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Deuteronomy 18:15-22 
Acts 21:7-14 
 
Over the next couple of months, while some of us will be reading our way through the 
books of the prophets which come at the end of the Old Testament, we will also be 
considering just a little of what we are reading in our morning worship.  The studies 
begin on Thursday, so I hope people have started reading – reading Jonah, Amos, 
Hosea, Micah and the very beginning of Isaiah.  And I hope that as you read you are 
remembering to ask yourself the questions: What was new or compelling? What 
questions did you have? Was there anything that bothered you? What did you learn 
about God? And how might this change the way we live? 
 
But today I thought we might think a little about prophets and the gift of prophecy, in the 
Bible and today. 
 
The very first person to be called a prophet in the Bible is Moses, and he names himself 
a prophet when he tells the people of Israel, in his final address to them, that “The Lord 
your God will raise up a prophet like me from among your own people; you shall heed 
such a prophet.” (Deut 18:15)  A prophet like me – which means that Moses saw 
himself as a prophet.   And well he might, because although we tend to think of 
prophets as people who foretell the future, what they really are, are those who speak 
God’s word to a situation.  Sometimes this involves talking about the future, but always 
it involves speaking to the present situation of those who are addressed.  Moses was 
the great law-giver.  He spoke God’s word to the people in no uncertain manner, and so 
although he was other things; a leader, a pioneer, a miracle-worker, he was certainly 
also a prophet. 
 
The next prophet we meet is Samuel, the boy who grew up in the presence of God and 
who brought his word to people from an early age until he was an old man.  Samuel 
prophetically anointed Saul as King and then David as the king-to-be.  When David was 
King Nathan the prophet was the one brave enough to tell him how wrong he was over 
the affair with Bathsheba, Uriah’s wife.  Courage is a hallmark of true prophets.  They 
are prepared to talk to the highest in the land in terms which they know will not be to 
their liking. 
 
After the days of David, there grew up a tradition of having prophets at the royal courts 
of both Israel and Judah, but very often these were ceremonial roles and not men 
imbued with the courage of the true speaker of God’s word.  Reading some of the 
oblique comments people make about these official prophets it seems that they would 
cover their heads to induce trance in hot weather, or practice aesceticism to gain that 
same semi-hypnotic state.  There is a lovely story in 1Kings 22 about the two kings, 



Jehoshaphat of Judah and Ahab of Israel who are consulting together about whether 
they should join forces to fight the king of Aram.  Ahab gathers his prophets – four 
hundred of them – and asks if this would be a good idea, and they said that God had 
promised to give the king victory.  But for some reason these four hundred voices did 
not convince Jehoshaphat, and he asked if there weren’t anyone else.  Only Micaiah he 
is told, and he never says anything good.  But the king of Judah insists on hearing him, 
so he is sent for.  The messenger who goes to Micaiah tells him that the other prophets 
have all said that God will give the victory, so he should do likewise, but Micaiah says 
“Whatever the Lord says to me, that will I speak.”  
 
When he gets into the royal presence and is asked for the word of God he says, 
presumably in a sarcastic way, “Go up and triumph, the Lord will give it into the hand of 
the king.”  But Ahab can read a tone of voice and crossly demands his real word. And 
Micaiah says “I saw all Israel scattered on the mountains, like sheep that have no 
shepherd.” He goes on to say that he has seen a lying spirit enter into the other 
prophets, which in turn enrages them, so that when he leaves the king’s presence one 
of them slaps Micaiah for daring to say that God’s Spirit has let him.  Even in the days 
when to be a prophet was a bit of a career move, to be a true prophet was not easy.  
And the prophet Amos does not call himself by that title at all, continuing to name 
himself as a shepherd and dresser of sycamore figs who just happens to be called to 
speak God’s word. 
 
Isaiah is heard by kings and seems to be well respected – he was probably also of the 
ruling class, which may have helped people to pay attention to him.  But Jeremiah was 
at best ignored and at worst found himself thrown into an empty cistern and left to die.   
 
The prophets speak God’s word, but they also live it.  Hosea found God’s word to the 
nation portrayed in his difficult marriage.  Ezekiel is a very active prophet: at the 
beginning of his ministry he is forbidden to leave his house, is bound with ropes and is 
unable to speak, to show how the rebellion of Judah has restricted God. He lies for 390 
days on his left side and then for 40 days on his right to show the people that the exile 
that is coming will not be of short duration, and then he digs through the wall of his 
house and takes an exile’s baggage out this way to show what was coming.  The 
prophets will do whatever they can to get their message across. 
 
They need to, because on the whole, very few people listen to them, and those who do 
refuse to accept what they say.  Jeremiah, who is at work at about the same time as 
Ezekiel, just before the people are taken into exile, has a scribe write down his words, 
and then has the humiliation of seeing the king burn the scroll. 
 
The word that the prophets speak may come to them in various ways, but one thing 
which proves the truth of their words is that they are a continuation of the revelation of 
God which the people already have.  In stories, in laws, in history, the people of Israel 
and Judah have been shown a lot about God, about his justice and his care for his 
people, about the response he seeks from them.  The prophets apply this knowledge to 
their own situations. 
 
Prophecy is not only found in the Old Testament.  The gift of prophecy is one of the 
spiritual gifts which Paul talks about in his letters, a gift which the early church knew 
well.  In the book of Acts, we meet the prophet Agabus who, meeting Paul on his way to 
Jerusalem for what was to be the last time, binds himself with Paul’s belt and says that 
“The is the way that the Jews in Jerusalem will bind the man who owns this belt and will 



hand him over to the Gentiles.” (Acts 21:11)  It was obvious that the early church 
needed people who could take what they knew of God from the Jewish Scripture and 
from Jesus, and apply that knowledge to non-Jews living in difficult situations.  The 
greatest of these prophets is perhaps John the Evangelist, who gave us the book of 
Revelation: a prophecy in largely symbolic language about the relationship of the church 
with the Roman authorities. 
 
But of course, as the task of a prophet is to bring the word of God to the people, the 
greatest prophet was Jesus himself.  He was more than a prophet, as we mentioned 
last week, but just as he also was a healer and a teacher, so he was a prophet.  He told 
people what God was saying, especially to their current situation.  And he suffered the 
same fate as other prophets before him did.  He was largely ignored by those in 
authority, and when the ordinary people seemed to be listening to him too much, he was 
silenced.  Or so they thought.  Of course we know that this was far from the case. 
 
Jesus still speaks to his people, to his church, most often as we read and think about 
the Scripture.  But the world beyond the church still has need of prophets.  There is a 
crying need for people who will speak to the powers that be and remind them of our 
Christian heritage, not only in historical terms, or in traditional terms but in terms of what 
that means for how we live today, in 2016.  Christian prophets are needed to speak 
about loving neighbours and even loving enemies.  Christian prophets are needed to 
speak of welcoming strangers into our midst.  It takes a prophet to get across the 
message that if forgiveness is real, then it changes how we treat those imprisoned for 
crimes against others or against society.   
Christian prophets are needed to say the things that people don’t want to hear.  To put 
Christ at the centre of governments, nations, institutions and show how his radical love, 
his sacrificial life, his profound forgiveness should change the way that we live together.  
It is not every Christian who is called to this ministry, and those who do undertake it 
most often do get the same response the prophets have received since the days of 
Micaiah.  They will be mocked, they will be ignored, they will be dismissed as cranks.  
But it was Jeremiah who said,  

 
“If I say, ‘I will not mention him, or speak any more in his name,’ then within me there is 
something like a burning fire shut up in my bones; I am weary with holding it in and I 
cannot.” (Jeremiah 20:9) 
 
As we take a journey through the works and writings of the prophets of old, as we see 
how they spoke to their own situations and the people around and set over them, may 
we also listen for what the Spirit of God is saying to our church, our community and our 
world.  May we listen to see how God might want us to speak or act prophetically, with 
his message, in his name.  Amen. 
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