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“God has raised up a prophet in Greta Thunberg in a way that no one could predict.” That claim was not made by a naïve political activist or a foolish theological ignoramus. It came from the mouth of Rowan Williams, the former Archbishop of Canterbury and erstwhile professor of theology at the University of Cambridge, after he had presented a Bible study on Jeremiah at an ecumenical conference in Norway in July 2021. When he was asked to provide a present day example of a similar prophetic voice, he declared that Thunberg was a prophet like Jeremiah who dared to speak the truth to power to wake up a sleeping nation.

For me this incident sums up the spiritual confusion that is rife in the church today. We could rightly overlook this endorsement if it were given by a secular person rather than such an eminent teacher in the church. Even though she may give voice to the spirit of the age by her oracular predictions of an imminent ecocatastrophe, she is not a Christian, nor does she claim to speak in the name of Jesus. But Dr. Williams is a teacher of the church. He should know better than to misrepresent her and foist this unfairly on her.


Nevertheless I do not want to assess the status and authority of this lionized, young activist here, nor do I intend to examine why Dr. Williams makes this claim on her behalf, or even whether he is a false teacher. But I want to consider what Christian prophets do and how we are to assess their utterances, so that we are not misled by them in these confusing times.

Christian prophets do not predict the future by rational analysis of current events, or statistical projections from past and present trends, or foreknowledge through occult means such as divination. They are people who have called by the living God and inspired by his Holy Spirit to speak his life-giving, effectual word to people. They are his mouthpiece. They hand on the words that they themselves have received from God by the inspiration of the Holy Spirit (2 Pet 1:21). They do not predict what will happen, because even the devil and unclean spirits can do that in some cases (Acts 16:16). But they tell what God is doing now, and what will do, with and for his people. They pronounce God’s judgment on sin and announce his salvation of sinners. Most of all, Christian prophets speak in the name of Jesus about Jesus as the fulfilment of all prophecy. The best description of what they are called to do is given by Jesus in John 16:12-15: “When the Spirit of truth comes, he will guide you into all truth, for he will not speak on his own authority, but whatever he hears he will speak, and he will declare to you the things that are to come. He will glorify me, for he will take what is mine and declare it to you. All that the Father has is mine; therefore I said that he will take what is mine and declare it to you.” In short, the Spirit reveals the glory of the risen Lord Jesus by declaring what he is saying and doing in the church.


There are then two basic kinds of prophecy. There are then two basic kinds of prophecy. On the one hand there are the special prophecies that have to do with impending acts of divine judgment and salvation, such as we have in the book of Revelation. Another clear example of that was the warning by a prophet of Jerusalem’s imminent destruction in 66 AD with the instruction that the congregation there should leave the city and settle in Pella (Mt 24:15-17). On the other hand there are general prophecies that take what God has said by his prophets in the Old Testament or by Jesus in his earthly ministry and proclaim them as his word of warning or encouragement to new people at a new time and a new set of circumstances, such as we have in the letter to the Hebrews. We have two examples of this with Paul to the Jews in Rome in Acts 28:25-28 and to the congregation in Corinth 1 Cor 10:1-13. 

Jesus himself warns us to beware of false prophets in the Sermon on the Mount because they are not easily recognized but often seem to be from God (Matt 7:15). So when Paul also tells us not to despise prophecies, he also urges us to test them all in order to receive the good gifts that true prophecies deliver and avoid the great spiritual damage that is done by false prophecies (1 Thess 5:20-21). But how can we test them? What criteria can pastors and other leaders use to assess them when they claim to speak in the name of Jesus?

The New Testament teaches that we are to use five criteria for this. Is their behavior consistent with the faith they profess (Matt 7:15-20)? Do they, in their prophecies, do God’s will by teaching and enacting the written words of Jesus in the Sermon on the Mount and elsewhere in the New Testament (Matt 7:21-27)? Do they confess that Jesus is the incarnate Christ who has come in the flesh from God (1 John 4:1-4)? Do they submit to the authority of the apostles and the apostolic testimony to Jesus as well as the discipline of the church (1 John 4:5-6; Rev 19:10b)? Is what they prophesy in agreement with the Christian faith which is confessed in the Apostles or Nicene Creed as the rule of faith (Rom 12:6)? Taken together they supply us with all that we need to test all prophecy.

 We can quite readily dismiss the claim that God has been raised up Greta Thunberg as a prophet because she does not claim to speak in the name of Jesus, let alone in God’s name. What’s more, Dr. Williams gives us no good reason to regard her as a true prophet. Yet cases like this are useful for us because they help to sharpen our sense of spiritual discernment which will, in the time to come, be increasingly necessary as many more professed Christians reject the authority of God’s word and the teaching of the church and more false prophets and false teachers arise to fill the spiritual void in the church and in the world. 
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