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Pursue love, yet... - Love is to be the heart pursuit of every believer. Yet Paul still 
wants the Corinthians to desire to use the gifts that God has equipped them 
with for the purpose of edifying the body of Christ. As we have been reading, 
the Corinthians seemed to be most fixated on the sign gift of tongues as it 
would grant them the most “visibility” in the midst of the congregation. But Paul 
now compares the gift of prophecy with tongues and how one edifies the body 
while the other tends to edify the one speaking it.

A tongue - Considering that Paul has made a distinction between the genuine 
gift of tongues and a counterfeit tongue, there seems to be a clear distinction in 
this next discussion as well. Many scholars have noted that on the occasions 
where Paul is talking about the genuine gift, he uses the plural form “tongues” 
since there are many languages of men. If an unintelligible gibberish is being put 
forth, there is no distinction between gibberish and therefore the singular would 
be used. The exception to this is when Paul is talking about a single known lan-
guage being spoken by an individual that is not their native tongue (vv. 13,27,28).

The context of the whole discussion on the purpose of gifts is that the Holy 
Spirit has sovereignly equipped the saints with various gifts for the purpose of 
corporate use in the building up the body of Christ. They are all to be exercised 
in love for the body, not in love of self. So no matter what the gift, any exercise 
of it that yields only personal benefit is not a valid expression of that gift.

Not speak to men but to God - There is no definite article before the word god 
in the Gr. text and so this would be better translated “to a god”. In Acts 17:23 the 
same word god without the definite article is translated “to an unknown god”. 
There is no place in scripture that indicates an unknown language used when 
certain men had direct communication with God. All known occasions make it 
clear that the communication is carried out in the native language of the person 
that God is speaking with. The same would be true of direct communication 
between angels and men. Even in the bizarre case of Balaam’s donkey speaking 
to Balaam, the donkey was made to speak Balaam’s language.

In his spirit he speaks mysteries - notice that the source is the person’s spirit 
and not the Holy Spirit. The purpose of tongues as Paul has explained and will 
explain is specifically for unbelievers to be able to hear the gospel clearly com-
municated to them in their native tongue by believers who do not naturally 
understand that language. All examples of tongues given in scripture point to 
this as well.

Prophecy and Tongues

Session 12 - Chapter 14:1-25

“Pursue love, yet desire earnestly spiritual gifts, but especially that you 
may prophesy. For one who speaks in a tongue does not speak to men but 
to God; for no one understands, but in his spirit he speaks mysteries.”

14:1-2
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In scripture we see where God has revealed through Christ genuine mysteries 
that had been previously hidden from the understanding of men and yet are 
now revealed to the church (Mk 4:11; Rm 16:25; 1Cor 2:7; 15:51; Eph 1:9; 3:3-9; 5-32; 
6-19; Co 1:26,27; etc.). In this case though the result is a mystery and not the rev-
elation of it.

One who prophesies speaks to men - In the corporate setting, the exercise of 
the gift of prophecy which is teaching truth about scripture, Christ and the 
gospel serves the whole body through building it up, encouraging obedience 
and offering comfort in the midst of difficulty. Once again the contrast is the use 
of a tongue that only serves the one who is blurting it out.

Tongues - The genuine gift is presented in the plural as Paul is speaking to the 
whole body of believers at Corinth and there are more than one language of 
men. If the exercise of tongues was to be valid it would have to be clearly inter-
preted in order that the whole body would be built up. Paul uses his own minis-
try as an example. If he had exercised the gift of tongues in their midst, the only 
way it would be profitable would be if clear revelation, knowledge, prophecy or 
teaching were revealed. This is in contrast to the “mystery” brought about in the 
example of v.2.

Lifeless things - This is a masterful example that Paul gives. Flutes, harps and

Session 12 - Chapter 14:1-25

“But one who prophesies speaks to men for edification and exhortation 
and consolation. One who speaks in a tongue edifies himself; but one who 
prophesies edifies the church.”

14:3-4

“Now I wish that you all spoke in tongues, but even more that you would 
prophesy; and greater is one who prophesies than one who speaks in 
tongues, unless he interprets, so that the church may receive edifying. But 
now, brethren, if I come to you speaking in tongues, what will I profit you 
unless I speak to you either by way of revelation or of knowledge or of 
prophecy or of teaching?”

14:5-6

“Yet even lifeless things, either flute or harp, in producing a sound, if they 
do not produce a distinction in the tones, how will it be known what is 
played on the flute or on the harp? For if the bugle produces an indistinct 
sound, who will prepare himself for battle? So also you, unless you utter by 
the tongue speech that is clear, how will it be known what is spoken? For 
you will be speaking into the air.”

14:7-9
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bugles in and of themselves cannot produce any sound at all. When they are 
producing sound, it is not the sound alone that provides meaning or harmony 
but only when distinction is given in the notes through the one using the instru-
ment. The Holy Spirit produced through men, languages that were clear to 
someone in their midst who could then give testimony as to what was being 
spoken. Language without meaning and interpretation is as beneficial to the 
body of Christ as it is to the air.

No language is without meaning - Every single language in the world has a clear 
meaning to those whose language it is. Paul says “no kind is without meaning” 
indicating that any language without meaning (to someone) is no language at 
all. But even in the case where a known language is being spoken, yet there is no 
translation between the one speaking and the one being spoken to, communica-
tion is impossible. Any zeal for the spiritual gifts should be re-directed to a zeal 
for the building up of the church.

Again returning to a sarcastic tone Paul states that the best thing for those who claim 
to speak in a tongue is to pray for interpretation. It is clear that he is being sarcastic 
because the result of speaking in a tongue the way that they were would be a total lack 
of understanding; my mind is unfruitful. Their claim was that they were spiritual, but 
Paul says prayer and worship that is truly spiritual is not isolated from rationality. Such 
genuine prayer and worship will build up understanding, knowledge and faith.

Just as a language spoken to one who has no way of knowing what is being communi-
cated renders them a “barbarian”,  a believer who hears a tongue or tongues with no 
means of understanding cannot be moved to a position of edification or of agreement 
in worship when there is no knowledge of what is being spoken.

Session 12 - Chapter 14:1-25

“There are, perhaps, a great many kinds of languages in the world, and no 
kind is without meaning. If then I do not know the meaning of the lan-
guage, I will be to the one who speaks a barbarian, and the one who speaks 
will be a barbarian to me. So also you, since you are zealous of spiritual 
gifts, seek to abound for the edification of the church.”

14:10-12

“Therefore let one who speaks in a tongue pray that he may interpret. For 
if I pray in a tongue, my spirit prays, but my mind is unfruitful. What is the 
outcome then? I will pray with the spirit and I will pray with the mind also; 
I will sing with the spirit and I will sing with the mind also. Otherwise if you 
bless in the spirit only, how will the one who fills the place of the ungifted 
say the “Amen” at your giving of thanks, since he does not know what you 
are saying? For you are giving thanks well enough, but the other person is 
not edified.”

14:13-17
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In case a misunderstanding may have arisen that somehow Paul was either jealous of 
those who had a gift he did not have or that he was saying that the gift did not exist at all, 
Paul points out that he had been given the true gift. In his missionary work Paul had more 
occasions to use the gift for its true intent than anyone else in the church. This stands to 
make an interesting point. Not only does Paul himself not mention his gift of tongues in his 
writings, but it is not written of him in the book of Acts or elsewhere in the New Testament.

He also never makes mention of any other specific Christian exercising this gift. So while 
he validates the gift, the fact that he brings no attention to it in his own experience really 
backs up what he is saying here. In the cases where it was used, the only important thing 
to mention about it was that there were new people added to the church through repen-
tance and faith as a result of hearing the gospel.

But in the church a few words spoken that will bring edification, knowledge and blessing 
for all members is more desirous than ten thousand words that no one can understand.

Paul points them to being mature in their thinking based on scripture. In Isaiah the warning 
of judgement by God upon His stubborn people using a foreign people would be a sign to 
them when that judgement fell. Likewise unbelievers are given a sign when they hear the 
gospel communicated in their native tongue by foreigners.  But inside the congregation of 
the redeemed, the gospel is built upon by knowledge and understanding of biblical truth.

His argument continues in the setting of gathered believers for corporate worship. If every 
believer spoke a tongue with no clear understanding given, it will not be a benefit to 
believers or unbelievers. However when there is a unity in the assembly based on truth and 
that truth is clearly communicated by those who understand, that truth and unity not only 
builds up new believers, but also serves to convict the unbeliever who may be moved by 
the Spirit to repent and worship God based on the clear testimony of the church.

Session 12 - Chapter 14:1-25

“I thank God, I speak in tongues more than you all; however, in the church I desire 
to speak five words with my mind so that I may instruct others also, rather than 
ten thousand words in a tongue. ”

14:18-19

“Brethren, do not be children in your thinking; yet in evil be infants, but in your 
thinking be mature. In the Law it is written, “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. So then tongues are for a sign, 
not to those who believe but to unbelievers; but prophecy is for a sign, not to 
unbelievers but to those who believe.”

14:20-22

“Therefore if the whole church assembles together and all speak in tongues, and 
ungifted men or unbelievers enter, will they not say that you are mad? But if all 
prophesy, and an unbeliever or an ungifted man enters, he is convicted by all, he 
is called to account by all; 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.”

14:23-25

Tongues is a Sign to Unbelievers


