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A 101 Lesson In False Teaching
By Steven Harper
In the religious realm, there are some men who
would have us believe they are speaking the
truths of God's Word but would be more
properly identified as the “false teachers” they
are. I know that is a 'label' that some individuals
do not like to hear, but it is a Scriptural one (cf.
II Peter 2:1). It seems the problem some have in
calling anyone a 'false
teacher' comes from an
apparent misunderstanding
about what makes one a 'false
teacher,' but it is rarely a
problem of identifying the
content of what he is
teaching. Right now, some
are arguing that we can only
know a 'false teacher' if we
know his motives, but if that
were true then we mere
humans could never identify
one as a 'false teacher' since
no man can know the motives
of another unless they reveal it themselves.
[And when is the last time you heard anyone
stand up and say, "Before I begin, I just want
everyone to know I have ulterior motives
behind the words I am about to say"?]
I believe honest men will admit that a “false
teacher” is not so hard to identify as some might

think, but that will not be the point of today's
study. Today, I would like us to consider some
of the tactics of those who are propagating
error. I believe this is an important study
because it seems many unbelievers and even
brethren are being led astray by some of the
tactics we will discuss today, and are apparently
unaware they have been
deceived or, more correctly,
duped. Some are unwittingly
helping foster and propagate
error, believing it to be truth!
The apostle Paul warned the
Corinthian brethren to forgive
and reaffirm their love for the
brother whom they had
chastened for wrongdoing, as
Paul himself had already
done, “lest Satan should take
advantage of us; for we are
not ignorant of his devices”
(II Corinthians 2:6-11).
Something as 'simple' as discipline can be used
by Satan to divided brethren unnecessarily and,
if that is true, how much more when he uses
false teaching to divide brethren unnecessarily?
We would do well to know how he and his
ministers operate so we can more easily
recognize them, expose them, and take

Device #1: Redirect attention to the one who
questions what is being taught. [This can be
done in several ways.] If the false teacher's
doctrine is being questioned, he might say,
"You are only teaching the traditional teachings,
not Scripture," or [stated another way], "That's
church of Christ doctrine." He will call truth
[Bible teachings and Bible passages quoted
verbatim] "tradition" to try to get people to
believe it is of human invention and does not
come from God, diverting attention away from
the fact his teaching is without Scriptural basis.
This is a common fallacy of argument
[diversion] and provides an easy way out of
having to explain and defend one's own
teaching [get the audience to look at someone
else]. I have noted from my own experience that
this is a favorite tactic of those who teach errant
positions on marriage, divorce and remarriage.
I also find it very revealing that they only make
that accusation on this subject and not on any
other, such as baptism, stealing, or murder. I
can't recall anyone accusing another man of
teaching "the traditional position on murder"
but I have seen several men accused of teaching
"the traditional position on marriage, divorce,
and remarriage" [whatever that is]. Often, they
will not even give a straight answer or a defense
for what they are teaching — just accusations
about what others are teaching. That is no way
to find truth!
Another way attention may be diverted to the
questioner is by the false teacher impugning the
motives of the questioner and attacking his
character. This, too, is a fallacy of argument [ad
hominem] which diverts attention away from
the subject of dispute and prevents anyone from
reaching a reasoned understanding of truth.
Often, at the same time the false teacher is

impugning motives and calling names, he
complains about the questioner impugning his
motives [when only the doctrine he teaches is
mentioned] and calling him names [even when
it is his actual name]. To see brethren resort to
these strategies is an outright shame and should
be disgusting to true believers!
Device #2: Call the opposition 'extremists.' This
is a favorite tactic in political circles, and one
being used more frequently among brethren.
Why? Again, it is an easy way to divert
attention away from the subject of dispute or the
false teacher himself, and onto those
questioning the content, application, or
consequences of his teachings. If someone
disagrees with a teaching or practice and sound
reasons are given, those who teach the false
doctrines [knowing they cannot defend their
teaching or practice from Scripture] will simply
label the opposition as 'extremists' who are on
the outer fringes of sanity and reason. This was
used by brethren 40-60 years ago when they
tried to defend church-supported institutions
and I have found that some brethren today are
now using the same tactic when they seek to
defend privately-supported human institutions
that are doing the work of the local church. Why
can't we simply discuss the issue and leave the
name-calling out of it? That will never help
anyone to reach a sound and reasoned
conclusion! It is a source of division and bitter
feelings between brethren, though!
Device #3: ‘I'm still studying it.’ If I teach on
any subject, I would expect that some might
disagree with something I have taught. I might
even mistakenly teach error, though I do not
intend to do so or plan on it ever happening. But
if someone ever challenged me about what I
was teaching, I would imagine no one would be
satisfied with the response, "Well, I'm glad you

asked, but I'm not going to get into a discussion
on this subject because I'm still studying it."
Sadly, I have heard this very response on a
couple of occasions by men who had been
propagating error but who also did not want to
take responsibility for what they were teaching,
or didn't feel they owed anyone an explanation
about what they had taught; they simply wanted
to teach their errors and go about their merry
way, moving on and refusing to answer any
further questions. Friends and brethren, this is
nothing but a "cop out." It is deception, pure
and simple, because while they have been
"studying" for decades, they continue teaching
their doctrines the whole time as if they were
convicted it was truth. Only when they are
questioned do they suddenly feel unsure, and
then claim the high ground of "not wanting to
cause division." Meanwhile, the men who
question them are maligned as "divisive" for
simply trying to get a straight answer. For
shame!
Friends and brethren, the tactics we have
covered today are not new, and they will not go
away anytime soon. As often as truth is taught,
there will be someone to preach error right
alongside it, but the false teacher [God's label,
not mine] will always try to present himself in
a favorable light while simultaneously trying to
slander, malign, and impugn those who question
him. Elijah was called a “troubler of Israel” by
King Ahab — the real troublemaker (I Kings
18:17, 18); the Sanhedrin accused the apostles
of wrongly blaming them for the death of Jesus,
when they gladly welcomed it at the time (Acts
5:28; Matthew 27:25); and Paul and his cohorts
were accused of turning the world upside down
and rebelling against the Roman government by
envious and unbelieving Jews (Acts 17:5-7).
Please note that in all cases mentioned, the false

teachers and persecutors were not interested in
sitting down and having a rational discussion so
all could come to a reasoned conclusion and
discover the truth!
We should not be surprised at the tactics of false
teachers because Peter has revealed some of
their ways (II Peter 2). Our duty is to expose
them for what they are and keep standing for the
truth.
*** Via The North Charlottesville Beacon

Testing the Spirits
By David Posey
W hy would a person who was once
a faithful Christian suddenly begin
to embrace false doctrine? W hy
would he risk his eternal wellbeing on some teaching that is far
from what he had been taught in
the past without subjecting his new
found belief to careful scrutiny? W hy do some
people cling so tenaciously to certain teaching, while
rejecting, out of hand, good arguments against the
view?
Most of us have known brethren who sat under the
same teaching we did, and who still attend a church
of Christ, but have radically changed their views on
a variety of subjects. For example, I know men who
now embrace instrumental music, institutionalism,
the building and maintenance of "fellowship halls"
and social programs as part of the work of the
church. Some have gone even further and are
teaching that only the gospels count, that the letters
of the apostles are not authoritative (one preacher, in
a letter to me, called apostolic authority a "raggedly
old tradition"). Not one of them has contacted me to
try to change my view of these matters.
Exactly what leads men to make these kinds of
radical changes will always escape us because we
cannot read their hearts; we are limited to judging
their fruits (Mat. 7:16). No doubt, some people

embrace teaching for no better reason than that
someone they like taught it to them. Some teaching
is tenaciously held only because brother so and so
taught it, "and that’s good enough for me." W e all
need to check our doctrine against our motives and
make certain we have better reasons than that for our
faith. "Faith comes from hearing (the word of God),"
not the word of bro. whomever. Steadfastness is no
virtue when it is just parroting someone else’s
teaching.
W e are to be steadfast and immovable but not
stubborn and obstinate, though the difference may
not be always apparent. We should never totally shut
down our minds on a portion of the doctrine of
Christ. There are some non-negotiables, to be sure,
but why would we be afraid to re-study any subject?
Truth has nothing to fear.
But even worse (if possible), is the embracing of
teaching simply because it validates a chosen
lifestyle or moral decision. For example, a person
may want to drink "socially" (social schmocial:
"social drinking" is a stupid name for it; it’s drinking
alcoholic beverages, period), and therefore he’s
"decided" that the apostle Paul’s instructions to
Timothy to "take a little wine for the stomach’s sake"
applies to him. I find it sadly comical that some
people could barely tell you what the work of the
church is, but can quote verbatim 1 Tim. 5:23!
Rarely has such a person done much study on the
passage, but they like the sound of it and feel
"confirmed" in their life-style choice. Is that honest?
There are many, though, who honestly and sincerely
believe that the Bible teaches a doctrine just the way
they see it. They may sincerely believe that one is
saved by faith alone, or that having musical
instruments in the assembly is scriptural, or that
women should be able to preach, or that drinking
wine is fine, or that a guilty party in a divorce can
remarry, and so on . . .
Honesty and sincerity does not insulate us from
judgment, though. One sure test of a man’s sincerity
is this: is he willing to study the issue? John said:
"Beloved, do not believe every spirit, but test the

spirits to see whether they are from God; because
many false prophets have gone out into the world" (1
John 4:1). The word is powerful (Heb. 4:12) and if a
man will study any issue honestly, he will know the
truth. W hat bothers me are brethren who are
unwilling to speak up, content to discuss the issue
only with those with whom they agree or with those
whom they feel they can dominate. That is neither
sincere nor honest. It is only cowardly, and Jesus
puts cowards right up there with liars in the lake of
fire (Rev. 21:8). Paul predicted that the time would
come when people would not endure sound doctrine,
but would heap up for themselves teachers who
would "tickle their ears" (II Timothy 4:3). It is
disingenuous in the extreme to avoid all discussion of
an issue with those who you know disagree with you.
If an issue is important enough to a person that he is
willing to advise others on it (like the marriage
issue), or is causing them to change their view of
worship or the church (like the instrumental music
issue, institutionalism, and women’s roles in the
church), or causing serious life-style changes (like
modesty questions or drinking issues), then upon
what basis does that person refuse to discuss (or
debate, if necessary) the issue with one who is at
least as knowledgeable as he? W hat is he afraid of?
I can respect anyone who is willing to put his belief
to the test. But I have a very difficult time respecting
those who claim to "believe" but who then stand
aloof and will not subject that cherished conviction
to the scrutiny of others. It betrays an attitude either
of doubt about the belief or of unconcern about
others.
If we cannot discuss biblical issues as adults and
Christians and come to a clearer understanding of the
principles that God intends for us to learn, then isn’t
our confession a ruse? Let’s always be willing to
subject our precious opinions and doctrines to the
most severe scrutiny possible so that, before we say
"I believe" something, we are confident that we have
fully "tested the spirits to see whether they are from
God."
***
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