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What is Prophecy? (Aquinas, on 1 Corinthians)

“Hence the sight of things far off, whether they 
be future contingents or beyond human 
reason, is called prophecy. Prophecy, therefore, 
is the sight or manifestation of future 
contingents or of things transcending human 
understanding.”



What is Prophecy? (Aquinas, on 1 Corinthians)
For such a sight four things are required. For 
since our knowledge is through bodily things 
and phantasms received from sensible things, 
it is first required that in the imagination be 
formed the bodily likeness of things which 
are shown…



What is Prophecy? (Aquinas, on 1 Corinthians)
The second thing required is an intellectual light 
enlightening the intellect for knowing things shown 
beyond our natural knowledge. For unless an 
intellectual light be present for understanding the 
sensible likenesses formed in the imagination, the one 
to whom these likenesses are shown in not called a 
prophet but a dreamer. 



What is Prophecy? (Aquinas, on 1 Corinthians)

The third thing required is the courage 
to announce the things revealed. For 
God reveals in order that it be 
announced to others: “Behold, I have 
put my words in your mouth” (Jer 1:9).



What is Prophecy? (Aquinas, on 1 Corinthians)
The fourth thing is the working of miracles, 
which lend certitude to the prophecy. For 
unless they did things which exceed the works 
of nature, they would not be believed in 
matters that transcend natural knowledge.



What is Prophecy? (Aquinas, on 1 Corinthians)

One is called a prophet, if he has the intellectual light to explain 
even imaginary visions made to himself or someone else, or for 
explaining the sayings of the prophets or the Scriptures of the 
apostles. In this way a prophet is anyone who discerns the writings 
of the Doctors, because they have been interpreted in the same 
spirit as they were edited… Someone is even called a prophet 
merely because he announces the statements of prophets or 
explains them or sings in the church. This is the way Saul was 
counted among the prophets, i.e., among those singing the words 
of the prophets. (1 Sam 19:24).



Origins (Numbers 11:24-29)
24 So Moses went out and told the people the words of the LORD; and he gathered 
seventy men of the elders of the people, and placed them round about the tent. 25 
Then the LORD came down in the cloud and spoke to him, and took some of the spirit 
that was upon him and put it upon the seventy elders; and when the spirit rested 
upon them, they prophesied. But they did so no more.

26 Now two men remained in the camp, one named Eldad, and the other named 
Medad, and the spirit rested upon them; they were among those registered, but they 
had not gone out to the tent, and so they prophesied in the camp. 27 And a young man 
ran and told Moses, “Eldad and Medad are prophesying in the camp.” 28 And Joshua the 
son of Nun, the minister of Moses, one of his chosen men, said, “My lord Moses, forbid 
them.” 29 But Moses said to him, “Are you jealous for my sake? Would that all the 
LORD’s people were prophets, that the LORD would put his spirit upon them!” 30 And 
Moses and the elders of Israel returned to the camp.



Origins (1 Sam 10:9-13; 19:23-24)
9 When he turned his back to leave Samuel, God gave him another heart; and all these 
signs came to pass that day. 10 When they came to Gib′e-ah, behold, a band of prophets 
met him; and the spirit of God came mightily upon him, and he prophesied among 
them. 11 And when all who knew him before saw how he prophesied with the prophets, 
the people said to one another, “What has come over the son of Kish? Is Saul also among 
the prophets?” 12 And a man of the place answered, “And who is their father?” Therefore it 
became a proverb, “Is Saul also among the prophets?” 13 When he had finished 
prophesying, he came to the high place.

…. 

23 And he went from there to Nai′oth in Ramah; and the Spirit of God came upon him 
also, and as he went he prophesied, until he came to Nai′oth in Ramah. 24 And he too 
stripped off his clothes, and he too prophesied before Samuel, and lay naked all that 
day and all that night. Hence it is said, “Is Saul also among the prophets?”



Origins

Numbers 22-24, Balaam a pagan prophet, 
prophesied blessing on Israel.

1 Kings 22:13-28, A “lying spirit” deceived the 
prophets in the court of Ahab, causing the 
campaign in which Ahab dies.



Origins, Written Prophecy (Amos 7:10-15)

10 Then Amazi′ah the priest of Bethel sent to Jerobo′am king of Israel, 
saying, “Amos has conspired against you in the midst of the house of 
Israel; the land is not able to bear all his words.”...

, 12 And Amazi′ah said to Amos, “O seer, go, flee away to the land of 
Judah, and eat bread there, and prophesy there; 13 but never again 
prophesy at Bethel, for it is the king’s sanctuary, and it is a temple of the 
kingdom.” 14 Then Amos answered Amazi′ah, “I am no prophet, nor a 
prophet’s son; but I am a herdsman, and a dresser of sycamore trees, 
15 and the LORD took me from following the flock, and the LORD said 
to me, ‘Go, prophesy to my people Israel.’ 



Origins, Written Prophecy (Hosea )

5 Therefore I have hewn them by the prophets, I 
have slain them by the words of my mouth, and my 
judgment goes forth as the light. 6 For I desire 
steadfast love and not sacrifice, the knowledge of 
God, rather than burnt offerings. 7 But at Adam they 
transgressed the covenant; there they dealt 
faithlessly with me.



Second Meanings (Matt 1:23-24)

22 All this took place to fulfil what the Lord had 
spoken by the prophet: 
23 “Behold, a virgin shall conceive and bear a 
son,
and his name shall be called Emman′u-el” 
(which means, God with us). 



Second Meanings, (Isa 7:10-17)

10 Again the LORD spoke to Ahaz, 11 “Ask a sign of the LORD your God; let it 
be deep as Sheol or high as heaven.” 12 But Ahaz said, “I will not ask, and I 
will not put the LORD to the test.” 13 And he said, “Hear then, O house of 
David! Is it too little for you to weary men, that you weary my God also? 14 
Therefore the Lord himself will give you a sign. Behold, a young woman 
shall conceive and bear a son, and shall call his name Imman′u-el.15 He 
shall eat curds and honey when he knows how to refuse the evil and choose 
the good. 16 For before the child knows how to refuse the evil and choose 
the good, the land before whose two kings you are in dread will be 
deserted. 17 The LORD will bring upon you and upon your people and upon 
your father’s house such days as have not come since the day that E′phraim 
departed from Judah—the king of Assyria.”



Second Meanings, (Isa 7:10-17)

10 Again the LORD spoke to Ahaz, 11 “Ask a sign of the LORD your God; let it be 
deep as Sheol or high as heaven.” 12 But Ahaz said, “I will not ask, and I will 
not put the LORD to the test.” 13 And he said, “Hear then, O house of David! Is 
it too little for you to weary men, that you weary my God also? 14 Therefore 
the Lord himself will give you a sign. Behold, a young woman shall conceive 
and bear a son, and shall call his name Imman′u-el.15 He shall eat curds 
and honey when he knows how to refuse the evil and choose the good. 16 
For before the child knows how to refuse the evil and choose the good, 
the land before whose two kings you are in dread will be deserted. 17 
The LORD will bring upon you and upon your people and upon your 
father’s house such days as have not come since the day that E′phraim 
departed from Judah—the king of Assyria.”



Second Meanings, (Isa 7:10-17), St. Justin’s Dialogue 
with Trypho
For if he too was about to be born of human intercourse like all other 
first-born sons, why then did God say He was giving a sign, a thing 
which is not common to all first-born sons? But what is really a sign, 
and what was to become a sure proof to the human race, namely the 
-first-born of all creatures to become incarnate through a virgin's 
womb, and really to become a child… But you dare to mutilate the 
interpretations which your elders made at the court of Ptolemy 
king of Egypt, saying that the Scripture has not the meaning they 
interpret.



Second Meanings, C.S. Lewis Reflections on the 
Psalms

They have been believed to contain a second or hidden 
meaning, an “allegorical” sense, concerned with the 
central truths of Christianity, with the Incarnation, the 
Passion, the Resurrection, the Ascension, and with the 
Redemption of man. All the Old Testament has been treated 
in the same way. The full significance of what the writers are 
saying is, on this view, apparent only in the light of events 
which happened after they were dead.



Second Meanings, C.S. Lewis Reflections on the 
Psalms
Such a doctrine, not without reason, arouses deep 
distrust in a modern mind. Because, as we know, almost 
anything can be read into any book if you are determined 
enough. This will be especially impressed on anyone 
who has written fantastic fiction….(Some of the allegories 
thus imposed on my own books have been so ingenious 
and interesting that I often wish I had thought of them 
myself.) 



Second Meanings, C.S. Lewis Reflections on the 
Psalms
One of the Roman historians tells us about a fire in a provincial town 
which was thought to have originated in the public baths… earlier that 
day, a gentleman had complained that the water in the hot bath was 
only lukewarm and had received from an attendant the reply, it will 
soon be hot enough. Now of course if there really had been a plot, 
and the slave was in it, and fool enough to risk discovery by this veiled 
threat, then the story would not concern us. But let us suppose the 
fire was an accident (i.e. was intended by nobody). In that case the 
slave would have said something truer, or more importantly true, than 
he himself supposed. Clearly, there need be nothing here but 
chance coincidence…



Second Meanings, C.S. Lewis Reflections on the 
Psalms
Virgil, writing not very long before the birth of Christ, 
begins a poem thus: “The great procession of the ages 
begins anew. Now the Virgin returns, the reign of Saturn 
returns, and the new child is sent down from high 
heaven.” It goes on to describe the paradisal age which 
this nativity will usher in… Modern scholars would, I 
suppose, laugh at the idea… To say the least of it, 
however, this is a much more striking accident than the 
slave’s words to the man in the baths. 



Second Meanings, C.S. Lewis Reflections on the 
Psalms
But there are other cases in which the later truth 
(which the speaker did not know) is intimately related 
to the truth he did know; so that, in hitting out 
something like it, he was in touch with that very same 
reality in which the fuller truth is rooted… we are not 
foisting on them something alien to his mind, an 
arbitrary addition. We are prolonging his meaning 
in a direction congenial to it…



Second Meanings, C.S. Lewis Reflections on the 
Psalms
The status I claim for such things, then, is neither 
that of coincidence on the one hand nor that of 
supernatural ‘pre-vision’ on the other. 



Second Meanings, C.S. Lewis Reflections on the 
Psalms
The status I claim for such things, then, is neither 
that of coincidence on the one hand nor that of 
supernatural ‘pre-vision’ on the other. 

I will try to illustrate it by three imaginable 
cases:



#1

A holy person, explicitly claiming to prophesy by the 
Spirit, tells us that there is in the universe such and 
such a creature. Later we learn… sure enough, on the 
remote planet of some remote star, we find that very 
creature. This would be prophecy in the strictest 
sense. This would be evidence for the prophet’s 
miraculous gift and strong presumptive evidence for 
the truth of anything else he had said. 



#2

A wholly unscientific writer of fantasies invents 
a creature for purely artistic reasons. Later on, 
we find a creature recognisably like it. This would 
be just the writer’s luck. A man who knows 
nothing about racing may once in his life back a 
winner. 



#3

A great biologist, illustrating the relation between animal 
organisms and their environment, invents for this purpose a 
hypothetical animal adapted to a hypothetical environment. Later, 
we find a creature very like it (of course in an environment very like the 
one he had supposed). This resemblance is not in the least accidental. 
Insight and knowledge, not luck, led to his invention. The real nature 
of life explains both why there is such a creature in the universe and 
also why there was such a creature in his lectures. If, while we re-read 
the lectures, we think of the reality, we are not bringing arbitrary 
fancies of our own to bear on the text. This second meaning is 
congenial to it. 



The Great Example (Republic, Book 2)

For the height of injustice is to seem just without being so. To 
the perfectly unjust man, then, we must assign perfect injustice 
and withhold nothing of it, but we must allow him, while 
committing the greatest wrongs, to have secured for himself 
the greatest reputation for justice; and if he does happen to 
trip, we must concede to him the power to correct his mistakes 
by his ability to speak persuasively if any of his misdeeds come 
to light, and when force is needed, to employ force by reason 
of his manly spirit and vigor and his provision of friends and 
money… 



The Great Example (Republic, Book 2)

So we must strip him bare of everything but justice and make his 
state the opposite of his imagined counterpart. Though doing no 
wrong he must have the repute of the greatest injustice, so that 
he may be put to the test as regards justice through not softening 
because of ill repute and the consequences thereof. But let him 
hold on his course unchangeable even unto death, seeming all his 
life to be unjust though being just, that so, both men attaining to the 
limit, the one of injustice, the other of justice, we may pass 
judgement which of the two is the happier.



The Great Example (Republic, Book 2)

The just man who is thought unjust will be 
scourged, racked, bound --will have his eyes 
burnt out; and, at last, after suffering every kind 
of evil, he will be impaled…



Second Meanings
C.S. Lewis Reflections on the Psalms
At this passage a Christian reader starts and rubs 
his eyes. What is happening? Yet another of 
these lucky coincidences? But presently he 
sees that there is something here which cannot 
be called luck at all…



Second Meanings
C.S. Lewis Reflections on the Psalms
If Plato, starting from one example and from his insight 
into the nature of goodness and the nature of the world, 
was led on to see the possibility of a perfect example, 
and thus to depict something extremely like the Passion 
of Christ, this happened not because he was lucky but 
because he was wise. 



Second Meanings
C.S. Lewis Reflections on the Psalms

And what are we to say of those gods in various Pagan 
mythologies who are killed and rise again and who 
thereby renew or transform the life of their 
worshippers or of nature? The odd thing is that here 
those anthropologists who are most hostile to our faith 
would agree with many Christians in saying “The 
resemblance is not accidental”. 



Second Meanings
C.S. Lewis Reflections on the Psalms

But when I meditate on the Passion while reading Plato’s 
picture of the Righteous One, or on the Resurrection while 
reading about Adonis or Balder, the case is altered. There is a 
real connection between what Plato and the myth-makers 
most deeply were and meant and what I believe to be the 
truth. I know that connection and they do not. But it is really 
there. It is not an arbitrary fancy of my own thrust upon the old 
words. One can, without any absurdity, imagine Plato or the 
myth-makers if they learned the truth, saying, “I see . . . so that 
was what I was really talking about. Of course. That is what my 
words really meant, and I never knew it.” 



Scripture
C.S. Lewis Reflections on the Psalms
Because the lower nature, in being taken up and 
loaded with a new burden and advanced to a new 
privilege, remains, and is not annihilated, it will 
always be possible to ignore the up-grading and 
see nothing but the lower…One who contended that 
a poem was nothing but black marks on white paper 
would be unanswerable if he addressed an audience 
who couldn’t read. 



Scripture
C.S. Lewis Reflections on the Psalms

Generalising this, I take it that the whole Old 
Testament consists of the same sort of material as 
any other literature—chronicle (some of it obviously 
pretty accurate), poems, moral and political 
diatribes, romances, and whatnot; but all taken into 
the service of God’s word. Not all, I suppose, in the 
same way. 



Scripture
C.S. Lewis Reflections on the Psalms

a. There are prophets 
b. There are chroniclers 
c. There are poets 
d. There is (and it is no less important) the work first of 

the Jewish and then of the Christian Church in 
preserving and canonising just these books. 

e. There is the work of redactors and editors in 
modifying them. 



Scripture
C.S. Lewis Reflections on the Psalms

The total result is not “the Word of God” in the sense that 
every passage, in itself, gives impeccable science or 
history. It carries the Word of God; and we (under grace, 
with attention to tradition and to interpreters wiser than 
ourselves, and with the use of such intelligence and 
learning as we may have) receive that word from it… by 
steeping ourselves in its tone or temper and so learning 
its overall message.



Scripture
C.S. Lewis Reflections on the Psalms

We might have expected, we may think we should have 
preferred, an unrefracted light giving us ultimate truth in 
systematic form—something we could have tabulated 
and memorised and relied on like the multiplication 
table. One can respect, and at moments envy, both the 
Fundamentalist’s view of the Bible and the Roman 
Catholic’s view of the Church. 



Scripture
C.S. Lewis Reflections on the Psalms

So in St. Paul. Perhaps the sort of works I should wish him 
to have written would have been useless. The 
crabbedness, the appearance of inconsequence and 
even of sophistry, the turbulent mixture of petty detail, 
personal complaint, practical advice, and lyrical 
rapture, finally let through what matters more than 
ideas—a whole Christian life in operation—better say, 
Christ Himself operating in a man’s life. 



Scripture
C.S. Lewis Reflections on the Psalms
And in the same way, the value of the Old Testament 
may be dependent on what seems its imperfection. It 
may repel one use in order that we may be forced to use 
it in another way—to find the Word in it, not without 
repeated and leisurely reading nor without 
discriminations made by our conscience and our 
critical faculties, to re-live, while we read, the whole 
Jewish experience of God’s gradual and graded 
self-revelation



Scripture
C.S. Lewis Reflections on the Psalms

We may observe that the teaching of Our Lord Himself, in 
which there is no imperfection, is not given us in that 
cut-and-dried, fool-proof, systematic fashion we might have 
expected or desired. He wrote no book. We have only 
reported sayings, most of them uttered in answer to 
questions, shaped in some degree by their context. And when 
we have collected them all we cannot reduce them to a 
system. 



Scripture
C.S. Lewis Reflections on the Psalms

Certainly it seems to me that from having had to 
reach what is really the Voice of God in the cursing 
Psalms through all the horrible distortions of the 
human medium, I have gained something I might not 
have gained from a flawless, ethical exposition. The 
shadows have indicated (at least to my heart) 
something more about the light. 



Scripture
C.S. Lewis Reflections on the Psalms

Systems cannot keep up with that darting 
illumination. No net less wide than a man’s whole 
heart, nor less fine of mesh than love, will hold the 
sacred Fish.



Pope Benedict XVI

…theologians should pay [attention] to the sensus 
fidelium…. the Second Vatican Council likewise 
stressed that the People of God, in its entirety, 
participate in the prophetic office of Christ, thereby 
fulfilling the inspired wish expressed by Moses: 
“would that all the Lord’s people were prophets, that 
the Lord would put his spirit upon them!” (Nb 11,29).

https://www.clerus.org/bibliaclerusonline/en/gp5.htm#qt


Pope Benedict XVI

The Dogmatic Constitution Lumen Gentium teaches in this 
regard: “the whole body of the faithful who have an 
anointing that comes from the holy one (cf. 1 Jn 2,20), 
cannot err in matters of belief. This characteristic is shown 
in the supernatural appreciation of the faith (sensus fidei) 
of the whole people, when, ‘from the bishops to the last of 
the faithful’ they manifest a universal consent in matters of 
faith and morals” (n. 12).

https://www.clerus.org/bibliaclerusonline/en/bhv.htm#bu


In the believer this gift, the sensus fidei constitutes a 
sort of supernatural instinct which has a vital co- 
naturality with the object of faith itself. We note that 
the simple faithful carry with them this certainty, this 
firm sense of faith. The sensus fidei is a criterion for 
discerning whether or not a truth belongs to the living 
deposit of the Apostolic Tradition. It also has a 
propositional value for the Holy Spirit never ceases to 
speak to the Churches and to guide them towards the 
whole truth. 



Today, however, it is particularly important to 
explain the criteria that make it possible to distinguish 
the authentic sensus fidelium from its counterfeit. It is 
certainly not a kind of public ecclesial opinion and 
invoking it in order to contest the teachings of the 
Magisterium would be unthinkable, since the sensus 
fidei cannot be authentically developed in believers, 
except to the extent in which they fully participate in 
the life of the Church, and this demands responsible 
adherence to the Magisterium, to the deposit of faith.



Pope Benedict XVI

Today, this same supernatural sense of faith in 
believers also gives rise to vigorous reactions against the 
prejudice which holds that religions—and in particular the 
monotheistic religions—are intrinsically vehicles of 
violence, especially because they claim the existence of a 
universal truth. Some consider that the “polytheism of 
values” alone would guarantee tolerance and civil peace 
and would be in conformity with the spirit of a pluralistic 
democratic society.



Schedule

Next Class:

Jeremiah chapters 1 and 36.


