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“FIRST CORINTHIANS” Series, Message #29                      Barry L. Cameron • Pastor 
 
 

“THE GIFT OF PROPHECY & THE GIFT OF TONGUES” 
(Text: 1 Corinthians 14:1-40) 

 
•  For the past several weeks, we’ve been studying spiritual gifts.  In Chapters 12-13, several things are 
obvious: 
  
1. Paul didn’t want the Corinthians to be ignorant when it came to spiritual gifts (1 Corinthians 12:1) 
2. He warned them that counterfeits were clearly possible and they needed to know how to discern 
 the true from the false (vs. 2-3). 
3. There are different kinds of gifts and different ways to use them in the church but they all come 
 from the same God (vs. 4-6). 
4. Spiritual gifts are given for one purpose and that is to build up the body of Christ.  They are not 
 for private use but rather for public edification – “for the common good” (vs. 7). 
5. None of the gifts are the same, but they come from the same Source, serve the same purpose, and  
 have been given sovereignly and strategically (vs. 8-11). 
6. The body of Christ has many parts.  Each part is essential and no part can do the work of God  all by 
 itself.  Each part has been arranged by God just as He wanted them to be (vs. 12-18). 
7. The parts of the body were designed by God to be interdependent, not independent.  The parts  
 which seem less important are actually far more important to the success of the body than we might 
 imagine.  The body can’t function effectively without each part doing its work and working together 
 (vs. 19-26). 
8. No one has all the gifts nor does everyone have the same gifts (vs. 27-30). 
9. In the church, we should desire the gifts that help the body be most effective – the “greater” gifts  
 (vs. 31). 
10. Without love, gifts are meaningless and useless.  Spiritual gifts won’t last forever, but love will. 
 We need to make love the pursuit of our lives, not the gifts and guard against childish behavior that 
 would adversely affect our ability to serve and honor God (1 Corinthians 13:1-13) 
 
•  Paul repeats that priority in verse 1 of Chapter 14, “Follow the way of love and eagerly desire spiritual 
gifts, especially the gift of prophecy.” 
 
Two important points: 
1. That statement was addressed to the church, not individuals.  
 -  “You should want spiritual gifts in your church so you can be all God wants you to be.” 
2. The gift of prophecy (“preaching”) should be the gift you really desire for your church. 
 -  Why?  So the Word of God can be proclaimed. 
 
•  Then, Paul does two things: 
1. He discusses the CONTRAST between the gift of prophecy and the gift of tongues. 
2. He details the CONDUCT that should characterize the church in their worship services. 
 
 
(1) THE CONTRAST OF GIFTS (1 Corinthians 14:1-25) 
 -  There’s no question Paul’s giving a detailed contrast between the gift of prophecy and the gift of 
 tongues. 
 -  There’s also no question Paul viewed the gift of prophecy as a superior gift to the gift of tongues. 
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 Why is the gift of prophecy superior to the gift of tongues? 
 (a) Tongues is between a believer and God and no one can understand what is being said 
  not even the speaker (vs. 2). 
 (b) Prophecy can be understood by everyone, including the speaker, and everyone can be  
  strengthened, encouraged and comforted (vs. 3). 
 (c) Someone who speaks in tongues edifies himself (not literally as we’ll see in a moment) 
  but someone who prophesies edifies the church (vs. 4). 
 
Verses 2 and 4 are often quoted by those who seek to promote the gift of tongues as a private “prayer 
language” between a believer and God. 
 -  What they fail to understand is that both of those verses are criticisms not compliments for the 
 Corinthians. 
 
Verses 13-17.  Anyone who speaks in tongues should pray that God will give them the interpretation of 
what he or she just said. 
 -  Verse 14.  “If I pray in a tongue, my spirit prays, but my mind is unfruitful.” 
  •  “I don’t understand what I’m saying,” 
 
•  When the disciples spoke in tongues on the Day of Pentecost, they didn’t know what they were saying. 
 -  That’s the gift of tongues, the ability to speak in a language you didn’t previously know. 
  •  The gift is not for you but for others – those who hear you. 
 -  Others heard the disciples speaking in their own language.  But the disciples didn’t understand it. 
 
Acts 2:14-41.  One man, Peter, preached to the entire crowd, speaking in his own language, yet people 
from as many as 14 different dialects and languages heard him speaking in theirs. 
 -  He understood what he was saying and that’s all he would’ve heard. (Not 14 other languages.) 
 
Warren Wiersbe: “It is unfortunate that our translators inserted unknown in 1 Corinthians 4:2, because 
the New Testament knows nothing of an ‘unknown tongue.’  From the very beginning of the church, 
tongues were known languages, recognized by the listeners (Acts 2:4, 6, 8 & 11).” 
 
Verses 15-17.  Paul’s point is: there’s no place for mindless praying or mindless singing. 
 -  If you’re speaking in tongues in a public worship service neither you nor anyone else can be  
 edified by what you are saying. 
  
•  When we worship God we’re never told to check our brains at the door.  
 -  We’re never encouraged to engage in mindless chaos and call it worship. 
 
Mark 12:30, “Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind and 
with all your strength.” 
 
•  Some worship leaders encourage people to completely let yourself go.  (Physically, emotionally, 
mentally.) 
 -  Sing anything you want to the Lord.  Make up your own melody, your own words, etc. 
 -  And the crazier people act the more they mistakenly believe its worship.  
  •  There’s not half of one verse in the Bible to support such nonsense. 
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ILL.  Fellow at a worship conference, jumping, shaking his head and waving a flag.  
 -  He did it for almost half an hour, then sat down totally exhausted and covered with sweat. 
 -  He didn’t worship for the rest of the conference.  In fact, he got up and left.  (To get a drink?) 
 
•  If that was Spirit-led and Spirit-empowered he wouldn’t have gotten worn out. 
 -  The saddest part to me was that he probably believed that’s what’s supposed to happen in 
 worship because someone told him that’s what he’s supposed to do. 
 
•  There’s too much “monkey-see, monkey-do,” monkey business in the church today and people call it 
WORSHIP.  But there’s not enough searching the Scriptures to know what God really wants from us. 
 
In Matthew 6:5-15, Jesus warned His disciples about “vain repetitions,” saying the same thing over and 
over again.  The NIV translates it “babbling.”  (Vs. 7, “Do not keep on babbling like pagans.”) 
 
Here’s my question:  
•  If Jesus said repeating words over and over again in prayer is not what God wants, why do some 
people think singing the same words over and over again in worship is what God wants? 
 
Matthew 6:5, Jesus also warns them not to make a spectacle of themselves when they pray to be seen 
of men. 
 -  So, why would people think making a spectacle of themselves in worship is okay? 
  
Here’s my question: 
•  How could anyone draw attention to themselves in worship and somehow think that helps anyone 
worship God better? 
 -  I’m not saying you shouldn’t raise your hands in worship or clap or sing with all your heart. 
  
What I am saying is you shouldn’t do it to be recognized by others.   
 -  And you shouldn’t do anything that would distract others from worshipping God. 
 
 (a) Tongues is between a believer and God and no one can understand what is being said 
  not even the speaker (vs. 2). 
 (b) Prophecy can be understood by everyone, including the speaker, and everyone can be  
  strengthened, encouraged and comforted (vs. 3). 
 (c) Someone who speaks in tongues edifies himself (and Paul’s already explained how that’s  
  impossible – vs. 14) but someone who prophesies edifies the church (vs. 4). 
 
 (d) The person who prophesies has a greater impact than the person who speaks in tongues,  
  unless the tongues are interpreted and then, it has become prophecy (vs. 5). 
 
•  In vs. 5, Paul makes a statement that people have debated for years: “I would like every one of you to 
speak in tongues, but I would rather have you prophesy.”  (He didn’t despise the gift of tongues.) 
 -  He was simply saying, “If the Spirit of God wanted to give all of you the gift of tongues, that’s 
 fine with me.  But I would rather you have the gift of prophecy.” 
 
Why? Because the only way tongues can edify anyone is if people can understand them.  (Acts 2) 
 -  There’s no benefit or blessing from mindless, meaningless words no one can understand (vs. 14). 
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Verses 6-12.  Paul expands on this point. 
 (a) An explanation (vs. 6) 
  •  “If I came to you and just spoke in tongues there’d be no benefit or blessing for you.” 
  •  The benefits and blessings come when I bring a word from the Lord. 
 
 (b) An illustration (vs. 7-8) 
  •  Even lifeless instruments like a flute or a harp are expected to make sensible sounds people 
   can understand. 
  
Verse 7b, “How will anyone know what tune is being played unless there is a distinction in the notes?” 
 
ILL.  Ever listen to an elementary school band concert? 
 -  The band director announces the song they are going to play.   
  •  In most cases, if you didn’t know what it was supposed to be, you’d never have a clue. 
 
•  But if you go and listen to the Dallas Symphony Orchestra it’s a completely different experience. 
  
 (c) An illumination (vs. 9-11) 
  •  Verse 9. “Unless you speak intelligible words with your tongue, how will anyone know what  
 you are saying?  You will just be speaking into the air.” 
   -  You’re not even speaking to God – you’re just mouthing a bunch of nonsense. 
  •  Verse 10.  Every language in the world has meaning. 
 
Don’t miss this:  Paul is saying “a language without meaning is pointless.  A language without meaning is 
not really a language. 
 -  The whole point of language is to communicate.  Not to give us goose bumps or warm and fuzzy 
 feelings. 
 
  •  Verse 11.  Both the speaker and the hearer must understand the language in order for it to be 
  legitimate. 
   -  If the genuine gift of tongues is meaningless without interpretation, where people can 
   understand it, how much more meaningless is a language no one (including the speaker)  
   can understand? 
   
Verse 12a.  “So it is with you.” 
 -  Once again, the Corinthians were messing something up.  In this case, it was the gift of tongues. 
 -  “You’ve become foreigners to one another and none of you know what you’re doing or what  
 you’re saying.” 
  •  There’s no benefit or blessing for anyone. 
 
 (d) An inspiration (vs. 12) 
  •  Paul says, “Since you are passionate about spiritual gifts, try to elevate and excel in the gifts  
  that build up the church.” 
  •  That’s clearly an exclusion of tongues. 
 
 (e) An application (vs. 18-20) 
  •  Paul gives his own testimony here. 
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Verses 18-19. “I thank God that I speak in tongues more than all of you.  But in the church I would rather 
speak five intelligible words to instruct others than ten thousand words in a tongue.” 
 -  Paul had the gift of tongues and had more experience with it than any of the Corinthians. 
 -  Even though we have no specific instance in Scripture, most likely it was similar to the way it was 
 used on the Day of Pentecost – to bring a supernatural message to people God wanted to reach. 
 
Dr. J. Vernon McGee said, “Now I think Paul means that, as a missionary, he had spoken in at least a 
dozen different tongues – and probably that could be multiplied by four or five.  When he was out on the 
mission field with a foreign tribe, they couldn’t understand his language and he couldn’t understand 
theirs.  Then he spoke to them in their tongue.  He made sense to them, but it didn’t make sense to Paul 
himself.  But when he is in the church where there are believers who speak the same language as he 
does, he will speak in a tongue that everyone can understand.” 
 
Verse 20.  Paul repeats the admonition he already gave in Chapter 13, verse 11. 
 -  “Stop thinking like children.”  Grow up in your thinking. 
 -  “Don’t be childish.” 
 
Verse 20b.  “In regard to evil be infants, but in your thinking be adults.” 
 -  They were anything but babies when it came to evil. 
  •  They’d tried and experienced everything sin had to offer. 
 
•  This is a great word for all of us to apply to our lives this morning: 
 
 “Brothers, stop thinking like children.  In regard to evil be infants, but in your thinking be adults.” 
 
•  Paul has more to say about the gift of tongues and the gift of prophecy in the final 20 verses of this 
14th chapter. 
 -  We’ll see that next time. 
 


