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The “real McCoy” [show slide] —not an imitation, not a knock-off, but the gen-

u-ine article. There are many theories on the origin of the phrase, but like 

many idioms, the answer is not certain. 

The most likely is from mid-19th century Scotland for [show slide] a Scotch 

whiskey called “MacKay.”  Apparently, there were some other MacKay 

whiskeys, but nothing like the original, authentic one. Over time and 

distance MacKay became McCoy and by the end of the 19th century the 

“real McCoy” was applied to anything that was genuinely authentic both 

across the pond and, thanks to Scottish immigrants, here in North 

America. 

Of course, most of you know who the “real McCoy” is [show slide]:  Dr. Leonard 

McCoy as played by DeForest Kelly in the original Star Trek TV series.  

But let’s get back on track. [next slide] 

Today’s lectionary passages each in their own way do ask what is “the real 

McCoy”? 

The Old Testament passage from Deuteronomy is most obvious.   

God tells Moses to assure the people that God will raise up a prophet like Moses 

when he dies. And implying there would be many prophets over time after 

Moses, he says if that a prophet speaks his own mind instead of God’s 

word—“that prophet will die.” 

Pretty harsh.  And yet—that does not seem to happen.  Throughout the ages and 

even today we have a number of “prophets”, but many of their messages 

are exactly the opposite.  How can you get an indication as to whether they 

are a false prophet or the real McCoy? 
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Remember a prophet of God does not predict the future per se or answer 

questions like a human Magic 8-Ball.  As the Deuteronomy passage 

describes, a prophet lets God speak through him (or her).  The prophet 

does not reveal what people want to know; the prophet proclaims what 

*God* wants to reveal.   

The danger is when so-called prophets claim they are speaking for God, but at 

their own enrichment or expense of others.  The sin in taking the Lord’s 

name in vain is not so much in swearing as it is speaking in the name of 

God to manipulate people and advanced your own agenda. 

So what criteria can we use to evaluate alleged prophets?  Jesuit priest and 

author Thomas Reese write four ways to test a prophet based on biblical 

principles: 

1) Follow the money. No prophet in the Scriptures was ever rich. “What did 

you go out to the desert to see?” asks Jesus about John the Baptist in 

Luke’s Gospel. “Someone dressed in fine garments? Those who dress 

luxuriously and live sumptuously are found in royal palaces.” A true 

prophet does not get rich speaking for God. 

2) Who are the prophet’s friends? A true prophet is friends with the poor and 

the powerless. A false prophet keeps company with the rich and powerful. 

Jesus was criticized for keeping company with tax collectors and sinners. 

“Put no trust in princes,” says the psalmist in Psalm 146. Prophets should 

not get in bed with politicians. 

3) For whom does the prophet speak? The job of the prophet is to comfort 

the afflicted and afflict the comfortable. False prophets tell their 

congregations what they want to hear. We can see some clergy fawning 

over political leaders as others challenge them to protect the marginalized 
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and serve the common good. A prophet who ignores the sins of his friends 

is a prophet for a party, not for God. 

4) How do they speak? The words of a prophet can ring with righteous anger 

but not with hate. The prophet must condemn exploitation but have 

compassion for sinners. If there is no love in the prophet’s voice, then he 

does not speak with the voice of God. A true prophet speaks only after 

listening and praying. 

We see these behaviors in Old Testament prophets, like Moses, and New 

Testament prophets, like Paul.  And, of course, Jesus as the ultimate 

prophet.   

And we see that Jesus meets all the criteria for a prophet: he seeks neither riches 

or power, he befriends the poor and powerless, he comforts the afflicted 

and afflicts the comfortable, and he speaks with righteous anger, but 

compassion for sinners. 

Today’s gospel lesson shows Jesus public appearance as a prophet.  Jesus is in 

the synagogue on the Sabbath and teaches as “one having authority” 

astounding the people.  Then an unclean spirit in a man cries out and 

challenges Jesus and in return Jesus casts out the spirit, making the man 

whole again, and astounding the people yet again.   

Now we can discuss what “demons” or “unclean spirits” were in Jesus time, but 

you could say that unclean spirits oppress people.  In that vein you could 

say drug users or alcoholics have unclean spirits.   

And extending that view you could name a host of unclean spirits that we have 

today in our society: racism, sexism, homophobia, religious and 

ideological intolerance, extreme individualism—just to name a few. 
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Unfortunately, these are not easy to cast out.  But by recognizing them and 

naming them we can begin to deal with them if we let God’s spirit work 

through us, not for us. 

Today’s epistle lesson from 1 Corinthians that Donna told so well, addresses a 

specific issue, but prophetically speaks on the broader point of 

compassion and love, and community vs. individual. 

In the passage people were eating meat that had been part of pagan ritual 

sacrifices.  Since they no longer believed in those foreign gods, they 

thought it was OK.  Paul agrees that there is nothing wrong in and of itself 

to eat such meat, but says you have to think about how others will perceive 

your actions, particularly those who new or naïve in the faith. 

They could conclude that by eating this sacrificial meat you are still worshiping 

the pagan gods as well as Christ.   

Paul’s point is that it is not sufficient to know in a superior fashion that it is OK 

to each such meat and eat it because you want to.  What matters is how 

your actions affect others.  As Paul writes a couple of chapters earlier, “all 

things are permitted, but not all things are beneficial.”  Being right and 

having correct knowledge is one thing, but choosing the behavior that will 

not hurt others of the community is another.  For that the only criterion is 

love.   

Love in the community does not necessarily mean that you have to like the other 

people in the community, or that you have to agree with what they decide 

or how they understand the world, but your behavior should be to protect 

and not hurt them.  As Paul says in verse 2, “Knowledge puffs up, but love 

builds up.” 
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For Paul, the Christ believers are first and foremost involved in a community. 

They are enmeshed in a network of relationships that connect them to one 

another. This interconnectedness is precisely the ultimate criterion for 

Paul and can only be guide by love because no matter how smart or 

sophisticated we think we are, none of us is all-knowing. 

Paul calls us to humility before God and our fellow human beings, to an 

awareness of the immensity of our own ignorance and the enormous 

extent of our own capacity to fall into error. 

“Knowledge” leads to spiritual self-aggrandizement, whereas “love” promotes a 

healthy, vibrant, spiritual community.  That is true Christianity—a 

community that joyfully practices that self-sacrificial love for the benefit of 

others as Christ did for us and as the Holy Spirit works through us.  That’s 

the real McCoy. 

In the name of God the Creator, God the Redeemer, and God the Sustainer.  

Amen. 

 

 


