
Deuteronomy 18:20  Any prophet who speaks in the name of other gods, or who presumes to 
speak in my name a word that I have not commanded the prophet to speak – that prophet shall 
die. 
I Corinthians 8:1 & -3 & 9-12  We know that we all possess knowledge.  Knowledge puffs up, but 
love builds up.  The man who thinks he knows something does not yet know as he ought to 
know.  But the man who loves God is known by God.  Be careful that the exercise of your 
freedom does not become a stumbling block to the weak. For if anyone with a weak conscience 
sees you who have this knowledge eating in an idol’s temple, won’t he be emboldened to eat 
what has been sacrificed to idols? So this weak brother, for whom Christ died, is destroyed by 
our knowledge.   

 
Wanted: Dead or Alive – Prophets: The Nature of Spiritual Knowledge 

 
 False prophets:  If the God envisioned in the Old Testament were still exacting divine 
retribution on false prophets, television studios around the world would be littered with 
corpuses. We do not lack for false prophets!  Some prophets are knowingly false.  They are the 
spiritual entrepreneurs –they know how to turn humankind’s longing for certainty in the midst 
of change into a commodity that can be sold for big bucks.  Preaching a prosperity gospel or a 
feel-good gospel, they have mass appeal and know how to use media well in their sales pitch.    
Aside from diverting psychological and material resources from better uses it may be argued 
that they do little direct harm and may even represent the beginning of a pathway to God-
believing for many people.  
 The really dangerous false prophets are the ones who have an unshakable faith in 
themselves.  They feel that the voice in their head really is God speaking to them in very direct 
and unmistakable terms.  Such prophets believe that they are correcting a great evil and are 
justified in using whatever weapons are at their disposal in stopping this evil.  Such a prophet 
was the Baptist preacher in Pensacola who shot and killed a driver for a doctor who performed 
abortions.  The church members from Topeka, Kansas who knew that God called them to 
disrupt the funerals of war veterans, the Miami preacher who burned copies of the Koran, the 
many priests and pastors who firmly believe they are called to cure homosexuality – they all are 
sure of their righteousness and of the necessity of their actions.  More recently we have seen 
many church leaders who denounced the science concerning the Covid 19 pandemic and swore 
that god would protect their parishioners and that no mask or social distancing was necessary.   
 These false prophets caused Christianity to be held up to ridicule.  They caused the 
death of real people.  They made living difficult for many more.  These false prophets walk 
among us. To be kind and letting God do the judging, these folks suffer from what the experts 
call the Dunning-Kruger effect.  The less competent a person is at something, the smarter they 
think they are. . .These folks think that they know God, that the mind of God, God’s intentions 
for his creation, is known by them and that they are the keepers of that wisdom.  God help us 
all! 
 Spiritual knowledge:  The English comedian, John Cleese, has a better way with words 
than Dunning-Kruger.  Cleese notes that “If you are very, very stupid, how can you possibly 
realize that you’re very stupid? You’d have to be reasonably intelligent to realize how stupid 
you are.”  Professors are not known for their humility and I admit that I know a lot, about a very 



small slice of knowledge.  I am intelligent enough to realize how stupid I am in most other areas 
of human endeavor.  I will illustrate the point with my own “eating food sacrificed for idols” 
story.  
  The Church of the Good Shepherd in Shulin, a suburb of Taipei, had a conference for 
the various Anglican Bishops in Southeast Asia.  During a tea break I was talking with four of the 
bishops who were discussing the difficulty of integrating older Chinese into the Christian faith.  I 
said, since ancestor worship is so important to elderly Chinese, why not include some 
recognition of that in our Christian-Chinese worship. . .Well, if you have never been 
intellectually sat upon by four bishops at once, you have no idea what you have missed.  Let us 
just say that my amateur religious cultural anthropology was not welcome.  In fact, I was 
sufficiently traumatized that when we reconvened the meeting with the Lord’s prayer, I 
regressed to my Presbyterian origins and loudly proclaimed “forgive us our debts”.  They 
remember me in Shulin.   
 Since all of us meet John Cleese’s test of “reasonably intelligent,” how are we to tell 
good from false prophets?  We know that we must listen well to the prophet, but what is it 
about spiritual knowledge that allows us to separate out good from false knowledge?  Paul and 
Jesus manage to make the complex simple.  Paul reminds us that “knowledge puffs up, but love 
builds up.”  Is the prophet narcissistic?  Does the prophet puff himself or herself up?  If so, they 
are false prophets.   
 Jesus says in John 13:34-35. “A new command I give you: Love one another.  As I have 
loved you, so you must love one another. By this all men will know that you are my disciples, if 
you love one another.” We all remember Mark: 12:30. “Love the Lord your God with all your 
heart and with all your soul and with all your mind and with all your strength.  The second is 
this: Love your neighbor as yourself.  There is no commandment greater then these.” 
 One must ask:  Does the prophet preach division or inclusion?  Hate or Love?  If there is 
division and hate that she is preaching, then we are dealing with a false prophet.  That prophet 
should be dead to us.  If the prophet preaches inclusion and love:  That prophet is true and 
speaks the word of God.  We are all prophets.  Let us hope that we are never false prophets, 
but are always motivated to act by love.  Amen. 
 


