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I. Be holy in all your behavior just as God is holy
A. II Peter 2:1-22 . . . But false prophets also arose among the people, just

as there will also be false teachers among you, who will secretly
introduce destructive heresies, even denying the Master who bought
them, bringing swift destruction upon themselves. [2] Many will follow
their sensuality, and because of them the way of the truth will be
maligned; [3] and in their greed they will exploit you with false words;
their judgment from long ago is not idle, and their destruction is not
asleep. [4] For if God did not spare angels when they sinned, but cast
them into hell and committed them to pits of darkness, reserved for
judgment; [5] and did not spare the ancient world, but preserved Noah,
a preacher of righteousness, with seven others, when He brought a flood
upon the world of the ungodly; [6] and if He condemned the cities of
Sodom and Gomorrah to destruction by reducing them to ashes, having
made them an example to those who would live ungodly lives thereafter;
[7] and if He rescued righteous Lot, oppressed by the sensual conduct
of unprincipled men [8] (for by what he saw and heard that righteous
man, while living among them, felt his righteous soul tormented day
after day by their lawless deeds), [9] then the Lord knows how to rescue
the godly from temptation, and to keep the unrighteous under
punishment for the day of judgment, [10] and especially those who
indulge the flesh in its corrupt desires and despise authority. Daring,
self-willed, they do not tremble when they revile angelic majesties,
[11] whereas angels who are greater in might and power do not bring a
reviling judgment against them before the Lord. [12] But these, like
unreasoning animals, born as creatures of instinct to be captured and
killed, reviling where they have no knowledge, will in the destruction
of those creatures also be destroyed, [13] suffering wrong as the wages
of doing wrong. They count it a pleasure to revel in the daytime. They
are stains and blemishes, reveling in their deceptions, as they carouse
with you, [14] having eyes full of adultery that never cease from sin,
enticing unstable souls, having a heart trained in greed, accursed
children; [15] forsaking the right way, they have gone astray, having
followed the way of Balaam, the son of Beor, who loved the wages of
unrighteousness; [16] but he received a rebuke for his own
transgression, for a mute donkey, speaking with a voice of a man,



restrained the madness of the prophet. [17] These are springs without
water and mists driven by a storm, for whom the black darkness has
been reserved. [18] For speaking out arrogant words of vanity they
entice by fleshly desires, by sensuality, those who barely escape from
the ones who live in error, [19] promising them freedom while they
themselves are slaves of corruption; for by what a man is overcome, by
this he is enslaved. [20] For if, after they have escaped the defilements
of the world by the knowledge of the Lord and Savior Jesus Christ, they
are again entangled in them and are overcome, the last state has
become worse for them than the first. [21] For it would be better for
them not to have known the way of righteousness, than having known
it, to turn away from the holy commandment handed on to them. [22] It
has happened to them according to the true proverb, "A dog returns to
its own vomit," and, "A sow, after washing, returns to wallowing in the
mire." 

B. Pray

II. The identifying marks of false teachers in the church
A. To begin our examination of the identifying marks of false teachers, I

want to give you two statements that summarize all the identifying
marks of false teachers and their teaching. 
1. First, false teachers are false teachers, not just because of their

message, but also because of their ungodly character – which makes
them just bad as their message. Jesus warned us about this in
Matthew 7:15 . . . Beware of the false prophets, who come to you
in sheep's clothing, but inwardly are ravenous wolves. 

2. Second, one common denominator among false teachers is their
emphasis on Christian freedom in relation to one or more specific
areas of Christian living. The problem with this is that it is an
exaggerated emphasis which trivializes God’s mandate to live a holy
life. Peter countered this exaggerated emphasis when he said: “Act
as free men, and do not use your freedom as a covering for evil, but
use it as bondslaves of God” (I Peter 2:16). 

B. (vs 1) False teachers secretly introduce destructive heresies, even
denying the Master who bought them. 
1. Like all con artists who are good at their trade, false teachers are

secretive about their true intentions, and they hide any behaviors
or activities which might turn any of their followers against them. 



a. It seems to me that the original false teacher was the serpent
in the Garden of Eden. The Bible says he was more crafty than
any other beast of the field (Genesis 3:1), and it was through
his craftiness that he talked Eve into eating the forbidden fruit. 

b. The point here is that false teachers hide enough of what they
are up to that the immature or careless Christian misses the
underlying lies because they have been taken in by what
appears to them to be a reasonably good Christian presentation.

c. Now there is no question but that the false teacher’s teachings
are spiritually destructive for the individual Christian, but they
also are destructive on a church wide basis because they often
cause dissension, disunity, and division within the church. 

2. Peter goes on to say that false teachers deny the Master who bought
them. He does not at all mean that they publicly state they no
longer believe in Jesus Christ as the son of God or as their Savior
and Lord. If false teachers were that open and honest, they would
lose most of their followers. 
a. False teachers deny the Lord Jesus in more subtle ways, that is,

by their ungodly living and their spiritually sounding, yet mis-
leading teaching. 

b. Jude affirms this in Jude 4 . . . “For certain persons have crept
in unnoticed . . . ungodly persons who turn the grace of our God
into licentiousness (unrestrained indulgence in sensual
pleasures) and [in so doing] deny our only Master and Lord,
Jesus Christ.” 

c. Paul adds his affirmation of this in Titus 1:16 . . . They profess
to know God, but by their deeds they deny Him. 

3. Therefore, Peter’s first two identifying marks of false teachers are
their secretiveness concerning their true intentions and the denial
of the Lord Jesus through their practice of unholy behavior and
their emphasis on a form of Christian freedom that treats holiness
of life as optional. 

C. (vs 2,3,10,14) False teachers are greedy, and they indulge their flesh in
corrupt desires. 
1. In verses 2-3, Peter puts sensuality (licentiousness) and greed in

close proximity. In verse 14, he puts them side-by-side. Jesus and
Paul also make a connection between greed and immorality. 

2. For example, Jesus puts adultery and deeds of coveting side-by-side
in Mark 7:21-22. In Colossians 3:5, Paul said: “Therefore consider



the members of your earthly body as dead to immorality, impurity,
passion, evil desire, and greed, which amounts to idolatry.” And in
Ephesians 5:3, Paul says, “But immorality or any impurity or
greed must not even be named among you, as is proper among
saints.” 

3. The point I am making is that God’s word presents what appears to
be a common correlation between greed and immorality. Where you
find one, you are likely to find the other. 
a. This should not surprise us, because we see from an overview

of scripture that money or wealth and immorality are the two
most common competitors to God and godly living. 

b. And besides that, both money and immorality are very reliable
self-pleasing pursuits and activities, because what they promise
they most often deliver. However, never forget that along with
their fulfilled promises comes forms of corruption and death. 

4. Now greed is often easiest to see, mostly because those involved in
the Christian religion usually go to great lengths to hide their
immorality, since the consequences of getting caught can be costly. 

5. Therefore, when you observe a church leader, preacher, or teacher
showing obvious signs of greed, there is a strong likelihood he is
involved in various forms of immorality. 

6. And again, these are two more identifying marks of false teachers. 

D. (vs 3) False teachers exploit their hearers with false words. 
1. This identifying mark indicates that the false teachers are not

naive and they are not good intentioned. They have a plan, and
their plan includes exploiting or taking advantage of their followers
for their own personal gain. 

2. Now, to exploit anyone like this requires some degree of intentional
deceptiveness, and a twisting and mixing of scriptures to make the
scriptures say what the false teacher needs them to say in order to
get his followers to give him what he wants. Therefore, another
identifying mark of false teachers is their misuse of scripture to
gain whatever advantage they are seeking from their followers. 

3. Now without question, selfishly using others for personal gain is
obviously selfish and therefore horribly wrong. And we know God
will discipline and punish those who do such evil. But consider how
God feels when someone uses His name, His scriptures, and a
leadership role in His church to exploit His people, and in so doing,
lead them away from Him and His truth. 



E. (vs 10) False teachers despise authority. In addition, they are daring
and self-willed – to such an extent that they do not fear reviling angelic
majesties – 
1. Here again, God presents a common correlation between two

behavior patters – scorn for authority and self-rule. And I suspect
we all can easily see the correlation between these to evils. 

2. To despise authority is to have such a low opinion of authority that
you look down on the authority with contempt and scorn. 

3. When you add daring, or fearless, and self-willed to contempt and
scorn for authority, you have a foolishly fearless self-ruled false
teacher who neither has nor shows respect for those in authority –
and given the context, this starts with church leadership. 

4. And just how foolish is such a person? Foolish enough to go so far as
to ignore the serious risks involved in heaping scorn and threats on
those in exalted leadership positions. As Peter reminds us, not even
the angels dared to come before God and bring a reviling judgment
against another angel or against a human being because of the risks
involved in doing something so bold. 

5. The point here is that when you see someone who has little or no
respect for authority, you also find someone who is self-willed and
often fearless in his criticism and rejection of those in authority.
Such are the identifying marks of false teachers. 

F. (vs 13) There are certain ungodly, selfish, and self-pleasing beliefs and
practices that false teachers openly participate in and promote among
their followers by teaching that these beliefs and practices are right,
good, sensible, and even pleasing to God. 
1. For example, there are not only prosperity preachers, there are

churches built around the prosperity gospel. 
2. There are not only pastors who teach that women are subservient

to men, and especially the wife to her husband, there are churches
where the majority of men strongly support this message while
falling far short of loving their wives as Christ loves the church. 

3. There are not only ministers who proclaim an inclusive gospel that
promotes tolerance of those who knowingly practice sin, there are
churches filled with followers who cling to and zealously defend this
message of tolerance. 

4. In my opinion, we can add to these examples the free grace
movement, some of what is presented as praise and worship, and
the rise of so-called “Christian entertainment.” 



a. Ask yourself: “To what part of my being are these things
intended to appeal? My love for God, holiness of life, purity of
heart, denial of self, or my self-interest, self-glory, self-pleasure,
self-esteem or pride, and my hope for personal gain? 

b. The point here is that though false teachers hide some of their
more shameful ways, they still teach their followers to
participate in those ungodly ways that are deemed acceptable. 

5. Do not be deceived, church leaders do what they do with purpose,
and their purpose is not always godly or glorifying to God. Nor is
their purpose always for the good of the people. Sometimes their
purpose is driven by such things as pride, the longing to look
successful so as to be highly esteemed by others, and a zeal for
power and desire for wealth.

6. And it is these identifying marks that make false teachers stains
and blemishes within the Body of Christ. Or in other words, it is
these marks that disgrace and discredit or in some other way make
the true Christians and the true church look bad to the unbelieving
world. And as we well know, a stain on our clothing or a blemish on
our skin is something to remove, not flaunt. 

G. (vs 15-16) False teachers have forsaken the right way, having gone
astray by following the way of Balaam. 
1. God, speaking through Isaiah said it this way: “The dogs are greedy,

they are not satisfied. They are shepherds who have no
understanding; they have all turned to their own way, each one to
his unjust gain, to the last one” (Isaiah 56:11). 

2. And again, God speaking through Micah said: “Her leaders
pronounce judgment for a bribe, her priests instruct for a price, and
her prophets divine for money. Yet they lean on the LORD (use
God’s name to add credibility to their position and teachings) saying,
‘Is not the LORD in our midst? Calamity will not come upon us’ ”
(Micah 3:11). 

3. So what does it mean to go astray by following the way of Balaam?
a. Balaam wanted riches more than he wanted a godly life and

more than using his prophetic gift to only do God’s will. 
b. And because Balaam longed for riches, he was not just willing,

but eager to use his prophetic gift to sell out God’s people for
the promise of great riches. Therefore, Balaam has become the
ultimate example of the greedy false teacher. 



4. And so Peter is telling us here that one of the identifying marks of
a false teacher is a driving hunger for personal gain – be it financial
or fame or power and control. And this driving hunger is so strong
that it easily overrides the teacher’s knowledge of right and wrong
so that he willingly uses his spiritual gift(s) to sell out God’s people
in order to get whatever it is he longs for, just like Balaam. 

III. Concluding Thoughts
A. To summarize these identifying marks of false teachers, there is

(1) deliberate but secretive deception, (2) a life and message that deny
Jesus Christ, (3) greed and immorality, (4) exploitation of the followers,
(5) disrespect for authority linked with self-will and self-rule,
(6) gathering followers who openly live like the false teacher openly
lives, and (7) a longing for self-aggrandizement that compels them to
use their spiritual gifts to sell out God’s people in order to get what they
seek. 

B. The three common denominators of these identifying marks are pride
and selfishness in the teacher, and a message that appeals to your
selfish, fleshly, and sinful desires – even though the message sounds
spiritual and is preached in the name of God.  

C. For the immature Christian, false teaching and false teachers are not
easily spotted. Therefore, the more mature Christians bear a greater
responsibility to be on the lookout for false teaching and false teachers
with the goal of protecting the church from being led astray. 
1. And though there is no need to mention this to mature Christians,

I want to remind all of us that standing against false teaching and
false teachers is to be done with the utmost honesty and with the
utmost humility. 

2. May we listen carefully and examine thoughtfully the teachings
that come our way. May we learn to see past the outward show of
the teacher in order to examine his character, for this too gives us
a clue as to the authenticity of his message. And may we pray often
for our teachers, and for the wisdom of God to discern the true
nature of his teachings. 


