
“You Will Know Them by Their Fruits” 
(Matthew 7:16-20)   

 

 

 

I.  Introduction.   

A.  Orientation.   

1.  Edwards has been showing us that saving grace will issue in a transformed life:   

a.  Every change it effects within our hearts tends to change the way we live.   

(i)  Because of its source – the Holy Spirit – He works His nature in us, a holy nature 

that loves everything that is good and right, and He leads us in holiness.   

(ii)  Because of its object – saving grace gives us a love for God, so that we want to 

do only those things that please Him.   

(iii)  Because of the conviction it gives us of the reality of the invisible things of the 

Lord – we will take them seriously.   

(iv)  Because it humbles us – breaking the very thing in us that made us refuse to 

obey the Lord in the first place.   

(v)  Because of the tenderness of Spirit it produces – giving us a hunger for holiness 

and grieving us every time we fail to achieve it.   

(vi)  And because it produces a spirit of self-denial – the things we’ll deny are the 

things we shouldn’t be doing in the first place to do what we should.   

(vii)  All these changes are the fertilizer that feed the root of holiness the Lord plants 

in our hearts so that we will grow in holiness.   

 

b.  And this shouldn’t surprise us since this is the reason the Lord gave us this grace in 

the first; it’s the goal of the new creation:   

(i)  “For the love of Christ controls us, having concluded this, that one died for all, 

therefore all died; and He died for all, so that they who live might no longer live 

for themselves, but for Him who died and rose again on their behalf” (2 Cor. 

5:14-15).   

(ii)  Sin made us self-centered, but God’s grace makes us God-centered.   

 

2.  Without this saving grace immediately imparted to our souls by the Holy Spirit, it 

would be impossible for us to obey God’s commandments universally, zealously and 

perseveringly, since to do this, we must want to do it.   

(i)  If our nature isn’t transformed by the Spirit, if all we have is our old nature or 

flesh, then we will eventually fall back into our old pattern of living as soon as 

what is influencing us towards Christ is gone – as a pig that is washed returns to 

wallowing in the mire as soon as it is allowed.   

(ii)  But if our nature is changed, then we will continue to push towards what we love 

most – holiness – no matter what gets in our way – because we are motivated 

from within, just as a dove who muddies her wing will clean herself again, since 

that is her nature.   

 

B.  Preview.   

1.  This evening, Edwards will show us one more thing that is true about works:   

a.  It’s not only one of the strongest evidences to us that we are saved, since it shows us 

the true nature of our hearts – whether we really love God or not.   
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b.  It’s also the strongest evidence we can present to others to convince them that we’re 

Christians.   

c.  Jesus said, “By this all men will know that you are My disciples, if you have love for 

one another” (John 13:35).   

 

2.  Tonight, let’s consider:   

a.  That the Scripture clearly teaches that our good works are the best evidence to others 

that we’re genuine believers.   

b.  That reason also teaches us the same thing.   

c.  Finally, some important clarifications.   

 

II.  Sermon.   

A.  First, let’s consider that Scripture plainly teaches that our good works are the best 

evidence to others that we’re genuine believers.   

1.  Jesus tells us in our text, “You will know them by their fruits” (v. 16).   

a.  It’s the same way with us as it is with trees:  In the same way a good tree may be 

known by the good fruit it bears, and a bad tree may be known by the bad fruit it 

bears, so also everyone will know what kind of a person you are by the fruits of your 

life.   

b.  He says again to the Pharisees in Matthew 12, “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” (v. 

33).   

c.  The things you do are the best indicator of what you are.   

d.  Again, Jesus says in Matthew 5:16, “Let your light shine before men in such a way 

that they may see your good works, and glorify your Father who is in heaven.”   

e.  It is as your Christ-likeness shines through your life in the things you do that others 

will know you are of God and give Him glory.   

 

2.  The author to the Hebrews pointed to the works of those to whom he wrote to draw the 

conclusion that they were converted:   

a.  In contrasting them with those who are unconverted, he wrote, “But, beloved, we are 

convinced of better things concerning you, and things that accompany salvation, 

though we are speaking in this way.  For God is not unjust so as to forget your work 

and the love which you have shown toward His name, in having ministered and in 

still ministering to the saints.  And we desire that each one of you show the same 

diligence so as to realize the full assurance of hope until the end, so that you will not 

be sluggish, but imitators of those who through faith and patience inherit the 

promises” (Heb. 6:9-12).   

b.  This was not only the evidence to him of their sincerity, but the evidence from which 

they should draw the conclusion they were saved:  that they imitated “those who 

through faith and patience inherit the promises.”   

 

3.  John commended Gaius in his third letter for doing what was right and indicates that 

this was the grounds upon which he believed him to be his child.   

a.  “For I was very glad when brethren came and testified to your truth, that is, how you 

are walking in truth.  I have no greater joy than this, to hear of my children walking 

in the truth.  Beloved, you are acting faithfully in whatever you accomplish for the 

brethren, and especially when they are strangers; and they have testified to your love 
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before the church. You will do well to send them on their way in a manner worthy of 

God” (3 John 1:3-6).   

b.  He also gave Gaius the same rule by which to evaluate others:  “I wrote something to 

the church; but Diotrephes, who loves to be first among them, does not accept what 

we say.  For this reason, if I come, I will call attention to his deeds which he does, 

unjustly accusing us with wicked words; and not satisfied with this, he himself does 

not receive the brethren, either, and he forbids those who desire to do so and puts 

them out of the church.  Beloved, do not imitate what is evil, but what is good.  The 

one who does good is of God; the one who does evil has not seen God.  Demetrius 

has received a good testimony from everyone, and from the truth itself; and we add 

our testimony, and you know that our testimony is true” (vv. 9-12).   

 

4.  There are really only two ways we can reveal to others that we have faith.   

a.  We can say we have faith.   

(i)  But should this be enough to convince others?   

(a)  We may be mistaken.   

(b)  Or we could be lying.   

 

(ii)  James didn’t believe it was enough, “What use is it, my brethren, if someone 

says he has faith but he has no works?  Can that faith save him?” (James 2:14).  

The implied answer is no.   

 

b.  The other way is by showing we have faith through our works:   

(i)  “But someone may well say, ‘You have faith and I have works; show me your 

faith without the works, and I will show you my faith by my works” (v. 18).   

(ii)  James apparently preferred this second way of determining whether one has 

genuine faith, and so should we.   

(iii)  This is why the Session, in examining you for membership, inquired into your 

lives, as well as your profession:  is your life consistent with your profession of 

godliness?   

(iv)  The fruits we bear reveal the kind of tree we are.   

 

B.  Second, let’s consider that reason also teaches us that our good works are the best 

evidence to others that we’re truly saved:  What we do is a more faithful interpreter of our 

hearts than our words.   

1.  “The common sense of all mankind, through all ages and nations, teaches them to judge 

of men’s hearts chiefly by their practice, in other matters:  as, whether a man be a loyal 

subject, a true lover, a dutiful child, or a faithful servant.  If a man professes a great deal 

of love and friendship to another, reason teaches all men, that such a profession is not so 

great an evidence of his being a real and hearty friend, as his appearing a friend in 

deeds; being faithful and constant to his friend, in prosperity and adversity, ready to lay 

out himself, and deny himself, and suffer in his personal interest, to do him a kindness.  

A wise man will trust to such evidences of the sincerity of friendship, further than a 

thousand earnest professions and solemn declarations, and most affectionate 

expressions of friendship in words.”    

2.  Jesus said, “He who has My commandments and keeps them is the one who loves Me” 

(John 14:21).   
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a.  When we see someone trying very hard to follow Christ, who puts out a great deal of 

effort, who denies himself to promote Christ’s honor and kingdom, this is better 

evidence that he loves Christ than anything he might say to prove that he does.   

b.  “Christian practice is a costly laborious thing.  The self-denial that is required of 

Christians, the narrowness of the way that leads to life, does not consist in words, but 

in practice.  Hypocrites may much more easily be brought to talk like saints than to 

act like saints.”   

 

C.  Finally, let’s consider some very important clarifications:   

1.  Works are the strongest evidence that we are genuine believers, but that doesn’t mean 

that it doesn’t matter whether or not we profess the truth.  Our profession must come 

first.   

a.  John wrote to those who believed in the name of the Son of God that they might 

know they have eternal life (1 John 5:13).   

b.  When Jesus said that we would know who the sheep and the wolves were by their 

fruits, He meant among those who professed the true faith:  “Beware of the false 

prophets, who come to you in sheep’s clothing, but inwardly are ravenous wolves” 

(Matt. 7:15).   

c.  The same is true of James and John when they said that faith must be seen by its fruit 

(James 2:18; 3 John):  they were assuming those in question were professing faith in 

Christ.   

d.  If someone said he wasn’t a believer, that he didn’t believe Jesus was the Son of God 

or that He was sent by God, it wouldn’t matter whether his practice was good or not, 

he couldn’t be a believer.   

e.  The rule of good works applies only to professing Christians – to those who profess 

to believe the things which are essential to the Christian faith, such as the Trinity, the 

two natures of Christ, the Virgin Birth, the atoning death of Christ, His burial, 

resurrection and ascension, our guilt in Adam, faith and repentance, justification by 

grace alone through faith alone, the forsaking of all things and loving Christ above 

all, and perseverance to the end no matter what we must face.   

f.  We don’t need to understand and profess absolutely everything the Bible teaches, but 

we must profess the essentials and everything we believe the Bible teaches.   

g.  And then by our fruits they will know whether we genuinely believe what we profess 

to be true or not.   

 

2.  We must not only know and profess the truth, we must do so sincerely.   

a.  We must sincerely believe the truth and have experienced in our own lives.   

(i)  We must not only know Jesus is the Son of God, we must believe it.   

(ii)  We must not only know that Jesus should be loved and trusted with all the heart, 

we must love and trust Him.   

(iii)  We must not only know we are sinners, guilty before God, and in need of a 

Savior, we must turn from our sins and trust in Christ to save us.   

(iv)  “Again, if any profess, in a dependence on God’s promises of a future eternal 

enjoyment of him in heaven, to renounce all the enjoyments of this vain world, 

selling all for this great treasure and future inheritance, and to comply with every 

command of God, even the most difficult and self-denying, and devote their 

whole lives to God’s service; what is it but a declaration of so much experience?”   
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(v)  We must profess that we have tasted of the goodness of God and are willing to 

part with everything to follow Christ.   

 

b.  We also need to understand what kind of evidence/good works is the greatest 

evidence to others.   

(i)  It’s not simply that you are not guilty of having done something wrong, 

something God forbids that can tarnish your record.   

(ii)  This isn’t what Jesus had in mind when He said your light must shine before 

men, or what the author to the Hebrews meant when he spoke of the labor of love 

the Hebrews showed towards Christ’s name (6:9-10).   

(iii)  It’s not merely the lack of negative evidence, but also the presence of positive 

evidence:  Maybe you’re not doing anything inconsistent with a profession of 

godliness, but you may not be doing anything that is consistent with it either.   

(iv)  If you are a true believer, you will have positive evidence that your life is 

devoted to God.   

(a)  Consider what Jesus teaches in the Sermon on the Mount, or what Paul 

teaches in Romans 12, and many other places of Scripture.   

(b)  Obedience to all of the Ten Commandments, doing your duty to God, loving 

your neighbor as yourself both materially and spiritually, to those who return 

your love as well as your enemies, putting your sins to death, seeking to be 

humble, controlling your tongue, walking as Christians everywhere and at all 

times, both in worship and in your homes, on the Sabbath and everyday, in 

your work and with your families, being willing to deny yourself and suffer for 

Christ and His truth no matter what you must face.   

(c)  When these things are in your life, they are evidences to others that you are a 

true believer.   

 

(v)  Remember too that these things will vary in strength:  “There is doubtless a great 

variety in the degrees of evidence that professors exhibit of their sincerity, in their 

life and practice; as there is a variety in the fairness and clearness of accounts 

persons give of the manner and method of their experiences:  but undoubtedly 

such a manifestation as has been described, of a christian spirit in practice, is 

vastly beyond the fairest and brightest story of particular steps and passages of 

experience, that ever was told.  And in general, a manifestation of the sincerity of 

a christian profession in practice, is far better than a relation of experiences.”   

 

3.  Finally, we need to remember that these are not infallible evidences of grace.   

a.  We can never know with absolute certainty the condition of another person’s soul 

because we can’t see their heart and know why they do what they do, and we don’t 

see everything that they do.   

b.  They are, however, the best evidence that we can have, and when we see them in 

those who profess the true faith, then we are obligated to receive, embrace and love 

them as brethren.   

c.  Tonight, consider what your life tells others about your faith.  Amen.   


