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Introduction
A well-known preacher and teacher was once told by a woman that she had “a very hard
prophecy” for him: that his pregnant wife would die in childbirth and that she would give birth to
a daughter. The effect on him was profound, he went home and wept. This was not what he
wanted to hear. He rejoiced a few months later when his wife gave birth to a boy and lived
through the birth.1
Imagine if this happened to a family member or a friend. Would they have the maturity to
trust God in the face of something like this? Could such advice be considered biblically helpful?
There is a movement in the evangelical church that believes the role of a prophet
continues and that the prophet can get it wrong and still be a prophet of the Lord. How is this
possible? Defenders of fallible “prophecy” explain it like this: “If the revelation is from God,
then it must be true because God cannot lie (see Heb. 6: 18). However, we can have a true
revelation and give it a wrong interpretation. Furthermore, we can have a true revelation, a
correct interpretation and a wrong application. We have to be right at all three stages if the
message from the Lord is going to benefit someone.”2
But does this makes sense? If God is speaking to His people today, is He not able to
ensure the message gets through reliably? Does God allow the faulty messenger to corrupt His
words of love, comfort or admonition to His people?
Wayne Grudem has articulated the most compelling argument for fallible prophecy, and
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while many have adopted his position, few have altered it significantly.3 This paper will focus
primarily on his definition of a prophet. Based on his definition of a prophet, he posits the
apostles as successors to the prophets and reuses the term “prophet” for a different spiritual gift
that continues through the church age.
Space restraints require that this paper omit many important elements of Grudem’s thesis,
including whether Agabus is an example of a fallible prophet,4 his treatment of Ephesians 2:20
(with regards to the Granville Sharp rule),5 and other worthy aspects of this conversation.
Old Testament Prophecy
We must start our examination with a core understanding of how prophecy seems to have
worked in the Word of God. Our starting point is the Old Testament prophet, because any
definition of the term prophet or prophecy in the New Testament must have some relationship to
this group. It is unreasonable to call a gift prophecy if in fact it has no relationship at all to what
is generally regarded as prophecy.
Moses was the supreme prophet of the Old Testament becoming the model for other
prophets to follow. Deuteronomy 18:15–22 provides details about those who would follow
Moses as prophets. This passage speaks about a class of prophets in a collective sense, 6 (though
it later became the basis of the expectation of an eschatological prophet).
3
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Firstly, the phrase “YHWH your God will raise” (v 15), and then, “I will raise” (v 18),
comes from a hiphil verb, which indicates causation by the one in view, here YHWH. This
indicates that a prophet does not raise himself, therefore passage doesn’t say “a prophet will arise”
but deliberately indicates that God will raise the prophet. The prophet is called by God.
Secondly, the words he received came from God “I will put my words in His mouth, and
he shall speak to them all that I command him” (v 18). God Himself put (lit. gave) words into the
mouth of the prophet. The words of God are in the mouth of the prophet. This is a helpful
distinction as it demonstrates that God is in control of the words the prophet speaks, not just what
appears in his mind. The prophet will speak God’s message, not merely think it. For this reason,
the prophet’s message is not subject to his own interpretation (2 Peter 1:20). It is only on the
basis of his speech that a prophet can say, “thus says the LORD.”7
Thirdly, the prophet speaks “in the name of the LORD” (v 19, 20). This means that he
speaks carrying the authority of YHWH, representing the character of YHWH. This is evident
from verse 22, as representation of the name of YHWH is what guarantees the fulfillment of his
words. As the one who sent the messenger is reliable, so also will the message itself be reliable.
The prophet’s words are authoritative, because they are God’s own words. To reject the
prophet’s words is to reject God’s words, and God Himself “will require it of him” (v 19).
Consistent with this, prophets frequently used the formulaic phrase “Thus says YHWH”
in order to inform the listener (or reader) that what follows are the words of God Himself. Isaiah
was told the words he was to speak to Israel (Isaiah 6:9), and confidently used the phrase “Thus
says YHWH…” 28 times. Jeremiah used the same formulaic phrase 150 times. This phrase
occurs over 400 times in the Old Testament.
7
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We see these three principles in many Old Testament prophets indicating that it applies as
a general rule to all prophets. For example Samuel was confirmed as a prophet (1 Samuel 3:20),
meaning Samuel was “proved to be reliable,”8 this is further explained by the previous verse,
which says “YHWH… did not let any of his words fall to the ground.” The Hebrew syntax9
indicates that God prevented Samuel’s words from failing, making him reliable. Therefore,
because God stood behind the Old Testament prophets and upheld them, their words were
reliable.
The testimony of the Old Testament is that prophets were messengers of God, speaking
God’s precise words, and carrying the authority of God. Grudem agrees with this principle in the
Old Testament.10
Carson’s View of Old Testament Prophets
Carson, in critiquing Grudem’s writing, makes distinctions among Old Testament
prophets. His key distinction is suggest that there are two classes of prophecy in the Old
Testament, one class (Mosaic) is reliable and the other class (charismatic and enigmatic)11
receives only something approximate in conformity to Grudem’s fallible definition.12
Carson focuses on the “schools of the prophets” in which there were many who did not
seem to enjoy “the status of Amos or Isaiah.”13 He continues, saying “there is no single
8
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stereotypical Old Testament prophecy…[and] that Numbers 12:6–8 and 11:29 give evidence
within the Old Testament of two kinds of prophecy - one ‘charismatic and enigmatic’ and the
other ‘Mosaic.’” To support this he cites Peter Jones and Joseph Brosch who makes a distinction
between the major Old Testament prophets and the Old Testament schools of the prophets.14
However, Carson’s (and likely that of Jones and Brosch) analysis of Numbers 12 is
inconsistent with a simple reading of the context. In Numbers 12 Miriam and Aaron begin to
grumble about Moses and challenge his leadership. To resolve this dispute YHWH Himself
addresses Miriam and Aaron with the words of verses 6–8. Carson is right to read this as making
a distinction between Moses and other prophets, but this distinction is the favor Moses has with
God, which is reflected in the medium by which Moses receives revelation. God speaks to Moses
“mouth to mouth” or “face to face” (Deuteronomy 34:10), while to other prophets God might
speak in visions and dreams, a less direct form of revelation.
Moses enjoyed a special revelatory relationship with YHWH that no other prophet had.
In the context, this provides a source of incredulity that his authority would be challenged. After
explaining the special nature of Moses’ relationship, YHWH said to Miriam and Aaron, “Why
then were you not afraid to speak against My servant, against Moses?” The last four words use
apposition for emphasis - they didn’t just speak against Moses, but against YHWH’s servant, a
category only shared at this point with Abraham (Genesis 26:24). This does not suggest two
kinds of Old Testament prophecy, but that Moses was a special prophet unlike any other
(Deuteronomy 34:10).
Secondly Carson believes that Old Testament prophets were no more self-aware that they
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spoke the words of God than a New Testament prophet, meaning they did not always believe
they were presenting verbatim quotes. He suggests that “it is not obvious that when, for instance,
Paul was explaining his itinerary to the Corinthians in his second canonical letter to them he was
psychologically aware of a revelatory process operating that extended to the words he was
dictating.”15 If true, this would provide Old Testament support for Grudem’s concept of
prophecy as something the Lord might subjectively “bring to mind.”16
However, the phrase, “Thus says YHWH” indicates that the prophet who uses the term is
confident that the words which follow are the very words of YHWH. This is supported by the
overwhelming reliability of the Old Testament prophets who used this phrase. Given the over
400 occurrences in the Old Testament of this phrase by both canonical and non-canonical
prophets, Carson must do much more to prove that this phrase does not suggest psychological
awareness.
Grudem maintains his position with regard to Old Testament prophecy. He states clearly
that “it can certainly be shown that Scripture claims for all of the Old Testament this same kind
of authority: the authority of the very words of God.”17 Grudem, unlike Carson, recognizes that it
is God who prevents the words of the prophet from failing18 and that therefore an Old Testament
true prophet will always be reliable.
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Prophets and Apostles
Grudem’s New Testament definition of the meaning of the word prophet relies
exclusively on secular meaning. After a summary of his findings he concludes “The word
‘prophet’ would not automatically suggest ‘one who speaks with absolute divine authority’ or
‘one who speaks the very words of God.’” Therefore he surmises that “if Jesus and the New
Testament authors had wanted a word which… would mean ‘one who speaks the very words of
God,’ the Greek word ‘prophet’ was not well suited to the task.”19 What Grudem fails to take
into account, however, is that Jesus and the New Testament authors were Jewish, and had been
raised in a Jewish culture reading Jewish writings (primarily the Hebrew Scriptures). Therefore
the relevant section Grudem should draw on for his definition of Prophet is the 80 pages of the
Theological Dictionary of the New Testament that deals with the Old Testament use of the
word.20 Alternatively he could draw from Jesus’ own appeals to the prophets of the Old
Testament as authoritative21 (e.g. Matthew 5;17, 7:12, 22:40, Mark 11:17, Luke 16:16, etc.), not
to mention that of his opponents (Luke 7:39). These considered as described above, prophets as
messengers of God, speaking God’s precise words, and carrying the authority of God.
Grudem goes on to suggest that the word “apostle” is a better fit for the purpose of
writing the New Testament Scriptures.22 Edgar suggests the word “apostle” had a broader
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connotation in the pagan culture than the word “prophet.”23 This undermines the reason for
changing the name of Old Testament prophets to apostles - why change the name to something
more ambiguous to avoid ambiguity? According to Grudem’s logic, Christ called the successors
to the prophets “the apostles,” a title that is less defined than “prophet,” and then retains the title
“prophet” for something significantly less than an Old Testament prophet in the context of a
people primarily familiar with the Old Testament prophet.
There are two distinctions made between prophets in the New Testament writings. The
first is to point out false prophets - who are distinguished specifically as “false” (Acts 13:6, 2
Peter 2:1, 1 John 4:1), the second is a distinction sometimes made by referring to the Old
Testament prophets as “Holy Prophets” (Luke 1:70, Acts 3:21, 2 Pet 3:2). The term “holy
prophet” may reflect a reference to specific texts,24 or attempt to separate the prophets as “setapart instruments of God,”25 or merely describe them and their character.26 There are no other
adjectives or distinctions used of prophets in the New Testament. If Grudem is correct, it is
astonishing that the New Testament nowhere makes his distinction explicit, but instead continues
using the word “prophet” to refer to both Old Testament (Acts 2:16, 30, 3:24, 8:28, 13:20,
Romans 1:2) and New Testament prophets (Acts 11:27, 13:1, 15:32, 21:10, 1 Corinthians 12:28–
29, 14:29, 32, 37) indiscriminately.
Instead, it seems apparent that Grudem’s rationale for his definition is based on a
23
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selection of criteria that suit his theological purposes. Beasley points out that, while Grudem
exclusively cites secular sources for his definition of prophet, he chides the reader for using the
Didache for a definition of prophetes later in the book.27
In contrast to Grudem’s complicated parallels between Old Testament and New
Testament offices, Jesus and others referred to the Old Testament as “Moses and the Prophets”
(Luke 16:29, 31, 24:44, cf. John 1:45, Acts 26:22, 28:23), which likely suggests a parallel
between Moses and the Apostles and between Old Testament Prophets and New Testament
Prophets.28 The Apostolic representation of Christ is similar to Moses, in that God spoke to
Moses face to face (Numbers 12:6–8, Deuteronomy 34:10), and one of the requirements for
apostolic office was to have been in the presence of the risen Christ (Acts 1:21–221 Corinthians
9:1, 15:8). Further, the phrase “Apostles and Prophets” occurs throughout the New Testament
(Luke 11:49, 1 Corinthians 12:28, Ephesians 2:20, 3:5, 4:11, Revelation 18:20) even in a
foundational sense (Ephesians 2:20, 3:5) similar to the foundation of the law of Moses for the
rest of the Old Testament (Joshua 1:7–8, Psalm 1:229). This provides a clearer and more
consistent continuity of offices between the Old and New Covenant periods than that of Grudem.
Prophets in Church History
How did the early church view prophets? A brief review must suffice. Justin Martyr
(110–165) wrote that the prophetic office that once belonged to Israel had been transferred to the
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church30 indicting that he regarded New Testament prophets as the continuation of Old
Testament prophets and therefore not in any way fallible, but carrying the same authority. Origen
also stated that “there were no prophets in the church bearing any resemblance to the ancient
prophets” during his time (ca. 254).31 Chysostom said that he was ignorant of the operations of
tongues and prophecy because they “used to occur but now no longer take place.”32 These
statements attest that the nature of the gift of prophesy was regarded as identical to Old
Testament prophets, but that it ceased early in church history.
Conclusion
The definition of an Old Testament prophet is one who spoke the words God gave him,
with God’s full authority and being upheld in his words by God Himself. This definition is never
explicitly redefined or invalidated. Grudem’s redefinition is from sources incongruous with the
New Testament literary and historical context, which invalidates it. This means that using this
definition to say that the word prophet is inappropriate for a New Testament messenger of God is
also invalid.
His assertion that the word “apostle” is clearer is highly suspect. He then distinguishes
New Testament prophecy from Old Testament prophecy in a way that the New Testament does
not. It is better to regard the Apostles as succeeding Moses as foundational to the new covenant,
and the prophets following them. Ultimately Grudem’s redefinition is not borne out by either the
New Testament or church history.
According to Grudem, New Testament prophets do not possess the authority to say “Thus
30
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says the Lord…”33 The content of this study bears this out, not because prophecy is fallible, but
because what he calls “prophecy” is simply not prophecy.
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prophet 4396 (Strong), Ï€ÏÎ¿Ï†Î·Ï„ÎµÎ¹Î± (propheetia) prophecy 4394, Ï€ÏÎ¿Ï†Î·Ï„ÎµÏ…Ï‰ propheetuo prophesy 4395, cf 5457 phos, 5316
phaino light shining. Scripture: Prophecy principles. Matthew 10:41 "He who receives a prophet in the name of a prophet, shall receive a
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of the prophets? If possible, please support your answers using the 66 books of Scripture that are found in the Protestant Bible. biblicalbasis prophecy terminology protestant-bible.Â The point is simple that a prophet is a messenger of God. If that message says
something about the future, then it is because God wishes to give a message about consequences.Â The main problem with defining
â€˜prophecyâ€™ is that you must work your way back to the â€˜prophetâ€™ and like many words in the Bible, there are various
meanings, not just one. For example â€˜fearâ€™ in the Bible has so many meanings, sometimes almost contradicting each other, that
you need a spreadsheet just to sort them. If a prophet speaks a prophetic utterance, he is PROPHESYING. If he has already uttered the
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statements below reflect western culture and society, particularly North American Christianity. As you read the concepts listed it
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17 18 19 20 21 22 23 24 25 26 27 28 29 30 31.Â The derivation and meaning of the word prophet has been a matter of controversy for
several centuries now with no prospect of closure on this debate. Since most of the solutions to this mystery have been based on
etymologies or terms in similar languages, it is small wonder that no resolution has been forthcoming. Linguists are especially agreed
that the most that etymologies can yield are only various suggestions.

A prophecy is a message that is claimed by a prophet to have been communicated to them by a deity. Such messages typically involve
inspiration, interpretation, or revelation of divine will concerning the prophet's social world and events to come (compare divine
knowledge). The English noun "prophecy", in the sense of "function of a prophet" appeared from about 1225, from Old French profecie
(12th century), and from prophetia, Greek propheteia "gift of interpreting the will of God", from Greek... prophecy meaning: 1. a
statement that says what is going to happen in the future, especially one that is based onâ€¦. Learn more.Â Any opinions in the
examples do not represent the opinion of the Cambridge Dictionary editors or of Cambridge University Press or its licensors.
Translations of prophecy. in Chinese (Traditional). ï¼ˆå°¤æŒ‡åŸºæ–¼ä¸»è§€åˆ¤æ–·çš„ï¼‰é è¨€, é è¨€çš„èƒ½åŠ›â€¦ See more. in
Chinese (Simplified). ï¼ˆå°¤æŒ‡åŸºäºŽä¸»è§‚åˆ¤æ–çš„ï¼‰é¢„è¨€, é¢„è¨€çš„èƒ½åŠ›â€¦ Defining a Prophet. Your Free Written
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Since most of the solutions to this mystery have been based on etymologies or terms in similar languages, it is small wonder that no
resolution has been forthcoming. Linguists are especially agreed that the most that etymologies can yield are only various suggestions.
The gift of prophecy is for all, but being called as a prophet, or into the office of a prophet, is to be called to be a part of the five-fold
ministry.Â As we minister to believers all around the country and around the world, some of the same questions keep coming up. What
is the difference between the gift of prophecy vs the office of a prophet? Are there false prophets today? And, how can we recognize if
someone is a false prophet or not? Faith Comes By Hearing. Just as an introduction to this first question, in 1 Corinthians 14:30-31,
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