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This morning we are picking up our study of I Corinthians in chapter 14 

where Paul has been discussing the role of love in building up the body of 

Christ through the use of our spiritual gifts. (topic: spiritual gifts; focus: love) 

The problem in Corinth is that while the believers took great interest in 

spiritual gifts, they had little concern for exercising their gifts in the spirit of 

love. They were especially enamored with the gift of tongues—perhaps 

even to the point that they were suggesting that speaking in tongues was 

the verifying proof that a person had the indwelling Holy Spirit.  

I think that this is why Paul began his discussion of spiritual gifts in chapter 

12 by reminding the Corinthians that the verifying evidence that someone 

was a believer and had the indwelling Holy Spirit is His allegiance to Jesus as 

Lord. In other words, genuine believers are identified not by some particular 

manifestation of the Spirit (like speaking in tongues), but by allegiance to 

Jesus Christ as Lord [vs. 1-3]. If fact, the Holy Spirit’s presence in the lives 

of believers could be demonstrated in multifaceted ways. That’s why Paul 

goes on in 12:4-6 to say, “Now there are varieties of gifts [not just one 

dominating gift], but the same Spirit. And there are varieties of ministries, 

and the same Lord. There are varieties of effects [not just speaking in 

tongues], but the same God who works all things in all persons.” So the Holy 

Spirit can be manifested in believers lives in a variety of ways, but the one 

verifying proof that can’t be overlooked is a person’s newfound allegiance to 

Jesus as Lord.  

So as we come to chapter 14, Paul is going to urge the church to not make 

speaking in tongues their primary focus, but rather to give greater attention to 

prophecy. Let me say right up front that my goal this morning is not to 

answer every question that may arise from chapter 14 regarding tongues and 

prophecy—that would take a very long time!  (much like going into a dense 

tropical forest and attempting to identify and chart every tree!) 

Rather, my is goal is to show you the main theme that underlines all that Paul 

says in chapter 14 which often gets lost in the forest for all the trees. So let’s 

climb in a helicopter and do an aerial survey of chapter 14 to see if we can’t 

see what kind of forest this is.  

My proposition is that the main thrust of chapter 14 is this: Rather than 

allowing spiritual gifts to become an end in themselves, we must pursue 

their God-intended purpose which is to edify (build up; strengthen) the 

body of Christ.  

This is why Paul centered an entire third of his discussion of spiritual gifts 

around love in chapter 13—because “love edifies!” (8:1).  

The whole reason Paul highlights prophecy over tongues is because his 

ultimate aim (and ours) is to edify the church—build each other up.  

1. Prophecy is more edifying to believers than uninterpreted tongues, 

because its message can be understood [I Cor 14:1-20]. 

Perhaps it would be helpful to give a couple general definitions before we 

go any farther (not technical definitions).  

� Tongues – speaking in an unlearned tongue/language (whether of 

men or of angels—13:1) as a result of the Spirit’s enabling. 

� Prophecy – Speaking forth God’s truth (prepared or spontaneously) 

in a way that the Holy Spirit Himself is using to impact others and 

bring about God’s purposes in their lives.  

Paul’s point in these opening verses is to show that when God’s people are 

gathered together prophecy is more beneficial than tongues. Look at the 

comparisons:  

 Tongues   Prophecy 

Spoken to God (vs. 2) Spoken to men (vs. 3) 

Only God understands—it’s a 

mystery to men (vs. 2) 

Church understands and is 

edified, exhorted, and 

consoled (vs. 3) 

Edify self (vs. 4) Edify church (vs. 4) 

 



In essence, Paul is saying, what good does it do for the church to gather 

together if you all just speak in tongues all at once and no one can 

understand what anyone else is saying? It would be better for you to 

prophecy in a language you all can understand so that the church is edified, 

exhorted, and consoled. When you come together to exercise your gifts, 

you should be built up, challenged, and comforted.  

Then Paul goes on in vs. 6 to say, what good would it do for me to come to 

you and speak in tongues? What you need is knowledge, or prophecy, or 

understanding. In other words, you are only impacted by that which you 

understand. Then he illustrates his point by saying, what benefit is it to hear 

different sounds if you can’t distinguish them? For example, how can a 

trumpet call you to battle if you can’t discern its unique sound. In the same 

way, vs. 9 says, unless you utter clear speech with your tongue, how will you 

be understood? And if you can’t be understood, how will you edify the 

church?  

But—vs. 12—“since you are zealous of spiritual gifts, seek to abound for the 

edification of the church.” This is Paul’s driving point. If you are going to be 

passionate about the gifts, keep your passion fixed on their purpose of 

building up the body.  

Paul’s application of what he has been teaching is this: If you do speak with 

a proper use of tongues, then pray for an interpretation so that the church 

can understand and say, “Amen” and God will receive praise from many 

instead of just one.  

Perhaps you can see then why Paul says in vs. 19 that he would rather speak 

5 words with his mind that 10,000 in a tongue. By the way, notice how vs. 

15 calls for a duel stewardship of both the heart and mind. We need both 

the mind and the heart/spirit engaged in the church. Our worship must not 

only be full of love and affection, but also fueled by robust biblical thinking. 

Churches tend to lean one direction or the other, but we need both! So Paul exhorts us 

in vs. 20, “Do not be children in your thinking; yet in evil be infants, but in 

your thinking be mature.” In essence Paul is saying, its good to be 

inexperienced when it comes to evil. The Corinthians were probably sinning 

against each other with the prideful use of their gifts, but Paul is calling 

them to be mature enough in their thinking that they will be strong in love 

and inexperienced in sin.  

2. Prophecy is more edifying to unbelievers than tongues, because its 

message can be understood. [1 Cor 14: 21-26] 

Paul now turns his attention to how the Corinthians use of tongues might 

affect unbelievers. And he warns them that it could have a very negative 

affect by quoting Isaiah 28:11 in vs. 21: “By men of strange tongues and by 

the lips of strangers I will speak to this people, and even so they will not 

listen to Me, says the Lord.”  

In the context of Isaiah 28, the prophet has been calling God’s people to 

repent and warning them of God’s impending judgment through the 

Assyrians if they don’t repent. Because they refuse to listen to Isaiah’s clear 

message, he tells them that the sign of God’s judgment having come upon 

them will be when they hear a foreign tongue that they can’t understand—

meaning the Assyrians speaking their language among them. In this sense, 

the tongues they could not understand was a negative sign.  

At Pentecost tongues was positive in the sense that the gospel was 

transmitted into multiple languages so that the gentiles could hear and 

respond. But we might also say it was a negative sign to the unbelieving 

Jewish establishment that God has shifted His focus away from them to the 

nations of the world.  

Paul’s point in 1 Cor 14 is simply this: If unbelievers only hear you speaking 

in tongues, it may be a sign of judgment by veiling the gospel because they 

can’t understand what you’re saying. They will think you are crazy and walk 

away hardened because they can’t understanding the central message of 

the gospel. Rather it would be better for the church to prophesy, speaking 

in an understandable way so that unbelievers could be convicted of their sin 

and turn in repentance to Christ.  

If the church was to speak clearly under the Spirit’s influence with their 

minds, Paul says a very different outcome is possible—vs. 24-25: the 



unbeliever is convicted and called to account so that “the secrets of his 

heart are disclosed; and so he will fall on his face and worship God, declaring 

that God is certainly among you.” I don’t think Paul is talking about anything 

spooky here. It could be as simple as what I have experienced many times 

through the simple preaching of the Word. Afterwards, someone may say to 

me, “how did you know what’s going on in my heart and life. I felt like you 

were preaching right to me! Have you been following me around this 

week?” Of course, not. I had no idea. But the Spirit of God was using the 

Word of God to bring insight and conviction the one who heard God’s word.  

So here’s the question: Are we a people accustomed to speaking under the 

influence of the Spirit and the Word in such a way that God is working out 

His purposes among us and among our unsaved friends? So Paul says in vs. 

26, “When you assemble, each one has a psalm, a teaching, a revelation, a 

tongue, an interpretation. Let all things be done for edification.”  Paul’s 

driving concern is that when the church gathers, all that we do should be 

done for the purpose of building one another up.  

So when Ty stands to preach, his sole purpose must be to please God by 

building up and equipping God’s people—not to somehow establish his own 

reputation. When the worship team leads us in song, their sole purpose 

must be to honor God in edifying/strengthening God’s people—not 

impressing others with their performance. When teachers teach and servers 

serve, it is for the benefit of those they teach and serve. There are a lot of 

benefits we gain in being a part of a healthy church, but the greatest return 

is in a church where the consumer mentality (what I can get out of it?) has 

been replaced with a servant mentality (how can I use my gifts to build 

others up?).  

3. The church is edified when proper order is maintained in the exercise 

of spiritual gifts [1 Cor 14:26-40]  

                                                           
1 It may also be possible that there is convincing evidence from I Cor 14 (see vs. 14-

15, 18-19) that tongues may have a legitimate place in personal prayer, though a 

much more restricted place in public worship.  

There are two aspects of order that Paul instructs the church to maintain. 

The first is proper order in the use of the gifts themselves.  

If there is a legitimate use of Spirit-empowered tongues in the church, Paul 

says is should only be spoken if it will also be interpreted and only a few in 

turn. The church gatherings were not to be overrun by everyone speaking in 

tongues void of interpretation. That would be chaos, not edifying. Paul is 

laying down a certain protocol to ensure that what is done in public worship 

is indeed beneficial to building up all believers.  

Its important to say here, that Paul is not completely restricting the gift of 

tongues, but instructing the church to not let it become more than God has 

intended. Based on what we have just read, much of what we see in the 

modern tongues movement is beyond the bounds of what Paul has outlined 

here. For example, an entire congregation all speaking in tongues 

simultaneously without interpretation violates clear scriptural teaching—

that’s not the legitimate use of the gift of tongues.  

My personal opinion is that one way God may use tongues as a positive sign 

today, is in unique situations where the Holy Spirit intervenes to 

supernaturally bridge language barriers for the sake of communicating the 

gospel.1 

The second aspect of order Paul instructs the church to maintain is proper 

order in leadership and role distinctions that God has established for the 

church. When Paul instructs women to keep silent in vs. 34, I don’t think we 

should take that to mean absolute silence. I base this on I Cor 11 where we 

saw earlier that Paul seemed to allow women to prophesy as long as they 

did not violate God’s clear commands regarding roles of leadership and 

authority and in the home and the church.  

I won’t belabor the point here since we discussed biblical roles of men and 

women at length in chapter 11 except to remind us that there is a balancing 



tension in scripture regarding male and female roles. On the one hand men 

and women are equal in personhood, dignity and worth. On the other hand, 

God has given men and women distinct roles regarding leadership in the 

home and church. These unique roles are meant to be complementary in a 

way that results in honor toward women and respect for men (I Peter 3:7; 

Eph 5:33). Together these principles of equality and distinctive roles serve to 

reflect the beauty of God Himself in three persons who are equal yet 

distinctive in their roles of leadership and submission.  

It seems that Paul’s intent in chapter 14 is that women should not weigh in 

on evaluating prophetic utterances in a way that would supersede their 

husband’s role and responsibility of leadership. The issue in Corinth was 

that the church was so enamored with tongues that Paul was concerned it 

would not only be used inappropriately but also overrun God’s basic 

commands for order and end up doing more damage than good.  

So what should we take away from I Cor 14 as a church family? We are not a 

church that is overindulging or getting carried away with the gift of tongues. 

So is there still an application for us? Remember, Paul’s primary concern 

was for believers to edify each other through the use of their gifts. And the 

best way for us to ensure that we are building each other up with our gifts is 

by making selfless love the focal point of our fellowship. The application for 

Trinity is found in the first two words of chapter 14: “Pursue love!” Why? 

Because love edifies (8:1). Love doesn’t just ask what I can get out of this 

church. Love asks, “what can I contribute that will strengthen my fellow 

believers in their ability to honor God and be satisfied in Him. If we will 

come together with the attitude of helping each other grow, we will be less 

prone to the excesses of pride and self-seeking in the use of our gifts.  

What can you do to edify a fellow believer this week?  


