
 

Page 1  

 
 

What This Lesson Is About 
 

 In 1 Corinthians 14 Paul is dealing with a vexing problem that was coloring the 
worship practices of the church in Corinth. Some of the Corinthians were 
overemphasizing the gift of "speaking in tongues." Paul affirms the validity of this 
spiritual gift as a genuine manifestation of the Spirit but makes it clear that he gives it a 
very low rating in comparison with the gift of prophecy. While speaking in tongues can 
be spiritually uplifting to the speaker, he says, it is of little use to anyone else, since it is 
incomprehensible. Prophecy, on the other hand, builds up the whole church. 
 
Explore The Bible Passage 
 

 As you read the lesson passage, 1 Corinthians 14:1-29, make a mental note of the 
limitations Paul ascribes to the gift of "tongues." 
 
Take A Closer Look 
 

1. "Speaking in tongues" consisted of talking, murmuring, moaning and sometimes 
screaming in unintelligible sounds, under the influence of the Spirit. 

2. "Make love your aim" (14:1) is the overarching theme of Paul's discussion of spiritual 
gifts. His line of thought in verses 1-4 is something like this: Love is the greatest 
spiritual gift, and it should control the use of all other gifts. One who "speaks in a 
tongue" with no one to interpret does not do so out of love for others, because no 
one can understand or benefit from what he is saying. Prophecy is different, because 
everyone can understand it. So, prophecy is a better expression of love than tongue-
speaking, because it reaches out to other people. 

3. Ecstatic speech was not an exclusively Christian phenomenon. According to the 
Greek philosopher Heraclitus, the divine will was revealed through ecstasy, not 
through sensible words, at the Delphi shrine. Pagan Greek priests and priestesses 
were seized by sudden trances of the spirit and uttered irrational mystic sayings. Paul 
acknowledged that speaking in tongues was indeed a gift of the Spirit; but perhaps 
some of the Corinthian believers exaggerated its importance because of their pre-
Christian backgrounds. 

4. Even though tongue-speaking was causing problems in the Corinthian church, Paul 
did not forbid it outright; rather, he restricted it. It should be permitted in public 
services only if it could be interpreted (verses 5, 13, 27); if there was no interpreter, it 
should be practiced in private (verse 28). 

5. Prophesy was considered to be a revelation from God; yet the listeners were to judge 
its authenticity (verse 29). 

 
Think It Through 
 

 In some Christian circles today speaking in tongues is considered to be evidence of 
the highest spiritual attainment. Isn't it paradoxical that a practice that was so played-
down by Paul should be elevated to that position? If we are ever in doubt about the 
nature of spiritual maturity, we can always consult Gal. 5:22-23, which tells us precisely 
what true spirituality is.  
 
                                                                   (adapted from "Studies in 1 Corinthians" by Lucien Coleman) 
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What is Prophecy? 
 

"Prophecy" may be a 
prediction of future events. It 
also means seeing the will of 
God for specific needs in the 
immediate situation, and 
making that clear. (Key Word 
Commentary, Thoughts on Every Chapter of the 
Bible © 2003 John Hunt Publishing Ltd.) 
 

“Forthtelling”,  
not just “foretelling” 
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Studies in 1 Corinthians 
 

Date      Lesson                    Text 

12/05  Introduction 
12/12  Why Can’t We Get Along   1:1-17 
12/19  Remember the Cross      1:18-2:2    
12/26  NO CLASS - CHRISTMAS  
01/02  Spiritually Mature          2:14-3:16 
01/09  Servant Leadership            4:1-21 
01/16  Immoral World                    5:1-13 
                                              and  6:9-20 
01/23  Marriage & Singleness      7:1-35 
01/30  Life’s Grey Area                 8:1-13 
                                           and   9:19-26 
                                           and 10:14-33 
02/06  Worship                            11:2-16 
02/13  Lord’s Supper                 11:17-34 
02/20  Are You Gifted                  12:4-31 
02/27  Greatest Way to Live        13:1-13 
03/06  Place to Proclaim           14:1-29 
03/13  Hope                                 15:3-57 
03/20  Summary and Review 

 


