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How Can We Know 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:
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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)

הָאָרֶץ  אֶל  א  בָּ ה  אַתָּ י  כִּ

ר ה’ אֱלֹהֵיךָ נֹתֵן לָךְ לֹא  אֲשֶׁ

תוֹעֲבֹת  כְּ לַעֲשוֹׂת  תִלְמַד 

צֵא  יִמָּ לֹא  הָהֵם:  הַגּויִֹם 

אֵשׁ  בָּ וּבִתּוֹ  נוֹ  בְּ מַעֲבִיר  בְךָ 

קֹסֵם קְסָמִים מְעוֹנֵן וּמְנַחֵשׁ 

וְשֹׁאֵל  חָבֶר  וְחֹבֵר  ף:  וּמְכַשֵּׁ

אֶל  וְדֹרֵשׁ  עֹנִי  וְיִדְּ אוֹב 

ל  כָּ ה’  תוֹעֲבַת  י  כִּ תִים:  הַמֵּ

ה וּבִגְלַל הַתּוֹעֵבֹת  ה אֵלֶּ עֹשֵׂ

מוֹרִישׁ  אֱלֹהֵיךָ  ה’  ה  הָאֵלֶּ

הְיֶה  מִים תִּ נֶיךָ: תָּ אוֹתָם מִפָּ

הַגּויִֹם  י  כִּ אֱלֹהֵיךָ:  ה’  עִם 

יוֹרֵשׁ  ה  אַתָּ ר  אֲשֶׁ ה  הָאֵלֶּ

וְאֶל  מְעֹנְנִים  אֶל  אוֹתָם 

לֹא  ה  וְאַתָּ מָעוּ  יִשְׁ קֹסְמִים 

כֵן נָתַן לְךָ ה’ אֱלֹהֵיךָ.

In contrast, the Torah offers the preferable 
alternative – obeying God’s word as received directly 
from a true prophet: 
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The Lord your God will raise up 

for you a prophet like me from 

among you, from your fellow 

Israelites…I will raise up for 

them a prophet like you from 

among their fellow Israelites, 

and I will put My words in 

his mouth. He will tell them 

everything I 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)

מֹנִי  כָּ מֵאַחֶיךָ  ךָ  רְבְּ מִקִּ נָבִיא 

אֵלָיו  אֱלֹהֵיךָ  ה’  לְךָ  יָקִים 

אָקִים  נָבִיא  מָעוּן...  שְׁ תִּ

מוֹךָ  כָּ אֲחֵיהֶם  רֶב  מִקֶּ לָהֶם 

ר  וְדִבֶּ פִיו  בְּ דְבָרַי  י  וְנָתַתִּ

ר אֲצַוֶּנּוּ:  ל אֲשֶׁ אֲלֵיהֶם אֵת כָּ

מַע  ר לֹא יִשְׁ וְהָיָה הָאִישׁ אֲשֶׁ

מִי  שְׁ ר בִּ ר יְדַבֵּ בָרַי אֲשֶׁ אֶל דְּ

אָנֹכִי אֶדְרֹשׁ מֵעִמּוֹ.

The Torah continues, warning against false prophets:

But a prophet who presumes 

to speak in My name anything 

I 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)

ר  ר יָזִיד לְדַבֵּ אַךְ הַנָּבִיא אֲשֶׁ

לֹא  ר  אֲשֶׁ אֵת  מִי  שְׁ בִּ בָר  דָּ

ר  יְדַבֵּ ר  וַאֲשֶׁ ר  לְדַבֵּ יתִיו  צִוִּ

וּמֵת  אֲחֵרִים  אֱלֹהִים  ם  שֵׁ בְּ

תֹאמַר  וְכִי  הַהוּא:  הַנָּבִיא 

אֶת  נֵדַע  אֵיכָה  לְבָבֶךָ  בִּ

ה’:  רוֹ  דִבְּ לֹא  ר  אֲשֶׁ בָר  הַדָּ

ם ה’  שֵׁ ר הַנָּבִיא בְּ ר יְדַבֵּ אֲשֶׁ

יָבוֹא  וְלֹא  בָר  הַדָּ יִהְיֶה  וְלֹא 

רוֹ  דִבְּ לֹא  ר  אֲשֶׁ בָר  הַדָּ הוּא 

לֹא  הַנָּבִיא  רוֹ  בְּ דִּ זָדוןֹ  בְּ ה’ 

נּוּ. תָגוּר מִמֶּ

A false 

prophet 

and a 

prophet 

who 

speaks in 

the name 

of idolatry 
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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 I 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 
prophecy is 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). 

How will 

we know?
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Michayahu ben Yimleh Against 

the False Prophets

King Ahav of Israel and Yehoshafat of Yehudah 
want to go out to war against Ramot Gilad, and 
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 I go to war against 

Ramoth Gilead, or shall 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 I 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.”

אֶת  רָאֵל  יִשְׂ מֶלֶךְ  קְבֹּץ  וַיִּ

מֵאוֹת  ע  אַרְבַּ כְּ בִיאִים  הַנְּ

הַאֵלֵךְ  אֲלֵהֶם  וַיֹּאמֶר  אִישׁ 

לְחָמָה  לַמִּ לְעָד  גִּ רָמֹת  עַל 

עֲלֵה  וַיֹּאמְרוּ  ל  אֶחְדָּ אִם 

לֶךְ:  הַמֶּ יַד  בְּ אֲדֹנָי  ן  וְיִתֵּ

פֹּה  הַאֵין  פָט  יְהוֹשָׁ וַיֹּאמֶר 

ה  וְנִדְרְשָׁ עוֹד  לַה’  נָבִיא 

רָאֵל  מֵאוֹתוֹ: וַיֹּאמֶר מֶלֶךְ יִשְׂ

פָט עוֹד אִישׁ אֶחָד  אֶל יְהוֹשָׁ

וַאֲנִי  מֵאֹתוֹ  ה’  אֶת  לִדְרֹשׁ 

עָלַי  א  יִתְנַבֵּ לֹא  י  כִּ נֵאתִיו  שְׂ

ן  בֶּ מִיכָיְהוּ  רָע  אִם  י  כִּ טוֹב 

אַל  פָט  יְהוֹשָׁ וַיֹּאמֶר  יִמְלָה 

קְרָא  וַיִּ ן:  כֵּ לֶךְ  הַמֶּ יֹאמַר 

סָרִיס  אֶל  רָאֵל  יִשְׂ מֶלֶךְ 

מִיכָיְהוּ  וַיֹּאמֶר מַהֲרָה  אֶחָד 

בֶן יִמְלָה:... וַיַּעַשׂ לוֹ צִדְקִיָּה 

נַעֲנָה קַרְנֵי בַרְזֶל וַיֹּאמֶר  בֶן כְּ

נַגַּח  תְּ ה  אֵלֶּ בְּ ה’  אָמַר  כֹּה 

וְכָל  לֹּתָם:  כַּ עַד  אֲרָם  אֶת 

ן לֵאמֹר אִים כֵּ בִאִים נִבְּ הַנְּ

Four 

hundred 

prophets
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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, I 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 I 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

לְעָד וְהַצְלַח וְנָתַן  עֲלֵה רָמֹת גִּ

ר  לְאָךְ אֲשֶׁ לֶךְ: וְהַמַּ יַד הַמֶּ ה’ בְּ

ר אֵלָיו  בֶּ הָלַךְ לִקְרֹא מִיכָיְהוּ דִּ

בִיאִים  בְרֵי הַנְּ לֵאמֹר הִנֵּה נָא דִּ

יְהִי  לֶךְ  הַמֶּ אֶל  טוֹב  אֶחָד  ה  פֶּ

מֵהֶם  אַחַד  דְבַר  כִּ דְבָרְךָ  נָא 

מִיכָיְהוּ  וַיֹּאמֶר  טּוֹב:  רְתָּ  וְדִבַּ

ר יֹאמַר ה’  י אֶת אֲשֶׁ חַי ה’ כִּ

אֶל  וַיָּבוֹא  ר:  אֲדַבֵּ אֹתוֹ  אֵלַי 

אֵלָיו  לֶךְ  הַמֶּ וַיֹּאמֶר  לֶךְ  הַמֶּ

לְעָד  מִיכָיְהוּ הֲנֵלֵךְ אֶל רָמֹת גִּ

וַיֹּאמֶר  ל  נֶחְדָּ אִם  לְחָמָה  לַמִּ

ה’  וְנָתַן  וְהַצְלַח  עֲלֵה  אֵלָיו 

אֵלָיו  וַיֹּאמֶר  לֶךְ:  הַמֶּ יַד  בְּ

אֲנִי  פְעָמִים  ה  מֶּ כַּ עַד  לֶךְ  הַמֶּ

ר אֵלַי  ר לֹא תְדַבֵּ עֶךָ אֲשֶׁ בִּ מַשְׁ

ם ה’: ... וַיֹּאמֶר  שֵׁ רַק אֱמֶת בְּ

בַר ה’ רָאִיתִי אֶת  מַע דְּ לָכֵן שְׁ

צְבָא  וְכָל  סְאוֹ  כִּ עַל  ב  יֹשֵׁ ה’ 

מִימִינוֹ  עָלָיו  עֹמֵד  מַיִם  הַשָּׁ

מִי  ה’  וַיֹּאמֶר  מֹאלוֹ:  וּמִשְּׂ

וְיִפֹּל  וְיַעַל  אַחְאָב  אֶת  ה  יְפַתֶּ

כֹה  בְּ זֶה  וַיֹּאמֶר  לְעָד  גִּ רָמֹת  בְּ

הָרוּחַ  וַיֵּצֵא  כֹה:  בְּ אֹמֵר  וְזֶה 

אֲנִי  וַיֹּאמֶר  ה’  לִפְנֵי  וַיַּעֲמֹד 

ה:  מָּ נּוּ וַיֹּאמֶר ה’ אֵלָיו בַּ אֲפַתֶּ

קֶר  וַיֹּאמֶר אֵצֵא וְהָיִיתִי רוּחַ שֶׁ

ה  פַתֶּ ל נְבִיאָיו וַיֹּאמֶר תְּ פִי כָּ בְּ

כֵן:  ה  וַעֲשֵׂ צֵא  תּוּכָל  וְגַם 

קֶר  ה הִנֵּה נָתַן ה’ רוּחַ שֶׁ וְעַתָּ

ר  בֶּ ה וַה’ דִּ ל נְבִיאֶיךָ אֵלֶּ פִי כָּ בְּ

עָלֶיךָ רָעָה.
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 Lord: I 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, ‘I 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:

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

It is evident that these prophets (Zedekiah 2. 
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 Carmel (1 Kings 18).
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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 . 

Here, the content of the prophecy is not a clear 3. 
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

2 The Abrabanel 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 

The test 

of the 

prophecy’s 

fulfillment 

– too late
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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: 

בשינוי  שיעשה  והמופתים  האותות  מין  מינים:  בג’  הם  הנפלאים  ודבריו  הנביא  שפעולות 
הטבע; ומין הגדת מה שקרה או מה שיקרה מדברים היו או יהיו מבלתי שיהיה בהם טוב או 
רע, כמו מה שהגיד שמואל לשאול )שמואל א, ט’( שנמצאות האתונות; ומן היעודים הרעים 
או הטובים שיהיו לאומה מן האומות או לאיש מן האישים בעתיד. והנה בחינת הנביא תהיה 
במין הראשון ובמין הב’ הנזכרים בלבד. לא במין השלישי מן היעודים העתידים מהטוב או 
מהרע. והשכל יגזור בזה, כי הבחינה אין ראוי שתהיה כי אם בדרכי הנעשים לתכלית הבחינה 
או הנסיון, לא במה שיכלול הגמול והעונש לאחריה. ולכן תהיה הבחינה האמיתית בעשיית 
האותות והמופתים בזולת המנהג הטבעי, כדי שיכירו וידעו בני אדם כי שם ה’ נקרא עליו 
הוא בנבואתו פועל בחומר העולם ועושה בהויות כרצונו. וכן בהגדרת מה שקרה או שיקרה, 
בהיותו דבר נעלם ונסתר מאותם השומעים. כי כל זה יורה על הרוח האלהי אשר בו ידע מה 

בחשוכא ונהורא עמיה שרא.
 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 through] 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).

Intuitive 

determi-
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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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Yirmiyahu against Hananiah ben 

Azur

Yirmiyahu often faced false prophets.3 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 I 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.  I 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)

ית  רֵאשִׁ נָה הַהִיא בְּ שָּׁ וַיְהִי בַּ

מֶלֶךְ  צִדְקִיָּה  מַמְלֶכֶת 

הָרְבִעִית  נָה  שָּׁ בַּ יְהוּדָה 

י אָמַר אֵלַי  חֹדֶשׁ הַחֲמִישִׁ בַּ

ר  חֲנַנְיָה בֶן עַזּוּר הַנָּבִיא אֲשֶׁ

לְעֵינֵי  ה’  בֵית  בְּ בְעוןֹ  מִגִּ

לֵאמֹר:  הָעָם  וְכָל  הַכֹּהֲנִים 

כֹּה אָמַר ה’ צְבָאוֹת אֱלֹהֵי 

י  בַרְתִּ שָׁ לֵאמֹר  רָאֵל  יִשְׂ

עוֹד  בְּ בֶל:  בָּ מֶלֶךְ  עֹל  אֶת 

יב  מֵשִׁ אֲנִי  יָמִים  נָתַיִם  שְׁ

ל  כָּ אֶת  הַזֶּה  קוֹם  הַמָּ אֶל 

לָקַח  ר  אֲשֶׁ ה’  ית  בֵּ לֵי  כְּ

מִן  בֶל  בָּ מֶלֶךְ  ר  נְבוּכַדְנֶאצַּ

בֶל:  קוֹם הַזֶּה וַיְבִיאֵם בָּ הַמָּ

יְהויָֹקִים  בֶן  יְכָנְיָה  וְאֶת 

ל גָּלוּת  וְאֶת כָּ יְהוּדָה  מֶלֶךְ 

אֲנִי  בֶלָה  בָּ אִים  הַבָּ יְהוּדָה 

הַזֶּה  קוֹם  הַמָּ אֶל  יב  מֵשִׁ

בֹּר אֶת עֹל  י אֶשְׁ נְאֻם ה’ כִּ

בֶל. מֶלֶךְ בָּ

3 For Yirmiyahu’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.

Breaking 

the yoke 

of Babylon
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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.4 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 

replied to the prophet Hananiah 

before the priests and all the 

people who were standing in 

the house of the Lord. He said, 

“Amen! May the Lord do so! May 

the Lord fulfill the words you 

have prophesied by bringing the 

articles of the Lord’s house and 

all the exiles back to this place 

from Babylon. (6-8)

אֶל  הַנָּבִיא  יִרְמְיָה  וַיֹּאמֶר 

הַכֹּהֲנִים  לְעֵינֵי  הַנָּבִיא  חֲנַנְיָה 

הָעֹמְדִים  הָעָם  כָל  וּלְעֵינֵי 

יִרְמְיָה  וַיֹּאמֶר  ה’:  בֵית  בְּ

ה’  ה  יַעֲשֶׂ ן  כֵּ אָמֵן  הַנָּבִיא 

ר  אֲשֶׁ בָרֶיךָ  דְּ אֶת  ה’  יָקֵם 

ה’  בֵית  לֵי  כְּ יב  לְהָשִׁ אתָ  נִבֵּ

קוֹם  בֶל אֶל הַמָּ וְכָל הַגּוֹלָה מִבָּ

הַזֶּה.

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

4 See Jeremiah 27.

If only…
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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 I 

have to say in your hearing and 

in the hearing of all the people: 

From early times the prophets 

who preceded you and me have 

prophesied war, disaster and 

plague against many countries 

and great kingdoms. But the 

prophet who prophesies peace 

will be recognized as one truly 

sent by the Lord only if his 

prediction comes true.”

הַזֶּה  בָר  הַדָּ נָא  מַע  שְׁ אַךְ 

אָזְנֶיךָ  בְּ דֹּבֵר  אָנֹכִי  ר  אֲשֶׁ

בִיאִים  הַנְּ הָעָם:  ל  כָּ וּבְאָזְנֵי 

מִן  וּלְפָנֶיךָ  לְפָנַי  הָיוּ  ר  אֲשֶׁ

אֲרָצוֹת  אֶל  נָּבְאוּ  וַיִּ הָעוֹלָם 

דֹלוֹת  גְּ מַמְלָכוֹת  וְעַל  רַבּוֹת 

וּלְדָבֶר:  וּלְרָעָה  לְמִלְחָמָה 

לוֹם  לְשָׁ יִנָּבֵא  ר  אֲשֶׁ הַנָּבִיא 

יִוָּדַע  הַנָּבִיא  בַר  דְּ בֹא  בְּ

ה’  לָחוֹ  שְׁ ר  אֲשֶׁ הַנָּבִיא 

אֱמֶת. בֶּ

In reaction to Yirmiyahu’s warning, Hananiah 
illustrates his words with a symbolic act5 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 “מעשה אבות סימן לבנים” – 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 actual 
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.”

Who is 

right – he 

whose 

words 

come true
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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 I 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: I will put 

an iron yoke on the necks of 

all these nations to make them

אֶת  הַנָּבִיא  חֲנַנְיָה  ח  קַּ וַיִּ

יִרְמְיָה  צַוַּאר  מֵעַל  הַמּוֹטָה 

וַיֹּאמֶר  רֵהוּ:  בְּ שְׁ וַיִּ הַנָּבִיא 

לֵאמֹר  הָעָם  כָל  לְעֵינֵי  חֲנַנְיָה 

בֹּר  אֶשְׁ כָה  כָּ ה’  אָמַר  כֹּה 

בֶל  ר מֶלֶךְ בָּ אֶת עֹל נְבֻכַדְנֶאצַּ

מֵעַל  יָמִים  נָתַיִם  שְׁ עוֹד  בְּ

יִרְמְיָה  וַיֵּלֶךְ  הַגּויִֹם  ל  כָּ צַוַּאר 

הַנָּבִיא לְדַרְכּוֹ: 

וַיְהִי דְבַר ה’ אֶל יִרְמְיָה אַחֲרֵי 

אֶת  הַנָּבִיא  חֲנַנְיָה  בוֹר  שְׁ

יִרְמְיָה  צַוַּאר  מֵעַל  הַמּוֹטָה 

וְאָמַרְתָּ  הָלוֹךְ  לֵאמֹר:  הַנָּבִיא 

אָמַר  כֹּה  לֵאמֹר  חֲנַנְיָה  אֶל 

יתָ  וְעָשִׂ בָרְתָּ  ה’ מוֹטֹת עֵץ שָׁ

י  כִּ רְזֶל:  בַּ מֹטוֹת  יהֶן  תַחְתֵּ

אֱלֹהֵי  צְבָאוֹת  ה’  אָמַר  כֹה 

עַל  י  נָתַתִּ רְזֶל  בַּ עֹל  רָאֵל  יִשְׂ

ה לַעֲבֹד  ל הַגּויִֹם הָאֵלֶּ צַוַּאר כָּ

בֶל  בָּ מֶלֶךְ  ר  נְבֻכַדְנֶאצַּ אֶת 

דֶה  וַעֲבָדֻהוּ וְגַם אֶת חַיַּת הַשָּׂ

י לוֹ: וַיֹּאמֶר יִרְמְיָה הַנָּבִיא  נָתַתִּ

נָא מַע  שְׁ הַנָּבִיא  חֲנַנְיָה  אֶל 
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serve Nebuchadnezzar king of 

Babylon, and they will serve 

him. I will even give him control 

over the wild animals.’” Then 

the prophet Yirmiyahu said to 

Hananiah the prophet, “Listen, 

Hananiah! The Lord has not sent 

you, yet you have persuaded this 

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.

ה  לָחֲךָ ה’ וְאַתָּ חֲנַנְיָה לֹא שְׁ

עַל  הַזֶּה  הָעָם  אֶת  הִבְטַחְתָּ 

קֶר: לָכֵן כֹּה אָמַר ה’ הִנְנִי  שָׁ

הָאֲדָמָה  נֵי  פְּ מֵעַל  חֲךָ  לֵּ מְשַׁ

סָרָה  י  כִּ מֵת  ה  אַתָּ נָה  הַשָּׁ

חֲנַנְיָה  וַיָּמָת  ה’:  אֶל  רְתָּ  דִבַּ

חֹדֶשׁ  נָה הַהִיא בַּ שָּׁ הַנָּבִיא בַּ

בִיעִי. הַשְּׁ

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.

The 

content 
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prophecy 

does not 
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to its 

falsehood
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Yirmiyahu’s reactions, however, show that he is not 
completely sure that Hananiah’s words are not true:6 
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.7 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 I 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 

Yirmiyahu 
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doubt
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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.8

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:

עתה דע והבן בעניני הכשפים, כי הבורא יתברך כאשר ברא הכל מאין עשה העליונים מנהיגי 
התחתונים אשר למטה מהן, ונתן כח הארץ וכל אשר עליה בכוכבים ובמזלות לפי הנהגתם 

ומבטם בהם כאשר הוא מנוסה בחכמת האיצטגנינות...
ורבים יתחסדו בנחשים לומר שאין בהם אמת כלל, כי מי יגיד לעורב ולעגור מה יהיה. ואנחנו 

לא נוכל להכחיש דברים יתפרסמו לעיני רואים. ורבותינו גם כן יודו בהם...
ואסר לך הנחשים והקסמים בעבור שעשה לך מעלה גדולה לתתך עליון על כל גויי הארץ שיקים 
בקרבך נביא ויתן דבריו בפיו, ואתה תשמע ממנו מה יפעל אל ולא תצטרך אתה בעתידות אל 
קוסם ומנחש, שיקבלו אותם מן הכוכבים או מן השפלים בשרי מעלה שאין כל דבריהם אמת 
ולא יודיעו בכל הצריך, אבל הנבואה תודיע חפץ השם ולא יפול דבר מכל דבריה, והוא שיפרש 

)בפסוק כב( “הוא הדבר אשר לא דברו ה’ “ – והנה אתה חלקו וסגולתו שומע עצתו מפיו...
 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.9 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, I speak to them in dreams. But this is not 
true of my servant Moshe; he is faithful in all my house. With 
him I speak face to face, clearly and not in riddles; he sees the 
form of the Lord.”
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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:

I have heard what the prophets 

have said who prophesy lies 

in My name, saying, ‘I have 

dreamed, I 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?

אָמְרוּ  ר  אֲשֶׁ אֵת  י  מַעְתִּ שָׁ

מִי  שְׁ בִּ אִים  בְּ הַנִּ בִאִים  הַנְּ

י:  י חָלָמְתִּ קֶר לֵאמֹר חָלַמְתִּ שֶׁ

בִאִים  הַנְּ לֵב  בְּ הֲיֵשׁ  מָתַי  עַד 

רְמִת  תַּ וּנְבִיאֵי  קֶר  הַשָּׁ אֵי  נִבְּ

אִתּוֹ  ר  אֲשֶׁ הַנָּבִיא  ם:  לִבָּ

ר  וַאֲשֶׁ חֲלוֹם  ר  יְסַפֵּ חֲלוֹם 

אֱמֶת  בָרִי  דְּ ר  יְדַבֵּ אִתּוֹ  בָרִי  דְּ

נְאֻם ה’:  ר  הַבָּ אֶת  בֶן  לַתֶּ מַה 

אֵשׁ נְאֻם ה’  הֲלוֹא כֹה דְבָרִי כָּ

ישׁ יְפֹצֵץ סָלַע: לָכֵן הִנְנִי  וּכְפַטִּ

בֵי  מְגַנְּ ה’  נְאֻם  בִאִים  הַנְּ עַל 

הִנְנִי  רֵעֵהוּ:  מֵאֵת  אִישׁ  דְבָרַי 

בִיאִם נְאֻם ה’ הַלֹּקְחִים  עַל הַנְּ

הִנְנִי עַל  נְאֻם:  נְאֲמוּ  וַיִּ לְשׁוֹנָם 

ה’  נְאֻם  קֶר  שֶׁ חֲלֹמוֹת  אֵי  נִבְּ

י רוּם וַיַּתְעוּ אֶת עַמִּ וַיְסַפְּ

The Proph-

et’s recog-

nition of 

his degree 

of proph-

ecy
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” says the Lord. “Is not My word 

like a fire?” says the Lord, “And like 

a hammer that breaks the rock in 

pieces? “Therefore behold, I am 

against the prophets,” says the 

Lord, “who steal My words every 

one from his neighbor. Behold, I 

am against the prophets,” says 

the Lord, “who use their tongues 

and say, ‘He says.’ Behold, I 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 I did not 

send them or command them; 

therefore they shall not profit 

this people at all,” says the Lord. 

(23: 28-32)

וְאָנֹכִי  וּבְפַחֲזוּתָם  קְרֵיהֶם  שִׁ בְּ

יתִים  צִוִּ וְלֹא  ים  לַחְתִּ שְׁ לֹא 

הַזֶּה  לָעָם  יוֹעִילוּ  לֹא  וְהוֹעֵיל 

נְאֻם ה’.

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.”10 The word of God is powerful, like a 

10 Similarly to the Abrabanel’s interpretation of Hananiah ben 
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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.11

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:12

Azur’s sin:

והנה היה  נבואיי  ולפי דעתי שחלם חנניה את הדבר הזה )מפלת בבל( וחשב שהיה חלומו 
חלום פשוט מהרכבות הדמיון ובזה … לכן נענש כי היה לו להבחין ענין חלומו.

 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:

א אֵלֶיךָ לֵאמֹר קְנֵה לְךָ אֶת  לֻּם דֹּדְךָ בָּ ן שַׁ בַר ה’ אֵלַי לֵאמֹר: הִנֵּה חֲנַמְאֵל בֶּ וַיֹּאמֶר יִרְמְיָהוּ הָיָה דְּ
דְבַר ה’ אֶל חֲצַר  ן דֹּדִי כִּ ה לִקְנוֹת: וַיָּבֹא אֵלַי חֲנַמְאֵל בֶּ אֻלָּ ט הַגְּ פַּ י לְךָ מִשְׁ עֲנָתוֹת כִּ ר בָּ דִי אֲשֶׁ שָׂ
ה וּלְךָ  ט הַיְרֻשָּׁ פַּ י לְךָ מִשְׁ נְיָמִין כִּ אֶרֶץ בִּ ר בְּ עֲנָתוֹת אֲשֶׁ ר בַּ דִי אֲשֶׁ רָה וַיֹּאמֶר אֵלַי קְנֵה נָא אֶת שָׂ טָּ הַמַּ

י דְבַר ה’ הוא. ה קְנֵה לָךְ, וָאֵדַע כִּ אֻלָּ הַגְּ
 However, see the Malbim ibid., as well as Yair Hoffman’s 

article (in Hebrew):

ואדע כי דבר ה’ הוא, בית מקרא, אפריל יוני 1997.
12 Note that false prophets in the Bible always predict good.

The 

content of 

a prophecy
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They continually say to those 

who despise Me, ‘The Lord has 

said, “You shall have peace”’; 

And to everyone who walks 

according to the dictates 

of his own heart, they say, 

‘No evil shall come upon 

you.’ …’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 

would have turned them from 

their evil way, and from the evil 

of their doings. (ibid. 17-22)

ר  בֶּ אֹמְרִים אָמוֹר לִמְנַאֲצַי דִּ

וְכֹל  לָכֶם  יִהְיֶה  לוֹם  שָׁ ה’ 

אָמְרוּ  לִבּוֹ  רִרוּת  שְׁ בִּ הֹלֵךְ 

לֹא תָבוֹא עֲלֵיכֶם רָעָה...

בִאִים  הַנְּ אֶת  י  לַחְתִּ שָׁ לֹא 

י אֲלֵיהֶם  רְתִּ וְהֵם רָצוּ לֹא דִבַּ

עָמְדוּ  וְאִם  אוּ:  נִבָּ וְהֵם 

אֶת  דְבָרַי  מִעוּ  וְיַשְׁ סוֹדִי  בְּ

הָרָע  ם  רְכָּ מִדַּ בוּם  וִישִׁ י  עַמִּ

וּמֵרֹעַ מַעַלְלֵיהֶם.

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.13

Another point related to the content of a prophecy 
is its fulfillment. Yirmiyahu 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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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.14 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: 
לא תחשוב שבעבור שאני מנבא רעות ואתה מנבא טובות יאמנו דבריך ולא יאמנו דברי, אין 
שלא  ומה  אמת  שהוא  יודע  לפועל  שיצא  מה  כי  במציאות  אם  כי  בדברים  נתלית  האמונה 
יהיה במציאות יודע שיהיה שקר אבל בבוא דבר הנביא ובהתקימו אז יודע ששלחו ד’ באמת 
ולא כמו שפירשו הרב המורה בפתיחתו לפי’ המשנה וממדרש תנחומא הוא ונמשכו אחריו 

המפרשים כולם אבל הפירוש האמיתי הוא כמו שאמרתי.
 Do not think that because I 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 I said. 

Only a 

positive 

prophecy 

is certain
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predicts evil may change following repentance; and 
therefore its un-fulfillment does not prove that it is 
a false prophecy.15 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.16 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: 

ינבא לרעה אפשר שיבטל  כי אם  וזה אמנם צריך תנאי שיהיה מה שהתנבא הנביא לטובה, 
כענין נינוה, אבל מה שינבא לטובה א”א שיבטל. וזה קיום גאולתנו. וזה מ”ש ירמיה לחנניה בן 

עזור הנביא: “אשר ינבא לשלום בבוא דבר הנביא יודע הנביא אשר שלחו ד’ באמת”.
 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 I have 

found their wickedness,” says the 

Lord… Also I have seen a horrible 

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)

כֹּהֵן  גַם  נָבִיא  גַם  י  כִּ

בֵיתִי  בְּ גַּם  חָנֵפוּ 

נְאֻם  רָעָתָם  מָצָאתִי 

ה’... 

ם  לִַ יְרוּשָׁ וּבִנְבִאֵי 

עֲרוּרָה נָאוֹף  רָאִיתִי שַׁ

קוּ  וְחִזְּ קֶר  שֶּׁ בַּ וְהָלֹךְ 

י  לְבִלְתִּ מְרֵעִים  יְדֵי 

מֵרָעָתוֹ  אִישׁ  בוּ  שָׁ

סְדֹם  כִּ ם  כֻלָּ לִי  הָיוּ 

עֲמֹרָה. בֶיהָ כַּ וְיֹשְׁ

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)

נותנין  אותו  וכשמשלחים 

שידעו  כדי  ומופת  אות  לו 

באמת,  שלחו  שהאל  העם 

ומופת  ולא כל העושה אות 

נביא,  שהוא  לו  מאמינים 

יודעים  שהיינו  אדם  אלא 

ראוי  שהוא  מתחלתו  בו 

ובמעשיו  בחכמתו  לנבואה 

שנתעלה בהן על כל בני גילו 

הנבואה  בדרכי  מהלך  והיה 

ובפרישותה  בקדושתה 

אות  ועשה  בא  ואח”כ 

שלחו  שהאל  ואמר  ומופת 

מצוה לשמוע ממנו שנאמר 

אליו תשמעון. 
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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 חזקתה, 
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, just as we have been 

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

ואפשר שיעשה אות ומופת 

לו  יש  האות  וזה  נביא  ואינו 

מצוה  ואעפ”כ  בגו,  דברים 

לשמוע לו הואיל ואדם גדול 

]הוא[  לנבואה  וראוי  וחכם 

חזקתו,  על  אותו  מעמידים 

שבכך נצטוינו כמו שנצטוינו 

ע”פ  הדין  את  לחתוך 

ואע”פ  כשרים  עדים  שני 

בשקר  שהעידו  שאפשר 

אצלינו  הם  וכשרים  הואיל 

כשרותן,  על  אותן  מעמידין 

בהן  וכיוצא  האלו  ובדברים 

הנסתרות לה’ אלהינו  נאמר 

ונאמר  ולבנינו,  לנו  והנגלות 

וה’  לעינים  יראה  האדם  כי 

יראה ללבב.
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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. 


