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PREFACE 

New Testament prophecy has never been at the centre of 
scholarly research. Normally it has merited little more than the 
amount of discussion that is appropriate and necessary in com
mentaries on certain New Testament books, especially I Corin
thians and Revelation, and an entry, usually quite brief, in the 
various Bible dictionaries. In recent years, however, the subject 
has been commanding considerable attention, partly as a result 
of increasing interest in the investigation of the types and forms 
of New Testament material and partly as a consequence of the 
revival of prophecy in Pentecostal and 'charismatic' communi
ties. 

Since the last book to be published in Britain on New Testa
ment Prophecy - that by H. A. Guy - appeared thirty years 
ago and is now out of print as well as out of date, the time is 
opportune for a fresh review of the evidence and recent discus
sion concerning New Testament prophets and their activity. 
One book which appeared recently in the United States may 
seem to duplicate much of the content of the present volume: 
I refer to Early Christian Prophecy: A Study of its Origin and Function 
byT. M. Crone, published by St Mary's University Press, Balti
more, in 1973, but, as the title shows, this book investigates the 
phenomenon of Christian prophecy beyond the New Testa
ment and its value is reduced by reason of the fact that the 
author concerns himself only with those passages where the 
terms 'prophet', 'prophecy', and 'to prophesy' occur, without 
apparently being aware of the possibility that the phenomenon 
of prophecy cannot be adequately studied solely on the basis 
of the appearance of items from a single word-group. Anyone 
seeking information in English about Christian prophecy has 
had to rely mainly on G. Friedrich's work in Volume VI of 
the Theological Dictionary of the New Testament, and, if he has 
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access to them, on articles which are included from time to time 
in the scholarly journals devoted to New Testament studies. 
Some of the best and most recent work on Prophecy in the New 
Testament comes from French and German authors, such as 
E. Cothenet, G. Dautzenberg, and Ulrich B. Muller, and I 
acknowledge indebtedness to their published essays and books. 

An indication of the growing interest in Christian Prophecy 
may be seen in the fact that in 1973 the American Society of 
Biblical Literature established a continuing seminar (with wide 
terms ofreference) on the subject. To the published discussion
papers contributed to that annual Seminar this book owes, in 
certain sections, a good deal. In September 1975 an inter
national consultation on 'Prophetic Vocation in the New Testa
ment and Today' was convened at the Ecumenical Institute, 
Bossey, Switzerland, and the papers (in English, French and 
German) read to that gathering of scholars (including my own 
contribution) havejust been published by E. J. Brill, Leiden, 
under the title used for the consultation. It was indeed an in
valuable privilege to meet and exchange views with a number 
of scholars currently working on this topic in New Testament 
research. 

It would be pretentious to claim that this book - which 
appears as one in a series of volumes intended 'to provide theo
logical students, ordained ministers and interested laity with 
a balanced selection of scholarly and readable books in the vari
ous departments of theology' - offers to the reader radically 
new views on the subject of Christian prophecy; if I had any 
such views, this would not be the appropriate place to make 
them known: rather, I have attempted to survey, in a compre
hensive and balanced way, the relevant New Testament evi
dence and the views of scholars concerning the meaning of that 
evidence and, at the same time, to draw attention to what I 
consider to be most important for understanding the distinctive 
function of New Testament prophets. The core of the book is 
preceded by a concise study of background material which is 
of the utmost significance for an investigation of the pheno
menon of New Testament prophecy and by a chapter on the 
prophetic characteristics of Jesus and his teaching. The final 



PREFACE Xlll 

chapter (written at the publisher's request) is entitled 'Pro
phecy Today' and in it I attempt to assess - with a considerable 
degree of hesitation as to my ability and right to do so - the 
revival of prophecy in Pentecostal churches and in what are 
known as Neo-Pentecostal or 'charismatic' circles in relation 
to the New Testament evidence as I interpret it. It is my hope 
that my observations, presented with impartiality, caution and 
charity, will be of assistance not only to those who are anxious 
about the presence of the remarkable 'gifts of the Spirit' in the 
life of the Church but also to those who may be exposed to the 
danger of over-emphasising their importance. 

I wish to thank the Syndics of the Cambridge University 
Press for permission to use, in the relevant chapters of this book, 
material from the articles I contributed to Volumes xviii and 
xx of New Testament Studies under the titles 'Prophecy and Pro
phets in the Revelation of St John' and 'On the Creative Role 
of Christian Prophets': and I am grateful to the publishing 
house of E. J. Brill, Leiden, for permission to reproduce portions 
of the paper I read to the Bossey Consultation and which 
appears in the book Prophetic Vocation in the New Testament and 
Today under the title 'Christian Prophets as Teachers or In
structors in the Church'. 

The biblical quotations are taken from the Revised Standard 
Version (Rsv) unless otherwise indicated. The Notes are pro
vided and the Bibliography annotated in order to enable 
students of the subject to follow up points raised in the discus
sion and to know which books and articles are most worthy of 
attention. I would stress, however, that the Notes are not abso
lutely necessary to an understanding of the argument. The book 
could be, and I suppose will be, read by many without reference 
to them: but their inclusion will, I hope, help those who want 
to know where the source material is to be found and take their 
own study of the subject to a more advanced level. 

My thanks are due, and gladly given, to Marshall, Morgan 
and Scott Publications Ltd. for the invitation to write this book 
for inclusion in the Marshalls Theological Library, and to the 
editorial staff of the series and of the publishing house for advice 
and co-operation. I must also express my deep sense of gratitude 
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to many friends in Coleraine and Sheffield who have supported 
me as I have been writing this book, during a year which has 
been exceedingly troubled and stressful: some of them are in
cluded in the dedication of the completed work to the minister 
and members of the church in which I was baptised and 
ordained to the Christian ministry. 

The University 
Sheffield 

November 1977 

DAVID HILL 



CHAPTER ONE 

MATTERS OF DEFINITION 
AND BACKGROUND 

Before we embark upon the examination of the New Testament 
materials for evidence of the existence and activity of Christian 
prophets two preliminary tasks must engage our attention. 

The first is a matter of definition: what do we mean by the 
term 'Christian prophet'? Although no definition offered will 
be entirely satisfactory or universally acceptable, it is necessary 
to have some kind ofreference point, some fairly precise under
standing of what we are looking for, if our attempt to identify 
and characterise Christian prophets and their utterances is to 
be viable and productive. Terms like 'prophet', 'prophecy', 
'oracle of the risen Lord' and 'prophetic' have been and still 
are used, with reference to phenomena in the New Testament, 
in a confusing variety of ways, but the initial discussions of the 
American Society of Biblical Literature (SBL) Seminar on 
'Early Christian Prophecy' are extremely valuable in providing 
guide-lines towards a useful working-definition of the subject 
ofits wide-ranging investigation. Although the scope and depth 
of our examination of Christian prophecy is necessarily more 
limited than those proposed for the deliberations of this on
going Seminar, we shall derive assistance from its suggested 
definition, as well as from consideration of the methods by 
which it has been reached. 

The second preliminary task is to survey the phenomenon 
of prophecy in the periods before and contemporaneous with 
the New Testament era in order to open the way for subsequent 
discussion of areas of continuity, comparison and contrast. In 
order to be adequate, such a survey would demand at least a 
monograph to itself; but, since no book on New Testament pro
phecy can responsibly omit some consideration of materials out
side the primary sources, the reader's indulgence is sought for 
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the brevity with which the body of material will be presented 
and discussed in the second part of this chapter. 

A. ON DEFINING THE TERM 'CHRISTIAN PROPHET'1 

Obviously it is not the adjective 'Christian' which requires 
explanation, but the noun 'prophet' (prophetes or, in the femi
nine,prophetis), whose characteristic action is 'to prophesy' (pro
pheteuein) and whose product is 'prophecy' (propheteia), the latter 
term being also used to describe the phenomenon as a whole. 
For the formulation ofa usable and explanatory (i.e. nominal) 
definition of'prophet' several methods, not altogether mutually 
exclusive, are available. One approach is to regard the lin
guistic antecedents of the word as decisive, or at least of very 
great importance, in determining its meaning- witness the age
old and continuing debate concerning the derivation of niifz_i' 
among Old Testament scholars, and the introductory sections 
of many of the TD NT articles, including the one on 'Prophet'. 
But while the usefulness of etymological information is not here 
contested we must recognise that the semantic value of a word 
is not determined by its derivation, but by its usage in contexts. 
Attempts to relate prophetes to the verb prophemi and to prove 
that the prefix pro- is in each case to be understood 'originally' 
in something like a spatial ('forth-tell') rather than a temporal 
('fore-tell') sense may arrive at a correct conclusion, but on in
sufficient grounds. Etymological considerations may be helpful 
in discovering the reason why a particular word was used in 
preference to another; they may also assist in illustrating the 
meaning of a word arrived at on other grounds, but they cannot 
be normative in deciding what that meaning is. A word means 
what it comes to mean in a particular literary and historical 
context. 2 Therefore a working-definition of prophetes must be 
related to the way in which this word (and the word-group of 
which it is part) was used in the contexts where it appears. 

Why not then simply concentrate attention on the occur
rences of the word and word-group? This approach assumes 
that the phenomenon to be defined will always be so labelled 
in the materials being investigated, and, if we were to follow 
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it, we would scan the New Testament for the use of the word 
prophetes ( and in the case of sources in Hebrew the word nafl}') 
and base our understanding of prophecy on an analysis of those 
texts in which it appears. This procedure - which is employed 
in the making of a dictionary - may be used on the one hand 
to provide a 'lowest common denominator' meaning, which 
will embrace all the discovered occurrences of the word, with 
the result that the definition frequently becomes too general 
to be of much use: on the other hand, this approach may lead 
to a virtual refusal to define at all, by saying, in effect, 'the word 
prophetes denotes in a given period those persons who are so 
labelled'. Although this statement, being tautologous, cannot 
be falsified, the procedure on which it is based is useful only 
for determining how a particular word was used in a given time 
and place, but is of little assistance in understanding a particu
lar phenomenon which may occur in connection with a given 
word as well as apart from it. Is the phenomenon of 'prophecy/ 
prophet' always and necessarily absent when the word prophetes 
is not found? What then of Josephus's work, certain Johannine 
material, and Paul himself? The exclusiveness of this method 
of definition (by 'label') is a serious drawback to its usefulness, 
as is the great variety of figures designated by the word prophetes. 
Of course, the strength of this approach is obvious: it will not 
call anyone a prophet who is not so designated in the sources. 
Great though this strength is, our disinclination to assume that 
the phenomenon of prophecy was always bound in a one-to
one correlation to the word or word-group causes this approach 
to the material to have limited value in our investigation. 3 

Another possible approach to definition might be to adopt 
a particular instance of the literary deposit of early Christian 
prophecy (e.g. the Revelation of St John) or a description of 
an early Christian prophet ( e.g. Agabus in Acts, or from in
ferences drawn from I Cor. 14) as definitive and to measure 
the prophetic character of all else by this. But even if it were 
agreed that the book of Revelation is definitive of what we mean 
by Christian prophecy, it could not be 'definitive' in any abso
lute sense without amplification by other definitions, for the 
question could not be suppressed: 'What is it about the book 
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of Re\'elation which constitutes it as prophecy?' An answer to 
that question requires consideration of other approaches to 
definition. One such might be to claim that a certain kind of 
message is 'prophetic' and that whoever delivers such a message 
must and will be regarded as a prophet. But what kind of con
tent is to be definitive? The demand for social justice, integrity 
and righteousness, in the tradition of Amos? This view seems 
to underlie the commonly-expressed desire that ecclesiastical 
leaders should speak a 'prophetic' word to our contemporary 
situation. Or will the definitive content be the apocalyptic 
speculation (in the tradition of Daniel) and the disclosures of 
events to come, as some Fundamentalist and millenarian 
groups seem to assume? Unless we are prepared to decide in 
advance that a certain product in the New Testament is 'pro
phecy' - and what or whose criteria shall we employ? - this 
approach has very limited usefulness in our search for a defini
tion. 

A functional approach is the most appropriate for the study 
of the phenomenon of Christian prophecy. A prophet is defined 
then in terms of his essential function, the function which con
stitutes him a prophet. Admittedly this approach is not entirely 
free from objections: how do we determine what is 'essential' 
and how is it to be abstracted from the non-essential? and what 
is the 'constitutive' function which makes someone a prophet? 
Questions like these, however, can be dealt with satisfactorily 
and a sound beginning made possible, if we make the following 
procedure the (implicit) foundation of our work. Since it is 
Christian prophets, and especially those of the New Testament 
era, who are the subjects of our primary interest, our definition 
should be formulated by commencing with those who are spe
cifically called 'prophets' in the earliest Christian literature: to 
that extent the label-type of definition, despite its limitations 
and exclusive character, forms a convenient and useful starting
point. Then the group so labelled as 'prophets' should be used 
as a kind of sample-group for the purpose of formulating a 
working-definition. This core-group will include the prophets 
mentioned in Acts and in the Pauline letters, the book of 
Revelation, perhaps Mark 1 3 and parallels and Matthew 7, the 
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Didache, and the Shepherd of Hermas ( depending on the dat
ing of these last-mentioned documents): this group has suf
ficient variety to keep the definition from being too narrow, 
yet has sufficient in common (in terms of function) to keep the 
definition from becoming so broad and vague as to be meaning
less. This core-group should be analysed in order to determine 
what function(s) they have in common and which differentiate 
them from other functionaries, i.e. which function(s) constitute 
them as prophets. Finally, this prophetic function should then 
be described and used as the working-definition, and whoever 
performs it should be considered a 'prophet',· whether or not 
he bears the label in the sources, especially if some valid 
explanation can be offered for the absence of the specific term, 
as can be done in the case of the rabbis, the Qumran com
munity, and, perhaps, the Fourth Gospel. 

To be a convenient tool any definition should be brief, giving 
only the essential, the sine qua non functions of the prophet, and, 
because it therefore is a functional definition, it should avoid, 
as far as possible, the debate that revolves around 'office and 
charisma in the early Church' .4 Whether the Christian prophet 
is to be identified in terms of a special 'office' is a question best 
left open in formulating a working-definition. So too is the ques
tion of the uniqueness of the phenomenon, for, although the 
definition must be constructed on the basis of Christian sources, 
it is very unlikely that Christian prophecy was completely discon
tinuous ( or indeed completely continuous5) with what preceded 
it or existed alongside it. Even if Christian prophecy should 
prove to be unique in some features or many, the definition 
should not be composed around these features, unless it is they 
which constitute Christian prophecy as prophecy: unique 
features of Christian prophets are, in fact, likely to be what 
makes them Christian, not what makes them prophets. 

Working along these lines, M. E. Boring offered and 
defended the following definition for use by the SBL Seminar: 
A prophet is an immediately inspired spokesman for the ( or a) deity of 
a particular community, who receives revelations which he is impelled 
to deliver to the community. 6 In this definition the claim to inspira
tion is the sine qua non of a prophet, whose essential role is that 
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of messenger: he is therefore different from the mystic who seeks 
the deity and whose communion with the deity is an edifying 
end in itself in that he is sought or called by God into a com
munion in which he receives the message for the community. 
Boring insists that, while prophetic immediate-inspiration (in 
whatever manner or degree, but always declaring the present 
immediate voice of the deity) excludes such devices as the cast
ing of lots and the examination of the entrails of dead animals 
in order to deduce the message, it does not exclude the use of 
sources, traditional materials, or the reflections of the prophet 
himself which are inseparably involved in the delivery of what 
he has received to the community. 

The prophet presents all that he utters as a prophet as the 
immediately-inspired present address of the deity to his com
munity. This message may well include material taken from 
tradition and the prophet's own reflection, consciously or un
consciously, with or without re-interpretation, but it is not 
presented as material which a past authority once said, but 
as what the deity now says. The same material may be pre
sented by the non-inspired teacher or preacher, but with the 
formal and functional difference that this claim to immediate 
inspiration is not made. 7 

This is a significant qualification of his definition ('receives 
revelations') in view of the frequently repeated claim that a pro
phet does not declare what he has taken from tradition (that 
being the task of the preacher) but only divine revelations.8 

This definition is intended by its author to mark itself off from 
three related phenomena in early Christianity which are some
times regarded as prophetic: (i) the general 'prophetic' charac
ter which the early Spirit-filled Christian community possessed 
whereby all members may have been considered as potentially 
prophets: only prophets in the strict sense of the word (i.e. those 
who function according to the terms of the definition) are in
cluded in the definition; (ii) the general phenomenon of the 
risen Lord's voice being heard in the early Church through the 
rehearsal of the whole, diverse tradition of Jesus' words; and 
(iii) the understanding of the living Christ (or the Holy Spirit) 
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as active in the general preaching ministry of the Church in 
all generations, as expressed in several major streams of Chris
tian theology (most notably, in the Barthian): in this 'pro
phetic' interpretation of preaching it is a matter of the 
sovereignty of the Word itself, or of the exalted Christ himself, 
rather than of the essentially and specific claim to immediate 
inspiration. 

Boring's definition of'prophet' is made specific to the Chris
tian prophet in the following way: A Christian prophet is a Christian 
who functions within the Church as an immediately-inspired spokesman for 
the exalted Jesus, who receives intelligible revelations which he is impelled 
to deliver to the Christian community. 9 A revised definition was pro
posed by David E. Aune,10 which is responsible for the addition 
of the word 'intelligible' to the original, but Boring asserts that 
there is nothing in it which conflicts with his own definition, 
when fully understood. Aune's definition is as follows: The 
Christian who functions in the prophetic role ( whether regularly, occa
sionally or temporarily) believes that he receives divine revelations in pro
positional form which he customarily delivers in oral or written form 
to Christian individuals and/or groups. Boring would exclude 'to in
dividuals' here, if this is intended in some non-community 
sense, since he thinks that relationship to the community (i.e. 
the whole Christian community as manifested in a particular 
congregation) is of the esse of Christian prophets. Delivering 
purported messages from the deity to an individual which have 
no bearing on the life of the community is a function beyond 
the bounds of 'prophecy' as Boring thinks it should be defined. 
However, since very few, if any, Christian prophetic messages 
to individuals are likely to have had no bearing whatever on 
the life of the Christian community in any of its particular mani
festations, we would be prepared to accept Aune's inclusion of 
the words 'Christian individuals'. 

Before offering our own definition - a functional definition 
- of 'Christian prophet', we must in fairness comment on the 
two definitions already given and provide some justification for 
not accepting either as it stands. Both definitions lack any spe
cific reference to 'call': it is implied by both scholars in their 
definitions, but, in our view, it requires explicit statement. The 
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prophet knows that he has never chosen his role: he has been 
chosen, called and commissioned by the deity. This attribute 
is strongly emphasised by J. Lindblom in his general charac
terisation of the prophetic class among homines religiosi, a 
passage which evokes comparison with the definitions suggested 
by Boring and Aune: 

They are entirely devoted, soul and body, to the divinity. 
They are inspired personalities who have the power to receive 
divine revelations. They act as speakers and preachers who 
publicly announce what they have to say. They are com
pelled by higher powers and kept under divine constraint. 
The inspiration which they experience has a tendency to pass 
over into real ecstasy. One further attribute may be added: 
the special call. A prophet knows that he has never chosen 
his way himself: he has been chosen by the deity. He points 
to a particular experience in his life through which it has 
become clear to him that the deity has a special purpose with 
him and has designated him to perform a special mission. 11 

In Aune's definition we miss the reference to divine con-
straint or compulsion that is present in Boring's phrase 
'impelled to deliver': neither definition includes a precise 
reference to the authority of a prophet's message, and, although 
it is probably implied by both scholars, it ought to be stated 
clearly: Boring's claim that the Christian prophet functions as 
the 'spokesman for the exalted Jesus' seems unnecessarily re
strictive and may carry hidden presuppositions about the rela
tion of prophetic words to 'oracles of the risen Lord', and there
fore, in a definition, we prefer the more open terminology 
employed by Aune in this respect, though, in general, Boring's 
language is more attractive. 

So, while acknowledging indebtedness to both Boring and 
Aune (and to Lindblom as well), we propose the following 
definition of 'Christian prophet' as the reference-point for the 
subsequent discussions in this book: A Christian prophet is a Chris
tian who functions within the Church, occasionally or regularly, as a 
divinely called and divinely inspired speaker who receives intelligible and 
authoritative revelations or messages which he is impelled to deliver 
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publicly, in oral or written form, to Christian individuals and/ or the 
Christian community. 

B. PROPHECY IN THE HEBREW - JEWISH TRADITION 

(PALESTINIAN AND HELLENISTIC) 

In this section it is our intention to survey briefly the pheno
menon of prophecy in the periods before and (roughly) con
temporaneous with the New Testament. The title under which 
the survey will be conducted may seem, to some, much too nar
row: was not prophetism one of the ways in which the Zeitgeist 
expressed its elfin Greek and Roman religion? It was: but, even 
at a time when New Testament scholarship has belatedly 
learned that what is termed 'Hellenistic' cannot be distin
guished, neatly and conclusively, from what is 'Jewish' because 
of the cultural cross-fertilisation which took place over several 
centuries, there will be few scholars, if any, who will wish to 
claim that prophetic phenomena in Greek and Roman religion 
provide primary evidence for the understanding of Christian 
prophecy. Similarities may be culled from sources (widely 
diverse in time, location, character and intention) and listed 
under the broad headings of call, inspiration, ecstasy, com
munion with deity, the reception of revelations, and even the 
obligation to deliver a divinely given message. 12 But in only one 
source do we find all these aspects of the prophetic experience 
attributed to a single individual, and that is in the First Tractate 
(Poimandres) of the Corpus Hermeticum- which C. H. Dodd called 
'a first-hand document of the prophetic consciousness' 13 -

which has to be dated in the second, if not the third, Christian 
century. 

The so-called 'prophetic' activity in Greek religion was 
carried on mainly by 'soothsayers' (manteis) who employed in
cantations and practised divination by material signs ( e.g. the 
interpretation of omens, stars, etc.), or, in later tradition, by 
men like Apollonius of Tyana and Peregrinus who were called 
by their biographers 'seers' (goeis), probably because, as E. 
Fascher suggests, 14 prophetes was an honorific title and goes 
a term of abuse. From a papyrus from Upper Egypt ( dating 
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probably from the beginning of the second century B c) which 
lists as last in a procession in honour of the oracle of Apollo 
Coropaeus 'the scribe (grammatea) of the god and the prophet' 
we learn that the word prophetes designated either the interpreter 
of the oracle or the proclaimer of the interpretation - and 'pro
claimer' or 'announcer' is the general definition which Fascher 
thinks fits best the various occurrences of this skeletal word (pro
phetes) which had no specific content of its own, but drew its 
precise meaning from its diverse contexts (poetical, philosophi
cal and religious). Helmut Kramer draws attention to several 
broader uses of the term: it may refer to members of an Egyp
tian priestly class, the advocates of some particular philosophy, 
to the 'specialist' in botany and to the 'quack' in medicine; even 
the heralds who declared the victor at games could be called 
'prophets' .15 

The famous Pythia or priestess of the Delphic oracle gave 
forth inspired utterances in a condition of ecstasy, partly 
accounted for by the intoxicating vapour which arose from the 
earth at Delphi but officially explained as the sign of the tem
porary presence of the god in the medium, a condition which 
Plato describes as entheos. The Pythia herself could be called 
a promantis (with respect to her disclosures of the future) or, 
more frequently, a prophetis (with respect to her role as a mouth
piece of the god): but the prophetes, the prophet, was one who 
heard her words and then interpreted and proclaimed them 
to the inquirers who were seated in another room; he was pre
sumably not divinely inspired, but simply one who translated the 
priestess's semi-coherent babblings into an intelligible reply. 
The Hellenistic mystery-cults, with their longing for salvation, 
enlightenment and the release of the soul from the body in order 
to enjoy an immortal communion with the divine, were once 
thought to be closely connected with Christianity (both in its 
character as 'mystery' and in its sacramental practice) 16 but, 
for the purposes of our inquiry, it is sufficient to note that the 
'prophetic' condition in the mysteries seems always to have 
been associated with ecstasy: the initiate showed by his beha
viour that he was entheos, no longer controlled by the mind but 
possessed by the deity, and therefore able to speak in his name, 
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sometimes in intelligible language, sometimes in rapt 
utterances and ejaculations resembling glossolalia: but - and 
this is important in view of our definition of a (Christian) pro
phet - the initiate was not required, as a rule, to proclaim a 
message publicly; his experiences were, by their very nature, 
a secret not to be divulged. 

Whereas prophetism seems to have been natural to the Greek 
temperament, it never blossomed among the Romans. Virgil 
alone bears witness to a sympathetic awareness of the Greek con
ception of ecstasy which produced messages in the case of the 
Sibyl in Apollo's temple at Cumae (Aen. v 1.44-51, 77---82). Suf
ficient has been said to justify the contention that 'prophetic' 
phenomena in Greek and Roman religion do not form primary 
sources- either in language used or experience described - from 
which we may seek illumination, by comparison, on Christian 
prophecy: more striking in fact are the suggested contrasts. 
Therefore we turn to the Hebrew-Jewish sources (both Pales
tinian and Hellenistic, though these are often intertwined) in 
the expectation that they will provide evidences of continuity 
and similarity. 

I. OLD TESTAMENT PROPHECY 

So numerous are the books and articles written on prophecy 
and prophets in ancient Israel and dealing with various stages 
of the prophetic phenomenon (from the early ecstatic seers -
and an element of the supranormal never completely dis
appeared from the phenomenon, even though the enduring sig
nificance of prophecy was not dependent upon it - to the post
exilic prophets and the later writers of apocalypses), as well as 
with specific aspects of the phenomenon ( the call, the forms of 
speech employed, the relation of prophets to the cult and to 
the priestly and wisdom traditions), that any attempt to provide 
a short sketch of Old Testament prophecy, such as is required 
here, is to undertake a difficult task and one likely to invite criti
cism of its inadequacy. Nevertheless, we must try to set out the 
chief features and characteristics of the Old Testament pro
phetic experience if for no other reason than that (i) the pro
phets of the Christian community share the same title of dignity 
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as the prophets of the old Covenant, prophetes - a term not very 
frequently found in the vast range of non-Biblical Greek litera
ture - being universally employed by the Septuagint ( Lxx) 
translators to render the Hebrew word nii/2}'; and (ii) early 
Christian prophecy, according to Acts 2: r 7 f. represents the re
vival in the end-time of prophecy promised in the Old Testa
ment (Joel 2.28-29). 

Those whom we normally have in mind when we speak of 
'the prophets of Israel' based their credentials neither on any 
hereditary right nor on any political appointment to an official 
position, but on their direct call by God himself: in other words, 
their status was not hierarchical but charismatic. They were 
inspired men who had a personal and extraordinarily direct 
encounter with God, and from this experience came their con
viction that they spoke, with authority-indeed, absolute auth
ority, if they were 'true' prophets - the word of the Lord. The 
great Jewish scholar, A. J. Heschel, states this admirably: 'the 
first and main feature of a prophet is his own claim to be a 
prophet: his own testimony to an experience of the Supreme 
Being addressing himself to him for the purpose of conveying 
a message to others; his own consciousness of an event in which 
both decision and direction come upon him as a transcendent 
act' .17 Whether the unsought revelatory encounter with the 
divine is described in terms of a dream, a vision, an audition, 
or of an invasion or possession by the Spirit, the prophet trans
cends normal self-assertive consciousness and participates in a 
highly receptive state. The vocation and, more frequently, the 
commission (narrated in order to legitimise the message and 
sometimes give it dramatic form) were often accepted quite 
reluctantly both because inadequacy was felt and expressed and 
because testing hardship was entailed in being directly exposed 
to the will of God as well as in being the channel for its com
munication to others. 

The most common form of prophetic communication was the 
oracle, a message from God, spoken by the prophet ( on behalf 
of God) in the first person, usually with the explicit introductory 
formula 'Thus says the Lord', or 'This is the word of the Lord'. 
In his essay 'The Prophet as Yahweh's Messenger' 18 J. F. Ross 
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interestingly and provocatively expands on this aspect of the 
prophetic task: 

The prophets, although they seldom call themselves 'mes
sengers', used the form of the Botenspruch [messenger-speech] 
and claimed that their authority was of one sent by Yahweh 
or from his council (sod_ Yhwh). They did not identify them
selves with the one who sent them: there is no 'mystic union' 
with the divine. Nevertheless they did not 'prophesy the 
deceit of their own heart' (Jer. 23.26) for they had 'stcod in 
the council' of Yahweh. The line is not easy to draw: does 
a messenger speak only the words of his Lord, or are they 
in some sense his own? Perhaps we may say more than we 
know when we refer to 'the message of the prophets'. 

This quotation helps forward our discussion in several ways. 
( 1) The question whether the prophet's words were in some 

sense his own does not ( and, in our view, is not intended to) 
open up the possibility ofregarding prophetic messages as spon
taneous or intuitive inventions, expressions of ideas which God 
approves, or simply true thoughts about God; but it does open 
up the question concerning the prophet's relatedness to tradi
tion and his awareness of indebtedness to tradition. When a 
prophet asserted the divine origin of his message and affirmed 
that he had been specially chosen and called by God to pro
claim it, he was undoubtedly testifying to a particularly imme
diate consciousness of God; yet, at the same time, in its speech
forms, motifs, ideas and themes, that message - and this is true 
not least of classical prophecy-shared a connection (not always 
of an affirmatory kind) with earlier prophetic messages ( cf. 
Amos's influence on Isaiah and Hosea's on Jeremiah) and also 
with other areas of Israel's religious life. The former relation 
might be developed in the direction of bringing out the fresh 
significance of a prophecy for a later age: the latter, while in
cluding individual religious experience and its recollection, 
focuses attention on the cult. The extent to which cultic features 
are reflected in the description of prophetic calls, etc., is a 
debated issue; but, on the more general question of the pro
phets' participation in regular cultic ceremonies, we may be 
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certain that as private persons and especially as representatives 
of God they did participate, though not necessarily as specific 
cult functionaries or members of cultic associations. Ancient 
ritual was loose enough in organisation to give opportunity for 
various kinds of person to speak to any audience that was willing 
to listen: indeed, there was expectation and hope for special 
divine relevations. And some prophecies, such as those of Amos, 
were delivered at festivals and very probably transmitted later 
within some cultic/prophetic organisation. The Psalms - in 
addition to quoting a number of divine declarations ( e.g. in 
Pss. 2, 60, 68, 87 and 89) - contain oracular expressions which 
are general in application, addressed to the 'wicked' (Pss. 50. 16, 
75.4) or to those who trusted in God. These general oracles -
belonging to the sphere of the liturgist or cultic singer - are 
similar to, but not identical with, prophetic words which deal 
with specific situations. To sum up: the prophet's consciousness 
of being called to deliver a message directly given by God does 
not imply a total abandonment of tradition: the prophet drew 
upon, modified and added to the religious traditions of Israel, 
sometimes rejecting them, sometimes affirming them. 

(2) That the prophets did not 'prophesy the deceit of their 
own heart' (Jer. 23.26), i.e. their own imaginings or inventions, 
leads to the question of true and false prophecy and prophets. 
Divergences in the messages of prophets were usually explained 
in terms of a charge that opponents had not received a genuine 
and therefore unquestionably authoritative divine word 
because they were morally or spiritually corrupt (lsai 28. 7; Jer. 
23.r6f.; Ezek. 13.ro; Mic. 3.5) or even apostate (Deut. 13.r-
3; Jer. 2.8). An oracle could, of course, be verified in hindsight, 
if it was fulfilled (r Kgs. 22.28; Jer. 28.9), but this was only 
one criterion of genuineness: equally valid were conformity to 
accepted tradition and - a theological or dogmatic criterion
conformity with known revelation, 'the covenant faith' (Deut. 
8. r r ff. and r 3: 2-4). In distinguishing between the true pro
phet and the false the criterion was ultimately the validity of his 
call. In Jeremiah, where false prophets so often are presented 
as opposing the divinely appointed messenger of God, it is stated 
several times that they were not commissioned by God, and 
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that their words were not from him (Jer. 14.14, 23.21-2, 

28. 15) : the message of the divinely commissioned prophet was 
self-authenticating and unchallengeable. 

(3) Although, as we have indicated, the messenger-formula 
'Thus says the Lord' - whereby the prophet speaks the words 
of the one who sends and wherein the sender later speaks ( usu
ally, ifnot exclusively) in the 'I'-form, thus making the prophet 
himself a kind ofletter from God- is the main form of prophetic 
speech, it may itself have more than one form of expression, 
and there are other patterns of prophetic speech. Specially 
worthy of note in connection with the 'Thus says the Lord' for
mula is its appearance in the covenant lawsuit ( rz~), whether 
explicit (as in Isa. 1 and Mic. 6) or implicit: this is a court scene 
in which it is not a case of God being presented in the role of 
judge and Israel in that of the accused, but rather of God bring
ing the accusation or complaint that the covenant-bond has 
been broken and Israel attempting to defend her innocence by 
suggesting that God has not been active or faithful. In this kind 
of scene, God's case is put on the prophet's lips (in the '!'-form, 
cf. Mic. 6.3) and at the same time the prophet, as the partner 
in God's cause and reading in an inspired, theological way the 
events of his time, calls Israel to acknowledge that God is right 
and that she is in the wrong, thus opening the way towards 
restoration of the covenant-relationship and salvation. The pro
phetic oracle thus becomes a vehicle of exhortation or, if neces
sary, in the judgment scene, a word of reprimand (Scheltwort) 
or an oracle of woe ( Drohrede). 

A distinctive view of the function of prophets which may be 
considered at this point finds expression in 2 Kgs. 17. 13-14: 

Yet the Lord warned Israel and Judah by every prophet and 
every seer, saying, 'Turn from your evil ways and keep my 
commandments and my statutes, in accordance with all the 
law which I commanded your fathers, and which I sent to 
you by my servants, the prophets.' But they would not listen, 
but were stubborn, as their fathers had been, who did not 
believe in the Lord their God. 

Two observations on this passage are pertinent: in the first 
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place, the prophets are presented as preachers of repentance, 
whose message was a call to return to the law (torah) which had 
itself been given to the people by prophets: this is a strongly 
Deuteronomic ( or Levitical) interpretation of prophets and 
their function inspired by its assessment of Moses as the prophet 
par excellence, who enjoyed the unique privilege of being 
addressed by God 'face to face' (N um. r 2 .6---8; Deut. 34.1 o) 
but who, incidentally, does not employ the usual prophetic mes
senger-formula 'I' when speaking for God, but always 'he' -
the mark of the preacher; as the mediator and proclaimer of 
the law ( cf. Deu t. r 8. r 5 ff.) ; and also as servant ( 'e/!.ed.) of the 
Lord. Secondly, the interpretation of the role of the prophets 
- and the Deuteronomic writer probably had in mind the suc
cession from Moses, through Nathan and Elijah, up to Amos 
and possibly even beyond- continues with a statement about 
Israel's stubborn rejection of this call to repentance and obedi
ence from her own prophets - a view which, as 0. H. Steck 
has demonstrated, 19 was later developed into the presentation 
of the prophet as a martyr figure. This consciousness of rejection 
is certainly a marked feature of the understanding of the pro
phetic task in the call-narratives of Isaiah, Jeremiah and 
Ezekiel, and is probably reflected in Amos. 2. 10-12 (cf. Deut. 
29.4). 'The prophets were sent to the people oflsrael, but they 
expected to be heard only by the Israel of faith.' 20 The pros
pective destiny of the prophet was misunderstanding and 
distrust, at least, but not infrequently rejection ( 2 Chr. 36. r 6), 
imprisonment, and even death (2. Chr. 24.21, Jer. 26.20-23). 

To return to the prophetic forms of communication: in addi
tion to funereal complaint ( cf. Amos 5.2 ), parable (Isa. 5), enig
matic statements, predictive utterances and diagnostic com
mentary on God's word, we may draw attention to three further 
forms: (a) salvation-speeches (Heilsreden) ofan oracular or pro
clamatory kind; ( b) the prophetic action - like the purchase 
of the field (Jer. 32), the naked and barefoot walk (Isa. 20), 
and possibly Hosea's marriage - which is not so much a sym
bolic act, but words in action, spoken and speaking actions, or, 
as von Rad describes them, 'intensified forms of prophetic 
speech' ;21 and (c) prophetic intercession with God on behalf 
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of his people (Amos 7, and later witnessed to in 2 Mace. 15.17): 
whether this is best understood in relation to a cultic setting 
or otherwise is secondary to the fact that this intercessory role 
indicates the solidarity of the prophet with the people, or a rem
nant of the people, whom he seeks to create into a prophetic 
community with a prophetic mission - most clearly mirrored, 
in the view of some, in the lsaianic Servant of the Lord, inter
preted as the true prophetic Israel. 

(4) The fact that the prophet-messenger claims to have stood 
in the council of the Lord, or to have come from it, implies 
that he witnesses to the topicality of the divinely given word. 
Although the early prophet-seers in ancient Israel might be 
consulted by individuals (1 Sam. 9.6----9) and by kings and mili
tary leaders (1 Sam. 23.2-4; 2 Kgs. 3.11 ), such consultation 
was apparently not routine ( cf. 1 Kgs. 22 .5), because reliance 
regarding political decisions was often placed upon the advice 
of the 'wise' man (2 Sam. 16.23; cf. Isa. 19.11), a fact which 
could lead to rivalry between the two 'professions' ( Isa. 29. 14 f.). 
The classical prophets, however, did not want consultations: 
they declared a message from the Lord's council. Consequently, 
in addition to lamenting over immorality, sacred prostitution 
(Hos. 4.14), sabbath violation, disrespect towards parents 
(Mic. 7.6), murder, adultery, theft, selfish aggrandisement 
(Mic. 2.2), drunkenness, charging interest on loans (Ezek. 
22.12), and all other forms of evil and iniquitous practice, the 
prophets attacked merchants for cheating and rapacity (Amos 
8.4--6; Hos. 12.7 f.) and condemned the leaders of the country, 
individually or collectively. Priests were criticised for failing to 
mediate and follow divine instruction and for being eager to 
receive expiatory sacrifices and other remunerations (Hos. 4.6-
8; Mic. 3.11; Zeph. 3.4): prophets were accused of violating 
the norms of their profession (see above pp. 14-15): the 'heads', 
'princes' or members of government were condemned for ignor
ing basic morality, accepting bribes, for lack of concern for the 
weak and for exploitation (Hos. 5. 1 o, 7 .3; Isa. 1 .23, 3. 14; Amos 
6. 1 --6; Mic. 3. 1 -3, 9-1 1 ) . Of special concern to prophets was 
the placing of national confidence in military or other human 
operations ( e.g. Isa. 30. 15-1 7, 31. 1 ; Jer. 1 7 .5; Hos. I0.13), and 
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both idolatry and oppression are seen as evidences of mis
directed trust (Isa. 30.12, 42.17; Hab. 2.18). The downfall of 
foreign nations was sometimes attributed to their arrogant self
confidence (Isa. 1 o. 12-16; Jer. 50.3 1 ; Obad. 3): but more often 
th~ nation was held guilty of insolent 'oppression' (Isa. 14.4), 
i.e. of destructive activity towards Israel and others (Amos 1 .3-
2 .3; Jer. 51.25-49; Obad. 10-14; Nahum 3.1 ). For the Israelite 
audience (within which the prophet stood) the thrust oforacles 
against foreign nations was to create or support trust in the 
Lord: in fact, the difference between words of condemnation 
and of promise lies, to a large extent, in the situation of the 
hearers, in terms of whether they inflict, or need rescue from, 
oppression or other forms of violence and wickedness. 

Unsurpassed, perhaps unequalled, as a reforming political 
force the prophets may have been, but it would be a mistake 
to think that they dealt only with immediate problems and 
situations. In the 'council of the Lord' they saw deeply into the 
realities of existence and their expressions of what they learned 
not only offered guidance to their immediate audience but pos
sessed such personal and religious authority and ethical value 
as to make them resound over many centuries. They affirmed 
that the clashes and tensions which afflict national !if e would 
be overcome only in an ultimate intervention of God, in his 
way and in his time ('the day of the Lord'): they hoped, in 
God's name, that men and nations would realise their peril and 
trouble and be led to a self-transcending acknowledgment of 
guilt, to a turning or repentance which could give rise to the 
expectation of divine graciousness (Zeph. 3.8-18). On the other 
hand, some major prophetic voices were raised to assert that 
only after downfall would reconstitution be possible, a reconsti
tution or eschatological resolution whose various names bear 
witness to the diverse kinds of tradition prophets drew upon 
- a new exodus, a new covenant, a new Zion, a new creation. 
When Israelites lost control over political power, classical pro
phecy ended. (It is a striking fact that prophecy effectively 
begins and ends with the 'kingdom': during the Exile it 
remained linked to the 'kingdom' and the state of Israel; but 
after the Exile prophecy is but an echo or reminiscence of the 
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past, not a fresh, independent epoch.) The emphasis therefore 
shifted from concern about national or social evils towards 
expressions of confident perseverance, in the midst of suffering, 
inculcated by apocalyptic, with its announcement of a totally 
new world-order. 

Since the relationship of prophecy to apocalyptic will be 
briefly dealt with later in this book (in the discussion of the book 
of Revelation), we may end our survey of prophecy in the Old 
Testament with a short statement on its relation to the two other 
major aspects of Israelite religion and culture: the priestly 
tradition and Wisdom. These aspects were by no means always 
isolated and could be combined in a single person's life, and 
even in a single utterance. A prophetic message could and often 
did contain elements more characteristic of priesthood or Wis
dom. Perhaps the combination of functions is older than their 
separation since societal development generally runs in the 
direction of increasing specialisation. Prophecy is distinctive 
within but not separate from the rest of Israelite life, culture 
and religion. 

Prophecy shares with priestly tradition a strong emphasis on 
divine revelation, expressed stylistically by God's speaking in 
the first person. It differs from priestly tradition in that the 
priest presents above all the traditions of the sacred past which 
were believed to have general and continuing significance for 
Israelite life, whereas the prophet responds, in the main (as we 
have stressed), to particular and immediate situations. It could 
be argued, however, that the priestly tradition, being in
stitutional and conservative, is foundational, and therefore 
forms the context within which the prophet operates, sometimes 
approvingly, often critically. The general applicability of 
priestly speech implies that it did not require for itself constantly 
fresh revelation: it relied on and elaborated ( as in Deu
teronomy) a message received earlier by a mediator of revela
tion, who may be called a 'prophet', or, in the case of Moses, 
'more than a prophet'. The desired domination of the priest
hood in Israelite religion was finally achieved when it ranked 
the law (lorah) above the prophetic corpus. Although this may 
have happened as a result of the demands of practical life, 
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rather than as a matter of theological theory, it effectively gave 
to Israel's religion the conservative and legalistic character that 
eventually stifled prophecy and stopped the springs of inspira
tion. 

Wisdom found an early home in Israel, and its intellectual 
vitality and moral persuasiveness made it an important aspect 
of Israelite culture. Some see Wisdom as primarily a court 
activity (like state-craft) and others as a more domestic pursuit 
rooted in the folk ethos of early Israel's clan and tribal 
structured society. In fact it could be and was both, with result 
that we cannot accept any specially direct connection of Wis
dom with any one class or group-politicians, scribes, educators 
or elite court-circles. Since the whole setting of Wisdom and the 
identity of 'the wise' thereby become much looser, we cannot 
set neat boundaries around 'wisdom' and 'prophecy' and 
expect to trace, easily, the influence of one on the other. More
over, so-called 'wisdom' forms of speech and methods of argu
mentation may be more of the nature of stylistic, didactic 
devices and types of artistic speech, rather than fixed oral forms 
which prophets, such as Amos and Isaiah, are supposed to 
have employed. No more can themes, units of vocabulary, and 
idiom that appear in Proverbs and other wisdom-writings prove 
Wisdom influence on prophets who employed them. Wisdom 
themes, forms (like riddle and proverb) and vocabulary are 
part of the common oral and literary heritage belonging to 
a nation's whole culture. Their presence in a prophetic book 
may suggest, but cannot be decisive for 'wisdom' influence, any 
more than the presence in Wisdom books of prophetic-like 
themes and forms (e.g. Prov. 1 -g) signifies direct prophetic 
influence. 

The most decisive material for studying the part played by 
Wisdom-traditions in the preaching of the prophets remains 
those passages, especially in Isaiah and Jeremiah, where 
explicit reference is made to those who are or claim to be 'wise' 
and who make use of a special wisdom. And here the note struck 
is consistently one of conflict, indicating a sharp collision 
between policies advocated by rulers and governments and 
those urged on the people by prophets 'in the name of the Lord'. 
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Yet even here it is not simply a matter of an inherent and in
evitable conflict between secular, political, anthropocentric 
empiricism and divinely revealed message. It is the immediate 
situation - not a fixed dependence on clearly identifiable and 
opposed traditions or 'world-views' - that crea,es the conflict, 
when certain prophets came face to face with men who sup
ported their policies and advice with an appeal to their own 
wisdom and insight. There was a religious element and motiva
tion in early Wisdom, and there was a degree of common inter
est between prophecy and wisdom in their concern for morality 
and for order and harmony in society. A measure of tension 
between them is understandable, but it was not 'institutionally' 
inevitable: and the book of Daniel is a late witness in the Old 
Testament to a combination of both (together with apocalyp
tic), even if his book was not placed in the canon of Prophets. 
Finally, we should note that when 'prophecy' in its distinctive 
form died out, Wisdom lived on, as the book of Ecclesiastes, for 
instance, shows, as well as the literature of the intertestamental 
period. 

2. THE INTERTESTAMENTAL LITERATURE 

Before engaging with this body of literature two points must 
be made concerning the end of Old Testament prophecy. The 
prophetic movement which had flourished in various forms 
from the beginning of the Israelite monarchy eventually came 
to an end in the period following the Babylonian exile: its last 
representatives were Haggai, Zechariah, and the shadowy 
figure of Malachi, and after them the canon of the latter Pro
phets received no further addition. There can be no doubt that, 
long before the turn of the eras, the Jews believed that prophecy 
as such had ceased in Israel and that the prophetic Spirit had 
withdrawn. Biblical passages of post-exilic origin substantiate 
this fact (Zech. 13-4---6; Mai. 4.5-6 and perhaps Ps. 74.9). But 
it is likewise clear from certain specific passages that there was 
a definite belief, even in the biblical period, that in the future 
prophecy would be revived. The passages in Malachi and Joel 
which promise the return of the prophet Elijah (Mai. 4.5-6) 
and of the prophetic spirit (Joel 2.28-29) bear witness to this 
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expectation and should not be overlooked in any study of the 
history of the phenomenon of prophecy. 

In connection with the intertestamental literature two 
general observations may be made at the outset. In the first 
place, with few exceptions, the writings are pseudonymous. 
This must surely imply that the authors realised that their books 
could not gain general acceptance as prophetic utterances 
(where appropriate) on the basis of their own authority. The 
authority derived from the action of the prophetic Spirit had 
been withdrawn along with that Spirit. Secondly, with one 
possible exception (which we shall deal with later) the name 
'prophet' is attributed to no person after Malachi in the entire 
literature of the intertestamental period. What these two points 
suggest is confirmed by explicit statements that prophecy had 
ceased and that there were no more prophets in Israel. No other 
book contains more references than r Maccabees. The distress 
that afflicted Israel after the death of Judas Maccabaeus is de
scribed as 'worse than any since the day when prophets ceased 
to appear among them' ( r Mace. 9.27). Earlier in the narrative, 
when the friends of Judas were uncertain about what to do with 
the defiled stones of the altar in the Temple, they agreed to 
leave them in an appropriate place 'until a prophet should arise 
who could be consulted about them' ( r Mace. 4.45-46). Again 
in 14.41 we read that 'the Jews and their priests confirmed 
Simon as their leader and high priest in perpetuity until a trust
worthy (piston) prophet should appear'. Both these passages -
if 4.46 is notj ust an expression of a tactical compromise between 
disputing parties - seem to confirm the expectation of a revival 
of prophetic activity ( cf. Sib. Orac. m, 781): but it is worth 
noting that the prophet envisaged is a person with decision
making power, a man of insight, rather than of inspired auth
ority, and, although his coming is placed in the future, the con
text does not appear positively eschatological. 

Because I Maccabees was written at a time of lively eschato
logical thinking in Palestinian Judaism, and because the re
appearance of prophecy was expected to coincide with the 
arrival or near approach of the messianic era, some scholars22 

think that the prophet was eschatological and the expectation 
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derived from Deut. 18. 15 ff. where the Moses-like prophet is 
described as invested with legal functions. This view is at least 
more probable than that of J. Klausner23 who maintains that 
the prophet mentioned in the two passages from I Maccabees 
is Elijah, because, in rabbinic teaching, it is said that when Eli
jah returns, with the coming of the messianic age, he will 
interpret the law and settle legal disputes ( cf. the expression 
'it must be left undecided until Elijah comes'), a tradition that 
can be dated as early as the middle of the second century (M. 
Eduyoth 8.7). But in view of the probable date of I Maccabees 
(c. 1 25-100 B c) it would seem more likely that the task assigned 
to Elijah in rabbinic literature does not explain the tradition 
in I Maccabees, but rather the reverse: the existence of difficult 
religio-legal problems suggested that a trustworthy prophet 
would come to decide them and later this task was attributed 
by some rabbis to Elijah when he returned to function as recon
ciler, restorer of Israel and peace-maker (Mai. 4.6; Ecclus. 
48. rn) as well as forerunner of Messiah (Mai. 4.5; 1 Enoch 
90.3 1, 37). 

R. Meyer24 has argued that long-range expectation is absent 
from the passages under consideration in I Maccabees, on the 
grounds that the guiding theme of the book is the fluctuating 
rise of the Hasmonean dynasty up to Simon and its continuation 
by John Hyrcanus (135-104 BC), the new priest-king (1 Mace. 
16. 11-22). John has passed into history as the bearer of the 
threefold gift - prophecy, priesthood and kingship - and the 
references to a coming prophet in I Maccabees would have a 
satisfactory sense when referred to this figure, a high priest and 
ruler who was endowed with the ability to make valid decisions 
on religio-legal matters, despite the fact that he is nowhere 
called prophetes in the book. 

In connection with this identification of the expected prophet 
of I Maccabees - if it is a genuine expectation at all and not 
(as we suspect) simply a formulaic expression of pious reserve 
in making decisions (cf. our 'God willing .. .') - we may 
now refer to the possible exception mentioned earlier to the 
intertestamental literature's consistency in not attributing the 
term 'prophet' to anyone after Malachi. The Testament of Levi 
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-which, though it received Christian interpolation, came into 
being, substantially, not later than the first century B c25 - con
tains the following passage: 'And the third shall be called by 
a new name, because a king shall arise in Judah and shall estab
lish a new priesthood, after the fashion of the Gentiles. And 
his presence is unutterable ( ?) , as a prophet of the Most High, 
of the seed of Abraham our father' (8.14). Both R.H. Charles26 

and Otto Eissfeldt27 have interpreted this passage as referring 
to John Hyrcanus. Charles contended that it was written at the 
height of his success when some Jews apparently regarded John 
as the Messiah, a view he finds confirmed by the Testament 
of Benjamin 9.2: 'Nevertheless the temple of God shall be in 
your portion, and the last (temple) shall be more glorious than 
the first. And the twelve tribes shall be gathered together there, 
and all the Gentiles, until the Most High shall send forth his 
salvation in the visitation of an only-begotten ( ?) prophet'. For 
Charles, this passage is pre-Christian (though it seems to con
tain clear Christian interpolation) and refers to Hyrcanus for, 
in his time, the twelve tribes did again meet in the temple for 
worship, and in his triumphs the hope was raised that there 
would be a widespread conversion of the Gentiles. 

These two passages from the Testaments of the Twelve 
Patriarchs substantiate the claim that the gift of prophecy was 
expected to return to Israel, the second suggesting that it was 
looked for in a messianic-type figure. It is of more than inciden
tal interest in this connection that, according to Josephus (Antiq. 
XIII.299), John Hyrcanus was accounted worthy of the three 
greatest privileges, the rule of the nation, the dignity of high 
priest and the gift of prophecy (propheteia), for the deity was 
with him and enabled him to foresee and foretell the future ( cf. 
Bell. 1 .68): in neither place is John called prophetes). Since Jose
phus attributes to John alone the gift of prophecy ( even though 
it denotes 'prediction'), this may provide support for Charles's 
view that Testament of Levi 8.14 refers to the same figure, since 
it (and Testament of Benjamin 9.2, if pre-Christian) is the only 
place in the intertestamental literature where prophecy is attri
buted to a specific individual. 

It has to be admitted that the intertestamental literature, 
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even if we were to include discussion of the Sibylline Oracles 
- a literary form adopted and adapted from the Greek Sibylline 
literature for propagandising purposes, and related to apoca
lyptic both in form ( e.g. pseudonymity) and content much 
more clearly than to Hebrew prophecy - does not yield a rich 
harvest of material for understanding prophecy in the post
biblical period. What it does suggest is that, with the cessation 
of divinely inspired prophecy, a hope remained, in at least some 
quarters, for divine guidance through an individual or indivi
duals who would be endowed with the gift of insight, or even 
of revelation, but would not function with the divinely given 
authority of the Old Testament prophetic messengers. Even if 
we were to consult the large body of Jewish apocalyptic litera
ture, the result would be similar. Although these works are 
pseudepigraphal, the revelatory experiences related by the 
alleged authors presumably reflect genuine revelations given 
to the actual authors. Whether these authors regarded their 
works as equal in authority to the Old Testament prophets but 
hid that (pretentious) claim in a pseudepigraphal guise to avoid 
the displeasure of the Jewish religious officials, or whether they 
thoughtoftheirwork as revelation of an important, but neverthe
less inferior, sort, is a matter difficult to determine with certainty. 
Although, on the one hand, there is a deep consciousness of the 
privileged reception of divine revelations (Ass. Mos. 1. 13-18; 
2 Enoch 33.5-6. 36.1; 3 Bar. 1.3-8; 4 Ezra 14.7-8, etc.), there 
is, on the other hand, such a notable absence of claims to in
spiration by the Holy Spirit and, in much of the literature (with 
the exception of the Similitudes of Enoch, 1 Enoch 3 7-7 1), of 
the 'Thus says the Lord' form ofintroduction, that the second ex
planation seems, on balance, to be preferable and more probable. 

3. JOSEPHUS 

For the understanding of prophecy in Judaism during the first 
century AD, including prophecy in early Christianity, the writ
ings of Josephus, unlike the intertestamental literature, are 
of great importance. But it would be simplistic and unprofit
able for our purpose merely to catalogue his references to 
prophet-like figures as evidence of the lively and multi-faceted 
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continuance of the prophetic phenomenon in the Judaism of, 
or roughly contemporaneous with, New Testament times. 

Whatever we may think of the justification offered for his 
change of allegiance to Rome, a passage in the Bellum (m.351-
4) is of considerable significance in connection with Josephus's 
claim to prophetic powers and his own self-understanding as 
a prophet, and it will conveniently form the reference-point for 
this brief discussion. The passage relates to the time, during his 
command in Galilee, when in acute danger from Nicanor, Jose
phus recalled 

those nightly dreams in which God had foretold to him the 
impending fate of the Jews and the destinies of the Roman 
sovereigns. He was an interpreter of dreams and skilled in 
the divining of the meaning of ambiguous utterances of the 
Deity: a priest himself and of priestly descent, he was not 
ignorant of the prophecies of the sacred books. At that hour 
he was inspired ( enthous genomenos) to read their meaning and, 
recalling the dreadful images of his recent dreams, he offered 
up a solemn prayer to God. 'Since it pleases thee', so it ran, 
'to break thy work, since fortune has wholly passed to the 
Romans, and since thou hast made choice of my spirit to 
announce the things that are to come, I willingly surrender 
to the Romans and consent to live, but I take thee to witness 
that I go not as a traitor, but as thy minister (diakonos) 
(Thackeray's translation). 

Although neither here nor anywhere else in his writings does 
Josephus refer to himself as prophetes (that title being reserved 
for biblical prophets alone) because for him, as for the rabbis 
who were his contemporaries, the era of genuine prophecy was 
past (Apion I .41 ), this passage offers valuable insights into Jose
phus's own prophetic experience and activity from which we 
may understand better what he says of other prophet-like 
figures. 

( 1) Boastful Josephus's claim may be here (and again in Bell. 
111.399-408, where he claims to have predicted correctly the 
overthrow of his Galilean headquarters, his own capture by 
the Romans, and the accession of Vespasian and Titus to the 
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emperorship), but the very fact that he could write in such a 
way - in a situation and with a message not dissimilar to 
Jeremiah's (cf. Jer. 1.4-19, 15.10-21, 20.7-18) - shows that, 
although prophecy as such was believed to have ended, it was 
still possible to conceive that a favoured individual might be 
endowed with the gift of insight into the future. And for Jose
phus prophecy consists principally in prediction. The rationale 
for this view lies in the fact that (a) he understood the biblical 
prophets as historians (which explains the attribution of the his
torical books to prophetic authors: they were in fact the his
torians par excellence because they obtained information about 
the past in the best and surest fashion, i.e. under divine inspira
tion (kata ten epipnoian ten apo tou theou: Apion 1.37) : ( b) he himself, 
by commencing his writing roughly where the prophets left off 
and by claiming an inspiration comparable to though less than 
that of the canonical prophets, is competent to take up and com
plete this prophetic task. Precedent or justification for Jose
phus's interpretation of his life's work as historian as being a 
prophetic task could be found, as J. Blenkinsopp suggests, 28 in 
the work of the author of Chronicles-Ezra-Nehemiah who 
refers to prophetic sources - one of which is 'the midrash of 
the prophet Iddo' (2 Chr. 13.22) - to such an extent and in 
such a way as to leave little doubt that he regards the writing 
of history, admittedly in a midrashic form, as a prophetic task; 
Josephus owes much to this biblically based tradition of history 
and midrash as being prophetic genres: (c) biblical prophets 
- both the very early ones like Balaam, Moses and Samuel and 
the canonical prophets - were involved in predicting the future 
course of events, and in his own re-telling of the biblical story 
Josephus is eager to take note of their predictions and their 
fulfilment (cf. Antiq. 1v.125, 303, 313f.; v.350; 1x.276; x.79; 
xm.62 ff.). 29 So much then the passage quoted tells us: pro
phetic revelation which comes through inspiration (enthous geno
menos) has to do with future events in the political sphere. 

( 2) This kind of prophetic revelation is mediated through 
the dream ( as in the case of Daniel, whom Josephus holds in 
particularly high regard by reason of the accuracy of his pro
phecies), but even more importantly through the ability to 
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explain 'ambiguous utterances of the Deity' and to know the 
meaning of the sacred prophecies: prophetic prediction rests 
on the inspired interpretation of biblical texts. This view of pro
phecy is not essentially different from that of the Essenes, con
cerning whom Josephus says that 'there are some among them 
who profess to foretell the future, being versed from their early 
years in sacred books, holy writings and the sayings of the pro
phets' (Bell. 11.159): in short, Essene prophesying is based on 
mid rash or scriptural exegesis, and references elsewhere in Jose
phus to particular Essene prophets and their prophecies (Antiq. 
xm. 3 1 1 - 1 3 ; xvn. 346-8 ; xv. 3 7 3 ff.) confirm this conclusion. 
The same holds true for the little Josephus has to say about 
prophecy among the Pharisees (Antiq. xvir.43 ff.). Predictive pro
phecy implies exegetical skill combined with divine inspiration. 

While Josephus does not refer to those who, like himself, were 
genuine predictors as prophetai, he does not hesitate to use the 
term pseudoprophetes both of individuals who falsely claimed pro
phetic status and of individuals who announced things that 
were not, or did not, come true. This Greek word made its entry 
into the language in the Septuagintal translation of Jeremiah, 
where it is used nine times to refer to persons who were no better 
than pagan divinators (manteis). 30 This particular implication, 
however, is absent from Josephus's use of the word: the pseudo
prophetes in the biblical period and on the contemporary scene 
is an individual who either falsely lays claim to or has ascribed 
to him prophetic status or predicts falsehoods. Among such are 
Theudas who promised the repetition of Joshua's miracle in 
the cleaving of Jordan (Antiq. xx.97 f.), the prophet from Egypt 
who held out the prospect ofa repeat performance of the Jericho 
miracle at Jerusalem (Antiq. xx.169 ff., Bell. n.261-4), and the 
unnamed false prophet who tried to rally the defenders of the 
Temple with promises of miraculous, divine intervention to
wards the end of the siege of Jerusalem ( Bell. vr. 283 ff.). Jose
phus speaks of these men as magicians or imposters (goetes), act
ing under the pretence of divine inspiration (Bell. n.258; Antiq. 
xx.168), as pretended messengers (angeloi) of the Deity (Bell. 
vr.288), and thus as claiming prophetic status within the con
text of events interpreted as heralding messianic times when, 
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it was believed, the spirit of prophecy would again be operative. 
They are generally distinguished from the bandits of the time 
(lestai) and the difference is not unimportant, for Josephus's 
criticism of these prophet-like figures is that they were, impli
citly, pretenders to a nationalistic messiahship, being convinced 
that the age of salvation was imminent and that they were 
called, as a second Moses or Joshua, to bring matters to a head. 
And for Josephus (who desired to conceal Jewish messianism 
as much as possible, for apologetic reasons) such political mes
sianism was pseudo-prophecy (in claim and content) for two 
reasons: first, the predictions of divine assistance did not come 
true, as anyone writing after AD 70 knew very well; and 
secondly, these persons perverted the sense of the biblical pro
phecies (Bell. 1.342). Jesus ben-Chananiah, who prophesied the 
destruction of the Temple as early as AD 62, falls into a different 
category: though Josephus calls him neither prophetes nor pseudo
prophetes, he stands close to the Old Testament prophets of doom 
in the content, form and manner of delivery of his woe-oracle 
(Bell. v1.300 ff.). 

(3) Reverting to the passage from Bell.111.351 -4: the descrip
tion of Josephus's own inspiration as enthous genomenos might 
easily give the impression that the vocabulary used with 
reference to predictive prophecy implies a thoroughly Hellen
istic understanding of the prophetic experience. But what we 
have said thus far should have given a contrary impression, and 
it is confirmed by a closer look at the terminology used by Jose
phus for this general phenomenon. Language associated with 
mantic and oracular prophecy is far from frequent in his writ
ings. Admittedly, the Essene seers, Judas and Simon (Bell. 1.78-
80; n. I 12) are called by the title mantis, the words manteia and 
manteuma are occasionally used of politically oriented oracles 
and the verb manteuomai is employed in the account of Saul's 
visit to the witch of Endor: but otherwise these terms are used, 
mainly if not exclusively, of non-Jewish individuals and pheno
mena. Nor does the word-group mania, mainesthai and maino
menos occur with anything like the frequency it does in Philo. 
It would seem clear that Josephus is well aware of the difference 
between Jewish and non-Jewish prophecy: even if his own 
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emphasis on prophecy as political prediction fits in well with 
popular and current Hellenistic religious ideas, that too, as we 
have suggested, has biblical justification. 

(4) At the end of the passage quoted from Bell. III Josephus 
refers to himself as God's 'minister' (diakonos). The restriction 
of the term prophetes to the canonical prophets is accompanied 
by the use of various synonyms for later figures to whom 
genuinely prophetic characteristics could not be denied. One 
such would be diakonos (which is the LXX rendering of 'e!!_eg_ in 
Hag. 1.I2f.) and another would be angelos (cf. Bell. vr.288), a 
noun which renders mal'a/5_ in the LXX of Mai. 3. I. The angeloi 
sent by God to teach the Jews doctrines and laws (Antiq. xv.I 36) 
are also probably intended to be prophets. 

(5) Finally, we may draw attention to the fact that in Bell. 
nr.35 I Josephus affirms that he was not ignorant of the pro
phecies of the sacred books because he was a priest himself and 
of priestly descent ( cf. Vita 2-6). It is clear from the way he 
speaks about his priesthood that it is closely associated in his 
mind with the prophetic gift. Now we know independently of 
Josephus that from the time of the Hasmoneans the prophetic 
endowment was believed to inhere de iure, if not always de facto, 
in the high priest, and we have already drawn attention (pp. 
23-24) to the fact that, according to Josephus, John Hyrcanus 
was the only one to unite in his person the three most noble 
privileges, supreme command of the nation, the high priesthood 
and the gift of prophecy (viewed in terms of prognostic ability), 
Antiq. xin.299 ff. This combination of high priesthood and pro
phecy is attested independently in Testament of Levi 8. I I-I 5 
(discussed earlier) and in the Talmud. In this connection, the 
prophecy of the high priest recorded in John I I .5 I should be 
borne in mind, for it has to be understood within the same frame 
of reference. 31 All this reflects the sacral and cultic associations 
of prophecy in Israel, and at several points in his narrative Jose
phus speaks of the Temple as the locus of prophetic activity: 
it owed its existence in the first place to a prophetic oracle 
(Antiq. vn.90 ff.), and, at its dedication, received a portion of 
the divine Spirit (Antiq. VIII.I 14), which, for Josephus as for the 
rabbis, was pre-eminently the spirit of prophecy. 
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To sum up: Josephus knew that the age of immediately in
spired and unquestionably authoritative prophecy was past and 
gone, yet he believed that God still made use of certain indivi
duals for the purpose of revealing the course of future events 
and guiding the destinies of his people. These could not be 
called by the honoured title 'prophet', although those who 
wrongly claimed to be such could be called 'false prophets'. 
Since Josephus himselfbelieved that he had been entrusted with 
this kind of task, he was under obligation to provide a context 
in which the claim could be made credible and intelligible. His 
political predictions and his activity as an historian provided 
an available connection with earlier and current understand
ings of the role of the prophet. A less obvious, but perhaps no 
less important, aspect of the process of legitimisation arose 
directly out of his priestly and Hasmonean (therefore high 
priestly) descent. With this he associated not only his divinely 
inspired, and therefore legitimate, interpretation of prophetic 
texts, but also his prophetic (or, as some will wish to say, quasi
prophetic) role in the actual unfolding of events. 

4. PHILO JUDAEUS 

In Pharisaic Judaism Torah- which contains all revealed truth 
- is the raison d'etre of prophets and prophetic activity in that 
prophets are regarded as the bearers or transmitters of the tradi
tion ultimately derived from that single and supreme revela
tion. In Alexandrian theology it is Wisdom (Sophia) - 'the cause 
of all things, a breath of the power of God' (Wisd. 7.25) - that 
brings prophets into the world: 'in each generation she passes 
into holy souls and makes them friends of God and prophets' 
(Wisd. 7.27). Among such 'holy souls' were Abraham, Jacob, 
Joseph and, especially, Moses, so that the early history of God's 
people (narrated in Wisd. 10-19) was almost entirely guided 
by prophets in whom Wisdom made her home. For Philo too 
Torah-in the sense of the Pentateuchal tradition - is the proto
type and starting-point of the whole history of salvation: con
sequently, the patriarchs and Moses in particular are presented 
as prophets in a special sense, together with men of Israel's later 
history. 
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For instance, Abraham steadfastly apprehended the wisdom 
of God (Heres 313-15) and because of this upward direction 
of his thoughts he experienced the highest form of ekstasis, the 
experience of divine seizure and inspiration (entheos katokoche te 
kai mania) which is designated 'prophecy' (the other three forms 
being delusion or folly, excessive stimulation or consternation, 
and quietude or passivity): Abraham was inspired and God
possessed; the divine reason passed into him and he became 
the mouthpiece of God (Heres 263-66), having nothing of his 
own to say since it is really another who speaks in him. As the 
clinching proof-text for Abraham's prophetic status, Philo 
quotes Genesis 20. 7, but his interpretation of the passage con
tains some very significant words: 'the holy word (hieros logos) 
assures prophecy to every worthy man (panti asteio)' ( Heres 259), 
which implies that, contrary to the common Jewish view that 
authoritatively inspired prophecy had ceased at the time of 
Ezra, it is a continuing phenomenon - in the sense of knowing 
things beyond sense-perception and reason - available to 
Philo's contemporaries and successors through their own reli
gious experience. In this assumption Philo was certainly modi
fying, if not ranging far from, his Jewish base. What follows 
the sentence quoted is of importance for Philo's understanding 
of prophecy: 'for a prophet, being a spokesman, has no 
utterance of his own, but all his utterance comes from else
where, echoes of another's voice (hypechountos heterou). The 
wicked may never be an interpreter of God, so that no worthless 
person is God-inspired ( enthousia) in the proper sense. The name 
only befits the wise since he alone is the vocal instrument of 
God, smitten and played by his invisible hand. Thus all whom 
Moses describes as just are pictured as possessed and prophesy
ing (katechomenous kai propheteuontas)' (Heres 259-60). 

From this passage, and from others which testify to his own 
pneumatic experiences - such as his occasional seizure by the 
divine (katoche entheos) which left him unconscious of everything 
else (Mig. Abr. 35) and his likening of himself to persons pos
sessed and corybants filled with inspired frenzy 'even as the pro
phets are inspired' (Heres 69 f.) - we may learn something about 
Philo's understanding of the prophetic experience. 
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( 1) It is the highest form of ecstasy, a state of divine posses
sion in which the mind is no longer in its own keeping, a state 
in which the divine Spirit plays on the vocal organism and 
makes sounds (krouei) which express its message. 

(2) The language employed by Philo in describing the experi
ence(s) is almost entirely derived from non-biblical Greek: 
thespiziJ ('foretell'), katokoche ('possession'), enthousia( z) o ('be 
inspired'), mania, theophoretos ('possessed or inspired by God'), 
hypecheo ('echo' or 'prompt'), etc. 

(3) In affirming that the gift of prophecy is available 'to every 
worthy man' and therefore to his contemporaries, Philo is at 
odds with known Jewish (rabbinic and non-rabbinic) views. 

(4) His claim that a prophetic utterance is not the individual 
speaking, but the echo of another's voice reminds one of the 
rabbinic doctrine of the bat qol, the organ of inspiration during 
the absence of the Holy Spirit of prophecy; but Philo localises 
the experience within the individual, whereas rabbinic usage 
(as we shall see) thinks of the 'voice' coming to the recipient 
from the heavenly sphere. 

In Philo's writings we find either an acute hellenisation of 
the Jewish concept of prophecy, 32 or a hellenistic view of pro
phecy justified on a biblical basis :33 whichever view of the mat
ter we take, it must be admitted that it certainly represents a 
significant departure from what is reflected in other extant Jew
ish literature of the general period. 

5· RABBINIC TEACHING 

Although rabbinic testimonies on prophecy ( as on other sub
jects) are for the most part late and although it is theoretically 
possible that some of them are due to reaction against Chris
tianity, nevertheless we must pass in review the major points 
of interest. 34 

Again and again we find the dogmatic assertion that Haggai, 
Zechariah and Malachi were the last of the prophets and that 
with their departure the Spirit of God or the Holy Spirit, who 
is equated with the Spirit of prophecy, ceased to be active in 
Israel (Tos. Sot. 13 .2) : in this situation the divine will is made 
known by means of the bat qol (lit. 'daughter of a voice'), not 
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by human means, for no person was thought worthy to receive 
the Holy Spirit (and so become a prophet): even if such an 
individual existed, the iniquity of the present age made it im
possible for him to receive the prophetic spirit. It is said, for 
example, of Hillel, one of the pillars of Pharisaism in the early 
first century Ao: 

When the elders came to the house of Gadia in Jericho, a 
bat qol proclaimed to them : 'There is a man among you 
worthy of the Holy Spirit, but this generation is unworthy 
of it.' They fixed their eyes on Hillel the Elder. 

(Tos. Sot. 13.3; bSot. 48b;jSot. 24b) 

The bat qol is a remarkable idea or phenomenon: the term 
is normally translated 'heavenly voice', but one cannot help 
wondering if that is not to overdo its significance for the scribes: 
for them 'heavenly voices' merited at least some respect by 
reason of their warnings, but the bat qol ( certainly after AD go) 
was merely a poor substitute for prophetic revelation, 35 an echo 
of God's voice, deserving even less attention than the scriptural 
exegesis of the scribes who, in their own way, laid claim to in
spiration. In any case, the 'voice' or 'echo' had no authority, 
in normal circumstances, in matters relating to halakah (i.e. in
struction on conduct), a discipline which was to be constructed 
not on the basis of fresh and immediate revelation but on 
written, scriptural tradition and reason, or even group-de
cisions (bBab. Met. 5gb; jBer. 3b; bBer. 52a). The activity of 
the bat qol was confined to bearing testimony to a person's holi
ness, as in the case ofHanina ben-Dosa and Samuel the Little, 
to reciting Scripture for men's guidance, and, occasionally, to 
conveying a divine command (for example, Jonathan ben
Uzziel was forbidden by a bat q&l to publish the Targum of the 
Writings, bMeg. 3a). 

We have mentioned the fact that Josephus speaks, on a few 
occasions, of Pharisees who had the gift of prophecy (,prognosis), 
and we have just referred to one Pharisaic teacher who was 
judged worthy of the spirit of prophecy and therefore inspired, 
viz. Hille!, and others could be Simon the Just, Onias the 
Circle-maker, and Hanina, who actually rejected the title 'seer' 
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or 'prophet' by referring to Amos 7. 14: cf. bBer. 34 b; b Y eb. 
12 1 b: in keeping with this attestation of charismatic or inspired 
activity attributed to individual Pharisees is the fact that the 
Pharisees, as a group, saw themselves as heirs of the great pro
phetic tradition. They took over, in pairs (A both 1. 1), the trans
mission of the tradition - the Mosaic 'oral' law - from the men 
of the Great Synagoguewhoreceived it from the last in the line of 
the prophets. As expert interpreters of the sacred Scripture, it 
is probable that the Pharisees, and in particular their scribes, 
saw themselves as engaged in a process which was the closest 
approximation possible at the time to the revelation mediated 
through the prophets in an earlier era. It was, of course, an 
activity brought to bear principally on Torah and issued in h0 la
koth: and in consequence the Pharisees tended to view the pro
phets as exponents and traditioners of Torah, themselves saying 
nothing, and their successors (the 'wise men') saying nothing 
that was not already contained in the Sinai revelation - hence, 
perhaps, the saying attributed to Hille) (jShab 19.1 [Schwab 
m, 1 78]; bPes. 6) concerning the Pharisees and their suc
cessors, 'If they are not prophets, yet are they sons of the pro
phets:' It is on the basis of this kind of outlook (where Torah 
expounds itself in the prophets) that we can understand why, 
in the rabbinic view, the prophets did not have anything like 
the same canonical validity and status as the Law. 

Did rabbinic Judaism expect a revival of prophecy? To 
answer that question with precision would require knowledge 
of the importance accorded by Judaism to the chief Old Testa
ment testimony to a renewal of the era of prophecy (Joel 2: 28-

29). The texts provided as evidence by Strack-Billerbeck are 
few and relatively late (Num. Rab. 15, 25 and one passage from 
Deut. Rab.). Since we find no allusion to the Joel passage in 
the Testaments of the Twelve Patriarchs, nor in the Qumran 
texts, we cannot easily argue that the rabbis expunged 
references to it from their texts as a reaction against its use in 
Christianity - a use which surely comes out of its own early 
experience and not one based on preconceived ideas. We may 
therefore affirm, with M. A. Chevallier,36 that the expectation 
of a new era of prophecy constituted only a peripheral element 
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in the hopes of Judaism: the outpouring of the prophetic spirit 
was a phenomenon which did not really touch men's hearts, 
but acted as a sign of a return to a golden age of bliss when 
Israel was full of prophets rather than as the cause of or a factor 
in general spiritual renewal. 

More significant, perhaps, is the expectation of an eschato
logical prophet who would appear in the messianic era, either 
as a prophet-Messiah, in fact if not in name, or as a precursor 
of the Messiah or as the partner of Messiah. 37 The idea of an 
eschatological prophet like Moses (as distinct from the con
ception of a returning Moses, i.e. Moses redivivus) was based on 
one of several possible interpretations of Deut. I 8. I 5 ff., but 
evidence for the messianic interpretation of that passage is lack
ing in early rabbinic literature: it is the Fourth Gospel which 
provides us with surer evidence that Deut. I 8. I 5 ff. was inter
preted messianically in certain circles within Judaism (perhaps 
at Qumran, though the relevant passages are difficult to inter
pret) and amongst the Samaritans whose expected messiah, 
named Taheb ( =restorer), had, in addition to royal and priestly 
features, the gift of prophecy and was undoubtedly like Moses, 
if not in fact identified with him as Moses redivivus: he was 
expected to have the characteristic features of the prophet in 
that he would perform miracles, restore the law and true wor
ship and also bring knowledge to other nations, and, like Moses, 
he was to die at the age of I 20 years. That Moses would accom
pany Messiah at his coming may be deduced from a passage 
in Codex Neofiti, 38 but the translation and interpretation of the 
reference is by no means certain. Better attested is the tradition 
concerning the coming of Elijah, based on Mal. 3.23 and 
Ecclus. 48. 1 o, whose future functions varied from being the 
agent of reconciliation and of the restoration of Israel (Mal. 
3.24; Eduy. 8.7) to that of being, in the view of some, a quasi
messianic figure in his own right before the coming of the Lord 
(Targ. Mal. 3. I, 23-4), or, in the opinion of others, the fore
runner or companion of the Messiah. 39 

These varied and interesting expectations in Judaism of a 
future prophet-like figure should not be allowed to overshadow 
the significance of the rabbinic (that is, the official Pharisaic-
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scribal) view that the era of prophets had ceased: contemporary 
'prophets', in the sense of foretellers of future events, they might 
accept, but they could not tolerate prophets in the strict sense, 
prophets who, without reference to Scripture, could proclaim 
'Thus says the Lord' .40 In theory the era without prophets 
was for the rabbis only a temporary tragedy: in fact it was an 
unavoidable consequence of the conviction that revelation in 
its totality had been given at Sinai. There is no place for genuine 
prophecy in the sense ofimmediately inspired and authoritative 
utterances in a religious milieu dominated by scribes, whose 
task is solely the interpretation of that which has already been 
given. 'It is no accident that the power, originality and driving 
force of the Rabbis ... did not lead to immediate deliverances 
of their own personal certainties, but were canalised within the 
framework of tradition. ' 41 But the Spirit of God, the prophetic 
Spirit, could not be imprisoned in a dogmatic and scribal 
schema: the belief in men of God as bearers of the divine Spirit 
must have continued among simple and ordinary people, and 
powerful eschatologically oriented charismatic phenomena (in 
the time of Vespasian and Hadrian) were to reveal the insuffi
ciency of early Pharisaic-scribal dogmatic rigidity. 

6. THE Q.UMRAN SCROLLS 

For the members and teachers of the Qumran community the 
law of Moses was the only rule of life and the revelatory words 
of the Old Testament prophets their only guide to the events 
of the last days. The programmatic statement of its functions 
may be seen in 1QS 8.15 f.: the community separates itself from 
ungodly men and enters the wilderness to make straight in the 
desert a path for God (Isa. 40.3) - 'this (path) is the study of 
the Law which he commanded by the hand of Moses, that they 
may do according to all that has been revealed from age to age, 
and as the Prophets have revealed by His Holy Spirit'. 

In the Law of Moses, says the Damascus Rule ( 16.2) 'all 
things are strictly defined': consequently the sole aim of the 
members of the community was 'to seek God with a whole heart 
and soul, and do what is good and right before Him as he com
manded by the hand of Moses and all His servants the Prophets' 
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(1QS 1.2-3). Any member who deliberately transgressed even 
one of the precepts promulgated was expelled from the sect's 
elite stratum, the Council of the Community (1QS 8.21-23); 
and any member who sinned inadvertently was excluded, for 
up to two years, in order to do penance (1QS 8.24----9.2). The 
Law was indeed the charter or foundation of the community, 
but the interpretation of the Law in the community was the 
final rule. 'Whoever approaches the Council of the Community 
... shall undertake by a binding oath to return with all his heart 
and soul to every commandment of the Law of Moses in accord
ance with all that has been revealed of it to the sons of Zadok, 
the Keepers of the Covenant and Seekers of his will' ( 1 QS 5.8-
9; cf. CD 15.13), i.e. the priestly leaders and teachers of the 
sect. In other words, the only valid observance of the Law was 
that which followed the official interpretation taught by the 
community, an interpretation which was marked by a rigidity 
and exclusiveness more strict that the halakah ('instruction for 
conduct') of the great legal codes of Mishnah and Talmud :42 

any interpretation other than that of the sons of Zadok was, 
in their eyes, an obstacle to true righteousness, a 'snare of Satan' 
(CD 4.15-1 7). 'The perfect way' or 'perfection of way', so fre
quently spoken of as the ideal for the members of the com
munity, was attainable only through absolute and total obedi
ence to the revealed interpretation of the Law handed down 
and developed by the sect ( 1 QS g. 1 7 ff.). 

The disclosure of the revealed will of God from the Law is 
the function of priestly teachers in the first place: in every group 
of ten men of the Council of the Community there had to be 
a seeker or interpreter of the Law (probably a priest) who spent 
night and day in continuous study and who shared with his 
brethren the truth he discovered ( 1 QS 6.6--7). ( Is this the Sitz 
im Leben of the numerous interpretations, or pesharim, found 
in the Qumran texts?) But the tradition of an esoteric revelation 
goes back to the Teacher of Righteousness (the 'right' or 'right
ful' Teacher). The Damascus Rule (3. 13 ff.) mentions the 
'hidden things' revealed to the earliest remnant and emphasises 
the validity of the legal enactments of the founders of the sect 
(who dug a well [CD 6.3], i.e. the Law). It is therefore legiti-
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mate to suppose that the sect regarded the Teacher of Right
eousness as one of those who discovered or had revealed to him 
the true interpretation of Torah. Support for this view would 
be strong if some of the references to the 'Interpreter of the Law' 
- not all of them, of course, since the task of interpreting Torah 
had to continue after the original (or first) Teacher's death -
are references to the function of the Teacher of Righteousness: 
and this view is consonant with the suggestion that the Teacher 
of Righteousness wsis an aspirant to the office of high priest as 
described in 2 Chronicles 15.3 f., i.e. a chief priest as a teaching 
priest whose prerogative it was to teach or expound the Law. 43 

If the Teacher's claim to possess and deliver revealed inter
pretations of Torah is plausible, in the matter of the interpreta
tion of the prophets it is certain. The books of the prophets form 
authorities that demand obedience (CD 7 .15-18) and their im
portance for the community was enormous, for God 'through 
the words of his servants, the Prophets, foretold all that would 
happen to his people and his land' ( 1 QpHab 2.9 f.). But what 
the prophets said, like the words of the Law, remained a mys
tery until explained or interpreted. One notable passage from 
the Habakkuk Commentary illustrates their exegesis (known 
as pesher-interpretation) of a prophetic text. In Habakkuk 2 .2 

God tells the prophet, 'Write down the vision and make it plain 
upon the tablets, that he who reads may read it speedily': this 
is interpreted as follows: 'God told Habakkuk to write down 
that which would happen to the final generation, but He did 
not make known to him when time would end. And as for that 
which he said, "that he who reads may read it speedily", inter
preted, this concerns the Teacher of Righteousness to whom 
God made known all the mysteries of the words of his servants 
the Prophets' (1 QpHab 7.1-5). 

Several of the sect's basic beliefs about prophecy are 
expressed in this text. In the first place, the words of the pro
phets are mysteries which have a hidden significance that must 
be discovered by further revelation. Secondly, this hidden 
meaning has to do with what is to take place in the last days. 
Thirdly, the end is near and therefore the prophecy applies to 
the writer's own generation and movement. Fourthly, and most 
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important of all, the person to whom all these mysteries are 
revealed is the Teacher of Righteousness himself. 44 In short, 
biblical prophecy - whose meaning was not known to the pro
phets themselves -was made comprehensible to the community 
alone, and much of it was already or about to be fulfilled in 
the community's own history. For instance, the words of Hab. 
r .5, 'For I accomplish a deed in your days but you will not 
believe it when told', were interpreted as concerning 'those who 
were unfaithful, together with the Liar, because they did not 
listen to the word received by the Teacher of Righteousness 
from the mouth of God' (r QpHab 2.r-2). 

The men of Qumran never employ the term 'prophet' with 
reference to the Teacher; but then Josephus did not use the 
term either ofhimselfand his historical writing or of the Essenes 
who could foretell the future on the basis of scriptural study 
( see above, pp. 26---28) : yet they share the conviction that the real 
meaning of texts, in both the Law and the Prophets, is revealed 
to the inspired exegete as a result of direct divine illumination. 
Is not such an inspired interpreter of biblical texts, with 
reference to their present and future fulfilment, in many re
spects a 'prophet' according to our definition? The Teacher's 
words are received 'from the mouth of the Lord' ( 1 QpHab 2.2, 
according to a reasonable reconstruction of the text) and he 
is instructed by God himself (1 QpHab 7.4). 

If, as many scholars are convinced, the Teacher was the 
author, in whole or in part, of the Qumran hymns (Hodayoth), 
then we see further prophetic features in his self-understanding. 
Speaking to God, he describes himself as one 'into whose mouth 
Thou hast put doctrine and into whose heart Thou hast put 
wisdom that he might open a fount of knowledge to all men 
of insight' (1 QH 2.17-18): again, 'through me Thou has illu
mined the face of many and hast shown thine infinite power, 
for Thou has instructed me in thy marvellous mysteries' 
(4.27--28). For his mission he claims the presence of the Spirit: 
'I thank Thee Lord for ... Thou hast shed Thy Holy Spirit 
upon me that I may not stumble' (7.6-7): 'I, the master (of 
wisdom), know Thee, 0 my God, by the spirit which Thou 
hast given me, and by Thy Holy Spirit I have faithfully heark-
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ened to Thy marvellous counsel' ( 1 2. 1 2). Moreover, in a kind 
of visionary experience (4.2-3) in which God appears to him, 
he is able to declare that his enemies - teachers of lies and false 
prophets - will not or do not listen: 'they hearken not to Thy 
voice nor give heed to Thy word; of the vision of knowledge 
they say "It is unsure", and of the way of Thy heart "It is not 
( the way)"'. In view of these features of his claim, endowment 
and character, as well as in view of the fact that just as the pro
phets are called 'God's servants' ( 1 QS 1.3; 1 QpHab 2.9) so 
does he refer to himself frequently in the Hymns as 'God's serv
ant', can we deny a genuine prophetic experience and mission 
to the Teacher, even if the name 'prophet' is not used of him? 
We cannot: yet, at the same time, we must recognise at least 
one very significant distinction between the Teacher and the 
Old Testament prophets. Although the Teacher is inspired by 
God to unravel the secrets of the words of the prophets which 
would remain hidden mysteries to the community apart from 
his exposition, he does not create new prophecies of equal auth
ority; he does not add, through his teaching, to what is written, 
but bases that teaching solely upon the written word. He has 
been given by God a right understanding in order that he may 
bring his community into the Covenant by which they may live 
according to the Law, that is, according to the will of God. 45 

Inspired interpretation, however authoritative, is not the same 
as the direct and immediate address from the 'council of the 
Lord' in the messenger form 'Thus says the Lord'. 

Two further points of relevance require discussion. The first 
concerns the use and meaning of the term maskil ( pl. maskzlim) 
in the texts from Qumran.46 In the book of Daniel the maskilim) 
are pious men who are endowed with the gift of insight into 
the divine wisdom and teachers of that wisdom: 'the maskzlzm 
of the people shall give understanding to many' (Dan. 1 1 .33). 
The word maskil (and its plural form) plays an important part 
in the Scrolls: many of the documents are addressed to him, 
and some scholars (rightly, in our opinion) suggest that he is 
to be identified with the Interpreter of the Law, who is, in turn, 
the Teacher of Righteousness. But when the community as a 
whole, or a group within the community, calls itself (among 
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other titles) the mask'ilzm, it seems obvious that they are laying 
claim to be teachers of wisdom, the wisdom imparted to them 
by the Teacher of Righteousness on the basis of his inspired 
interpretation of both Torah and prophets. 

Secondly: while we have no wish - and fortunately for our 
purposes it is not necessary - to enter into the debate about 
Qumran Messianism, it cannot be left unsaid that the belief 
in a/the eschatological prophet forms part of their expectations. 
The men of holiness, according to I QS 9. 11, 'shall be ruled by 
the primitive precepts ... until there shall come the Prophet 
and the Messiahs of Aaron and Israel'. On the basis of certain 
passages in the Damascus Document some have thought that 
only one anointed figure, not two, is intended: the evidence 
of the so-called 'Messianic Testimonia' from Cave 4 (4 QT est) 
has been employed to confirm the eschatological trinity of I QS 
9, but the identification of the texts cited in this anthology so 
as to make them ref er to the prophet and the two Messiahs is 
regarded by other scholars as dubious. 47 In any case, the 
reference to the prophet of the end-time in both places seems 
assured. He could be Elijah, but the quotation of Deut. 18.18-

19 in 4 QT est 5, 8 makes it far more likely that he is the promised 
prophet like Moses. Attempts have been made to identify the 
prophet of I QS 9.11 with the Teacher of Righteousness, mainly 
on the basis of the similarities oflanguage with CD 6.11 ('until 
he comes who shall teach righteousness at the end of days'): 
but we are inclined to agree with G. Jeremias48 that there is 
no text - and plausible interpretations and amalgamations of 
texts are a different matter - which conclusively identifies the 
Teacher of Righteousness with the prophet promised in Deut. 
18. 

Never called a prophet - perhaps because the Qumran com
munity flourished during that period when prophecy was 
regarded as having ceased, and perhaps because of his own con
sciousness of his particu Jar task of bringing men back to the prac
tice of the Mosaic Torah- the Teacher of Righteousness never
theless has prophetic features, such as Josephus would have 
recognised, and which are in considerable accord with our 
working-definition. This makes his significance for our on-going 
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inquiry very real. But it is probable that John the Baptist - de
spite all the parallels (and contrasts as well) that may be drawn 
between his teaching and practice and those of Qumran - was 
more truly a successor of the Old Testament prophets than was 
the Teacher of Righteousness or any of his disciples. 

7. JOHN THE BAPTIST 

No survey of the prophetic phenomenon in the periods before 
and roughly c:ontemporaneous with the New Testament could 
responsibly omit discussion of John the Baptist. To place him 
in this context, however, does not imply agreement with Con
zelmann's view that John was the last and greatest prophet of 
the old era, described in the categories of the old epoch, and 
therefore separated from the central epoch in the history of 
salvation, the ministry of Jesus.49 Conzelmann's view is based 
on Luke 16. 16, but his interpretation of the ·significance of that 
verse contradicts its literal translation which dates the begin
ning of the era of salvation from the time of John's manifesta
tion. This interpretation is confirmed by the synchronism of 
dates in Luke 3 .1-2 ( which makes John the inaugurator of the 
decisive period) and by Luke 3.2-7, 10-14, 18; 7.26.50 John 
belongs to the period of fulfilment, but he is excluded from the 
actual period of Jesus' ministry because his work was of a pre
paratory kind, but nevertheless was necessary to the fulfilment 
which he inaugurated. 

Further justification for treating John in this chapter rather 
than in a special section lies in the fact that Josephus (Antiq. 
xvm. 116-19) makes explicit reference to John ho baptistes, thus 
implying that his memory was honoured by at least some Jews 
long after his death. Josephus's testimony to John is that he was 
a pious man, a preacher of morality who invited Jews to a bap
tismal rite of consecration or purification; that his appeal won 
him a large following which Herod feared might be the begin
nings of an insurrection; and that his imprisonment and death 
were due to Herod's suspicion of his influence among the 
people. 

While it is possible that Josephus's version of the nature of 
John's baptism reflects adaptation to Graeco-Roman taste, it 
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is not at all improbable that he is right in asserting that the 
Baptist's imprisonment and death were due to Herod's fear that 
his movement was another in the succession of Galilean upris
ings against Roman or Roman-backed authority. The supple
mentary and more lurid details concerning John's death, 
recorded in the Gospels, are not inconsistent with this view: 
for any charges that John might have brought - in the style 
of ancient seers condemning royal transgressions of God's com
mandments - against immorality or riotous living in court
circles were subject to being regarded as incitement to insurrec
tion because they would have tended to undermine confidence 
in Herod's right and ability to rule. But Josephus's resume of 
John's activity differs from what we find in the Gospels in two 
important respects: there is no hint at the eschatological 
character of the Baptist's message, and his baptism is a con
secratory or purificatory rite (like the Qumran baptisms) and 
not a single and unrepeatable baptism of repentance for the 
remission of sins. In one respect, however, and that the most 
important for our purposes, Josephus and the Q tradition 
agree: John's preaching included moral exhortation. Accord
ing to Matthew 3.7-10 and Luke 3.9 the Baptist was pre
eminently a preacherofrepentance and a prophet ofjudgment. 

In the wilderness of Judaea (the location of the Qumran sect) 
- a place of refuge and a focus of religious hope (Matt. 24.23-
26) -John steps forth as a prophet proclaiming the eschatologi
cal day of the Lord: 'Prepare the way of the Lord; make his 
paths straight'. Of priestly origin, according to the birth-narra
tives of Luke 1 (which many think emanate from a non-Chris
tian Baptist community51 ), endowed with the Holy Spirit from 
his mother's womb, he stands in the prophetic tradition of Eli
jah (though only Matt. 17 .12-13 openly identifies him with Eli
jah, Mark's introduction presupposes it: but cf. Mark 9.11) 

who, as we have seen, was expected by the Jews to return and 
play an important role in the ushering in of the messianic era. 
John's simple dress and ritually pure diet (Mark 1 .6; Matt. 3.4) 
- even more strict than Qumran asceticism - bespeak his rejec
tion of the corrupt society of his time and his strict adherence 
to the laws of Moses, if not to a Nazirite vow. He proclaims 
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that thejudgment of God was imminent and the need for repen
tance urgent since the wrath of God was about to be poured 
out on all the unrighteous (Matt. 3.7-10, 11b--12; Luke 3.7-
9, 16b-17), and his metaphors - the axe laid to the root of the 
tree, and the sifting of the winnowing fan - are in the genuine 
prophetic tradition (Ezek. 17.24, Jer. 1.10; 15.7, Isa. 41.16, 
Mai. 4.1). According to Luke's account John's baptism was 
accompanied by ethical instructions of a general kind ( on shar
ing food and clothing) and by specific injunctions to meet the 
exigencies of the moment: tax-collectors were to take no more 
than was their due; soldiers were to be content with their rations 
and refrain from improving their lot at the expense of helpless 
civilians (Luke 3.10-14). 

In their present form these injunctions may reflect the prob
lems which confronted an early Baptist-community which faced 
the issues that were presented to the early Christian church, 
viz. the delayed consummation of the eschaton and the con
sequent necessity of giving advice to those who, while waiting 
the consummation, still had to deal with the stern realities of 
finding daily food and other necessities of life in a situation of 
oppression by the Romans. It is certainly not possible to say 
to what extent these teachings are directly from John, but they 
do underline his known concern for righteousness ( Matt. 2 1 .32; 
Mark 6.20; Jos., Antiq. xvm. 116 ff.) Do the ethical instructions 
reflect perhaps John's picture of a corrupt society which would 
soon be swept away, a society dominated by inequality, abuse 
of power and oppressive taxation - the very issues which a pro
phet like Amos attacked with vigour and authority? It is note
worthy that the Synoptic gospels describe the call ( cf. Luke 3 .1 
with Jer. 1. 1 ; Hos. 1. 1 ; Joel 1. 1 ; Zech. 1. 1, etc), the appearance 
( cf. Zech. 1 3 .4 and especially 2 Kgs. 1 .8, with reference to Eli
jah) and the preaching of John wholly after the manner of Old 
Testament prophets, and his baptism is open to interpretation 
as a prophetic sign or action for all those who penitently re
ceived the eschatological message of salvation. 

The narrative in Luke 7.24-35 (Matt. 11 .7-19) treats of the 
relationship between Jesus and John. In this passage John is 
designated as a prophet, indeed as more than a prophet - and 
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this is almost certainly an authentic saying of Jesus since it is 
opposed to a later tendency to depreciate John - the 'more
ness' being explained as his role as the preparer of the way of 
the Lord, that is, in this context, the Messiah Jesus. The 
endorsement of John in this narrative seems to be modified by 
the apparent depreciation of John in Matthew r r. r r b (Luke 
7. 28b), although it may be argued that the latter logion depre
ciates all men in general ( of whom John still represents the best) 
in relation to those men in particular who enter the Kingdom. 
Some regard the passage as a mosaic of authentic logia and later 
additions, but it is possible that the pericope was found as a 
unity (within Q) which, on the one hand, affirms the greatness 
ofJohn ('more than a prophet') and, on the other, draws atten
tion to his position as least ( even as representative of Judaism 
at its best) in the Kingdom of God. The narrative witnesses 
to a relationship between John and Jesus of this kind: the 
preacher of repentance and prophet ofjudgment becomes the 
preparer of the way of Jesus Messiah; the Baptist receives his 
greatness only from the greatness of Jesus. 

If the short and probably misplaced controversy-narrative 
(Mark r r .30-32) about the source of John's baptism is authen
tic, as it appears to be, then it is interesting to observe that all 
the people regarded John as a prophet: if the Jews took that 
seriously, then they must have been forced, according to their 
own presuppositions, to face the question whether the Jesus pro
claimed by John was in fact the Messiah: if a true prophet had 
arisen, then Messiah must be very near or indeed must have 
come. It was impossible to acknowledge John as a prophet with
out arousing messianic expectations. 

Two final points: first, in connection with John's death: he 
meets the virtually inevitable end of a prophet, that of persecu
tion and death. The idea of the prophet as a martyr-figure is 
one which has a long tradition, reaching back into the Old 
Testament, and Mark r. r 4, 6. r 7-29 and g. r r-r 3 (where in r 2b 
Elijah is identified with the Baptist) form a sequence, possibly 
as a result of Marean redaction, which sets out the inevitable 
fate of Jesus in parallelism with the already accomplished and 
violent end of John. 
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Secondly: recent research on the Baptist has been focused 
more on the origins of traditions about John and their use by 
the various evangelists than on attempting to describe his own 
life and work. The book by Walter Wink, John the Baptist in 
the Gospel Tradition, is evidence of this trend, as is his contribu
tion to the Supplementary Volume of IDB, from which we de
rive the following quotation: 

Behind this striking diversity in the evangelists' treatments 
of John lies a surprising unity: each continues to make him 
the 'beginning of the gospel'. Jesus himself appears to have 
been the source of this estimate of John's role in God's saving 
activity. The conviction that John is 'the beginning of the 
gospel', and all of the Christian elaborations thereof, are but 
the theological expression of a historical fact, that through 
John's mediation Jesus perceived the nearness of the 
Kingdom of God and his own relation to its coming. Each 
evangelist has developed this tradition in the light of urgent 
contemporary needs, but also in faithfulness to Jesus' basic 
conception of John as the one through whom the eschatologi
cal event is proclaimed to be 'at hand' even though it may 
seem to be indefinitely remote (p. 488). 

But the proclamation that the eschatological event of 
judgment is at hand is one thing; the proclamation of the pre
sence of God's eschatological grace and the 'not just yet' of his 
finaljudgment is another; and it is this latter which lies at the 
heart of Jesus' preaching in word and in deed. He believed that 
the shift in the aeons had already taken place, that the Kingdom 
was present in his own ministry, that the Spirit was upon him 
(a conviction mediated through, or as a result of reflection 
upon, his baptism by John) and powerfully at work through 
him. These assertions lead us directly into our next chapter. 



CHAPTER TWO 

JESUS: 'A PROPHET MIGHTY 
IN DEED AND WORD' 

From the statement in Revelation 19. 10b, 'the testimony of 
Jesus is the spirit of prophecy' (he martyria Iesou estin to pneuma 
tes propheteias), we may infer that the phenomenon of prophecy 
in the New Testament church, at least in some quarters, was 
regarded as having its inspiration, perhaps even its norm, in 
the 'witness' or 'testimony' of Jesus, or (on the interpretation 
of martyria Iesou as 'witness to Jesus') that the central concern 
of Spirit-inspired prophecy was bearing witness to Jesus. It is 
therefore imperative that we give consideration to the prophetic 
status of Jesus and the prophetic features of his ministry. 

At the end of the preceding chapter we drew attention to 
the distinctiveness of Jesus over against John the Baptist: we 
return briefly to that theme as our way into the examination 
of Jesus' prophetic role. John proclaimed, 'Judgment is at 
hand: repent!' Jesus proclaimed, 'The kingly rule of God is now 
dawning.' John the Baptist, however much he is the beginning 
of the Gospel, remains within the framework of expectation: 
Jesus brings the fulfilment. His conviction that the Kingdom 
had become a present factor in history came to Jesus through 
his baptism by John, and probably through his subsequent re
flection on that event. How then did Jesus understand his bap
tism? Since it was after his baptism that Jesus commenced his 
ministry of preaching, teaching and healing, of calling men to 
follow him and of consorting with outcasts, the evident effect 
of his baptism upon Jesus was to cause him to embark upon 
this ministry: it was in fact his 'call' to this particular ministry. 
Moreover, at Jesus' baptism the Spirit of God descended upon 
him. The descriptive and explanatory details found in the vari
ous narratives concerning the event may be later christological 
elaborations of what was implicit in it, but all the accounts 
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agree on the endowment with the Spirit for his ministry. In 
the Judaism of the time, as we have seen, the imparting of the 
Spirit almost always meant prophetic inspiration: a man was 
grasped by God and authorised to be his messenger and 
preacher. So when it is said that the Spirit descended on Jesus 
- and we are not here concerned with the specific passages 
'quoted' by the ha[ qol- the meaning is that Jesus is both called 
and charismatically endowed to be God's messenger, and that 
the ending of the era of the quenched Spirit (already initiated 
by John) is further confirmed: the prophetic Spirit has again 
been given. 

Among Jesus' authentic sayings about the Baptist there are 
a few which shed light on his understanding of his baptism. In 
the puzzling- and by that token, probably primitive - pericope 
Mark 11 .27--33 Jesus is asked about the basis of his authority. 
His counter-question, 'Was the baptism of John from heaven 
or from men?' (which can hardly be construed as mere evasive
ness), implies that his (Jesus') authority ( exousia) rested upon and 
was indissolubly bound up with that of John. In other words, 
it was from what happened in his baptism by John that Jesus 
derived the authority 'from heaven' (i.e. from God) for his 
ministry. Secondly, Matthew 1 1. 1 2 - a verse whose very diffi
culty argues strongly for its genuineness - says, 'From the days 
of John the Baptist until now the kingdom of heaven has 
suffered violence ( biazetai) and men of violence ( biastai) take 
it by force'. However the problematic terms are translated and 
interpreted, the saying makes it clear that, for Jesus, John stood 
at the 'turning-point of the aeons', and therefore the baptism 
by John is the moment when Jesus passes from the era of 
expectation and hope into the era of inauguration and fulfil
ment. This does not mean that Jesus merely carried John's 
ministry one stage further. The similitude of the children play
ing at weddings and funerals (Matt. 11 .16-19) makes it clear 
that, whereas John's ministry was a stern and preparatory 
ministry of repentance, Jesus' ministry was the joyful ministry 
of grace and salvation. Again, it may be said, John's baptism 
marks the time when Jesus' awareness of the dawning, indeed 
the presence, of the eschatological salvation breaks through. 
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Jesus, then, understands his baptism by John as his call to 
ministry and his endowment with authority and the (prophetic) 
Spirit to carry out that ministry in which the Kingdom becomes 
a present reality in history. This is summed up in the program
matic statement in Luke 4, where Jesus applies the words of 
Isaiah 6 r. 1 f. to himself: 'The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, 
because he has anointed me to preach good news to the poor 
... '. Lucan this may be, and Luke's interest in the Spirit is 
well known; but in view of the remarkable statements made 
by the Teacher of Righteousness at Qumran about himself 
(since he is in all probability the author of at least some of the 
Hymns) and his reception of an effusion of divine Spirit, its 
authenticity is not nearly so inconceivable as it was a short time 
ago. As one on whom the Spirit rests, Jesus is, according to the 
Jewish thought of the time, a prophet and engaged on a 
ministry marked by numerous prophetic features. 

I. JESUS ACKNOWLEDGED AS PROPHET 

In certain respects Jesus' activity had similarities with that of 
the scribal teachers of his day. He gave much of his teaching 
to a group of disciples: he debated the interpretation of the 
Law: he was approached for legal decisions (Mark 12.13-17; 

Luke 12. 13 ff.): he preached at synagogue services, though it 
is very doubtful if the privilege of expository preaching was re
served to scribes in the first century AD; and he was frequently 
addressed as 'Teacher' (didaskalos) and 'Rabbi', though the lat
ter was commonly used as a mark of respect in the first century. 
But there are many differences. In addition to the fact that Jesus 
associated with women and with outcasts (tax-collectors, prosti
tutes and sinners) whom the scribes despised, that he did not 
have recourse in his teaching to the sayings of past authorities, 
that he was not training his disciples to succeed him in the office 
of rabbi, for they were always to remain disciples (Matt. 23.8), 

Jesus was, so far as we know, lacking in the basic requirement 
for the profession of a scribe: he had not undergone the disci
plined and structured theological education of the scribal 
school. His teaching was direct and authoritative because it was 
charismatic rather than professionally learned, as Mark 1 .22 
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demonstrates to the satisfaction of most, but not all interpreters 
of the verse. 1 

The conclusion to be drawn from Jesus' manifest inspiration 
and authority was that he was a prophet, and some of his con
temporaries certainly regarded him as such. In Mark 6.15 and 
8.27 f. it is reported that some people (not disciples) considered 
him to be '(like) one of the prophets', i.e., according to a Semitic 
idiom, a man belonging to the prophetic type, not one particular 
prophet. 2 This popular estimate of Jesus appears again in 
Matthew 2 1. 1 1 and 46, but many scholars tend to regard these 
verses as editorial additions to the Marean narrative :3 the 
former assertion, 'This is the prophet Jesus from Nazareth of 
Galilee', may be a reference to the prophet of the End-time by 
reason of the fact that Jesus has just been acknowledged as 'Son 
of David'. Even the Pharisees are recorded as having known 
or shared this contemporary assessment of Jesus: Simon the 
Pharisee observes that if Jesus were a prophet ( as presumably 
some considered him to be) he would have known about the 
murky past of the woman who anointed him ( Luke 7 .39), and 
the demand for a sign made by the Pharisees (Mark 8. 11 and 
par.) in all probability carries with it the assumption that Jesus 
is a prophet who ought to authenticate his claim. Even the 
Emmaus disciples, according to Luke 24.19, considered Jesus 
during his lifetime to be 'a prophet mighty in deed and word 
before God and all the people': but since this is Lucan and Luke 
makes Peter see in Jesus the promised prophet of Deut. 18.15 
ff. (cf. also Stephen's speech, Acts 7.37) it is possible that the 
words of Luke 24.19 reflect an interpretation of Jesus as the 
prophet like Moses, who was indeed powerful in speech and 
action before God and men. 4 

There is no passage in the Qstratum of Gospel material that 
supports the popular view that Jesus was an ordinary prophet: 
this is probably due to the absence of narrative material from 
that source as it is generally reconstructed. Nevertheless, despite 
the absence of evidence from Q, there is sufficient attestation 
of the popular estimate of Jesus as a prophet, and to what we 
have set out there might be added the testimony of the Samari
tan woman (John 4.19) and of the man born blind (John g. 1 7). 
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One little episode from the trial scene - the insignificance of 
which may give it considerable historical value - may be 
mentioned at this point. In a kind of 'blind-man's-buff' game 
that the Sanhedrin guards played with Jesus at some interval 
in the proceedings Jesus is called upon to 'Prophesy!' (Mark 
14.65) by telling who smote him ( cf. Matt. 26.68 and Luke 
22.64). Since the mockery of the condemned man travestied 
the charge brought against him - the white robe of Luke 23.11 
was the characteristic garb of the national Jewish king, and the 
red cloak and crown of thorns ( Mark 1 5. 1 6-20 and par.) mimic 
the purple robe and garland of Hellenistic princes - the cover
ing of Jesus' eyes and the demand to prophesy (to prove his 
ability to reveal hidden information) strongly suggests that 
Jesus was accused before the supreme council of being a false 
prophet: and as a false prophet he had to die (Deut. 18.20) 
and the sentence had to be carried out at the feast, 'when all 
the people shall hear it', in order that others might be deterred 
from the crime (Deut. 16.16 and 17.10-13). This ugly little 
scene, which Mark and Luke hand down independently and 
without christological elaboration ( cf. Matt. 26.68), offers an 
incidental piece ofinformation about the charge, or at least one 
charge, levelled against Jesus by the supreme Jewish authority,5 

and thereby indicates that even his enemies thought of Jesus 
in terms of 'prophet', albeit a false one. 

There are in the Gospels a number of passages in which it 
is reported that Jesus was regarded by some of his con
temporaries, not as a person conforming to the general pro
phetic type but as one of or a specifically named (or implied) 
one of the Old Testament prophets redivivus. To make that kind 
of comparison or identification may have seemed natural, but 
most of the passages which attest it are secondary. For instance, 
in Luke g.8 and 9.19 the evangelist has changed Mark's 'a pro
phet like one of the prophets' (i.e. an ordinary prophet of the 
times) to 'one of the old prophets', that is, one of the Old Testa
ment prophets, without further specification, raised from the 
dead. But the report that some thought Jesus was John the Bap
tist or Elijah redivivus occurs in a primary source ( Mark 6. 14 f. 
and 8.28) and is reaffirmed in the Matthean and Lucan 
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parallels. Now there is no unambiguous evidence that the post
Easter church ever regarded Jesus as John the Baptist redivivus 
or even Elijah redivivus, 6 though, as we shall see, certain traits 
from the Elijah tradition were taken up into the later con
ception of Jesus as an eschatological prophet. Rather, in Chris
tian tradition, John the Baptist himself became Elijah redivivus 
(Mark 9.13). Consequently it would appear that on traditio
historical grounds, Mark 6.14 and 8.28 should be regarded as 
preserving genuine historical reminiscence. Evidently some 
among Jesus' contemporaries considered him to be an eschato
logical prophet, not in the sense that he himself was the 
inaugurator of the End (the role which, in our view, Jesus 
understood himself to be called and equipped to play in 
God's purpose) but in the sense that he was the herald of the 
End. 

Further evidence of this is found by some scholars in the 
crowd's response to the miraculous raising of the widow's son 
at Nain: 'a great prophet has arisen among us and God has 
visited his people' (Luke 7. 16). A careful comparison of this 
Lucan story with the LXX of I Kgs. 1 7. 7-24 reveals a number 
of striking similarities in the characters involved, the location 
of the incident and in the language employed.7 Does this suggest 
that Luke's reference to 'a great prophet' means that for him 
Jesus is a new Elijah or that Elijah has returned to earth? This 
is very doubtful: what Luke is affirming through the story -
a kind of Elijah midrash - is that Jesus is a prophet like, or 
as great as, Elijah in his power to raise the dead, for, in the following 
paragraph, the testimony that Jesus gives to John's disciples to 
relate to their master includes a reference to the raising of the 
dead (Luke 7.22). Despite the presence of the adjective 'great' 
in relation to Jesus as prophet, it seems improbable that we 
should regard this as implying a reference to Jesus as Elijah 
redivivus or any eschatological prophet. 8 

That Jesus was considered to be the eschatological prophet 
'like unto Moses' - an expectation based on Deut. 18. 15 ff. -
seems clear in Matthew and John, as well as in the primitive 
christology (as witnessed to in Acts 3.2 1 f., 7 .38) and in the Jew
ish Christianity following the apostolic period ( e.g. Kerygmata 
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Petrou, and the Pseudo-Clementine Homilies and Recognitions). It is 
probable that we should understand the words 'listen to him' 
(Mark 9.7 and par.) as an intended allusion to the 'him shall 
you heed' ofDeut. 18. 15, and it is in the Transfiguration narra
tive of Matthew ( 1 7. 1--g), together with the Sermon on the 
Mount ( chaps. 5-7) that the Mosaic-prophet theme comes to 
the fore with clarity, though not to the exclusion of other im
agery and not just as 'a second edition of Moses, as it were, on 
a grand scale, but one who supersedes him'. 9 In John's Gospel 
we find, as one aspect of the portrayal of Jesus, clear indications 
that he is the fulfilment of the Deuteronomic passage. The say
ings in 7 .40 and 6. 14 are based on the expectation of the prophet 
like Moses. In the former verse the people affirm 'This is really 
the prophet', because it was expected that the prophet like 
Moses would repeat the miracle of the dispensing of water at 
Horeb: and if we adopt the reading of P66 in John 7 .52 ( as, 
in our view, we should) then what is contested is that the escha
tological prophet (like Moses) will come from Galilee. After the 
miracle of the loaves it is said, 'This is indeed the prophet who 
is to come into the world' (6. 14), for what has been experienced 
is reminiscent of the miracle of the manna. In connection with 
this verse it should be noted that ho erchomenos is exactly the same 
expression as used in the Baptist's question to Jesus: 'Are you 
he who is to come (ho erchomenos) ?' (Matt. 11 .3, Luke 7. 19) -

surely an authentic episode and question - and this suggests 
that ho erchomenos had titular significance, possibly designating 
Messiah ( cf. the LXX and Targumic interpretations of Gen. 
49.10, and the Jewish interpretation of Hab. 2.3), 10 but more 
probably a designation of the expected eschatological pro
phet. 11 

The pericope John 10.34-36 has long been a crux interpretum. 
In answer to the charge of blasphemy Jesus says to his Jewish 
opponents: 'Is it not written in your law, "I said, you are gods"? 
If he called them gods to whom the word of God came (and 
scripture cannot be broken), do you say of him whom the 
Father consecrated and sent into the world, "You are blas
pheming" because I said, "I am the Son of God"?' Exegetes 
frequently have recourse to a rabbinic interpretation (from the 
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middle of the second century AD) of the words quoted from Ps. 
82 .6-7 in which the phrase 'You are gods' is made to refer to 
the entire people of Israel to whom God gave the privilege of 
avoiding death through obedience to the Torah revealed on 
Sinai. This attractive explanation is embarrassed by the fact 
that the expression 'the word of God' (in the singular) does not 
appear to have been a designation of the Law in contemporary 
Judaism, nor by the evangelist John himself. 

Recently M. E. Boismard has offered a fresh approach to the 
passage. 12 He draws attention (i) to the fact that the expressions 
'to whom the word of God (the Lord) came' and 'he whom 
the Father consecrated and sent' clearly recall Jer. 1 .4-7 and 
that John wishes to establish a parallelism between the vocation 
of Jesus and that of Jeremiah, a fact which suggests that the 
theme of'prophet' plays a significant role in the argument that 
the evangelist attributes to Jesus; (ii) to the fact that the call 
narrative of Jeremiah offers so many literary contacts with the 
T)assages where Moses's call is dealt with that a literary depen
,_;ence is likely between the groups of texts; 13 (iii) to the evidence 
that within as well as outside John 10.24-39 (cf. John 8.28 f. 
and Exod. 4.12, and John 12.48 f. and Deut. 18.18 f.) there 
are allusions to the different accounts of Moses's call: e.g. 
Exodus 4.1, 9 are recalled in John 10.25-27, 37-38; and (iv) 
to the datum that Moses exercises the function of judge - and 
it is to judges that Psalm 82 .6 is addressed - which is indirectly 
implied in Deuteronomy 1.9-18 and Exodus 18.13-26, passages 
which show that at first Moses alone functioned as judge (judge 
par excellence) but was forced to delegate some of the judicial 
powers to the leaders of the people. Boismard therefore con
cludes that in the person of Moses the roles of prophet and judge 
tend to coalesce ( cf. also N um. 11.16 f., 24-30): even as prophet 
Moses transmits to the people the commandments, the divine 
injunctions, as well as their interpretation. Therefore if the 
expression in John 10.35 '(those) to whom the word of God 
came', alludes primarily to the judges referred to in Psalm 82, 
there is nothing to prevent us from relating to these words the 
expressions 'consecrated' and 'sent' (from v. 36) in order to see 
in them an allusion to the prophetic call of Jeremiah, which 
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in turn equally easily evokes the call of Moses (cf. Ecclus. 45.4 
which uses 'sanctified' or 'consecrated' of Moses). In short the 
Johannine passage means this: since Scripture, whose witness 
cannot be contested, calls 'gods' and 'sons of the Most High' 
(Ps. 82.6) those who were instituted judges or prophets ('to 
whom the word of God came'), at the head of whom stands 
Moses with whom God spoke face to face (Num. r 2.6---8), how 
can the Jews dare to accuse Jesus of blasphemy when he calls 
himself 'son of God', in view of the fact that he is the prophet 
par excellence, the new Moses announced by Deuteronomy r 8, 
as the works which he does in the name of the Father prove? 
If this argument by Boismard is convincing (and it certainly 
has much of value in it) then it is one more section in John's 
Gospel where Jesus is presented by the evangelist as the Moses
like prophet, although this is not all that John wants to say 
about Jesus: for him Jesus infinitely surpasses the person of 
Moses, as I . r 7 clearly demonstrates. 

The review ofBoismard's essay introduced a mention of Jere
miah. It is of more than a little interest that Matthew 16.14 
alone suggests that some of Jesus' contemporaries thought he 
was Jeremiah. Why should Matthew include his name in par
ticular? He was not the most celebrated or popularly quoted 
prophet (that honour would belong to Isaiah): nor was he 
regarded as a precursor of Messiah ( for 2 Mace. 2. 1 .1 2 and 
15.13-16 offer insufficient proofof that): and surely not because 
he was the first of the writing prophets according to canonical 
order (bB.Bat. 14b). Can the name of Jeremiah have been in
troduced simply because some of Jesus' contemporaries saw in 
him certain traits of the figure of Jeremiah, the link being based 
on the similarities between their persons and missions? Both 
Jeremiah and Jesus proclaimed a salvation that was not an easy 
option, each forecasting ( even desiring) for his adversaries the 
judgment of God, and for his supporters the persecution of men. 
Is it just accidental that Matthew includes this estimate of 
Jesus? More likely is it that either Matthew himself saw the 
pertinence of it and included it or that he is the sole preserver 
of a piece of tradition that is genuine, simply because it is so 
unusual, accurate, and unexpected. 14 
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But we have been straying, at too early a stage, from the his
torical into the redactional and explicitly christological under
standing of Jesus. What our investigation so far permits us to 
say is that (i) some of his contemporaries certainly regarded 
Jesus as a prophet (i.e. one of the prophetic type), or as an escha
tological prophet ( either John the Baptist or Elijah redivivus), 
or as the prophet like unto Moses; and (ii) that Matthew, Luke, 
and certainly John considered the category of 'the eschatologi
cal prophet' ( and especially the 'prophet like Moses') an appro
priate though by no means sufficient vehicle of christological 
statement. It is the first of these assertions that is most significant 
for our purposes. The recognition of Jesus as a prophet is not 
the same as the attribution of the honorific title 'rabbi': the 
acclamation was fraught with eschatological significance: the 
'drought of the Spirit' was over and the beginning of the End 
had arrived; the gift of prophecy had reappeared and been 
acknowledged to be present in Jesus of Nazareth. 

But did Jesus understand himself as a prophet? There are 
only two logia, explicitly containing the word prophetes, to be 
considered. The first is the proverbial saying 'A prophet is not 
without honour, except in his own country' (Mark 6.4 f. and 
par.), and the second an expression of a generally accepted 
truth, 'It cannot be that a prophet should perish away from 
Jerusalem' (Luke 13.33). In neither case is 'prophet' a self
designation, but Friedrich's remark is both penetrating and 
pertinent: 'Jesus is not describing himselfas a prophet but quot
ing a common view. Nevertheless, by not merely adopting the 
view but also preparing to exemplify it, Jesus numbers himself 
among the prophets.' 10 In other words, without using 'prophet' 
as a direct self-designation, Jesus clearly indicates that he 
understands his role in prophetic terms in so far as it involved 
rejection, persecution and martyrdom - the fate of prophets 
according to certain strands of Old Testament thought ( 1 Kgs. 
19.10; Neh. 9.26), popularised in apocryphal works (like the 
:",scension of Isaiah 5.1-14) and testified to in many passages 
In the New Testament (Matt. 23.31 and 37, with their Lucan 
parallels; Acts 7 .52). We observe that in the reported speech 
of the Q tradition Jesus' work appears in the frame of the 
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prophetic: in his lament over Jerusalem his appeal parallels 
the tragic appeal of the ancient prophets. 

However, we are not confined to the appearance of the term 
prophetes as a self-designation in order to affirm the prophetic 
character of Jesus' teaching and actions. Our definition of pro
phecy allows us to look at other features which may imply pro
phetic status and the genuine prophetic claim. It is to these, 
in relation to Jesus, that we now turn. 

2. PROPHETIC CHARACTERISTICS IN JESUS' MINISTRY 

We have already mentioned the fact that Jesus understood his 
baptism by John as a call to embark upon his ministry, and 
as the occasion of his anointing and empowering by God's Spirit 
to carry out that ministry. Within the Judaism of the time, the 
possession of the holy Spirit, the Spirit of God, was regarded 
as the mark of prophecy: therefore Jesus' inspiration and equip
ping for ministry by the Spirit of God signifies that he was (and 
probably regarded himself as) a prophet. His claim to possess 
the Spirit is quite explicit if 'the blasphemy against the Holy 
Spirit' (Mark 3.29) is rightly interpreted as the denial of 
the divine source of the spiritual power with which Jesus casts 
out demons, an activity which indicates that the Kingdom 
of God, or God's sovereign rule - itself another characteristic 
theme of Old Testament prophetic proclamation - is break
ing through and becoming a present reality in history (Luke 
I 1.20). 

Some of the more obvious indications of continuity between 
Jesus and the prophets of the Old Testament may be briefly 
mentioned. Much of Jesus' teaching has been shown by the 
specialists in Aramaic studies to have been delivered in poeti
cal form(s), using parallelism, rhythm, paronomasia, etc., as 
was the teaching of the Old Testament prophets: the parable 
form - so very characteristic of Jesus' method of teaching - has 
precedent also in prophetic speech (2 Sam. 12.1-7; Isa. 5.1-

7) and beatitudes, especially in the second person - as in Luke, 
who is usually regarded as having preserved the more original 
form - whose tone is that of consolation and assurance rather 
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than of paraenetic exhortation, are not without a few parallels 
in prophetic or prophetic-apocalyptic speech (Deut. 28.3 -

words of Moses; and Isa. 32.20), and woe-sayings (like those 
found in Luke in association with the Beatitudes) are frequent 
in the speech of Old Testament prophets, even in a series ( cf. 
Isa. 5.8-23). 16 To understand the Beatitudes in the dynamic, 
prophetic context of proclamation and response (rather than 
in a Wisdom setting which makes them universally valid condi
tions for obtaining blessedness) is to maintain their distinctive 
character and intention in Jesus' preaching: the future blessing 
of salvation is so announced in Jesus' word of authority that 
the hearer becomes a new person through his summons, a per
son called by God and therefore blessed, for whom the 
Kingdom is realised, even now, if he responds. 

From time to time the Gospels suggest that Jesus had visions, 
auditions and ecstatic-prophetic experiences. At his baptism he 
sees the heaven rent open and the Spirit descending like a dove 
and also hears a voice from heaven (ba[ qol): although these 
features in the narrative (as in the Transfiguration story, and 
note also John 12 .28) possibly owe more to the evangelists' 
employment of traditional motifs and ideas belonging to what 
we would call 'disclosure situations' than to Jesus' own testi
mony to his actual, historical experience, they nevertheless con
firm the view that the writers saw Jesus as sharing pneumatic 
traits associated with prophecy and apocalyptic. The un
paralleled statement in Luke 10.21 that Jesus 'rejoiced in the 
Holy Spirit' must mean that the evangelist regarded the sayings 
which follow as an inspired or even ecstatic prophecy of peculiar 
significance. It is of interest that this Lucan statement follows 
upon the return of Jesus' disciples who have found that demonic 
powers were subject to their commands: news of this elicits from 
Jesus the exclamation 'I saw Satan fall like lightning from 
heaven' (Luke 10.18), which is most naturally interpreted in 
terms of a visionary experience. The genuineness of this logion 
should not be dismissed too lightly: Jesus claimed that his 
ability to cast out demons derived from the power or Spirit of 
God (Luke 1 1 .20; cf. Matt. 12 .28) and that these victories over 
evil were manifestations of the dawn of the era of salvation: 
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he confers this authority (exousia) upon his disciples for their 
mission, and news ofits effectiveness confirms his own assurance 
that Satan's realm is not only under attack but actually being 
vanquished. Jeremias' observation on this passage is very 
illuminating: 

The casting of Satan out of the heavenly world presupposes 
an earlier battle in heaven, like that described in Rev. 12.7-
9. Jesus' visionary cry of joy leaps over the interval of time 
before the final crisis and sees in the exorcisms performed by 
the disciples the dawn of the annihilation of Satan. This stage 
has already been reached: the evil spirits are powerless, Satan 
is being destroyed (Lk. 10. 18), paradise is opening up (v. 19), 
the names of the redeemed stand in the book of life ( v. 20). 
There is no analogy to these statements in contemporary 
Judaism: neither the synagogue nor Qumran knows any
thing of a vanquishing of Satan that is already beginning in 
the present.17 

The Spirit-inspired interpretation of his Spirit-endowed 
authority is surely no insignificant witness to Jesus' authentic 
prophetic consciousness. 

Equally if not even more indicative of the charismatic nature 
of Jesus' prophetic role is his possession of the gift of insight into 
the innermost thoughts and motives of people in his company. 
The ability to reveal the secrets of a man's heart was regarded 
by Paul as a distinctive mark of the effectiveness of prophesying 
( 1 Cor. 14.24-25: see below pp. 1 23 f.) and it seems to have been 
considered a mark of the prophetic phenomenon by Jesus' con
temporaries, if Luke 7 .39 ff. is any guide. This manifestation 
of inspired knowledge is attributed quite frequently to Jesus: 
so well established is the tradition in the Gospel materials 
(Mark 2.5, 8 and pars.; Mark 9.33ff., 10.21 and pars.; 12.15 
and pars.; Luke 6.8, 9.47, 11.17, 19.5; Matt. 12.25 and par.; 
John 2 .24 f., 4.1 7 ff.) that it would be difficult if not presump
tuous to deny its presence in the historical ministry of Jesus. 
Undoubtedly he possessed the prophetic power to scan the 
thoughts and impulses of men. 18 
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But Jesus possessed not only prophetic insight: he possessed 
prophetic foresight. Some of the instances of foreknowledge 
have the character of momentary disclosures of the future: cf. 
Mark 10.39, 14.8 and pars.; 14.30 and pars. 'In these cases', 
says Dunn,19 'we see not logical corollaries drawn from wider 
expectations but the partly detailed partly obscure premoni
tions ... which are the mark of the charismatic and inspired 
prophet.' 

Two points about Jesus' prophetic foresight demand further 
comment. There can be no doubt that Jesus foresaw and 
announced his suffering and death. Constantly under threat 
from his opponents, he had to reckon with the possibility, in
deed the likelihood, that he would meet the fate of the prophet 
- persecution and martyrdom. The three passion predictions 
(Mark 8.31, 9.31 and 10.33, with their parallels) bear the signs, 
in their present form, of having been given greater precision 
in the light of subsequent events, but underlying them is an 
early Aramaic sentence, 'God will (soon) deliver up the man 
to men' (Mark 9.31 a) whose authenticity is guaranteed by the 
presence in it of three stylistic characteristics preferred by Jesus 
- the puzzle or riddle form, the passive voice denoting divine 
action, and paronomasia. 20 

Of particular interest in this connection is Luke 13.32-33: 
'I cast out demons and perform cures today and tomorrow, and 
the third day I finish my course (teleioumai). Nevertheless I must 
go on my way today and tomorrow and the day following; for 
it cannot be that a prophet should perish away from Jerusalem.' 
Whether we regard this logion as one which has undergone later 
interpolation or as a unity, comprising two parallel sets of Ara
maic couplets, is secondary to the fact that its substance is free 
from any suspicion oflater church theologising. Here, in an in
dubitably authentic saying, Jesus affirms that his mission is not 
exhausted in the exorcisms and healings, the signs of God's 
eschatological action in him: there is a 'must' (dei) which 
extends beyond healing and exorcism, namely his death at 
Jerusalem where the eschatological challenge of his ministry is 
issued at the very heart and centre of Judaism. And he reaches 
his goal, finishes his course, and 'passes on' as a prophet, 
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experiencing the martyrdom which was, at that time, con
sidered to be inherent in the prophetic vocation and exempli
fied in John the Baptist's fate. But this inevitable denouement, 
like the healings and exorcisms, is accepted as part of the dawn
ing of God's Kingdom - a view which Mark 14.25 clearly con
firms, by showing that between Jesus' last meal on earth and 
the consummation of the Kingdom lies the decisive event of 
his own death. In both Luke 13.32-33 and Mark 14.25 the in
evitability and the fact of Jesus' death are related to the con
summation in a very short time - for the Semitic idiom 'after 
three days' or 'on the third day' means, as in the case of the 
passion predictions, 'soon' - of his life's work in the coming of 
God's salvation: this is vindication, and it may well be that it 
is on the basis of this kind of expectation that the prediction 
of resurrection 'after three days' ( =God's 'soon') was formed, 
with the aid of the Aramaic interpretation of Hos. 6.2 in which 
the national revival spoken of by the prophet was interpreted 
with reference to the awakening of the dead. 21 Be that as it may, 
what we can say on the basis of authentic sayings of Jesus is 
this: as a prophet he foresaw his violent death in terms of pro
phetic martyrdom and probably foresaw his vindication as well 
in relation to his wider expectation that the consummation of 
the Kingdom was at hand. 

The second point concerning Jesus' prophetic foresight 
brings us to the much-debated thirteenth chapter of Mark's 
Gospel. This is not the place, nor have we the space, to enter 
upon detailed discussion of this so-called apocalyptic dis
course. 22 We must content ourselves with four observations. (i) 
However much of this chapter we may think belongs to the 
formulation of the Christian community (either before or after 
Mark, or even on the part of Mark himself), we cannot easily 
deny the prophetic foresight of Jesus in predicting the fall of 
the Temple (v. 2, though some think that this verse does not 
form part of the discourse proper) : this prophecy of the doom 
of the Holy Place, which is consonant with Old Testament pro
phecies of disaster, is definitely older than the event; that Jesus 
himself could have made the prediction is no more improbable 
than that Jesus ben-Chananiah should have done so in AD 62 
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(Jos. Bell. v1. 300 ff.): indeed, the destruction of the Temple 
was one of the most important elements in post-Herodian 
messianism, and not every reference to it requires a date after 
AD 70. (ii) The amount of genuinely apocalyptic material - in 
the third person -in the discourse is much less than many have 
imagined. (iii) The nucleus of the chapter (probably formed 
by the four temporal clauses followed by imperatives, i.e. vv. 7, 
g, 11, 14, 15, 16, 18, 21 and 23) is instruction for the community 
in the face of an actual danger which was threatening and advis
ing non-involvement: if this state of affairs is taken to refer to 
the events just before AD 70, is it inconceivable that the Jesus 
who predicted the fall of the Temple should have guided his 
followers on how to behave in the situation immediately preced
ing that catastrophe? (iv) As is well known, there are many 
links between Mark 13 and various Old Testament passages, 
particularly Dan. 7-9 and 11-1 2: although this feature may 
not offer a solution to all the problems raised by the chapter, 
the fact that parts of it and much of the nucleus mentioned 
above look like a mid rash or exposition of Danielic texts23 may 
bear the weight of the suggestion that Jesus himself was the 
source of this reinterpretation of prophecy with reference to 
events, not of the present but relating to the 'end' which he 
believed to be imminent (Mark 13.30, treated as an authentic 
logion). In short, a case can be made out for suggesting that 
within Mark 13 we find traces of Jesus' activity as prophet, in 
terms of foresight or prediction, in terms of exhortation and in
struction, and in terms of the inspired application of scriptural 
prophecy to the events of the End-time which would soon engulf 
his people. For the last-mentioned type of prophetic activity 
there is precedent in the prophet-like Teacher of Righteous
ness's pesher-exposition at Qumran, and for the others through
out the Old Testament prophetic material. 

A further indication that Jesus may have set himself within 
the prophetic tradition is provided by his performance of sym
bolic acts. In this connection the entry into Jerusalem, the 
cleansing of the Temple and, above all, the eschatological meal, 
the Last Supper, spring to mind. It may be in terms of prophetic 
symbolic action that we should also approach the narrative of 
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that more obscure meal in the desert, 'the feeding of the five 
thousand', and the puzzling story of the 'cursing of the fig tree' 
(Mark rr.12-14, 20-24). 

If Jeremias's interpretation of Matthew r r .27 ff. ( cf. Luke 
r o. 2 2 ff.) in terms of a concealed Aramaic parable-form is cor
rect, 24 then the affirmation amounts to a central statement 
about Jesus' mission. His Father has granted him the revelation 
of himself as completely as only a father can disclose himself 
to his son: and therefore only Jesus can pass on to others the 
real knowledge of God. This consciousness of being, in a quite 
singular way, the recipient and mediator of knowledge of God 
is implied elsewhere: for example in Mark 4. r r where 'the mys
tery of the Kingdom' is disclosed to the disciples, and in Luke 
15, where Jesus' actions and words reflect and vindicate the 
divine attitude to sinners. There is a certain, though limited, 
parallel here to the prophet who comes from 'the council of 
the Lord' and declares the divine message with authority and 
immediacy. We have commented already on the authority 
(exousia) of Jesus (derived from his being in possession of the 
Spirit and therefore a prophet) in relation to his works of exor
cism and healing by which the presence of the Kingdom breaks 
through into history: now we must tum our attention to the 
authority with which he declared his message. 

The form of words which most clearly enunciates this auth
ority is 'Truly, I say to you ... (amen lego hymin)'. The Hebrew 
word 'amen, taken over into Aramaic, means 'certainly' and is 
found in the Old Testament as a solemn formula used in 
answers assenting to the words of another, in oaths, blessings, 
curses, doxologies and suchlike contexts. Occasionally in the 
New Testament, in liturgical formulae (cf. r Cor. 14.16; 2 Cor. 
1 .20; Rev. 5.14, 7 .12, 19.4, 22 .20 ), it is found with this connota
tion of assent or response. In the Gospels, however, and in every 
strand of Gospel tradition, amen is used, without exception, to 
strengthen a person's own words, and in this unprecedented 
sense it is strictly confined to the words of Jesus, a sign that 
the tradition strongly felt that his way of speaking was new and 
unusual. So impressed is he by the significance of this feature 
of Jesus' speech that H. Schlier claims that christology as a 
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whole is contained in nuce in this amen-usage. 25 Jeremias claims 
that an explanation of its meaning must commence from 
observing that in the words of Jesus amen is always followed by 
Lego hymin (soi). 'The only substantial analogy to amen Lego hymin 
that can be produced is the messenger-formula "Thus says the 
Lord", which is used by the prophets to show that their words 
are not their own wisdom but a divine message. In a similar 
way, the amen Lego hymin that introduces the sayings of Jesus 
expresses his authority.' 26 

Since Jeremias first put forward the thesis outlined above 
about amen and the amen Lego hymin formula, at least two scholars 
have given intensive consideration to his case. From the stand
point ofredaction-criticism V. Hasler27 claims that the formula 
arose in the liturgy of Jewish-Hellenistic communities and was 
only secondarily placed on the lips of Jesus, a view which he 
justifies by asserting that even in Judaism 'amen had lost the 
character of a response and was used to strengthen a man's sub
sequent statement: hence it would not be peculiar to Jesus with 
this sense. Klaus Berger28 undertakes a semantic and form-criti
cal investigation of the formula: he puts Jesus' use of amen within 
a wider context of similar expressions in Hellenistic-Jewish 
apocalyptic literature, and identifies amen as an oath formula 
characteristic of apocalyptic speech (hence its link with, if not 
entry into, the New Testament), especially the LXX formula for 
introducing prophetic messages in Ezekiel. Of the many uses 
of the formula in Jewish apocryphal and early Christian litera
ture some introduce paraenetic and eschatological sayings; 
Jub. 35.6 uses it to introduce a saying about the speaker's 
fate; and especially frequent are sayings in which the form 
legitimises the speaker's witness to knowledge obtained by 
revelation. 

Berger has been rightly criticised for trying to make all amen
sayings (including the New Testament examples) fit the pro
crustean bed of an apocalyptic framework: Hasler for his lack 
of responsibility in the use of evidence to support his case. 
Nevertheless, their work, when taken together, has diminished 
the strength of Jeremias's claim that the amen Lego hymin formula 
is completely new on the lips of Jesus and that his use of amen 
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to strengthen an affirmation is entirely unprecedented. J. Strug
nell29 has recently drawn attention to the use of 'mn in a seventh 
century BC Hebrew ostracon-which of course calls into ques
tion both Hasler's and Berger's view that the usage is not 
Hebraic but Judaeo-Greek word-play - where the meaning is 
'Truly, I am innocent': this is hardly responsorial (as Jeremias 
would have us think) but a strongly affirmatory legal statement. 

To sum up: Jeremias's dogmatic claim about the quite un
precedented use of amen to strengthen an affirmation cannot 
be upheld: and his claim that Jesus' use of the formula amen 
Lego hymin is new and unusual requires modification. Neverthe
less, its persistence in the Gospel tradition, together with its rela
tively infrequent appearance earlier, makes a cogent case for 
regarding it as authentic. Its similarity to the LXX formula 
for the introduction of Ezekiel 's prophetic message ( s) confirms, 
not that it is a mark of solely apocalyptic speech but that its 
equivalent lies in the substance of the prophet's 'Thus says the 
Lord', the divinely authorised messenger's formula. In the say
ings with amen Lego hymin- and it is not necessary to regard every 
one as authentic - we have clear affirmation of Jesus' authority 
as a teacher and preacher who stands in the prophetic tradition. 
This authority manifests itself with special strength in the anti
theses contained in the Sermon on the Mount (in the form 'But 
I say unto you ... '), where Jesus presents himself as the true 
interpreter of the Law in its radical intensity, the unique and 
definitive teacher of men. 30 

The claim by Jesus to authority, even to finality, for his mis
sion finds expression in sayings which take the form 'I came 
(elthon)' (Mark 1.38 and pars.; 2.17 and pars.; 10.45; Matt. 
5.17, 10.34-36; Luke 12.49 (Q?), Matt. 11.19 f. and par.) or 
'I was sent (apestalen)' (Markg.37; cf. Matt. 10.40; Luke 10.16 
(Q?); Matt. 15.24). In his form-critical analysis of these sayings 
Bultmann admits that 'There is no a priori objection against the 
possibility thatJesus should have spoken ofhimselfand his com
ing in the first person. After all, that would accord with his pro
phetic self-consciousness.' 31 Nevertheless Bultmann proceeds to 
eliminate most of them as church formulations on grounds of 
content, leaving only Luke 12.49, Mark 2.17 and Matthew 
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15.24. These he then eliminates also, because they all look back 
on Jesus' ministry as a completed fact of the past. It would 
appear that Bultmann wants to get rid of these sayings at all 
costs. But in Luke 12.49 Jesus is clearly speaking of his ministry 
as still in progress and of his tension until it is completed. The 
saying does not look back upon a ministry already finished. 
Mark 2. 1 7 also speaks of Jesus' Galilean ministry to the outcasts, 
not necessarily of his entire saving work up to and including 
the cross. Matthew 15.24 is rather more dubious in its attesta
tion and may represent the evangelist's own redaction, and 
Bultmann suspects that this saying originated in the debates 
of the Palestinian church about the Gentile mission. 

But quite apart from the problem as to whether or not this 
represents the precise attitude of the Palestinian church towards 
the Gentile mission (and the language of the verse does offer 
evidence for its Palestinian provenance), the question has to 
be faced as to whether this was the original application of the 
saying. It could very well have referred originally to Jesus' 
ministry to the outcasts, in which case it is similar in significance 
to Mark 2.17. Furthermore, if, as is often suggested, the Qform 
of Matthew 11. 18 f. (and par.) has changed an original 'I' say
ing to a 'Son of man' saying, a strong case can be put forward 
for the authenticity of that logion; and again it has to do with 
Jesus' eating with outcasts. It seems certain that we must reckon 
with an original nucleus of genuine 'I came' and 'I was sent' 
sayings which formed the model for the later church formula
tions, especially frequent in the Fourth Gospel. 32 And these say
ings do bear witness to Jesus' prophetic self-consciousness, to 
use Bultmann's phrase. 

It is of interest to note that the authentic core of sayings of 
the 'I came' or 'I was sent' kind around which later tradition 
built concerns Jesus' ministry to the outcasts from religion and 
society. It was in this connection that his consciousness of mis
sion appears to have been most strongly expressed. Yet it is pre
cisely here that his activity passed beyond that of a prophet, 
even of an eschatological prophet, whose task was to proclaim 
a salvation that was yet to come. In Jesus the salvation is break
ing through and its consequences breaking out in his own 
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mission of grace and acceptance. Just as there is a difference 
between 'Thus says the Lord' and 'I say unto you', there is a 
corresponding difference between the prophet who, like John 
the Baptist, looked forward to a greater than himself, and the 
more-than-prophetic Jesus who affirmed that God's decisive 
action and revelation was taking place in himself. That is why 
the interpretation of Jesus as a prophetic reformer is an in
sufficient assessment of his self-understanding, and that is why 
Vermes's impressive portrayal of Jesus as a charismatic prophet 
in the tradition of the Jewish hasi(!:3 - a view which incidentally 
goes back to R. Otto's The Kingdom of God and the Son of Man, 
published in 1938 - must be criticised for the selectivity on 
which it bases its conclusion. 

It is true that from the historian's point of view the working 
concept which guided Jesus in the task of his ministry was that 
of 'prophet': true also that as far as speech-forms, authority, 
action and attitude are concerned, we can point to many simi
larities between Jesus and Old Testament prophets, as well as 
the charismatics of his day, which are sufficient to justify his 
being called 'a prophet' or 'the prophet' by some of his con
temporaries. But this 'prophet' was unique in the sense that his 
proclamation and activity were confronting men and women 
with the present saving action of God in the midst of history, 
and that his commitment and obedience to God made him the 
channel of that gracious and saving action. When those claims 
came to receive explicit exposition in christology the term 'pro
phet' was deemed to be insufficient - save in a few circles in 
Jewish Christianity which produced the Gospel of the Hebrews 
and the Kerygmata Petrou - to do justice to Jesus' identity, claim 
and achievement. 34 Despite this fact, however, the investigation 
of the prophetic characteristics of Jesus' ministry in word and 
deed remains, in our view, a necessary part of the prelude to 
the examination of Christian prophecy. Jesus can be accommo
dated within our working definition of 'prophet': but far more 
important is the likelihood that many of the characteristics of 
the Old Testament prophets may have been mediated to the 
earliest Christian prophets through Jesus' exemplification of 
them in speech and action, 35 and the fact that, to return to our 
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starting-point, the inspiration and chief concern of Christian 
prophecy was 'the testimony of Jesus', the witness he bore -
as prophet and more-than-prophet - to the word and the pur
pose of God. But that is to move into the subject-matter of the 
next chapter. 



CHAPTER THREE 

THE BOOK OF REVELATION 
AS CHRISTIAN PROPHECY 

In approaching the primary documents which directly yield 
information concerning New Testament prophecy we must 
decide where to commence the investigation. The choice in fact 
has to be made from Paul and his letters, the Acts of the Apostles 
and the book of Revelation. All are valuable sources, as we shall 
see, but none is without its distinctive and different problems, 
as this and later chapters will show: nevertheless Revelation 
commends itself as the best starting-point for our inquiry, for 
it is the earliest extant Christian book, and the only New Testa
ment document, which is written with the explicit claim to be, 
in its entirety, prophecy (cf. Rev. 1 .3; 22.7, 10, 18 f.). On the 
basis of this claim we might feel inclined to proceed, without 
further discussion, to ask what Revelation can tell us about 
Christian prophetic activity in its time1 and place (Asia 
Minor), 2 were it not for the fact that the claim is not universally, 
indeed not widely, accepted as indicative of the genre of the 
book. In the opinion of many, the title of the book and its open
ing words ('The revelation - apokalypsis - of Jesus Christ, which 
God gave him to show to his servant ... '), as well as its contents, 
decisively locate it in the category of apocalyptic literature. not 
prophetic. To this matter we must give some attention. 

I. REVELATION: APOCALYPTIC OR PROPHETIC? 

Before attempting to answer this question we ought to remind 
ourselves that it is not always easy to draw clear lines of 
demarcation between prophecy and apocalyptic, and biblical 
scholars differ considerably in the identification of the charac
teristics which belong to each genre, as well as in the interpreta
tion of the relationship between them. The commonly held view 
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that apocalyptic represents a continuation or development of 
prophecy3 is contested by P. Vielhauer who argues that, while 
it was the intention ofapocalyptic writers to continue prophecy, 
this did not in fact take place, and the dualism, determinism 
and pessimism of apocalyptic form the gulf which separates it 
from prophecy.4 With his customary vigour G. von Rad de
clares that the view that apocalyptic literature is the child of 
prophecy is 'out of the question', and claims that the decisive 
factor is 'the incompatibility between the apocalyptic litera
ture's view of history and that of the prophets'. 5 Some of these 
conflicting issues will be taken up in what follows, but in an 
area where opinions conflict so clearly we must tread with great 
care and responsibility. 

And responsibility requires us to acknowledge the fact that 
some of the features of Revelation are widely regarded as evi
dence of its sharing in the tradition of what is termed, rather 
loosely, 'Jewish apocalyptic'. The language of the book and its 
imagery, occasionally weird and grotesque, betray the influ
ence of the apocalyptic genre. There is a certain determinism 
in that the plan of God is unalterably laid down in the book 
with seven seals, and, once this has been opened by the Lamb, 
the divine plan is unfolded without obstruction: this looks like 
a Christianised form ofan old apocalyptic motif. The same may 
be said of the dualism in the book: heaven and earth, space 
and time pass away to make room for the new heaven and the 
new earth; the Church is locked in antagonism with the pagan 
world power, and this is but the foreground of the struggle 
between Christ and Satan. Again, in its insistence on the 
imminence of the End and in its interest in the End-events, 
especially those that concern the Church, Revelation shows its 
indebtedness to the apocalyptic world of ideas. But do these 
features make the book as a whole apocalyptic? Or do they form 
part of the apparatus of apocalyptic taken over and made to 
serve a purpose or intention other than that normally served 
by apocalyptic writing? The answers to these questions will 
become clearer in the ensuing discussion, but we must now look 
at features of the book which mark it as distinct from the writ
ings of apocalyptic. 
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It has been suggested that in its denunciations of evil and 
exhortations to pure and noble living, and in its possession 
of the quality of real inspiration over against the gloomy 
pedestrianism of much Jewish apocalyptic writing, Revelation 
stands close in tone to the work of the Old Testament prophets. 6 

If the charge of subjectiveness may be brought against that 
view, a rather more objective criterion by which to assess the 
character of the book has been introduced by James Kallas. 7 

He argues that the real touchstone of apocalyptic thought was 
its attitude towards the nature, purpose and source of suffering: 
suffering was brought on the elect by forces opposed to God 
which were active in the universe; in the end, they and the 
suffering caused by their activity would be destroyed by God. 
This - the apocalyptic view - is not shared by the writer of 
Revelation: he is closer to the prophetic view, in which suffering 
was regarded as being of God and therefore, ultimately, a good 
thing to submit to and accept. However, the fact that the atti
tude towards suffering in Revelation (and in the apocalyptic 
literature as well) is not so consistent as Kallas implies raises 
a question about the reliability and the validity of this 
criterion. 8 

One of the most commonly adduced and significant features 
which distinguishes Revelation from apocalyptic writings is the 
absence of pseudonymity and, with it, of the fictitious claim 
to antiquity for the book. The apocalyptist did not write under 
his own name but under that of some ancient worthy (Elijah, 
Enoch, Ezra, Baruch) and from the disguise he borrowed an 
authority he did not possess, in contrast to the writing prophets. 
The likelihood that the book of Revelation is pseudonymous 
is exceedingly small: 'John' (whoever he may be) writes under 
his own name and he is known to the church(es) he addresses, 
and he writes in his own authority as one called and addressed by 
Christ and who even dares to claim 'canonical' authority for 
his book (22.18). 9 The book nowhere lays claim to fictitious 
antiquity, nor does it regard itself as having been sealed up and 
secretly preserved from olden times till the end of days ( cf. Dan. 
12.9; 4 Ezra 12.35-38, 14.7, etc.). 

What is written here is not esoteric knowledge or secret wis-
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dom, but an unsealed, open, clear, eschatological message and 
exhortation which is related to the present and immediate 
future. Indeed, the sealing up of the revelation for disclosure 
in a distant future is strictly opposed (22.10): the author insists 
that his writing should be understood as an 'ecumenical letter', 
not as a secret document ( 1 .4, 11, 19, 22. 16, 2 1). In this respect 
the writing stands closer to the prophetic tradition than to the 
apocalyptic. This should not surprise us, for the author's own 
description of his book, as he opens and concludes it, is 'pro
phecy' (1.3, 22.7, 10, 18 f.). The opening sentences of the book 
recall at a number of points the first words of the prophetic 
books (cf. Isa. 1.1; Amos 1.1. and especially Amos 3.7), and 
the writer, in his address to the churches, casts himself in the 
role of a prophet through whom the Spirit speaks. Again, in 
chapter I o, John is the recipient of a clear prophetic call, the 
symbolic account of which recalls the vocation of Ezekiel ( cf. 
Ezek. 2.8-3.3) and the content or charge - to proclaim the 
oracles of God on the nations - resembles that of Jeremiah ( cf. 
Jer. 1 .10). The intention here may be to suggest, as J. Comblin 
argues, 10 that with John there is a renewal or recommencement 
of prophecy (if palin is capable of bearing this significance in 
v. 8): prophecy which relates to all nations and which includes 
words of promise as well as of judgment (10.7, 14.6ff.) begins 
again with him, and it is committed by him to the Church for 
transmission ( chapter 1 1). 

In connection with John's understanding of his role, one 
wonders if the phrase 'I was in the Spirit' ( 1. 1 o, 4.2) and even 
the words 'he carried me away in the Spirit' (17.3, 21.10: cf. 
Ezek. 3. 1 2, 14 and 37. 1) are intended to denote, not the ecstatic 
trance-like rapture characteristic of advanced apocalypticism 
but action in the sphere of and under the inspiration of the 
Spirit (of God) which, in the Jewish-Christian circles in Asia 
Minor from which the book emerged, would probably still have 
been understood, at least partly, in terms of the spirit of pro
phecy. W. C. van Unnik has drawn attention to the parallel 
to I. I 9, 'Write what you see, what is and what is to take place 
hereafter' - which may contain a rough outline of the book -
found in the Apocryphon of John ('Now I am come to reveal 
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to thee what is, what was and what shall be, that thou mayest 
know the invisible things like the visible ... ') and in the Epistle 
of Barnabas 1. 7 where it is connected with (Christian) revela
tion through the prophets: he claims that the verse in Revela
tion and in the Apocryphon of John ( despite their variation 
in order and wording) use the same formula to describe the 
office and privilege of a prophet as one who has insight into 
the totality of history, past, present and future. 11 One further 
point from the opening verses: it cannot be without significance 
that John declares that he is bearing witness to the logos tou theou, 
the d'f!.ar Yahweh which came to the prophets and revealed the 
divine purpose, and then calls his witness logoi tes propheteias. 

According to von Rad, apocalyptic (which he thinks has 
much in common with Wisdom literature12) and prophecy are 
to be sharply differentiated by their distinctive views of history, 
the prophetic message being firmly rooted in the saving his
tory, 13 whereas apocalyptic had little serious concern with those 
acts of God on which salvation was based and which gave to 
the nation its birth, a history and an identity. For the apocalypt
ists the events of their own time were not a locus of divine action 
and revelation: the present age was meaningless and evil, and 
would be swallowed up and destroyed in the End-time. The 
prophetic Heilsgeschichte, on the other hand, speaks, not of the 
termination of history but of its fulfilment through God's dis
closure of himself in history. It is this view of history, and not 
Jewish apocalyptic eschatology, which underlies the Church's 
proclamation of the decisive, divine action in Christ and of the 
efficacy of his word within history :14 and it is in terms of its 
attitude to history that the character of the Revelation as a 
whole may be discerned. 

The task undertaken by John in his prophetic vocation con
sists essentially in the interpretation of history, more particu
larly, perhaps, the interpretation of present and future history 
(1 .19). But the method ofinterpretation is not that of the Jewish 
apocalyptists: from a fictitious standpoint in the past, they 
present surveys of world-history, in the form of predictions, 
which depend on the absolute predetermination of successive 
epochs, and their real interest lies only in the last generation 
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and the events immediately preceding the End. John's starting 
point, on the other hand, is the saving action of God in Christ :15 

this event is the pivot of his confidence in the power and victory 
of God in the present and throughout the short space of time 
till the establishment of God's sovereignty. Like the prophets, 
John takes his standpoint in his own day and age and empha
sises his contemporaneity with his readers: he offers no review 
of past history: the period which he interprets is bounded by 
the death and resurrection of the Lamb and his parousia, when 
those God-opposing forces which stand behind the actual his
torical conflict of the Church with a pagan political power will 
be destroyed. The idea of Heilsgeschichte is the foundation of the 
view of history which underlies Revelation, and it is from this 
perspective that the author can address, with comfort and chal
lenge, a church which is on its way to becoming a martyr
church: the book is 'wholly committed to the great end of 
strengthening the Church, the bearer of revelation, in its first 
severe clash with the self-absolutising power of the state' .16 The 
book of the Revelation is therefore written out of its time and 
for its time: the author is not concerned to predict specific his
torical events in the near or distant future, as is the case with 
writers of Jewish apocalyptic: rather, he interprets the meaning 
of the history in which he is involved (with the Church) in terms 
ofa traditional imagery, taken over partly from the Old Testa
ment and partly from Jewish concepts.17 But if the style and 
imagery, or some of it, is determined by the apocalyptic tradi
tion, in his interpretation of history and the sensitivity to the 
actualities of his situation the writer stands in the tradition of 
prophetic faith and proclamation. 

There we may rest our case for the view that the author of 
Revelation considered himself to be a prophet, and that his 
writing, while employing much of the traditional apparatus of 
apocalyptic but lacking many of the most characteristic features 
of that genre, may justifiably, and probably correctly, be 
~egarded as prophetic in intention and character, especially in 
Its concern with and interpretation of history. 'The profound 
?riginality of the Johannine Apocalypse', says A. Feuillet, 'lies 
m the fact that, whilst making use of the style, imagery and 
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methods ofJ ewish apocalyptic, it remains faithful to that which 
creates the greatness of ancient prophecy.' 18 

2. REVELATION: THE FORM AND CONTENT OF 

CHRISTIAN PROPHECY 

In our clef ence of the prophetic character of the book of Revela
tion as a whole we have already touched on some general points 
which belong under this heading. Prophecy can be written 
down (1.3, 11, 19, 2.1, 8, 12, 18, 3.1, 7, 14, 14.13, 19.9, 21.5, 
22.18 f.) and can be included in a letter form. But within this 
overall form, numerous words and phrases, as well as other 
formal features, appear to be characteristic of the prophetic 
mode of speech by reason of their frequent repetition, their 
occurrence at key points in the book, their similarity to Old 
Testament prophetic forms, or their particular appropriateness 
to the prophetic function as it has been defined in the first 
chapter of this book. These we shall now examine in some 
detail. 19 

(i) Form 

(a) Vocabulary and Phrases. (1) We have drawn attention to 
W. C. van Unnik's suggestion that 1.19 ('what you see, what is 
and what is to take place hereafter') contains 'a formula 
describing prophecy': the same applies, in all probability, to 
the shorter form 'what must take place' (ha dei genesthai), a 
phrase from Dan. 2.28, which is used at three key junctures 
in the book (Rev. 1. 1, 4. 1, 22.6) to denote the impending divine 
will. 

-( 2) We have also alluded to the importance of revelation 
through audition which is typical of the Old Testament pro
phetic experience: the formula-like 'I heard' (ekousa) occurs 
twenty-seven times in the book referring to the reception of pro
phetic revelation. But even more indicative of the prophetic 
speech form is the call to hear and heed the inspired utterance 
( Weckruf) .20 While there are numerous other exhortations for 
the recipients of John's message to hear ( 1 .3, 3.3, 20, 13.9, 22. 1 7 
f.) the appearance in each of the seven letters ( chs 2 and 3) 
of the fixed call-formula, 'He who has an ear, let him hear what 
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the Spirit says to the churches' (the first part of which occurs 
in the same or similar form in Matt. 1 1 .15, 1 3 .9, 43; Mark 4.9, 
23; Luke 8.8, I 4.35) is striking and significant. There is no cor
responding appeal for John's audience to 'see' what the writer 
has seen, for, although the use of 'I saw (eidon)' in the sense 
of prophetic vision ( cf. Ezek. 1 >4-, 2 .9; Zech. 6. 1; Dan. 8.4, 10.5) 

is more frequent than 'I heard' and its formulaic character even 
more sharply defined, the entire visionary terminology of the 
book belongs only to the apocalyptic framework or apparatus 
employed by the author. He never uses the nouns horama or 
optasia and employs horasis in the sense of 'vision' only once 
(9.17: cf. LXX Isa. I.I). 

(3) Among the most striking of the phrases characteristic of 
prophetic speech is the messenger-formula (Botenformel) 'tade 
legei' ('the words of' or in the NEB 'these are the words of .. .'). 
Each of the seven letters begins with these words - found 
nowhere else in the New Testament except in Acts 21. 11, on 
the lips of Agabus - which often form the Septuagintal render
ing of the Hebrew for 'Thus says the Lord', and which, func
tionally, form an exact equivalent to the more frequently used 
Greek rendering of the Hebrew words, viz. houtos legei Kyrios. 
This, says P. S. Minear,21 is 'John's use of an Old Testament 
formula. The Old Testament prophets had established this for
mula as the appropriate introduction for God's address to his 
people. This conventional formula, simple and direct, would 
conjure up in a worshipping congregation the fear and trem
bling associated with standing before God and hearing his 
awesome words of judgment and warning.' It is this messenger
formulaororacular preamble which indicates the authority and 
legitimacy of the prophet and his words: through the mouth 
ofa fully empowered witness the Lord speaks to his community. 
We may note in passing here that in the case of both the call
formula ( Weckruf) and the messenger-formula the source of the 
revelation-word may be the exalted Jesus ( characterised by 
a variety of christological designations) or the Spirit: this does 
not mean that the Spirit and the glorified Christ are simply 
identified ( cf. 1 4. 1 3 and especially 22. 1 7), but that the Spirit 
is the envoy of Christ who transmits the divine message to the 
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Church through the inspired prophet. 'The Spirit', says T. 
Holtz22 (with particular reference to 22. 17), 'is a power which 
intercedes for the church and pleads, in its place and on its 
behalf, for the coming of the End, and, at the same time, acts 
as the representative of Christ in bringing exhortation and 
encouragement to the whole Church on earth.' 

(4) The solemnly recurring 'I know' (oida, never ginosko) in 
each of the letters (five times in the expression 'I know your 
works') seems to be used as a special form emphasising the abso
lute clarity of mental vision: indeed, it is very probable that, 
in respect of both their form and content, these 'I know' sections 
should be regarded as indicative of the way in which prophecy 
was directed to a community in the early Christian period. The 
prophet speaks in the name of the risen Christ who knows and 
discloses the condition and life-situation of those addressed, and 
offers suitable encouragement and/or instruction, couched in 
unmistakably general or standardised terms. 

(5) The common word 'Behold' (idou), though used fre
quently in the body of the book to introduce a fresh vision, 
appears six times in the letters (2. JO, 22, 3.8, g, 20, 4.1) in a 
way which seems to begin 'a specific word of prophetic revela
tion' ,23 a function it performs in Old Testament prophetic 
literature as well. 

(6) Although John uses apokalypsis and the verb semaino only 
once each (in the introductory title of the book, 1.1-2), both 
words have prophetic overtones, as I Corinthians 14 and the 
Shepherd of Hermas show in the case of apokalypsis, and John 
12.33, 18.32, 21.19 and Acts 11.28 for the verb semaino. (Cf. 
Plutarch's description of the oracle at Delphi: oute legei, oute 
kryptei, alla semainei, 'it (she) neither speaks nor conceals, but 
makes known', de Pyth. Or. 21.) 

(7) John uses amen ('Truly') more frequently than any other 
New Testament book, apart from the Gospels: this is probably 
due in part to the liturgical setting of the materials, but some 
occurrences may reflect the distinctive use of amen as a revela
tion-formula on the lips of Jesus (see pp. 64-66) and possibly 
adopted by Christian prophets. 

(8) Except for one passage in the Synoptic Gospels (Mark 



THE BOOK OF REVELATION 79 

4.11 and pars.), Revelation is the only book in the New Testa
ment outside the Pauline stream to use mysterion ('mystery'). 
The writer employs it not only in an apocalyptic sense (i.e. the 
'symbolic meaning' of some element of a vision, 1 .20 and 17 .5, 
7) but also in the prophetic sense of the 'hidden purpose of God' 
for and in history ( 1 o. 7). 24 The writer stands in the long succes
sion of those prophets to whom the 'secret' (sod,) of the Lord 
is made known: cf. Amos 3. 7. 

(9) That John deliberately works with blessings and curses 
( expressed by the introductory words makarios and ouai) is evi
dent from their number: seven 'beatitudes' ( 1 .3, 14.13, 16.15, 
19.9, 20.6, 22. 7 and 22.14) and seven woe-sentences (8. 13, 9. 1 2, 
11.14, 12.13, 18.10, 16, 19): none of these is adequately 
accounted for in terms of common-sense wisdom; all seem to 
be revelations couched in a form characteristic of prophetic 
speech. 

( 1 o) Just as Old Testament prophets were called God's 'serv
ants' (LXX douloi), so John uses doulos to characterise Christian 
prophets in 1. 1, 10. 7 (possibly in conjunction with Old Testa
ment prophets) and in 1 1 .18 where the church-prophets appear 
to be distinguishable in some way from the general body of 
Christians ('the saints'), 2s as in 18.24. 

( 1 1) We come now to discuss certain words and phrases con
nected with prophecy whose close association in the Revelation. 
makes separate consideration of them virtually impossible. 
These are logos and Logos tou theou and the 'witness' complex of 
terms (martyria, martyreo and martys). The word logos can bear 
the sense of an oracular or revelatory utterance in secular 
Greek, the LXX and in the New Testament,28 and it is a striking 
fact that all the occurrences of the term (in the singular or the 
plural) in the Revelation are probably related to Christian pro
phecy: indeed, logos/logoi are specifically described as propheteia 
in 1.3, 22.7, 9-10, 18, 19. The repeated 'these words are trust
worthy and true' in 21 .5 and 22 .6 is an asseveration-formula 
intended to affirm that the oracles are genuine and derived from 
God, as the addition of tou theou in 19.9 makes clear. The plural 
'(the) words of God' ( 1 7. 1 7 and 19.9) is probably an equivalent 
of the Old Testament dill.re "lohim/ Yhwh and refers to the 
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disclosure of God's purpose through oracles of the prophets, 27 

both those of the old order and those of the Church who see 
themselves in continuity with the former: this interpretation 
suits the contexts well and illuminates the texts. The only other 
instances of logos are found in 3.8, 1 o, where, in the light of what 
has just been said and of such sentences as 1.3, it probably desig
nates the commandment to exercise patient endurance like 
Jesus: it is the prophet who is the bearer of the divine word 
which demands obedience.28 

Apart from one occurrence of 'the word of God' (singular) 
to-designate the triumphant Jesus (which may be equivalent 
to 'God's saving purpose in person', 19.13), this phrase is used 
in Revelation in a way that is distinctive in the entire New 
Testament, being found exclusively in combination with mar
tyria (6.9) or martyria lesou Christou (1.2, 9, 20.4). The 'and' in 
each case, if not strictly epexegetical, at least places the two 
phrases in such close parallelism as to suggest that the author 
cannot write logos theou without linking it to martyria (lesou Chris
tou). In terms of the traditional subjective/objective genitive 
choices, 'of Jesus Christ' is usually understood as a subjective 
genitive because of the parallel with logos theou and in view of 
ho martys being employed as a christological title (1 .5, 3.14). 
Elsewhere, 29 however, we have argued for an interpretation of 
the double phrase which allows for objective genitive connota
tions in the words /esou Christou: 'the divine word, in the sense 
of God's divine plan or purpose, and Jesus Christ's attestation 
or confirmation of it, primarily in his utterances in the visions 
of this book, but also (for there is no discontinuity between 
them) in the witness of his life and death'. Those who are later 
describedashavingthemartyria (lesou) (6.9, 12.17, 19.10) are 
those who, like John, stand by and preserve Jesus' witness com
mitted to them by declaring it: and what they declare (and 
suffer for declaring30 ) is not other than what Jesus discloses to 
his servants and attests (22.16, 20) in this book, namely, the 
judgments and the sovereign authority of the one, eternal God 
who is ruler of all and author of salvation, whose purpose will 
finally triumph over all opposing forces. This witness offers 
hope as well as warning to the nations, for the goal of the divine 
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judgments is not destruction and annihilation, but repentance 
and return to God (14.6 ff., 15.3 f.): the victory of the Lamb 
- achieved once for all in the redeeming death of Christ - will 
bring to fulfilment the universalistic, prophetic hopes of the Old 
Testament (5.13, 15.4: cf. Ps. 86.9 and Jer. 16.19). 

Now if this is the content of the martyria lesou, who are those 
described as 'having' it, and (from the seer's point of view) as 
enduring persecution to the death in the future because they 
possess it? According to 1 2. 1 7 they are all the faithful and obedi
ent Christians and, despite arguments to the contrary, it would 
seem probable that they are similarly identified in 6.9 and 20.4: 
the phrases or clauses which follow the references to those who 
have the witness ofJesus in these verses do not describe different 
groups but further define the same persons. In short, the mar
tyria lesou is indistinguishable from the contents of the book -
the revelation of Jesus Christ which witnesses to the purpose 
of God ('the word of God'), and 'those who have the martyria 
Iesou' describes the body of faithful Christians whose attestation 
and confirmation of Jesus' witness will eventually, in the cir
cumstances envisaged, bring about persecution and death. 

(b) Extended Formal Elements. In addition to a characteristic 
vocabulary, the book of Revelation uses some other, more 
extended, formal elements associated with the prophetic genre. 

( 1) Speech in the first-person for the Deity. Although John 
can speak in his own person (1.9, 5.4, etc.) and can speak of 
Jesus in the third person ( 1. 1, 5-6, etc.), he repeatedly speaks 
in the name or in the person of God, Jesus ( cf. 'I Jesus' in 22. 16) 
or the angel which represents them both, using' I' six times and 
'I am + predicate' four times. (The Revelation does not con
tain the formula 'I am' in the absolute, but only with predicate, 
e.g. 'I am the first and the last', 1.17 etc.) This type of speech 
in the first person was integral to the ancient Near Eastern mes
senger-formula in which the messenger 'completely submerged 
his own ego and spoke as if he were his master himself speaking 
to the other'. 31 This formula was adopted by the prophets of 
the Old Testament,32 whence it comes to the speaker/writer of 
Revelation. The remarkable feature in comparison to Old 
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Testament prophetic speech is that the 'I' with which the pro
phet John speaks belongs almost exclusively, not to God but 
to the exalted Jesus or the Spirit, as the letters to the seven 
churches amply show. Incidentally, the corollary of this first
person speech is that the hearer/reader is addressed directly in 
the second person, and in this respect Revelation is more like 
Old Testament prophecy than later apocalyptic writings. 

(2) Call-narrative. In words borrowed from several Old 
Testament passages and woven together in a most distinctive 
fashion ( 1. 1 C>---20) the writer of Revelation describes the vision, 
almost a 'throne-theophany', which inaugurated this particular 
prophetic enterprise. Since, however, there is nothing in the 
vision which indicates that this is the first time that John re
ceived prophetic inspiration, and since in chapter IO he is the 
recipient of a clear prophetic call or investiture, the vision of 
chapter I may not necessarily be the initial experience which 
constituted him a prophet. Nevertheless, on the basis of the two 
passages ( IO .8-1 o and 1 . 10-20, and especially the words 'I was 
in the Spirit') we may rightly regard the reception and recount
ing of such call-scenes as a characteristic element in Christian 
prophetic experience and activity. 

(3) 'SentencesofHolyLaw.' E. Kasemann has made familiar 
the suggestion that 'sentences of holy law' (Siitze heiligen Rechtes) 
which set forth the eschatological ius talionis (e.g. 1 Cor. 3.17, 
14.38, 16.22) originated in prophetic utterances. 33 In a later 
chapter we shall deal at some length with this claim -its sources, 
implications and validity - but we may here simply note that 
as far as the book of the Revelation is concerned, Kasemann 
finds the form only in 22.18-19:34 'I warn everyone who hears 
the words of the prophecy of this book: if anyone adds to them, 
God will add to him the plagues described in this book, and 
if anyone takes away from the words of the book of this pro
phecy, God will take away his share in the tree of life and in 
the holy city, which are described in this book.' F. Hahn, how
ever, claims that the form of the repeated 'Overcoming-words' 
( Oberwinderspruch) 'To him who conquers' or 'He who conquers' 
at the end of each of the seven letters corresponds exactly to 
what Kasemann terms 'sentences of holy law': but the evidence 
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for such correspondence eludes us, as it does Ulrich Mi.iller: 35 

some elements of the 'Siitze' form are present in the 'Overcom
ing-words', as elsewhere in Revelation (14.8-10, 16.5-6 and 
18.6), but the participial phrase does not describe an objective, 
generally valid, state of affairs leading to the expression of an 
automatic and inevitable judgment: it functions rather as a 
condition upon which certain promises or consequences de
pend. The tightly formed chiastic form described by Kasemann 
is not found except in 22. 18-19. It would therefore seem reason
able to claim that the 'sentence of holy law' form - whatever 
we may think of it - is not a dominant characteristic of John's 
prophetic speech, although he may have been acquainted with 
it. It should be added, however, that the 'Overcoming-words', 
by reason of their eschatological character, may well have been 
a form used occasionally in early Christian prophecy. 

(4) Patterns of instruction (paraklesis) and Repentance
preaching (Busspredigt). In the only available, detailed form
critical study of the most obvious prophetic material in Revela
tion (i.e. the seven letters) Ulrich Mi.iller36 claims that they 
reveal one or other ( or a mixture) of two basic patterns. 

(i) Repentance-preaching (Busspredigt) with the following 
structure: 

(a) A verdict on the Church's life situation. 
(b) An exhortation to remember its reception of the 

Gospel and a call to repentance. 
(c) A conditional threat of judgment. 

(ii) A salvation-word (Heilswort) or unconditional an
nouncement of eschatological salvation with two elements: 
(a) a verdict on the Church (either of praise or blame) and 
(b) an unconditional proclamation of victory or salvation. 

The first pattern is found in Revelation 2. 1-7 and 12. 17 (in 
a slightly varied form); 2. 18-29, 3. 14-22: the second is seen 
in 2.8-11 and 3.7-13 (in a varied form): both patterns are 
mingled in 3.1-6. Among the parallels in prophetic speech to 
the first pattern are the preaching of John the Baptist ( Matt. 
3.7-10 and par.) and the content of Jeremiah 7.3-15: there 
are many parallels to the second form in the prophetic 
salvation-oracles (e.g. Isa. 54.4; Jer.30.11r-11 and 35.18f.). 37 
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This analysis is valuable both for its own sake, in calling atten
tion to the undoubted prophetic form and character of the seven 
letters, 38 and also for the illumination it brings to the question 
of the prophet's purpose: clearly he spoke to warn,judge, appeal 
( for repentance) and to encourage. 39 The importance of this 
for understanding the prophet's role and activity will be dealt 
with more fully in the chapter that deals with the Pauline 
material. 

(5) The use of traditional material. As far as the prophets 
of the Old Testament are concerned we cannot, with any claim 
to accuracy, claim to be able to distinguish traditional material 
from fresh and original oracles - if indeed any oracle can be 
regarded as absolutely original and not a new combination of 
materials of which the prophet was in some sense already aware, 
even if only subconsciously: but the prophet-like figures of 
which we learn from Josephus and from the Qumran scrolls 
certainly did employ, almost exclusively, words, forms and sym
bolsdrawnfrom the Old Testament. There can be no doubt that 
the seer of Revelation constantly and consciously alludes to the 
Old Testament, and especially the prophetic books of Isaiah, 
Jeremiah, Ezekiel, Daniel, and Zechariah, in order to show that 
the history of the Church unfolds in conformity with the witness 
of Scripture. This is reminiscent of the way in which certain 
passages of Scripture were used at Qumran, where the Teacher 
of Righteousness and those who learned from him stand in the 
tradition of the Danielic maskUim in that they impart to others 
their insight into the hidden purpose of God, and, in particular, 
into the time and character of the eschatological events in 
which they are involved. It is obvious that John was also 
acquainted with older apocalyptic writings, as almost all criti
cal work on Revelation since R. H. Charles40 has assumed. He 
may have had some familiarity with Pauline material, though 
this does not necessarily presuppose literary dependence, and 
one or two scholars incline to the view that the Revelation (if 
dated late) may contain oracles of earlier Christian prophets 
in the same stream of tradition as John. 41 Is the notoriously diffi
cult oracle containing 17 .9 ff. one such? Or is the problem of 
its dating now settled by J. A. T. Robinson's proposal that the 
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entire book belongs to AD 68-69 ?42 Does John use traditional 
words of Jesus? There are in fact no verbatim quotations from 
the Synoptic Gospels, but there are some recognisable allusions 
( apart from Synoptic passages which themselves, like Revela
tion, depend on the Old Testament), but they are very few in 
number. Only 1 .3 (cf. Luke 11 .28), the repeated 'He who has 
an ear, let him hear ... ' (cf. Matt. 11.15, etc.), 3.3 and 16.15 
(cf. Matt. 24.43 and par.) and 3.5 (cf. Matt. 10.32 and par.) 
would qualify as possible sayings of Jesus: others, like 13. 1 1 ( cf. 
Matt. 7.15), 18.24 (cf. Luke I 1.50 and par.), 19.7 (cf. Matt. 
5.12 and par.) are John's own words in reporting a vision, or 
an angelic or other heavenly voice. And of the former group 
mentioned, only 2. 7 (the 'He who has an ear, let him hear ... '), 
3.3 ( = 16. I 5) and 3.5, with the possible addition of 3.20, seem 
to represent plausible examples of Synoptic sayings being repre
sented in Revelation as logia of the exalted Jesus, formally modi
fied only by a process of deparabolisation into paraenetical 
exhortations.43 Thus we may say, with assurance, that in com
parison to the Old Testament, the Synoptic tradition of Jesus' 
words serves as a source for John only to a very minimal extent. 
Nor is this surprising: for it was the kerygma about Jesus the 
crucified and risen one, rather than the historical tradition of 
his words and deeds, that was the dominant influence on the 
shaping of John's message, just as it was in the case of Paul. 
The question as to whether the Revelation contains prophetic 
sayings that could have found or did find their way into the 
Synoptic tradition as logia lesou - as some scholars maintain -
is one that we shall examine in detail in a later chapter. 

(ii) Content 

Having reviewed both the language and forms which are 
characteristic of Christian prophecy as discerni hie in the 
Revelation, we must now briefly set out the main themes of 
the prophetic proclamation which emerge therefrom. 

(I) Christian prophecy is the vehicle by means of which 
divine judgments and directives are brought to bear upon the 
life of the church(es). (a) Unfaithfulness and immorality are 
rebuked, and a call to repentance offered. These elements are 
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particularly clear in the letters to the seven churches (as Miil
ler's analysis shows), but they are found elsewhere in the book 
as well, e.g. 9.20 f., 16.9, 11. Judging from the Revelation, the 
prophetic message is addressed directly to the community of faith 
rather than to those outside the Church. (b) Exhortations and 
encouragements are given to believers to remain faithful. These 
appeals are couched in the form of specific instructions or of 
promises that a glorious future awaits those who endure (and 
a terrible judgment the unfaithful). The prophetic preaching 
may therefore be correctly called paraenesis.44 

( 2) Christian prophecy interprets history on the basis of 
Heilsgeschichte (redemptive history). The prophetic message is 
founded upon the affirmation of God's decisive, saving action 
in Christ: this event is the source of the prophet's confidence 
in the power and victory of God in the present time and 
throughout the short period of time till the establishment of 
God's final sovereignty. But the interest in the prophetic por
trayal of eschatological events (which are regarded as rapidly 
approaching) is really their significance for John's own time: 
he offers no review of past history: he is not concerned with 
predicting events in the near or distant future, but with address
ing a church presently involved in a situation of stress and 
oppression: consequently the message is not speculative (how
ever eschatologically oriented it may be), but is rather designed 
to meet an existential need for challenge, comfort and hope. 45 

(3) Christian prophecy is characterised by the pronounce
ment of divine judgment. These judgments fall on both 
unrepentant, unfaithful Christians and on the enemies of the 
Church, the persecuting power and institutions of the historical 
world-order. Some are pronouncements of judgmcnt already 
accomplished ( e.g. 14.8; 18. 1-24), but most of them announce, 
proleptically, a judgment that is soon to come - on unfaithful 
Christians (2.5, 16, 22, 3.3, 16-19, 14.9-12, 20.11-15, 21.8, 27) 
and on non-believers (6. 1-1 7, 8. 1---9.19, 16.4-7, 17-21, 19.2-
3, 20. 11-15). 'There is a sense in which all the visions of the 
future judgment have a fait-accompli aspect, for in the visions 
they are seen as already accomplished. There is thus a combina
tion of "already" and "not yet" in the pronouncements of 
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judgment: the whole is cast in a "not yet" (but soon!) frame
work, within which there are declarations that judgment 1s 
already accomplished. '46 

3. REVELATION: PROPHET AND COMMUNITY 

The final part of this chapter is concerned with the figure of 
the prophet 'John' himself and his relationship to the com
munity or communities he addressed. 

(i) The prophet is one who speaks with assumed authority within the 
congregation( s) he addresses. Although his activity and message 
certainly stand in the prophetic tradition, the author of Revela
tion is nowhere designated as prophetes: he introduces himself 
simply as 'brother', yet the correctness of his words is un
questionable for they are declared to be reliable and true by 
the supreme authority, God himself (21.5, 22.6): what he pro
claims is of decisive significance ( 1 .3) and cannot be criticised: 
the eternal destiny of men depends on whether they accept it, 
or corrupt and reject it (22.18-19). Nevertheless he nowhere 
has to authenticate or establish this authority, an authority so 
great that some scholars suggest that he stands closer to Old 
Testament prophecy than to what we know from elsewhere of 
New Testament prophecy47 - a verdict which the vocabulary 
and content of the book would strengthen. John's consciousness 
of authority in disclosing divine revelation is such that we may 
be justified in wondering if his relation to his community is not 
akin to that of the Qumran Teacher of Righteousness in relation 
to the sect: the latter saw himself in the role of a prophet of 
the End-time and a legitimate successor of the ancient prophets 
who was able to give definitive elucidation of the revelation 
given to Moses (as 'Interpreter of the Law', CD 6-7) and to 
the words of the prophets (cf. IQpHab 7.5). 48 

Whether that is a profitable parallel or not, the prophet
author of Revelation seems to claim a distinctive authority for 
himself over against his brother 'prophets' in at least two 
respects: (a) he wrote a book- a lengthy and closely integrated 
literary composition- later adjudged to be canonical, and none 
of them did: this writing activity may perhaps be accounted for 
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by the fact of John's geographical separation from the com
munities he addresses, but it should not pass unnoticed that 
John wrote in response to the commands by which he was 
commissioned as a divinely authoritative messenger: and (b) 
his special task is that of mediating the revelation of Christ, and 
this vocation ·sets him above or at least distinguishes him from 
his brethren: he is the one by means of whom the other prophets 
in the Church become sharers in the knowledge and ministry 
of the divine revelation: they would teach and relate what they 
had learned, and in this would resemble the maskUim of Daniel 
and at Qumran who were instructed by the prophet-like 
Teacher in the mysteries of God and their fulfilment. Since it 
would therefore appear that John is the leader of a prophetic 
group, rather than merely a member of such a group - a dif
ference in degree, certainly in terms of authority, rather than 
in kind - it would be unwise to extrapolate too readily from 
his activity and the content of his prophesying to those of other 
prophets in the Asia Minor churches. 

Whether there were authorities other than the prophets in 
the church(es) of the book of Revelation is a question on which 
there is no consensus of opinion. According to Bornkamm, the 
prophets - the Divine himself and his brethren - together with 
the apostles are the only authority in the church of the Revela
tion, 49sincethereis no mention of other leaders or officials. Sa take 
goes further and explicitly declares that the prophets are the 
only office-bearers (Amtstriiger) in the church or churches 
pictured in the book.50 But the evidence on which to form any 
view of the Church's order is indirect, difficult to assess and 
of uncertain relevance for the understanding of a book which 
has no reason to be interested in or to speak directly of eccle
siastical organisation. In that part of the book in which one 
might expect to discover some hints on organisation - the seven 
letters - there is in addition to one mention of false apostles 
(2.2) only one reference to the prophetic function, the Jezebel 
'who calls herself a prophetess' (2.20): this phrase imparts no 
unambiguous information about the currency in the Church 
of the term 'prophet' or the office so denoted, for the words 
may serve only to identify the woman by her own peculiar self-
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designation or they may imply differentiation from true bearers 
of the prophetic name and gift. It may be said, however, that 
the series of references which seem to speak of the Church as 
composed of'saints and prophets' (1 .18, 16.6, 18.24) does not 
lend support to the view that 'official' ministries other than that 
of prophets were exercised: it does suggest, as has been observed 
earlier, that the prophets are in some way separable from the 
body of believers, but the evidence of the book as a whole is 
not such as to allow the distinction to be drawn in terms of pre
cedence or position. 

(ii) The prophet addresses a community which itself has a prophetic 
character. Earlier in this chapter we argued that the martyria 
Iesou to which John witnesses ( 1.2) is Jesus' attestation or con
firmation of God's declared plan or purpose, primarily in his 
utterances in the visions of the Revelation, but also in the wit
ness of his life and death, and that the phrase 'those who have 
themartyria lesou' is best understood as a description of the body 
of faithful Christians whose preservation and confirmation of 
Jesus' witness will eventually bring about persecution and 
death. But since this witness is not simply a possession to be 
kept but also implies the task of communication, is it possible 
that by the phrase the whole Church is being characterised as, 
fundamentally, a prophetic community? If, as we would main
tain, at 1 1 .3 f. - a notoriously difficult passage - the entire 
people of God is considered symbolically or ideally (i.e. when 
utterly faithful to its commission) as 'witnesses',01 is it also 
ideally or potentially a church of prophets, as Schweizer has 
suggested ?52 In this connection the evidence of 19. 1 o is import
ant. The parallelism between this verse and 22.9 suggests that 
'the brethren who hold the testimony of Jesus' are to be identi
fied with the prophets, and the explicatory addition 'For the 
testimony of Jesus is the spirit of prophecy' (which assures the 
parallel with 22.9) confirms this: the spirit that inspires pro
phecy or the prophets is 'the testimony (martyria) of Jesus' which 
they preserve. But elsewhere 'those who hold the testimony 
of Jesus' is the description of all faithful Christians. What 
appears to be implied by the collocation of clauses in this verse 
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is that all members of the church are, in principle or potentially, 
prophets,just as the whole Church presents itself, in exemplary 
fashion, in the form of the 'two witnesses' (11 .3 ff.). The fact 
that some, like John's brethren to whom he mediates the revela
tion, are called in a special way to the ministry of prophecy 
in the churches makes the Christian prophets separable from 
other Christians (as we have pointed out), but it does not set 
them in an official position of authority over their fellows: they 
are carrying out a function which could be - and ideally should 
be - served by all, that of declaring the word of God and the 
witness of Jesus, and authority belongs primarily to the 
message, not to an office. 

(iii) The Christian prophet exercises his function primarily in the setting 
of congregational worship. Although he is separated by imprison
ment from the community, it is when the congregation 
gathers for worship that the revelation comes to the prophet, 
'in the Spirit' (1.10; cf. 8.3 f.). The book contains worship 
materials such as the doxology of 1 .5 b--6 and the hymns of 4. 1 1 
and 5.gb--10: and descriptions of worship in the heavenly 
sphere abound (chs4-5, 7.9-17, 15.1-4, 19.1-5). The allusions 
to Christian believers as 'priests' ( 1.6, 5.10, 20.6) serve to 
strengthen the impression that the Revelation is a worship
oriented book, written not for private reading but for public 
declaration (by the prophets, perhaps) in congregational wor
ship.53 Cullmann is over-enthusiastic about a valid point when 
he writes, 'the whole book of Revelation from the greeting of 
grace and peace in 1 .4 to the closing prayer "Come, Lord Jesus" 
in 20.20, and the benedictions in the last verse, is full of allusions 
to the liturgical usages of the early community' .54 

(iv) The Christian prophet is a man controlled by the Spirit. We sug
gested earlier that phrases like 'I was in the Spirit' (1.10, 4.2) 
and 'he carried me away in the Spirit' (17.3, 21.10) do not 
denote ecstatic rapture, but action in the sphere of and under 
the power of the Spirit (of God or of Christ). And it is the Spirit 
which inspires the prophet's insight and utterance. Throughout 
the Revelation the Spirit is regarded as operative ( especially in 
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address) in the Church as a kind of alter ego or representative 
of the risen Christ (cf. the Johannine Paraclete). Consequently, 
as Boring says,55 'the original revelatory chain God/Jesus-angel
prophet-church is reduced functionally to Christ-prophet
church. The prophet is the one who stands between the risen 
Christ and the Church, giving voice to the Church's Lord who 
is already present as pneuma but would be mute without his pro
phet': or, as Hahn puts it, 56 'the prophet is the fully authorised 
witness to Jesus and through his words, provided by the Spirit, 
the Lord himself speaks to his church'. 

( v) The Christian prophet functions as an interpreter of events in his
tory. As we have already affirmed, the prophet 'John' speaks 
sensitively to the actualities of the church-situation he knows. 
The conflict with the God-opposing political power is inter
preted theologically as the prophet understands the Spirit to 
be instructing him about the meaning of what is really going 
on in the community's struggle, as seen from the divine point 
of view. Just as the Old Testament prophets were able to place 
meaningless events within a meaningful framework, so the 
threatened ( or actual) persecution was interpreted by John not 
as a meaningless tragedy, but as the beginning of the End. 
Christians could face up to it with courage and hope because 
of the prophetic word, a word which only a prophet with spirit
inspired insight could provide. 

(vi) The Christian prophet reinterprets the Old Testament in the light 
of the Christ-event. The substructure of the Christian prophecy 
enunciated in the Revelation is formed by the Old Testament, 
but between the two stands the saving action of God in Christ's 
suffering and glorification, and it is this that provides the key 
to what the old Scriptures say to the contemporary situation. 
But the Christian prophet does not operate in a deductive 
fashion, quoting the Old Testament and then giving the Chris
tian meaning, but under inspiration (as in the case of the Qum
ran Teacher of Righteousness) which allows him to perceive the 
Old Testament texts, not as words merely to be reflected upon 
but as oracles which form a living unity with his own message. 
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(vii) The Christian prophet is not directly associated with miracles and 
signs. There is nothing in the book to indicate that supernatural 
signs accompanied or validated John's own prophetic ministry. 
There are very few allusions to ecstatic experience and none 
to glossolalia. The disdain with which he attributes 'great signs' 
to the false prophets ( 13.13 f., 19.20 ?) and the demonic spirits 
(16.14) would suggest that he sets in opposition the prophetic 
word of the one who conquered through suffering and the false 
testimony of signs and wonders. Nevertheless, the difficult pass
age 11.3-13, relating to the 'two prophets', portrays them as 
filled with miracle-working power ( 11 .6), even though they 
died at the hands of their persecutors. If these 'prophet-wit
nesses' - two, perhaps because that was the minimum number 
of witnesses required for admissible testimony in Judaism, or 
because the Church is composed of believers from Israel and 
from the nations - in a variety of figurative reference (which 
includes the recalling of the exploits of Moses and Elijah) 
represent or symbolise the messianic remnant-community, and 
therefore the whole Church in its prophetic or witnessing role, 
then it would be unduly literalistic to argue on the basis of the 
Old Testament imagery used that the church(es) to which John 
ministers must possess and exhibit miracle-working power. None 
the less, it must be admitted that in a church where spirit-in
spired prophets played such a dominant role other miraculous 
gifts of the Spirit may have been manifested. 

(viii) Finally, the Christian prophet differentiates between himself and 
false prophets. John is aware that there are others in his 
church(es) who claim to be prophets, whom he does not ac
knowledge as such, so that pseudoprophetes is a word characteristic 
of his vocabulary (16.13, 19.20, 20.10): they are also described 
in allusive terms as 'those who hold the teaching of Balaam' 
(2.14) and 'those who hold the teaching of the Nicolaitans' 
(2.15), whose leader (in Thyatira) is Jezebel 'who calls herself 
a prophetess' (2.20). These designations of false prophets imply 
that their 'falseness' lies not only in their claim to the prophetic 
name and title but also, and more importantly, in the teaching 
(didache) they put forth, which is at least heresy, if not outright 
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apostasy.57 With his authority as a prophet, John denounces 
those who are led astray by such purveyors of falsity and by 
so doing clearly distinguishes from them both himself and his 
brother-prophets 'who hold th.,e testimony of Jesus'. 

Our investigation of the book of the Revelation has yielded a 
substantial amount of information about New Testament pro
phecy. Some features to which we have drawn attention may 
be distinctive to that book: for instance, Revelation is written 
prophecy, whereas most early Christian prophets seem to have 
delivered their messages orally; and Revelation may well be 
representative only of a particular strand in the Palestinian
Jewish tradition of prophecy; and the special place the prophet
author of the book holds in the Church may not be a correct 
indication of the kind of ministry exercised by Christian 
prophets there or elsewhere. But we have not to build our 
undflrstanding of the Christian prophetic phenomenon on one 
New Testament book alone. There are other valuable sources 
available for consideration, namely Paul and his letters and also 
the Acts of the Apostles. To the latter we shall now turn our 
attention. 



CHAPTER FOUR 

PROPHETS AND PROPHECY IN 
THE ACTS OF THE APOSTLES 

Before turning our attention to the Acts material it is pertinent 
to observe that in the first volume of his work Luke has much 
to say about the Spirit, and, in particular, the Spirit of pro
phecy. The Spirit, as the presence and power of God, is the 
life-giving agent in the birth of the one who inaugurates the 
New Age (Luke 1 .35): the conviction that the New Age has 
indeed come is strongly demonstrated by Luke's emphasis on 
the presence of the Spirit of prophecy throughout his birth 
narratives concerning John the Baptist and Jesus ( 1. 15, 1 7, 67, 
2 .25-2 7). The third evangelist, more than the other Synoptists, 
lays emphasis on the role of the Spirit in the Christian life. It 
is the gift par excellence given by the Father to trusting prayer 
(11.13; cf. Matt. 7.11 ). 

To the promise of the Spirit's assistance in the event of perse
cution (Matt. I0.20; Mark 13.11) there correspond two Lu can 
passages. The first (referring to arraignment before authorities) 
reads, 'The Holy Spirit will teach you in that very hour what 
you ought to say' (Luke 12. 12; cf. John 14.26): in the preceding 
verse the blasphemy against the Holy Spirit (which cannot 
receive forgiveness) is best understood as blasphemy against the 
apostolic preaching which is guided by the Spirit, the constitu
tive factor in the Church's life. The second (appearing in a con
text similar to Mark's saying, i.e. in the so-called apocalyptic 
discourse) affirms that, not the Holy Spirit but 'I (Jesus) will 
give you a mouth and wisdom' ( Luke 2 1. 1 5). This declaration 
recalls several narratives relating to prophetic vocation in the 
Old Testament, in particular Exodus 4. 11 ff. where God prom
ises to Moses to open his mouth and speak, and Jeremiah , .g 
where God declares to the prophet that he is putting his words 
into his mouth. In communicating the Spirit to his own - in 
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circumstances in which they have to defend themselves - Jesus 
(in Luke's view) is the source of that supernatural wisdom 
which will render efficacious the witness of his apostles (who 
are cast in the role of prophets): I, he is saying, am sending 
upon you the Father's promised Spirit. The action of the Spirit 
manifests itself in the christological understanding of the 
Scriptures in accordance with the sense that Jesus himself began 
to reveal to his own (Luke 24.25 ff., 44 ff.), and that same action 
of the Spirit underlies and sustains the apostolic witness, as the 
book of Acts shows. 

In the structure of the book of Acts Pentecost holds a place 
equivalent to that held by the baptism of Jesus in the Gospel 
and his own affirmation of its significance ('The Spirit of the 
Lord is upon me .. .', Luke 4. 1 8). The parallelism in the situa
tions is actually mentioned in Jesus' final, post-Resurrection 
encounter with his disciples: 'John baptised with water, but 
before many days you shall be baptised with the Holy Spirit. 
You shall receive power when the Holy Spirit has come upon 
you; and you shall be my witnesses in Jerusalem and in all 
Judea and Samaria, and to the end of the earth' (Acts 1.5, 8). 

The narrative concerning the strange, revolutionary event 
of Pentecost presents many problems, both tht:ological and his
torical. It incorporates many traditions, including that of the 
confusion of speech at Babel. allusions to the theophany at 
Sinai: but it makes no explicit mention of the new covenant 
characterised by the gift of the Spirit upon the people of God 
(Jer. 31.31-34; Ezek. 36.26-28). Whatever traditions stand 
behind or are absent from Acts 2 is a matter of secondary im
portance to the fact that the narrative as it now stands is based 
upon, and intended to create in others, the conviction that the 
gift of the Spirit to the Church i:; its empowering for universal 
mission. 'They were all filled with the Holy Spirit and began 
to speak in other tongues, as the Spirit gave them utterance' 
(Acts 2 .4). Representatives from every part of the then known 
world - and the list of peoples is designed to emphasise uni
versality, being derived from an astrological grouping of 
nations and countries, according to the signs of the Zodiac 1 

- who were assembled at Jerusalem heard the mighty deeds 
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of God, each in his own language (or dialect). It is clear that 
the gift of the Spirit is understood as an endowment which 
enables the apostles and other Christians to communicate with 
all people: it makes possible and effective the preaching of the 
word and works of God. Thus equipped to be witnesses of Jesus 
Christ ( r .8), the apostles interpret what has happened in the 
light of Scripture. The widespread experience of the gift of pro
phecy foretold by Joel (2 .28-32) - an oracle to which late Juda
ism gave little importance - has been fulfilled 'in the last days', 
a phrase drawn from Isa. 2 .2-4 which speaks of the eschatologi
cal pilgrimage ofall nations to Zion. Moreover, without it being 
explicitly said, the ancient desire of Moses has come to fulfil
ment: 'Would that all the Lord's people were prophets, that 
the Lord would put his Spirit upon them' (Num. r 1 .29). 

The fact that all the Lord Christ's people, all who have called 
on the name of the Lord, have received the gift of prophecy 
is reflected elsewhere in Acts. In a verse which Harnack and 
others thought was the original and historical account of Pente
cost we read, 'When they (the Church) had prayed, the place 
in which they were gathered together was shaken; and they 
were all filled with the Holy Spirit and spoke the word of God 
with boldness' (4.3 r): 'being filled with the Spirit' would, in 
Jewish usage, be tantamount to saying 'becoming prophets' 
(cf. 2.38c), and, in that capacity, with the inspiration of the 
Spirit, the disciples testify to their faith in the face of hostile 
opposition. Through its possession of the prophetic charisma 
the Christian community has the assurance that, in the world 
in which for the time being it lives, it is not left to its own 
resources, but experiences help from above in its missionary 
enterprise. 

The second Pentecostal endowment, that of the Gentiles, is 
recorded in Acts ro-44 ff., and is of the same character as the 
first: while Peter was speaking 'the Holy Spirit fell on all who 
heard the word', and the Jewish Christians were amazed that 
the gift had been poured out on the Gentiles, 'for they heard 
them speaking in tongues and extolling God'. That Luke is so 
careful to record the same signs of Spirit-possession on these 
two great occasions demonstrates clearly that for him the 'pro-
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phetic' character of the gift is central: it is the equipment for 
Gospel proclamation. When the disciples at Ephesus (who had 
known only of John's baptism) received the Spirit 'they spoke 
with tongues and prophesied' (19.6). 

If these passages make one thing clear, it is this: that all be
lievers had received the prophetic Spirit and could be inspired 
to prophesy, and that, for Luke, in this kind of context, means 
to proclaim among Jews and Gentiles the good news of God's 
grace and action in Christ. But what about the 'tongues'? Is 
it glossolalia that Luke has in mind? In Acts 2.4 we must not 
miss the important word 'other' (heterais): they spoke 'in other 
tongues', that is, in various languages ('foreign languages' 
according to JB) that would be understood by the hearers with 
a view to the proclamation of the wonderful works of God 
throughout all the communities of the Jewish diaspora. It seems 
quite clear that Luke is using glossa and dialektos in this passage 
synonymously for the languages spoken in the countries from 
which the listeners had come, and the audience was amazed 
that Galilean Jews could speak languages foreign to themselves 
but understandable to non-Palestinian pilgrims. In Acts 10.46 
and 19.6 there is no reference to 'other' tongues. Does this mean 
that Luke intends these to be references to the phenomenon 
of glossolalia ( as distinct from xenoglossy), an ecstatic form of 
intercourse with God, similar to that known at Corinth ( 1 Cor. 
14). Perhaps the Gentiles' 'speaking in strange languages and 
proclaiming the greatness of God' ( 10.46 rn) has nothing to do 
with intelligible communication to others: but, if that is the 
case, then the parallelism with the Jewish Pentecost has been 
broken. Perhaps the Ephesian converts' speaking in tongues 
and prophesying is of the ecstatic kind, but if Luke's under
standing of 'prophesying' here is consistent with chapter 2 a 
legitimate doubt may be raised. 

If Luke had been interested in the phenomenon of glossolalia 
as usually understood (i.e. an unintelligible utterance which 
does not involve the mind of the speaker), why is it absent from 
thosesummaries( e.g. 2.42-47) in which hc::describes the activities 
of the primitive Church? Is it not significant that, whereas 
according to Paul glossolalia occurs in the course of worship 



98 NEW TESTAMENT PROPHECY 

among established Christians, Luke's two references ( or three, 
if we include the xenoglossy of 2 .4) are related closely to the 
initial onset and reception of the Spirit? It is the Spirit that 
Luke is interested in primarily, and only secondarily in miracu
lous signs, symbolically understood, that authenticate its pre
sence. Indeed, it is possible that in both 10.46 and 19.6 Luke's 
description of the results of the reception of the Holy Spirit are 
not to be differentiated from those recorded in chapter 2 (where 
glossolalia, as normally understood, is not intended) simply 
because the word heterais is absent when it could be implied, 
and when Luke obviously wants to make his accounts of 
the three episodes as nearly parallel as possible? That may 
be a weak argument, but any other view has to take into 
account the fact that nowhere in Acts (save in 10.46 and 19.6 
if these are exceptions) does Luke understand the gift of the 
Spirit, with or without specific reference to prophecy, in any 
other terms than as the inspiration or power to communicate to 
men, singly or collectively, truth from God or about God's 
action. 

In support of this claim we may cite the following examples. 
When Peter declared God's actions in Christ before the San
hedrin, the Spirit filled him (4.8). Again, when we read that 'the 
wisdom and Spirit' with which Stephen spoke to his disputants 
could not be withstood (6. 10), 'Spirit' probably denotes in
spired speech or prophetic endowment to utter a convincing 
proclamation. Paul- 'a chosen instrument of mine to carry my 
name before the Gentiles and kings and the sons of Israel' -
is filled with the Holy Spirit to fulfil his task of evangelism 
(9.17), and Luke says nothing whatever about his speaking in 
tongues when the Spirit comes upon him. Again, the apostles 
affirm, after the essential facts of the life of Jesus and of the 
Gospel have been declared to the Council, that 'we are wit
nesses to these things, and so is the Holy Spirit whom God 
has given to those who obey him' (5.32). The gift of the Spirit, 
the sign ofrevived prophetism, is essentially concerned with the 
proclamation of the good news. The phenomenon of glossolalia 
-in the sense ofan ecstatic communion with the divine in which 
neither the speaker nor the hearer understands the words 
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uttered - somehow seems at odds with this view of the function 
of the Spirit and the nature of the prophetic gift. 

Although it is assumed in the book of Acts that Christian pro
phecy, as an eschatological power of the Spirit, is a possibility 
for any Christian - else what would the fulfilment of Joel's pro
phecy mean? - it appears that some emerged as having the gift 
of prophecy in a more prominent or more continuing measure: 
these are called prophetai, not because the ability to prophesy 
was confined to them but because their inspiration and exercise 
of the gift was more regular and more frequent and thus entitled 
them to a recognised position in the Church. It is possible that 
the description of certain individuals as 'full' (pleres) of the Holy 
Spirit, which Luke apparently derives from a special and primi
tive source (6.3, 5, 8, 7.55, 11.24) represents an attempt to 
express the realisation that inspiration was not just an 
occasional thing which all might experience for a particular 
occasion - being described therefore as 'filled with the Spirit' 
(4.8, 3 1, g. 1 7, 13 .g: cf. Luke 1.41, 67) - but that some seemed 
to have such sureness of insight and conviction of speech as be
tokened a more sustained and lasting inspiration. 2 If this is so, 
then, as Cothenet suggests,3 Stephen is to be regarded as one 
of the prophets of the primitive community. One of 'the seven 
men of good repute, full of the Spirit and of wisdom' (6.3) and 
himself 'full of faith and of the Holy Spirit' (6.5), Stephen's 
ministry was marked not only by grace and power but also by 
miracles and signs, and one is reminded of the same association 
between the action of the Spirit and signs in the Pauline letters 
(cf. 1 Thess. 1.5; 1 Cor. 2.4 and 2 Cor. 12.12, as well as the 
grace-gifts listed in I Cor. 1 2 .g f., 29). Moreover, Stephen's long 
speech, recounted in Acts 7. 1 -53, has a strong prophetic ring 
about it. In the manner of some of the prophets of old Israel, 
Stephen utters a passionate indictment of unbelieving Jewry 
and denounces its vain confidence in the Temple. The evident 
distinctiveness of this speech in the book of Acts and its dif
ference of tone from the associated with Luke clearly imply 
that it derives from a special source, and a number of scholars 
have detected in it marks of Samaritan influence. 4 Be that as 
it may, Stephen's irresistible and inspired interpretation of 
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Scripture bring vengeance upon him and, as a prophet ('full 
of the Holy Spirit', 7.55), he receives in his dying moments a 
vision of the Son of man - a vision which is not merely a consola
tion in the hour of martyrdom but is also an announcement 
ofapproachingjudgment on his adversaries - whose prediction, 
according to Matthew 23.34, he so amply fulfils: 'I send you 
prophets and wise men and scribes: some of whom you will kill 
and crucify, and some you will scourge in your synagogues and 
persecute from town to town.' 

Another of the Seven, 'full of the Spirit and wisdom', is 
Philip, who is the recipient of the rare New Testament title 
'evangelist' ( 2 1.8). He is the initiator of the mission in Samaria 
and miracles accompany his preaching ( 8.5-7). A second narra
tive, of a literary genre quite different from the preceding one, 
presents Philip in a manner reminiscent of the inspired men 
of ancient Israel who were the objects of sudden and dramatic 
interventionsoftheSpirit'saction (cf. 1 Kgs. 18.12; 2 Kgs. 2.9-
1 2, 16; Ezek. 3.12, 14, etc.). It is the Spirit - the agent of God's 
purpose in the missionary enterprise of the Church - which tells 
Philip to go and join himself to the chariot of the Ethiopian 
(8.29), a directive which gives him the opportunity of winning 
a convert by means of the interpretation of Scripture. Here 
again prophetic characteristics are evident. Philip begins from 
Isaiah 53 (and the length of the quotation recorded may be an 
indication of the importance of this text in the early Church's 
scriptural study) and shows how it applies to Jesus of Nazareth. 
In a manner similar to the actualisation of prophetic Scripture 
in the P'siirzm (interpretations) at Qumran, the words of Isaiah 
are applied to the figure of Jesus - an insight, perhaps, into 
the way in which the exegetical traditions concerning the func
tion and identity of Jesus came into being at an early stage in 
the Church's existence. Undoubtedly, this discovery of the 
'meaning' of Scripture belonged to the prophetic charism: at 
least part of the ministry of prophets in the New Testament 
was the interpretation of the Old. 

After having evangelised Samaria, Philip settled at Caesarea 
( 2 1.8) and he had four virgin daughters who prophesied: the 
tense of propheteuousai (present, not aorist) indicates that the 
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women exercised the gift of prophecy regularly, not that they 
uttered a prophecy on one particular occasion. The four pro
phetesses were destined to enjoy considerable prestige in early 
Church traditions and the Montanists claimed their patronage, 
but all that Acts 21 .9 suggests is that they were attached to a 
single community (and therefore not wandering prophets) and 
that there was a connection between virginity and prophecy 
(cf. Luke 2.36), consonant with the esteem in which asceticism 
was held by Jewish-Christian communities.5 On the content of 
their prophesying we can only speculate: if it was in the context 
of the community's meetings for worship, it may have been a 
kind ofliturgical prophecy taking the form of prayer (cf. 1 Cor. 
11.4, 5) or spiritual songs (cf. Col. 3.16; Eph. 5.19).6 

The third prophet of the primitive community 'full of the 
Holy Spirit' is Barnabas ( 1 1 .24), concerning whom Luke pro
vides a considerable amount of information, possible because 
he exercised great influence in Antioch, the city from which, 
according to tradition, Luke himself originated. It is worth the 
effort to assemble as well as we can the traditions at our disposal 
regarding Barnabas, for he best represents the figure of the 'pro
phet' in the earliest decades of the Church. At Acts 4.36 Luke 
introduces us to a land-owning Levite, of Cypriot origin, named 
Joseph who was called by the apostles 'Barnabas', which means 
'son of paraklesis'. This designation could be rendered 'son of 
consolation', in which case it would be more appropriate to 
Manaen (Menahem, 'Comforter') who is associated with Bar
nabas in Acts 13.1, but whatever the correct etymology may 
be, it is intended by Luke to represent Barnabas as 'son of pro
phecy' (bar-n'Qu'ah or bar-n'Qiyya, on the assumption that para
klesis means 'exhortation'. If this interpretation, which has 
the support of many scholars, is correct, Joseph's 'Christian' 
name, like Peter's (Matt. 16.18) indicates what his distinctive 
ministry or function in the Christian community was or was 
to be ('son of prophecy' =one who is a prophet). It is Barnabas 
who introduces Paul to the apostles at Jerusalem and assures 
them of the sincerity of the erstwhile persecutor and the reality 
of his conversion (9.27). As one who enjoyed the confidence 
of the mother-church at Jerusalem Barnabas is sent to Antioch 
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to make inquiries about the entry of the Gentiles into the 
Church: being well satisfied with the situation 'he exhorted 
(parekalei) them all to remain faithful to the Lord with steadfast 
purpose' ( 1 r.23). When the first missionary journey begins, 
Barnabas is the first to be named (13.2, 7) - although he soon 
takes second place to Paul - and receives, with Paul, the title 
'apostle' (14.4, 14). At Antioch Paul and Barnabas are invited 
to give a word of paraklesis to the congregation ( 13. 15) and Paul 
obliges with the powerful speech recorded in verses 1 7-41. Bar
nabas is again at Paul's side on the occasion of the Council of 
Jerusalem ( 1 5. 2; Gal. 2. 1, 9) from which emerged the J erusa
lem Decree, given through the inspiration of the Holy Spirit 
and termed paraklesis ( 15 .3 1). Despite their violent quarrel over 
John Mark ( 15.36-39) and Barnabas's compromising with the 
Judaising faction (Gal. 2.13) Paul always retained in high 
esteem the colleague of his early days, as I Corinthians 9.6 
clearly implies. 

From this summary of the evidence in Acts concerning the 
prophet Barnabas - for such he was, according to 13.1 - it is 
quite clear that the terms paraklesis and parakaleo are employed 
in a quite distinctive way in relation to Christian prophetic 
speech. 'In Luke's thought', says E. Earle Ellis, 'paraklesis is one 
way in which Christian prophets exercise their ministry and, 
in this context, is a form of prophecy. ' 7 The verb is used by 
Luke in his Gospel to describe the proclamation of the Baptist 
(Luke 3. 18: cf. 7 .26), an utterance which is reminiscent of the 
warning speeches of the Old Testament prophets: as a descrip
tion of Peter's preaching (Acts 2.40) it may be an indication 
of his prophetic character in the Lucan presentation of his apos
tolic ministry, together with his knowledge of men's hearts (Acts 
5.3, 8.21 ff.) and his experience and declaration of revelations 
in visions and dreams (Acts 10.10; cf. 9.10, 16.9, 18.9, 22.17 
ff. and 27 .23). As we noted earlier, the letter which made known 
the Jerusalem Decree, which resolved a matter of urgent pas
toral concern relating to uncircumcised believers, is termed 
paraklesis, issued under the direction of the Spirit ( 15.28, 3 1). 
When we read that the Church throughout Judea, Galilee and 
Samaria was filled with the paraklesis of the Holy Spirit (9.3 1) 
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we may be confident that the writer is alluding to its instruction 
and encouragement through Spirit-inspired prophetic teach
ing. In Acts 15.32 the phrase 'they exhorted and strengthened 
(parekalesan kai epesterixan) the brethren' is specifically connected 
with the fact that Judas Barsabbas and Silas are themselves pro
phets. The same two terms are used at 14.22 with reference to 
the activity of Paul and Barnabas, both of whom must have 
been regarded, in certain aspects of their careers, as prophets 
( 1 3. 1) : this verse ( 14.22) offers some insight into their paraklesis: 
• ... strengthening the souls of the disciples, exhorting them to 
continue in the faith, and saying that through many tribula
tions we must enter the kingdom of God'. The prophetic 
ministry has the characteristics of pastoral preaching. This 
understanding of prophetic paraklesis is supported in the Pauline 
literature (see the next chapter) by I Corinthians 14.2 f. where 
the prophet's ministry of edification (oikodome) is accomplished 
by means of paraklesis and paramythia. 

In the essay from which we have already quoted Ellis suggests 
that the interpretation of Scripture, by methods similar to the 
Qumranpesher-exegesis, was an important activity of the Chris
tian prophet according to the book of Acts, and he takes as his 
chief example the homily found in 13.16-41. This sermon, set 
in the context of synagogue worship, is given by Paul in response 
to the request for a 'word of exhortation (paraklesis)' - a phrase 
which, incidentally, is used to describe the Letter to the He
brews (Heb. 13.22) - and Paul (or Saul) is linked with Barnabas 
among the 'prophets and teachers' in the Antioch church 
(13.1). Two important and interesting questions are imme
diately raised. Is the sermon at Pisidian Antioch given by Paul 
in the capacity of'prophet', ifin fact he was regarded by Luke 
as such? And secondly, is the interpretation of Scripture its chief 
characteristic? 

It does not emerge unambiguously from the use of the Greek 
particles in Acts 13.1 that the first three men named (Barnabas, 
Simeon and Lucius) were prophets, and the remaining two 
(Manaen and Saul) teachers, although didaskein ('to teach') is 
the term regularly used for Paul's ministry within Christian 
communities (Acts 11.26, 15.35, 20.20, 28.31): it is probable 
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that both titles apply to all five persons. ( It should be noted 
that attempts have been made to find at Antioch - and if Luke 
has taken his information from an 'Antioch' source (as many 
scholars argue) this would take us back to AD 40-50 - not only 
a twofold ministry, but a threefold, namely, prophets, teachers 
and, by implication, apostles, since Paul and Barnabas were 
immediately sent off as missionaries and are called 'apostles' 
at 14.4, 14: thus we would have the origin of Paul's triad ( 1 Cor. 
12.28) traced back by as much as a decade, and to Antioch.) 
Luke, however, nowhere else uses the term didaskalos and con
sequently we do not possess in his writing sufficient evidence 
on which to delimit neatly the functions of the teacher from 
those of the prophet. In the early stages of the Christian mission 
clear distinctions of office or function had not been established: 
we cannot detect an absolute distinction between prophet and 
apostle, for Barnabas is designated by both terms, and E. C. 
Selwyn's suggestion (based on Didache 1 1 .3-5) that apostles 
were 'prophets on circuit' (i.e. sent out as missionaries) in con
trast to 'prophets in session' 8 will not account for the fact that 
elsewhere in Acts apostles reside in Jerusalem and prophets 
engage in travel. No more can we always distinguish prophets 
from teachers. The most we can plausibly suggest is a difference 
between them in terms of the manner and method by which 
they build up the Church's life, the prophet disclosing the 
revealed will of God for and in a certain set of circumstances, 
and the teacher being more concerned with the exposition of 
Scripture and the transmission of the tradition concerning 
Jesus. 9 Acts 13.1 does not permit us to say with certainty that 
Paul delivered his homily at Antioch in his role as prophet or 
as teacher, or even as missionary-apostle. 

Does the content or form of the sermon assist a decision? 
Some years ago J. W. Bowker10 suggested that the address at 
Pisidian Antioch reveals several clear indications of Jewish 
proem-holily form, the seder reading (from Torah) being 
Deuteronomy, 4.25-46, the haftarah (or prophetical reading) 
2 Samuel. 7.6--16, and the proem text I Samuel 13.14 (quoted 
in its Targumic form). The case cannot be regarded as con
clusive (as Bowker admits), for it was part of the method that 
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the controlling lections governing the pattern were not expli
citly quoted and so have to be presupposed from the address 
itself. Besides, the fact that the introductory verses of the sermon 
( 17-21) will not fit the known formal pattern of proem-homily 
is embarrassing to the theory. But even if Bowker's case is 
granted probability, would the form imply the preaching of a 
prophet or of a teacher? J. W. Doeve argues for the genuineness 
of the sermon and draws attention to signs in it of Jewish exe
getical methods, but adds 'in the argument of Acts xiii the work 
of a schooled rabbi is quite perceptible'. 11 The form of the 
homily, then, may represent the exegetical method that is 
charac~eristic of the Christian teacher's task, namely, the chris
tological interpretation of Old Testament texts. If, on the other 
hand, we take the view of Haenchen, Conzelmann and 
Wilckens12 that the address is intended by the author of Acts 
to show how Paul would have spoken to a synagogue audience, 
beginning with a retrospect of sacred history before coming to 
the declaration of the decision required in the present and the 
hope for the future - and Haenchen13 does observe that 'the 
speech ends with an Old Testament warning that rumbles with 
the menace of an earth-tremor and drives home the responsi
bility of the Jews' - in short, if we look at the content of the 
sermon, rather than at its formal structure, we may discern the 
utterance of a prophetic spirit, an exhortation designed to lead 
to repentance and conversion. But if the address is the utterance 
of a Christian prophet (in this case, Paul) it is prophetic, not 
because it interprets Scripture in the way it does (or may do) 
but because of the exhortation to repentance and obedience, 
the paraklesis, which it contains. 

Ellis's suggestion that similarities exist between the method 
of biblical interpretation in Acts 13.16-41 and that employed 
at Qumran, where the community's 'teacher' (moreh) and 
'instructors' (maskilim) impart their understanding of God's 
hidden purpose with particular reference to the life of the sect, 
is less than convincing. The Qumran 'instructors' - with the 
probable exception of the Teacher of Righteousness or Rightful 
Teacher- never identify themselves as prophets: they represent 
the 'wise' of Daniel 11-12 and their activity may form a better 
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parallel for the main function of the New Testament didaskalos, 
that of exposition and the transmission of tradition. On this we 
shall have more to say in the next chapter. 

We return now to the Jerusalem Decree and to the speech 
of James that precedes its deliverance. Kasemann has noted the 
similarity of the opening words of the Decree, 'it has seemed 
good to the Holy Spirit and to us ... ' (15.28), to the promulga
tion of eschatological law elsewhere in the New Testament. He 
is of the opinion that the latter is the work of Christian prophets 
- a hypothesis we shall consider later in this book- and that 
often 'holy Scripture provides the primitive Christian prophet 
with the stylistic form in which to clothe the sentences of holy 
law' .14 But the content and the style of the Decree itself are quite 
different from those of Kasemann's Siitze heiligen Rechtes, and 
the words 'it has seemed good to the Holy Spirit and to us' arc 
satisfactorily accounted for as an acknowledgment of the 
Spirit's directing and controlling role in the entire missionary 
enterprise as well as in decision-making regarding its expansion. 
Even if the Decree was received at Antioch as prophetic para
klesis, the opening phrase does not necessarily imply that it had 
its origin in prophetic utterance. In support of Kasemann's 
view (expressed in the quotation given above) Ellis15 affirms 
that the formula legei Kyrios in Acts 15.16-18 (from Jamcs's 
speech) actually reflects the exposition of Christian prophets, 
and observes that the theme of the citation (from Amos 9.11-

I 2) - the inclusion of the Gentiles - is specifically the 'mystery' 
which, according to Paul, 'has now been revealed to Christ's 
holy apostles and prophets by the Spirit' (Eph. 3.3-5; Rom. 
16.25). But the speech of James contains a number of traces 
of midrashic style which, in the light of our discussion of Paul's 
address in chapter r 3, might suggest that it was the product 
ofa teacher, rather than a prophet, employing a proof-text (and 
glossing it) used in the early Church on the subject of the Gen
tiles: moreover, this legei Kyrios quotation ( cf. 7 .48 ff.) cannot 
easily be regarded as a distinctively Christian prophetic word 
since the phrase is included in the Old Testament citation being 
used. Whether or not the passage from Amos represents the 
biblical basis and rationale on which the provisions of the Jcru-
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salem Decree were justified, the presence of the legei Kyrios for
mula does not prove that it was derived from Christian pro
phetic activity. 

Finally, we come to the one named prophet in Acts to whom 
there is attributed the ability to predict future events, Agabus. 
(Ananias, designated 'a certain disciple' (9.1 o), received a pro
phetic revelation concerning the destiny of the newly converted 
Saul, but this is not really prediction.) Together with a group of 
prophets from Jerusalem, rather like the bands of early Israelite 
prophets, Agabus comes to Antioch and prophesies, through 
the Spirit, that a great famine would take place over the whole 
world ( 1 r .28). Luke has certainly understood the prediction in 
a historical sense, but it is possible (and in the opinion of many, 
probable) that the famine which Agabus prophesied (and the 
verb semaino suggests some kind of revelatory indication, cf. 
Rev. r. r) was an established feature of eschatological preach
ing, one of the events preceding the End of the Age ( cf. Mark 
13.8; Rev. 6.5 ff.). Luke may well have de-eschatologised and 
historicised what was originally an eschatological declaration. 
The fact that a relief operation followed upon Agabus's predic
tion may be due to Luke's having combined two quite separate 
traditions, one about an itinerant prophet, the other about 
relief brought by Barnabas and Paul from Antioch to Jerusa
lem. 18 The second prediction by Agabus concerns the fate of 
Paul - a prediction which was not quite literally fulfilled, a 
point which some 17 think guarantees Luke's exact preservation 
of the oracle - and it is accompanied by a symbolic gesture 
(21. 10 f.) reminiscent of the prophets of the Old Testament. 
Noteworthy in this case are the words which form the intro
duction to the oracle: 'Thus says the Holy Spirit .. .' (lade legei 
to pneuma to hagion): this is not strictly equivalent to the well
known Old Testament formula 'Thus says the Lord', but the 
insistence on the direct intervention of the Spirit is a feature, 
not only appropriate to the book of Acts and its understanding 
of the Spirit but also to Christian prophecy, as the letters to 
the seven churches in the Revelation show, as well as the later 
oracles of Montanist prophets. In the case of Agabus, one may 
be forgiven for wondering if he was not actually trying to cast 
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himself in the role ofan Old Testament prophet, but not quite 
succeeding: for the fact that his word did not strictly come true 
would have made his prophecy 'false' by Old Testament stan
dards. 

Whatever view we take of the Agabus stories - and many 
scholars assert that both narratives bear the imprint of Lucan 
formulation and theological Tendenz - it is clear that for the 
author of Acts prediction is not the main function of Christian 
prophets. In several important passages Christian prophecy, as 
an eschatological gift or power of the Holy Spirit, is a possibility 
for any believer, but it is primarily identified with certain 
leaders (cf. Acts 15.22) who exercise it as a continuing ministry. 
Although we must be cautious about making a sharp distinction 
in the earliest period of the Church's life between official and 
unofficial ministries, it does seem clear that a special position 
and recognition was conferred upon those who manifested in 
a prominent and sustained manner the gift of prophesying. 
Among such 'professional prophets' are the group from the 
Jerusalem church visiting Antioch, including Agabus ( 11.27), 
the Antioch circle ( 13.1), Judas and Silas who accompanied 
the Jerusalem Decree to Antioch ( 15.22, 32) and the daughters 
of Philip (21.9), together with some other individuals better 
known to us as apostles (e.g. Paul and Barnabas). The chief 
function of these prophets appears to be of a pastoral kind: they 
offer paraklesis to the disciples in order to strengthen them in 
their faith: thus they are associated with the declaration of the 
Spirit's guidance and judgment, occasionally accompanied by 
prediction and symbolic actions and, in the opinion of some, 
based on the exposition of the Scriptures: in our view, this last 
function is the mark of the teacher (though the dividing line 
between teacher and prophet, like that between prophet and 
apostle, is difficult to draw) rather than of the prophet. Acts 
distinguishes miracle-working from prophecy (2. 17 f., 43, 5.12-
16, 10.34, 40, 19.11 f.) and associates signs and miracles with 
the apostle, though not exclusively so. Peter, who is not called 
a prophet, has (as we have observed) certain of the marks of 
the prophet in his insight into men's hearts (5.3, 8.21 ff.) and 
in the experience and declaration of revelations received in 
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visions and dreams. Paul, who is probably rightly included 
among the prophets mentioned in Acts 13.1, is never spoken 
of as prophesying: 'teaching' is the term used most frequently 
for his ministry within the Christian communities. He too 
receives revelations and visions, even in an ecstatic state, and 
the narratives of his conversion and commissioning bear many 
resemblances to a prophetic call: these features we shall deal 
with more fully in the next chapter. 

At a number of places in Acts the early Christian mission 
is viewed as a continuation of Jesus' ministry and as a conflict 
between spirit-powers. The former is expressed most clearly as 
the immediate action of the exalted Lord himself ( e.g. 22 .18, 
23 .1 1), as well as of the directing power of the Holy Spirit, 
which is the Spirit of Jesus (16.7). The contest is explicit in the 
encounter between Peter and Simon Magus (8.9-24) and the 
encounter of Paul with the false prophet Barjesus ( 13 .6 ff.) and 
with the medium in Philippi (16.16), two narratives in which 
Paul's reaction and words are reminiscent of the ancient pro
phets. The same kind of contest may be implied in the story 
of the Jewish exorcists (19.13-20). To both of these Lucan 
themes - the continuation of Jesus' ministry under the direction 
of the Spirit and the conflict between spirit-powers - the 
ministry of Christian prophecy is related. Under the direct and 
immediate inspiration of the Spirit, the prophet exhorts and 
strengthens the Christian community by pastoral guidance and 
instruction, and through the power of the Spirit he witnesses 
to the character of his living Lord, who is himself the Prophet 
of the End-time (3.22). 



CHAPTER FIVE 

PAUL AND THE PHENOMENON OF 
PROPHECY IN THE CHURCH 

In this chapter we shall be concerned with two interrelated but 
distinct topics: whether Paul himself may be legitimately 
regarded as a prophet and, secondly, what Paul says about the 
manifestations of Christian prophetism in the congregations to 
which he addressed his letters. Discussion of the first topic is, 
in our view, quite straightforward, although certain of the con
sequences which flow from our answer may have a significant 
bearing on the entire enterprise of identifying and evaluating 
correctly New Testament prophets. The investigation of Paul's 
attitude to the phenomenon of prophets and prophecy in the 
Christian congregations is a much more difficult undertaking, 
but we are fortunate that most of what Paul had to say concern
ing it is found in chapters 1 2 and 14 of I Corinthians, chapters 
separated by- but not at all separable from - the famous hymn 
in praise of Christian love (agape), the highest of all spiritual 
gifts: it is with these chapters and their interpretation that we 
shall be concerned mainly, though not exclusively, as we seek 
to set out Paul's assessment - at times, critical and at times, 
commendatory - of Christian prophets and their functions in 
the churches to which he wrote. Throughout the chapter we 
shall treat the evidence from Paul's letters as the primary source 
ofinformation, 1 employing Acts (where relevant) as corrobora
tive: this approach does not imply that what Acts says about 
Paul is necessarily incorrect, only that it is responsible to give 
to what Paul himself says precedence over what Luke, with a 
different religious experience and writing for another public 
and for other purposes than Paul had in view, selectively and 
admiringly tells about the apostle in retrospect. 2 
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I. IS PAUL A PROPHET? 

Let us recall our characterisation of a Christian prophet: 'a 
Christian who functions within the Church, occasionally or 
regularly, as a divinely called and inspired speaker who receives 
intelligible and authoritative revelations which he is impelled 
to deliver publicly, in oral or written form, to Christian indivi
duals and/or the Christian community'. If that functional 
definition is at all adequate, then it would be, in our view, 
difficult ifnot impossible to deny that Paul may rightly be called 
a Christian prophet, although nowhere in the New Testament 
is he given that title. He himself does not explicitly claim to 
be a prophet or the possessor of prophetic powers, despite the 
fact that he obviously held the prophets of the Old Testament 
in high esteem (Rom. 1.2, 3.21, 16.25f.; cf. Acts 13.27, 40, 
24.14, 26.22, 27) and frequently quoted from them, especially 
from Isaiah, to support his teaching. (Is this conceivably an 
illustration of the phenomenon of a prophet drawing upon pro
phetic traditions? See above pp. 13-14.) The nearest approach 
to self-designation as a prophet may be Paul's use of 'servant 
(doulos) of Christ' (Rom. 1.1; Gal. 1.10; Phil. 1.1) with 
reference to himself: in certain books of the Old Testament ( 2 
Kgs. 9. 7, 17 .13, 23, etc., Ezra 9. 1 1 ; Jer. 7 .25; 25.4, 26.5, 29. 19, 
etc.; Zech. 1 .6) the prophets are r~ferred to as 'the servants of 
the Lord', and almost without exception in these cases the Sep
tuagint renders the word 'servant' ('ef!.ed.) by doulos. 

If we wished to give a comprehensive account of Paul's pro
phetic characteristics3 we could draw attention to the poetic 
(and therefore prophet-like) quality of much of his language, 
but we shall confine ourselves to the features delineated in our 
working-definition. And there is no doubt that Paul was 
divinely called and commissioned, that he received revelations, 
and that he felt himself to be under divine constraint to pro
claim, in word and letter, what he had been given. We begin 
with Gal. 1.15-16, Paul's own testimony to what is usually 
referred to as his conversion experience: 'When he who had 
set me apart before I was born (lit. from my mother's womb) 
and had called me through his grace was pleased to reveal 
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(apokalypsai) his Son to (lit. in) me, in order that I might preach 
him among the Gentiles .. .'. In a context where all the stress 
is laid on the break that was caused in his life by the direct 
revelation of Christ, the words about election and call must be 
interpreted as pointing in advance to the moment when he ex
perienced that revelation. The parallel with an important pass
age from Isaiah 49.1--6 concerning the calling of God's servant, 
the prophet, is striking: 

The Lord called me from the womb, 
from the body of my mother he named my name .... 

And now the Lord says, 
who formed me from the womb to be his servant, 

to bring Jacob back to him, 
and that Israel might be gathered to him, ... 

he says: 'It is too light a thing that you should be my servant 
to raise up the tribes of Jacob 
and to restore the preserved of Israel; 
I will give you as a light to the nations, 
that my salvation may reach to the end of the earth. 

Here the two ideas of election and call 'from the womb' are 
linked with the commission to be a light to the Gentiles, and 
this fits well with Paul's divinely given task, 'that I might preach 
him (Christ) among the Gentiles'. 

Another text may be quoted, in which the parallelism lies 
not so much in the actual expressions as in the train of thought: 
it refers to Jeremiah's call as prophet (Jer. 1.4f.): 

Before I formed you in the womb I knew you, 
and before you were born I consecrated you; 
I appointed you a prophet to the nations. 

Paul's description of his call and the commission revealed to 
him clearly bear the impress of the prophetic self-understand
ing. The account in Acts which is closest to Paul's own words 
is 26. 12-18 where Christ says that he has appeared to Paul 'to 
appoint you to serve and bear witness to the things in which 
you have seen me and to those in which I will appear to you' 
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_ further evidence of continuing revelations - 'delivering you 
from the people and from the Gentiles' - hinting at the 
prophetic fate of persecution and suffering, cf. Acts 9. 16 - 'to 
whom I send you to open their eyes .. .' ( cf. Jer. 1. 7, 8; Isa. 
42.6, 7, 16). Further prophetic traits in Paul's call may be seen 
by comparing the Acts accounts of the Damascus road 
encounter with Isaiah's vision and commissioning in the 
Temple (Isa. 6), with Ezekiel's call and commission in a throne
theophany ( Ezek. 1-2) which has interesting parallels with 
Enoch's visionary call ( 1 Enoch 14.8-16.4: cf. also Dan. 7 .9 ff. 4

) 

as well as with Jeremiah 1 .5 

The language of visionary or revelatory experience is explicit 
in the accounts of or allusions to Paul's conversion-call: the 
Christophany (Gal. 1.15; cf. 1 Cor. 15.8) or 'heavenly vision' 
to which he was not disobedient (Acts 26.19) is very probably 
referred to again (in a context where he discusses 'visions and 
revelations of the Lord') in 2 Cor. 12.2-4 when Paul speaks 
of being 'caught up to the third heaven', 'caught up into Para
dise' where 'he heard things that cannot be told, which man 
may not utter'. But other visions were given to Paul: his vision 
of a man from Macedonia (Acts 16.9-10) was interpreted as 
a call from God to preach the Gospel to the people there, and, 
during his stay at Corinth, the Lord spoke to him in a night 
vision: 'Do not be afraid, but speak and do not be silent' (Acts 
18.9). Experiences like these must be among 'the abundance 
of revelations' which Paul, on his own testimony, witnessed ( 2 

Cor. 12.7). 

From our discussion of Old Testament prophecy it will be 
recalled that the true prophet stood in the intimate council of 
the Lord (sod_ Yahweh), thus gaining that knowledge of the 
divine will, plan and purpose which he had to declare to God's 
people. It would appear that Paul stood in just such a relation
ship with Christ. For instance, he points out to the Galatians 
that the Gospel he preached was 'not man's gospel: for I did 
not receive it from man, nor was I taught it, but it came through 
a revelation of/in Christ' (Gal. 1. 12). And in I Corinthians he 
asks - and it is not a rhetorical question - 'Have I not seen 
Jesus our Lord?' ( 1 Cor. 9. 1). Discussing the institution of the 
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Lord's Supper he affirms, 'For I received from the Lord what 
I also delivered to you, that the Lord Jesus, on the night when 
he was betrayed took bread ... ' (1 Car. 11 .23): if this does 
not refer to direct revelation, it acknowledges dependence upon 
an authoritative tradition which went back (via the Jerusalem 
church?) to the events of the Upper Room. 6 To the Ephesian 
elders at Miletus Paul speaks of 'my course and my ministry 
which I received from the Lord Jesus, to testify to the grace 
of God' (Acts 20.24: cf. 23.11, 27.23). It was 'by revelation' 
that he went to Jerusalem 'after fourteen years' (Gal. 2.1 f.) to 
present his case to the ecclesiastical authorities with whom (as 
was the case with the Old Testament prophets and the priestly 
cult) he was frequently in a relationship of tension, yet within 
one Church, the community of men and women freed into dis
cipleship to Christ. 7 Within that community his authority did 
not come from men (Gal. 1. 1), nor even from or through other 
apostles - for he 'did not confer with flesh and blood' (Gal. 
1.16). It was God who had set him apart before he was born, 
called him through his grace and revealed his Son to him: 
Christ's appearance to him 'as to one untimely born' ( 1 Car. 
15.8) was the only credential he needed or claimed for ministry 
of the Gospel. 

The authority exercised by Paul is clear on almost every page 
of his letters, letters which must be seen as an expression of his 
missionary preaching: diverse kinds of admonition are urged 
upon believers and various warrants and sanctions invoked: 
however much of this may be described as 'tradition' of one 
sort or another ( e.g. Haustafeln, or household lists; tables of 
virtues and vices, words of Jesus, etc.), that is secondary to the 
fact that they are authoritative within the conceptual frame
work which assumes that they are part of the larger meaning 
of'gospel', the ultimate source of Paul's understanding of auth
ority.8 Two well-known examples of Paul's authority as a 
spokesman for the Lord are I Corinthians 7.10, 'To the married 
I give charge, not I but the Lord, that .. .' and, even more sig
nificant for our purpose, 1 Corinthians 14.37-38 where Paul 
asserts his authority over the whole Corinthian community, in
cluding its prophets: 'If anyone thinks he is a prophet or spiri-
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tual, he should acknowledge that what I am writing to you is 
a command of the Lord. If anyone does not recognise this, he 
is not recognised', i.e. by the Lord - a pronouncement of divine 
judgment, rather than a denial of community recognition as 
an inspired speaker: as G. W. H. Lampe puts it, Paul 'was 
driven flatly to refuse to admit the possibility that a prophet 
might be right and he himself be wrong' .9 

When Paul's exercise of authority - in making pronounce
ments, etc. - is seen within the framework of gospel- or mis
sionary-preaching, we may in fairness point to I Cor. g. 1 6 as 
evidence for his sense of being (like the prophets of old) under 
divine constraint: 'For necessity (ananke) is laid upon me. Woe 
to me if I do not preach the gospel': a divine compulsion -
bound up with his calling and election -impels him to proclaim 
the message of God's grace. It is possible that Paul's words in 
Phil. 3.12 'Christ Jesus has made me his own (katetemphthen hypo 
Christou lesou)' -possibly again referring to the Damascus road 
experience - form a phrase which is open to interpretation as 
'Christ Jesus has seized me': in a very forceful expression Paul 
is saying something not unlike Jeremiah's claim, 'Thou art 
stronger than I, and thou has prevailed' (Jer. 20.7). 

Sufficient has been said to confirm our assertion that Paul 
may be legitimately defined as a Christian prophet, according 
to our definition, and yet he is never called by that title, which, 
in the Pauline corpus, is reserved to the canonical prophets or 
to certain persons exercising prophetic functions in the Church. 
ls there any explanation of this strange state of affairs? Teacher, 
preacher, evangelist, even prophet Paul may be, in fact if not 
in name, but the chief title which he claims is 'apostle' (a word 
which, in its New Testament usage, is probably a unique de
rivation from the verb apostellein), possessing the underlying 
meaning of 'messenger', 'emissary', 'delegate' ( on analogy with 
the Hebrew salia~), or, more generally, 'one who is sent'. 
Although unanimity has not been reached by scholars on the 
criteria for apostleship, the nature of the apostolic office, or even 
on the number of the apostles, 10 there would be general agree
ment on two fundamental points: (a) an apostle must be a wit
ness to the resurrection of the Lord, if not to the earthly life 
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of Jesus as well; and (b) an apostle must be called and commis
sioned by the risen Christ ( or by the earthly Lord) to a unique 
ministry (which will include preaching, teaching the revelation 
entrusted to him, founding congregations, suffering and per
haps even performing miracles) for which he will be endowed 
with a special charisma :11 in short, the apostle is a divinely 
called and inspired - and therefore authoritative - messenger. 
It is with good reason that Myers and Freed conclude their essay 
by saying that, apart from the somewhat broader orientation 
of the apostle's mission, 'there may be, in the final analysis, not 
very much difference between the Old Testament prophet and 
the New Testament apostle' .12 

That indeed may be so, for the attributes of the apostle were 
sufficiently extensive to include most ifnot all of those belonging 
to the prophet: but, nevertheless, the New Testament distin
guishes between the bearers of the two designations and 
ranks apostles above, or at least before (in terms of usefulness 
to the community), prophets (1 Cor. 12.28; Eph.4.11, 2.20, 

3.5: cf. Rev. 18.20). 

How can this rather ambiguous evidence be treated? We 
may make Old Testament prophets completely definitive for 
our understanding of what is meant by 'prophet' in the New 
Testament: in which case we may have to say that the apostles 
are the real successors of these prophets - as divinely authorita
tive messengers - and that the New Testament prophets are 
inferior or secondary bearers of revelation, and not genuine 
'prophets'. 13 This view could be supported by claiming that 
(a) in New Testament times the word prophetes no longer ade
quately emphasised the status of divinely authoritative mes
senger, because it had come to mean simply a 'spokesman' or 
'one who predicts the future, or has supernatural knowledge', 
and (b) by reason of the fulfilment of Joel 2.28 (promising an 
outpouring of God's spirit on all flesh which would lead to pro
phesying) and the widespread expectation of a prophetic re
vival in the 'age to come' (Num. Rab. 15.25), prophetai would 
have been too broad a term to apply to that limited and special 
group who were the true successors to the Old Testament pro
phetic ministry and who were therefore called 'apostles', to the 
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authority of at least one of whom (Paul) the 'prophets' were 
subject (r Cor. 14.37-38). 

With this approach there are certain weaknesses: (a) it makes 
the marks, or some of the marks, of the Old Testament prophet 
absolutely normative for the recognition of prophets and pro
phecy in the New Testament, and consequently finds that the 
apostles are the real prophets in the New Testament. Is there 
not a case ( despite Joel 2.28 f. and its fulfilment in a widespread 
sense on the day of Pentecost) for taking the New Testament 
usage of the prophetes word-group on its own merits and finding 
both its continuities and discontinuities with Old Testament 
prophets and prophecy and its overlap with other functions and 
functionaries in the New Testament church? 

(b) The approach seems to be dominated by the figure of 
Paul: it is on the basis of Paul's testimony that it is said that 
there is not much difference between the Old Testament pro
phets and the New Testament apostles. Perhaps this can be said 
because we have so much evidence both from and about Paul: 
but can the same claim be made for Peter? Perhaps. But for 
James, John, Matthias? Surely this is very questionable. Is it 
not the fact that Paul is the well-documented apostle par excel
lence that permits us to say what has been said about his Old 
Testament prophetic characteristics? Admittedly, in the early 
church the apostles are sometimes connected with Old Testa
ment prophets ( Ign., Phil. 5. 1-2, 9. 1-2: Ep. Polycarp 6: Hermas, 
Sim. 9.15.4); admittedly, the New Testament itself can some
timesviewtheapostlesasprophets, e.g. Paul (1 Cor. 14.6, 13.9) 
and possibly Judas and Silas who, though prophets, seem to 
have been numbered among the apostles or elders; neverthe
less, it seems to be the authority of Paul as apostle, as divinely 
commissioned messenger, that forms the basis for the argument. 

But how many apostles were like Paul? If the apostle par excel
lence is made the paradigm for New Testament prophets, by 
reason solely, or even mainly, of his Old Testament prophetic 
characteristics, we shall be in danger of recognising only one 
genuine New Testament prophet, or two, if we include the pro
phet-writer of Revelation in the tradition of Old Testament 
prophecy! It seems that the New Testament calls Paul and 
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others 'apostles' because their ministry falls mainly, but not cx
clusiYely, within what is meant by that term. Paul is evangelist, 
teacher, preacher and has prophetic features as well, but pri
marily he is apostolos, a term broad enough to include some or 
all of the other functions mentioned: those who are called 'pro
phets' in the New Testament primarily exercise the gift of pro
phecy, though, as in the case of Judas and Silas and Barnabas, 
they may fulfil other tasks as well, and in their case the name 
prophetes is indeed indebted to the Old Testament understand
ing of prophecy, but mediated, through the interpretation of 
Joel 2 .28 f. in Acts, into a milieu in which it was understood 
in a somewhat less rigidly definable fashion, simply because of 
its usage in current speech and literature. While apostles might 
be able, and certainly in the case of Paul were able, to exercise 
prophetic functions, New Testament prophets, though not 
called to the apostolic ministry, were, nevertheless, in a mean
ingful way and consonant with our definition, entitled to be 
called 'prophets'. 

One final point: if the apostle Paul (and perhaps Peter) exer
cised a prophetic ministry as well, then we cannot easily identify 
what he says qua prophet, any more than we can designate with 
clarity what he says in his role of evangelist or preacher: it is 
perhaps only in the matter of disclosing revelations or 'mys
teries' that we can point, with any degree of confidence, to 'pro
phecy' on the part of the apostle. It is in fact very difficult -
despite all our certainty about Paul's prophetic characteristics 
- to say that any particular saying or literary statement is a 
prophetic utterance from the apostle. With this caveat in mind, 
we tum to the discussion of what Paul has to say on the subject 
of Christian prophecy. 

2. PAUL ON PROPHECY 

'Who the prophets are, what they do and what significance pro
phecy has for the community- all these questions are answered 
for Paul at their clearest in I Cor. 12-14': so wrote H. Greeven 
some twenty-five years ago, 14 and few would dispute the cor
rectness of his assertion. Nevertheless, there are a few references 
to the phenomenon of prophetism outside I Corinthians and 
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these deserve some comment before we embark on the study 
of the chapters mentioned. From Rom. 12.4-6 we learn that 
'prophecy' (propheteia) is a grace-gift or charisma given to 
members of the Church to be used in such a way as to express 
and maintain the unity of the one Body; that it was a gift either 
not given to or not exercised by all members of the Church, 
but by certain individuals; and that those who use the gift of 
prophecy must do so kata ten analogian tes pisteos, and if that 
phrase means 'in proportion to our faith', i.e. in proportion to 
the quantity of faith given or possessed, it could imply degrees 
of prophetic ability which varied according to the amount of 
faith one had, 'faith' being the believer's confidence that God's 
Spirit is speaking in the actual words he is uttering. What Paul 
is saying, then, is that the person who exercises the gift of pro
phecy should speak only when conscious of his words as in
spired, and presumably only for as long as he is confident that 
God is speaking through him. 

More interesting is 1 Thess. 5.19-21: 'Do not quench the 
Spirit, do not despise prophesying (propheteia), but test every
thing'; and the nearness of verse 20 suggests that the panta 
('everything') refers primarily, though perhaps not exclusively, 
to prophecies. In addition to observing that this passage is 
another witness to the existence of the prophetic phenomenon 
in the Church and to noting that it is the prophecies, not the 
prophets, that are to be tested or evaluated, is there anything 
further to be deduced from this reference? R. P. Martin (with 
due acknowledgment to J. M. Robinson) has drawn attention 
to certain interesting features of 1 Thess. 5. 16-22: in the origi
nal Greek the verb in each of the short sentences stands last; 
there is a predominance of words which begin with the Greek 
letter 'p', thus giving a rhythm; and the order of the injunctions 
'Pray, give thanks' and 'do not despise prophesying, but test 
everything' (i.e. the utterances) is particularly noteworthy. On 
the basis of these observations he goes on: 

When the passage is set down in lines, it reads as though it 
contained the 'headings' of a Church service. The note of 
glad adoration is struck at the opening: 'Rejoice always' 
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(verse 16). Prayer and thanksgiving are coupled-a trait 
which comes into the Church from the synagogue assembly. 
Christians are counselled to give the Spirit full rein, especially 
as He opens the mouths of the prophets (verses rg, 20); 

but cautioned (verse 21) that they must test the spirits (cf. 
1 John iv, 1). Above all, nothing unseemly must enter the 
assembly (verse 22), but all should be done 'decently and 
in order' ( I Corinthians 14.40). And the closing part of this 
'Church order' - if this description is correct - contains a 
comprehensive prayer for the entire fellowship (verse 23), 
expressed in the confidence that God will hear and bless 
(verse 24) .15 

Martin then proceeds to point out that in I Corinthians 14 

a similar series of apostolic counsels on the subject of public 
worship meets us - with the exception of the injunction 'do not 
quench the Spirit', advice which the Corinthian church cer
tainly did not need. If Martin's suggestions about I Thessa
lonians 5 are correct, they confirm (if confirmation is needed) 
the impression given in I Corinthians that prophecy was a gift 
exercised within the context of congregational worship and 
closely associated with, if not actually employed in, the activi
ties of prayer and praise. 16 

While the exhortation in I Thessalonians 5.20, the allusion 
to the gift of prophecy in Romans 12.6 and the somewhat ambi
guous and not very informative references to Christian prophets 
in Ephesians (which will be considered later in this chapter) 
will permit us to assume that prophesying was a common 
phenomenon in the churches, it is to I Corinthians I 2-14 that 
we must look for Paul's views on the subject. The frequency 
of reference to Christian prophetai in these chapters may imply 
(if it is significant at all) that it was in Corinth that those who 
prophesied first emerged and were treated as a relatively fixed 
group within a congregation. That they did form a distinct 
group seems clear from 1 2 .28 which names the offices or func
tionaries appointed by God ('apostles', 'prophets', 'teachers', 
etc.) ; from the question 'Are all prophets? ( me pantes prophetai;)' 
in v. 29, and from I 4.37 'If anyon_e thinks that he is a prophet 
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.. .', which would be meaningless if there was no identifiable 
position in the church so entitled. The arguments adduced in 
support of the contrary view (i.e. that prophets were not a dis
tinct grouping) are easily disposed of: 14.5 and 24 refer to an 
idealised or hypothetical state of affairs, rather than to the 
actual situation; and 14.31 a refers, not to the whole congrega
tion but to all the prophets (the change from the second to the 
third person plural in the Greek of the clauses in v. 31 suggests 
a different understanding of'all') .17 Of course Paul, in common 
with other New Testament writers, notably Luke and the 
author of Revelation, is aware that the gift of prophecy belongs 
potentially to the whole Church ( since the Holy Spirit's inspira
tion was available to all) and that therefore any Christian (in
cluding a female one, 1 Cor. 11 .5) might on occasion prophesy: 
but this does not mean that all Christians were 'prophets' in 
the narrower sense, the 'professional prophets' (die berufsmassige 
Propheten18 ), those who came to hold a recognised and authorita
tive position in a congregation by reason of their prominent 
and continuing exercise of the spiritual gift, 19 and who, from 
the evidence of Paul's letters, do not seem to have engaged in 
an itinerant ministry as the prophets mentioned in the Didache 
did. 

When we seek to discover from I Corinthians 14 Paul's view 
of the prophets and their activity, we find that the information 
is presented in tension with the Corinthians' understanding of 
prophecy. Presumably Paul derived his view of the pheno
menon from Old Testament/Jewish models and possibly from 
contact with prophets influenced by such models (like those in 
Acts), whereas the Corinthians' understanding seems to reflect 
the Greek ecstatic model: those who practised according to it 
were employed in the mystery cults and their activities and ex
perience were described (as we pointed out earlier, pp. 29, 33) by 
terms like mainomai, mantis, enthousiasmos, etc., terms which are 
not used of New Testament prophets. As to the importance of 
this difference and the tension it created there can be no doubt: 
Paul, himself possessed of the Spirit for his apostolic ministry 
of teaching and preaching and therefore a prophet par excellence, 
calls into question the adequacy of the manifestation of religious 
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ecstasy that was accepted among the Corinthians as the legi
timising sign of genuine spirit-inspiration: he is on the offensive 
against the claim that glossolalia20 was the sine qua non of authen
tic prophetic utterance. That the assault on the Corinthians' 
lofty estimate of glossolalia is Paul's main concern from early 
in chapter 12 onwards is indicated by the fact that in the 
enumeration of spiritual gifts (in 1 2 .8-10, 28, 29-30) glossolalia 
(with its interpretation) is on each occasion mentioned last, and 
it is the only one of the three gifts listed after 'healers' ( charismata 
iamaton) in verse 28 that is taken up in verse 30. Because Paul's 
words about prophecy have this thrust, the information given 
may well be incomplete, since he may be stressing only ( or 
mainly) what can be differentiated from or contrasted with 
glossolalia, and it may be lacking in balance, for no pheno
menon - religious or otherwise - is quite fairly accounted for 
by reference to what it is not. 

Despite this caveat, we can learn a good deal from I Corin
thians 14 about prophecy-a spiritual gift which Paul esteemed 
highly as verse I makes clear ('Make love your aim and 
earnestly desire the spiritual gifts, especially that you may 
prophesy', cf. 1 Thess. 5. 19 ff.), as does the fact that in all the 
various lists and discussions of charismata in his letters the only 
constant member is 'prophecy' or 'prophet'. Whereas the man 
who speaks in a tongue - and his 'inspiration' is not in question -
holds a kind of private discourse with the divine which is in
comprehensible to others, he who prophesies speaks to (and for) 
men, and what he utters is intelligible and profitable edifica
tion, oikodome. Vielhauer rightly suggests21 that 'edification' 
here has both a negative and a positive sense: it expresses the 
rejection of self-sufficient and over-indulgent religious indivi
dualism and egoism which exhausts itself in the production of 
spiritual phenomena that focus attention on their sources; 
positively, it denotes the helping of the other person, not only 
as an individual but as a member of the Church, since the con
gregation is not edified or built up except through the word 
intelligibly addressed to another person and received by him 
as encouragement or admonition and as consolation. 

The two words paraklesis and paramythia which define or show 
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the nature of oikodome - and the three when taken together pro
vide the nearest approach in Paul's letters to a definition of the 
prophetic function - are difficult to distinguish: nevertheless, 
it may be valuable to discover how informative they are in the 
context of this particular chapter. Verse 3, asserts that the pur
pose of prophecy is that all members of the congregation may 
receive 'from speech with the mind (to noi): instruction and 
exhortation (manthanosinkaiparakalontai) to bring about spiritual 
growth. The immediately preceding verses ( 26 ff.) do not pro
vide us with knowledge of the content of the instruction and 
exhortation. They tell us that, in trying to restore order to pro
ceedings that were potentially very confusing, Paul insists on 
limiting the number speaking ( either in tongues or propheti
cally) to two or three, and that may imply that the utterances 
would be longer than those to which the Corinthians were 
accustomed. They may have expected only a series of short, 
ejaculatory words of revelation, unconnected with one another: 
but if only a few prophesy, and one at a time (kath' hena), greater 
orderliness and greater coherence of message will be achieved. 
Indeed the congregation as a whole will learn only when what 
they hear is intelligible and coherent. We may therefore reason
ably infer that prophetic paraklesis is expressed in sustained 
utterance. 

Something more about the character of the prophetic para
klesiswhich up builds can be learned from 14.24 f. The suggestion 
that these verses are an example of Pauline irony and nothing 
more is quite unacceptable. G. Dautzenberg22 propounds the 
view that the verses describe an abnormal, or even purely hypo
thetical, situation and are constructed by Paul in order to prove 
(by means of the presence of the phenomenon of cardiognosis) 
the apocalyptic character of prophecy in the Church ( cf. , Cor. 
4.5 b). But charismatic insight into and disclosure of the in
nermost hearts of individuals is not something that belongs to 
the End-time alone: it was characteristic of Jesus' prophetic 
ministry and indeed is a characteristic of the phenomenon of 
prophecy wherever it appears in the history of religions. 

Much more convincing, in our opinion, is the generally held 
view that by including, intentionally, outsiders and non-
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believers in his discussion, Paul demonstrates his desire to affirm 
the missionary function of the word, even of the inspired pro
phetic word spoken in worship. According to I 4.24 f. the effects 
of prophesying, not on members of the congregation but on an 
unbeliever who happens to visit a service of worship, will be 
to bring about conviction, conversion and the acknowledgment 
of the divine presence in the midst of the assembled congrega
tion. The chance hearer of prophecy is convicted ( elenchetai) :23 

his sin or unfaith is exposed and repentance demanded. 
Secondly, he is in some sense judged or examined (anakrinetai), 
either in the court of conscience or by God, speaking and acting 
in the prophet(s), who is calling the unbeliever to account, in 
anticipation as it were of the final judgment. Thirdly, 'the 
secrets of his heart are disclosed'. Although many have sug
gested it, this does not refer to the practice of mind-reading: 
if that part of the prophet's stock-in-trade was being exercised, 
Allo's wry comment would be in order: 'What profane person 
would have wanted to expose himself to risk in such meet
ings ?' 24 It is much more likely that what is meant is that, on 
the basis of the prophet's utterance (cf. 2 Cor. 4.2), the un
believer is made aware, for the first time perhaps, certainly in a 
comprehensible manner, that his life has been under the power 
of sin. 'The moral truth of Christianity', says C. K. Barrett, 25 

'proclaimed in inspired speech' ... the prophetic Word of God 
which is sharper than any two-edged sword (Heb. 4.12) are 
sufficient to convict the sinner. God's word effects its entrance 
through the conscience and then creates religious conviction.' 
When the convicted unbeliever demonstrates his sense of un
worthiness and confesses his awareness of the immediacy of 
God's presence ('God is really among you', v. 25), the eschato
logical promises of Scripture (Isa. 45.14 and Zech. 8.23) are 
fulfilled. In the conversion of the unbeliever there is a genuine 
sign for believers that God is effectively present in the assembly 
through the prophetic ministry, rather than in showy, ecstatic 
performances that benefit only the performer. Bornkamm's 
comment is strikingly relevant: 

Without wanting to ignore the peculiarity of the speaking 
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in tongues, we will have to see in this passage the passionate 
attack of Paul on all irresponsible speaking in worship that 
does not concern itself with those on the fringe and those out
side, and that with self-satisfied skill makes use of an esoteric 
language or even a Christian 'jargon', by contrast with which 
a stranger must feel himself hopelessly on the outside. 26 

E. Schweizer27 makes the same point and observes that in 
the last resort Paul would allow no distinction to be drawn 
between prophetic proclamation to Church members and to 
those from outside: what happens to the latter, according to 
14.25, is not fundamentally different from what happens to 
every Church member when he really hears God's word afresh 
and accepts again what he has already learnt. In this way the 
individual believer is edified by the prophetic utterance whilst 
the congregation as a whole is edified by the response to the 
word by the outsider. 

Prophecy edifies also because it serves as 'a sign for believers' 
( 14.22). The polemical thrust of this verse suggests that the 
Corinthians maintained that glossolalia serves as a sign for be
lievers, i.e. as a proof of high pneumatic status and authority. 28 

This Paul refutes and, with the help of Isaiah 28. 1 1-1 2 - the 
only relevant passage in the Old Testament which mentions 
unintelligible utterance - asserts that the incomprehensibility 
of glossolalia is a sign, not for believers but for unbelievers -
a sign of divine judgment, not of divine pleasure - a sign, that 
is, not of closeness to God but of their distance from God. 29 

What can be described as a 'sign' (for believers) is prophecy 
(the word 'sign' is demanded by the balance of the sentence, 
though it is lacking in the Greek), but a 'sign' in what sense? 
Hardly a 'sign' of judgment as in 22a, for Paul could not then 
deny it that role in respect of unbelievers (22b), since, as we 
have just seen, in verses 24 f. prophecy serves primarily as a sign 
of judgment, bringing conviction to unbelievers in their lack 
of faith. The parallel between glossolalia and prophecy at this 
point means only that each functions as a sign, not a sign of 
judgment, but a sign. 'Prophecy is a sign, as glossolalia is a sign', 
says J. D. G. Dunn,30 'in that both reveal God's attitude-the 
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one God's attitude towards wilful unbelief (hence a sign of 
judgment), the other God's attitude towards faith. Prophecy 
by its inspiration and content reveals that God is present in the 
midst of the assembly - even the unbeliever confesses this (vv. 
24 f.). As glossolalia confirms the unbeliever in his unbelief ( v. 
23-"You are mad"=God is not here), so prophecy confirms 
the believer in his faith (v. 25 -God is here).' 'Sign for believers' 
is, in the context, simply a way of affirming that prophecy is 
of edifying value in the assembly, whereas glossolalia in itself 
has no value in the assembly since it is merely self-edifying 
( r4.4). 

Prophecy builds up or edifies the community because it often 
came as a word of revelation. It seems likely from 14.26 and 
30 that the possession and public declaration of a revelation 
was the characteristic, if not exclusive contribution of a prophet 
to the assembly's worship. But what is meant by 'a revelation' 
(v. 26) or 'a word of revelation' (v. 6)? In the light of the list 
of spiritual gifts in r 2 .8 f. it may be related to 'the utterance 
of wisdom' mentioned there, i.e. mature, insightful, practical 
instruction and exhortation: but it could go further and include 
the intelligibile communication of some supernatural disclosure 
of God's purpose, or even of some ecstatic auditory experience 
( 2 Car. r 2. r, 7). Whatever precise content we attempt to give 
to 'a revelation', the mere reception of an apokalypsis does not 
constitute a prophecy until it is publicly and intelligibly pro
claimed: only then does it build up the church, exhort and 
console, for the 'word of revelation' may also be (perhaps we 
ought to say, should also be) a challenging or comforting 
word. 

Now if conviction and conversion (14.24f.), disclosure of 
'revelations', as well as encouragement and comfort are all 
associated with prophetic speaking in worship, what kind of 
utterance is it? It is not simply teaching (didache), though all 
intelligible communication has a teaching element in it: nor 
is it simply preaching, in the sense of proclamation (kerygma) to 
believer and unbeliever alike. Elsewhere31 I have suggested that 
the category of pastoral preaching may be a useful designation for 
the Christian prophet's speech, and we have seen signs of its 
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appropriateness when discussing prophecy in Acts. This sugges
tion owes its inspiration to two significant observations made 
by M. A. Chevallier and F. J. Leenhardt. At the end of his 
examination of I Corinthians 14 the former writes: 'Prophecy 
has as its function the illumination by the revelation of God 
of the life of Christians, whether as a community, or as indivi
duals' ;32 and with reference to Romans 12.6 Leenhardt says, 
'The prophet is not the man of predictions, but of preaching 
who implants the Word of God into the life of a community, 
who gives words or orders that are concrete and precise.' 33 Do 
not these two statements point in the direction of classifying 
prophetic utterance as pastoral preaching which by its very 
nature offers guidance and instruction? 

Support for this view can be found in the book of the Revela
tion, if not in its entirety, then certainly in the circular letters 
of chapters 2-3 (see chapter Three above, pp. 83-84) and from 
the relevant material on prophets in Acts (see chapter Four): 
but it can be defended from the chapters in I Corinthians we 
are considering. Already we have noted that when he is describ
ing the effects of prophetic speaking Paul uses terms like 
'upbuild' (oikodome, oikodomein), 'learn' (manthano) which refer, 
at least in part, to instruction. To these we may be justified 
in adding the verb katechein. In I Corinthians 14. 1 g Paul says, 
'In the assembly I would rather speak five words with my mind 
(to noi mou) in order to instruct others (hina kai allous katecheso) 
than ten thousand words in a tongue.' In the context of a 
chapter in which glossolalia and prophecy are contrasted in 
terms of the unintelligibility of the one and the comprehensi
bility of the other, speech with the mind (i.e. intelligent and 
intelligible speech) may well refer, implicitly, to prophetic 
speech :34 if so, its aim is instruction. The rare word katecheo is 
normally used with the meaning of giving instruction in the 
content of the faith, 35 and Galatians 6.6 suggests the presence 
in the congregation ofa (professional) teaching ministry carried 
out by katechountes, the equivalent of the didaskaloi of I Corin
thians 12.28. 

Is there any idea of instruction inherent in the terms paraka
leisthai/paraklesis and paramythia which are also used by Paul with 
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refrrence to the purpose or the effects of prophetic speaking? 
It is, as we have said, difficult to draw any sharp distinction 
between the meanings of paraklesis and paramythia in I Corin
thians 14.3: both are characterised by the twofoldness of 
admonition and comfort, and these, in turn, are grounded in 
the gospel itself, which is both gift and task, consolation and 
demand. However, ifwe confine our investigation of the mean
ing of paraklesis/ parakaleo to Paul's usage, we may sum up its 
varied nuances (plead, admonish, console) in the words of H. 
Schlier: 'The word which we translate as "exhort" designates, 
in the vocabulary of the Apostle, a kind of recall to order, which 
is at one and the same time a request and an encouragement. ' 36 

The request may be for men to accept the gospel (2 Car. 5.20; 
r Thess. 2.3), but it may also be admonitory, addressed to those 
already within faith and designed to lead them to conduct 
worthy of the Gospel, and here Phil. 1. 1 (where paraklesis and 
paramythion are found together) is important, for if the verse is 
correctly interpreted as referring to the presence of paraklesis 
and loving consolation in the common life of the Body of Christ, 
we may then ask whence these are derived. Is it from worship, 
from the ministries of preaching and teaching, as well as from 
the spiritual fellowship? 

But even more significant is I Thess. 2. 1 2 where Paul de
scribes his work in relation to the Thessalonians as individual 
Christians in these words: 'we exhorted each one of you and 
encouraged you (parakalountes hymas kai paramythoumenoi) and 
charged you to lead a life worthy of God, who calls you into 
his own kingdom and glory'. This is the outworking of the 
charisma of pastoral exhortation ( cf. Rom. 1 2 .8 where the 
charisma of paraklesis may fall within the scope of prophetic 
activity), and, indeed, Paul's letters are examples of this para
klesis. It is exhortatory preaching; it constantly refers back to 
the work of salvation as its presupposition and basis; its locus 
is normally in the worshipping congregation and it contributes 
to the guidance, correction, encouragement - in short, the oiko
dome of the community. The purpose of paraklesis overlaps with 
that of intelligible propheteia and that of didache; and Ellis may 
well be right in suggesting that paraklesis has a special con-
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nection with Christian prophecy, even when that connection 
is not explicitly expressed. 37 

In asserting that New Testament prophecy functions, at least 
in part, as what might be called 'pastoral instruction', and that 
the term paraklesis, so closely connected with prophetic speak
ing, is to be interpreted often in terms of exhortatory teaching, 
we become immediately aware of its special continuity with one 
strand of the Old Testament understanding of prophecy. A 
view of New Testament prophecy that allows it to include a 
broadly paraenetical function has a significant precedent in the 
Deuteronomisticconception of prophecy ( cf. pp. 15 ff. above) in 
which the activity of prophets is largely concerned with (legal) 
instruction and with warning people to change their ways ( cf. 
2 Kgs. 17.13 f.; Zech. 1. 4-6, and in later Judaism, Jub. 1.12; 

1 Enoch 89.53 f.; Jos., Antiq. x.60). It is this kind of understand
ing of the prophetic role that is carried forward when the New 
Testament attributes to prophets in the Church the task, not 
only of kerygmatic proclamation but of warning, instructing 
and correcting the congregation and individuals on the fringe, 
of guiding Christians towards conduct more worthy of the 
Gospel by the communication of the paraklesis that upbuilds. 
As pastoral preachers the New Testament prophets teach and 
give instruction on what the Christian way requires of indivi
dual believers and of the community as a whole. As an objection 
to this view it may be argued that a teacher or instructor works 
with materials already known and makes them relevant to his 
hearer's needs, whereas a prophet's utterance cannot and 
should not be dissociated from the impartation of knowledge 
not already available and which does not come to him by the 
application of rational thought, but only by 'revelation'. 
Can a prophet exercise a teaching function and still fulfil his 
prophetic calling? The claim made earlier (pp. 1 3 f.) that 
divinely inspired and authoritative Old Testament prophets 
could and did employ traditional materials points in the direc
tion of an affirmative answer: in the case of New Testament 
prophets that answer may be confirmed, for the prophet is not 
the only leader in the Church whose speech is inspired by the 
Spirit, nor does his every word have to convey truth hitherto 
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unknown if it is to be genuinely prophetic. One important re
straint upon the prophet is the demand that he should exercise 
the gift kata ten analogian tes pisteos (Rom. I 2 .6)' i.e., as von Cam
penhausen and Kasemann and others interpret the phrase, 'in 
agreement with the faith as proclaimed by the apostles', the 
fides quae creditur. 38 Moreover, Paul is emphatic in his demand 
that what the prophet says must be intelligent and intelligible 
and what he utters 'with the mind' may be 'teaching' for those 
who hear. It is the glossolalist, not the prophet, who speaks mys
teries (i.e. hidden secrets or riddles with no solution) in the spirit 
(14.2): and the ecstatic has his 'revelations' (2 Cor. 12.1, 7). 
But these are private experiences and do not edify the com
munity. The prophet knows 'mysteries' (13.2) but he must con
vey or proclaim them to the community 'with the mind', and 
their communication can surely be described, in some sense, as 
'teaching'. 

If we ask what kind of 'mystery' could be revealed by the 
prophet that would build up the community and offer paraklesis 
and paramythia, 1 Corinthians 12-14 provides no information. 
The possibility that I Corinthians 2.6-16 was, in origin, a pro
phetic revelation of a mystery is explored by G. Dautzenberg39, 

but, despite its attractive features, the suggestion depends on 
the virtual identification of pneumatikoi with prophets, and that 
cannot be assumed and is, in our view, incorrect. 40 The term 
pneumatikoi seems to be a general designation of those endowed 
with spiritual gifts and perhaps, in particular, the gift of in
spired speech (to sing, pray, teach, interpret), whereas prophetes 
has a more restricted connotation.41 It is frequently claimed 
that I Thessalonians 4. 1 5 ff. is an example of a prophetic revela
tion which would bring comfort: 'for this we declare to you 
by the word of the Lord (en logo Kyriou) that we who are alive, 
who are left until the coming of the Lord, shall not precede 
those who have fallen asleep .. .'. But is this 'word of the Lord' 
a new revelation received from the risen Christ and prophetic
ally announced? May it not mean, as Rigaux and others main
tain, that Paul goes back, not to a single saying of Jesus but 
to his apocalyptic teaching as a whole, in order to validate his 
message and clarify the issues which agitated some of his corre-
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spondents ?42 It is with much greater assurance that we may 
point to Romans r1.25f. and I Corinthians 15.51 as examples 
of Paul's prophetic unveiling of mysteria. The disclosure of the 
latter mystery - 'We shall not all sleep, but we shall all be 
changed ... ' -does, without detriment to its function in the con
text, offer comfort to the reader. The mystery 'that all Israel 
shall be saved' is the climax of Romans 9-11, but especially 
of I r. r 6-24, which warns Gentile Christians not to be arrogant 
or complacent. The revelation of this mysterion is not simply 
proclamation: it depends on inspired insight into the meaning 
of Scripture (Isa. 59.20 f.) and is prophetic instruction 'I do not 
want you to be ignorant. .. ', ( r 1.25) which builds up the Church, 
giving warning and, as in the case of r Corinthians 15.5 r, com
fort as well. If Christian prophets revealed mysteries in the man
ner of the Apostle - and we cannot know whether that was the 
case or not - then that activity belonged to their ministry of 
paraklesis and paramythia: their inspired knowledge and intelli
gible communication of the eschatological secrets - and pro
phets in Paul do not predict earthly events of the future - is 
turned to the service of the community in advice, encourage
ment and warning. G. Friedrich has summed up well this aspect 
of the role of Christian prophets in the Pauline churches: 

The prophet is the spirit-endowed counsellor of the com
munity who tells it what to do in specific situations, who 
blames and praises, whose preaching contains admonition 
and comfort, the call for repentence and promise. 43 

That, we submit, may be legitimately called a ministry of 
pastoral teaching and instruction. 

If it is argued that Christian prophets exercised a teaching 
ministry in the Church, which included pastoral preaching 
and instruction in Christian living, have we not trespassed 
into a description of the functions associated with didaskaloi 
('teachers'), another fairly fixed circle in the communities 
(1 Cor. 12.28f.; Rom. 12.7)? The presence in the Church of 
'teachers' is not in doubt, but certainty about their function 
is lacking. They are spirit-endowed; their teaching must be in
telligible ifit is to be profitable ( 1 Cor. 14.6). But what did they 
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teach? The view associated with Dibelius that the specific 
activity of the 'teacher' was the provision of paraenesis requires 
modification. If paraklesis - which is certainly part of the pro
phet's task- includes guidance in the Christian way oflife, then 
paraenesis cannot have been the exclusive ministry of 'teachers'. 
Admittedly, 1 Corinthians 4.17 states that the content of what 
Paul taught in every church was 'my ways (hodoi mou) in Christ', 
and when the rabbinic background of the phrase is accepted 
(i.e. that Greek hodoi is the equivalent of the Hebrew h•ta!_oth, 
from hlk 'to go, walk') this comes to denote the rules for Christian 
living ( cf. also Rom. 16. 1 7). But should one presume to describe 
the Christian teacher's function on the basis of what Paul says 
he always and everywhere taught? No: and one ought to be 
equally wary of describing the Christian prophet's role and 
activity solely on the basis of Paul's prophetic experience and 
characteristics. It is exceedingly doubtful that all Christian 
teachers and prophets were gifted with an authority and an in
spiration like Paul's. 

Recent scholarship is correct in claiming that the character
istic feature of the 'teacher's' work is to be found in his relation 
to tradition. 44 In the words of H. von Campenhausen, 'teaching 
is concerned with handing on and expounding the Christ-tradi
tion, with impressing on men the precepts and propositions of 
the faith, and above all with the exegesis of the Old Testament 
as understood by the young Church'. 45 The teacher was pre
eminently the interpreter of the Old Testament with reference 
to the meaning of the Christ-event for the Church (cf. Rom. 
15.4), in much the same way as the Teacher of Righteousness 
or Rightful Teacher of Qumran expounded the prophecies of 
the Old Testament with reference to the situation and life of 
the sectarian community. Obviously the meaning of didaskein 
and didache has a certain fluidity in Paul's usage, and it would 
be wrong to make a too neat differentiation between the func
tions of teacher and prophet. Both instruct and preach, but the 
characteristic emphasis of the teacher may be found in his 
expository work: that is different from, but not opposed to, 
prophetic revelation ( even of Scripture's meaning, as in the 
case of Rom. 1 1. 2 5 f.) and to the ministry that builds up the 
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congregation by offering correction, guidance and pastoral 
exhortation. If these are in fact part of the prophet's task in 
the Christian assembly, then we are provided with not only a 
line of continuity with one strand of the Old Testament under
standing of the prophetic function, but also with a line of conti
nuity between the classical prophets of the Old Testament and 
Christian prophets in the New. New Testament Christianity 
must have been aware, not only of those prophetic words in 
its Scriptures that could be interpreted in relation to the com
ing, the fate and the significance of Jesus but also of the 
utterances of Amos, Jeremiah and others who delivered a 
message to the life-situation of the people they addressed, in 
words of consolation, judgment, guidance or exhortation. In 
their pastoral preaching the prophets of the New Testament 
continue this aspect of the ancient prophetic task and ministry. 

It would, however, be quite wrong and unfair to the evidence 
to claim, or even to give the impression, that the role of pastoral 
preaching was the only role allotted to Christian prophets by 
Paul. In I Corinthians 14.29 Paul says, 'Let two or three pro
phets speak, and let the others weigh what is said' ( diakrinetosan). 
Who are 'the others'? Although a strong case can be made out 
for regarding them as the other members of the congregation, 
i.e. the hearers in general,46 it seems more probable that in this 
particular context 'the other prophets' is meant :47 the observa
tion in verse 3 I that 'you can all prophesy one by one' cannot 
mean everybody present, but 'all upon whom the spirit of pro
phecy comes'. Now in I Corinthians I 2. I o 'the ability to distin
guish between spirits' (diakriseis pneumaton) is regarded as a gift 
of the Spirit, a charisma not given to all, but in the sequence 
it forms a pair with 'prophecy' (propheteia) and cannot be 
regarded as independent of that gift: in fact, 'distinguishing be
tween spirits' provides a test of prophetic utterance and a con
trol against its abuse, and, as such, would probably have been 
exercised mostly, if not exclusively, by prophets. But what does 
'distinguishing between spirits' or 'discerning of spirits' mean? 

An unusual view is offered by G. Dautzenberg48 to the effect 
that diakriseis pneumaton means 'interpreting the utterances of 
the Spirit'. In order to show that diakrino can mean 'explain' 
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or 'interpret', he uses, primarily, examples from related words 
such as synkrino, as if a verbal root could be expected to carry 
the same meaning everywhere. His examples of diakrino and 
diakrisisfrom Philo (and LXX Symmachus Gen. 40.8) reveal that 
the terms could be used with reference to interpreting ( or per
haps understanding, even evaluating) dreams: but this is not 
their usual sense for the biblical writers. Dautzenberg does not 
provide a single example of this meaning for diakrino or diakrisis 
from the New Testament, the Septuagint, or the Apostolic 
Fathers (Hermas, Sim. 2. r is scarcely convincing). Further
more, to give pneumata the sense 'utterances of the Spirit' would 
require much stronger defence than is provided. Dautzenberg's 
argument must be judged unconvincing. Ulrich B. Muller is 
surely correct in observing that since Paul insists that prophecy 
must be intelligible and understandable, what would be the 
need for the exercise of a gift of explanation !49 

In company with most scholars we interpret diakrino and dia
krisis in terms of distinguishing, evaluating or discerning (with 
a view to separation) : but what are the pneumata so evaluated? 
It is very unlikely that they are angelic beings, 50 for Paul 
nowhere speaks of angelic mediation ( except in unequivocally 
negative tones; cf. Rom. 8.38; 2 Cor. r r.14, r 2. 7; Gal. r.8; Col. 
2.18) now that the Spirit has been given in its fullness: it is prob
ably too precise to claim that by pneumata (in r Cor. r 2. r o) Paul 
means pneumatika, 'spiritual gifts': it seems best to allow the 
word its more general, unrestricted sense - 'distinguishing 
between spirits', i.e. between the Holy Spirit and various other 
spirits at work in people claiming to be inspired. This could 
include the evaluation of (supposed) prophets, as well as of 
miracle-workers, glossolalists, teachers, etc. The plural form 
(diakriseis) supports this interpretation, indicating the ability to 
make discriminating judgments in various types of situation. 
A particular instance of the exercise of this gift of evaluation, 
in our view, is r Corinthians 14.29: there prophecies are tested, 
weighed, evaluated in order to determine their source of in
spiration, their genuine or counterfeit quality. It may be that 
14.34-36 (the command for women to keep silence in the 
assembly) also has to do with the need to test prophetic inspira-
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tion, if the women members of the Corinthian church were -
like the daughters of Philip in Acts 2 r .g - in possession of the 
prophetic gift. Perhaps some women had abused the gift and 
Paul warns against unseemly behaviour in an assembly where 
the worship was liable to get quickly out of hand ( 1 1 .1 7 ff.) and 
notably where women were concerned (cf. 1 r .5-16).51 If this 
interpretation is plausible, it brings r 4.33 0--36 - often regarded 
as an awkward interpolation - into the flow and theme of the 
chapter. That I Corinthians 1 2 .3 provides a test of inspired 
speech can hardly be doubted, but it is not a test for true and 
false prophecy: Paul is concerned to correct the ignorance of 
the Corinthians concerning spiritual gifts in general (including, 
of course, inspired utterances), an area which was unknown to 
them when they served idols. 

Before we leave I Corinthians 12-14 a few more points re
garding 'prophecy' may be made. 

( 1) If our argument that 14.29 allows prophets to evaluate 
or test the inspiration of other prophets is correct, then it is 
implied that utterances of New Testament prophets ( at least 
those in Corinth) are not always accorded the unchallengeable 
authority which the 'Thus says the Lord' of the Old Testament 
prophets possessed. Indeed, in certain circumstances, one pro
phet has to make way for another ( 14.30). The reason for this 
regulation is the desire for orderliness and the fact that 'the 
spirits of prophets are subject to prophets'. When we interpret 
'spirits' here, not as angelic spirits, nor as the individual, human 
spirits of the prophets, but as the manifestations of the Spirit 
at work in prophets, we see again a kind of restraint upon the 
exercise of the prophetic gift such as would have been in
consistent with the Old Testament view of prophetic declara
tion. But orderliness in worship was not an issue for those who 
were impelled to affirm 'Thus says the Lord'! In respect of self
restraint, as in the matter of evaluation, the prophets of the Old 
Testament-with their indisputable authority and sense of com
pulsion to speak - are not in the same class as New Testament 
prophets: nevertheless, we cannot deny the name 'prophet' 
to those to whom Paul gives it: we may note that he himself, 
rather than the prophets he speaks of, stands more firmly in the 
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tradition of those who declared 'Thus says the Lord'. But never 
does Paul despise the prophets in the Christian community, even 
if they do not possess the divinely authorised messenger status o' 
the Old Testament prophets: on the contrary, he affirms that 
the ministry of prophets edifies the Church and that the gift 
is to be zealously sought ( r 4. r). 

( 2) Paul urges the Corinthians to use the gifts they have or 
want ( especially the gift of prophecy) in such a way as to build 
up the Church. Why should they do this? Because speaking in
telligibly and worshipping in an orderly way reflect the best 
gift of all, love ( agape) the love which 'is patient and kind ... 
not jealous or boastful ... (and) does not insist on its own way'. 

Whether written before or composed specifically for this let
ter to Corinth, chapter r 3 is necessary to Paul's purpose before 
he can introduce the content of chapter 14.52 And chapter 13 
itself indicates some interesting things about prophecy. (a) It is 
distinct from ordinary human language ('tongues of men') and 
from speech in the language of angels: the latter ( cf. Test.Job 
48--50, where Job's daughters speak in the dialects of various 
classes of angels) may have been the original label for what 
came to be called glossais lalein, under the influence of the use 
of glossa to mean 'incomprehensible words' 53 (b) 'Prophecy' is 
co-ordinated with 'understanding all mysteries and all know
ledge', that is, with insight into the hidden purposes of God 
made known in the Gospel and with awareness of 'the moral 
and other implications to be drawn from the data of the Chris
tian revelation' .54 This coincides with much of what we have 
already said about prophecy upbuilding the Church through 
revelation and pastoral preaching. But it would be unwise to 
put too much emphasis on the language of r Corinthians 13.2: 
Paul may simply be piling up an argument on the basis of 
hypothetical superlatives. (c) Prophecy will cease ( 13.8) - and 
Paul uses a strong word katargeo which means 'to render ineffec
tive, and therefore useless or obsolete' - because it is imperfect 
(v. g, ek merous), that is, fragmentary, giving only a partial 
knowledge of the subject it treats, viz. the truth about God: 
full and complete knowledge will be attained in the consumma
tion. And prophecy is 'imperfect' because 'we see in a mirror 
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dimly'. This phrase seems to be an allusion to Numbers r 2 .6-
8 which concerns God's method of speech with Moses ('not in 
dark speech', ou di' ainigmaton). Dautzenberg claims55 that the 
use ofNum. 12.6-8 here is similar to the way it was employed 
in Jewish apocalyptic literature and therefore asserts that early 
Christian prophecy must be understood largely in the light of 
Jewish apocalyptic. 

But to draw such a far-reaching conclusion from what may 
be no more than a coincidental similarity of usage is unjustifi
able. 'We' - and that includes Paul himself, prophet par excel
lence though he may be - are now in the position of prophets 
who see di'ainigmaton, in riddles or dark speech, and perhaps 
'in a vision or mirror' (Num. 12.6), but 'then' we shall see face 
to face ( as Moses did), a reference to seeing God at the 
consummation. The mirror imagery suggests both the indirect
ness and the incompleteness of the revelation or knowledge 
presently received, but need not imply that the image is distorted. 
If we apply this to prophecy (as is legitimate, in view of the 
allusion to Moses in Num. 12.6-8, and because v. 12 in I Cor. 
1 3 is a ground for v. g) it means that the prophet receives revela
tion from God in some kind of indirect manner, that what he 
sees and learns is not the whole picture, but only a glimpse into 
reality which may be difficult to understand and interpret. 
Only at the End, when the perfect comes (i.e. at the parousia) 
will he - and all men - see 'face to face' (cf. Deut. 34.10, con
cerning Moses whom the Lord knew 'face to face'), i.e. with 
complete clarity and certainty: then there will be no need for 
the gift of prophecy. Important though it is for the life and up
buildingupofthe Church the gift is both limited and temporary. 

From the evidence set forth so far in this chapter we may 
draw the following conclusions. (i) In Corinth there was a fairly 
well defined circle of recognised prophets ( 1 Cor. 1 2. 28, 

14.29 ff.) : from this, and from Romans 1 2 .8, we may presume 
that there were a number of prophets in each or most of the 
Pauline congregations. (ii) Whereas only an apostle might exer
cise apostolic authority, anyone might prophesy: indeed, Paul 
expected that members of the Corinthian assembly other than 
the prophets would be inspired to prophesy ( 1 4.5, 24, 3 1 [ ?] ) , 
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the only difference between the prophets and other members 
of the church being that the former prophesied regularly and 
the latter only occasionally. (iii) Prophetic authority derived 
only from prophetic inspiration, not from an official community 
choice of particular individuals, and, unlike Paul's apostolic 
(and prophetic) authority, the prophet's authority in speaking 
was subject to evaluation and assessment (by other prophets) 
in terms of its genuinely inspired (i.e. by the Spirit of Christ) 
quality. (iv) Paul gives to prophecy a key role in the building 
up of the community, and the terms he uses in connection with 
it suggest that it may be regarded as functioning, at least in 
part, as pastoral preaching or exhortation. (v) Prophecy must 
always be intelligible and intelligent speech: even 'revelation' 
is not prophecy until it is publicly declared in an understand
able manner. (vi) Prophecy is partial and temporary: its use
fulness - though second only to that of apostles - will cease 
when the consummation, the parousia, comes. (vii) Prophecy 
was exercised in the context of the worship of the Christian 
assembly. 

Now we turn to the references to prophets in the letter to the 
Ephesians, the Pauline authorship of which is still in doubt, de
spite recent arguments to the contrary.56 In Ephesians 4.11 we 
have a clear reference to 'prophets' as one of the gifts of Christ 
to his church: the fact that they are preceded, in the list, by 
'apostles' is in accordance with general New Testament usage; 
but that they are followed by only 'evangelists, pastors and 
teachers' may suggest a post-Pauline tendency to look to regular 
offices as the guarantee of ecclesiastical unity, rather than to 
the ability of the charismatically endowed community to regu
late its own life. On the other hand, the obvious parallels 
between Ephesians 4.3 and I Corinthians 12. 13, between 
Ephesians 4. 7 and Romans 1 2 .3 and I Corinthians 12. 1 1, and 
between Ephesians 4. 12 ff. and Romans 1 2.4 ff. and I Corin
thians 12.14-27 may be taken as evidence of the parallel 
between the situations envisaged in Ephesians 4, Romans 12, 

and 1 Corinthians 1 2; in which case, the 'gifts' of Ephesians 
4.1 1 are less likely to be offices than regular ministries (within 
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a charismatic community) like the 'prophets and teachers' of 
1 Corinthians 12 .28 and the 'overseers and deacons' of Philip
pians 1. 1 .57 

In Ephesians 2.20 and 3.5 'apostles and prophets' are 
mentioned together, in the first case as 'the foundation (theme
lion) of God's household' (which could suggest a second-genera
tion veneration of first-generation leaders), and, in the second 
passage, as those to whom the 'mystery' of the inclusion of the 
Gentiles was made known by the Spirit, and nowhere in the 
New Testament is there any indication that such a revelation 
was made to (New Testament) prophets: it was a revelation 
given to apostles, Peter and Paul (cf. Acts 1 .8, 10.15, 34f., 47 f., 
II.9-18, 15.7, 14-20, 28, 22.21, 26,17 f.; Gal. 1.16). In view 
of the fact that there is no definite article before 'prophets' in 
the phrase 'the (holy) apostles and prophets' in these two verses, 
it is quite possible that two distinct groups (apostles and New 
Testament prophets) are not implied by the 'and': 'the apostles 
who are also prophets' is a possible translation and, in our view, 
the correct one.58 J. Murphy-O'Connor observes that the term 
'apostle' signifies the mission and the term 'prophet' the charac
ter of that mission and the means by which it is exercised.59 

In other words, what we have in Ephesians 2.20 and 3.5 is a 
twofold designation of the founders of the church and of those 
to whom there was revealed the 'mystery' of the Gentiles' in
clusion therein: they are 'apostles' in that they are the auth
oritative witnesses to, indeed the representatives of, Jesus; and 
they are 'prophets' by virtue of the fact that they are the authen
tic messengers and agents of the revelation they received. 
Although this manner of speaking ofapostles ( and of prophets) 
is unusual in Paul, and although there seems to be a change 
or development of view between Ephesians 2.20 and I Corin
thians 3. 10-1 1 (where Christ is the 'foundation' of the Church), 
these are not decisive reasons against the authenticity of 
Ephesians: after all, in I Corinthians 3.10 Paul claims to have 
laid the foundation ('Christ'), presumably by his preaching,and 
that is tantamount to uniting in himself the functions of apostle 
and prophet, as well as being quite consistent with what 
Ephesians 2 .20 asserts. 
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Finally, in the Pastorals - which seem to bear witness to a 
situation in which both Spirit and charisma have become in 
effect subordinate to office, to ritual and to tradition -it is not 
surprising that 'prophetic utterance' (propheteia) appears to 
belong to the past ( r Tim. I. r 8) and was part of Timothy's 
ordination service (4.14), perhaps in the sense of the 'liturgy 
of the Word'.60 Is prophecy on the way to becoming, or has 
it already become, a formalised part of good ecclesiastical 
order? The phrase 'The Spirit expressly says ... ' ( I Tim. 4.1) 
might imply continuing prophetic activity: but more probably 
it is an appeal to a prophetic word from the past, that is, before 
the 'later times' which are present to the author :61 indeed the 
phrase may already be an established formula to introduce a 
word from tradition, like the regular rabbinic formula 'The 
Holy Spirit cries and says .. .' which always introduces scrip
tural quotations. Paul's understanding of the Spirit was far 
more dynamic than that, and his conception of prophecy 
much less institutionalised: prophecy, for Paul, was a vital, 
widely available, edifying charisma, as the main portion of this 
chapter has amply shown. 



CHAPTER SIX 

OTHER BOOKS AND TRADITIONS 
ASSOCIATED WITH CHRISTIAN 

PROPHETISM 

With varying degrees of assurance, claims have been made for 
the emergence from Christian prophetic circles of certain New 
Testament books, in whole or in part, as well as for the presence 
of a deep interest in Christian prophecy on the part of the edi
tors or compilers of Synoptic tradition. 

In 1947 H. A. Guy made a strikingly forthright claim about 
the authorship of the two books which are still most often con
sidered to have close connections with Christian prophetic 
activity. 

Although a rigid distinction cannot be drawn, it may be said 
that the work of propagating the Christian message to the 
outside world and extending the bounds of the Church was 
the preaching' (kerygma), while 'prophecy' {Jlropheteia) was 
primarily 'a sign to them that believe' ( I Corinthians 14.22). 
The fact that propheteia had a wide connotation justifies us 
in including among the Christian prophets such men as the 
writer of the Epistle to the Hebrews and the author of the 
fourth Gospel. The ordinary eschatology and apocalyptic had 
little value for them, but they nevertheless felt that they were 
the recipients of a revelation, the utterance of which assisted 
in the paraklesis and the oikodome of the Christian community .1 

In addition to the two very general considerations noted 
about the authors by Guy, viz. the possession of revelations and 
their disclosure for the up building of the Christians addressed, 
what other evidence may be adduced to support his hypothesis? 

I. HEBREWS 

In many ways the letter to the Hebrews presents 'the riddle 
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oft he New Testament', and it is often regarded as, among early 
Christian writings, 'without father, without mother, and with
out genealogy'! So far as its structure is concerned, some 
scholars have attempted to find the rhetorical scheme of later 
Greek hortatory speeches, with a prologue ( 1. 1-4.13), two 
expositions concerning Jesus as high priest (4.14-6.20 and 7 .1-
1o.18), and an epilogue ( 1o.19-13.25): but there are only a few 
phrases in Hebrews which would justify the supposition that 
the rhetorical pattern underlies the letter. Though christologi
cal sections are regularly followed by paraenetical or hortatory 
ones, the author occasionally includes admonitions even inside 
the dogmatic parts (2.1 ff., 3.7 ff., 5.11 ff.): indeed it seems as 
if christology is being used as a means of supporting the exhorta
tion. Despite the fact that the theological and christological 
parts are of great interest and significance, as is an older tradi
tion of confessional formulae (1.3, 4.12-13, 7.3, 26, 13.14), the 
letter is structured around the paraenetic passages ( 2. 1 -4, 3. 7-
4. 11, 4.14-16, 5.11-6. 12, 10. 1g-39, 12. 1-13.17) and the whole 
can be thus called a 'word of exhortation' ( logos parakleseos). And 
we have seen earlier, in the chapters on Acts and Paul, how 
characteristic of New Testament prophets was the delivery of 
paraklesis or 'pastoral preaching'. 

In its literary character Hebrews is unique in the New Testa
ment canon. The word 'letter' never appears, nor does the term 
'to write'. Instead, we find the terms 'word', 'speech', 'pro
clamation' (logos). No specific references to the concrete situa
tion of the original readers - certainly none that is necessarily 
to be interpreted as such - are present in the book. Indeed one 
is obliged to say that Hebrews is not a real 'letter' at all, 2 but 
rather a literary composition or essay meant for general reading. 
The final salutation ( 13.22-25), which alone speaks against such 
a literary evaluation (and which cannot seriously be attributed 
to another hand), could and probably should be explained 
as the attempt to convert the literary piece into a 'letter'. 

But must we remain content to describe Hebrews as a 
'literary composition' or 'essay'? No: there are one or two 
features which may suggest a better definition. The remarkably 
good style and the acquaintance with the modes of expression 
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of Greek rhetoric-features which Hebrews has in common with 
Philo and the Wisdom of Solomon, for instance - suggest the 
teacher or preacher. The frequent changes from 'we' to 'you' 
and to the individual 'I' point in the same direction. The possi
bility, even the probability, is that we have before us a written 
sermon, which in form and style is akin to the Jewish-Hellen
istic homily of the synagogue. Now if our earlier contention 
that Christian prophets engaged in 'pastoral preaching', exhort
ing, encouraging, warning and so forth, is correct, then it is not 
at all inconceivable that in Hebrews we have an example of 
that activity: of course it is in written form, but may it not have 
been uttered, under inspiration, before being committed to 
writing? It is not a particularly long homily: it can be read 
aloud in slightly less than one hour. 

This is not the place to discuss the repeated attempts which 
have been made to bring the evidence of the Qumran docu
ments into some kind of relation to the letter to the Hebrews3 

- and it is easy to be carried away by their real or imagined 
affinities - nevertheless we should observe that in its exegetical 
use of the Old Testament Scriptures (in the Septuagint version) 
Hebrews displays certain similarities to the pesher-technique 
employed at Qumran.4 As the Qumran writers believed that 
they were witnessing the beginning of the fulfilment of the pur
pose of God revealed to the prophets, according to the under
standing of the prophetic oracles divinely granted to the 
Teacher of Righteousness, so in Hebrews the Old Testament 
writings are treated by the author as a parable or mystery which 
awaits its explanation: and the explanation given takes the form 
of messianic typology. For example, the oracle regarding the 
son of David, 'I will be his father and he shall be my son' (2 
Sam. 7. 14), is applied to the Davidic Messiah both in Hebrews 
1.5b and in 4QFlor; but in Hebrews, of course, the Davidic 
Messiah is identified with Jesus. The quotation in Hebrews 1 .6 
from the Song of Moses, Deuteronomy 32.43 ('and let all the 
angels of God worship him') - applied to the introduction of 
the first-begotten into the world - comes from the longer text 
of the Song hitherto known only from the Septuagint but now 
attested in Hebrew in one of the fragments from Qumran Cave 4. 
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Probably the most striking biblical parallel between Hebrews 
and the Qumran texts relates to Habakkuk 2 .3 f., expounded 
in the Habakkuk-pesher ( r QpHab) of those who will experience 
deliverance because of their enduring loyalty to and trust in 
the Teacher of Righteousness, and in Hebrews ro.38 f. of those 
who believe and win through to life by patient and faithful wait
ing for the advent of the Coming One. Markus Barth has aptly 
claimed that in Hebrews 'exegesis is the endeavour to help 
people in need by telling them what the Bible says of their shep
herd Jesus Christ'.5 If that is so, and it is indeed very plausible, 
then the question arises whether this type of exposition falls 
within the functions which we tentatively ascribed to teachers 
in the Christian community (see above, p. 132) or belongs to 
the activity of 'pastoral preaching' (paraklesis) which was 
characteristic of the Christian prophet's ministry. It is ex
tremely difficult to answer such a question with any degree of 
certainty, but the overriding intention of the exegesis in 
Hebrews - to offer paraenesis that upbuilds, or as Barth puts 
it, 'to help people in need' - may just tilt the balance in favour 
of its being the work of a Christian prophet. 

The problem of the authorship of Hebrews will probably 
never be solved. But of the various candidates suggested 
through the centuries for the honour, one name has occurred 
from time to time which is of interest in relation to the possible 
prophetic origin of the book. In de Pudicitia 20 Tertullian names 
Barnabas as the author of the epistle, and in such a way as to 
suggest that this was not a private opinion of his own, but a 
commonly agreed ascription in his circles. Admittedly this view 
of the authorship is not without problems: could Barnabas have 
so completely abandoned the position of the primitive com
munity with regard to the law and the cultus? could he have 
been so rhetorically trained and Hellenistically oriented as to 
become the author of this document? Questions like these 
remain, and assume greater or lesser importance to different 
scholars, but a strong defence of Barnabas's authorship of the 
letter has recently been offered by J. A. T. Robinson, 6 who dates 
the composition of the book to c.AD 67. 

The case runs as follows: (i) Barnabas can be associated with 
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Rome (pace W. Manson7), having accompanied Peter on a visit 
to that city after they left Corinth, following Claudius's death 
in 54. (ii) What the writer himself calls his 'word of exhortation' 
(13.22) fits admirably the Greek-speaking Cypriot Jew, Bar
nabas, who was a Levite by descent and was well known and 
highly regarded in Jerusalem. The 'nickname' given to him by 
the apostles meaning 'son of exhortation' (Acts 4.36) betokens 
one with a gift for the kind of synagogue exposition which is 
the literary character of Hebrews. At Antioch (Acts 11 .23) Bar
nabas 'exhorted them all to hold fast to the Lord with resolute 
hearts' (NEB): that is very much the tenor of Hebrews. (iii) 
The situation addressed by the letter to the Hebrews requires 
that it be written by someone who had already proved himself 
a mediator in the church, and this Barnabas had certainly done 
(Acts 9.26-30; 11 .22-30; 15.22-39). (iv) The statement in 
Hebrews 2 .3 that the message of salvation 'was attested to us 
by those who heard him [the Lord]', would suit Barnabas ad
mirably. He was among those in Jerusalem who had heard the 
message from Peter and John (Acts 4.4), and in those pente
costal days had seen it confirmed by God who, as the writer 
says, 'also bore witness by signs and wonders and various 
miracles and by gifts of the Holy Spirit distributed according 
to his own will' (Heb. 2 .4). (v) The author of Hebrews belongs 
to the Pauline circle, as the traditional attribution of the letter 
attests and as the references to Timothy as his travelling com
panion shows (13.23), but the writing of the document is later 
than Paul's active career: ' ... the mantle of the Apostle has 
in part fallen upon the writer himself. He can address his 
readers with a pastoral authority superior to that of their own 
leaders and with a conscience clear of local involvement (Heb. 
13.17f.), and yet with no personal claim to apostolic aegis. 
There cannot have been too many of such men around. With 
the entirely proper desire of the church to see that his work 
had a place in the canon, the crucial test of apostolicity subse
quently required its ascription to Paul himself - though the 
churches of the west that knew it best knew otherwise. In com
pensation perhaps he himself became credited with that equally 
anonymous but much inferior homily on the same theme [ the 
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relationship of Christianity to the ritual ordinances of Judaism) 
which we now know as the Epistle of Barnabas. ' 8 

If this case for the authorship of Hebrews by Barnabas may 
be regarded as cumulatively more convincing than that for any 
other of the suggested authors, then it is a strong pointer to
wards the Christian-prophetic origin of the book, for, as we 
have seen in the chapter on Acts, Barnabas was one of the pro
phets of the early Christian community (Acts r 3. r). Is it a mere 
coincidence that in Acts 13. r 5 the rulers of the synagogue at 
Pisidian Antioch sent a message to Paul and Barnabas inviting 
them to pass on any 'word of exhortation' (i.e. a homily) that 
they had to the assembled company and that the author of the 
homily or sermon which we know as the letter to the Hebrews 
designated his work as a 'word of exhortation' (logos parakle
seiis)? A reasonably good case can be put forward for regarding 
the letter to the Hebrews as an example of the (written) 'pas
toral preaching' of a Christian prophet, possibly Barnabas, 
which contains both reprimand and encouragement designed 
to upbuild the community. 

2. THE FOURTH GOSPEL AND THE JOHANNINE EPISTLES 

In spite of considerable differences in literary genre, style and 
theological outlook, the writings traditionally attributed to 
John contain sufficient affinities to allow us to speak of a Johan
nine corpus which, among other common themes, presents a 
developed theology of the Holy Spirit as the gift of the risen 
Christ to his Church. We are not here concerned to offer an ex
position of that theology, but only to consider such themes and 
aspects of it as relate directly to prophetism, and in particular 
the prophetic origin of the writings. We have already 
devoted a chapter of this book to the Revelation: we shall 
now confine our attention to the Gospel and the Epistles of 
John. 

The prophetic character of the Johannine writings (includ
ing the Revelation) has been affirmed by numerous scholars 
in terms of Harnack's thesis, by means of which they interpret 
these books in the context of the conflict between a charismatic, 
itinerant ministry and a ministry that has become localised and 
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institutionalised. For instance, G. Bornkamm claims that 2 and 
3 John reflect 'the open conflict between the holder of a con
gregational office viewed in terms of monarchical episcopacy 
and the representative of a free authority not restricted to any 
locality'. 9 The 'elder' (presbyteros), who is the author of the let
ters, does not denote his age, nor his apostolic dignity, nor his 
membership ofa directing body in a local church: he is 'outside 
any ecclesiastical constitution: he is to be regarded, not as an 
office-bearer but as a specially valued teacher or as a prophet 
of the older period', who was to be the mediator and a guaran
tor of the authentic or apostolic (Johannine) tradition. In point 
of fact, however, his kind of dignity was discredited and the 
authority of local officials or monarchical bishops ( of which the 
conduct of Diotrephes offers an example) developed and 
carried the day in the age which followed. 

This approach to the prophetic concern of the Johannine 
corpus of material has been employed, in an intriguing way, with 
reference to the Fourth Gospel by A. Kragerud in his book Der 
Lieblingsjiinger im Johannesevangelium. 10 According to Kragerud, 
the Beloved Disciple is the representative of the Johannine 
school of thought, the symbol of the charismatic ministry in the 
church, of the prophetism cultivated in Johannine circles, and 
therefore he is opposed to Peter who is the representative of 
ecclesiastical organisation and the institutional ministry. 
Although this hypothesis rests upon thorough literary and theo
logical analysis, it suffers from major weaknesses. Although it 
is obvious that in the Fourth Gospel the Beloved Disciple has 
a figurative dimension, that does not exhaust his significance. 
Mary and Peter also possess a symbolic dimension, but that does 
not reduce their characters to pure symbols. The clear import 
of the passages in the Fourth Gospel that describe the Beloved 
Disciple is that he is a real person whose actions are significant 
on the Gospel scene: his possible symbolic value must remain 
secondary to his real historical identity. Moreover, it is doubtful 
if the Beloved Disciple does represent ( on John's second level 
of meaning) the charismatic spirit active in prophecy: it is much 
more likely that he symbolises the disciple or believer par excel
lence, the example to be followed by the reader of John's book, 
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and as such is presented as superior to Peter ( cf. 20.4, 8). Kra
gerud's attempt to make the Fourth Gospel a kind of manifesto 
for the charismatic freedom and prophetism of the Johannine 
circle against bishops and presbyters who wanted to direct the 
Christian communities cannot be judged successful. 

In recent criticism the homiletic view of the making of the 
Fourth Gospel has been steadily gaining ground, and Barnabas 
Lindars is persuasive in its defence. 11 In his commentary 
on John's Gospel he illustrates from chapter 5 (with which 
there must be included 7.15-24) John's literary method and its 
homiletic basis. 12 An opening sign ( 2--ga) is followed by a tran
sitional dialogue ( gb-1 8) which rather artificially paves the way 
for the discourse ( 19-47) which is concluded in a closing 
dialogue ( 7. 16--24). In connection with the discourse he writes 
as follows: 

The discourse is not really based on the Sign, but has its own 
text in the form of a parable stemming from non-Synoptic 
traditions of the words of Jesus .... Though other traditional 
material can be discerned in verses 24, 30, 32--6, the whole 
is really a Johannine composition in the form of a speech by 
Jesus himself. Some may feel that John is morally wrong to 
do this, but it is to be explained simply as his homiletic 
method. He is using the device of the dramatic monologue; 
all preachers know how gripping this can be - it is a method 
which can be illustrated from Christian homiletic works 
down the ages, e.g. Thomas a Kempis in the fourteenth cen
tury and R. M. Benson in the nineteenth. The preacher feels 
that he has the mind of Christ (cf. 1 C. 2.1-16), and that 
what he says is a legitimate extension of his teaching. It is 
likely that John was held by his fellow Churchmen to be a 
prophet (cf. 1. C. 14.1-5). 

This paragraph includes certain quite massive assumptions 
concerning the authority of a prophet's utterances and their 
intermingling with sayings of Jesus in the Gospels. These mat
ters will engage our attention in a later chapter of this book: 
for the moment, let us stay with the Johannine discourses and 
their composition. Homilies or sermons they may be, uttered 
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under inspiration at eucharistic celebrations perhaps: but does 
that require the speaker to be a prophet? 1 Corinthians 14. 1-

5 will not of itself provide a conclusive answer. Were Christian 
prophets- speaking to men for their up building and encourage
ment and consolation - the only preachers or homilists in the 
first-century Christian communities? Is it not every bit as likely, 
if not more so, that the discourses in the Fourth Gospel emanate 
from inspired teachers, able to discern the profound theological 
significance of traditional material concerning the earthly 
Jesus? The theological teachers of the second-century Church 
would suggest a positive answer. Of course, the sayings of 
Christ, uttered by the prophet under inspiration, in the book 
of Revelation, are often quickly drawn in to support the view 
that the Johannine tradition of Jesus-speech was prophetic in 
origin :13 to do so is a mistaken procedure. In the first place, 
the author of Revelation identifies himself as a prophet: the 
composer of the Johannine discourses does not. Secondly, in 
the 'I' -words of Revelation the exalted Lord speaks, whereas 
the discourses of the Fourth Gospel are presented as sayings of 
Jesus. To sum up thus far: the view that the homilies or dis
courses in John's Gospel derive from a Christian prophet, pre
sumably within the Johannine school or circle, remains at best 
a hypothesis, and a hypothesis dogged by some difficult ques
tions. 

Concerning the prophetic role of the Paraclete in John's 
Gospel there can be very little doubt. In the logia which de
scribe the functions of the Paraclete - a word which is virtually 
untranslatable if all its nuances are to be preserved - two other 
titles are employed, the Holy Spirit and the Spirit of truth, the 
latter being reminiscent ofQumran terminology. In an impor
tant essay entitled 'The Paraclete in the Fourth Gospel' 14 R. E. 
Brown observes that 'it is because the Paraclete is very care
fully patterned on Jesus that the figure of the Qumran Spirit 
of Truth ... has also become part of the Johannine picture of 
the Paraclete. If John calls the Paraclete the Spirit of Truth, 
we suspect that the primary factor that made this title seem 
fitting was that in Johannine thought the Paraclete is the Spirit 
of Jesus and Jesus is the truth .... Whatever is said about the 
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Paraclete is said elsewhere in the Gospel about Jesus.' 15 This 
is not surprising, for if the Paraclete is 'another Paraclete' (John 
14.16) this would imply that Jesus was the first Paraclete, an 
observation which gains credence from I John 2.1. In opposi
tion to those who may have dreamed of an age of the Spirit 
which would be superior to that of Christ, the evangelist is at 
pains to stress that the Spirit receives from Christ what he pro
claims (16.14) and that he will witness to Christ (16.8ff. and 
1 John 5.7). 

To express the action of the Paraclete the following terms 
are used: teach ( 14.26), bring to your remembrance (hypomim
neskein: 14.26), bear witness (15.26), convince (elenchein: 
16.8), guide (hodegein: 16.13), declare (anangellein: 16.13, 14, 15) 
and glorify (doxazein: 16.14). Such a list is sufficient in itself to 
prove that the Spirit acts in the manner of a prophet during 
the time of the Church. In connection with 'remembering' one 
recalls the care with which the evangelist distinguishes between 
the time of Jesus and that time when the disciples will understand 
the signifance of what has taken place or of what Jesus said 
(2.22, 7.39, 12.16). Likewise the Spirit makes possible the 
understanding of the Scriptures whereby their christological 
import is discovered ( Acts 8. 3 1 : hodegesei) . 

The verb 'bear witness', with which is associated 'convince' 
or 'convict' (cf. 1 Cor. 14.24f. where elenchein appears) takes 
us into the forensic sphere. Whether we interpret John 16.8 ff. 
in terms of the accusation of the world by the mouth of the 
disciples, since it is by the mouth of the disciples that the Para
clete bears witness to Christ, or of an inner witness that the 
Spirit bears to the disciples by convincing them of the un
righteousness of the world, it is clear that in this hostile engage
ment with the world the Paraclete will assist the disciples just 
as Jesus had promised in the event of their being persecuted 
(Matt. I0.19f.; Mark 13.11; Luke 12.11 f.). He will bear wit
ness along with them (cf. John 15.26-7 with Acts 5.32) and, 
at the same time, 'he will declare the things that are to come' 
( 16.13). Since only the Son has knowledge of the future, he 
transmits it to the Paraclete who, in turn, communicates it to 
the disciples. The prophetic charisma, spread abroad through 
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the Church by the Spirit ( 1 Thess. 5. 19 f.; 1 Cor. 12 and 14, 
etc.), goes back ultimately to Christ, the revelation of the 
Father. 

The promise of John 16. 13 has a particular relevance to the 
book of Revelation (cf. Rev. 1.19): the message of the Spirit 
to the churches is not other than the witness of Jesus, Son of 
man (Rev. 1. 12-16), finding its voice through the prophet
author of the book. As Boring points out,16 the revelatory claim 
with which the book of Revelation begins (God, the exalted 
Christ, his angel, the prophet, the community and the world) 
has a close similarity to that found in John (Father, Jesus, Para
clete, apostolic community, world: '4· 16), and this constitutes 
an important datum linking the Gospel with the Revelation 
and with Christian prophecy. 

But what is the link? It is far too sweeping to suggest that the 
author of John - the Beloved Disciple - is in some way an 'in
carnation' of the Paraclete :17 the most that can be said with 
any assurance is that by reason of the way in which the Fourth 
Gospel portrays the two central figures which represent divine 
revelation - the Paraclete and Jesus - the Gospel and the other 
Johannine literature emerged, at different points in time, from 
a community in which Christian prophecy played a significant 
role. That the author of the Gospel, or parts of it, was himself 
a Christian prophet, must remain very hypothetical. 

At this point we may make a few comments on I John. This 
letter - which has no real epistolary characteristics save the use 
of the verb 'write' - is directed against heretics who are com
promising the faith in Christ and who appear to be the pre
cursors of the Docetism that was later combated by Ignatius. 
In opposition to this threat John solemnly reaffirms that Jesus 
is indeed the Christ (2.22), the Son of God (4.15). In the doctri
nal confusion created by the subtle theories of the new teachers 
the discernment of spirits is necessary: 'Beloved, do not believe 
every spirit, but test the spirits (dokimazete ta pneumata) to see 
whether they are of God: for many false prophets have gone 
out into the world' (4.1). These false prophets are analogous 
to the 'false teachers' of 2 Pet. 2.1: it is not stated that they 
laid claim to special visions or revelations, but only that 
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they were spreading a teaching that was contrary to the truth: 
being under the domination of the spirit of darkness or 
error, they were attempting to draw away the faithful from the 
truth they had received 'from the beginning' (2. 7, 24, 3. 11; 

cf. 2 John 5, 6) and they are identified with the anti-Christ 
(2. 18, 22, 4.3: cf. 2 John 7), i.e. a manifestation of resistance 
to God. 

It has been suggested that I John reflects a situation in which 
spirit-inspired prophets, uttering words of the risen Lord, have 
become a real problem in the church which reacts by emphasis
ing tradition and the traditional commandment ( 1. 1-4, 2. 7), 18 

but this theory seems less than adequate as an explanation of 
the danger the writer of I John confronts. The teaching of the 
false prophets was doctrinally erroneous in regard to the incarna
tion, morality and eschatology: it is this serious threat that 
evokes from the writer insistence upon adherence to the original 
apostolic witness. It is necessary to be in a communion of trust 
and love with those whom Christ chose as his witnesses in order 
to enter into communion with the Father and his Son, Jesus 
Christ ( 1 .3). The false prophets have separated themselves from 
the former and therefore cannot participate in the latter: they 
have gone out into the world because they did not abide in the 
orthodox doctrine (cf. 2 John 9) which the apostolic tradition, 
witnessed to by the Spirit, alone conserved. 

We have just considered the claim that certain New Testament 
books were written by Christian prophets or emerged from pro
phetic circles: it is now time to consider briefly three strands 
of Synoptic material which some scholars link with Christian 
prophetic activity - the Q source and the redactional or edi
torial work of the writers of Matthew and Luke. 

3. THE Q, TRADITION 

For the investigation of the prophetic features, forms and 
themes of the Q tradition we are most indebted to R. A. 
Edwards's book A Theology of Q· Eschatology, Prophecy and Wis
dom. 19 Well aware of the difference of opinion among scholars 
as to the extent of Q, even on the part of those who accept the 
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hypothesis, Edwards is unwilling to propose that material 
which looks like Qtradition but is recorded by Matthew or Luke 
(but not both) should be employed in describing Q theology: 
for him, Qmaterial resides in (a) words which agree precisely 
between Matthew and Luke alone, and (b) words which are 
very close, but because of the context may be in a different case, 
person or tense. Having identified what belongs to Q tradition 
(which he thinks arose in Northern Palestine or Syria in the 
decade 40-50) by means of this minimal definition, Edwards 
suggests that the theology ofQ, or of the Qcommunity which 
collected, used and preserved the material, may be described 
under three heads: eschatology, prophecy and wisdom. 

Several different types of evidence point to the presence of 
a prophetic dimension. (i) Prophets are mentioned in six perico
pae in Q (Luke 6.22 f. and par.; Luke 16. 16; Luke 7.26 
and par.; Luke 10.23 f. and par.; Luke 11.47-5 r and par.; 
Luke r 3 .34 f. and par.; Luke r 6. 16 and par.). (ii) The !ego hymin 
introductory formula, which is often considered to be indica
tive of prophetic speech, is quite prominent in Q, occurring 
fourteen times. (iii) Proclamation or announcement - a tradi
tional characteristic of prophetic speech - is to be found in Q 
in a variety of judgment and warning sayings (Luke I o. r 2 and 
par.; Luke ro. r 3-15 and par.; Luke 12.8 f. and par.; Luke 3. 17b 
and par.). (iv) There is a definite interest in John the Baptist 
and his preaching of judgment: and (v) there are quotations 
from Old Testament prophetic books. On the basis of this evi
dence Edwards suggests that 'some, if not all, members of the 
Qcommunity saw their role in the End-time in a way similar 
to that of the prophets of Israel. They announce the will of 
YHWH by repeating the words of Jesus, the Son of Man '20 : but 
he does not think these announcements necessarily imply any 
creativity on the part of the prophet-like mem hers of the com
munity. This is not self-contradictory: Edwards is content to 
seek an understanding of the Q community - the contours of 
its thought and self-understanding - and finds that it has a 
great interest in sayings which contain prophetic features, forms 
and themes: he is far too well aware of the problems and diffi
culties involved in attributing the creativity to Christian 
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prophets that makes them responsible for the origin of a particular 
saying or group of sayings - not the least of which is, in his 
own words, that 'one must argue that a saying is not from Jesus 
in order to argue that it comes from a Christian prophet' 21 -

to claim that his Q community, for all its theological interest 
in prophetic material ( and almost half of the Qpericopae evince 
some such interest), did more than prophetically announce 
God's will by repeating logia lesou. Those who have no difficulty 
in attributing creativity to Christian prophets in respect of 
words of Jesus will view substantial tracts of the Q tradition 
quite differently. 

4. MATTHEW'S REDACTION 

Redaction-critical studies of Matthew's gospel have produced 
many suggestions about the author's interest in Christian pro
phets and prophecy. In his essay 'Observance of the Law and 
Charismatic Activity in Matthew'22 Eduard Schweizer con
siders as not impossible the idea that Matthew intended to de
scribe Jesus as an itinerant prophet, the prototype of all future 
Christian prophets, but the basis for this hypothesis - the in
fancy stories and in particular 2. I 5, 23 - is extremely tenuous. 
He goes on to suggest, admittedly in a very tentative way, that 
the use of some of the Old Testament quotations by Matthew 
(8. 17, 12. 17-2 1, 27 .g f.) serves to urge the disciples to imitate 
the ideal of a charismatic, itinerant prophet, following Jesus 
in perfect obedience: that these are the marks of discipleship 
is proved, he thinks, by the collocation of 10.41 and 42, where 
the disciple is described as 'prophet' and 'righteous man', that 
is, one who engages in charismatic activity and who obeys God's 
law as interpreted by Jesus. But neither this interpretation of 
Matthew 10.41 nor that of E. Kasemann - 'The community 
consists of the prophets who obviously exercise leadership in 
it and the righteous, as the general body of members call them
selves, carrying on the Jewish nomenclature' 23 - pays sufficient 
attention to the other occasions ( 13.17 and 23.29) where 
Matthew links 'prophets' and 'righteous (men)' and where 
dikaios has the specific sense of 'one who teaches righteousness' 
(cf. Dan. 12.3). 24 Therefore in 10.41 'prophet' and 'righteous 
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man' are in synonymous parallelism; both exercise a preaching 
or teaching function. In the Matthean composition of the mis
sionary discourse 10.4I is placed at the end in order to suggest 
the link which should exist between the initial mission of the 
Twelve and that of the itinerant Christian preachers of his own 
day. There is no other message to be made known than that 
which Jesus had himself already proclaimed: 

In addition to the messengers of old who have been unable 
to bring about the repentance of the chosen people there are 
sent forth envoys by Jesus, according to Matthew (23.34, 'I send 
you ... '), by the Wisdom of God, according to Luke ( I r.49). 
Generally speaking scholars prefer the Lucan introduction: 
'Therefore the Wisdom of God said, "I will send them prophets 
and apostles ... "'. But, as E. Cothenet observes, 25 this formula 
has overtones of Lucan theological Tendenz with its desire to 
emphasise the unity of salvation-history, and Matthew's list, 
'prophets and wise men and scribes' may, by reason of its uni
queness, have a strong claim to be regarded as primitive. Even 
if one hesitates about which form of the introduction to the 
logion is original (Luke's 'Wisdom' or Matthew's 'Jesus'), the 
intention of Jesus to send out envoys has already been expressed 
in the missionary discourse. But here the circumstances are dif
ferent: in this list of functionaries who will act in the com
munity, Jesus characterises the different forms of witness that 
his envoys will have to bear against the unbelieving Jews: pro
phetic denunciation of the wrongdoing of the people ( cf. 
Stephen's discourse in Acts 7) ; the manifestation of the secrets 
of divine wisdom (the role of the 'wise' (maskzlzm) in Daniel); 
and right interpretation of the law ( the role of Christian scribes, 
cf. Matt. I3.52). 

Without pretending to find here a precise list of ministries, 
one cannot help but note that Jesus himself is at the source of 
the new propheteia and the new didache. And from his perspective 
(if the logion is authentic), as well as from Matthew's, the 
apostles are the first to fulfil this witnessing role. The other logia 
which affirm that they are more blessed than the prophets and 
righteous men of the old order show quite clearly that they 
themselves are considered as prophets. 
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Paul Minear26 extends this insight that Matthew thought of 
Jesus' disciples as prophets and suggests that the relation 
between the congregation and the Christian prophets in 
Matthew's own day was roughly analogous to that between the 
crowds and the disciples in Jesus' day. Matthew, in his view, 
thought that Christian leaders (i.e. prophets) faced a double 
danger: they might become either false prophets or hypocrites, 
and Matthew was more concerned with the hypocrisies of 
church leaders than with those of synagogue leaders. Matthew 
7 .22-3 condemns prophets who prophesy and perform miracles 
in the name of Jesus, but do not observe God's law. Whether 
these are to be identified with the 'false prophets' of 7. 15, and 
who exactly the latter are, remain debated questions, 27 but are 
not strictly relevant here. Sufficient to say, on the basis of 7 .22-
3, that Matthew is opposed to any charismatic enthusiasm that 
is not under the constraint of obedience to God's law as inter
preted by Jesus: but he is far from being opposed on principle 
to charismatics (i.e. men inspired by the Spirit to prophesy and 
perform miracles). According to I o. 1 the charismatic deeds of 
Jesus continue on in the community of Jesus and are God's signs 
that the Old Testament prophecies have been fulfilled; and the 
very warning against false prophets presupposes the activity of 
genuine prophets in the church. What they actually were doing 
is probably best implied from what has just been said above 
on 23.34: they engaged in a ministry of preaching, warning, 
revelation and teaching - all features of Christian prophetism 
which have already been stressed in foregoing chapters of this 
book. 

5· LUKE'S REDACTION 

In our discussion of the prophetic characteristics of Jesus' teach
ing and ministry we had occasion to draw attention to a number 
of phrases in the Lucan tradition which imply that the third 
evangelist understood Jesus as a prophet. There is the spon
taneous exclamation of the people of Nain, 'A great prophet 
has arisen among us' ( 7. 1 7), the words of the Pharisee, 'If this 
man were a prophet ... ' (7.39), the Emmaus disciples' descrip
tion of Jesus as one 'who was a prophet' ( 24. 1 g) and the telling 
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affirmation made by Jesus himself, 'I must go on my way ... 
for it cannot be that a prophet should perish outside Jerusalem' 
( 13.33), a logion which has a strong claim to authenticity in view 
ofits form and its agreement with the generally accepted teach
ing of Judaism that prophets had to suffer or even undergo mar
tyrdom. 28 The 'keynote speech' of 4.18-27 - which many 
scholars regard as Lucan, either in location in the Gospel or 
in content, or both - also contains a reference to the unaccept
ability of the prophet. 

Recently J. A. Sanders29 has studied this passage by the 
method of 'comparative midrash' and argues that Jesus' 
midrash on Isaiah 61 constituted the offence, and particularly 
the question of who the poor, the captives and the blind would 
be. For 11QMelch (in which Isa. 61 is the central text) they 
are representatives of what Sanders calls the 'in-group', and 
the same expectation confronted Jesus in his home town syna
gogue. But by referring to Elijah and Elisha's reaching out 
beyond the 'in-group' J esusinsists that these words apply to those 
to whom God wishes them to apply. He thus plays the role of 
a true prophet in the classical tradition of the Elijah, Amos, 
Isaiah, Jeremiah type who cannot be accepted (dektos) by his 
countrymen because his message must always bear in it a divine 
challenge to Israel's covenantal self-understanding in any 
generation. 

Although Sanders may give too much prominence in his 
interpretation to Isaiah 61, interpreted from the perspective of 
11 QMelch, his comments about Jesus' prophetic function are 
extremely valuable: a prophet is indeed that kind of person who 
will, virtually by definition, achieve unacceptability because his 
message involves the radical questioning of his hearers' self
understanding before God: rejection, even where he might 
have expected acceptance (in his home town), is a form of verifi
cation of the authenticity of his role. From this scene - whether 
editorially placed or constructed, or not - Luke seems to de
velop his understanding of the Jesus who will function in his 
Gospel as a prophet-martyr. 

In 1976 Paul Minear published an original and lively book 
entitled To Heal and to Reveal: The Prophetic Vocation according 
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to Luke. 30 In the first part of this book he tackles the problem 
of getting from a contemporary consciousness (or world-view) 
to an understanding of that consciousness within which pro
phetic language makes any sense at all. Using the text of Luke 
r o. 1-16 he shows how exegesis can reach into the implicit pre
suppositions of the prophetic language and uncover its 
structures of consciousness. Luke's concept of authority, his 
symbolism of heaven and his understanding of human need in 
which both material and spiritual lacks are supplied by God, 
are all shown to be foreign to our 'world-view', but Minear also 
demonstrates how exegesis can help discover analogous 
structures of human experience which might bridge the gap. 

The second part of his book concentrates on the prophetic 
vocation in Luke-Acts and shows how the concept of prophets/ 
prophecy is significant for Luke's understanding of John the 
Baptist as the prophet like Elijah, Jesus as the prophet like 
Moses, and the apostles as prophets like Jesus. Concerning this 
typology and succession of prophetic figures questions may 
rightly be raised as to the availability of convincing evidence: 
for example, Luke omits Mark 9.11-13 and Mark 1.6 where 
the identification of John and Elijah is either explicit or 
implicit; and Jesus as the prophet like Moses is a Matthean 
theme far more obviously than it is a Lucan one. Nevertheless 
Minear has sound things to say about Luke-Acts and provides 
a corrective to works on that tradition which pay little attention 
to the prophetic element. One observation of interest relates 
to what we said in an earlier paragraph: it may be that 
Luke's presentation of Jesus as a prophetic model to the dis
ciples explains why Luke plays down the element of atonement 
in Jesus' sufferings: as prophet Jesus must face suffering and 
a martyr's death as an example to those (the disciples) who are 
called to carry on his prophetic ministry. 

Sufficient has been said in this chapter - and more could have 
been included in it - to show that interest in the phenomenon 
of Christian prophecy is not confined to one or two books in 
the New Testament: there is scarcely a significant strand of 
tradition in the New Testament corpus that has not - in the view 
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of some scholar - a greater or lesser measure of relatedness or 
indebtedness to Christian prophetic activity. The question of 
the correctness of the various claims will go on being asked, 
if not definitely answered, for a long time to come. 



CHAPTER SEVEN 

CHRISTIAN PROPHETS AND 
THE SAYINGS OF JESUS 

I. THE TRADITIONAL EVIDENCE FOR THE CREATIVE 

ROLE OF PROPHETS 

It is almost a commonplace in contemporary New Testament 
scholarship to attribute to Christian prophets in the early 
Church a creative role in respect of sayings which the Gospel 
tradition presents as dominical utterances. Among modern 
scholars the authority for this view is to be found in the form
critical analyses and conclusions of Rudolf Bultmann.1 Chris
tian tradition, he affirms, took over certain Jewish materials 
and put them on the lips of Jesus (e.g. the Marean apocalypse): 
the Christian community also revised or reworked elements 
from older traditions ( e.g. the interpretation of the Sign of 
Jonah in connection with the person of Jesus, Matt. 12.40) and 
even formed logia which reflect its own interests and concerns. 
Such logia are 'inauthentic' (in the sense that they are not 
genuine dominical sayings) and, according to Bultmann, they 
may originally have gained currency as utterances of the Spirit 
in the Church, without their ascription to Jesus being initially 
intended. Sayings like Rev. 16.15 (in which the risen Christ 
speaks) and Rev. 3.20 show clearly, in his opinion, the process 
of the creation ( or, reformulation) of such logia. These sayings 
would only gradually have been regarded as prophetic words 
of the historical Jesus. 'The Church drew no distinction 
between such utterances by Christian prophets and the sayings 
of Jesus in the tradition, for the reason that even the dominical 
sayings in the tradition were not the pronouncements of a past 
authority, but sayings of the risen Lord who is always a contem
porary for the Church.' 

It is noteworthy that in this sentence Bultmann discloses for 
the first time the identity of those who created or reformulated 
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logia, namely, Christian prophets. Unless he assumes that 
because these logia were eventually considered as prophetic say
ings of Jesus they must have been uttered originally by prophets 
in the Church, it would seem that his attribution of the creative 
role to this particular group or class depends on the authorities 
he refers to in the accompanying footnote, which reads as fol
lows: 

Cp. H. Gunkel, Reden und Aufsatze, 1913, p. 173, 'One can 
suppose that not a few sayings, which have come down to 
us in the New Testament as utterances of Jesus, were origin
ally spoken by such inspired men (like the singer in Od. Sol. 
42) in the name of Christ.' H. von Soden had already made 
the same point, Das lnteresse des apostolischen Zeitalters an der 
evangelischen Geschichte, 1892, p. 153. He refers to the circular 
letters of Rev. And Rev. in general provides, like the Od. 
Sol., quite clear examples of this phenomenon. Od. Sol. 42.6 
gives clear expression to it: 

For I have risen and stand by them 
And speak through their mouth. 

Bultmann's view that Christian prophets originally produced 
certain logia later attributed to Jesus is followed by such influ
ential scholars as P. Vielhauer, H. Conzelmann and E. Kase
mann, 2 whose special extension of the theory will receive con
sideration later; and Kasemann is followed by, among many, 
N. Perrin. 3 So widespread is the acceptance of Bultmann's view 
that J. Jeremias refers to it (without acknowledgment) in the 
first volume of his New Testament Theology in such a way as to 
suggest that he regards it as one of the assured results of form
critical study of the Gospels: 'The seven letters of Christ to the 
seven churches in Asia Minor (Rev. 2-3) and other sayings of 
the exalted Lord handed down in the first person (e.g. Rev. 
1. 17-20; 16.15; 22. 1 2 ff.) allow the conclusion that early Chris
tian prophets addressed congregations in words of encourage
ment, admonition, censure and promise, using the name of 
Christ in the first person. Prophetic sayings of this kind found 
their way into the tradition about Jesus and became fused with 
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the words that he had spoken during his lifetime.' 4 This view 
is echoed, as we have seen in earlier chapters of this book, by 
many of those who are engaged in the study of early Christian 
prophecy. 

But Bultmann's original statement has been subjected to sig
nificant criticisms and modifications in the course of time and 
research. For instance, the other great exponent of the form
critical method, M. Dibelius, suggests that, since Paul in I Cor. 
7 .1 o, 1 2, and 25 distinguishes between commands that come 
from the Lord and the opinion which he himself offers, we may 
assume that there was a wing within the primitive community 
which attached authority to acknowledged authenticity and 
preserved logia explicitly as words of Jesus, although another 
wing, characterised by Enthusiasmus, did not ( or was not able 
to) differentiate in Christian exhortation between sayings of 
Jesus and words regarded as having been uttered 'in the Spirit' 
or 'in the name of the Lord'; but Dibelius is ready to admit 
that 'this stringing together of genuine sayings of Jesus with 
other Christian words of exhortation could become a source of 
error' .5 

F. Neugebauer is also opposed to the theory that the early 
Christian community did not recognise any difference between 
words of Jesus and the sayings of anonymous charismatics.6 In 
addition to pointing out that no similar transformation of logia 
occurs in Jewish or New Testament writings, Neugebauer 
observes that if Bultmann can say that words of prophets only 
'gradually' became words of the historical Jesus, this in fact pre
supposes that the community was able to make and did make 
a distinction between the two: moreover, if words of the risen 
Lord uttered by prophets had the same value as logia lesou there 
is no reason for the projection of the former into a pre-Easter 
setting. 

In putting forward their view of the creative role of prophets 
in respect of logia Iesou, Buhmann and his followers have not 
taken with sufficient seriousness the part played by tradition 
in the early Christian community and the importance of the 
Twelve as witnesses of the tradition of Jesus' words. 

Although the thesis of B. Gerhardsson7 may be criticised for 
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having claimed too great a degree of fixity in tradition and for 
having assumed too much about first-century rabbinic methods 
of teaching, there is much of value in his contention that the 
followers of Jesus accorded to his remembered teaching a very 
definite authority and that they therefore took care about its 
accurate transmission. Nor should it be forgotten that H. Schiir
mann has argued that the pre-Easter teaching and preaching 
activity provides a probable 'setting-in-life' (Sitz im Leben) for 
the initial collection and systematisation of the Logia-tradi
tion. 8 Prophets and other teachers in the community may have 
played a part in the process whereby logia of Jesus were adapted 
to the post-Easter situation of the Church ( cf. the detailed 
explanations of certain parables) in a manner similar to the 
pesher-technique at Qumran, whereby the authoritative 
message of Scripture was applied to the situation of the sect: 
but that is not the same thing as ascribing to them the creation 
de novo, indeed ex nihilo, of sayings of Jesus. The place given by 
Bultmann and others to the Christian prophets is precisely that 
occupied by the Gnostic authors ofapocryphal Gospels: in these 
works it is not the Jesus of history who teaches by action and 
by word, but the resurrected Lord who conveys truths and 
revelations to this or that privileged individual disciple. Had 
the Christian community fallen into this dangerous position in 
the first few decades of its existence? 

These are serious criticisms of the view of Bultmann and his 
disciples on the role of Christian prophets in the formulation 
of 'sayings of Jesus': they require an answer from those who 
promulgate the theory as if it were an assured fact. 'General 
statements that Christian prophets contributed to the tradition 
continue to be made, but works which attempt to document this 
hypothesis in particular cases, with specific evidence, have been 
extremely rare. '9 

Let us consider the evidence which has been adduced by 
Bultmann and others to support or validate the theory. Apart 
from references to prophetic words in the book of Revelation, 
the supporting evidence for Bultmann's case comprises 
reference to the work of two earlier scholars (Gunkel and van 
Soden) and to Odes of Solomon 42 .6 which, Bultmann asserts, 
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gi\'es clear expression to the phenomenon of inspired speech in 
the name of Christ by inspired men: 'For I have risen and stand 
by them/ And speak through their mouth'. Vielhauer refers to 
the same verse as being illustrative of the prophetic conscious
ness of Palestinian Christian prophets. 10 

Despite attempts to provide the Odes with a Jewish-Christian 
origin and a date in the first century AD, the view is still widely 
accepted that we have to do with a Gnostic hymn-book from 
the second century. If so, should we seek or expect to find in 
it evidence on which to base a theory about the consciousness 
and activity of primitive Christian prophets? In any case, what
ever be the date and character of the Odes, the verse in question 
from Ode 42 does not specifically refer to prophets, but to be
lievers in general: as J. H. Bernard commented many years ago, 
'the Risen Christ is with his faithful ones who speak in his 
name' .11 More recently W. Bauer has said of the passage, 'The 
Redeemer rejoices that his persecutors are dead, whilst he is 
resurrected and can speak through those who seek their life in 
him', and he draws attention to parallels in Matthew 18.20 
and 28.20 (for the presence of Christ with his own) and in Acts 
18.gf. (for speech through the mouth of believers). He might 
have referred also to Luke 21.15 where, in what may be a 
genuine logion, Jesus promises to give 'mouth and wisdom' to 
his disciples when they are persecuted. We may interpret Odes 
of Solomon 42.6 of prophets only if we are prepared to admit 
that all believers are (potentially or actually) prophets, and 
that view then robs the verse of its relevance for any argument 
about 'Christian prophets', for these are normally regarded as 
having formed a distinct class or group within the Christian 
community. 

Bultmann enlists in support his theory about sayings of the 
risen Lord entering the Gospel tradition the views expressed 
by H. Gunkel and H. von Soden. The earlier of the two, von 
Soden, observes (in the essay referred to) that in Matthew and 
Luke the narrative material remains, on the whole, as it had 
been established by Mark, but the sayings material undergoes 
adaptation: parables are inevitably expanded in the interests 
of edifying the community; their emphases are altered and, as 



THE SAYINGS OF JESUS 165 

a result of exposition, they are changed into allegories; words 
of the Lord are adapted to problems and conditions which 
emerged later and thereby transformed and 'many a thing that 
was considered in time as a saying of the Lord was not so origin
ally, but was rather a happy expression of some truth that was 
dawning on Christianity' ( eine gluckliche F assung irgend einer Wahr
heit, welche der Christenheit aufgegangen war). Produced in the 
manner of the circular letters in Revelation, sayings might come 
into circulation which could properly be traced back to the 
glorified Lord, but which were gradually placed on the lips of 
the earthly Jesus. The conviction that the Spirit of Christ was 
active in Christians and that the thoughts of Jesus must have 
coincided exactly with those of the Christians enables us to 
understand this assertion which results, inescapably, from sober 
and conscientious consideration of the material handed down 
in the Synoptics. To pursue this view and prove it, says von 
Soden, would require detailed work that would take him far 
afield from his purpose: but, he adds, 'it is significant to observe 
the extent to which the utterances already fixed in the sources 
of Matthew and Luke have remained free of this influence' .12 

In spite of this final observation (which leaves a very substan
tial amount of the logia lesou untouched by prophetic crea
tivity), von Soden's general argument is open to the same kind 
of criticism as is directed against Buhmann. Some will wish to 
question the unexamined and undefended progression from 
adaptation of sayings of Jesus by the Church to the ascription 
to Jesus of truths that were dawning upon Christian faith. What 
can be the justification for this step on the part of a scholar 
who, in 1892, had not recourse to the presuppositions and 
'results' of the form-critical method? The only supporting evi
dence mentioned is the production of the circular letters in the 
book of Revelation. But as we have stated, these letters, whether 
from the end of the first century AD or earlier, are still acknow
ledged to be what they are, utterances of the risen Lord: con
trary to what is often claimed, explicitly or implicitly, on the 
basis of them, these passages from Revelation suggest nothing 
about the attribution to the historical Jesus of words of the 
exalted Christ spoken through the Spirit. 
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Again, one may note that, according to von Soden, the plausi
bility of this theory of ascription rests on the conviction that 
the Spirit of Jesus was active in Christians and the thoughts 
of Jesus coincided precisely with theirs. Why then is Paul careful 
to differentiate between his own opinions and the teachings of 
Jesus, although he too claims to have the Spirit,just as the Corin
thians do ( r Cor. 7 .40)? Moreover, there is evidence that the 
early Church distinguished between the Spirit addressing a 
man ( cf. Acts ro, r 9, r r. r 2, 13 .2, 2 r. r r) and utterances of the 
glorified Lord (cf. Acts 9.4ff., rof., 18.9, 23.r r), and nowhere 
in the Pauline epistolary material is there presupposed or 
implied an identity between a revelation received in encounter 
with the Spirit and words of the historical Jesus. r Thessalonians 
4.15 (en logo kyriou) does not necessarily refer to a saying of the 
exalted Lord or to a revelation in the Spirit: it may refer to 
a saying of Jesus, or more probably to the apocalyptic message 
of Jesus as a whole. There is no likelihood that the 'mystery' 
in Romans r 1 .25 ff. and I Corinthians r 5.51 f., even if it be a 
revelation, is thought of as having derived from the earthly 
Jesus. 

It remain~ to point out that von Soden does not attempt to 
identify those who formulated sayings which eventually were 
regarded as logia Iesou as prophets in the primitive Christian 
community: to say that they were 'produced in the manner of 
the circular letters of Revelation' is not really informative unless 
and until we have reached firm conclusions about the character 
of the author of that book and the nature of these letters in 
particular (see above, pp. 87-go). All in all, one confesses 
to the impression that Bultmann's view does not gain much 
in authority or conviction by his appeal to the work of von 
Soden. 

In our criticisms of the use of Odes of Solomon 42.6 we have 
partly disposed ofBultmann's appeal to the work of H. Gunkel. 
The essay in Reden und Aufsiitze to which Bultmann alludes is 
concerned with the Odes of Solomon and the quotation he gives 
is from Gunkel's comments on Ode 42. He observes that in vv. 
4 ff. Christ speaks in the first person through the mouth of the 
inspired singer, and goes on: 
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As the prophet of Israel's God says 'I' and means 'Yahweh', 
as the demon-possessed man, when asked what the demon is 
called, answers 'I am called Legion', so the inspired person 
dares to say 'I' and mean 'Christ'; such revelations of the 
Divine in the first person, in which God speaks through the 
servant who is dedicated to him, also appear in the syncret
istic religions. One can suppose that not a few sayings, which 
have come down to us as utterances of Jesus, were originally 
spoken by such inspired men in the name of Christ. ( p. 1 73, 
translation mine) 

On this we make two comments. The point being made here 
is different from the one which the usual interpretation of the 
appeal to Odes of Solomon 42 .6 appears to make. It is not 
speech by the risen Christ 'through their mouth' which denotes 
prophetic consciousness; rather, it is the use of 'I' when the 
speaker or singer means Christ (and this is quite common in 
the Odes) which is a sign of prophet-like inspiration. Gunkel 
does not say that all who speak thus are prophets, only that 
they are inspired men, as the prophets were: and in any case 
the prophet was not the only person to use 'I' with reference 
to Yahweh (cf. Deut. 32 and Ps. 2). Yet, immediately after his 
reference to Gunkel, Bultmann speaks of'utterances of Christian 
prophets' and later on he says: 'The I-sayings were predo
minantly the work of the Hellenistic churches, though a beginning 
had already been made in the Palestinian church. Here too 
Christian prophets filled by the Spirit spoke in the name of the 
ascended Lord sayings like Revelation 16.15.' 13 Bultmann's 
appeal to Gunkel does not give him the right to speak so defi
nitely of 'Christian prophets', only of inspired men. It cannot 
be assumed that all inspired speech in the early Christian com
munity emanated from prophets: were not 'teachers' and 
'evangelists' also inspired by the Spirit? In the second place, 
Gunkel proceeds immediately from the consciousness ofinspira
tion expressed in what he considers as an excerpt from a second
century Gnostic hymn-book, and from parallels found in the 
utterances which result from ecstatic union between an indivi
dual and god(s) in the mystery religions, to an assumption 
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about the formation (or creation) of sayings of Jesus in the 
Gospel tradition. Surely this requires supporting arguments. It 
receives none and therefore the supposition carries little con
,·iction. Again we must admit that Bultmann's case does not 
gain much strength from his appeal to the work of Gunkel. 

In the course of his assertions about the creative role of Chris
tian prophets in relation to logia Iesou Bultmann seeks confirma
tion from the book of Revelation. In so doing he is following 
von Soden: and Bultmann is followed by, among many others, 
Vielhauer and Jeremias. These last-mentioned scholars appeal 
to the letters of Revelation 2-3 (and to other specific verses) 
as evidence of the activity of Christian prophets addressing the 
community and using the name of Christ in the first person, 
and they go on to suggest that prophetic sayings of this kind 
found their way into the tradition of Jesus' words. But, as we 
have already observed, no evidence for this process can be 
drawn from these passages: the letters are clearly acknowledged 
as sayings of the exalted Lord spoken through the Spirit. The 
same may be said of the specific verses to which Bultmann 
appeals: Revelation 3.20 ('Behold I stand at the door ... ') and 
Revelation 1 6.15 ('Lo, I am coming like a thief. .. ') are unmis
takeably presented as words of the living Christ through the 
Spirit to the Church. In both these cases, it should be noted, 
one might plausibly suggest that what the Lord says by the 
Spirit (through the prophet-author) is in fact a development 
or adaptation of something already present in the tradition of 
Jesus' sayings: Revelation 16.15 echoes a logion of Jesus, pre
served in a life-setting which is perfectly appropriate (Luke 
1 2. 39; Matt. 24.43) ; and when Revelation 3. 20 is taken with 
the immediately following verse there appears to be an echo 
of Luke 22.29f. and Luke 12.36. Instead of inferring that these 
prophetic utterances have become part of the tradition of Jesus' 
words, we might suggest that prophetic utterance in the name 
of Christ has taken up genuine logia and pointed them to the 
current situation - hardly a surprising use of the authentic 
Jesus-material in the teaching and preaching ministry of the 
church. 

However that may be, a much more radical question must 
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be raised in connection with the appeal to the book of Revela
tion for evidence of the activity and consciousness of Christian 
prophets. Is the prophet-author of Revelation typical of the 
prophets in the Christian community? In an earlier chapter 
we have expressed support for the view that his position is uni
que in that he is the one by means of whom his 'brethren' 
(the prophets in the Church) become sharers in the knowledge 
and ministry of the divine revelation: all other members of the 
community, including the prophets, are subordinate to his 
authority; the community-prophets are the bearers and keepers 
of the.words of the author and they do not make any indepen
dent contribution to the prophecy; like the maskzlzm of Daniel 
(and at Qumran) their function may be that of transmission 
through teaching. 

Now ifit is the case that the prophet-author of the Revelation 
has a special role in his community (and that not simply because 
he is absent from it), then it cannot be said, without other evi
dence, that Christian prophets in the primitive communities 
spoke as he did in the name of the risen Christ, nor that their 
prophetic consciousness may be discerned by simply examining 
his. And other firm evidence is in fact lacking. We cannot draw 
upon the so-called 'words of Christian prophets' in the Synoptic 
gospels, for the legitimacy of this characterisation is what has 
to be proved. Nor can we confidently appeal to the discourses 
in the Fourth Gospel: these may indeed be homilies composed 
around sayings of Jesus and presented in the form of a speech 
by Jesus himself, but, as we have seen, there is no certain evi
dence that they emanated from a Christian prophet.The quite 
extensive information provided by Acts on the activity of Chris
tian prophets does not include any evidence that would support 
the view that they spoke in the name of the risen Christ: indeed 
evidence to the contrary lies in the fact that Agabus introduces 
his oracle with 'Thus says the Holy Spirit' (21. 11) and is de
scribed as speaking 'by the Spirit' ( 11 .28). And so far as the 
evidence from Paul is concerned, neither what he says about 
the function of prophets and prophecy in the Church ( 1 Cor. 
I 4.3) nor his own activity in word and writing suggested that 
he considered the production, in the Spirit, of sayings of the 
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Lord in the first person to be characteristic of prophets of the 
Christian era: the use of the well-known epigraph legei kyrios 
(Rom. 12.19; r Cor. 14.21; 2 Cor. 6.16 ff.) ought not to be pro
duced as contrary evidence: it is only an assumption that these 
Old Testament citations were introduced with Christian pro
phetic consciousness, and, in any case, kyrios probably denotes 
the Lord God (cf. 2 Cor. 6.r6b). Although Paul, called to 
apostleship, in a manner clearly reminiscent of a prophetic 
vocation, is a man of the Spirit ( r Cor. 7 .40) and possesses the 
gifts of the Spirit, i.e. is a charismatic and a prophet, there is 
no trace in his writings of his having addressed his readers 
(or hearers) using the name of Christ in the first person. To 
sum up: the relevance and value of the appeal to the book of 
Revelation in connection with the supposedly creative role of 
Christian prophets may be very much less than is commonly 
imagined. 

Of those who have developed Bultmann's view on the role 
of Christian prophets in the Church, E. Kasemann has made 
what is probably the most distinctive contribution. 14 According 
to Kasemann, there was an enthusiastic movement in both 
Gentile and Palestinian Christianity which was rooted in the 
Easter experiences. To this movement prophecy - under the 
inspiration of the Spirit - gave direction and leadership: pro
phets were in fact charismatic leaders in the community ( cf. 
Matt. ro.41, and p. 154 above). Apocalyptic theology - and 
for Kasemann apocalyptic was the mother of all Christian theo
logy - was combined with enthusiastic piety, for the prophets 
saw in the possession of the Spirit within the community the 
pledge of the imminent parousia in which the return of Jesus, 
the Son of man, is awaited. In this situation the Christian pro
phets spoke directly in the name of the risen Lord: to them 
belong those sayings which begin 'I am come' (elthon) which 
look back over and sum up the finished work of Jesus, as well 
as many, if not all, the logia relating to the coming Son of man. 

Basic to Kasemann's view are the results of the influential 
study in which he isolated in the Pauline letters and in the Synop
tics 'Sentences of Holy Law ( Siitze heiligen Rechtes )' .15 Examples 
of such expressions of the eschatological ius talionis are r Corin-
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thians 3. 1 7, 'If anyone destroys God's temple, God will destroy 
him', and Matthew rn.32, 'Everyone who acknowledges me 
before men, I also will acknowledge before my Father who is 
in heaven, but whoever denies me before men, I also will deny 
before my Father who is in heaven'. These 'sentences of holy 
law', in strict chiastic form, are attributed by Kasemann to the 
Christian prophets, the leaders of the community, who in 
expectation of the imminent Last Day themselves proclaimed 
the verdict of the ultimate Judge without recourse to any other 
sanction. 

This theory of Kasemann has not gone uncriticised. Klaus 
Berger16 has argued that the form of the so-called 'sentences of 
holy law' - so noteworthy for Kasemann - belongs to the genre 
of sapiential exhortation in which the sanction corresponds to 
the action, according to a law of imminent justice; that is, the 
'sentences' are actually conditional relative clauses of wisdom 
origin having nothing to do with legal norms. Such formula
tions could be transposed into the realm of eschatology, but by 
themselves they do not require us to assume the existence in 
a Christian community of prophets who promulgated the 
eschatological ius talionis. It is extremely hazardous to extrapo
late from a literary feature (whose precise classification is un
certain) to a judgment concerning the identity of those who 
may have employed the form: form criticism cannot demon
strate the prophetic origin of the 'sentences' investigated: in
deed, as used by Berger, the same critical method suggests that 
the sayings had their setting in church instruction ( especially 
for new converts). 

There is, however, an even greater weakness in Kasemann's 
position. While it has been claimed by Perrin that Kasemann's 
case for the attribution of the 'sentences of holy law' to Christian 
prophets is clearly and convincingly argued,17 it is our impres
sion that the position and the necessary presuppositions are 
simply affirmed, or reaffirmed, virtually without argument of 
any kind. In the essays of Kasemann which were published (or 
delivered) prior to the appearance of 'Sentences of Holy Law 
in the New Testament' (1954) there are only two references 
to prophets or prophecy of the Christian era. In connection with 
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the interpretation of 2 Peter 1 .20, it is asserted that 'primitive 
Christian prophecy was one of the most dangerous instruments, 
if not indeed the determining factor, in the increasing hold 
which Gnosticism was gaining on the Church' by the time of 
the writing of this epistle, a trend which was thwarted by the 
adoption of an institutionalised ministry conferred by ordina
tion. 18 Secondly, in an essay entitled 'Is the Gospel Objective?' 
( delivered and published in 1953) 19 the following statement is 
made concerning the part played by prophets in early Chris
tianity: 

As we can see clearly in the Revelation of John, they clothed 
their own epigrammatic words in the form of 'I' sayings of 
Jesus, speaking as Spirit-filled men with the authority and 
in the name of the exalted Christ. When these words were 
handed on, the distinction between the exalted and the 
earthly Lord very quickly disappeared, more especially as 
primitive Christianity was not particularly interested in the 
latter. Thus it came about that countless 'I' sayings of the 
Christ who revealed himself through the mouth of prophets 
gained entry into the Synoptic tradition as sayings of Jesus. 

This assertion amounts quite simply to a restatement of what 
Bultmann had said thirty years earlier, and for which, if our 
examination thus far has any validity, support - even when 
sought in the Revelation - is proving very feeble. There is no 
argument, no justification, offered by Kasemann. As far as the 
other reference to Christian prophecy is concerned, if early 
Christian prophets were in fact allowed to be so freely creative 
as Kasemann asserts, it is little wonder that he has to blame 
them for assisting the spread of Gnosticism within the Church! 
As we observed earlier, the Gnostic authors of apocryphal 
gospels fulfil the function given by Bultmann and his followers 
to Christian prophets in respect of the teaching of the Lord. 
Many, however, will not be convinced that the primitive 
Church (as early as AD 50) had opened the door to this danger
ous development by failing to distinguish between the earthly 
and the exalted Lord speaking! In any case, the links Kase
mann makes between Christian prophecy and the Gnosticising 
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of the Church are too sharply drawn. Much more certain know
ledge - not just suppositions and hypotheses - is needed about 
Christian prophecy, and much more about the origin and 
nature ofGnosis, before affirmations of this kind may be made. 

These two references from earlier essays form the total pre
paration that Kasemann offers for the introduction of Christian 
prophets in the discussion of the 'sentences of holy law'. The 
opening paragraphs of this essay are concerned with the 
structure of these 'sentences' and with their expression of the 
talion motif, which is located on the eschatological level because 
the Last Day is imminent in which God will vindicate his own 
honour and make good his own justice. Men serve God in this 
'only in so far as they are already proclaiming in the earthly 
present the criterion of his ekdikesis' .20 The next sentence is re
vealing. 'Admittedly, this is only possible for those who, being 
endowed with charisma, have knowledge of this criterion and are 
therefore able to proclaim it with prophetic authority.' (Italics 
mine.) Does it require charismatic endowment to recognise the 
criterion of the divinejudgment and proclaim it? And why has 
it to be proclaimed with prophetic authority? Were there not 
others in the Church, besides prophets, to speak, instruct and 
warn? These questions become even more embarrassing to the 
case if the form of the judgment-declaration belongs to the 
genre of wisdom-exhortation. It is hard to avoid the impression 
that the italicised phrases are added - without argument or 
justification - in order to introduce what is affirmed from that 
point onwards, that those who deliver the 'sentences of holy 
law' are charismatics and, in particular, prophets of the Chris
tian era. The following extracts show how the case develops. 

The word of the one who is endowed with charisma, who 
discloses within the community the criterion of the divine 
action, anticipates the verdict of the ultimate Judge ... The 
prophet's sole task is to open up the vista towards this tribunal 
and thereby to set the guilty man in the place of decision 
... (p. 68). 

The eschatological law of God, mediated through charis
matic men ... (p. 73). 
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And, with reference to Revelation 22. 18 ff.: 
'Here we see that it is prophetic proclamation which is the 

original Sitz im Leben for sentences of this kind' (p. 76). 
It would seem that the attribution of the so-called 'sentences 

of holy law' to Christian prophets is really presupposed by 
Kasemann: at best it is only a hypothesis, but one which has 
been elevated to the level of assumed fact by reason of its fre
quent reiteration. Indeed, the evidence produced by the Bult
mann school in support of the contention that the Christian 
prophets played a creative role in respect of sayings later attri
buted to the earthly Jesus proves, on examination, to be lacking 
in substance and authority. The information we can glean from 
the New Testament (especially from Paul and Acts) does not 
lend much credibility to the suggestion that the Christian pro
phets were the leaders in the Christian communities: that 
honour and authority surely belonged to apostles in the primi
tive church, and they were witnesses to the ministry of Jesus 
and therefore capable of exercising control on what was 
accepted as dominical teaching: another group, however im
portant, can hardly have possessed the authority to speak in 
the name of the risen Lord and have their declarations accepted 
- even eventually - as words of Jesus. If it is to merit further 
consideration, the case for the attribution to Christian prophets 
of a creative role in respect of logia Iesou requires validation by 
fresh and convincing arguments. Repetition of the evidence so 
far adduced cannot establish the theory. 

2. A NEW CASE DESCRIBED AND APPRAISED 

In a paper delivered to the 1975 meeting of the SBL Seminar 
on Christian Prophecy21 Gerald F. Hawthorne set out a number 
of considerations which he regards as cumulative evidence for 
attributing a creative role to Christian prophets in respect of 
some sayings which the Gospels present as dominical 
utterances. Important to his case - which we shall present in 
abbreviated form, though as far as possible in his words - is 
Hawthorne's definition of a Christian prophet as 'an unusually 
powerful figure in the early church, who spoke the Word of 
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the Lord with authority, who was a receiver and proclaimer 
of divine revelations, as well as one who was a preacher of the 
Good News in the more traditional sense' (p. rn5). The mean
ing of 'authority' and 'Word of the Lord' in this definition is 
clarified when the author describes what he calls the 'higher 
dimension' of prophecy: this is related directly to a special work 
of the Spirit upon the prophet by which the Spirit revealed to 
him a word from the risen exalted Christ: 'under these circum
stances, when the prophet spoke, this word became the command 
of the Lord for either an individual Christian or for the whole 
Christian community (1 Cor. 14:29-30, 37) .... Like OT pro
phecy this prophetic message was an immediate communica
tion of God's (Christ's) word to his people through human lips. 
There are times in fact when the risen Christ speaks in the first 
person and the figure of the prophet fades into the background 
- "Behold," says Christ, "I am coming as a thief" (Rev. r 6 : 1 5; 
22: 7), so that it is clear that the words that are spoken are in
deed the words of the heavenly Lord (Rev. chaps. 2 and 3)' 
(pp. rn7--8). It is highly significant that the New Testament 
passages alluded to in support of this view of prophetic auth
ority are from Paul and the author of Revelation: we must 
again question the correctness of an appeal to these figures. 
Were Paul and the prophet-author of Revelation typical of 
Christian prophets, or was not theirs a unique consciousness 
and authority? 

Let us now turn to the evidence Hawthorne lists for the possi
bility that some sayings of Christian prophets became inter
mingled with sayings of Jesus in the Gospel tradition. 

( 1) Although the early Church may have been concerned 
to distinguish between the 'Jesus of history' and the 'Christ of 
faith', it believed firmly that these two titles belonged to the 
same person: cf. Acts 2 .36, 'God has made him both Lord and 
Christ, this Jesus whom you crucified'. Hence, the risen Lord 
of the Church was not a different person from that of the Jesus 
who lived and taught in Palestine, but one and the same. 

(2) The early Church regarded itself as a community of the 
Spirit, living in those last days when God would pour out his 
Spirit on all flesh so that men and women would rise up and 
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prophesy (Acts 2.16-21). 'This meant that the church expected 
people to prophesy, to speak the word of the Lord to them, and 
that therefore they not only looked back to a past time when 
Jesus was with them, but to the exciting present moment of 
Jesus' immediate presence as their living Lord-Christ-with
them-today' (p. 1 IO). 

(3) Therefore the interest of the early Christians lay not only 
in what their Lord had once said to a basically Jewish audience, 
but also in what the living Lord of the Church was saying 
to them (Palestinian and Hellenist) in the present. 'It is a fact 
of Scripture that these Christians took for granted that the 
heavenly Christ would reveal to them further truths about him
self' (pp.110-111), John 16.12-15 being, as it were, the 'proof
text'. 

(4) The prophet in the pneumatic community spoke with 
the authority of one especially inspired by the Spirit, 'that all 
important identifying power which made the prophet's words 
one and the same with the words of Christ. He was the earthly 
voice, so to speak, by which the heavenly Lord expressed in 
propositional form those promised relevations of himself and 
of his will to individuals and/or groups in the early history of 
the Christian church' (p. 111). 

(5) The words of the exalted Jesus spoken through his pro
phets are very similar in form and content to the words of Jesus 
recorded by the evangelists: cf. Revelation 2. 1 o and Matthew 
JO. 28, 22; Revelation 16. 15 and Matthew 24.43-44/Luke 
12.39; Revelation 3.5 and Luke 17.7----g, etc. 'Surely it is not 
too much to say that all words of the Blessed One, whether 
spoken in Galilee by his own lips or from heaven through his 
prophet, would be heard by the church as instruction, 
encouragement, chastening or promise from the ever-living 
Lord .... If this is so then is it impossible to imagine that some 
of the risen Lord's words could have been included perhaps 
unconsciously among the pre-resurrection sayings of Jesus?' 
(p. 112). 

(6) a. Although Paul appears to distinguish the words 
spoken by the earthly Jesus and preserved in the tradition of 
the Church from those that were not (that is, from those spoken 
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by the risen Lord through a prophet, even through Paul him
self), we should not forget that the apostle vigorously asserted 
his independence from tradition (Gal. 1.11-12, 2.6): con
sequently, when he says that he received something from the 
Lord he may have meant that he received it directly from the 
risen Lord through revelation ( cf. Gal. 2. 2 and perhaps Rom. 
14. 14 and I Cor. 7. 1 2). b. Paul's general instructions to the 
churches contain elements of what have been thought of as 
traditional sayings of Jesus, or at least allusions to them, but 
in these cases Paul felt no compulsion to point out this fact or 
to distinguish between them and his own demands as apostle
prophet for the conduct of the churches to which he wrote. In 
the liturgy of the Eucharist there are commingled traditional 
words of Jesus with prophetic words of the risen Lord, viz. the 
Pauline exposition of the Jesus-words, 'For as often as you eat 
this bread and drink the cup, you proclaim the Lord's death 
until he comes' ( 1 Cor. 11 .26). c. The well-known en logo kyriou 
(1 Thess. 4.15) could be (among other acknowledged possi
bilities) a reference to words of Christ spoken through a prophet 
(Paul himself) by revelation: at any rate, the saying was 
regarded by the early Church as dominical as any of the sayings 
of Jesus in the Gospels. d. Could the eucharistic command 'Do 
this ... in remembrance of me', found only in Luke and in 
Paul- where it is claimed to have been received from the Lord 
(1Cor.11 .23) -be 'a concrete example ofa word received from 
the risen Lord, transmitted to the Corinthian church by the 
prophet Paul, which found its way into the gospel narrative 
as a word of Jesus through Paul's close associate, Luke'? (p. 
I 14). 

(7) The interpretative treatment of Old Testament 
Scripture by early Christian prophets may provide a model 
for the prophet's working with the traditional sayings of Jesus 
in the period before they took written form in the Gospels. 
'Is it not possible that a peshered saying of Jesus ( or even a saying 
de novo) from a Christian prophet would readily have had an 
authoritative status and as such been given a place within the 
gospel tradition?' (p. 114), for example, the dual divorce ter
minology in Mark 10.11-12. 
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(8) The author of the letter to the Hebrews is a Christian 
prophet, and Hebrews 2.11-13 and 10.5-7 show him taking 
Old Testament words, quoting them (exactly or freely) and 
placing them in the mouth of Jesus so that they become his 
words. 

(g) Sayings of Jesus which are today not considered part of 
the text of the traditional four Gospels were accepted as authen
tic logia and therefore canonised by certain segments of the early 
Church, for example, the ending(s) of Mark and the passage 
John 7 .53-8. 1. Such sayings could have been drawn from oral 
tradition, but is it not also possible that they were oracles of 
Christian prophets which solved particular problems faced by 
the early church and which supplemented the tradition avail
able? 

( 10) In John's Gospel there are places where it is extremely 
difficult to say where the words of Jesus end and the words of 
the evangelist begin ( cf. John 3. 10-21). This may be explained 
by viewing the Fourth Gospel as the work of a Christian prophet 
guided and validated by the Spirit of truth in his creative 
handling of tradition. 

( 11) That the words of the risen Lord are equally authentic 
with those of the earthly Jesus is evidenced in the early centuries 
of the Church's history by the Didache, the writings of Justin 
Martyr and of Melito of Sardis. In his sermon On the Passover 
Melito the prophet fades out, as it were, like the prophet in 
Revelation, and the risen Lord speaks through his mouth: 'I 
am the Christ. I am the one who destroyed death ... and bound 
the strong one .... Therefore, come unto me all families of men 
... and receive forgiveness for your sins. I am your forgive
ness ... '. And Hawthorne asks: 'How would Melito's audience 
have heard these words? Would they, could they, have been 
in a position to distinguish them from any sayings of Jesus they 
perhaps may have read in or heard from the gospels - assuming, 
of course, that the gospels were regularly and universally read 
alongside the OT in the liturgy of the church? ( I rather think 
this is a twentieth century question - one that never would have 
occurred to them)' (p. 117). 

Such is Hawthorne's cumulative case in favour of the view 
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that Christian prophets did have a part in the creation of 
dominical sayings. His concluding remarks show that he does 
not think that more than a small number of Jesus-sayings were 
so created, and that the early Church was incapable of or un
interested in distinguishing between the words of Jesus and the 
words ofits exalted Lord, 'but it seems that, if there was a situa
tion in which the words of the earthly Jesus and the words of 
the risen Lord existed side by side and circulated together, 
there was bound to be (at least there was the possibility of) a 
mingling of the two together - unconsciously if not consciously' 
(p. 117): moreover, sayings originating with Christian prophets 
( considering their credentials and inspiration) and later attri
buted to the earthly Jesus should not be regarded as inferior 
or secondary to 'genuine' logia, for 'authenticity' has to do with 
the authority by which a word comes to us, not with its place 
on the scale of historical probability. 22 

What response can be made to this case, presented carefully 
by a cautious and conservative scholar? On certain details 
of his theory we have reservations: for instance, on his inter
pretation of Acts 2.16-21 (see Chapter Four above); on his 
use of the Johannine doctrine of the Spirit to validate what 
early Christians in general might assume or do. And we 
would want to off er alternative explanations of some of the 
New Testament passages which form bricks in the building 
of his hypothesis, e.g. Mark 10. 11-12, and on the ending of 
Mark. 

But there are two features of his case which lead us to pass 
upon the whole the verdict 'Not proven'. The first concerns 
the measure of authority he attributes to the Christian prophet -
'a pneumatic and awesome figure within the early church, ... 
What he said was accepted by the community as the command 
of the Lord to be obeyed without question' (p. 109). This is 
true of the Old Testament prophet, but is it true of New Testa
ment prophets, with the exception of Paul and the prophet
author of the Revelation? When discussing the Church pro
phets' activity in Corinth Paul does not give the impression that 
their words were divinely authoritative: if they had been, why 
should they have required testing and control? Congregational 
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prophets did not enjoy the authoritative status of Paul or of 
the unknown 'John' who wrote Revelation. 

The second important point is that Hawthorne's case does 
not provide one absolutely certain prophetic word which 
became a part of the tradition of Jesus' utterances. In each of 
the crucial sections of his argument (points 5 to 1 1) he either 
presents a question, 'Is it not possible that ... ?', 'Could not such 
and such be the case ... ?', or he builds upon an assumption 
- about the prophetic character of John's Gospel or about the 
prophetic origin of Hebrews - which does not necessarily com
mand the widespread assent of scholars. In short, imaginative 
guesses, speculation and unproved assumptions - to which dif
ferent scholars will react differently - take the place of concrete 
proof for his case. In our view, Hawthorne has not decisively 
proved that any single utterance of the risen Lord spoken by 
a prophet actually became part of the tradition of dominical 
sayings. What he has done - and perhaps he was attempting 
to do no more - is to provide a very reasonable case for the 
possibility of some intermingling. 

One very difficult and important question now remains for 
discussion. Once we admit the possibility of a mingling of words 
of the earthly Jesus and words of the risen Lord spoken through 
prophets, by what criteria may we decide which sayings belong 
to the latter category? Kasemann's criteria, based on form (a 
precise chi as tic structure) and content ( a concern with eschato
logical judgment), are much too uncertain to be valuable: the 
'I-sayings' - on the analogy of Odes of Solomon 42.6 and 
Revelation 16. 1 5 - do not form a satisfactory distinguishing 
feature of the Christian prophet's creative work: the amen
formula is proof to V. Hasler23, but Jeremias, as we have seen 
above (pp. 64-65), argues against this and claims that the amen
formula is a most important key in discovering the ipsissima verba 
of Jesus. In his unpublished Oxford thesis ( 1973), entitled New 
Testament Prophecy and the Gospel Tradition, W. J. Houston uses 
functional and formal criteria to distinguish prophetic sayings: 
they must have a 'paracletic' function, be based on an apoca
lyptic mid rash of Old Testament words or words of Jesus, and 
use eschatological language. But just why an evangelist or 
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apostle or even Jesus himself, rather than a Christian prophet, 
could not have spoken most of the passages Houston isolates 
is never made clear. 

Perhaps the most serious and systematic attempt to formulate 
criteria by which to identify the contributions of Christian pro
phets to the Synoptic tradition has been made by M. E. Boring 
in his essay, 'How May We identify Oracles of Christian Pro
phets in the Synoptic Tradition? Mark 3.28----9 as a Test Case' .24 

Having gathered together the sources available for describing 
the Christian prophet Boring seeks to discover a characterisa
tion of Christian prophets prior to any of these sources. This 
he attempts to do (i) by projecting as far as possible the avail
able data about Christian prophetism backwards and into 
Palestine; (ii) by constructing a list of the characteristics of the 
prophet which are common to several of the sources, or 
which, though unique, provide some typical trait of Christian 
prophetism; and (iii) by comparing this characterisation with 
those Synoptic logia of Jesus which (a) originally existed inde
pendently of a narrative context and ( b) on other grounds are 
regarded as secondary (i.e. church products) rather than words 
of the historical Jesus. 

Some of the evidence and presuppositions embodied in this 
methodology are open to criticism ( e.g. the desire to provide 
a Palestinian home for prophecy, even in the case of Revelation: 
see Chapter Three, note 2): but it is with Boring's application 
of his criteria to Mark 3.28-29 that we shall concern ourselves. 
He makes six assertions about this logion. (i) It is an independent 
saying which rests uncomfortably in all its present contexts; (ii) 
it possesses formal indications of prophetic speech, the initial 
amen, chiasmus, and legal form; (iii) the saying is eschatological 
in content and tone - a characteristic of all early Christian pro
phecy; (iv) the saying was uttered with the authority fitted to 
the Christian prophet rather than to the Christian scribe; ( v) 
the logion is considered as a pesher on Isaiah 63.3-11, and inter
preting Scripture was an important function of Christian pro
phets; and (vi) the association of the Holy Spirit with the Spirit 
of prophecy ( common to such sources as Revelation, Acts, the 
Didache, Hermas) is evident here. 
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These are indeed interesting suggestions for deciding the pro
phetic origin of 'dominical' sayings, but each one is open to 
question. (i) Does the fact that a saying rests uncomfortably 
in all its contexts necessarily mean that it is not genuinely 
dominical? It may point in that direction, but we must not for
get that the evangelists may well have experienced difficulty 
in 'locating' items ofremembered tradition. (ii) The formal in
dications of prophetic speech in Mark 3 .28-29 include the amen
formula and, while many are disposed to regard this as clear 
evidence of prophetic utterance, others claim it as a sign of 
Jesus' own authoritative speech. (iii) There is no valid reason 
for claiming that all Christian prophecy was eschatological and 
that therefore only eschatologically oriented sayings can have 
originated with Christian prophets. There are shades of Kase
mann's arguments and assumptions here. Undoubtedly pro
phecy could be eschatological, but it is noteworthy that Paul 
describes prophecy, not in eschatological terms but in terms of 
exhortation, building up and strengthening the church ( 1 Cor. 
14.3). (iv) Whilst the saying investigated was authoritatively 
uttered, that does not per se decide its prophetic origin: did not 
Jesus himself speak with authority? (v) If the exegesis of Old 
Testament Scripture (in this case Isa. 63.3-11) underlies this 
saying, was such exegesis confined to Christian prophets? Are 
there not adequate grounds for claiming that Jesus too inter
preted the Old Testament with reference to himself and his mis
sion (i.e. in a pesher-ising way)? (vi) This last criterion is of sig
nificance only if the others have all been shown to be operative. 

By raising these questions we do not wish to give the impres
sion that we are not taking serously the possibility that some 
sayings ofJesus preserved in tradition originated from Christian 
prophets: on the contrary, it is because we do take it seriously 
that we have to draw attention to the immense difficulties that 
belong to the attempt to decide which sayings derive from pro
phets, as well as to the numerous presuppositions that underlie 
Boring's decision in the case of Mark 3.28-29. 

Further evidence on these presuppositions may be gathered 
from a short paper Boring read to the 1976 meeting of the SBL 
Seminar on Christian Prophecy in which he offers a test exegesis 
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of Matthew 10.23 in order to establish its prophetic origin. 25 

Here he again uses the amen lego hymin formula as an indication 
of prophetic speech, and argues that the oracle, in its original 
meaning (i.e. apart from Matthew's understanding ofit), must 
have referred to the parousia at the end of history, that is, it 
must be eschatological ! He also adduces the 'wandering' motif 
and the persecution theme (23a) as indicative of prophetic 
speech and experience, and offers the opinion that 'in the early 
post-Easter enthusiasm it was Christian prophets who first 
identified Jesus as the Son of man and ... the whole tradition 
of Son of man sayings depends on this early prophetic speech 
event. The transition from the proclaimer to the proclaimed was 
facilitated by Christian prophets who spoke in Jesus' name as 
the Son of man' (p. 130). The saying as a whole, Boring thinks, 
is a reformulation and representation by a Christian prophet, 
seeking to speak to a specific missionary problem, of a Jewish 
tradition (Sotah g. 15) that in the days immediately before the 
Messiah's advent 'the people of the frontier ( or, Gebul) should go 
about from city to city with none to show mercy on them'. 

Is not hypothesis being built upon hypothesis in order to 
demonstrate the prophetic origin of a logion, whose genuineness 
(not simply by reason of its unfulfilled content) as a dominical 
utterance is confidently affirmed by many scholars of great dis
tinction. If, in the case of Kasemann's argument, repetition fails 
to persuade, so will the assertion of inherited presuppositions 
in Boring's exegetical investigations. We find it almost in
credible that Boring thinks he can dispose of the origin of the 
Son of man sayings in the cavalier fashion indicated by the 
quotation given above: when New Testament critics of the 
stature of Bultmann, E. Schweizer, M. Black and C. F. D. 
Maule argue for the genuineness of this or that group of Son 
of man sayings, or indeed (in the case ofMoule) for the genuine
ness of many in each group (those relating to the ministry, to 
the Passion and, thirdly, to the eschaton), to say that 'the whole 
tradition of Son of man sayings depends on an early prophetic 
speech event' smacks ofirresponsibility: one wonders what next 
will be claimed for 'Christian prophetic speech'! 

To return to Hawthorne's cautious conclusion that perhaps 
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a small number of Jesus-sayings were created by Christian pro
phets because 'if there was a situation in which the words of 
the earthly Jesus and the words of the risen Jesus existed side by 
side and circulated together, there was bound to be (at least 
there was the possibility of) a mingling of the two together -
unconsciously if not consciously' :26 in principle, this commands 
our assent, but the problems of distinguishing between the two 
(which we consider necessary, but not on the grounds of dif
ference in their authority or inspiration), are still pressing. To 
be open to the possibility of having an origin in inspired Chris
tian prophetic speech in the name of the risen Lord a Jesus
saying must (i) fail to pass all the linguistic, environmental and 
other criteria for genuineness; (ii) be proved to be no part of 
the evangelists's editorial work; and then (iii) be shown to be 
consistent with what we know of the characteristics of Christian 
prophetic speech in the first century (which, unless we are too 
heavily dependent on Paul and Revelation, is not really very 
much). In our opinion, not many sayings of Jesus in the Synop
tics will pass these tests. 

Some may think that the expositions of some of the parables 
derive from Christian prophets, though they could equally well 
be ascribed to Christian teachers: others will think of at least 
some of the words of Jesus after his resurrection, and in particu
lar of Matthew 28. 18--20 which is an expansion over similar 
sayings in Luke 24.48f., John 20.21 and Mark 16.15(?) to in
clude the only trinitarian baptismal formula in the New Testa
ment; and yet others may think of the words of Matthew 18.20, 
'where two or three are gathered together in my name, there 
am I in the midst of them', in which the speaker is the risen 
and glorified Christ whose presence is a reality in the com
munity of his followers. Luke 11.49-51 may well reveal another 
kind of prophetic activity, viz. the modification and expansion 
of ipsissima verba to bring out their meaning for the Christian 
prophet's own era and audience. On this passage E. E. Ellis 
comments: 'The present passage seems to be best understood 
as an oracle from the exalted Jesus or, more likely, a saying 
from his [Jesus'] pre-resurrection ministry "pesher-ed" and 
given detailed application by a Christian prophet to the 
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judgment on "this generation" in the siege and destruction of 
Jersualem (AD 66-70).' 27 Of how many more passages this 
could be said with any degree of confidence we do not know: 
possibly Luke 21 .20-24 could be included, but there is no evi
dence that the liberty of adaptation-which, be it noted, is not 
the same as the creation of sayings ex nihilo - was taken casually. 
Even with regard to what we have just suggested, very little 
though it may appear to some, we must admit that we are deal
ing only with possibilities, not with certainties or assured 
results. 28 



CHAPTER EIGHT 

THE DECLINE OF PROPHECY 

Before considering the eventual decline of prophetic activity in 
the Church and the reasons for it we must acknowledge that 
at the beginning of the post-apostolic period Christian prophets 
were still held in high esteem. The document which shows most 
clearly the great repute they enjoyed is the Didache, which, 
despite attempts to date it around the middle of the first cen
tury, seems most appropriately located somewhere in the years 
between AD 70 and 110.1 Chapters11-13 of this book contain 
virtually all of the information that is relevant to prophets. Like 
all itinerant missionaries they are to be received if their teaching 
conforms to the Church's doctrine: indeed they are to be re
ceived 'as the Lord'. But if a prophet (or apostle) remains three 
days or, on departing, asks for money, he is a false prophet 
( 11. 1-6). Contrary to Paul's insistence that prophets be exam
ined, the Didachist asserts that it is an unforgivable sin to test 
or judge any prophet speaking in the Spirit. Nevertheless, 
objective criteria are given for discerning the genuinely in
spired: disinterestedness in reward, consistency between what 
he practises and what he preaches, and, above all, 'having the 
ways of the Lord' (11.7-12). Whereas any ordinary Christian 
traveller should be prepared to earn his living by manual work 
while he stays with a group of his brethren in any place, a pro
phet who wishes to settle permanently in a community is worthy 
of his maintenance by virtue of his highly prized prophetic 
ministry as the congregation's 'high priest': he is to be given 
permission to offer the eucharistic thanksgiving as much as he 
wishes (10.7), since, as a pneumatic, he is not tied, as other 
Christians are, to the wording or the extent of the usual prayers: 
he is to be treated somewhat like the Levite in the book of Deu
teronomy (Deut. 18.6 ff., 26. 1 2 ff.) and given the first-fruits of 
the wine-press and threshing-floor, of oxen and sheep, of bak-
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ing, of wine, oil, of money, clothes and every possession, as 
seems appropriate, so that he need not have any material 
worries (13.1-7). But the Didache seems to imply that the 
number of prophets was already dwindling and the 'office' 
becoming obsolescent. It is assumed that there will not be a 
prophet in every church, for bishops and deacons are to be 
appointed to perform the service of prophets and teachers, and 
the former are not to be despised - an indication of how highly 
the prophets were still respected in this period of transition from 
a pneumatic to an institutional ministry. 

The attitude of the Didache towards prophecy is comparable 
to that of Paul towards speaking with tongues. Paul entirely 
allows that speaking with tongues is a gift of the Spirit; but 
for the sake of edification and good order in the church he 
prefers coherent prophecy. Just so the author of the Didache 
allows the supreme value and unique prestige of a true pro
phet; but experience has by this time proved that self-authen
ticated wandering prophets are a doubtful blessing .... The 
aim, therefore, of the author of the Didache is to create, 
wherever it did not yet exist, a resident ministry of episcopoi and 
deacons. Where this already exists, he tries to raise its status; 
congregations are bidden to regard these as their 'honourable 
men along with the prophets and teachers'. Evidently one 
main object of the Didache is to secure that the resident 
ministers shall no longer be treated as of subordinate importance. 2 

Something of genuine prophetic character appeared in Her-
mas's Shepherd (of uncertain date between c. AD go and 130), 
but the author, despite his reception and transmission of revela
tions, does not lay claim to the position or title of prophet, nor 
does he number the prophets among the dignitaries of the 
Church, apostles, bishops, teachers, deacons (Vis. 3.5.1.). 
Nevertheless, he is still acquainted with those who have the 
divine Spirit and who speak as filled by the angel of the pro
phetic Spirit. The Eleventh Mandate - the subject of an impor
tant monograph by J. Reiling3 -is devoted to the discernment 
of spirits, and the criteria offered are moral. A man inspired by 
the divine Spirit will give proof of that by his life and character. 
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The difference between a false prophet and a true one will 
be obvious from their behaviour before the assembled con
gregation. The former will act like a soothsayer or oracle
monger (mantis), but the true prophet will speak only when God 
decides. 

When the man who has the divine Spirit comes into a syna
gogue of righteous men, who have faith in the divine Spirit, 
and intercession is made to God by the synagogue of those 
men, then the angel of the prophetic Spirit, who is in contact 
with him, fills the man, and the man, filled with the Holy 
Spirit, speaks to the congregation as the Lord pleases (Man. 
I 1.9). 

An ambitious, self-assertive, talkative or mercenary 'prophet' 
betokens inspiration from a very different source. 

Although Ignatius of Antioch and, to a lesser extent, Poly
carp may be rightly considered as having possessed prophetic 
gifts, the chief manifestation of prophetism in the post-apostolic 
age was the rise of the Montanist movement which appeared 
about AD 156 (or AD r 72) in Phrygia and spread quickly to 
other parts of the Christian world, including Gaul, Rome and 
North Africa, where it gained its most illustrious convert in Ter
tullian. Montan us, the leader of the movement - which called 
itself the 'New Prophecy' - taught that, as the dispensation of 
the Father had given place to the dispensation of the Son when 
Christ came to earth, so now the dispensation of the Son had 
given place to the dispensation of the Spirit. For ( he claimed) 
Christ's promise of the coming Paraclete had now been fulfilled 
and he, Montanus, was the Paraclete's mouthpiece. The com
ing of the Paraclete was the immediate prelude to the second 
coming of Christ and the establishment of the New Jerusalem 
in Pepuza, one of the towns of Phrygia. 

Montanism could have been a valuable revivalist movement 
within the Church for it had some admirable features, without 
which it would surely never have attracted the allegiance of 
Tertullian. Its adherents believed in the present work of the 
Holy Spirit in the individual, stirring up charismata, prophecy 
and enthusiasm; and they affirmed a rigorous standard of 
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Christian morality and discipline. Thus they wanted to revive, 
with great urgency (in view of their belief in the imminent 
second Advent of the Lord), some of the things which had given 
power to primitive Christianity. 

Very probably such a revival seemed necessary in view of 
the growth of rigid ecclesiastical organisation. The Church was 
acquiring a stiffer framework of law and order, a fixed canon 
of Scripture, an authoritative hierarchy, an aspiration after uni
formity, a retrospective eye and an increasing respect for tradi
tion. This institutional shell - a defence against the chaos of 
Gnosticism - was valuable, but it might come to stifle the free
dom and warmth of the Gospel and might tempt the average 
Christian to be content with good churchmanship - believing 
and doing what he is told to believe and do, and, when he fails, 
taking his punishment and receiving his absolution, thereby 
becoming once more safe in the bosom of the Church. No doubt 
there was awareness of this danger and therefore Montanist en
thusiasm received a widespread welcome for a short time. 

But Montanism was soon found out. Its enthusiasm was not 
purely and specifically Christian, but was tainted with the 
fanaticism of the old Asiatic cults of which Montan us had once 
been a priest: the Holy Spirit seemed to be saying nothing of 
any religious or intellectual value to his ecstatic prophets and 
prophetesses (Prisca and Maximilla) - a judgment which any 
study of the authentic prophetic sayings preserved4 would con
firm; and the asceticism was so extreme as to be virtually dual
istic. Moreover, the glorification of Pepuza as the New J eruslem 
was a threat to all the ancient sees, and, what is even more im
portant,just when the formation of a defined canon of Scripture 
seemed the right way to check Gnosticism, the Montanists were 
teaching men to expect new and authoritative revelations. 
Furthermore, the movement did not stay within the Church: 
it became sectarian, a group of Christians who are visibly spiri
tual, a congregation of saints ( cf. Tertullian, de Pudicitia, 2 1). 

If some criticism ofauthoritarianism and institutionalism might 
have been wholesome, the tendency of Montanism was to repu
diate the existing hierarchy altogether and, by its emphasis on 
prophets acting and speaking under immediate inspiration, to 
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deny the whole principle of order and authority which the bulk 
of the Church had welcomed, as well as the particular idea of 
apostolic succession which was at this time coming into promin
ence as the basis of episcopal authority. 

Although the dogma that there are Christian prophets sur
vived rather longer than prophecy itself, the repudiation of 
Montanism marks the effective end of prophecy in the Church. 
Its disappearance was due, in the main, to two factors, both 
of which have been suggested in the preceding paragraphs. The 
number of people possessing prophetic powers grew less and 
less (cf. Did. 13.4) - perhaps with the waning of the imminent 
expectation of the End - and appointed office-bearers and 
Scripture took the place of pneumatic inspiration: as G. Fried
rich says: 'Montanism was the last great flare up of prophecy 
in the Church. When it was resisted and vaniquished, the in
stitutional office gained a decisive victory over the charisma'. 5 

A similar point of view is expressed by Kasemann: 'A ministry 
conferred by ordination is bound to be the natural opponent 
both ofGnosis and of primitive Christian prophecy. Thus it was 
no accident that the latter either died out gradually within the 
ranks of orthodoxy or was crowded out into the sects. II Peter 
has lost all knowledge ofit: prophecy is now confined to written 
prophecy as recorded in the Old Testament' .6 Fr. von Campen
hausen's observations in his essay 'Prophets and Teachers in 
the Second Century', 7 are more nuanced. While admitting that 
the element of 'office' became more and more prominent in the 
course of the second century, he is of the opinion that it is not 
office as such, i.e. as a legal and institutional fact, that is the 
real focus of interest, but rather the traditional body of truth, 
the truth of God's Church, which it is the duty of the office 
to serve and to preserve. In the service of that truth both office
holders and the old free men of the Spirit continue to play their 
part. 

To start in every case from a supposed opposition between 
two separate blocs, the official and the charismatic, is a typi
cal modern misunderstanding. Not only do office-holders 
possess the Spirit, but the spirituals, for their part, to the 
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extent that they rightly belong to the Church, derive the 
power of their teaching from traditional apostolic truth. 8 

Consequently, when the era of the prophets closed, with the 
condemnation ofMontanist enthusiasm and ecstasy, the increas
ing hellenisation of the Church - with its emphasis on the spiri
tuality and rationality of the faith - created the tendency to 
rely more and more on rational and didactic forms of spiritual 
utterance: therefore the place of the prophets, as witnesses to 
the living truth, was taken by the 'teachers' of both the free 
and the official Church, that is, by catechists, preachers, 
scholars and theologians (e.g. Clement of Alexandria), men 
who were the first conscious champions of an individualist and 
personal spirituality in the Church, but whose authority was 
based not on any revelation directly received but on the exposi
tion of existing traditions, and very particularly of the 
Scriptures, at first those of the Old Covenant, but later those 
of the New and of the apostles. 

Whereas Friedrich and Kasemann attribute the decline of 
prophecy primarily to the increasing authority of an official 
ministry in an institutionalised Church, von Campenhausen 
sees the matter more in terms of a dogmatic principle: the 
proper transmission of apostolic truth. When prophets could 
no longer be found or depended upon to fulfil that function, 
their place was taken by exegetes and teachers of the authorita
tive tradition. It is not necessary, in our view, to judge either 
of these approaches wrong: in all probability the two factors 
emphasised - office and the transmission of truth - were jointly 
responsible for the rapid disappearance of prophetic activity 
in the Church. After all, were not bishops appointed to be custo
dians of the apostolic truth and tradition? 

The other main reason for the decline of prophecy was that 
false prophets were present - from a quite early stage in the 
Church's life (cf. 1 John and the Pastoral epistles) and in grow
ing numbers in the second and third generations ( cf. the Didache 
and Hermas) - and these undermined the position and auth
ority of genuine prophets. Unfortunately the Church was not 
easily able to safeguard prophecy from the excesses of charlatans, 
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since it did not possess or (ifit possessed it) did not effectively 
use the charisma of discernment. As we have pointed out, 
various criteria for the 'testing of spirits' were from time to time 
enunciated and presumably employed in the unmasking of 
fraudulent prophets: they certainly were in relation to Montan
ism. But ability to discern and repudiate the false seems not 
to have been balanced by ability to discern and retain the true. 
The result was that the apparently large number of false pro
phets abroad not only undermined the authority of the decreas
ing numbers of true prophets, but also brought the whole 
phenomenon of prophetism under suspicion, thus aiding its de
cline and eventual disappearance. Irenaeus did issue a warning 
to his contemporaries that true prophecy was being driven out 
of the Church as a consequence of the battle against false pro
phets (Adv. Haer. 3.9.9): but his warning was in vain and the 
Church lost the immensely valuable contribution to its life that 
comes from genuinely inspired prophetic utterance. 



CHAPTER NINE 

PROPHECY TODAY 

When confronted by the title of this chapter many will think 
of the expectations and hopes expressed, sometimes privately, 
sometimes through the media, that archbishops, bishops and 
other church leaders will utter a 'prophetic' word in the con
temporary situation: such words are usually sought at times of 
real or supposed national crisis, and those who call for them 
seem to desire an ecclesiastical pronouncement that will con
demn some threat to the national fibre or morale, that will 
expose injustice, discrimination or exploitation, that will give 
the Church a 'lead', that will recall the citizens to the central 
verities of the Christian faith, thus restoring hope, vision, integ
rity and direction. 

It would probably be true to say that no generation has failed 
to produce a person or persons of this 'prophetic' stature: the 
renowned William Temple was certainly one such, and in 
recent times Dom Helda Camara, Martin Luther King and 
Bishop Trevor Huddleston may justly be regarded as men of 
comparable power and influence. Of course, not only church 
leaders are expected to speak 'prophetically': parish clergy and 
ministers are looked to as well for the declaration of a 'word 
from the Lord' on pressing social problems and inequities: and 
men and women have not been lacking to speak out thus, some
times at considerable cost to themselves. As Paul Tillich has 
said: 

The prophetic spirit has not disappeared from the earth. 
Decades before the world wars, men judged the European 
civilisation and prophesied its end in speech and print. There 
are among us people like these. They are like the refined 
instruments which register the shaking of the earth on far
removed sections of its surface. These people register the 
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shaking of their civilisation, its self-destructive trends, and its 
disintegration and fall, decades before the final catastrophe 
occurs. They have an invisible and almost infallible sen
sorium in their souls; and they have an irresistible urge to 
pronounce what they have registered, perhaps against their 
own wills. For no true prophet has ever prophesied volun
tarily. It has been forced upon him by a Divine Voice to 
which he has not been able to close his ears .... Most human 
beings, of course, are not able to stand the message of the 
shaking of the foundations. They reject and attack the pro
phetic minds, not because they really disagree with them but 
because they sense the truth of their words and cannot receive 
it. They repress it into mockery or fury against those who 
know and dare to say what they know. 1 

However, this kind of prophetic utterance -whose value and 
relevance at certain times cannot be impugned - stands in the 
succession of Old Testament prophetic speech, and especially 
in the tradition of the denunciations of Amos and Micah, rather 
than in the succession of New Testament prophets, in so far 
as we are able to discover their activities and oracles. The 
exception is, as we have observed several times in this book, 
the prophet-author of Revelation who by what he writes, and 
especially in his messages to the seven churches of Asia Minor, 
seems to stand closer to the prophets of the Old Covenant by 
virtue of the authority he claims and exercises to praise or, more 
often, to condemn the life of the communities to which he 
addresses himself. He resembles the apostles like Peter and 
especially Paul who function in relation to the early Church 
in an authentic prophetic manner 'in the name of the Lord', 
rather than the community-prophets who, according to the 
book of Revelation, seem to be the guardians (and exponents?) 
of the prophet-author's words, and who, in the Pauline 
churches, seem to have played a secondary, though significant, 
role. It should be noted that in the case of Old Testament pro
phets, New Testament prophets, and the successors of both in 
the eras to follow and up to our own time, they are men ( and 
women) who speak from within the community of faith (Israel 
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or the Church) to both 'church' and 'nation' or 'society'. That 
there are figures outside the Church today who speak in 'pro
phetic' tones or act 'prophetically' is, in our view, undeniable; 
but with their activities, authority and value we cannot con
cern ourselves here, save to say that God's mouthpieces need 
not always be church-members. 

Some, perhaps only a few nowadays, will, at the mention of 
the word 'prophecy', immediately think of prediction, and 
especially of the prediction of the End or the Second Coming. 
For a long time the enigmatic and abstruse symbols of the book 
of Daniel and the Revelation have been used as 'time-tables' 
by which one may identify how far along the road we are to
wards the parousia. This misuse of the books mentioned rests 
on a misunderstanding of their nature and purpose and of 
Scripture's function in general: it often leads to identifications 
and predictions which are, to say the least, bizarre. How is it 
that, for many decades, those who specialise in such 'interpreta
tions' of Scriptural passages always arrive at the conclusion that 
the very moment in which they are speaking or writing is the 
immediate prelude to the imminent parousia? If the biblical 
authors cannot be wrong - and the proponents of this type of 
Bible-reading are doughty defenders of Scripture's infallibility 
- then something must be wrong with the interpretation! It 
is not with this kind of understanding of prophecy that we in
tend to deal here. Prediction does not seem to have been an 
important function of the New Testament prophet, and cer
tainly not datable prediction of the End. 

What we shall attempt to consider in this chapter is the re
vival of the phenomenon of prophecy in Pentecostal Churches 
and in Neo-Pentecostal circles. By 'Pentecostal' we mean those 
churches (and their members) which claim, not always in their 
titles, to be Pentecostal. 'Neo-Pentecostal' refers to groups and 
persons within the traditional churches (both Protestant and 
in the last decade or so the Roman Catholic Church). The 
phrase 'charismatic renewal' has become more common usage 
than 'Pentecostal' among Neo-Pentecostals. But behind the 
various names there stands the same central reality, the theo
logical raison d'etre of Pentecostalism - the Pentecostal or 
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charismatic experience of the Holy Spirit in a life- and speech
transforming event in the career of the Christian. Only when 
the Holy Spirit permanently, personally and fully enters the 
believer's life does that person become eligible for endowment 
with one or more of the nine gifts of the Spirit listed in I Corin
thians 12.8-10 (lit. 'a word of wisdom, a word of knowledge, 
faith, gifts ofhealings, operations of works of power, prophecy, 
discernment of spirits, different kinds of tongues and interpreta
tion of tongues'). 

In classical Pentecostal belief, and in some Neo-Pentecostal 
teaching, 'baptism' in the Spirit' - the experienced event of 
being filled with the Spirit as the apostles were 'filled' on the 
day of Pentecost (Acts 2.4) - is quite distinct from and sub
sequent to conversion to Jesus Christ and distinct from, though 
not necessarily subsequent to, 'water-baptism': it normally has 
as its outward sign or evidence a breaking into tongues (glosso
lalia) by the one 'baptised' (Acts 10-44-47). But the New Testa
ment texts which are adduced by Pentecostals as their warrant 
for this doctrine are open to an alternative and preferable 
exegesis. 

After lengthy investigation of the relevant passages F. D. 
Bruner2 asserts (and, in our view, correctly) that in the New 
Testament conversion, baptism, the laying on of hands and the 
gift of the Holy Spirit are essentially and unconditionally con
nected, though they may vary in the form and order of their 
manifestation: there is not, as the Pentecostals suggest, an 
additional gift of the Spirit, a 'second blessing', which is con
ditional upon a more holy life and a more zealous striving. 
J. D. G. Dunn drew similar conclusions from the evidence: 'We 
shall see that, while the Pentecostal's belief in the dynamic and 
experiential nature of Spirit Baptism is well founded, his separa
tion of it from conversion-initiation is wholly unjustified.' 3 

Cardinal Suenens puts the matter very directly: 'For us, as well 
as for the majority of Christian Churches, there is not a duality 
of baptisms, one in water and one in the Spirit. We believe there 
is but one baptism. Baptism in the Holy Spirit is not a sort of 
super-baptism, or a supplement to sacramental baptism which 
would then become the pivot of the Christian life. ' 4 Seeking to 
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re-express in a less ambiguous way the experience thac is called 
'baptism in the Spirit', the Cardinal speaks of'a deeper aware
ness of the presence and the power of the Holy Spirit', 'a very 
special grace ... a renewal of [the] spiritual life accompanied 
by a feeling of peace and joy of a kind hitherto unknown', 'a 
release of the latest potentials of the Spirit ... a new and more 
developed awareness of our true Christian identity which only 
faith can reveal to us; and which brings alive this faith, giving 
it a new reality and an awakened eagerness to spread the 
Gospel' (p. 81 ). 

The last of these attempted re-expressions recalls Simon Tug-
well's view :5 

In the New Testament, in the early church, all that Pente
costals understand by 'baptism in the Spirit' is referred quite 
strictly and simply to what it means to be a christian at all. 
The experience of the Spirit is not subsequent to that of con
version and faith; the experience of Pentecost is identical 
with the baptismal confession that 'Jesus is Lord' (and how 
often the New Testament warns us against Pentecostal mani
festations divorced from this confession!) 

With this affirmation made, Tugwell finds himself compelled 
to concede: 

Unfortunately, we have to recognise that, generally, our own 
experience of baptism, of being christians, falls far short of 
this wholeness, this integrity. The Pentecostal doctrine is in
tended to be one way of coping with this situation, by allow
ing an independent reality to conversion, and to the experi
ence of the Spirit in his fulness .... It throws a very direct 
challenge to those who are content to have been validly bap
tised, without aspiring to supernatural awareness or to a 
ministry and witness in the power of the Spirit, indeed with
out expecting to be 'changed' ... , those, in fact, who only 
know 'from hearsay' that they have been baptised at all. 

But there is a salutary warning offered: 'There should be no 
question of seeking something extra, something other than the 
basic reality of the salvation wrought in Christ, and our 
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incorporation into Christ in baptism. There are no "perks", 
there must be no looking for "experiences", only a desire to 
see the work of Christ made real in us and through us.' Although 
it is unlikely that strict Pentecostals will give assent to this kind 
of interpretation or re-interpretation of 'baptism in the Spirit', 
in our opinion it stands closer to New Testament teaching on 
the experience and vitalising power of the Spirit in the Christian. 

We must now proceed from the 'gift' to the 'gifts', the spiri
tual gifts available to the 'Spirit-filled' believer or, in our terms, 
'the authentic Christian', the newly created man in Christ. We 
are glad to pass over 'speaking with tongues' - a subject on 
which there is an enormous literature-only pausing to reiterate 
what we affirmed in an earlier chapter, that the phenomenon 
described in Acts 2 is not the same as the gift which Paul deals 
with in I Corinthians: whether that gift - exposed to serious 
misunderstanding and misuse, requiring to be subjected to test
ing and discrimination, needing to be put and kept in its proper 
place - was 'speaking in heavenly languages', or 'utterances in 
ecstatic or mystical speech' as well as 'a way in which the Spirit 
prays in us, inciting us to praise of God's wonderful achieve
ments, expressing the intoxicating novelty of belonging to the 
new creation brought into being by the resurrection of Jesus 
Christ from the dead, and at the same time pointing to the mys
teriousness of this belonging, which we cannot apprehend while 
we are still in "the body of this death"', 6 is not a question we 
have to answer here. It is the gift of prophecy with which we 
must deal, as that gift has been revived in the whole Pentecostal 
movement. If personal participation in Pentecostal worship 
and direct witnessing of prophesying are necessary for anyone 
who wishes to comment on the phenomenon, then the present 
writer has no claim to do so, for, apart from listening to a record
ing of prophetic utterances given at a conference of Roman 
Catholic charismatics in Belgium, he has not heard prophetic 
speech. Nevertheless, our approach will be as fair and balanced 
as this acknowledged limitation and the literature consulted 
will permit. 

The spiritual gift of prophecy is exercised in most Pentecostal 
assemblies: someone who is filled with the Spirit will speak, in 
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the vernacular, sentences or phrases reminiscent of a biblical 
passage or an amalgam of biblical passages: the utterances are 
usually of an exhortatory kind and most often with an eschato
logical and sometimes visionary context and content. (This is 
true to my recollections of the 'prophecies' heard on the record
ing just referred to: they were admonitory, couched entirely 
in biblical phraseology, eschatologically oriented, and accom
panied by declarations like 'Behold!' ... and 'I see ... '.) Pro
phecy is similar to glossolalia in occurring most frequently in 
an ecstatic or para-ecstatic condition and in understanding 
itself as a medium of the Spirit: indeed, it is even claimed that 
prophecy differs from speaking in tongues only in that it is 
spoken in understandable speech. Prophecy is usually defined, 
even by more careful exponents of Pentecostalism, as something 
more than simply Spirit-inspired utterance, as, in fact, the voice 
of the Holy Spirit himself: in prophecy we have, in the words 
of Donald Gee, 7 'the speaking Spirit'. Since prophecy is con
sidered to be spontaneous and direct spiritual communication, 
strict Pentecostals feel that it ought not to be confused with 
preaching or prepared remarks and addresses where the sub
stance is obtained by more conventional or indirect means than 
immediate inspiration. The Spirit delivers his message directly 
and spontaneously to the assembly through the prophet. In his 
book The Era of the Spirit8 J. Rodman Williams writes: 

In prophecy God speaks. It is as simple, and profound, and 
startling as that! What happens in the fellowship is that the 
Word may suddenly be spoken by anyone present, and so, 
variously, a 'Thus saith the Lord' breaks forth in the fellow
ship ... in prophecy God uses what he finds, and through 
frail human instruments the Spirit speaks the Word of the 
Lord. 

Prophecy therefore adds to the inner illumination of the be
liever by the Spirit the element of public proclamation (thus 
evoking an element of public discernment) and it is this that 
Pentecostals have extended beyond a narrow circle of inspired 
leaders to all 'Spirit-baptised' believers: the gift of prophecy 
may be expected by every 'Spirit-filled' Christian. 
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The exercise of the gift of 'the interpretation of tongues' in 
Pentecostal meetings is generally regarded as a form of pro
phecy, not as a translation or a paraphrase of a message in 
another language, unknown or foreign, but rather as an inter
pretation or reproduction in conventional speech or comment 
provided by someone who is inspired to understand the import 
of the mysterious, glossolalic utterance. The interpreter, it 
would seem, like the prophet, addresses the assembly in an 
earnest, ecstatic, ex hortatory and usually eschatological manner 
of speech, as an instrument of the Spirit and for the edification 
of the congregation. 

Thus far in our description of the gift of prophecy today we 
have been reflecting the views of classical Pentecostals. We must 
now see what writers from within the Neo-Pentecostal or 
'charismatic' movement have to say about the phenomenon. 
After affirming that 'in Jesus the Prophet we are a prophetic 
people', Simon Tugwell9 alludes to the fact that scholars are 
reminding us that petitionary prayer, and especially inter
cession, is a prophetic function to be exercised only by those 
endowed with the divine Spirit, Genesis 20.7 ('he is a prophet 
and he will pray for you .. .') being the scriptural warrant for 
the view. However, he goes on to assert that 'all prophecy is, 
first and foremost, the proclamation of what God has done in 
Christ, it is praise of his mighty deeds' (p. 61). 

Praise, then, is a prophetic function, in these last days; it is 
also ... a sign that we have indeed begun to enter into the 
freedom of the sons of God, that we have reached the point 
of the 'corning of faith', that metanoia [=that 'repentance' 
which leads a man into new life] has become a reality for 
us (p. 62). 

The recently published book New Heaven? New Earth?: An 
Encounter with Pentecostalism10 - probably the most serious 
attempt yet made to write a 'charismatic theology' - contains 
four essays by British Roman Catholic theologians, two of which 
contribute to the theme of our inquiry. Under the sub-title 
'Receiving God's Word' - one of the distinctive features of Pen
tecostalisrn - Peter Hock en briefly discusses the gift of prophecy. 
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This spiritual gift, he says, 'illustrates the gift-character of the 
Word of God, not just as given once and for all, but as constantly 
uttered and renewed; by its regular exercise Pentecostalism 
shows that Christians are not simply hearers but also speakers 
of the Word', uttering, under the influence of the Holy Spirit, 
a word of God addressed to a particular contemporary situation. 
Although he notes that W. J. Hollenweger11 is critical of the 
typical Pentecostal restriction of spontaneous prophecy to 
exhortation for edification, Hocken feels that the Pentecostal 
practice of prophecy confronts other Christians and Churches 
with what they officially declare the ministry of preaching to 
be, namely, an activity which partakes of the character of the 
Word· of God and not simply a human adumbration of that 
Word. (That this high evaluation of preaching is 'official' and 
widespread in Protestant circles is, in our opinion, rather ques
tionable.) Hacken goes on: 

Prophecy often shocks visitors to Pentecostal Churches 
because ordinary human beings claim to receive a Word from 
God - so whilst in theory the Pentecostal belief that prophecy 
is for all generations adds little to received theologies of the 
Word and of its ministry, in practice their prophecy chal
lenges other Christians to believe that they can receive a 
Word from God to speak in the name and strength of Jesus 
Christ. 

Relating prophecy to preaching as common yet distinct 
instances of man empowered to speak God's Word shows how 
spiritual gifts need to be situated in ordinary Christian life, 
avoiding the danger of treating charismata as freak pheno
mena unconnected with day-to-day Christian living and 
worship (p. 25). 

For Tugwell 'prophecy' manifests itself as praise and pro
clamation; for Hacken it is closely related to the activity of 
preaching, despite the fact that the latter is normally, unlike 
( classical) Pentecostal prophesying, an utterance of some 
length. Of particular interest are Hocken's observations on the 
possible comparison between, on the one hand, the relationship 
between biblical inspiration and Pentecostal prophecy and, on 
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the other hand, the relationship between Scripture and tradi
tion as understood in contemporary post-Vatican II Catholic 
theology. He sees as common to both the following features: 

the attribution of a clear priority and a 'once and for all' 
character to the biblical Word: the interpretation and appli
cation of the 'once and for all' biblical Word in an ongoing 
Christian ministry that shares in the authority of the Word, 
who is Jesus Christ: the impossibility of a total separation 
between the contrasting elements, the original and the ongo
ing, there being a sense in which both Christian prophecy 
and Christian tradition precede and find embodiment in the 
written Word. 

All these activities are both human and divine, the Spirit 
of God working in, among and through men; both Christian 
prophecy and Christian tradition are open to some degree 
of abuse, with the possibility of their expressing human 
cussedness and immobility, personal pride and arrogance, as 
well as the saving Word and Gospel of the Lord. 

So whilst classical Pentecostals have little time for the 
notion of tradition, their practice and beliefs concerning 
prophecy imply a high degree of continuity between the 
apostolic Church and subsequent generations, with a view 
of Christian cooperation in the one completed work of Jesus 
Christ that is closer to the Catholic than to the Protestant 
tradition (pp. 25-26). 

If, in this context, Hocken means by 'the Protestant tradition' 
the classic Calvinist view that the so-called 'miraculous' 
spiritual gifts (glossolalia and prophecy) belonged only to the 
apostolic, or pre-canonical age, then his claim may be justified. 
The theory that the extraordinary manifestations of the Spirit 
in the apostolic age served the purpose of inaugurating the 
Christian dispensation and were then withdrawn because they 
were no longer needed is foreign to Paul's thought. Of course, 
the charismata are all, in a sense, temporary in Paul's view 
because 'the perfect', i.e. the parousia, is imminently expected: 
but he does not envisage them as passing away or ceasing before 
the 'face to face' knowledge of the parousia. 12 In defence of the 
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gift-withdrawal theory characteristic of main-stream Protes
tantism it has to be said that, since the Reformers reacted 
sharply and correctly against the crude religious 'magic' of the 
medieval Church, it is understandable that their heirs became 
and have, to a large extent, remained suspicious of anything 
mysterious or miraculous, including the revival of the apostolic 
gifts. But Pentecostalism - and for this we must be grateful -
simply forces us all to come face to face with the contemporary 
exercise of all the spiritual gifts. He would be a singularly brave 
(or prejudiced) man who would claim that there is not room 
in the Church today for the careful and discerning exercise of 
the charismata God appointed for the edifying of the Church 
- not because the New Testament provides a blueprint or 
normative pattern of Church life and organisation - but be
cause the Church in the twentieth century needs the benefits of 
spiritual gifts. 

For at a time when Christians of all traditions realise deeply 
the imperfections of the church, Christ has given gifts 'for 
the perfecting of the saints' ( Eph. 4: 1 2, A v). At a time when 
the continued existence of the Christian ministry is at stake, 
with panic, uncertainty and surrender on every hand, there 
are gifts 'for the work of ministry' ( Eph. 4: 1 2). At a time 
when Christians are ashamed at their divisions but embar
rassed by misdirected efforts to heal them, gifts are available 
'until we all attain to the unity of the faith' (Eph. 4.13). At 
a time when heresy and half-truth and doctrines of men be
wilder Christians, God has given his gifts, 'so that we may 
no longer be children, tossed to and fro and carried about 
with every wind of doctrine, by the cunning of men, by their 
craftiness in deceitful wiles. Rather, speaking the truth in 
love, we are to grow up in every way into him who is the 
head, into Christ' (Eph. 4: 14, 15).13 

The second essay in New Heaven? New Earth? which is perti
nent to our discussion is by George Every and is entitled 'Pro
phecy in the Christian Era'. With great erudition the author 
traces the history of prophetism and of theological evaluations 
of it through the centuries, but, for our purposes, what is most 
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significant is Every's understanding of what 'prophecy' was and 
is. At the beginning of his essay he asserts that 'Among Chris
tians the typical exercise of prophecy is the spiritual interpreta
tion of Scripture, of the Old Testament in the New, and of the 
whole Bible thereafter', although this spiritual or allegorical 
interpretation has never been limited to scriptures in any reli
gion. Other writings are read in the same way, and signs of 
the times interpreted spiritually. 'Every Christian who medi
tates on the work of Christ, and reads the signs of his presence 
in the Bible, in the history of the world and of the Church, and 
in the course of his own life, has some share, through the power 
of the Spirit, in the prophetic office of all Christians' (p. 163). 
This description of prophecy is reminiscent of the understand
ing of 'prophetic word' that we mentioned at the beginning of 
this chapter. With reference to Pentecostal groups, in particu
lar, Every claims that in them 'a wide variety of prophetic or 
spiritual interpretation is used, not only in the choice and 
exposition of texts from all the Scriptures, but in the interpreta
tion of signs of the times in events of the day, in the situation 
of the group, and in particular intimations or hunches that may 
be given to members ofit'. Despite the oddness of the last clause 
in that quotation, Every has shrewd words to say about the 
evaluation of Pentecostal prophecies: 

No doubt in discerning what is truly of the Spirit in such 
prophecies the Bible is one of our standards, but one that 
can be misused. There is nothing surprising in the frequent 
use of the language of King James' version in modern pro
phecies, and no reason to regard them as fabricated imita
tions for this reason, but the emphatic 'Thus says the Lord' 
may betray uncertainty on the defensive rather than genuine 
faith, and direct citations from Scripture may often belong 
to the penumbra of the message rather than to the essential 
core of the meaning. In the discernment of spirits a wider 
range of comparison is needed than can be provided by the 
text of the New Testament and modern Pentecostal and Neo
Pentecostal literature (p. 164). 

In discerning spirits, Every contends, the whole history of 
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allegorical interpretation of Scripture is relevant and, with it, 
the history of the other forms of prophecy that evolved in the 
Church in the age of the Fathers and the Dark Ages ( e.g. monas
tic vigils, visions, the distinction made by Aquinas between 
natural prophecy - which is akin to imaginative or extra-sen
sory perception - and Spirit-inspired, revelatory prophecy). 
'Discernment of spirits is more than a matter of discerning truth 
from error and delusion. It is also a matter of distinguishing 
between the group's common mind [ = natural prophecy] and 
the illumination of the Spirit when he tells us more than we 
think and more than the prophetic speaker and those who listen 
to him can immediately understand' (p. 198). One cannot 
help but wonder how a classical Pentecostal would react to 
that! 

Every agrees that the interpretation of tongues is a form of 
prophecy. Paul's exhortation 'to excel in building up the 
church' ( 1 Cor. 14.12) and his commendation of prophecy over 
tongues helps us in a situation when bursts of enthusiastic 
praise, of singing hymns and singing in tongues, need to be 
interrupted by a controlled utterance, bringing the group back 
to the actual situation. This may take the form of a reading, 
from Scripture or from some spiritual writer, with or without 
comment, or of a prophetic saying ( which may be descriptive 
of a vision or symbolic image), or a prophetic action that implies 
judgment on the situation. 'All these forms of prophecy', the 
writer claims, 'have a history in Christian tradition' (p. 192). 

In our view, Every's essay 'Prophecy in the Christian Era' 
- despite its display of recondite learning - is marred by the 
fact that (i) it begins from a narrow and unusual definition of 
prophecy as the spiritual or allegorical interpretation of 
Scripture; and (ii) it casts the net so wide (in history and tradi
tion) that almost any means of bringing insight and judgment 
to bear on a (group) situation is classed as the exercise of the 
prophetic gift. We have here a kind of 'domestication', almost 
a 'demythologising' of the charisma, and this is a tendency we 
detect in some other Neo-Pentecostal interpretations of pro
phecy in the Church today. Is reading from some spiritual 
writer, even if it brings insight and judgment to bear on the 
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community, really the exercise of prophecy? Is 'spiritual inter
pretation' of biblical passages and other texts, whether in words 
or in deeds or both, an adequate description of the 'gift of pro
phecy' in the light of the information which the New Testament 
documents provide, directly and indirectly, about the pheno
menon? In an earlier chapter of this book we have suggested 
that spiritual interpretation or charismatic exegesis of Scrip
tural (Old Testament) passages - similar to the Qumran pesher
ising technique-may have formed part of the New Testament 
prophet's function, but is probably more characteristic of the 
'teacher' (didaskalos) in the Christian community. Those Pente
costal and Neo-Pentecostal writers who describe the 'gift of pro
phecy' in terms of edificatory exhortation (paraklesis) seem 
closer to what in our view Paul, Acts and the book of Revelation 
consider to be the chief function of prophets. 

Before we attempt to draw together the strands of our discus
sion in this chapter, we must deal with two arguments which 
are critical of the entire Pentecostal movement and, in particu
lar, of its expectation of the spiritual gifts, including prophecy, 
within the life of Christian communities. The first - which we 
have already mentioned - is that the gifts, being given for the 
inauguration of the Church, have ceased or been withdrawn 
as no longer necessary: this view has no clear Scriptural war
rant; requires the dismissal as counterfeit of some of the experi
ences of sincere Christians today who can offer evidence in their 
own lives and ministries of the rediscovery of spiritual gifts; and 
creates an artificial division (as admittedly its opposite view 
often does) between gifts dramatic and gifts less dramatic which 
God has given for the functioning and growth of the Church. 

As an expression of the second criticism - which is directed 
at Pentecostalism as a whole - we quote from Don Cupitt's 
review14 of the book New Heaven? New Earth?: 

The book ... does not remove my misgivings about the 
dangers of what I cannot help seeing as a retreat into fantasy. 
Let me elaborate, very briefly. There is a true and a false 
ecstasy in Christianity. The true ecstasy, inspired by God, 
is that intellectual self-transcendence by which we are able 
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to repent, and that intellectual world-transcendence by which 
we are able to havefaith in God. Repentance and faith are 
supernatural (because they have an element of transcen
dence in them) and they are realised in us by the divine 
Spirit; and they are intellectual acts, in which the divine 
reason enables us to transcend in freedom our ordinary one
level thinking. The false ecstasy is a kind of nature-religion, 
and it perceives the divine in the freakish or extraordinary 
in nature: in abnormally intense emotion, in subjective in
tensity of conviction, in fantasy, in the occult and so on. It 
confuses the true transcendent with the abnormal and, in
stead. of exalting reason, repudiates it. 

Lest it be thought that this kind of view emanates only from 
so-called 'liberal' theologians, we draw attention to remarks 
made in the fairly conservative Calvinistic periodical The 
Reformed Journal by Roy M. Anker. He is not directly criticising 
Pentecostalism, but rather the distortion (among evangelicals) 
of the biblical understanding of faith. Nevertheless, he has some 
aspects of Pentecostalism in mind : 

There is an ever-growing tendency today ... to make faith 
a kind of game in which God is always the loser, in which 
we tease God and ourselves with sensational wagers over his 
existence. We make magic with God: we seek miraculous 
heatings, tongue-speakings, and extra-providential acts as a 
vindication of our credulity. God is put to the test to get 
definite empirical confirmation that he exists, which is really 
to confess a lack of faith, make him our servant, at our beck 
and call for our often trivial demands .... In today's fractured 
world, and in Christ's, the presence of God needs most to 
be manifest not in sensational gimmickry, gratifying mostly 
oneself, but in the thirst for and embodiment of 'the Harvest 
of the Spirit ... love,joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, 
fidelity, gentleness and self-control' (Gal. 5: 22). 15 

The 'repudiation of reason', 'making magic with God', striv
ing for the gifts of the Spirit instead of thirsting for the "fruits 
of the Spirit"': these are indeed very serious charges against 
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Pentecostalism and its most significant feature, the revival of 
spiritual gifts. Are they justified? The exercise of even the most 
dramatic of the spiritual gifts need not be at the expense of the 
growth in the charismatic of the 'fruits of the Spirit'. Of course, 
sometimes - perhaps too often - the possession of spiritual gifts 
leads to jealousies, rivalries, invidious comparisons with and 
criticismoffellow Christians, insensitivity, divisiveness and soon. 
But this state of affairs is not the inevitable result of the possess
sion and exercise of charismata. Every Pentecostal would agree 
that the greatest charism of all is 'love' (agape): and many will 
testify that Pentecostal groups are the most accepting, loving 
and liberating companies of Christians they have encountered. 
With reference to the suggestion that God is being 'tested' to 
provide evidential proof of himself in miraculous gifts, we would 
reply that if this is the spirit or intention of Pentecostals ( or 
any other Chrstians) it is rightly condemned: but, in our view, 
Pentecostals exercise gifts that are given, that are available to 
those who have surrendered themselves wholly to God in 
Christ: they are not seeking 'experiences' to confirm God's pre
sence, through the Spirit, in the individual, the Church and 
the world. 

Cupitt's claim about 'false ecstasy' and the 'repudiation of 
reason' may be answered, with reference to prophecy, by drawing 
attention to the fact that if the Pentecostals' exercise of the gift 
is governed by the Pauline understanding of and injunctions 
about it, then it is not a repudiation of reason nor an anti-in
tellectual phenomenon. For Paul, prophecy communicates at 
the level of the mind ( 1 Cor. 14.19, 31); it does not absolve 
the individual believer or the Christian community from 
reasoning about their faith ( 1 Cor. 14.29 ff., 'the discerning of 
spiritual utterances'): on the contrary, where prophecy is active 
the community is compelled to think more deeply about its faith 
and its life. At the same time, of course, prophecy does not 
permit faith to be solely a matter of rational thought (and with 
that Cupitt would agree): for, in an existential way, prophecy 
opens up the community to itself and the believer to himself: 
it makes the believer conscious of wider dimensions of reality 
('transcendence' surely?) and sets him in the context of ultimate 



PROPHECY TODAY 

reality. This is how 'edification' takes place. 16 Genuine pro
phecy is not evidence of some kind of 'nature-religion which 
perceives the divine in the freakish and extraordinary in 
nature': rather it ought to help us 'to transcend in freedom our 
ordinary one-level thinking' by recalling us to the fact that the 
living Spirit of God is not only 'high above us' but also 'deep 
within us', bearing-it is to be hoped-his own fruits and giving 
his own gifts for the growth and vitality of the Church. Spirit
inspiration is not opposed to rationality, but it is often a neces
sary supplement to it. 

In conclusion we shall now try to relate the major insights we 
have gained on the exercise of prophecy today to what has been 
said, in the preceding chapters, on prophecy in the New Testa
ment. 

( 1) The expectation, common to all Pentecostals, that the 
gift of prophecy will be exercised by any believer who has been 
grasped by the living Spirit of God is consonant with the witness 
of Acts, Paul and the Revelation to an understanding of the 
Church as composed of men and women who are all potentially 
prophets. According to the New Testament, some Christians, 
by reason of their profound or lasting endowment with the gift, 
are called 'prophets': Pentecostalism, so far as we are aware, 
does not distinguish between the office of prophet (given only 
to a few) and the gift which can be desired by all 'Spirit-filled' 
believers. (The classical Pentecostal understanding of 'baptism 
in the Holy Spirit' as a 'second blessing' does not appear to 
have any warrant in the New Testament teaching on con
version, baptism and the reception of the Spirit.) 

(2) The expectation and presence of the gift of prophecy, 
and all other charismata, within the life of Christian communi
ties ( house-groups, prayer-meetings, as well as larger assemblies) 
is in substantial agreement with New Testament teaching: for 
it is clear from Paul's writings and implicit - if not explicit -
in Acts and the book of Revelation that prophecy is exercised 
in the context of congregational worship, for the benefit of the 
community and not for the individual's self-glorification. 

(3) If, with Simon Tugwell, we see certain types of prayer, 
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and especially praise, as prophetic in character, then we are 
in touch with one strand of Pauline teaching: 1 Corinthians 
1 4. 1 3 ff suggests that we should not rigidly distinguish between 
prophecy and prayer in the setting of worship, and comparison 
of the lists in I Corinthians 1 4. 26 and 14.6 reveals that in the 
former 'a hymn' takes the place of 'prophecy' in the latter. 
Prayer and praise therefore appear to be associated with 
prophecy: and in the captivity epistles Paul speaks of 'psalms, 
hymns and spiritual songs' (Col. 3.16; Eph. 5.18f.), the last 
mentioned presumably being songs inspired by the Spirit. To 
this extent prophecy expresses not only the word of God to men 
but also the response of men to God and his word, a response 
initiated and sustained by the Spirit. 

(4) Despite some criticism for so doing, Pentecostalism usu
ally restricts prophecy to edificatory exhortation. If our sugges
tion that a very important part of the New Testament prophet's 
ministry was to offer paraklesis, i.e. exhortation, encouragement, 
warning and so forth, in the form of 'pastoral preaching', then 
we have a large measure of common ground between the 
type and intention of 'prophetic speech' within Pentecostal 
assemblies and the New Testament churches. In the former, 
however, the giving of the prophetic exhortation is not re
stricted to a particular group, nor would Pentecostals regard 
prepared discourses (such as a sermon) as prophetic, because 
they lack the immediacy of the Spirit's inspiration. 

(5) If prophecy in Pentecostal circles sometimes has a 
visionary context and content, it must be remembered that the 
book of Revelation - composed by a prophet and called, in its 
entirety, propheteia - has a large amount of visionary material 
within it: symbols and imagery ( occasionally even rather grot
esque) are also found in it, and these forms of 'communication' 
are often present in Pentecostal prophecies. 

(6) It does not seem that the New Testament regards the 
interpretation of tongues as a form of prophecy: these are two 
separate gifts in the series listed by Paul, and obviously the 
apostle did not want them to be confused in the Corinthian 
situation. The gift of 'discerning spirits' is associated by Paul 
with prophecy in that it provides a test of prophetic utterance 
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and a control against its abuse: it functions in relation to pro
phecy as the 'interpretation of tongues' does to glossolalia. It 
may be that Pentecostals do not always distinguish 'prophecy' 
and 'speaking in tongues' and therefore confuse the gifts by 
which each is interpreted. 

( 7) Some of the activities that came to be regarded as pro
phetic in the later history of the Church (and which were 
mentioned by Every in the essay discussed above) cannot be 
paralleled in the New Testament teaching on prophecy, and 
they would not, in our view, be consonant with that teaching. 
That they are legitimate developments of New Testament 
teaching will be affirmed by those who are disposed to hold 
'tradition' in high regard. Monastic vigils that are regarded as 
'prophetic' and the distinction between 'natural' and 'inspired' 
prophecy do not seem to conform to anything we can find in 
the New Testament teaching concerning the gift. 

(8) The view, expressed by Every, that prophecy is properly 
defined in terms of spiritual or allegorical interpretation of 
Scripture, which is then used to discern the signs of the times 
in the events of the day and to clarify the situation of the charis
matic group, does not, in our view, do justice to the New Testa
ment witness. Charismatic exegesis of the Old Testament may 
have formed part of the prophet's ministry, but it was - or so 
we have argued - more characteristic of the Christian 'teacher'. 
But do Pentecostals recognise 'teaching' as a spiritual gift? Pre
sumably not, unless it be included in their understanding of 
the gifts of'the utterance of wisdom' and 'the utterance of know
ledge', both non-dramatic charismata. 

(g) If it is true that in classical Pentecostal assemblies pro
phecy occurs most often in an ecstatic or para-ecstatic condi
tion, we have to bear in mind the fact that some commentators 
on I Corinthians 14 maintain that for Paul prophecy was 
uttered in ordinary, though probably excited, perhaps ecstatic, 
speech, hence the need for the further gift of discernment. But 
if Paul's approval of prophecy was based on its intelligibility 
( over against the unintelligibility of glossolalia), then the condi
tion of ecstasy in which it was uttered must have been subdued; 
it could not have been an abandoned frenzy. At most it could 
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have been a state in which speech was automatic, i.e. not 
controlled by the conscious mind. However, our view is - and 
many scholars would assent - that for Paul prophecy or inspired 
speech was not uttered in any kind of ecstatic condition at all. 

(: o) Like Paul, Pentecostals strongly encourage the exercise 
of the gift of prophecy in the assembly; but unlike Paul, they 
seem to pay less attention to the gift which forms a pair with 
prophecy, i.e. 'the ability to distinguish between spirits' ( r Cor. 
1 2. r o). This is not a gift of interpreting spiritual revelations, 
but the evaluation of prophetic utterances by the community, 
an evaluation aimed at determining whether the word is a 
genuine word of the Spirit, or a word to be ignored and 
rejected. Why is this gift not emphasised by Pentecostals? Per
haps because it is found very difficult to decide what is 
genuinely of the Spirit today. Perhaps because it is not con
sidered necessary in view of the fact that so much Pentecostal 
prophecy is entirely biblical in content, and therefore un
doubtedly Spirit-inspired. This leads to the final comment we 
wish to make on the matter of prophecy today. 

The exhortatory (and visionary) content· of prophetic 
utterance in Pentecostal assemblies and groups is almost always 
reminiscent of scriptural passages or of an amalgam of scrip
tural passages. The emphatic 'Thus says the Lord ... ' (itself 
recalling Old Testament prophetic speech) may, as Every 
suggests, 'betray uncertainty on the defensive' and seeking 
authority: we would suggest, however, that it gives to the 
utterance what really amounts to 'second-hand' inspiration. If 
the prophetically gifted person in Pentecostalism exhorts 
mainly by means of the repetition of biblical sentences, phrases, 
visions and images, is this really evidence of immediate and 
direct inspiration by the Spirit, or of the possession of a miracu
lous gift? Has the Spirit nothing to say that is new and still 
'in conformity with the faith'? There are many who could inter
ject into a prayer-group a word from the Bible but would in 
no sense regard themselves as exercising the prophetic gift. Is 
it the inspiration, or compulsion, or impetus to say the biblical 
word that is prophetic, rather than the content of what is actu
ally said? The absolute authority of the word of God given in 
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Scripture (often in the King James' version), which is a funda
mental tenet of classical or strict Pentecostal belief, may be the 
reason why prophecy is almost exclusively biblical in content, 
and therefore, in the absence of further contextualisation, 
explanation and application, not obviously or immediately 
helpful in guiding and directing the community in its life, wit
ness and service. In our opinion, there is little difference 
between the Pentecostal's 'Thus saith the Lord ... ' and an 
evangelist's 'The Bible says ... ', followed by a selection of texts 
quoted out of context and without interpretation. The auth
ority of inspiration belongs to Scripture: does it belong to the 
repetition of Scripture? Is a man exercising the gift of prophecy 
when he is impelled to utter a biblical passage or when he utters 
an immediately (i.e. first-hand) inspired word of judgment, 
exhortation, consolation or warning? This is a question which 
Pentecostals must face and answer. Perhaps - and we can put 
it no stronger than that-it is those who have grasped the mean
ing of Scripture, perceived its powerful relevance to the life of 
the individual, the Church and society, and declare that 
message fearlessly who are the true successors not only of the 
Old Testament prophets but also of the prophets in the New 
Testament: they - and they do not need to be preachers or 
ecclesiastical leaders - build up the Church for its prophetic 
mission in the world. 
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