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There was a prophet who predicted the death of one of the king’s advisors, so the king decided  
the prophet was too dangerous to be left alive and called on his royal guard, "Grab this prophet 
and bring him to me!"  The king wanted to ask the prophet one more question to see if he truly 
was what he claimed to be and when he lied, have him killed.  "Do you know when you are going 
to die?" the king asked.  "Yes I do," answered the prophet.  "Well, when?"  "Well, I don’t know 
the date but I know that I am going to die three days before you..." 
 
Our reading from Deuteronomy introduces a class of ordained ministers in ancient Israel called 
prophets.  There were priests, elders, even kings, and today we read about the prophet.  The 
voice of God says: Anyone who does not heed the words that the prophet shall speak in my name, 
I myself will hold accountable. But 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.  It seems like those were the rules.  The prophet would flip the way of other 
cultures from revealing what humans wanted to know, to disclosing what God wanted to reveal.  
The flow was from God to the people through the prophet.  The prophets were to be like Moses.  
Humble, as Moses was.  Rather than hoard power, Moses wanted to share the Spirit and 
responsibility.  Moses wants what’s best for his people.  In the language of the Old Testament, 
he intercedes on their behalf when God threatens to destroy them for worshipping the golden 
calf.  He quite literally stands between God and Israel to save them.  Not seeing these qualities in 
the prophet was one way to know that God had forsaken them or that one was a false prophet. 
 
So the authority of a prophet required both God’s blessing and seeing the qualities of a prophet 
clearly displayed.  In that sense, both God and the people granted the prophet authority.  This 
idea of authority is what we see in the gospel today where they say twice that Jesus has authority 
but not the scribes.  The people can see it clearly in him, but not in them. 
 
Why do we grant people authority?  In the healthiest sense, we allow people to have authority 
because we trust them.  Perhaps we see something in them that impresses us or their manner 
makes us feel they are the right person for the job.  In modern times we have licenses and degrees 
which tell the public that our institutions, which we have given authority, have given a stamp of 
approval, so if they trust this person, we should as well.  The point being that real authority comes 
from the people’s mandate; authority cannot be taken.  Why then do we grant someone 
authority in a religious setting? 
 
Again, we have an apparatus which confers authority onto people: seminaries, bishops, etc. But 
I think more deeply, we allow people to have authority in religious institutions because we can 
see in them a genuine desire to care for our wellbeing that comes from a love of God.  I choose 
my words carefully here.  We are not looking for a perfect person – that doesn’t exist.  But to see 
a genuine desire to care for others that grows from faith in God, what more is there?  However, 
what happens when someone has all the trappings but they are really hollow inside?  What 
happens when we encounter a false prophet? 
 
First, how do we identify the false prophet?  I would say that we pick up on clues that lead us to 
the conclusion that this person is out for his or herself rather than the greater good.  Sometimes 
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this is obvious and can be seen by most.  Not unlike when the demon says to Jesus: I know you.  
For example, if someone uses scripture to justify slavery, we should know right away this person 
is not to be taken seriously.  Or, as in Jesus’ time, when the religious authorities are clearly in 
collusion with a foreign power and they use the faith practice to keep people in check for their 
own benefit. These would be false prophets.  I would say in our time we see two things that are 
terribly disturbing.  One is linking Christianity and other faith practices with forms of violence 
such as open revolution, militarism, terrorism, or the right to bear arms, in such a way that we 
classify today as toxic masculinity.  And the other is a more subtle form of psychological 
manipulation where preachers create lists of do’s and don’ts which they put before people, that 
are really unachievable, and simply keep their listeners or followers in a perpetual state of self-
loathing without even recognizing it.  I’m thinking here of Joyce Meyers and Joel Osteen because 
they are famous, but this is a brand of Christianity which is quite common.  It’s consumerism 
dressed in a cross, asking people to keep buying the product with the promise that it will make 
you well, and if it doesn’t you must have done something wrong... 
 
This brings us back round to our season of repentance I have invited us to be in these past weeks, 
because we all have to invite Jesus to remove the demons from within.  What I mean today are 
the demons within Christianity.  Only Christians can do it.  Now I know as Episcopalians we shy 
away from this language.  So let’s say the demonic within. Notice, Jesus begins his ministry by 
exorcising the demonic in a synagogue.  He begins with his own people.  Jesus has authority 
because Jesus is truly the Good Shepherd of the sheep.  He wants to exorcise the false prophets 
from among his people to keep them safe.  To bring about reconciliation, we rid ourselves of our 
own demons so we might have the ability to help others with theirs.  Christians must be 
responsible for ridding ourselves of our demons. 
 
In Reconciling All Things, by Katongole and Rice, published in 2008, we read: This false gospel 
promises either an afterlife of eternal bliss or blessings for individual wellbeing, which are not 
connected to the transformation of social realities. The problem with individualistic Christianity is 
what we call ‘reconciliation without memory,’ an approach which ignores the wounds of the world 
and proclaims peace where there is no peace (see Jer. 8:11).  Written almost 15 years ago and so 
pertinent today.  We are still struggling with the idea of true reconciliation.  How many have we 
heard in recent weeks and even for decades, state that it is time to move on.  Let the past be the 
past.  Life is about moving forward, all the while criticizing those who want to deal with the tough 
issues and the realities of history.  This is not true healing.  This is not real reconciliation. 
 
For Christianity to have an impact we need to have authority.  To have authority people need to 
trust us as a body, as a faith practice.  The false prophets among us make this task more difficult 
than it should be primarily because if we allow them to continue, our complacency makes a 
mockery of our faith.  It makes a mockery of the cross.  So today as we continue to ponder the 
true meaning of reconciliation, let us consider the work of calling out the false prophets and 
exorcising our own demons.  Not to be right or to be better, not to feel vindicated or superior, 
but to be loving.  To be shepherds who lay down our lives for the sheep so we might all be 
reconciled.  This is who we are as a people.  This is what it means to follow Jesus Christ. 
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