Parashat Shoftim






How Can We Knhow if a Prophecy
Comes from God?

« What are the two types of false prophets
mentioned in this parasha?

« How does the Torah guide us to differentiate
between a true and false prophet?

« What is the problem with this method of
differentiation?

« What else helps us to discern if a prophet is true
or false?

« How is the Torah’s advice about false prophets
implemented in the Bible itself?

Introduction

Last week, in parashat Re’eh, we began discussing
the issue of false prophecy. We discussed the kind of
prophet described in chapter 13, who calls for idol
worship; primarily dealing with the question of how
it is conceivable that a person of prophetic power
will preach for, not against, idolatry; and we saw
how different commentators deal with this issue.

Parashat Shoftim also deals with false prophecy. In
chapter 18, the Torah forbids the implementation of
different kinds of divination and sorcery:



When you enter the land the
Lord your God is giving you,
do not learn to imitate the
detestable ways of the nations
there. Let no one be found
among you who sacrifices their
son or daughter in the fire, who
practices divination or sorcery,
interprets omens, engages in
witchcraft, or casts spells, or
who is a medium or oracle who
consults the dead. Anyone who
does these things is detestable
to the Lord; because of these
same detestable practices the
Lord your God will drive out
those nations before you. You
must be straightforward before
the Lord your God. The nations
you will dispossess listen to
those who practice sorcery or
divination. But as for you, the
Lord your God has not permitted
you to do so. (18:9-13)
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In contrast, the Torah offers the preferable
alternative - obeying God’s word as received directly

from a true prophet:
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A false
prophet
and a
prophet
who
speaks in
the name

of idolatry

The Lord your God will raise up
for you a prophet like me from
among you, from your fellow
Israelites...| will raise up for
them a prophet like you from
among their fellow Israelites,
and | will put My words in
his mouth. He will tell them
everything | command him.
I Myself will call to account
anyone who does not listen
to My words that the prophet
speaks in My name. (14-19)
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The Torah continues, warning against false prophets:

But a prophet who presumes
to speak in My name anything
| have not commanded, or a
prophet who speaks in the
name of other gods, is to be
put to death. You may say to
yourselves, How can we know
when a message has not been
spoken by the Lord? If what a
prophet proclaims in the name
of the Lord does not take place
or come true, that is a message
the Lord has not spoken.
That prophet has spoken
presumptuously, so do not be
alarmed. (20-22)
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How will

we know?

The Torah warns here of two different types of
false prophet: one is a prophet who is supposedly
speaking in God’s name, but he did not in fact hear
such words from the mouth of God (“a prophet who
presumes to speak in My name anything | have not
commanded”); the second is a prophet speaking in
the name of another “god” (“who speaks in the name
of other gods”).

Verses 21-22 raise the obvious question: How can
we distinguish between a true and false prophecy?
The answer given here is that the authenticity of a
prophecyis confirmed with its fulfillment-a prophecy
which does not come true is a false prophecy.

While this may seem like a reasonable answer, in
reality, this is no simple matter. In the Bible, in Neviim
in particular, we learn of complex situations involving
both true and false prophets pitted against each other,
each trying to convince the public of the authenticity
of their words - and their listeners were faced with
no easy task.

In this lesson we will discuss two stories that focus
upon distinguishing between true and false prophets:
the story of Michayahu ben Yimleh (1 Kings 22); and
the story of Yirmiyahu against Hananiah ben Azur
(Jeremiah 28).
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Michayahu ben Yimleh Against
the False Prophets

Four King Ahav of Israel and Yehoshafat of Yehudah
hundred ~ want to go out to war against Ramot Gilad, and
prophets  Yehoshafat wishes to hear God’s word before they go

out to war:

So the king of Israel brought
together the prophets—about
four hundred men—and asked
them, “Shall | go to war against
Ramoth Gilead, orshall I refrain?”
“Go,” they answered, “for the
Lord will give it into the king’s
hand.” But Yehoshafat asked, “Is
there no longer a prophet of the
Lord here whom we can inquire
of?” The king of Israel answered
Yehoshafat, “There is still one
prophet through whom we can
inquire of the Lord, but | hate
him because he never prophesies
anything good about me, but
always bad. He is Michayahu son
of Yimleh.” “The king should not
say such a thing,” Yehoshafat
replied. So the kingof Israel
called one of his officials and
said, “Bring Michayahu son of
Yimleh at once.”
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Now Zedekiah son of
Kenaanah had made iron horns
and he declared, “This is what
the Lord says: ‘With these you
will gore the Arameans until they
are destroyed.”” All the other
prophets were prophesying the
same thing. “Attack Ramoth
Gilead and be victorious,” they
said, “for the Lord will give it into
the king’s hand.” The messenger
who had gone to summon
Michayahu said to him, “Look,
the other prophets without
exception are predicting success
for the king. Let your word agree
with theirs, and speak favorably.”
But Micaiah said, “As surely as
the Lord lives, | can tell him only
what the Lord tells me.” When
he arrived, the king asked him,
“Micaiah, shall we go to war
against Ramoth Gilead, or not?”
Attack and be victorious,” he
answered, “for the Lord will give
it into the king’s hand.” The king
said to him, “How many times
must | make you swear to tell
me nothing but the truth in the
name of the Lord?”... And he said,
“Therefore hear the word of the
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Lord: | saw the Lord sitting on his
throne with all the multitudes of
heaven standing around him on his
right and on his left. And the Lord
said, ‘Who will entice Ahab into
attacking Ramoth Gilead and going
to his death there?” “One suggested
this, and another that. Finally, a spirit
came forward, stood before the Lord
and said, ‘1 will entice him.” “‘By what
means?’ the Lord asked. “‘I will go
out and be a deceiving spirit in the
mouths of all his prophets,” he said.
““You will succeed in enticing him,’
said the Lord. ‘Go and do it.” “So now
the Lord has put a deceiving spirit in
the mouths of all these prophets of
yours. The Lord has decreed disaster
for you.” (1 Kings 22: 6-22)

Of course, this story is worthy of an extensive
discussion in itself, but in this context, we will only
raise a few points in regard to the issue of false

prophecy:

1. The prophets are not presented as “false prophets,”
nor even as prophets of the Ba’al' but only as

“prophets.”

2. It is evident that these prophets (Zedekiah
ben Kenaanah in particular) are certain of the

1 As opposed to the story of Eliyahu and the prophets of the

Ba’al at Mount CargIeI (1 Kings 18).



The test

of the
prophecy’s
fulfillment

- too late

authenticity of their prophecies. From here, we
can conclude that false prophets undergo some
kind of spiritual experience, and may not be aware
that their words are not God’s words. And indeed,
from the words of the true prophet (Michayahu),
it emerges that the words of these prophets is not
a “lie” that they themselves invented: they indeed
received their prophecy from a God-sent Spirit .

3. Here, the content of the prophecy is not a clear
indication of its truth, for it does not necessarily
deal with “religious” issues such as the mitzvot, but
rather with a political-military matter: whether or
not to go out to war.

How, then, can the king and the nation determine
who is speaking the truth?

The Torah determines that the authenticity
of a prophecy is determined with the prophecy’s
fulfillment, and indeed, the end of the story proves
whose prophecy came true. However, in this case,
the Torah’s test does not help the figures of the story
themselves - they cannot wait to see the results of
the war before deciding whether or not to go in the
first place. If so, another test is needed in order to
determine whether a prophecy is true.

2 TheAbrabanel says that the Torah’s words only apply to the first
two kinds of prophecy (performing wonders and predicting
what is to come). However, when a prophet predicts future
good or evil depending on the people’s actions (for example,
famine or abundance depending on fulfillment of the Torah) -
then a prophecy’s authenticity cannot be tested because God
may revoke His word if the people change their deeds, and this
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Intuitive
determi-

nation

Indeed, it seems that all those in the presence of the
two kings and Michayahu were immediately aware
of the discrepancy between true and false prophecy.
Yehoshafat hears a prophecy from four hundred (!)
prophets, but their words do not suffice, and he asks
to hear just one prophet of God; and it seems that
Ahav was also aware of Michayahu’s superiority
and was only loathe to summon him because he

is the Abrabanel’s language:
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The actions of a prophet and his wonders are of three kinds:
performing wonders through changing nature; predicting
things which are neither good or bad, such as what Shmuel
told Shaul (1 Samuel 9) that the donkeys have been found;
and predicting the good and bad that will befall a nation or
an individual in the future. The prophet’s words can only be
tested for authenticity in the first two kinds of prophecy.
Not in the third kind of prediction of good or evil. And logic
dictates this, for it is not fitting that a prophet’s authenticity
be tested through matters of reward and punishment. And
therefore the real test lies in the performance of wonders in
nature, so that humankind will recognize God’s name and
that He does as He wishes. And similarly, [authenticity can be
tested throughl predicting what did or will happen, as it is a
hidden thing from [the prophet’s] listeners. For these things
will show that the spirit of God within [the prophet] will know
what darkness and light will come to pass.

And see a more extensive discussion in the Ralbag (Milchamot
Hashem 6:13); R’ Hasdei Crescas (Or Hashem, 2; 4:2).
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prophesied evil. Similarly, when Michayahu lies and
tells them they will be successful in battle, the king
notes the hollow tone of his words and binds him to
tell the truth. From here, it is clear that it is possible
to recognize which prophecy reflects God’s word, and
which rings with “deceiving spirit.”

At the same time, we see that the four hundred
prophets who were filled with a deceiving spirit did
not make their prophecies up, but actually received a
prophetic vision that convinced them of the truth of
their own words, which were therefore not uttered in
actual deception.

If so, the question still stands: how can one
distinguish between true and false prophecy?

In order to answer this question, let us delve
into another story that deals with false prophecy -
Yirmiyahu's struggle with Hananiah ben Azur.
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Breaking
the yoke
of Babylon

Yirmiyahu against Hananiah ben

Azur

Yirmiyahu often faced false prophets. We will now
discuss one such event, which is described in great

detail and length in the text:

In the fifth month of that same
year, the fourth year, early in the
reign of Zedekiah king of Judah,
the prophet Hananiah son of
Azur, who was from Gibeon, said
to me in the house of the Lord in
the presence of the priests and all
the people: “This is what the Lord
Almighty, the God of Israel, says:
‘I will break the yoke of the king
of Babylon. Within two years | will
bring back to this place all the
articles of the Lord’s house that
Nebuchadnezzar king of Babylon
removed from here and took to
Babylon. 1 will also bring back
to this place Yehoyachin son of
Yehoiakim king of Judah and all the
other exiles from Judah who went
to Babylon,’” declares the Lord, ‘for
I will break the yoke of the king of
Babylon.”” (Jeremiah 28:1-4)
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3 ForYirmiyahu’s struggles with false prophets, and accusations
against Yirmiyahu himself, see Jeremiah 4:10; 6:13-14; 14;13-15;
17:15-16; 20:7-8; chapter 23; 26:11-18; 27:16-18; chapter 28; 29;

37:19; 43:2.
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If only...

Hananiah’s words come after the exile of
Yehoyachin, when the upper classes of the people and
the treasures of the Mikdash were led away to Babylon.
Yirmiyahu continues to warn the people that if they
do not mend their ways, they will suffer complete
destruction, and also be led to exile.* In contrast to
Yirmiyahu's prophecies of doom, Hananiah ben Azur
is offering prophecies of consolation, promising the
people that the exiled will soon return from Babylon,
together with the treasures of the Mikdash.

When Yirmiyahu hears his words, he does not
immediately “return fire” and argue with Hananiah
ben Azur, but rather, he expresses his hopes that
his own prophecies will be proven wrong, and that
Hananiah’s words will come true:

Then the prophet Yirmiyahu 5% N7 mp% 80
replied to the prophet Hananiah 23737 'y X237 oo
before the priests and all the oy oyy 5 vy
people who were standing in Y N1 7 73
the house of the Lord. He said, ‘7 myp 12 1y N2
“Amen! May the Lord do so! May Tw§ 7237 n§ 7 op
the Lord fulfill the words you ‘7 m3 % 2winh oND
have prophesied by bringing the  o¥»p75% "2 793759
articles of the Lord’s house and i
all the exiles back to this place

from Babylon. (6-8)

Yirmiyahu says “if only your words will come true,”
because he himself has no interest in Jerusalem’s

4 See Jeremiah 27.
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Who is
right - he
whose
words

come true

The sym-
bolic
breaking
of the
yoke

destruction. He only chastises the people in the hope
that they will change their ways and thus prevent
the destruction.

However, at the same time, Yirmiyahu warns
Hananiah that the authenticity of his prophecy will
only be confirmed when his words pass the test that
has long since been presented in the Torah - the test
of fulfillment:

Nevertheless, listen to what | ™7 9277 N) yow I8
have to say in your hearing and  7p¥3 937 238 WX
in the hearing of all the people: D»7 :0y7 52 NN
From early times the prophets 1 7399 9% ¥7 Wy
who preceded you and me have  mgIN 5% w3 053
prophesied war, disaster and %7y moomn ) s
plague against many countries 9279 T MOTM;
and great kingdoms. But the D%w) N3» WX N7
prophet who prophesies peace Y7 N7 927 N33
will be recognized as one truly ‘7 WY WX NI
sent by the Lord only if his SN2
prediction comes true.”

In reaction to Yirmiyahu's warning, Hananiah
illustrates his words with a symbolic act’ in order

5 According to the Malbim’s commentary on this chapter, as
well as the Ramban’s opinion (in his commentary on Bereshit
- regarding the issue of “am o niax nwyn” - what fathers do is
a sign for their children), the acts performed by the prophets
are not only symbolic, illustrative, but they also give grant
practical validation to a prophecy, as if beginning its actua
fulfillment. Indeed, at the end of the chapter, Yirmiyahu
responds to Hananiah that there is actual significance to the
symbolic acts he has performed: “Thus says the Lord, You have
broken a wooden yoke, but in its place you will get a yoke of
iron.”
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to demonstrate the authenticity of his prophecy. He
breaks the wooden “yoke” Yirmiyahu wears around his
neck, which God instructed him to make in chapter
27 as an expression of the punishment that is about
to come. Following Hananiah’s deed, God commands
Yirmiyahu to prepare a replacement yoke, this time
made of iron, in order to illustrate that Yirmiyahu’s

prophecy will triumph over that of Hananiah:

Then the prophet Hananiah
took the yoke off the neck of the
prophet Yirmiyahu and broke it,
and he said before all the people,
“This is what the Lord says: ‘In
the same way | will break the
yoke of Nebuchadnezzar king
of Babylon off the neck of all
the nations within two years.””
At this, the prophet Yirmiyahu
went on his way.

After the prophet Hananiah had
broken the yoke off the neck of
the prophet Yirmiyahu, the word
of the Lord came to Yirmiyahu:
“Go and tell Hananiah, ‘This is
what the Lord says: You have
broken a wooden yoke, but in its
place you will get a yoke of iron.
This is what the Lord Almighty,
the God of Israel, says: | will put
an iron yoke on the necks of
all these nations to make them
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The
content
of the
prophecy
does not
testify

to its

falsehood

serve Nebuchadnezzar king of mmN) ‘709w N5 man
Babylon, and they will serve Sy oy oy prvan
him. I will even give him control 37 ‘78 135 3w
over the wild animals.’”” Then 787 %9 Syp 02w
the prophet Yirmiyahu said to 190 2 my npy mws
Hananiah the prophet, “Listen, mum mon 758 1737
Hananiah! The Lord has notsent M2 X737 w2 M7
you, yet you have persuaded this Rimio]
nation to trust in lies. Therefore

this is what the Lord says: ‘I am

about to remove you from the

face of the earth. This very year

you will die, because you have

preached rebellion against the

Lord.”” In the seventh month of

that same year, Hananiah the

prophet died.

In this story as well, the false prophet is not
explicitly referred to as such. Similarly, the content
of Hananiah’s prophecy is not problematic from a
religious or moral perspective, and its implications
are mainly political - should the people give in to the
Babylonian Empire, or fight against them? In such a
situation, it is very difficult for listeners to determine
which of the prophecies is true and which one is
false. Both sides accompany their prophecies with a
symbolic act, and each prophet seems to be convinced
of his own words.
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Yirmiyahu
and the
people in
doubt

Yirmiyahu's reactions, however, show that he is not
completely sure that Hananiah’s words are not true:®
he opens his words by saying: “if only your words will
come true,” then warns him that his prophecy will only
be confirmed with the test of fulfillment, and finally,
leaves without any decisive statement (as opposed
to Michaya ben Yimleh, who is convinced that he is
correct). Only after Yirmiyahu receives a prophecy
to prepare a yoke of iron to contradict Hananiah’s
prophecy does he understand that Hananiah is a
false prophet, and then he confronts him directly and
predicts that he will die within the year.

Hananiah’s death that same year confirmed that his
words were false, but his death was not immediate,
and therefore, it does not say that the people were
convinced of Yirmiyahu’s prophecy. In order to
differentiate between a true and false prophet, we
need immediate proof, so that the word of God will
not lose its momentum. How can this be achieved?

6 In other instances in the book, it also seems that Yirmiyahu is
faced with this problem. In an early prophecy, he says (14:13):
But | said, “Alas, Sovereign Lord! The prophets keep telling
them, ‘You will not see the sword or suffer famine. Indeed,
I will give you lasting peace in this place.”” God replies thus:
“Then the Lord said to me, “The prophets are prophesying lies in
my name. I have not sent them or appointed them or spoken to them.
They are prophesying to you false visions, divinations, idolatries
and the delusions of their own minds...”It seems that when Jeremiah
heard the prophecies of these other prophets, he was not entirely sure
if they were correct or not, and needed to receive a special prophecy
that will reveal their falsehood to him.

7 The problem is only exacerbated if we accept Rabbi Akiva’s
opinion in the Sifri (84) that Hananiah was a true prophet at
first: “Rabbi Akiva said: Heaven forbid that an idol worshiper
make the sun and moon, stars or constellations be still! [The
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Different
degrees of
spiritual

power

Different Degrees of Prophecy

The two stories we have seen illustrate the
problematic aspects of the phenomenon of false
prophecy. Just as the Torah does not use the term
“false prophet,” it is also not used in Neviim, and this
teaches us about the complexity of the concept of
prophecy.

As we discussed in the previous parasha, there
are people bestowed with special spiritual powers
who are able to reach certain spiritual states that
most people are unable to reach. The Torah refers to
these people as “prophets,” but not all prophets have
been granted God’s actual words. In his commentary
to chapter 18 of Devarim, the Ramban discusses
the power to predict the future in different ways,
explaining that this is not false, but rather an actual
form of power.?

Torah] is only referring to one who was a true prophet at first,
but then became a false prophet like Hananiah the son of
Azur.”

8 These are his words on Devarim 18:9:
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Now, know and understand about matters of sorcery, that
when the Creator, blessed be He, created everything, he made
the heavenly entities rulers over the earthly entities beneath
them, and granted the stars and the fortunes power over
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Am Yisrael merited the greatest of prophets, Moshe
Rabbeinu, who received God’s word directly; prophets
of a lower prophetic status who were unable to
receive His words directly followed in his wake, but
they were still granted the knowledge of God’s true
words.? At the same time, there was a widespread
phenomenon of people of certain spiritual powers who
“prophesied” different prophecies on a lower spiritual
level, prophecies that did not reflect God’s word, but
was rather attuned to lower spiritual entities.

Israel was faced with the challenge of differentiating
between them, and as illustrated through the two

the earth and everything upon it according to their guidance
and their gaze, just as the astrologers have experienced..And
many have denied such divination to say that there is no truth
in them at all, for who could tell raven or a crane what is
to be. But how can we deny things that have been publicly
witnessed? And our Sages will also admit to them.. and He
forbade divination and sorcery to you, because He set you
above all other nations of the land, setting a prophet among
you and placing His words in his mouth, and you shall hear
what God is setting in motion from him and you will not need
to go to diviners and sorcerers to know the future, to those
who looked at the stars or from the lower ministering angels,
who are not entirely reliable and do not provide all necessary
information, but prophecy will inform of all that God desires
and all its words are true, and this is the meaning of “this is
a message that the Lord has not spoken” (22) - for you, His
portion, His chosen ones, hear His own word from the mouth
[of the prophet]...

9 The difference between Moshe’s prophecy and other prophets
is expressed in the clarity of the transmission of God’s word:
God spoke to Moshe “mouth to mouth” while other prophets
received God’s word in “a dream,” and see Bamidbar 12:6-8:
“When there is a prophet among you, I, the Lord, reveal myself
to them in visions, | speak to them in dreams. But this is not
true of my servant Moshe; he is faithful in all my house. With
him | speak face to face, clearly and not in riddles; he sees the

form of the Lord.” ~ 20 ~



The Proph-
et’s recog-
nition of
his degree
of proph-

ecy

above stories, this was no easy task. Nonetheless,
on many different occasions, Yirmiyahu cries out
that it is possible to distinguish between truth and
falsehood, as we will shortly see.

Differentiating Between True
and False Prophecy

Firstly, Yirmiyahu claims, the prophet himself
must become aware of his own degree of prophecy,
recognizing if he speaks from God’s word or from a
different source. Yirmiyahu repeats his description of
the prophetic experience, claiming it should not be

compared to a “dream” or any other vision:

| have heard what the prophets
have said who prophesy lies
in My name, saying, ‘I have
dreamed, | have dreamed!” How
long will this be in the heart of
the prophets who prophesy lies?
Indeed they are prophets of the
deceit of their own heart, who
try to make My people forget
My name by their dreams which
everyone tells his neighbor, as
their fathers forgot My name
for Baal. “The prophet who has
a dream, let him tell a dream.
And he who has My word, let
him speak My word faithfully.
What is the chaff to the wheat?

~ 2] ~
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” says the Lord. “Is not My word 3 Dowgoay o opwa
likeafire?”saystheLord, “Andlike  miy 8% Py X5
a hammer that breaks the rockin 17 oy? ¥ 8> Dy
pieces? “Therefore behold, | am LTTDN
against the prophets,” says the

Lord, “who steal My words every

one from his neighbor. Behold, |

am against the prophets,” says

the Lord, “who use their tongues

and say, ‘He says.” Behold, | am

against those who prophesy

false dreams,” says the Lord,

“and tell them, and cause My

people to err by their lies and by

their recklessness. Yet | did not

send them or command them;

therefore they shall not profit

this people at all,” says the Lord.

(23: 28-32)

Yirmiyahu himself, who was often forced to deal
with false prophets, admits that such prophets did
not make up their prophecies with the intention of
lying, but rather drew them from dreams they had
- although he does refer to such dreams as “false
dreams.” However, at the same time he shoots
accusations at these prophets, saying that they are
speakers of lies, for a true prophet must know how to
discern between a false vision and a prophecy; between
a dream and the word of God, between “the chaff”
and “the wheat.”® The word of God is powerful, like a

10 Similarly to the Abrabanel’s interpretation of Hananiah ben
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The
content of

a prophecy

hammer shattering a rock, unlike the brittle dreams
derived from the human imagination. Similarly, a
prophet is able to recognize if his visions come out
of a process of sanctification worthy of those who
receive God’s word.

Note that this argument is congruent with a
situation in which a false prophet prophesies false
words out of the mistaken assumption that he is
speaking God’s word, because he has never experienced
a higher degree of prophecy.”

Yirmiyahu adds that in certain instances, the
authenticity of a prophecy can be determined by its
content; prophecy that supports the wicked , or that
claims that all will be well even if God’s word is not
heeded, is a false prophecy:®

Azur’s sin:

M ORI ORI 3w (533 0950) M 93T NN BN 0o nyT e

o5m Y PranR 2 o s 105 .. T T Masm i obn
In my opinion, Hananiah dreamed of this matter (the fall of
Babylon) and thought that his dream was a prophecy, while it
was really a simple dream derived from his imagination, and
it was in this that he was mistaken...he was punished because
he should have discerned that it was a dream.

11 Sometimes, even a true prophet cannot be sure that his visions
are from God, although they are true prophecies, as we see in
Jeremiah 32: 6-8:

NN T2 7R TORD TN N3 T77 05w 12 SN A3 MR 0K 7927 M T MmN

BT 2N 717272 077 12 DN 0N NI PN LEw T v M3 N T

TAMYRT0SYR T2 2 PR YIND TN TR N T 7 N TR 2N TN Tt

NI 73702 VTN, T2 TR TN

However, see the Malbim ibid., as well as Yair Hoffman’s
article (in Hebrew):

19973 N NI AN AT YN

12 Note that false prophets in the Bible always predict good.
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through
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fulfillment

They continually say to those 927387 TN DN
who despise Me, ‘The Lord has 53 0% mp oY ‘1
said, “You shall have peace”; 1y 125 mwa 957
And to everyone who walks  ..p702% N NS
according to the dictates N7 N AMY KD
of his own heart, they say, opN'm127x8b18700)
‘No evil shall come wupon 1y DN 982 O

you.” ..’| have not sent these ny 337 wneh 'Tioa
prophets, yet they ran. y77 D27 Duawh My
| have not spoken to them, Ralyirirsi7aR il

yet they prophesied. But if
they had stood in My counsel,
And had caused My people
to hear My words, then they
would have turned them from
their evil way, and from the evil
of their doings. (ibid. 17-22)

Yirmiyahu claims that a true prophecy is supposed
to move the people to repent, to guide them to the
right path, and if the prophecy does not do this - it is
a needless prophecy, and thus presumably false.”

Another point related to the content of a prophecy
is its fulfillment. Yirmivahu says to Hananiah ben
Azur (28:9): As for the prophet who prophesies of
peace, when the word of the prophet comes to pass,
the prophet will be known as one whom the Lord
has truly sent.” From here the Rambam learned (Laws

13 Of course there have also been true, God-sent encouraging
prophecies of redemption. Yirmiyahu is referring to prophets
whose words are only ever calculated to pacify and pander to
the people, even if they are in a state of sin.
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prophecy

is certain

of Yesodei HaTorah 10:4) that every prophet must be
tested through a sign or wonder, and only once his
words have come true can he be considered a true
prophet. From here we learn that even if a prophet
is sure that his prophecy is true, those who hear it
cannot be certain of its truth until his words come
to pass, and only then does he attain the status of a
true prophet.

Yirmiyahu also emphasizes that only prophecies
of “peace” can serve as a test of a prophet’s
authenticity, as prophecies that predict punishment
may be overturned.* In contrast, a prophecy that

14 Tanchuma (Vayera 13) explains this verse thus. However,
the Abrabanel (on Devarim 18) disagrees with the Rambam,
claiming that the Torah does not require the validation of a
prophet’s words before he can be considered a true prophet
(only that false prophets must be checked because they
require the death penalty). Yirmiyahu’s words to Hananiah
are not interpreted as a sign of validating his prophecy, but
rather as a rejection of Hananiah’s words “let us wait and see
whose prophecy is fulfilled and whose is not.” He phrases it
thus:

PN 93T UON N TIAT VORI R TN MY NI INY NMIAYIW RN N>
RO 7Y IR R YTV S50 KW 7 00 MINOEDI DX 1D 07373 1O DN
TIDNI TIMOWY YTV IN PPN NI 93T N1 5N WP YTV MNEDA T
PN W NI NN WITHm T 02 WPRna I 377 WY 1o N

DTN 100 NI PN e DN o owenn
Do not think that because | prophesy evil and you prophesy
good that your words will be believed and mine will not be,
for faith does not depend on this, but on reality, for what will
come to pass will be recognized as the truth, and what does
not come to pass will be recognized as falsehood, but when
the prophet’s words are fulfilled then he knows that God
truly sent him, unlike what [the Rambam] explained in his
introduction to his commentary on the Mishnah, and in the
Midrash Tanchuma, and all the commentators have followed
him, but the real explanation is as | said.
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predicts evil may change following repentance; and
therefore its un-fulfillment does not prove that it is
a false prophecy.” Moreover, a prophet who predicts
punishment is placing himself in an undesirable
position in relation to his audience (the people or the
king) and it is therefore more likely that he was sent
by God.”® In contrast is the phenomenon of “prophet
panderers” who merely said what the people wanted
to hear, predicting good even when the people needed
to repent.

Yirmiyahu adds that a prophet’s personality testifies
to the degree of his prophecy; A prophet of God must
be worthy of being God’s messenger. An immoral or
irreverent person cannot be a prophet of God:

15 The basis for his words are in the Midrash brought in comment
13, above, brought by Rashi on Yirmiyahu, ad loc. The Ramban
(Sefer HaGeula 278) writes thus. And the Ran writes thus at the
end of his commentary:

Suw WHN YT N3P ON 2,0 NI RBOIW 0 Y NI TN DN M
12 P3MD PHT WD I IR DR NS RN 21D RAPW 0 IR, Iy
SN “TIMO TWR RO YT N2 93T N33 D5 KA WK DT MY
Indeed, this is on the condition that the prophet prophesied for
good, for if he prophesies bad it may not come to pass like in
the case of Nineveh, but what he prophesies for good cannot
be cancelled. And this is the fulfillment of our redemption.
And this is what Yirmiyahu said to Hananiah ben Azur: “But
the prophet who prophesies peace will be recognized as one
truly sent by the Lord only if his prediction comes true.”
16 Likewise, a prophecy of reproach cannot cause harm (as
opposed to a prediction of peace, which will not move the
people to repentance if they are in need of repentance).
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“For both prophet and priest are
profane; yes, in My house | have
found their wickedness,” says the

MR DINY DI
= R a R ) 5]
DN} DY) TNED

Lord.. Also | have seen a horrible o T

thing in the prophets of Jerusalem:
They commit adultery and walk in
lies; They also strengthen the hands
of evildoers, So that no one turns back
from his wickedness. All of them are
like Sodom to Me, And her inhabitants

like Gomorrah. (23: 11-14)
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The Rambam writes about a prophet’s characteristics:

When a prophet is sent [by God]
on such a mission, he is given a
sign and proof [to present], so that
people will know that God [really]
sent him in truth. not everyone
who presents a sign and proof is
believed as a prophet, but only
those people who are known to
be suitable to receive prophecies
on account of their wisdom
and actions, and that they went
in the ways of prophecy in its
holiness and exegeses. When
such people present a sign and
proof and say that God sent them,
it is a commandment to listen to
them, for it is written, “...to him
you shall listen”. (Laws of Yesodot

HaTorah, 7:7)
~ 2~
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Eventually, however, it is up to the audience to
judge whether a prophecy is authentic. This was
true in regard to the prophecies of Yirmiyahu vs. the
prophecy of Hananiah - deciding who was correct
was no easy decision, and even Yirmiyahu himself did
not immediately recognize that Hananiah’s prophecy
was false. In the end, prophecy is no substitute for
integrity or judgment, and one must distinguish
between the grain and the “chaff.”

Until a prophecy is fulfilled, we must rely on mnpim,
considering the prophet’s qualities and the content of
the prophecy in order to reach a conclusion. As the

Rambam continues:

It is possible that although
a person presents a sign and
proof he is not a prophet, and
the sign could be achieved by
other means; even so, we are
commanded to listen to him;
because he is a great and wise
man who is suitable to receive
prophecy, we assume that his
prophecy is true. In this we have
commanded,justaswehavebeen
commanded to decide a verdict
according to the testimony of
two people who are eligible to
bear testimony [together], even
though they may be lying; since
they have always been honest
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in the past, we assume that
they being honest now as well.
About this and similar matters
it is written, “The secret things
belong to the Lord our God, but
those things which are revealed
belong to use and to our children
for ever, that we may do all the
words of the Torah”, and it is
also written, “...for a man looks
on the outward appearance, but
the Lord looks on the heart”.

Conclusion

In parashat Re’eh and parashat Shoftim the Torah
warns us of the phenomenon of false prophecy, which
does not convey the true word of God. The Torah
does not refer to this as “false prophecy,” presumably
because these prophecies were not entirely false:
they stemmed from certain spiritual powers. Because
of this, dealing with such prophecies was a complex,
difficult matter, much more so than with an entirely
“false” prophecy. The Torah expects us to distinguish
between the highest form of prophecy, which
conveys God’s true word, and a much lower form
of prophecy, which is derived from higher worlds,
but is not a derivation of God’s actual word, and is
therefore misleading.

This differentiation is no easy task, but the Torah
makes it clear (Devarim 13) that love of God and
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belief in He who took us out of Egypt will guide us to
make the right decision. Moreover, a true prophecy
may be determined by its fulfillment (as written in
Devarim 18). From the words of prophets who were
forced to deal with false prophets, it seems that this
was not a simple matter, but they have taught us that
the prophet himself must take care to determine the
degree and source of his prophecy; while the people
must try to do so according to the content of the
prophecy (whether it moves the people to follow the
right path, or whether it supports the wicked) and
the character of the prophet - if he is a person worthy
of bearing God’s word.

Every person must take it upon him or herself to
seek out God’s word; through inner integrity, faith,
and love of God.
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