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“FIRST CORINTHIANS” Series, Message #30                      Barry L. Cameron • Pastor 
 
 

“THE GIFT OF PROPHECY & THE GIFT OF TONGUES – Part 2” 
(Text: 1 Corinthians 14:20-40) 

 
In 1 Corinthians 14, 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 14:1-20) 
 -  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. 
 
• In our passage this morning, Paul continues to show the contrast between the gift of prophecy and the 
gift of tongues.   
 
(2) THE CONDUCT OF BELIEVERS (1 Corinthians 14:20-40) 
 -  How were they supposed to conduct themselves in their worship services? 
 -  Verse 20 sets the stage:  “Brothers, stop thinking like children.  In regard to evil be infants, but in 
 your thinking be adults.” 
 
•  Some people today quote verse 39. “And do not forbid speaking in tongues,” and completely ignore 
verse 22, “Tongues, then, are a sign, not for believers but for unbelievers; prophecy, however, is for 
believers, not for unbelievers.” 
 -  To do that is not only childish; it’s dangerous biblical exposition. 
 
•  The Corinthians weren’t teachable.  They were more interested in experience than truth. 
 -  More interested in pleasing themselves than pleasing the Lord or their fellow Christians. 
  •  Experience always won out over exposition of God’s truth. 
  •  Emotion always won out over reason. 
  •  Self-will always won out over submission to God’s will. 
 
•  They didn’t bother to check out the Scriptures like the Bereans did (Acts 17:11). 
•  They didn’t bother to “test the spirits to see whether they were from God” (1 John 4:1). 
•  They were more interested in doctrine that sounds good than in sound doctrine (2 Timothy 4:3). 
 
So, Paul begins by explaining the true nature and purpose of tongues: 
 (a) A simple SIGN (vs. 21-22) 
  •  This is a quote from Isaiah 28:11-12. 
  •  Hundreds of years before Jesus came, God told Israel that one day He would speak to his  
  people through men of strange tongues. 
   -  It would be a miraculous demonstration of the power and purpose of God. 
   -  But even then, the unbelieving Jews still wouldn’t listen to God. 
 
•  That’s the heart and soul of 1 Corinthians 14 and the most important fact about this phenomenon:  it 
was a simple sign from a supernatural Savior to unbelieving Jews.  It was a sign to unbelieving Israel. 
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Verse 22, “Tongues, then, are a sign, not for believers but for unbelievers; prophecy, however, is for 
believers, not for unbelievers.” 
 -  The gift of tongues was a sign that God would no longer work through one nation and favor one 
 people: the Jews. 
  • That’s exactly what happened on the Day of Pentecost. 
 
• Tongues were a sign pointing to what God was going to do. 
 -  As a sign, the purpose of tongues ended when that to which it pointed ended. 
 
ILL. Like someone driving to Dallas.  They may see the first sign 300 hundred miles away.  The more 
they drive they see another sign that reads “200 miles.” Then another, “100 miles” and another “50 
miles,” then “5 miles.”  Once they get to Dallas and drive through the city the signs end. 
 -  Why?  They’re no longer needed. 
  •  Verse 22b, “Prophecy, however, is for believers, not for unbelievers.” 
 
 A simple SIGN. 
 (b) A sensible STRATEGY (vs. 23-25) 
  • “Therefore, if you make tongues the focus of your worship and everyone speaks in tongues at 
  once, believers who don’t have that gift and unbelievers will think you’re out of your mind.” 
  •  The Texas translation of that?  “They’ll think you’re NUTS!” 
  •  “But,” (verse 24) if everyone is prophesying and a believer who doesn’t have that gift or an  
  unbeliever comes in, they’ll be convicted by what they hear.” 
 
•  Preaching brings conviction to everyone’s heart and mind.  (1 Corinthians 1:21) 
 “God was pleased through the foolishness of what was preached to save those who believe.” 
 -  Their response depends on them.  They can reject it or receive it. 
 -  They can repent or rationalize why they won’t. 
 
•  The point is: our strategy ought to be to do everything we can so people will come face to face with 
God and give their hearts to Christ. 
 
 A simple SIGN, a sensible STRATEGY... 
 (c) A systematic SERVICE (vs. 26-35) 
  •  When the Corinthians came together for worship they all brought something and I’m not  
  talking about an offering of money. 
  •  They had an offering alright.  But it was a song they wanted to sing or a directive they  
  wanted to deliver (“The Lord told me to tell you ...”), a revelation (new truth from God), or 
  they wanted to speak in tongues or interpret what someone else had said. 
 
•  Can you imagine what kind of worship service that would’ve been like? 
 -  Imagine if every musician brought an instrument and came prepared to play their favorite song. 
 -  If every person who could sing came to share his or her favorite selection. 
 -  If every teacher came and wanted to teach their favorite verse. 
 -  If every preacher came and wanted to preach their favorite passage. 
  •  All at the same time. 
 
•  Talk about chaos and complete confusion.  That’s exactly what was happening at Corinth. 
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•  In light of the chaos and disorder that characterized the Corinthian church, Paul gave the following 
command:  Verse 26c, “All of these must be done for the strengthening of the church.” 
 -  OIKODOME: edification.  It literally means “housebuilding,” “the construction of a house.” 
 -  “We’re trying to build something here.” 
 
•  Over and over again, Paul’s made the point that selfish worship wasn’t worship at all. 
 -  It was a complete waste of time. 
 
•  The Corinthians were only concerned about themselves.   
 -  Their lack of concern for others was evidenced by the fact they weren’t interested in building 
 others up or blessing them – they only wanted to bless themselves.  (People are still like that today.) 
 
So Paul gave them some guidelines for tongues (vs. 27-28)  
•  There’s to be a distinct order and direction for their worship: 
1. If anyone speaks in a tongue, two or at the most three should speak (vs. 27a). 
2. Only one person may speak at a time (vs.  27b). 
3. Someone must interpret (vs. 27c). 
4. If there isn’t an interpreter the speaker should keep quiet and speak only to himself and God. 
 (vs. 28) 
 
Dr. Jerry Vines said, “I have attended many services where tongues have been spoken and almost 
without exception they have violated all of the guidelines that Paul gives in verses 27-28.” 
 
Paul also gives them four guidelines for prophecy (vs. 29-33).  He’s talking about “preaching.” 
 
Dr. John MacArthur: “The unique office of prophet ceased to exist while the church was still very young.  
Judging from Paul’s pastoral epistles (1 & 2 Timothy and Titus), prophets ceased to function in the church 
even before the end of the apostolic age.  In those letters he makes considerable mention of church 
leadership – elders, deacons, deaconesses, and bishops – but makes no mention of prophets.  Along 
with the apostles, prophets were a part of the foundation of the church (Eph. 2:20) and are the first 
office to have disappeared from the New Testament church. 
 But when Paul wrote this letter to Corinth, prophets were still very central to the work of that church.  
In fact, nowhere in this letter is there a mention of a pastor, elder or overseer.  The prophets seem to 
have been the key leaders in the early days of the church (cf. Acts 13:1).  Because this was obviously the 
case in Corinth, Paul was compelled to give some principles for the prophets to follow.” 
 
Guidelines for prophesying (vs. 29-33). 
1. Only two or three prophets were to speak at any given service (vs. 29a). 
2. The other prophets were to discern if what they said was from the Lord (vs. 29b) 
 -  The word literally means “to pass judgment.” 
 -  Their job was to protect the doctrinal integrity of the church.  (Elders do that today.) 
3. A new revelation or truth was to take precedent over an older teaching (vs. 30) 
 -  This isn’t an issue today since we have the completed New Testament. 
 -  In that day the prophetic ministry hadn’t ceased yet.  (Just as Paul was writing to them here.) 
4. Prophets were to speak one at a time (vs. 31) 
 -  You get the picture of what they’d been doing by what Paul’s directing them to do. 
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Verse 32.  Self-control is a fruit of the Spirit. 
 -  Sometimes, people claim they just can’t help themselves and blame what they do on the Spirit. 
 -  No, “the spirits of the prophets are subject to the control of the prophets.” 
  •  If someone is truly Spirit-filled, they can control themselves with the Spirit’s help. 
  
Verse 33a.   This is one of the keys to the entire chapter. 
 -  God is a God of peace and harmony and unity.  Not confusion, frustration, division and disorder. 
 -  God is not and cannot be honored by chaos and confusion. 
   
One commentator said, “God cannot be honored where there is disharmony and confusion, competition 
and frenzy, self-serving and self-glorying.  Chaos and discord in a church meeting is certain proof that 
the Spirit of God is not in control.  Where His Spirit rules there is always peace (cf. James 3:14-18).” 
 
Verse 34. This verse is one of the most misquoted, misused, misunderstood and misapplied verses in 
the entire Bible. 
 -  This isn’t a restriction that women were never to speak in tongues. 
 -  Nor was it a prohibition for women ever to prophesy. 
  
•  Paul had already stated women could pray and prophesy (1 Corinthians 11:5). 
 -  I think the best interpretation is that his instruction applies to the immediate context. 
  •  That of passing judgment on what was being prophesied (vs. 29). 
 
Dr. Warren Wiersbe: “It would appear that the major responsibility for doctrinal purity in the early church 
rested on the shoulders of the men, the elders in particular (1 Timothy 2:11-12). 
 The context of this prohibition would indicate that some of the women in the assembly were 
creating problems by asking questions and perhaps even generating arguments.  Paul reminded the 
married women to be submitted to their husbands and to get their questions answered at home.” 
 
Some final pointers from Paul (vs. 36-40) 
A QUESTION: 
1. “Did the Bible come from you Corinthians?”  (vs. 36) 
 -  “If you didn’t write the Bible, you need to obey it.” 
 -  “Every believer is bound to the Word of God.” 
A CAUTION: 
2. “If someone claims to be God’s man with God’s gifts he’ll acknowledge what I’m teaching as 
 coming from Almighty God.” (vs. 37-38) 
 -  “If they ignore my teaching, they should be ignored by the church.” 
A COMMENDATION: 
3. “Be FOR prophecy and DON’T FORBID tongues.” (vs. 39) “Be eager to ... don’t forbid.” 
 -  Don’t be known for what you’re against.  That doesn’t attract anyone. 
 -  Tongues was a limited gift, but it was also the Lord’s gift.   
 
Dr. Warren Wiersbe: “It might be helpful to summarize what Paul wrote about the gift of tongues.  It is 
the God-given ability to speak in a known language with which the speaker was not previously 
acquainted. Not every believer had this gift, nor was this gift an evidence of spirituality or the result of a 
‘baptism of the Spirit.’ 
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“Only three persons were permitted to speak in tongues in any one meeting, and they had to do so in 
order and with interpretation.  If there was no interpreter, they had to keep silent.  Prophecy is the 
superior gift, but tongues were not to be despised if they were exercised according to Scripture. 
 When the foundational work of the Apostles and prophets ended, it would seem that the gifts of 
knowledge, prophecy, and tongues would no longer be needed.  ‘Whether there be tongues, they shall 
cease’ (1 Cor. 13:8).  Certainly God could give this gift today if He pleased, but I am not prepared to 
believe that every instance of tongues is divinely energized.  Nor would I go so far to say that all 
instances of tongues are either satanic or self-induced 
 It is unfortunate when believers make tongues a test of fellowship or spirituality.  That in itself would 
alert me that the Spirit would not be at work.  Let’s keep our priorities straight and major on winning the 
lost and building the church.” 
 
Verse 40.  The final word. 
 -  Public worship ought to be one of the most beautiful things anyone ever experiences. 
 -  It ought to be a demonstration of order and grace, variety and yet, harmony. 
 
•  God is a God like that. 
 -  A God of order and beauty and harmony.  
 
•  Everything His children do ought to reflect the kind of God He is. 


