substituted faith in the Messiah for faith in themselves. They were basing their quality as teachers on their own promises and guarantees.  In pride they were the ones who wanted to be worshipped, not God. And their teaching proved it. Their fruit was rotten. 

So many people are fooled into trusting the empty promises of false teachers. We’re very impressed by these individuals. We’re impressed with outward success and man-made results. We’re impressed with power and prestige and the great things they promise. False teachers make empty promises, and lead people to believe those empty promises. False teachers lead people to trust in who they are and not in what Christ did. False teachers contradict God’s Word and fog up its clarity. They offer rotten fruit and lead people to eat such things. In the end they promote false, empty faith. 

Remember that faith in and of itself doesn’t save. It’s the content of one’s faith that saves. And that saving faith doesn’t find its quality – its sense of being – in the mere promises of human beings. After all, what happens when such promises aren’t kept? What happens if I don’t make millions of dollars, what happens if grandma isn’t healed, or I can’t speak in “heavenly tongues”, as promised? Empty promises promote empty faith. 

Be sure that your faith is different. Place your faith on every promise God has clearly revealed in his Word. That means you need to feed yourself on God’s Word. Study it. Learn it. Know what it says and also what it doesn’t say. Be sure that your faith finds its quality – its content – in the promises of Jesus Christ. 

Treasure a faith of such a quality that it clings to the true and certain promises of God revealed in his Word. That kind of a faith is strengthened by the quality of a teacher who boldly holds out those promises. Make sure you have a teacher who boldly and proudly and confidently says, “This is God’s Word. Period. End of discussion.” So, don’t accept any substitutes! Don’t base your salvation on anyone but Christ Jesus! And don’t listen to anyone who promises anything different! We know what the truth is.  That truth that, even in the most dark and challenging times we have, gives us joy and encouragement and motivation to follow Christ and to serve others in all we say and do.  Amen.
