John 1:1
Matthew 7:16
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 is the preposition APO plus the ablative of means from the masculine plural article and noun KARPOS with the possessive genitive from the third person masculine plural personal use of the intensive pronoun AUTOS, meaning “by their fruits.”  Then we have the second person plural future deponent middle indicative from the verb EPIGINWSKW, which means “to know completely; to understand; to recognize.”


The future tense is a predictive future, which affirms what will take place.


The deponent middle voice is middle in form but active in meaning with the subject (the believer) producing the action.


The indicative mood is declarative for a simple statement of fact.

Next we have the accusative direct object from the third person masculine plural personal use of the intensive pronoun AUTOS, meaning “them” and referring to believers.

“By their fruits you will know them.”
 is the negative interrogative particle that expects a negative answer to a question.  It is translated “not…do they?”  Then we have the third person plural present active indicative from the verb SULLEGW, which means “to collect; to gather.”


The present tense is a customary present for what typically occurs.


The active voice indicates that false prophets produce the action.


The indicative mood is an interrogative indicative, which is used in questions that can be answered by providing factual information.

Next we have the preposition APO plus the ablative of separation from the feminine plural noun AKANTHA, meaning “from thorn-plants.”  This is followed by the accusative direct object from the feminine plural noun STAPHULĒ, which means “a bunch of ripe grapes.”

“They do not gather a bunch of ripe grapes from thorn-plants”
 is the coordinating conjunction Ē, meaning “or,” followed by the preposition APO plus the ablative of separation from the masculine plural noun TRIBOLOS, meaning “from thistles.”
  Finally, we have the accusative direct object from the neuter plural noun SUKON, meaning “figs.”

“or figs from thistles, do they?”
Mt 7:16 corrected translation
“By their fruits you will know them.  They do not gather a bunch of ripe grapes from thorn-plants or figs from thistles, do they?”
Explanation:
1.  “By their fruits you will know them.”

a.  The words “their” and “them” refer back to the false prophets of the previous verse.  The word “you” refers to those who have believed in Christ.  The word “know” means to recognize in this context.  It doesn’t refer to knowing someone as an acquaintance or friend, but recognizes who and what they really are as a person.  The Lord is explaining how believers can recognize false prophets for what they really are in spite of their disguise (sheep’s clothing).


b.  False prophets can be recognized by their fruits, that is, by what they do.  Do they love the Lord their God with all their heart, all their soul, and all their strength?  They say they do, but do they really?  Do they have unconditional love for others?  They say they do, but do they really?  Do they have virtue, honor, integrity and honesty toward others?  They say they do, but their sheep’s clothing betrays them.  Do they profess faith in Christ and act as ambassadors for Christ?  Do they evangelize others, seeking their salvation through faith alone in Christ alone or do they add human works to their gospel message?  Are they kind, thoughtful, and generous to those in need, or do they hang on to their money for dear life?  It is not what the false teachers say that necessarily proves that they are false teachers, but what they do.  Their teaching is part of what they do, and can betray them for what they really are.  But usually the proof is in what they do, not what they say.  It is easier to disguise their words than to disguise their actions.

2.  “They do not gather a bunch of ripe grapes from thorn-plants”

a.  The Lord continues with a rhetorical question, to which everyone in His audience already knows the answer, which is expected to be a ‘no’ answer.


b.  Thorn-plants do not produce ripe grapes.  Ripe grapes represent the divine good production of the Christian way of life.  The ripe grapes of the spiritual life are the fruit of the Spirit, mentioned in Gal 5:22-23a, “But the production of the Spirit is virtue-love, joy [sharing the happiness of God], harmony [with God], patience, integrity, goodness, doctrinal inculcation and application, humility, self-control.”


c.  The thorn-plants are the false prophets/teachers.  They are incapable of producing the production mentioned in Gal 5.  Just as thorn-plants cannot produce a bunch of ripe grapes, so the false prophets and teachers cannot produce the things of the Spirit of God.

3.  “or figs from thistles, do they?”

a.  The same principle applies to the production of figs from thistles.  Figs are produced by fig trees.  Thistles are produced on bushes.  A thistle is a wild plant with sharp points on the leaves and, typically, purple flowers.  It is the national plant of Scotland.
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b.  The question expects a negative answer.  Figs don’t come from thistle plants.  The fig represents something good to eat, just as the word of God taught accurately is good for the soul.  The thistle plant offers nothing good to eat, just as the false doctrine of the false prophets offers nothing good for the soul.

4.  Commentators’ comments.


a.  “Everything in nature reproduces after its kind, and this is also true in the spiritual realm.”


b.  “How can one determine the character of false teachers? He need only look at the fruit they produce.  Grapes and figs do not grow on thorn-bushes or thistles.”


c.  “The test consistently prescribed by Scripture to determine a false prophet is to identify him by his fruits. Jesus had just completed a long delineation of what fruits to expect in the true believer’s life, fruits which evidence the changed life; thus they are not consistently able to counterfeit.  All false prophets will transgress the standards of the true believer in one or more of the following three respects: a) their work will seek to glorify themselves, and not God (5:16); b) they will be materialistic (6:19); c) their moral lives will not be pure (5:27–32).”


d.  “The plausibility of this false teaching demands that some test be found.  Here Jesus sets out not a doctrinal but an ethical test: You will know them by their fruits.  The fruits are not specified, but the idea is clearly that profession must be tested by practice.  The image relates specifically to false prophets, but the principle would apply equally to any Christian profession.  Profession is easy, and even Christian behavior may be counterfeited, but what a man really is will inevitably show itself by the way he lives.”


e.  “Verse 16 suggests that outward behavior may [how about ‘does’] enable one to distinguish between true and false Christians.”


f.  “How can the followers of Jesus recognize such people?  From their fruits; their fruits will in the end betray them.  The word ‘fruit’ refers in the first instance to the edible product of certain trees, but it is also used figuratively of a variety of produce.  Here the thought is that it is not the outward appearance that is important (wolves may be dressed up to look like sheep), but the things the false prophets do, the produce of their manner of thought and life.  If the disciples take note of what these false prophets do and refuse to be charmed by their false words, they will recognize them for what they are.  We should probably understand their teaching also as part of their fruits; for their teaching proceeds from what they are and it is by our words that we will be condemned or justified on Judgment Day (Mt 12:37).  Jesus illustrates from plant life.  He asks whether people get grapes from thorn-bushes, useful fruit from plants that are notable only for their thorns.  So with figs and thistles.  To people who lived closer to the soil than the citizens of huge modern cities the illustrations would come with powerful force.”


g.  “Commentators are divided in their opinions as to what Jesus means by ‘the fruits’ of the false prophets.  Some say, their doctrines; others, their works; still others, doctrine and works combined.  The answer is found in Isa 8:20; 1 Jn 4:1; Heb 13:9; 2 Jn 9, 11; Mt 15:9; Tit 1:9-12: the fruits of the prophet are the doctrines he teaches.  The fact that his own personal works are not the criterion by which we can without fail judge him is established by Mt 24:24 (‘great signs and wonders’); Mt 23:1-3 (we are to observe what the scribes and Pharisees bid us do, not what they themselves do).  Every prophet appeals to the Scriptures.  That is what makes him a prophet.  Every prophet, therefore, is judged as to his doctrines by the word to which he himself is constrained to appeal.  Every man who presents false doctrines is to that extent a briar and a thistle.”
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