
1 

 

Jeremiah 23:25-40 

True and False Prophets 

Dr. Steven R. Cook 

 

The central idea of this pericope is that false prophets were giving false messages 

derived from depraved imaginations and their messages were confusing God’s 

people and leading them astray from His will.  

 

What we observe in this section is a contrast between Jeremiah, a true prophet of 

God, and many false prophets who were leading God’s people astray. The word 

prophet translates the Hebrew word ָנִביא nabi (Grk. προφήτης prophetes), which 

means “speaker, herald, preacher,”1 and refers to one who served as the spokesman 

for another. For example, ָנִביא nabi was used of Aaron who was the spokesman for 

Moses (Ex 7:1-2). When called of God, the prophet communicated a message 

directly from the Lord. Sometimes the prophet engaged in forthtelling, in which he 

addressed sinful behavior within a community, calling God’s people to stop their 

evil practices and turn to righteous living. But sometimes the prophet engaged in 

foretelling, in which he revealed the future actions of God, either for judgment or 

salvation. The prophets were primarily men, but did include women such as Miriam 

(Ex 15:20), Deborah (Judg 4:4), Huldah (2 Ki 22:14), and Anna (Luke 2:36). God’s 

prophets received His revelation directly and then communicated it to others. It is 

important to understand that true prophetic revelation always originates with God, 

as the prophet is merely the mouthpiece of the Lord (Ex 4:12; Deut 18:18; Isa 51:16; 

Jer 1:9; 2 Pet 1:21). But there were many false prophets who misrepresented God 

and misled people (Deut 13:1-3; 18:20-22; Matt 24:11, 24 1 John 4:1-3; Rev 2:20). 

 

Jeremiah, God’s true prophet, was faithfully and accurately speaking the message of 

the Lord. However, Jeremiah’s voice was in competition with many other voices that 

were saying the opposite of what he was saying. In addition, Jeremiah’s message 

was not popular, whereas the message of the false prophets was what the people 

wanted to hear. For the masses, truth did not matter, only how the message made 

them feel, and whether it disrupted their sinful lifestyle. Concerning the false 

prophets, God said to Jeremiah: 

 

I have heard what the prophets have said who prophesy falsely in My name, 

saying, “I had a dream, I had a dream!” 26 How long? Is there anything in the 

hearts of the prophets who prophesy falsehood, even these prophets of the 

 
1 Ludwig Koehler et al., The Hebrew and Aramaic Lexicon of the Old Testament (Leiden: 

E.J. Brill, 1994–2000), 661–662. 
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deception of their own heart, 27 who intend to make My people forget My 

name by their dreams which they relate to one another, just as their fathers 

forgot My name because of Baal? 28 The prophet who has a dream may relate 

his dream, but let him who has My word speak My word in truth. What does 

straw have in common with grain? declares the LORD. (Jer 23:25-28) 

 

God was listening to what the false prophets were saying (v. 25). As omniscient God, 

He’s always listening. What made these prophets false was their message, which 

derived from the “deception of their own heart” (v. 26). Total depravity, coupled 

with negative volition, meant the false prophets were determined to continue 

preaching their false messages. These false messages caused God’s people to forget 

(hiphil of - ַכח ם) shakach) His name (v. 27a). God’s name שָׁ  shem) refers to His שֵׁ

essential character (Ex 3:13-14). Once people forget God, it creates a vacuum in the 

soul, into which any and every pagan notion can be placed. Throughout the Old 

Testament, God had directed His people to remember (זַָׁכר zakar) Him (Deut 8:18), 

His good deeds (Deut 5:15; 8:2), and not forget (ַכח  shakach) His covenant or שָׁ

directives (Deut 4:23; 8:11). Being in a covenant relationship with God, it was their 

responsibility to know His Word and walk in it. Their own blessing or cursing 

depended on it (Deut 11:26-28). However, the false prophets were giving messages 

which were influencing God’s people to forget the Lord. The false prophets were 

responsible for what they taught, and the people were responsible for what they 

heard and accepted. Sadly, the pattern of Israel was to forget His name, as God states, 

“their fathers forgot My name because of Baal” (v. 27b). In what appears to be divine 

sarcasm, God permitted these false prophets to speak, saying, “The prophet who has 

a dream may relate his dream” (v. 28a). Interestingly, God permitted His people to 

be exposed to false prophets as a means of testing their hearts, to see whether they 

loved the Lord (see Deut 13:3). But God directed His true prophet, saying, “let him 

who has My word speak My word in truth” (v. 28b). When the people listened to 

both messages, they should have realized there was a difference, just as there is a 

difference between straw and grain (v. 28c). The former is neither edible nor 

nourishing for people, but the latter is both. It is true that God sometimes used 

dreams as a means of communication (see Gen 37:5–10; Num 12:6; Matt 1:20); 

however, such revelation came directly from Him and never contradicted His written 

revelation, nor influenced people to sin. God’s direct revelation to His prophet could 

be tested and verified by those who heard (see Deut 13:1-5; 18:20-21). Speaking 

further, God stated: 

 

Is not My word like fire? declares the LORD, and like a hammer which 

shatters a rock? 30 Therefore behold, I am against the prophets, declares the 

LORD, who steal My words from each other. 31 Behold, I am against the 
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prophets, declares the LORD, who use their tongues and declare, “The Lord 

declares.” 32 Behold, I am against those who have prophesied false dreams, 

declares the LORD, and related them and led My people astray by their 

falsehoods and reckless boasting; yet I did not send them or command them, 

nor do they furnish this people the slightest benefit, declares the LORD. (Jer 

23:29-32)  

 

God’s Word has an effect on people when it is properly spoken. It is like a fire that 

burns or a hammer that shatters (v. 29). God’s Word is powerful and accomplishes 

what He desires (Isa 55:10-11; Heb 4:12), and it lights a fire in the heart of those 

who are positive. For example, after His resurrection, Jesus walked for several miles 

with two disciples and gave them a Bible lesson which lasted for several hours. This 

Bible lesson occurred as they traveled “to a village named Emmaus, which was about 

seven miles from Jerusalem” (Luke 24:13). Luke reveals how Jesus taught, 

“beginning with Moses and with all the prophets, He explained to them the things 

concerning Himself in all the Scriptures” (Luke 24:27). After His Bible lesson, the 

two disciples said, “Were not our hearts burning within us while He was speaking 

to us on the road, while He was explaining the Scriptures to us?” (Luke 24:32). The 

heart that is positive to God receives His Word and is excited by what is learned. 

But hearts that are negative suppress God’s truth, and this to their own harm.  

 

Three times God declared He was against the false prophets (vss. 30-32). He was 

against those who manufactured false messages or plagiarized the messages of 

others, and then used their God given tongues to mislead His people (v. 31). These 

false prophets had “prophesied false dreams” (v. 32a), and related them to God’s 

people and led them astray “by their falsehoods and reckless boasting” (v. 32b). 

They were leading God’s people into idolatry. Yet God said, “I did not send them or 

command them, nor do they furnish this people the slightest benefit” (v. 32c). 

Turning back to Jeremiah, God said: 

 

Now when this people or the prophet or a priest asks you saying, “What is the 

oracle of the LORD?” then you shall say to them, “What oracle?” The LORD 

declares, “I will abandon you.” 34 Then as for the prophet or the priest or the 

people who say, “The oracle of the LORD,” I will bring punishment upon that 

man and his household. 35 Thus will each of you say to his neighbor and to his 

brother, “What has the LORD answered?” or, “What has the LORD spoken?” 
36 For you will no longer remember the oracle of the LORD, because every 

man’s own word will become the oracle, and you have perverted the words of 

the living God, the LORD of hosts, our God. (Jer 23:33-36) 
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God knew there would be instances when the people would consult His true prophet 

about “the oracle of the LORD” (v. 33a). When this happened, Jeremiah was to speak 

truthfully, telling them God’s message, saying, “I will abandon you” (v. 33b). These 

were difficult but true words of judgment and not what the people wanted to hear. 

But there were false messengers, “the prophet or the priest or the people” who 

proclaimed a false oracle of the Lord (v. 34a). God promised judgment, saying, “I 

will bring punishment upon that man and his household” (v. 34b). In addition to 

these false messengers—prophet, priest, and people—the Judahite would also seek 

out “his neighbor” and “his brother” and ask, “What has the LORD answered?” or, 

“What has the LORD spoken?” (v. 35). Apparently, there were so many people 

claiming to have a word from the Lord—prophets, priests, people, neighbors, and 

brothers—that the message of God’s prophet was being drowned out. God had 

spoken, and spoken clearly, but His people were ignoring His revelation given 

through Jeremiah. As a result of their negative volition, they would “no longer 

remember the oracle of the LORD” (v 36a). Instead, they would seek out a message 

that tickled their ears, a message not from God, but from people who elevated their 

own words to that of a divine message. In these instances, “every man’s own word” 

was heralded as an oracle from God (v. 36b). But the truth was, they had “perverted 

the words of the living God, the LORD of hosts, our God” (v. 36c) and were 

misleading the people. Other OT prophets used the word oracle (Isa 13:1; Nah 1:1; 

Hab 1:1; Zec 9:1; Mal 1:1); however, Jeremiah never used the word, perhaps because 

it had become the hallmark phrase of the false prophets. God told Jeremiah: 

 

Thus, you will say to that prophet, “What has the LORD answered you?” and, 

“What has the LORD spoken?” 38 For if you say, “The oracle of the LORD!” 

surely thus says the LORD, “Because you said this word, ‘The oracle of the 

LORD!’” I have also sent to you, saying, “You shall not say, ‘The oracle of 

the LORD!’” 39 Therefore behold, I will surely forget you and cast you away 

from My presence, along with the city which I gave you and your fathers. 40 

I will put an everlasting reproach on you and an everlasting humiliation which 

will not be forgotten. (Jer 23:37-40) 

 

Jeremiah was to question the false prophets, asking, “What has the LORD answered 

you?” and, “What has the LORD spoken?” (v. 37). The reality was that God had not 

spoken to these false prophets, yet they were running around telling others they had 

received “The oracle of the LORD!” (v. 38a). But God spoke a true word to those 

who misrepresented Him, who claimed to have His Word (v. 38b). And the Word of 

the Lord to them was, “I will surely forget you and cast you away from My presence, 

along with the city which I gave you and your fathers” (v. 39). Furthermore, God 

said, “I will put an everlasting reproach on you and an everlasting humiliation which 
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will not be forgotten” (v. 40). God had already spoken through Jeremiah that 

judgment was coming upon Judah, and any other message was to be regarded as 

false. God was intending to raise up the Babylonians as His instrument of 

punishment. Here, God was being faithful to His covenant promise to discipline His 

people if they turned away from Him (see Deut 28:36-37, 49-50). All this was 

avoidable, if God’s people had applied His Word and tested these false prophets.  

 

Excurses on How to Test Prophets 

 

The false prophets in Jeremiah’s day were typical of all false prophets. God said of 

them, “The prophets are prophesying falsehood in My name. I have neither sent them 

nor commanded them nor spoken to them; they are prophesying to you a false vision, 

divination, futility and the deception of their own minds” (Jer 14:14; cf. Jer 23:16, 

21). Anybody can utter the phrase, “Thus says the Lord”, and unfortunately, many 

did and do. False prophets abound in every age, and it is inevitable that God’s people 

will encounter them. Fortunately, God gave two objective tests that could be applied 

to the person who claimed to be a prophet of the Lord. 

 

First was the doctrinal test. In this test, someone would claim to be “a prophet or 

a dreamer of dreams” (Deut 13:1), and would even perform a miraculous sign or 

wonder (Deut 13:2a). The miraculous sign or wonder performed by the false prophet 

was intended to persuade others. However, the ability to perform a sign or wonder 

by itself proved nothing. When Moses was executing God’s plagues upon Egypt, it 

is recorded three times “the magicians of Egypt did the same with their secret arts” 

(Ex 7:10-11, 21-22; 8:6-7). During the Tribulation, Jesus said, “false Christs and 

false prophets will arise and will show great signs and wonders, so as to mislead, if 

possible, even the elect” (Matt 24:24). And Paul spoke similarly of the coming 

Antichrist (2 Th 2:9-10).  

 

Moses revealed the false prophet could be identified by his message when he said, 

“Let us go after other gods (whom you have not known) and let us serve them” (Deut 

13:2b). Here, the self-proclaimed-prophet taught something that contradicted God’s 

written directive, “You shall have no other gods before Me” (Ex 20:3). Moses said, 

“you shall not listen to the words of that prophet or that dreamer of dreams; for the 

LORD your God is testing you to find out if you love the LORD your God with all 

your heart and with all your soul” (Deut 13:3). Here was a test of allegiance. Those 

who loved God would remain loyal to Him (Deut 13:4). Because Israel was a 

theocracy, and God was their Judge, Lawgiver, and King (Isa 33:22), He directed 

His people to execute the false prophet or dreamer of dreams, because such were 
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advocating sedition (Deut 13:5). Knowing and obeying God’s Word protected His 

people against the deceiving influence of false prophets.  

 

Second was the short-term-fulfillment of a prophecy. On another occasion, God 

spoke about “the prophet who speaks a word presumptuously in My name which I 

have not commanded him to speak” (Deut 18:20a). Like the previous example of a 

false prophet (Deut 13:1-5), God here prescribed the death penalty, saying, “that 

prophet shall die” (Deut 18:20b). Naturally, the Israelites would ask, “How will we 

know the word which the LORD has not spoken?” (Deut 18:21). The Lord’s answer 

was, “When a prophet speaks in the name of the LORD, if the thing does not come 

about or come true, that is the thing which the LORD has not spoken. The prophet 

has spoken it presumptuously; you shall not be afraid of him” (Deut 18:22). 

Apparently, the prophet would be able to predict a short-term event that everyone 

could see for themselves and verify. Once the short-term prophecy was fulfilled in 

exact detail, the prophet’s other messages, or long-term prophecies, could be 

accepted and relied upon as valid. Interestingly, Jesus adhered to this test, providing 

short-term prophesies that came to pass (Mark 11:12-14, 19-20), which validated 

His long-term prophecies which are still pending (Matt 24:3—25:46).  

 

Example of a True Prophet: 

 

Now behold, there came a man of God from Judah to Bethel by the word of 

the LORD, while Jeroboam [King of Israel] was standing by the [pagan] altar 

to burn incense [to false gods; cf. 1 Ki 12:28-33]. 2 He [the true prophet] cried 

against the altar by the word of the LORD, and said, “O altar, altar, thus says 

the LORD, ‘Behold, a son shall be born to the house of David, Josiah by name; 

and on you he shall sacrifice the [bones of the dead] priests of the high places 

[pagan worship centers] who burn incense on you, and human bones shall be 

burned on you [fulfilled 300 years later; cf. 2 Ki 23:15-20].’” 3 Then he gave 

a sign the same day, saying, “This is the sign which the LORD has spoken, 

‘Behold, the altar [used by King Jeroboam] shall be split apart and the ashes 

which are on it shall be poured out.’” 4 Now when the king heard the saying 

of the man of God, which he cried against the altar in Bethel, Jeroboam 

stretched out his hand from the altar, saying, “Seize him.” But his hand which 

he stretched out against him dried up, so that he could not draw it back to 

himself. 5 The altar also was split apart and the ashes were poured out from 

the altar, according to the sign which the man of God had given by the word 

of the LORD. (1 Ki 13:1-5) 
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Here, this true prophet spoke against the worship of false gods in agreement with 

written revelation (Deut 13:1-5; cf. Ex 20:1-5a), and validated himself by 

performing an observable short-term prophecy for others to witness (Deut 18:22).  

 

False Prophets Today? 

 

We know from Scripture that false prophets will arise in churches and will introduce 

false doctrines (read 2 Pet 2:1-3). These false prophets will attack the incarnation of 

Jesus Christ (2 Pet 2:1b; cf. 1 John 4:1-3), as well as His redeeming work of the 

cross (2 Pet 2:1). On this basis we know Mormons and Jehovah’s Witnesses are 

cults. Unfortunately, many in the church will be misled, and this will cause the 

Christian way to be maligned (2 Pet 2:2). The motivation of false prophets is greed, 

in which they will exploit people for money (2 Pet 2:3a). Their power lies in their 

false words (πλαστοῖς λόγοις) which are easily molded to suit their hearers. But these 

false prophets have not escaped God’s notice, and their judgment is coming (2 Pet 

2:3b). Exposure to false prophets/teachers is inevitable; however, the Christian mind 

is guarded as the believer continually learns and lives God’s Word (2 Cor 10:3-5; 2 

Tim 2:15; 3:16-17; 1 Pet 2:2; 2 Pet 3:18). Some false teachers may be won to Christ 

(Acts 8:9-13), but others are to be opposed (Gal 2:4-5; 2 John 1:10-11).  

 

It is inevitable that we encounter people who claim to speak for the Lord. But we 

should realize there are many false prophets and teachers in our world today, and we 

should be like the noble-minded Bereans who tested the messenger by “examining 

the Scriptures daily to see whether these things were so” (Acts 17:11). Concerning 

Christian faith and practice (orthodoxy & orthopraxy), the Bible is the only 

dependable source of divine revelation, and the Christian does well to know it from 

cover to cover. The believer who knows and lives God’s Word will guard his/her 

heart and prove to be a blessing to others.  
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