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I. Prophesying Builds the Church (1-5) 

II. The Necessity for Intelligibility (6-12) 

Text: So now faith, hope, and love abide, these three; but the greatest of these is love. Pursue 

love, and earnestly desire the spiritual gifts, especially that you may prophesy. 2 For one who 

speaks in a tongue speaks not to men but to God; for no one understands him, but he utters 

mysteries in the Spirit. 3 On the other hand, the one who prophesies speaks to people for their 

upbuilding and encouragement and consolation. 4 The one who speaks in a tongue builds up 

himself, but the one who prophesies builds up the church.5 Now I want you all to speak in 

tongues, but even more to prophesy. The one who prophesies is greater than the one who speaks 

in tongues, unless someone interprets, so that the church may be built up. 

6 Now, brothers, if I come to you speaking in tongues, how will I benefit you unless I bring 

you some revelation or knowledge or prophecy or teaching? 7 If even lifeless instruments, such 

as the flute or the harp, do not give distinct notes, how will anyone know what is played? 8 And 

if the bugle gives an indistinct sound, who will get ready for battle? 9 So with yourselves, if with 

your tongue you utter speech that is not intelligible, how will anyone know what is said? For you 

will be speaking into the air. 10 There are doubtless many different languages in the world, and 

none is without meaning,11 but if I do not know the meaning of the language, I will be a 

foreigner to the speaker and the speaker a foreigner to me. 12 So with yourselves, since you are 

eager for manifestations of the Spirit, strive to excel in building up the church. 

 

Prayer: Our God, our prayer is that we would strive to see your church built up in truth. For this 

is our prayer, O Lord. Amen. 

 

Sermon: People of God, we come to the final chapter in our series. We will focus on Paul’s 

central themes in the first 12 verses of chapter 14. Paul argues that prophesying builds the church 

in verses 1-5; and that intelligibility is essential to the church in verses 6-12. 

 

The Church in Corinth is replete with moral and ecclesiastical dilemmas. At the center of all this 

is the Apostle Paul’s words that the church would be united in mission and purpose. However, if 

the Corinthian saints were to be united they needed to get their house in order; they needed to re-

think and re-consider their understanding of church life. The Church is not a place where 100 

people seek 100 different purposes, but this is precisely what is happening in Corinth: “The 

worship service had become…a cacophony of Christians competing for what we today call 

"airtime."
1
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As I mentioned last Lord’s Day, these gifts do not serve the same purpose today as they did in 

the first century; the fact is, we do not believe that these gifts are exercised today in the same 

manner they were exercised in the early church. Rather these gifts are transformed and matured 

into for the sake of the gospel, so that the Revelation of God will be known in all nations. 

Those gifts served a unique purpose in the 1
st
 century, but even though they had a unique 

purpose and is no longer applicable to the 21
st
 century church, Paul’s central point is still very 

much crucial for the church today. And the central point he conveys in these first 12 verses is the 

primacy of understanding or we can say the primacy of the intellect in worship.  

 

Of course, some will react and say that our primary focus should be on the heart; it should be in 

understanding the self, understanding the emotions or the feelings that we have as we worship. 

Let me say at the outset that for Paul emotions and feelings and understanding our own nature is 

not insignificant. Christianity is a religion of the heart, but if it is only a religion of the heart then 

we are of all people to be pitied. This is precisely why we begin our creeds with “We Believe,” 

rather than “We Feel.” This is why the Church must speak clearly against those who make the 

gospel equivalent to powerful and happy, emotional experiences. The gospel for the early church 

meant death and it meant sacrifice. Feelings and emotions are important, but divorced from the 

revealed will of God and not guided by the complete Word of God, it is worthless. 

Unfortunately, many of our brothers and sisters in the Pentecostal churches have followed this 

paradigm. This is why Martin Loyd-Jones once wrote that “emotionalism and experientialism is 

the most subtle enemy of evangelicalism.”
2
 

 

Paul ends chapter 13 by stating that faith, hope, and love abide, but the greatest of these is love. 

There is evidence that this was a common triad in early Christian preaching.
3
 This triad 

represented the whole of Christian living. Some have understood this passage to mean that God’s 

great concern is not so much on faith and hope, but on whether or not you have love. However, 

we must always compare Scripture with Scripture. Paul says in Romans and Galatians that the 

righteous shall live by faith. He says in Ephesians 4 that you were called to one hope. The reality 

is that Paul places as much emphasis on faith and hope, as he does on love. So why is love the 

greatest in this list? The answer is that love is the greatest on this list because of its enduring 

nature, not because of its supremacy. That is, love endures forever, whereas faith and hope 

will come to fulfillment and will no longer be necessary in eternity. In the New Heavens and 

New Earth, faith and hope will become sight, but love will be the perpetual display of all 

inhabitants of the New Created Heaven and Earth. 

 

He writes in verse 1 of chapter 14 that we are to pursue love, that is, pursue the enduring well-

being of one another, and one way to do this is to seek the spiritual gifts, in particular the gift of 

prophecy. Why the gift of prophecy? Because according to verse three, prophecy “builds and 

encourages, and consoles.” Another way to phrase this is that it edifies, exhorts, and comforts.
4
 

The context of these first five verses is in the public worship. And for Paul, the gifts are only 

beneficial when they build up, encourage, and edify the body. Gifts, like that of tongues, indeed 

has its purpose in that it edifies the individual in his relationship to God, but un-interpreted 
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tongues do not have the same weight and power to edify and encourage as the gift of prophecy. 

Paul is not saying that tongues’ speaking is insignificant, but that the gift that edifies and builds 

the most is the one we should pursue. What a powerful blow to the Corinthian church who 

placed so much stress on tongues’ speaking! 

 

Why does Paul consider prophecy to be greater than tongues’ speaking? It is because prophecy 

edifies the community. It is not inherently greater, since all gifts are of the Spirit and serve a 

particular function in the body, but it is greater in the sense that it is intelligible and it can be 

understood by all. Paul does say that tongues can be beneficial to the speaker and it can be 

beneficial to the entire body if it is interpreted, but if it is not interpreted then prophecy will serve 

a greater unifying function in the body. Paul’s concern is that gifts be used and understood by the 

people. If it is only understood by the individual, then it is not as profitable.  

 

Paul continues in verses 6-12 to elaborate on this when he speaks of the necessity of 

intelligibility. In verses 10 & 11 Paul says that there are many languages in the world and each 

language has its own meaning, but if you speak in a language I do not understand, then you are 

speaking to the air. How are we to know the revelation of God if we cannot understand what is 

being said? As Matthew Henry puts it:  

 

“But whatever proper signification the words of any language may have in themselves, 

and to those who understand them, they are perfect gibberish to men of another language, 

who understand them not.”
5
 

 

Notice another important observation in this passage. Paul makes several references to musical 

instruments in verses 7 & 8. The lifeless instruments become a picture for the purposelessness of 

tongues without interpretation to the body. Calvin summarizes this beautifully when he says:  

 

“A man cannot give life to a harp or flute, but he makes it give forth a sound that is 

regulated in such a manner, that it can be distinguished. How absurd then it is, that even 

men, endowed with intelligence, should utter a confused, indistinguishable sound!"
6
 

 

In verse 8 Paul connects the music as a preparation for battle. He does this in the context of 

corporate worship. We speak very often of worship as warfare. Paul the great director is putting 

together in the same scene music, intelligible language, and warfare. How can a people prepare 

for warfare if their battle instructions are not understood. This is why Paul concludes this section 

in verse 12 with this exhortation: “If you are really seeking the work of the Spirit in your midst, 

then seek those things which edify the church.”  

 

How shall we as a corporate worshipping body then live? 

 

There are several applications for us in this text: 
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Historically, the Reformation obeyed the apostolic demand for intelligibility. The Reformation 

brought worship to the people. Instead of a one way conversation in Latin, the Reformation made 

the congregation an integral part of the worship service and instead of Latin it brought the 

Scriptures into the people’s own tongue. It is not that the Reformation trivialized worship; rather 

they made it understandable, so the people could be edified, and not just the pastor. The Apostle 

Paul would have us to understand that: 

 

First, the point of corporate worship is not that you have a personal spiritual experience, but 

rather that you “act together as the army, the kingdom of Christ; to be served by the Lord 

together, as his body, and to respond as an organized body.”
7
  We do utter scattered “Amens” we 

utter a corporate “Amen,” because we are united in mission. 

 

Second, we as pastors need to be careful not to speak in a foreign tongue to our people. We need 

to be cautious not to treat the corporate gathering as a seminary classroom. This is something of 

which I am keenly aware. But it also becomes your responsibility to seek after understanding. If 

something I say is not particularly clear, then you should not be satisfied. Ask your pastor; seek 

to understand what has been said; seek to understand why we do what we do in this corporate 

gathering.  

 

Third, intelligibility is not synonymous with baby talk. Worship is not for the sluggish, it is for 

the sake of maturity. Whatever stage you may be in your Christian walk, you should not be 

satisfied with where you are. As a people we should always be striving to grow in personal 

maturity and corporate maturity. I say again: Worship is not for the sluggish. Worship is hard. It 

is hard on our knees, it is hard on our voices, and it is hard on our ears. It demands completeness. 

This is one of the many reasons we as a body want to grow in our understanding of music, our 

knowledge of Scriptures, and our responses in the corporate gathering as the Bride of Christ. As 

an encouragement to you, we have grown and we are growing and I thank God for this. 

 

Finally, the Church needs to be clear in its declaration. St. Paul says that love does not rejoice in 

wrongdoing, but rejoices in truth. The church is the only effective body that can speak truth to 

this world. We must say clearly that murdering innocent children is wrong. We must say clearly 

that the practice of homosexuality is detestable in God’s sight. We must say clearly that adultery 

is evil in the eyes of God. We must say clearly that when a government attempts to exercise 

direct control over certain activities and subjects, they are violating their ordained role as Paul 

states in Romans 13. We must also be clear on the essentials: Christ is Lord and all those do not 

trust in Him are damned into everlasting judgment. The Creeds are essential to the Christian 

faith. We confess them and we declare them, so that we may be clear in our declarations to this 

present world.  

 

Brothers and Sisters, Paul teaches the Church in Corinth and Christ’s church today that 

intelligibility is crucial in the body for Christ came into the world to make His word known to all 

men, and to those who believe He has given wisdom and maturity to love one another just as He 

loved us. In The Name of the Father, Son, and Spirit. Amen. 
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