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BEWARE OF FALSE TEACHERS – PART 3 

“A Sad Portrait of False Teachers” 

2 Peter 2:10-22 

 

“A key to how well you understand other religious faiths and cults is how well 

you understand you own.”  –Fritz Ridenour, “So What’s The Difference” 

 

5 Important Background Information for the Book of 2 Peter: 

1. The author of the book of 2 Peter is the APOSTLE PETER, the head and lead 

spokesman for Jesus’ twelve disciples -  The New Testament had four different names for 

Peter: Simeon (the Hebrew for Peter’s original name, Acts 15:14, 2 Peter 1:1), Simon (the 

Greek name for Simeon applied 49 times in the New Testament), Cephas (a Greek 

transliteration of the Aramaic word for rock [ יָפא  ,(Κηφᾶς ]; this is used to play off of πέτρᾳ כֵּ

Peter (Πέτρος) the leader and spokesman for the early disciples. This is how he is addressed 

in the greeting emphasizing his authority to speak. The early New Testament Church almost 

exclusively regarded Peter as the author of the letter. And of course there is the internal 

evidence supporting Peter’s authorship, the letter claims to be from “Peter, an apostle of 

Jesus Christ” (1 Peter 1:1), the writer claims to be the readers “fellow elder and witness of 

the sufferings of Christ and a partaker also of the glory that is to be revealed” (1 Peter 5:1), 

the writer identifies “Silas” (Silvanus) as one who helped him to write the letter ( 1 Peter 

5:12; see also Acts 15:22 and 1 Thessalonians 1:1), the writer also sends greetings from Mark 

(1 Peter 5:13; see Acts 12:12).  

2. The book of 2 Peter (like Paul’s letter to the Galatians) is actually a LETTER, meant to 

be circulated to multiple early New Testament churches and believers - Peter is a letter 

written in normal epistle form and style. The rhetorical and didactic nature of the letter may 

mean that it was intended to be read aloud to the congregations. It is best to see this letter as a 

circular type of letter much like Peter’s first letter in its present form which was directed to 

all the churches in the areas mentioned in northern Asia minor in 1 Peter.  
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3. The recipient of Peter’s second letter were the same recipients of Peter’s earlier letter (1 

Peter), a group of mostly GENTILE  BELIEVERS/CHRISTIANS who were now living 

throughout the five Roman provinces of Asia Minor – This area would be what is today, 

Turkey.  Peter says nothing directly in the salutation to specifically name the recipients of 

this letter.  But according to 2 Peter 3:1-2, “Beloved, I now write to you this second epistle 

(in both of which I stir up your pure minds by way of reminder), 2 that you may be mindful of 

the words which were spoken before by the holy prophets, and of the commandment of [a]us, 

the apostles of the Lord and Savior…”  Peter was writing another epistle to the same people 

to whom he wrote 1 Peter.  In his first letter, he spelled out that he was writing “to the 

pilgrims of the Dispersion in Pontus, Galatia, Cappadocia, Asia, and Bithynia” (1 Peter 1:1).  

These provinces were located in an area of Asia Minor, which is modern Turkey.  The 

Christians to whom Peter wrote were mostly Gentiles.  

4. 2 Peter is believed to have been written around AD 67-68, just before Peter death – 

Tradition holds that both Paul and Peter were victims of persecution under Nero at Rome 

after the disastrous fire in the city of Rome on July 19 of AD 64. Peter’s first letter (1 Peter) 

was written just after the burning of Rome as persecution broke out against Christians and 

they were literally scattered across the New Testament world, particularly into the area of 

Asia Minor.  2 Peter was written sometime later toward the end of Peter’s life as he himself 

faced persecution and martyrdom at the hands of Nero. Consensus is that Peter wrote this 

second letter from prison in Rome, where he was facing imminent death.  Nero died in AD 

68, and tradition says that Peter died by crucifixion (upside down) prior to Nero’s death. That 

would put the writing of the letter sometime in AD 67-68 just before his death. 

5. The purpose of 2 Peter was to warn these first century Christians of FALSE 

TEACHERS who had infiltrated church in the area of Asia Minor - Unlike his first 

letter, written to encourage Christians being persecuted and scatter under Nero’s brutal and 

tyrannical rule, 2 Peter was written to warn again and alert these vulnerable believers to the 

dangers of false religions and false professors that could undermine their own faith and 

sabotage the early church already reeling from these terrible times of persecution. Since the 

time of the writing and sending of his first letter, Peter had become increasingly concerned 

about false teachers who were infiltrating the churches in Asia Mino.  Though these false 

teachers had already caused trouble, Peter expected that their heretical doctrines and immoral 

life-styles would result in more damage in the future.  Thus Peter, in an almost last will and 

testament, wrote to warn the beloved believers in Christ about the doctrinal dangers they 

were facing.   

 

Second Peter was written for the purpose of exposing, thwarting, and defeating the invasion of 

false teachers into the church. Peter intended to instruct Christians in how to defend themselves 

against these false teachers and their deceptive lies. Dr. John MacArthur calls 2 Peter, “… the 

most graphic and penetrating exposé of false teachers in Scripture, comparable only to Jude.” 

The description of the false teachers is somewhat generic. Peter does not identify some specific 

false religion, cult, or system of teaching. If anybody it the early church knew the importance of 

being alert, it had to be the Apostle Peter. Remember he had a tendency in his early years to feel 

overconfident when danger was near and to overlook the Master’s warnings. 

 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=2+Peter+3&version=NKJV#fen-NKJV-30525a
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2 Peter is particularly helpful and relevant for Christians and believers today in understanding 

not only how to recognize false teaching, but also in understanding why false teaching is so 

dangerous and how we may guard ourselves against it.  

 

In important place to begin is to ask the reason for the relevance of a study like this on false 

teachers and their teaching.  What is the relevance for Peter’s second letter? In other words, why 

is it important for us. The main impetus for this letter was the growing number of false teachers 

in the church. Peter wanted believers to be able to discern these deceivers. Though Peter 

identifies no specific individual, cult, or teaching, he shows how to determine whether heresy is 

being taught.  

 

2 Peter is relevant for us today as well, because some contemporary teacher and self-proclaimed 

experts also make remarkable claims about themselves and their teachings.  This study is a 

textbook lesson on learning how to discern and defeat heresy, false teachers, and their teachings.  

 

FOR DISCUSSION 

How do you respond to the following statements/quotes? 

“There is little doubt that one reason that counterfeit religions are flourishing in America is what 

many perceive to be an impotent and lifeless Christian church.  Statistically speaking, a 

significant percentage of cultists formerly attended a Christian church.” –Dr. Ron Rhodes, “The 

Challenge of the Cults and New Religions” 

 

(1) Do you think that counterfeit religions are flourishing in America? What other evidence 

do you see of this beside what he mentions here?  Why do you think this is true… what is 

the cause, do you think? How do you combat that? 

(2) What do you think he means by “an impotent and lifeless Christian church”? Is the 

church today often time “impotent” today, especially in regard to false teachers and false 

teaching? In what ways? Is the church today sometimes “lifeless” today in regard to false 

teachers and false teaching? What does that mean?  

(3) He implies that Christians from Christian churches are sometimes the biggest converts to 

cults and false religions. Do you agree with this? Why do you think this may be the case?  

 

Interestingly Ron Rhodes goes on to say, “The widespread failure of churches in America is 

multifaceted. The evidence points to a broad failure.” The then gives 4 areas of failure in our 

churches that has contributed to the problem. These are interesting. 

 

4 Areas of Failure of the Church that Have Contributed to the Flourishing of Counterfeit 

Religions in America: *Rhodes says that his comments here should not be taken to mean that 

virtually all churches fail in these areas, but rather that he is speaking in general terms about a broad 

problem. 

(1) The failure of the church to make a real moral difference in the lives of church 

members – A study conducted by the Roper organization tested the behavior of “born-again” 

Christians before and after their conversion experiences. The disturbing result was that 

conversion in many cases seems to have had little effect on moral behavior. This suggest that 

genuine discipleship and training following conversion (how to live the Christian life and 

what the Bible says about living it) are simply not occurring as they need to in local 

churches. 
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(2) The failure of the church to provide a sense of belonging among members – Cult expert 

Ken Boa suggests that many people join cults because of loneliness, alienation, and lack of 

personal identity.  And Cult and False Religion researcher J. Gordon Melton is right when he 

says that many of the large, impersonal churches fail to give many people a sense of 

belonging. But it’s not just larger churches; smaller churches can fail in this area as well due 

to cliques, factions and inner circle groups.  

(3) The failure of the church to meet people’s deepest needs – People today are seeking 

answers to life’s most perplexing questions like, “Who am I?” “Where did I come from?” 

“What is life all about?” “Why am I here?” “Where am I going with this life on this earth is 

over?”  When answer to these basic questions  are not provided by church leaders, people 

turn elsewhere for answers. Sociologist Ron Enroth notes that “people join cults because they 

hope such groups will fulfill very real, perceived needs. These needs are generated in large 

part by the changing and confusing society that is America today.” 

(4) The failure of the church to make Bible doctrine a high priority – Numerous experts in 

the area of Cult studies and false religious groups have noted that a key factor giving rise to 

the false religion explosion in the United States is that Christian churches have failed to make 

Bible doctrine and Bible knowledge a high priority. Walter Martin once stated that, “The rise 

of the cults is directly proportional to the fluctuating emphasis which the Christian church  

has placed on the teaching of biblical doctrine to Christian laymen.” 

 

DISCERNING FALSE TEACHING 

The history of the church is inseparable from the history of Satan’s attempts to destroy her. 

While difficult challenges have arisen from outside the church, the most dangerous have always 

been from within. It is often from within arise that false teachers, the peddlers of error who 

masquerade as teachers of truth. False teachers take on many forms, custom-crafted to times, 

cultures, and contexts. At times Christians and churches have seem “impotent” and unprepared 

to recognize error, especially subtle error.  

 

Here are seven of them you will find carrying out their deceptive, destructive work in the church 

today. Please note that while I have followed the biblical texts in describing them in masculine 

terms, each of these false teachers can as easily be female.  

 

This world is a murky madness of true and false. For every doctrine we know to be true, there 

seems to be a hundred pretenders, and sometimes those errors are hard, if not deceivingly 

difficult to detect.   No wonder, then, that John tells us in 1 John 4:1, “Beloved, do not believe 

every spirit, but test the spirits, whether they are of God; because many false prophets have gone 

out into the world.” And in 1 Thessalonians 5:21, “Test all things; hold fast what is good.” 

 

KEY STATEMENT: Listen Christian, it is our sacred responsibility to examine every doctrine 

to determine if it is true or false. But how can we distinguish sound doctrine from false? How 

can we distinguish teachers of truth from teachers of error? Putting a doctrine to the test is the 

best way to determine if it is true or false. As we test the doctrine, we learn our responsibility 

toward it: We either hold to it or we reject it. I want to give you a tool for determining false from 

true doctrine… a tool to enable you to test the doctrine. They provide a grid that is useful for 

testing any doctrine. 
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5 Tests of False Doctrine: 

1. Test 1: The Test of Origin - Sound doctrine originates with God; false doctrine 

originates with someone or something created by God. The Apostle Paul went to great 

lengths to convince the church in Galatia that the gospel he taught was not his own, but 

God’s. Galatians 1:11-12 says, “For I would have you know, brothers, that the gospel 

that was preached by me is not man’s gospel. For I did not receive it from any man, nor 

was I taught it, but I received it through a revelation of Jesus Christ.” Even Jesus was 

clear that he taught only what God had instructed him to teach. In John 7:16 He said, 

“My teaching is not mine, but his who sent me.” True doctrine originates with the God 

who is true (Titus 1:2). 

 

The Principle: (It’s simple…) Sound teaching originates with God and false teaching 

originates with men or demons -  Just as true doctrine is marked by its divine origin, 

false doctrine is marked by its worldly origin. Paul warned the Colossian church to avoid 

doctrine that is “according to human precepts and teachings” and told Timothy that 

some would “depart from the faith by devoting themselves to deceitful spirits and 

teachings of demons” (Colossians 2:22, 1 Timothy 4:1). It is this simple: Sound teaching 

originates with God and false teaching originates with men or demons. When it comes to 

doctrine, if man made it, then we should not hold it. God is the Father of truth and Satan 

is the father of lies (John 8:44). 

 

The test: Does this doctrine originate with God or has it been fabricated by someone or 

something else? This leaves us with an obvious question: How can we know the origin of 

a doctrine? Sometimes its origin is obvious, but more often it is not. When we are 

uncertain, we can turn to our second test. 

 

2. Test 2: The Test of Authority -  Sound doctrine grounds its authority within the Bible; 

false doctrine grounds its authority outside the Bible. The Bible is God’s inerrant, 

infallible, sufficient, complete, and authoritative revelation of Himself to humanity.  

 

The Principle: Doctrines that originate in the mind of God are recorded in the Word of 

God. There is a clear and necessary correlation between origin and authority, between 

God and his Word. We can think here of those noble Bereans who according to Acts 

17:11, “…received the word with all eagerness, examining the Scriptures daily to see if 

these things were so.” They knew that all doctrines must be compared to God’s Word, 

his source of truth. Likewise, Paul praised the Thessalonians for their careful assessment 

and acceptance of his teaching because they understood its divine authority. 

1Thessalonians 2:13 says “And we also thank God constantly for this, that when you 

received the word of God, which you heard from us, you accepted it not as the word of 

men but as what it really is, the word of God, which is at work in you believers.” Sound 

doctrine originates in the mind of God and is recorded in his authoritative self-revelation, 

the Bible.  

 

The test: Does this doctrine appeal to the Bible for its authority? Or does it appeal to 

another scripture or another mind? But a concern remains, because two teachers may 
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both claim the authority of the Bible while teaching very different things. How can we 

know whose interpretation is correct? This is where we turn to the third test.  

 

3. Test 3: The Test of Consistency - Sound doctrine is consistent with the whole of 

Scripture; false doctrine is inconsistent with some parts of Scripture. There is a 

sameness or familiarity to true doctrine and a strangeness or unfamiliarity to false 

doctrine. The man who wrote the letter to the Hebrews warned his congregation about 

“diverse and strange teachings” in Hebrews 13:9, while Paul warned Timothy in 1 

Timothy 1:3 and 6:3  about accepting “different doctrine.”  Both meant to emphasize that 

doctrine must always be compared to the established, accepted body of truth. Those who 

are knowledgeable about that body of truth will be in the best position to immediately 

identify and refute what is false. 

 

The Principle: Because there can be no contradiction in the mind of God, there can be 

no contradiction in the revelation of God, the Bible will not contradict itself.   This idea 

is tied to a key theological principle, “the analogy of faith,” which is often explained with 

the phrase “Scripture interprets Scripture.” If the Bible originates in the infallible mind of 

God, it must be consistent throughout. Because there can be no contradiction in the mind 

of God, there can be no contradiction in the revelation of God. What the Bible teaches in 

one place it cannot refute in another. Therefore, any true doctrine must be consistent with 

the whole of Scripture. Doctrine must never be treated in isolation, but always in light of 

a correct understanding of the entire Bible. Too many false teachers isolate verses or 

ideas that cannot withstand the scrutiny of the whole Book. 

 

The test: Is this doctrine established or refuted by the entirety of Scripture? Once we 

have tested doctrine and found it to be true, according to these three criteria, we can also 

see its soundness by its effects on us and those around us. That requires two more tests. 

 

4. Test 4: The Test of Spiritual Growth - Sound doctrine is beneficial for spiritual 

health; false doctrine leads to spiritual weakness. After instructing Timothy, Paul told 

him in 1 Timothy 4:6, “If you put these things before the brothers, you will be a good 

servant of Christ Jesus, being trained [“nourished”] in the words of the faith and of the 

good doctrine that you have followed.” Timothy had trained himself in the Bible and 

Christian doctrine. He had nourished himself in the truths he had been exposed to since 

he was a child. And he had never stopped. Through this continual nourishment, this 

ongoing dining on the Word of God, he had grown spiritually healthy and strong. He had 

accumulated a thorough knowledge of God and his Word.  This is why Paul called him a 

“man of God” with “sincere faith” (1 Timothy 6:11, 2 Timothy 1:5). Timothy’s constant 

nourishment in sound doctrine from the Word of God made him the man he was. 

 

The Principle: Sound doctrine makes spiritually healthy, mature, knowledgeable 

Christians. False doctrine makes spiritually unhealthy, immature, ignorant Christians 

who may be no Christians at all.  

 

The Test: Is there evidence in my life of spiritual growth and progress as taught in 

God’s Word. 
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5. Test 5: The Test of Godly Living - Sound doctrine has value for godly living, false 

doctrine leads to ungodly living. Truth never stands on its own, but always has 

implications in life. 

 

The Principle: Doctrine is always meant to lead to doxology, worship, and purposeful 

living. “All Scripture is breathed out by God,” says Paul, “and profitable for teaching, 

for reproof, for correction, and for training in righteousness, that the man of God may be 

complete, equipped for every good work” (2 Timothy 3:16-17). Scripture is not to be 

known in an abstract sense, but intimately. It is to inform not only our minds, but our 

hearts and hands as well. Truth has not been grasped until it has been lived. Paul charged 

Titus to “teach what accords with sound doctrine,” reminding him that such doctrine is 

“excellent and profitable for people” (3:8, 2:1). “What accords with” sound doctrine is 

its far-reaching implications, the duties that flow out of it. Thus, sound doctrine has 

value. It is profitable in teaching us to live as we ought to live. It equips us to do those 

things that are good for our neighbor and that bring honor and glory to our God. Truth 

has not been grasped until it has been lived. Sound doctrine profits us by training us to 

live in a way that pleases God. False doctrine weakens us by training us to live in a way 

that dishonors God. 

 

The Test: Has what I profess to believe changed how I live for God and His glory? 

 

Evaluation: The Determination of Quality 

At this point we simply take all of the evidence from the three tests and make a conclusion about 

the quality of the doctrine in question. Sound doctrine originates with God, is recorded in the 

Word of God, is consistent with the whole revelation of God, and leads to both spiritual health 

and godly living. False doctrine originates with men or demons, is foreign to the Word of God, is 

inconsistent with the whole revelation of God, and leads to spiritual weakness and ungodly 

living. It must pass all of the tests in order to be sound. If it fails one, it fails all of them. This 

word “sound” refers to health and appears often in the New Testament. For example, Paul 

instructed Timothy 2 Timothy 1:13, “Follow the pattern of the sound [“healthy”] words that 

you have heard from me, in the faith and love that are in Christ Jesus.” To Titus he said, “Teach 

what accords with sound [“healthy”] doctrine” (Titus 2:1). 

 

The task of the doctor is to evaluate a patient to declare him fit or unfit. The patient is fit when 

his whole body is functioning properly, free of disease. The task of the Christian is to evaluate 

every doctrine to declare it fit or unfit. John Stott says it characteristically well, “Christian 

doctrine is healthy in the same way as the human body is healthy. For Christian doctrine 

resembles the human body. It is a coordinated system consisting of different parts which relate to 

one another and together constitute a harmonious whole. If therefore our theology is maimed 

(with bits missing) or diseased (with bits distorted), it is not ‘sound’ or ‘healthy’.” Doctrine that 

passes the tests is sound doctrine. It is pure and undefiled, true according to God’s unfailing 

standard of truth. 

 

In summary, true doctrine (content) originates with God (origin), is grounded in the Bible 

(authority), and agrees with the whole of Scripture (consistency). Because such doctrine is sound 
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(quality), it is healthy (benefit), and profitable (value) for us, and we are responsible for holding 

it (responsibility). False doctrine (content) originates with man (origin), is not grounded in the 

Bible (authority), and contradicts portions of Scripture (consistency). Because such doctrine is 

unsound (quality), it is unhealthy (benefit) and unprofitable (value) for us, and we are 

responsible for rejecting it (responsibility). 

 

HELPS IN DESCRIBING FALSE TEACHERS (2 Peter 2:10-22) 

If 2 Peter 2 were written in article format and submitted to the leading evangelical 

magazines of our day, there’s not a chance that it would be accepted for publication. The 

rejection notices would say, “Too harsh and judgmental!” “Too negative!” “Too critical 

of others’ ministries!” “Where is the grace?” “Rewrite in a kinder, gentler tone!” 

Some important warnings: 

(1) Tolerance at all cost - Because tolerance has become the chief virtue of our culture 

and because the culture always creeps into the church, the church today is decidedly 

against anything that smacks of judgment or criticism of those who claim to be 

evangelicals. I often hear the mantra, “They will know that we are Christians by our 

love, not by our doctrinal correctness.” The implication is that love and correct 

doctrine are somehow opposed to one another. If we have to take our pick, we’ll go 

with love and overlook a lot of doctrinal weirdness and error. Timothy Keller says, 

“Tolerance isn’t about not having beliefs. It’s about how your beliefs lead you to treat 

people who disagree with you.” 

(2) Moral laxity in the church - Also, our evangelical culture has followed our morally 

lax worldly culture by mistaking God’s grace to mean that we get a daily allotment of 

free passes for sin. We wrongly think that grace means that God is like an indulgent 

parent who isn’t bothered by our sin. Over the years I have repeatedly been accused 

of not understanding grace because I have taught that salvation results in a life of 

obedience to God (Titus 2:11-14); a lifestyle of sin is evidence that we are not truly 

saved (1 John 3:4-10). We must not be afraid to call sin, “sin,” and we don’t have to 

be harsh, ugly, or judgmental to do so 

 

In contrast to our culture’s emphasis on being nice to everyone who calls himself a 

Christian no matter what he teaches, the Holy Spirit saw fit to put 2 Peter 2 in Scripture. 

In case we missed it, He virtually repeats it in the letter of Jude. Both passages give us 

this extended portrait of false teachers so that we will study it carefully, like a Most 

Wanted Poster, so that we will be able to spot these guys when they show up and avoid 

them and their teaching. And so I would remind you as we study these verses that they 

are a part of God’s inspired Word, given to us “for teaching, for reproof, for correction, 

[and] for training in righteousness” (2 Tim. 3:16). Peter paints this picture to say that… 

we should know the shocking characteristics, the deceptive methods, and the pitiful state 

of false teachers, so that we avoid following them in their sins. 

 

3 thing we need to know abou the false teachers Peter is warning of here: 

(1) The shocking characteristics of the false teachers 

(2) The deceptive methods of the false teachers 

(3) The pitiful state of the false teachers 
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Peter focuses more on the sinful lifestyles of these false teachers than on their false 

doctrine. We learn from chapter 3 that one of their main errors, which always has moral 

ramifications, was to deny the second coming of Jesus Christ. If Christ isn’t coming, 

there is no need to live in light of future judgment. They also seemed to teach that since 

we are free in Christ, we’re free to indulge the flesh. So the warning of these verses for us 

is not only to be on guard against erroneous theology, but also against any teaching that 

encourages us to tolerate sin. Let’s look at that Peter tells us about these false teachers 

personally in chapter 2. 

 

KNOW THE SHOCKING CHARCTERISTICS OF FALSE TEACHERS (2 Peter 2:10-16) 

 

2 Characteristics of the False Teachers: 

1. False teachers are full of arrogance and defiance (2:10b-11) -  Peter writes in verses 10-

11, “
10 

And especially those who walk according to the flesh in the lust of uncleanness and 

despise authority. They are presumptuous, self-willed. They are not afraid to speak evil of 

dignitaries, 
11 

whereas angels, who are greater in power and might, do not bring a reviling 

accusation against them before the Lord.” After noting that these men “despise authority,” 

Peter adds, “presumptuous, self-willed,  and they are not afraid to speak evil of dignitaries, 

whereas angels, who are greater in power and might, do not bring a reviling accusation 

against them before the Lord.” Peter describes their arrogance and defiance by saying that 

they “despise authority” (2:10a) and are “presumptuous” and “self-willed.” Three times 

(2:10, 11, 12) Peter uses “revile” or “reviling” (NASB), from which we get our word 

“blaspheme.” It points to utter disregard for that which is sacred or highly respected. These 

men arrogantly pontificated on spiritual matters, but they did not humbly submit to God’s 

Word or fear Him. There is debate, however, about exactly what these men were reviling. 

The NASB gives an interpretive translation, “angelic majesties.” The Greek word, literally, is 

“glories.” Some interpret this to refer to civil magistrates or to church leaders. John Piper 

takes it to refer to the glories of God and of Christ, especially with regard to His second 

coming (sermon, “Better Never to Have Known the Way,” on www.desiringgod.org). He 

thinks that it is unlikely that Peter would use “glories” to refer to fallen angels. But most 

commentators understand “glories” (in v. 10 and in Jude 8) to refer to the fallen angels. Verse 

11 is then saying that the holy angels (in contrast to the false teachers) don’t even bring a 

reviling judgment against these fallen angels. 

 

We do not need to fear the devil, but we should respect his power. In Christ, with our 

spiritual armor in place, we can stand firm against him and ask God to rebuke him. But he is 

not a force to take lightly! I don’t watch much so-called “Christian” TV, but I’ve seen 

enough to know that some of the charlatans on there boldly proclaim that they are going to 

stomp on the devil and bind all the demons. The audience applauds such daring language 

against the devil. But they don’t have a clue about the power of the spiritual forces of 

darkness with which they are dealing! They’re like the seven sons of Sceva (Acts 19:13-16), 

who thought they could command the demons, until the demon-possessed man jumped all 

seven and subdued them! False teachers always exhibit this arrogance and defiance against 

spiritual authority. Peter next shows…  
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2. False teachers are full of lust and greed (2:12-16) – Here is Peter in verse 12-16, “
12 

But 

these, like natural brute beasts made to be caught and destroyed, speak evil of the things they 

do not understand, and will utterly perish in their own corruption, 
13 

and will receive the 

wages of unrighteousness, as those who count it pleasure to carouse in the daytime. They are 

spots and blemishes, carousing in their own deceptions while they feast with you, 
14 

having 

eyes full of adultery and that cannot cease from sin, enticing unstable souls. They have a 

heart trained in covetous practices, and are accursed children. 
15 

They have forsaken the right 

way and gone astray, following the way of Balaam the son of Beor, who loved the wages of 

unrighteousness; 
16 

but he was rebuked for his iniquity: a dumb donkey speaking with a 

man’s voice restrained the madness of the prophet.” The false teachers no doubt prided 

themselves on their spiritual insight and knowledge, but Peter compares them (2:12) to 

“unreasoning animals, born as creatures of instinct to be captured and killed, reviling where 

they have no knowledge.” (There is a verse for all of you hunters to use against PETA!) Peter 

means that these men have abandoned their God-given rational ability and followed their 

lusts like animals. They were controlled by their feelings, not by reason informed by God’s 

Word of truth. The last phrase, “like natural brute beasts made to be caught and 

destroyed…” could refer either to God’s final judgment on the fallen angels, or, more likely, 

to the destruction of all the animals on earth when God destroys the earth by fire (3:10, 12). 

The point is, the false teachers face God’s eternal judgment because they have lived like a 

bunch of animals, following their lusts. When Peter adds (2:13), “And will receive the wages 

of unrighteousness…” he does not mean, of course, that they will suffer any injustice from 

God. Rather, it is a play on words (in Greek), which means, “they have harmed others by 

their unbridled lusts; God will inflict harm on them.” It is the same as Galatians 6:7-8, “Do 

not be deceived, God is not mocked; for whatever a man sows, this he will also reap. For the 

one who sows to his own flesh will from the flesh reap corruption, but the one who sows to 

the Spirit will from the Spirit reap eternal life.” Peter further describes the lusts of these false 

teachers (2:13b), “… those who count it pleasure to carouse in the daytime…” In other 

words they were bold about their sin, unashamed of their sin, almost parading it for all to see, 

proud of their right to do whatever they wanted.   Most people who sin do so at night, when 

their evil deeds may be hidden by darkness (1 Thess. 5:7). But these evil teachers threw off 

all restraints and partied all day long! If they had lived in our day, they would be on the 

daytime TV talk shows, delighting to tell lurid details about their sins. Peter adds (2:13), 

“They are spots and blemishes, carousing in their own deceptions while they feast with you,” 

Peter later (3:14) uses the opposite words to say that believers should be “spotless and 

blameless.” “Carouse” should be translated, “feast with.” Peter is referring to the early 

Christian custom of coming together for a feast (like a “potluck”) before or after they partook 

of the Lord’s Supper. Probably Peter was making a word play, saying that the evil behavior 

of the false teachers was not worthy of being referred to as a “love feast” (Schreiner, p. 352). 

Rather, it was pure deception. They were deceiving the believers by attending the love feasts; 

but also, they were deceiving themselves by thinking that they truly were sharers in the love 

of Christ and the church. Peter also exposes the false teachers’ lust by picturing them (2:14) 

as “having eyes full of adultery that never cease from sin, enticing unstable souls, …” The 

word “adultery” is literally, “an adulteress.” The idea is that these false teachers looked at 

every woman as a potential candidate to go to bed with. They preyed on the “unstable souls,” 

newer professing Christians who were emotionally and spiritually shaky. (Peter refers to 

these same unstable souls again in verse 18 as “those who barely escape from the ones who 
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live in error.”) Not only were these false teachers living to fulfill their lusts; they also were 

driven by greed. The New Testament often connects these sins (e.g., Eph. 5:3; Col. 3:5). 

Peter says (2:14) that they have “a heart trained in greed.” We get our word gymnasium from 

the Greek word for “trained.” The idea is, these guys have worked out to get their hearts in 

shape for greed! They took the normal greed that we all wrestle with and pumped it up by 

frequent workouts! Thus they are “accursed children.” That’s a Hebrew way of saying, “they 

are under God’s curse, bound for hell.” He then says (2:15), “having forsaken the right way, 

they have gone astray, having followed the way of Balaam, the son of Beor, who loved the 

wages of unrighteousness.” Almost all of the Greek manuscripts and early versions read, 

“son of Bosor,” a name not found anywhere else. Some think it is a word play on the Hebrew 

word, basar, which means “flesh.” When you read the story of Balaam (Numbers 22-24), he 

seems at first to be an okay guy. He is a prophet and on the surface, he claims that he won’t 

say or do anything unless God permits it. But, he was a cunning, self-seeking man who used 

his prophetic powers to line his own pocket. When God wouldn’t let him curse Israel, as the 

Moabite king wanted him to do, he instead advised the king to get his women to seduce the 

Israelite men. So the false teachers imitated Balaam both in his greed and in his enticing 

people by sensuality. Peter adds (2:16) that Balaam “received a rebuke for his own 

transgression, for a mute donkey, speaking with the voice of a man, restrained the madness of 

the prophet.” Peter intends some humor, in that a dumb donkey had more spiritual insight 

than the greedy prophet did. When Peter calls him “mad,” he doesn’t mean that he was 

literally insane. Rather, he means that anyone who pursues greed and sensuality is crazy, 

because you’re really going after “the wages of unrighteousness” (2:15), which results in 

God’s judgment. After painting this shocking portrait, showing the false teachers as being 

full of arrogance, defiance, lust, and greed, Peter goes on to reveal their deceptive methods: 

 

KNOW THE DECEPTIVE METHODS OF FALSE TEACHERS (2 Peter 2:17-19) 

Peter says in 2 Peter 2:17-19, “
17 

These are wells without water, clouds carried by a 

tempest, for whom is reserved the blackness of darkness forever. 
18 

For when they speak 

great swelling words of emptiness, they allure through the lusts of the flesh, through 

lewdness, the ones who have actually escaped from those who live in error. 
19 

While they 

promise them liberty, they themselves are slaves of corruption; for by whom a person is 

overcome, by him also he is brought into bondage.” False teachers use arrogant, empty 

words to entice by sensuality, promising freedom while they themselves are slaves of 

corruption (2:17-19). Peter describes these men as “springs without water and mists 

driven by a storm.” He means that like a dry oasis in the desert or a cloud that looks like 

rain, but just blows over, These false teachers promise to quench your thirst, but they 

don’t deliver. These false teachers were eloquent and persuasive, but rather than calling 

people to holiness and love for God, they appealed to their fleshly lusts and greed. They 

told them that God didn’t want them to deprive themselves of the pleasures of sex. They 

said, “We’re under grace! We’re free from the law. So indulge yourselves!” 

 

As with all false teaching, there is both truth and error mingled together in those 

statements. God created sex to be enjoyed between a man and a woman who are 

committed to one another in marriage. In that context, it is a good gift to be enjoyed. But 

taken out of that context and pursued just to fulfill lust, it leads to slavery to sin. The 

world has psychologized lust as “sexual addiction,” but Peter calls it being a slave of 



 12 

corruption. The same is true when a person yields to greed, often expressed by 

compulsive gambling or stealing. He isn’t “addicted,” as if he were the victim of a 

disease. Rather, he has willingly become the slave of sin. 

 

Beware of any teaching that appeals to your fleshly desires, outside of the boundaries that 

God has prescribed for proper enjoyment. Sex and material things have their rightful 

place. But when they become the consuming object of our lives, we’ve fallen prey to 

false teaching. 

 

KNOW THE PITIFUL STATE OF FALSE TEACHERS (2 Peter 2:20-22) 

Peter tells us in verses 20-22, “
20 

For if, after they have escaped the pollutions of the 

world through the knowledge of the Lord and Savior Jesus Christ, they are again 

entangled in them and overcome, the latter end is worse for them than the beginning. 
21 

For it would have been better for them not to have known the way of righteousness, 

than having known it, to turn from the holy commandment delivered to them. 
22 

But it has 

happened to them according to the true proverb: “A dog returns to his own vomit,” and, 

“a sow, having washed, to her wallowing in the mire.”  

 

Do these verses refer to the false teachers or to those who follow them? Probably due to 

the context, the focus is mainly on the false teachers. But it also applies to those who fall 

for their deceptive teaching. For a while, they had escaped the defilements of the world 

by knowing Christ as Lord and Savior. But then they got entangled in these defilements 

again. This last state was worse than the first. Peter compares it to a dog returning to its 

vomit (Prov. 26:11) or a pig after washing returning to the mire. 

These verses raise two questions: First, what does Peter mean when he says that their 

latter state is worse than the first? Second, is Peter saying that believers can lose their 

salvation? 

Peter may mean two things when he says that their latter state is worse than the first. 

 

Possible meanings of “latter end is worse than the beginning”: 

(1) Harder to restore this one - It may be worse because if a person has heard the 

gospel and had some experience of the Christian life, it will be more difficult to 

restore him to a true knowledge of Jesus Christ. If you try to talk with him about what 

it really means to follow Christ, he is likely to say, “Been there, done that. It didn’t 

work for me.” (See Matthew 12:43-45.) 

(2) Judgment and accountability - Peter may also mean that their latter state is worse 

than the first because everyone will be judged on the amount of light which they 

rejected (see Matt. 11:21-24; Luke 12:47-48). These people had been exposed to a lot 

of truth, but they turned their backs on it to pursue their own sinful lusts. They will be 

judged accordingly. 

 

In response to the second question, the simple answer is, “No, a believer cannot lose his 

salvation.” Those whom God saves, He keeps (Phil. 1:6). Jesus said that He would not 

lose any of those that the Father had given to Him (John 6:39-40). No one can snatch His 

sheep from His hand (John 10:28). 
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But, to ask if a believer can lose his salvation is really the wrong question. The right 

question is, “What does it mean to be a true believer in Jesus Christ?” Or, “What is true 

saving faith?” In a nutshell, when God saves you, He changes your heart. He imparts new 

life to you so that your desires are changed. You now love God and seek to please Him. 

You want to grow to know Him. You love His Word. You hate your sin and strive 

against it. In other words, genuine saving faith always results in a life of growing 

godliness and obedience to Christ (see James 2 & 1 John). If that is not your experience, 

you may need to go back and make sure that God has truly changed your heart through 

faith in Christ. 

 

But, how then do we explain Peter’s words here? He says that these people had escaped 

the defilements of the world. They knew Jesus as Savior and Lord. They knew the way of 

righteousness. For a while, at least, they had received the holy commandment of God’s 

Word. Some would say that they were truly saved, but they would lose their rewards. But 

Peter’s language doesn’t allow for that. That view flies in the face of chapter 2 and the 

entire letter (Schreiner, p. 364). 

 

Probably we should understand Peter as using Christian terms to describe these false 

Christians because for a while, they gave every appearance of being Christians 

(Schreiner, p. 364). Like the seed sown on the rocky ground and that sown on the thorny 

ground, for a while they gave the appearance of new life. But they did not persevere and 

bear fruit unto eternal life. Genuine saving faith perseveres on the path of righteousness. 

This is not to say that Christians never sin. Sometimes they sin big time. But when they 

do, they genuinely repent and get back on the path. False believers, like these false 

teachers, are like dogs that go back to their vomit or pigs that return to the mire. They 

cleaned up the outside, but their basic nature never changed. Eventually, they act 

according to their true nature. They do not love God or the way of righteousness 

described in His Word because they have not been born again. 

 

CONCLUSION 

So, is Peter too harsh and judgmental of these false teachers? Should he join us more 

enlightened 21st century evangelicals in joining hands with them and singing, “We are 

One in the Spirit”? Or, did the Holy Spirit inspire Peter to give us this long, sad portrait to 

study so that we will be able to spot such false teachers and avoid following their sins? 

Michael Green observes (The Second Epistle of Peter and the Epistle of Jude [Eerdmans], 

p. 122), “Why has Peter expended so much powder and shot on the false teachers in this 

chapter? Because he is primarily a pastor. He is concerned to feed his Master’s sheep (cf. 

John 21:15-17; 1 Pet. 5:1ff.), and he is furious to find them being poisoned by lust 

masquerading as religion.” Study this portrait carefully! Your eternal destiny may well 

depend on it! 
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Application Questions 

1. Is it being judgmental to condemn false teachers? If not, what does it mean to be 

judgmental? 

2. Do we have authority in Christ to confront or cast out demons? If so, how? 

Support your answer with Scripture. 

3. Some would argue that there is no difference between saying that Christians can 

lose their salvation and saying that a person who professes Christ and then falls 

away was never truly saved. Agree/disagree? Why? 

4. Some argue that those who profess Christ but later fall away are still saved, but 
lose their rewards. Agree/disagree? Why? 
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