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1Corinthians 14:1-12 Gifts Build the Church

We are continuing to explore spiritual gifts as we begin 1 Corinthians 14. Paul has gone
from lists of gifts in chapter 12 to focusing on one primary gift, love, in chapter 13. Now
in chapter 14, he widens the focus just a little bit from one gift to really focusing on just
two gifts, prophecy and tongues. But in this discussion, there is an overriding principle
that applies to all of us in the way we use our gifts. | will tell you the main point right up
front. Gifts are to be used to build up the church, not any individual. | want to read this
whole passage, 1 Corinthians 14:1-12, and then talk about what these gifts are and how
this applies to us today.

Let’s begin reading chapter 14. 14 Pursue love, and earnestly desire the spiritual gifts,
especially that you may prophesy. ?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. *On the
other hand, the one who prophesies speaks to people for their upbuilding and
encouragement and consolation. // * The one who speaks in a tongue builds up himself,
but the one who prophesies builds up the church.’ Now | 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.
// ° Now, brothers,” if | come to you speaking in tongues, how will | benefit you unless |
bring you some revelation or knowledge or prophecy or teaching? ’ If even lifeless
instruments, such as the flute or the harp, do not give distinct notes, how will anyone
know what is played? ® And if the bugle gives an indistinct sound, who will get ready for
battle? // °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. '°There are doubtless many different languages in the world, and none is without
meaning, ' but if | do not know the meaning of the language, | will be a foreigner to the
speaker and the speaker a foreigner to me. 'So with yourselves, since you are eager for
manifestations of the Spirit, strive to excel in building up the church.

Right away we see the primary gift, love, before any other discussion. Paul and
therefore, we, cannot say it any more strongly that love is the gift that all of us should
strive to increase and improve at ahead of all other gifts. This is important since
everything in this text is pointing us to the truth that these gifts are intended to build up
the church. Before we move on to the discussion around other gifts, specifically the two
Paul addresses here, we need to reiterate as Paul does that there is no gift that you can
bring to the church that will do more to affect the unity and strengthening of the Body
of Christ than loving your brothers and sisters in Christ. Before we focus on any other
gift we have, we need to ask ourselves one question, are we pursuing love?

Once you can answer that question with a resounding yes, then we can focus on the
other gifts. Specifically, Paul addresses two gifts here that were possibly issues of
confusion or disagreement in the church - Prophecy and tongues. In his comparison of
these two gifts, we learn more about these gifts and how to apply them if they are
active in the church today. The first contrast Paul makes is between the recipient of
the two gifts. He describes Tongues at being directed towards God. The reason he
gives is that no one can understand what is being said because it is language that is
given by the Holy Spirit himself. | mentioned two weeks ago that the Bible describes two
versions of the gift of tongues. This one that Paul has in mind here is a spiritual
language that is directed towards God using language that is only understandable with



someone who can interpret what is said. Acts 2:4-5 describes a different scenario using
the gift of tongues. 4And they were all filled with the Holy Spirit and began to speak in
other tongues as the Spirit gave them utterance. 5Now there were dwelling in Jerusalem
Jews, devout men from every nation under heaven. 6And at this sound the multitude
came together, and they were bewildered, because each one was hearing them speak in
his own language.

This is the other version of tongues. An apostle speaking in one language, likely Aramaic,
is understood by those who speak other languages as if they themselves are speaking
that language. This is different than speaking a spiritual language that no one can
understand. In Paul’s description of tongues this is clearly what he has in mind, not
languages that could be understood. So, for tongues God is the proper recipient of that
gift as spiritual language is given to speak to God. So, what about prophecy? Prophecy
is specifically speaking to other people. Verse 3 says On the other hand, the one who
prophesies speaks to people... | need to point out here that there is no judgement at all
on those using the gift of tongues. Paul is simply pointing out the differences between
the two. And the Second difference he points out is who gets the benefit from each
gift. Verse 4 says, 4 The one who speaks in a tongue builds up himself, but the one who
prophesies builds up the church. Due to the nature of prophecy speaking to other
people, it builds up those people. But also due to the nature of tongues being directed
towards God and the Holy Spirit working in the person speaking in tongues, there is a
definite benefit for the person the Holy Spirit is speaking through, but not anyone
around them. Once again, this is not a negative judgement on the part of Paul, but
simply pointing out the differences between the two. That being said, we need to
remember that Paul’s focus throughout the book of First Corinthians is on the health
and unity of the church as a body. He actually ends the section by saying in verse 12,
strive to excel in building up the church. So, prophecy does that better than the gift of
tongues. That much is clear. If you recall, two weeks ago, | gave you a definition of
Prophecy from Richard Blaylock, which | would summarize as “God speaking through a
person in a direct way to give clear instruction to other people.” So, the point is God
speaking directly to his people through this gift. Today, we have God’s completed
revelation in the form of God’s Word, the Bible. | don’t believe | am incorrectly applying
this idea of prophecy to say that the Bible is now the primary source of prophecy to the
church. So, in the church, we should be speaking God’s Word, prophecy, to each other
in order to build each other up through the Word of God.

The third difference between prophecy and tongues that Paul makes here is the
clarity of the message. No matter who we are talking to and communicating with, it is
important that there is clarity or clearness in that message. We have all probably
experienced miscommunication that happens when we talk to another person. I'm sure
that all of us who are married have at one time or another have had an argument with
our spouses because one of us misunderstood what the other was saying. In the work
environment, unclear communication can lead to wasted effort, goals not achieved and
hurt feelings. So, in the church, we want God’s message to be clear. He is the ultimate
being in the universe, so what he says is the most important message to be clear about.
Between the two, Paul says that the gift of tongues does not give a clear message,
compared to Prophecy. | need to point out again though, that he never says not to
speak in tongues. Verse 5 actually says, “I want you all to speak in tongues,” but of
course it continues with, “but even more to prophesy.” The unclearness comes with how



the two gifts are exercised for the benefit of the church. Notice that both gifts can be
used to benefit the church, but prophecy is more direct and doesn’t need any secondary
way to communicate the truth that is being spoken. The end of verse 5 shows us

this. ...The one who prophesies is greater than the one who speaks in tongues, unless
someone interprets, so that the church may be built up. You need the additional spiritual
gift of an interpreter for the gift of tongues if it will benefit the church at all. So, the
communication is not just secondary, but actually tertiary as now the communication is
between God, one human, and then another human. Although of course the Holy Spirit is
involved empowering the interpretation as well. But even if that occurs, prophecy is
more direct. Have you ever played the telephone game? One person received a sentence
or phrase to remember and then pass on to the person behind them. Usually by the time
it gets just a few people down the line, the message has already changed, because the
more people involved, the less clear the message becomes. | do want to be careful to
say that if the Holy Spirit is the one speaking through either prophecy or tongues, then
the message itself is truth without any mixture of error. That is why we can speak of the
Bible as being inerrant, since it was God the Holy Spirit himself who inspired the human
writers. So. communication in direct known language like prophecy is better than
tongues, an unknown heavenly language. And it is not just prophecy...verse 6 connects
the idea of revelation, knowledge and teaching as well as prophecy in what types of gifts
can convey clear truth. Paul goes further with his teaching of why tongues is unclear at
communication by comparing it to instruments. He brings up the flute and harp and
bugle. All of those can make very clear distinct notes, but they can also just make noise
if they are just randomly played by someone like me with zero musical skill. And the
bugle is extremely important to the armies of that time. All the way through the early
20" century, a bugle or similar instrument was used to give loud signals to troops in
combat. A voice would never be heard above the conflict of battle, but a loud horn
playing a distinct melody could signal a directional move or a signal to attack or to
retreat or any other number of commands. It was extremely important that it be clear.
And for a message from God clarity is extremely important. Prophecy and even other
gifts that involved speech in known language give that clear communication of God’s
message. Anything else is as verse 9 says, just “speaking into the air...” with nobody
listening.

And there is a fourth difference between these two gifts that leads to prophecy being
the greater gift than tongues. That is the connection that each gift makes with
others. Look at verses 10-11. 10 There are doubtless many different languages in the
world, and none is without meaning, 11 but if | do not know the meaning of the
language, | will be a foreigner to the speaker and the speaker a foreigner to me. Here at
YIBC, we can very well understand the difficulty that Paul brings up here between
various languages. We have brothers and sisters in our church who speak English,
Japanese, Chinese, Tagalog, French, and Korean, and | might be missing a couple.
Communicating between these languages can be difficult. Thankfully, many if not most
of you are far more bi or even trilingual than | am. | cannot tell you how frustrating it is
to me that | cannot communicate better in Japanese. Thankfully God has placed other
leaders and Lord willing soon, other Elders who can speak Japanese in our church. But
these language barriers at some level keep those of different nationalities separate from
each other because we can’t connect at a deep level because of the language barrier.
That is essentially what happens when tongues are used instead of human language
used in prophecy. And at a spiritual level, we do not want to keep each other as



foreigners to Christ and to the church, so we want to clearly communicate to connect
with other people and see them become brothers and sisters in Christ, not foreigners.

Given all these statements, it is clear that Paul is saying that the gift of Prophecy is
more desirable than the gift of tongues, because it best fulfills the goal of building up
the church. That’s how he ends in verse 12. 12 So with yourselves, since you are eager
for manifestations of the Spirit, strive to excel in building up the church. So, it is not
wrong to desire the supernatural experience of the Holy Spirit, even the gift of tongues.
But whatever gift we desire to have and see increase in our life, our desire should be
that it enables us to better build up the church. So, how does this apply today, besides
that general application of building up the body of Christ? Since the Bible makes clear
that the gift of tongues is not the gift to seek in building up the church, and | have
explained that the gift of prophecy does not seem to be active today, since the closing
of the Scriptures with the book of Revelation, then | want to return to what | mentioned
earlier. Whenever we are speaking God’s Word to each other, we are speaking
prophecy. So, how does that work? It means that we encourage each other with
Scripture. We point each other to the Word of God for answers to situations we face in
our life. This goes back to verse 3 that says, the one who prophesies speaks to people
for their upbuilding and encouragement and consolation. That is our goal to encourage
each other, build up each other, console each other in love. And the best way to do that
is helping each other hear and apply God’s Word to what we are going through. | have
recommended this book before, but if you want to become better at this would strongly
recommend /nstruments in the Redeemer’s Hands by Paul Tripp. We still have some
copies in Japanese and English on our bookshelf in the stairwell.

Ultimately, what all of these spiritual gifts are leading to is unity within the body of
Christ as Ephesians 4:13 says, 13 until we all attain to the unity of the faith and of the
knowledge of the Son of God... Every time we come to the Communion Table for the
Lord’s Supper, we are coming to the central point and primary symbol of our unity. It
demonstrates our unity in that we are all sinners whose only hope is the sacrificial death
of Jesus Christ. If you have accepted Jesus Christ as your Lord and Savior and been
obedient through baptism, then | invite you to join us in this Lord’s Supper meal. If you
have children who are not ready then the best way to show them the importance of this
meal, is to not let them participate. After | pray, the Deacons will distribute the
prepackaged elements from the four corners of the Sanctuary, and we will eat and drink
together. Let’s pray.



