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False Prophets You Should Really Fear
Bold, Specific, Wrong
The Standard, Applied
Last time, Scripture gave us the standard: does it come true, and what fruit does it bear. When a prophet speaks in the name of the Lord, if the thing does not happen or come to pass, that is the thing which the Lord has not spoken (Deuteronomy 18:22), and by their fruits you will know them (Matthew 7:20).
That test doesn't care whether the voice making the claim is a preacher or a professor. So before turning to the secular voices shaping belief right now, it's worth running the test backward first - against history's most confident secular predictions, the ones that have already had decades to come true or fail.
The Root: Malthus
The pattern starts with Thomas Malthus, an English clergyman whose 1798 Essay on the Principle of Population argued that “population, when unchecked, increases in a geometrical ratio, subsistence only in an arithmetical ratio.” In plain terms: people multiply faster than food supply ever could, so catastrophe - famine, disease, war - was mathematically inevitable.
Malthus never set a date, which makes his claim hard to fully test on its own. But he set the template that everyone after him would follow: confident mathematics, an inevitable collapse, and a call for drastic present-day action to head it off. Two centuries later, that template is still being reused - now with specific dates attached, which makes it testable.
The Population Bomb
In 1968, biologist Paul Ehrlich published The Population Bomb, opening with the line, “The battle to feed all of humanity is over.” He went on to forecast hundreds of millions of deaths by starvation in the 1970s, including as many as 65 million Americans, and predicted the odds were fair that England would not exist as a nation by the year 2000.
None of it happened. World population grew from 3.5 billion in 1968 to over 8 billion today. Global hunger rates fell rather than exploded. England, notably, still exists. Ehrlich never significantly revised his framework, and continued repeating variations of the same forecast for decades.
Ehrlich died this past March at age 93. In the retrospectives that followed, Steve Mosher of the Population Research Institute didn't mince words, calling him “a false prophet of the worst kind.” That's not a label this series is applying from the outside - it's the language his own critics reached for once the test had fully played out.
The Limits to Growth
In 1972, an MIT-led team published The Limits to Growth for the Club of Rome, a group of European industrialists and scientists. Using computer modeling of population, resources, and pollution, the report calculated exactly how many years of known global reserves remained at then-current rates of consumption growth.
The published numbers were specific: at 1972 growth rates, known gold reserves would run out around 1981, and mercury around 1985. Neither happened. Gold and mercury reserves today are larger than they were in 1972, not smaller - new discovery and changing use patterns outran the model's assumptions entirely.
The report's broader warning - that unlimited growth on a finite planet has real limits - remains a fair philosophical point. But the specific, dated forecasts it offered as evidence for that point did not come to pass, which is exactly the distinction Deuteronomy 18 asks us to notice: not whether a general concern is reasonable, but whether the specific thing spoken actually happened.
Too Hot, Too Cold
The same pattern is still running today, and it's flip-flopped between two opposite emergencies without ever landing on one. On April 28, 1975, Newsweek published “The Cooling World,” warning that falling global temperatures would devastate agriculture within the century and that “the resulting famines could be catastrophic.”
Just fourteen years later, the alarm reversed entirely. In 1989, a senior UN environmental official told the Associated Press that entire nations could be “wiped off the face of the Earth” by rising sea levels if global warming wasn't reversed by the year 2000, with low-lying island nations first to go under.
Neither happened. The world didn't plunge into a new ice age in the 1970s, and no nation vanished beneath the ocean by 2000. Both predictions simply expired and were quietly replaced by new dates further down the road, a pattern that's repeated multiple times since. None of that means ordinary concern for the environment is illegitimate - Malthus's underlying instinct wasn't crazy either. But specific, dated doomsday claims have now failed on both sides of the thermostat, which is exactly why the test matters more than which direction the current alarm happens to be pointing.
What the Pattern Reveals
Four very different voices, across two and a half centuries, following the exact same shape: confident, specific, backed by the authority of data and credentials, and simply wrong when the date arrived. None of it kept these predictions from shaping public policy, funding, and cultural anxiety for a generation each - and none of it kept ordinary people from reordering their lives around claims that turned out to be false.
That's worth considering directly. How many decisions - about having children, about money, about where to place your hope - have been shaped somewhere down the line by a confident secular voice nobody ever checked against a standard like this? Most of us have absorbed more of this kind of thinking than we'd like to admit, simply because it arrived dressed as science instead of prophecy.
This is where prayer changes. Jesus told His disciples that when He, the Spirit of truth, has come, He will guide you into all truth (John 16:13). The Greek word behind “guide” is hodegeo - built from hodos, way, and hegeomai, to lead - and commentators going back centuries describe it the same way: not a distant pointer toward information, but a Father “taking a child by the hand” and leading step by step, at the pace the child can actually follow, until the path is fully known. That's a different posture than simply being handed a fact. It's easy to pray for discernment about a prophetic word from a stage. It's harder to remember to pray the same way before absorbing a headline, a bestselling book, or a viral claim about the future - to ask, before believing it, whether it's actually been tested, or just repeated with enough confidence that nobody thought to ask.
That's the pattern worth carrying into Part 3, and worth carrying into your own week: don't just watch for the next Ehrlich. Watch your own intake, and let the same hand that led the disciples lead you before it settles into how you live.

All Scripture quotations are taken from the New King James Version (NKJV).
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