
1 Corinthians 14:1-25 
 
What was Paul’s dual message (v. 1)? He continues to urge his readers to follow the most excellent way of love 
(12:31) which means that they will always be trying to serve others.  And he encourages them to eagerly desire 
spiritual gifts, especially the gift of prophecy, that will be of greatest value to the church as a whole.  “Prophecy” most 
likely refers to proclaiming the Word of God -- much as today’s preacher who delivers the Word of God accurately 
and effectively as opposed to foretelling the future.  
 
How does Paul contrast the gifts of Tongues and Prophecy (vv. 2-4)?  

• In v. 2  He establishes the limitations of the gift of tongues which may be defined as speaking in a known, but 
different language, than the hearers. The speaker is not speaking for the benefit of the congregation. God 
understands what he is saying but the people don’t because it is a foreign language to them. The tongues 
therefore are mysteries if no one is given supernatural ability to interpret them. 

 
• In v. 3  In contrast, the audience could understand what a person who prophesies said because it was in their 

own language. Therefore, prophecy served the purposes of strengthening, encouraging and comforting the 
hearers because they could understand. These are the primary ways in which prophecy builds up the church. 

 
• In v. 4  The person who spoke in tongues in church edifies or builds up only "himself." Paul's concern was the 

edification of the church which was accomplished by the gift of prophecy. He did not disparage the gift of 
tongues itself; he just put it in its rightful place. 

 
NOTE: Prophets did not just foretell the future or announce new special revelation from God. They also delivered 
statements or messages in praise of God, or a word of instruction, refutation, reproof, admonition, or comfort for 
others. Paul's point was that edifying/ building up the church is more important than edifying oneself.1  
 
How did Paul further contrast the gifts of Tongues and Prophecy (v. 5)? Paul acknowledged the value of the gift 
of tongues. Nevertheless, he made it clear that the ability to prophesy was more important to the church. For tongues 
to have meaningful impact on the church, they must be interpreted.  
 
What was Paul’s concern (v. 6)? He could come to Corinth speaking with tongues, but it would not profit them 
unless they could understand what he said. They would not be able to recognize what he was saying as revelation or 
knowledge or prophesying or teaching. In order to be of value to the church, a message must be understandable. 
 
What was the point Paul was making using inanimate musical instruments (vv. 7-8)?  Sounds need to be clear 
and distinct in their notes to be appreciated. This is especially obvious in the case of a call to "battle;" if the bugler 
blows a unclear tune, the army won’t know whether to attack or retreat. 
 
How is the illustration concluded (v. 9)? It’s the same with the human tongue. Unless our speech is clear and 
understandable, no one will know what we said. It would be as worthless as just “speaking into the air.” 
 
What is Paul saying about different languages (vv. 10-11)? All of the different languages in the world have a 
definite meaning to the one speaking. However, when it comes to communicating, the tongues speaker, who did not 
have an interpreter --- nobody could understand him. Two people have to understand what the other is saying in 
order to have a meaningful conversation.  
 
How does Paul direct their focus (v. 12)?  Since the Corinthians were eager to have spiritual gifts, they should 
pursue the gifts that would enable them to build up the church. Not the ones that make them feel good but don’t build 
up the church, specifically the gift of tongues.  Paul never discourages them in their zeal for spiritual gifts, but tries 
to guide them down the road to reach the primary goal – the edification of the church.  
 
__________________________________________ 
1 Dr. Thomas L. Constable, Notes on 1 Corinthians, 2019 Edition (published by http://planobiblechapel.org/soniclight/), p. 254 
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What was the application for the believers when it came to speaking in tongues (v. 13)? The Corinthian who 
already had the gift of tongues should ask the Lord for the ability to "interpret" what the tongues-speaker was saying,  
so that the whole church could benefit (v. 5). Note that Paul did not say tongues-speakers should abandon this gift, 
but that their practice of it needed correcting.2  
 
What is the link between tongues, spirit and mind (v. 14)?) Praying in tongues is not a product of the mind but 
of the Spirit. The human mind is not engaged with producing the language; it is unfruitful.   Note: Public prayer is in 
view here, as it is in all of chapter 16. 
 
What is Paul’s conclusion (vv. 15-17)?  Paul advocated praising and praying to God with both the spirit (emotions) 
and the mind (understanding). If Paul gave thanks with his own spirit, i.e. in tongues, how could someone in the 
audience who did not understand his language say “Amen” at the close? Others are not edified if they do not know 
what is being said. One reason tongues is an inferior gift is that in its expression, the speaker's mind has no control; 
it is not engaged.  
 
What was Paul’s perspective on his personal use of tongues (vv. 18-19)? Paul was thankful that he had received 
the gift of tongues and he apparently exercised it regularly.  However, in his estimation, five clear words of 
instruction that could be understood were more important than 10,000 words spoken in a foreign language that no 
one could understand. Paul was correcting their thinking about what was really important in their meetings. 
Worship should never be selfish, and it should always be understandable. Tongues were not a sign of genuine 
spirituality. 
  
What is Paul’s exhortation to the Corinthian believers (v. 20)? In their "thinking" that tongues-speaking 
demonstrates spirituality, he warns them against immaturity (childishness) in their thinking. When it comes to evil 
be like infants who have no evil desires or wrong motives.  Paul is saying, “Don’t take a childish delight in these 
spectacular gifts which you use for self-display. There is one sense in which you should be childlike, and that is in 
the matter of malice or evil. But in other matters, you should think with the maturity of men.”3  
 
What is the illustration from Isaiah that Paul quotes (v. 21)?  God told them that because they refused to listen 
to the prophet Isaiah's words, He would speak to them through a foreign language (Isaiah 28:11).The fulfillment of 
this took place when the Assyrian invaders came into the land of Israel, and the Israelites heard the Assyrian 
language being spoken in their midst which they did not understand. This was a sign to them of their imminent 
judgment because they had rejected God’s Word.4 The foreign language of tongues was here likened to the foreign 
language of the Assyrians.   
 
For which audiences are tongues and prophecy intended (v. 22)? The argument here is that since God intended 
tongues as a sign to unbelievers, the Corinthians should not insist on using them so freely in gatherings of believers. 
It would be better if they prophesied, since prophesying was a sign for believers and not for unbelievers.5  
 
What is a possible reaction in the church to speaking in tongues (v. 23)?  When the church gathers for worship, 
and there is a frenzy of unintelligible tongues-speaking, the worshippers appear to be insane/mad, rather than 
soberly engaged in worship and instruction. Any visitors, and uninformed church members, will be repulsed by the 
confusion, and the phenomenon, meant to be an impressive sign, will have a negative effect on all, especially the 
unsaved. 
 
By contrast, what would be the result of prophecy on the church (vv. 24-25)? Prophecy, spoken in the people’s 
language and intended for believers, turns out to have a positive effect on unbelievers because they hear and 
understand and are convicted of their sins ("he will fall down and worship God"). Speaking in tongues would not have 
the same effect on the hearts of unbelieving visitors. 
 
_______________________________________________ 
2 Dr. Thomas L. Constable, Notes on 1 Corinthians, 2019 Edition (published by http://planobiblechapel.org/soniclight/), p. 257 
3 MacDonald, W. (1995). Believer’s Bible Commentary: Old and New Testaments. (A. Farstad, Ed.) (p. 1800). Nashville: Thomas Nelson. 
4 Ibid. 
5 Ibid 
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