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 Ask that question of a child, and he will respond that a false teacher is one who 
teaches false doctrine. In fact, ask anyone up until November 1988 and the answer 
would be the same. How- ever, since that time brethren have begun preaching and 
writing that "false" must describe the character and not just the doctrine of the false 
teacher. What is proposed is that a man can teach error virtually in perpetuity and 
remain in fellowship with sound Christians, as long as he does so with good intentions, 
a peaceful spirit, and a kind heart. 
 Ed Harrell wrote in Christianity Magazine: "I find particularly offensive the easy 
use of false teacher with reference to Homer Hailey. ...A false teacher is surely one 
whose dishonest motives and/or ignorance distinguish him from the sincere brother who 
has reached an erroneous conclusion" (Past, Present and Perfect, 11/88, p 9).  
 This statement came to represent a new attitude among some disciples; that is, 
no one should be called a false teacher unless his character is evil and his intent is to 
deceive. By this new, narrowed definition of false teacher, few proponents of error can 
be described as a false teacher. In reality. most advocates of error are men who fit 
brother Harrell's category of the "sincere brother who has reached an erroneous 
conclusion."   
 Recently, uncertain sounds have come from men who have spoken on the 
Florida College campus at Lectures. Robert Harkrider presented the first lecture with the 
following statement: "Significantly, this term (false teacher - prb) is used in the scriptures 
to describe one whose character is false, not his ideas. One may teach error on a 
particular subject without having the same character as the false teachers described in 
2Peter 2:3..." (The Present Truth, F. C. Lecture book, p 15). 
 Frank Jamerson, who was asked to speak on false teachers at the Lectures, 
described the false teacher as one whose character "is despicable." He began his 
lecture making light of the serious question of who is a false teacher, by saying that he 
is a false teacher himself, and that we all are false teachers in someone else's eyes. 
 Ferrell Jenkins addressed the controversy over the Days of Creation, on which 
the scriptures are plain. "For in six days the LORD made heaven and earth, the sea, 
and all that in them is, and rested the seventh day: wherefore the LORD blessed the 
sabbath day, and hallowed it" (Ex. 20:9). God said six days; but, some brethren have 
proposed alternative theories in an accommodation with evolutionary science. Instead 
of making clear what the scriptures say on the matter and admonishing everyone to 
speak the same thing, brother Jenkins implied that the six literal days of creation was 
just one view among many over which we should not be dogmatic. The logical end of 
his presentation was such that brethren who hold different "views" (some of which are in 
disharmony with revealed scripture) should not be considered out of fellowship. 
 Jeff Smelser argues in Focus Magazine: "Strictly speaking, false must modify the 
noun teacher and does not necessarily describe the thing taught" (False Teachers, 
4/00, p 23). "The thing that makes them false teachers is their deceitfulness" (Ibid., p 
24). He then goes on to suggest that brethren are headed toward apostasy when they 



use the term "false teacher" to describe someone with good character who persists in 
teaching error (Ibid., p 25). 
 Evidence exists for a movement to eliminate publicly identifying anyone who 
persists in teaching false doctrine and does so without being divisive. Apparently, as 
long as one has a good character, good intentions, and a good attitude, he is not to be 
named as a false teacher even if he continues to teach false doctrine. This view is 
scripturally insupportable and will lead to accelerated apostasy as toleration for the 
preaching of error is given legitimacy. 
 The primary objection to identifying as a false teacher a beloved brother who 
persists in teaching error is one of connotation and not denotation. At best, to some, 
"false teacher" carries a bad smell; at worst, it implies that the teacher is perdition 
bound. In truth, it is nothing more than the logical, grammatical, foreshortened form of 
the verbose "a brother who persists in teaching a doctrine that is false." The 
squeamishness of a few who now seek a more politically correct (and socially palatable) 
means of expression, should not move us from using clarity and brevity in speech. 
 2Peter 2:1-3 states: "But there were false prophets also among the people, even 
as there shall be false teachers among you, who privily shall bring in damnable 
heresies, even denying the Lord that bought them, and bring upon themselves swift 
destruction. And many shall follow their pernicious ways; by reason of whom the way of 
truth shall be evil spoken of.  And through covetousness shall they with feigned words 
make merchandise of you: whose judgment now of a long time lingereth not, and their 
damnation slumbereth not." 
 To argue that one cannot meet the conditions of the 2 Peter 2:1 false teacher 
unless he has false character commits the fallacy of confusing the sufficient condition 
with the necessary condition. In this context (especially when viewed in harmony with 
other texts on teachers of error), the false doctrine is a necessary condition for 
identifying one as a proponent of false doctrine. His false character is only a sufficient 
condition, and therefore does not serve as the primary criterion. 
 An argument based on English grammar is weak at best that limits the descriptor 
"false teacher" to character only. Said limits are not imposed by the context of 2Peter 2, 
nor by the harmony of other relevant passages. 
 "Privily" describes the manner in which the doctrine is introduced to the brethren. 
While it can suggest subterfuge, it is also possible that well intentioned men who firmly 
believe in their cause will also quietly, patiently work with groups smaller than the public, 
congregational level of teaching. It can imply flawed character, but is not limited to that. 
 "Damnable" describes the heresy. Realized eschatology is a damnable heresy, 
even though Max King is personable and well intentioned. 
 "Even denying the Lord that bought them, and bring upon themselves swift 
destruction" describes the effect of the doctrine on their souls, not the effect on their 
characters. 
 "Their pernicious ways" modifies their doctrine and its effects, not merely their 
character. 
 "By reason of whom the way of truth shall be evil spoken of" sets forth the 
external impact of the whole of the false teacher... his doctrine and not necessarily his 
character.  



 "Covetousness" appears to be the one clear indictment against the character of 
false teachers. However, it is possible that it is a product of long term exposure to his 
doctrine, and therefore cannot be limited to a characteristic that pre-dates the doctrine. 
 "Feigned" can have implications for the character of false teachers, but it 
grammatically modifies "words." 
 "Make merchandise of you" modifies the effect of the doctrine on the hearers. It 
is not limited to nor does it impose a limit upon the motives of the teacher. 
 In short, the English grammar of 2Peter 2:1-3 does not support the restriction of 
the term "false" to both the character and doctrine of the teacher. A well intentioned, 
zealous man can teach error producing the same effects upon himself and his hearers.  
 Can a brother who is merely mistaken about something be a false teacher? 
Consider the following questions: Can a brother who believes and teaches 
ecumenicalism be described as a true teacher? Can a brother who teaches that baptism 
is because of the remission of sins be described as a true teacher? Can a brother who 
does not believe nor preach the bodily resurrection of Jesus be called a true teacher?  
 It is possible that the brethren of 2 Corinthians 11:26 believed Paul to be a threat 
to their conviction and understanding of truth. Yet, Paul calls them false brethren, 
apparently without trying to discover if they are well intentioned and have the best 
interests of the Lord at heart. The Galatians 2:4 brethren appeared to be convinced that 
one had to become a proselyte Jew before he could be saved. Surely, their intentions 
were good, even if their methods were questionable. Nevertheless, Paul calls them 
false brethren. The point is simple. Confining use of the term "false" to character is 
arbitrary and unqualified by the context. 
 It seems that the meaning of "false" in 2 Peter 2:1 is even broader in the original 
text than it appears in English. There are indicators that suggest that false modifies the 
doctrine of the teacher. Please consider the setting: A world in which gnosticism was in 
ascendency and was beginning to have an impact on the Church. 2Peter 1:5 
(knowledge), and 16 (cunningly devised fables) provide clues that it was having some 
effect on Peter's readers. Intellectual certitude and a belief in salvation by faith apart 
from moral law were tenets of that false doctrine. This would account for the products of 
2Peter 2:1-3. That is, the intellectually arrogant gnostics, believing themselves to be the 
true possessors of truth, would find it necessary to control the "unenlightened" for their 
own benefit. And since gnostics are somewhat relaxed morally, they would have few 
scruples against using pernicious methods. In this setting, I find it easy to imagine a well 
intentioned gnostic teaching his convictions with a clear conscience, and yet be 
described by Peter as a false teacher. Ironically, gnosticism developed as an attempt to 
compromise Christian teaching with contemporary Greek philosophy and wisdom. 
 Clinton Hamilton defines the pseudodidaskaloi in the following manner: "The 
compound term used here means 'false teacher, prob. one who teaches falsehoods' 
(AG 899; see also Thayer 675). This individual instructs, but the instruction is in error; in 
relation to the truth as revealed by God, it is lies that he teaches... Their didaskalia, 
teaching or doctrine, is untrue or false as opposed to the truth or reality that comes from 
God's word" (Truth Commentaries, 2 Peter & Jude, p 106).   
 Some argue that O.T. writers used "false" to describe the character rather than 
the message of the prophet. Jeremiah appears to disagree. God acknowledges that He 
did not authorize these prophets to speak, but they spoke anyway. The text makes plain 



that it was the flawed message that produced the evil in Israel, not the character of the 
speaker. Jeremiah 23:21-22: "I have not sent these prophets, yet they ran: I have not 
spoken to them, yet they prophesied. But if they had stood in my counsel, and had 
caused my people to hear my words, then they should have turned them from their evil 
way, and from the evil of their doings."  
 According to W. Robertson Nicoll: "A class of false prophets is frequently 
mentioned in the O.T. In the earlier ages it is not suggested that there was conscious 
deceit on the part of the prophet. His prophecy is false, if it is proved so by the event 
(Jer. 28:9)... The cardinal distinction between the true and the false prophet lay in the 
moral character of their teaching" (The Expositor's Greek Testament, vol. 5, p 133). 
 The test of true and false prophets is found in the content of their prophecies. 
Deuteronomy 13 and 18 prove that the message is the basis for judging whether the 
prophet has been sent by God; his character is not mentioned. Likewise in the N.T., the 
test of a teacher is his message (1 John 4:1-3;  2 John 9-11); again, character is not 
mentioned. The false character of the teacher may be the source of his false doctrine, 
or the false character of a teacher may be generated by long term practice of his false 
doctrine, or the character of a teacher may be incidental to his false doctrine, or the 
character of a teacher might be personable and well intentioned, it's just that his 
doctrine is false. However, both O.T. and N.T. assessments of his soundness are based 
on his doctrine, not his character. 
 By definition, "pseudodidaskalos" is a lying teacher. However, one cannot 
assume that lying speaks to motive, and then force the motive into the text. I maintain 
that one can sin through ignorance, as the Athenians worshipped in ignorance, and 
Saul fought against Christ in ignorance. In the same manner, it is possible for one to 
teach a false doctrine in ignorance with the best of intentions and with a clear 
conscience. I am certain you will agree with this. 
 The question now is: at what point does one cease teaching a lie in ignorance, 
and begins teaching the lie intentionally. The question answers itself... when he is made 
aware that he is teaching a lie. 
 Apollos, an eloquent speaker, taught the baptism of John. Knowing the character 
of Apollos as revealed in scripture, I can assert that he did so well intentioned, with a 
clear conscience, and with the best interest of his hearers at heart. He is not 
characterized as a false teacher in Acts 18; for, Aquila and Priscilla taught him the truth 
about baptism. Evidently Apollos accepted and taught sound doctrine on baptism from 
that point onward, for in verse 27 the brethren commended him to the residents of 
Achaia. It is hard to believe that the disciples, among whom were Aquila and Priscilla, 
would have recommended one who persisted in teaching the baptism of John after 
being taught the way of God more perfectly. 
 Is it possible for one to continue teaching error after being taught the way of God 
more perfectly? It happens all of the time. Regardless of motives, men frequently reject 
exhortation and reproof. Can one, with the best of intentions and the kindest of 
dispositions, persist in teaching error after being shown the truth? Brother Hailey has, 
and so have a myriad of others. I do not question the consciences, intentions, nor 
characters of these men. I take issue with their doctrines. Many of them have been 
taught the truth, and they persist in believing, practicing and preaching false doctrines. 



 So, what do we call a brother who is kind, well intentioned, sincere, and yet he 
continues to teach a false doctrine in spite of being admonished more than once? Jeff 
Smelser wrote: "But if we are to use Bible expressions as the Bible uses them, we need 
to find some appellation other than false teacher to denote someone who is just 
mistaken in what he teaches" (Ibid., 25). What appellation indeed?  
 I would suggest "heretic." Let's be entirely honest. "Someone who is mistaken in 
what he teaches" is a rare creature. In this era of facilitated communication, one does 
not long profess error without a swift response. Sooner rather than later someone will 
take him aside and teach him the way of God more perfectly. After he has received said 
instruction, he is no longer mistaken in what he teaches. He is persisting in error and 
has rejected the truth. Following his second rejection of the truth, he can accurately be 
named a heretic. He holds a hairesis (heresy) instead of the alethias (truth). Therefore, 
he is a hairetikos (heretic) (Titus 3:10).  
 Ultimately, one cannot separate the teacher from his doctrine. It is a part of his 
identity. The proposed (and somewhat contrived) distinction between what one teaches 
and what he is becomes irrelevant the moment he is taught the way of God more 
perfectly. If he does not swiftly repent, he swiftly becomes a false teacher, accused of 
false teaching by the one faith. 
 What is the purpose of attempting to limit the use of false teacher in 2Peter 2:1 to 
one who has both false character and false doctrine? Is it because we are embarrassed 
by the distinct preaching of the message of the "one faith" and are ashamed of 
outspoken critics of error? Why are brethren re-defining false teacher? Is it an attempt 
to prevent anyone from being identified as a false teacher as long as he adheres to the 
restoration principle? 
 I am reminded of the conflict between Isaac Errett and Daniel Sommer. Errett 
told Sommer in 1876: "The pioneers of our brotherhood made a mistake when they tried 
to break down the denominations. They should have tried to convince them that they 
should practice immersion as the only baptism, and commune every first day of the 
week. But in other respects they should have left our religious neighbors as they were" 
(Daniel Sommer: A Biography, William Wallace, 1969, p 192). Errett was embarrassed 
by Sommer's vigorous unmasking of denominational error. Sommer became the 
conservative champion of the poor, rural, less educated Christians, and Isaac Errett was 
viewed as the liberal spokesman for the educated, affluent urbanites who wanted a 
church with more public appeal. Errett's philosophy was such that as long as one holds 
to a few important doctrines, he should not be marked for holding a few strange 
doctrines. It is beginning to sound as if history is about to repeat itself. 
 A devout brother recently said to me: "While it is not binding as authority, there is 
some merit in the traditional use of the term false teacher." I agree. Elihu the Daysman 
of Job 34:3 said: "For the ear trieth words, as the mouth tasteth meat." This new, 
narrowed definition of false teacher strikes my ear with an unpleasant, frightening 
jangle. Why after 1921 years, have brethren suddenly discovered that we have been 
misusing this Bible term? Certainly if we are in error in its use, we must and will correct 
it immediately. But the scholarship behind this new definition appears contrived and 
questionable. The timing is awkward and suspicious. It has the potential to increase 
general tolerance for error, to expose the weak to the preaching of error, and to hasten 
apostasy.  



 No, I reject the new definition of false teacher. A false teacher is anyone who 
persists in teaching error, regardless of his character or motives.  
 I will trust John who wrote: "Whosoever transgresseth, and abideth not in the 
doctrine of Christ, hath not God. He that abideth in the doctrine of Christ, he hath both 
the Father and the Son. If there come any unto you, and bring not this doctrine, receive 
him not into your house, neither bid him God speed:  For he that biddeth him God speed 
is partaker of his evil deeds" (2 John 9-11).  
 I will trust Paul who wrote: "...If any man preach any other gospel unto you than 
that ye have received, let him be accursed. For do I now persuade men, or God? or do I 
seek to please men? for if I yet pleased men, I should not be the servant of Christ" (Gal. 
1:9-10).  
 I will trust Jesus who said: "Beware of false prophets, which come to you in 
sheep's clothing, but inwardly they are ravening wolves. Ye shall know them by their 
fruits... Wherefore by their fruits ye shall know them" (Matt. 7:15-16,20). 


