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fails to give due attention to Paul’s consciousness of his apostolic office. Clarke rightly crit-
icizes the so-called “consensus view” that the Corinthian church was a “charismatic organi-
sation without structures or offices” (p. 2), an organization with “no leadership” (p. 3). Cf. B.
Holmberg, Paul and Power: The Structure of Authority in the Primitive Church as Reflected
in the Pauline Epistles (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1980); K. Giles, “Demystifying Ordination
with the Help of Max Weber,” Tyndale Paper 32.3 (July 1987). Ultimately, however, the
nature of pastoral leadership in Roman Corinth cannot be determined through the study of
social history by means of epigraphic, numismatic, and literary source material. While socio-
logical studies are helpful in illuminating the context into which Paul speaks, his own under-
standing of the ministry can only be gleaned from the biblical text. (A. Clarke, Secular and
Christian Leadership in Corinth, 3–7, surveys a number of such sociological studies.) Here
it should be noted that from the outset Paul introduces himself with a high understanding of
his office as a “called apostle” (1 Cor 1:1)—an office, however, that is not designed to bring
him personal aggrandizement, but solely to serve and edify the “called saints” (1:2).

72 See the fine critique of the Pentecostal and charismatic movements in The Quest for Power
by P. Barnett and P. Jensen.

73 H. Kleinknecht, “pneu'ma, pneumatikov",” TDNT 6:343–52. “From the 1st cent[ury] B.C. and
not without Stoic influence, is the noun pneu'ma used in learned discussion of the nature of
divination and inspiration. pneu'ma is here a tt. [technical term] for the material force whose
breath sets the Pythia in an ecstatic or rapturous state of prophetic infilling with deity”
(6:345).

74 H. Kleinknecht, “pneu'ma, pneumatikov",” TDNT 6:345.
75 H. Kleinknecht, “pneu'ma, pneumatikov",” TDNT 6:345.
76 H. Kleinknecht, “pneu'ma, pneumatikov",” TDNT 6:347. The expression “winged and light

being” is from Plato, Ion, 534b: kou'fon … kai; pthno;n kai; iJerovn.
77 Cf. H. Kleinknecht, “pneu'ma, pneumatikov",” TDNT 6:358: “The NT … judges these and all

kinds of maniva [“mania, frenzy”] critically by consciously avoiding the religious vocabulary
which profane Gk. customarily uses in general synonymity with pneu'ma [“spirit”].

The Corinthians’ Quest for Spiritual Power72

Whether it manifested itself in the manipulation of the gods, the pursuit of
pleasure or self-sufficiency through philosophy, or of personal acclaim through
virtuoso rhetoric and secular status symbols, Corinthian society—like ours—
was characterized by the feverish quest for power. In this climate, the gift of
the Spirit offered by the Christian faith was easily misconstrued, in the sense
of pagan enthusiasm, as the offer of personal spiritual power. This was the pat-
tern followed by Greek pagan religion and Stoicism, which spoke of the
pneu'ma, “spirit,” as a divine or cosmic force inspiring and infilling certain per-
sons like poets or the priestesses of Apollo in Delphi.73 Thus infilled with the
pneu'ma ejnqousiastikovn, the “inspiring spirit,” the priestess was said to be
e[nqeo", “in god,” or ejnqousiw'n, “full of god.”74 In this heightened emotional
state of e[kstasi", “ecstasy,” or maniva, “mania, frenzy,” as she was pulled along
(e{lkesqai, suvresqai) by the “spirit” she would give vent to ecstatic and
prophetic utterances.75 The infilling with the spirit was perceived as liberating
the person, making him or her “a winged and light being” who is caught up
“out of the usual orders of life.”76 In the modern idiom, he or she was “on cloud
nine.”

By contrast, the NT never suggests that the gift of the Spirit is given to sat-
isfy anyone’s personal quest to become “a winged and light being” so power-
fully possessed by God as to be beyond life’s normal misfortunes.77 The Spirit
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78 M. Hengel, Crucifixion, 89.
79 Cf. E. Schweizer, “pneu'ma, pneumatikov",” TDNT 6:426: “The work of the pneu'ma [‘Spir-

it’]” is found in “ongoing and outwardly oriented pisteuvein [‘believing’].”
80 The likely date of this edict was A.D. 49–50 (F. F. Bruce, Acts, 368, n. 9, citing Orosius, His-

tory, 7.6.15–16).
81 See O. Broneer, “Paul and the Pagan Cults at Isthmia,” 169–87, for this suggestion. C.

Hemer, The Book of Acts, 233, rejects the suggestion. Cf. D. Gill, “Achaia,” 452, nn. 126–27.
82 D. Gill, “Achaia,” 452.

is not to be cut loose from the Jesus who died on the cross. Thus for Paul the
cross is “the spearhead”78 of the Spirit’s message. The Christ who was “cruci-
fied in weakness” (2 Cor 13:4) is preached by his apostle “in weakness and in
fear and in much trembling” (1 Cor 2:3; 2 Cor 13:4). And spiritual people live
and struggle in weakness under the shadow of the cross. Gifted with “the Spirit
of faith” (2 Cor 4:13), they live in the present aeon by faith, not by sight: they
put up with the cruciform ministry of apostles and pastors who may not shine
(or choose not to shine) as orators; they endure the tensions of their “already
but not yet” existence as saints who long to be delivered from weakness and
put on their spiritual bodies; they wait for the hope of righteousness which will
only be experienced at the revelation of the Lord Jesus; and they constantly
bear with others in longsuffering love. Thus the Spirit does not endorse a self-
centered focus on works, feelings, or empowerment. The Spirit orients the
Christian in faith toward Christ crucified and toward other people in love.79

The Founding of the Church in Corinth
Toward the end of his second missionary journey, which took him through

Macedonia and Achaia, Paul became the founding father of the church in
Corinth (see the account in Acts 18:1–22). Some weeks after his arrival he was
joined by Silas and Timothy. Their hosts in the city were Aquila and Priscilla,
who with their fellow Jews had recently been expelled from Rome by an edict
of Claudius.80 Aquila, Priscilla, and Paul practiced the same trade, the making
and repairing of tents. It has been suggested they may have been occupied with
making awnings for the Isthmian games, held in April–May A.D. 51.81 Another
suggestion is that they made awnings for the theater and other venues in Corinth
itself.82

After their expulsion from the synagogue in Corinth, Paul and his com-
panions continued to preach in the home of Titius Justus. Their ministry bore
fruit, as Crispus, a leader of the synagogue, and many other Corinthians be-
lieved and were baptized. Encouraged by a night-time vision, Paul remained
among them for eighteen months, teaching the Word of God (Acts 18:6–11).

Not satisfied with ejecting him from the synagogue, the Jews rose up
against Paul and brought him before the tribunal of the Roman procurator, Gal-
lio, a brother of the philosopher Seneca. Perceiving that Paul was not guilty of
any crime, and that the charges against him concerned (from Gallio’s perspec-
tive) merely fine points of the Jewish religion, the procurator dismissed the
case (Acts 18:12–17). For some years, at least in Achaia, this ruling helped en-
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83 Cf. B. Winter, “The Imperial Cult,” The Book of Acts in Its Graeco-Roman Setting, ed. D.
Gill and C. Gempf, 102, n. 114: “The ruling of Gallio could only have applied to his
province. … It cannot be argued that Gallio’s decision not to proceed with the case in Corinth
would create a legal precedent and was binding on a governor elsewhere.”

84 D. Gill, “Achaia,” 436. The reconstructed Greek text of this fragmentary inscription can be
found in J. H. Oliver, “The Epistle of Claudius Which Mentions the Proconsul Junius Gal-
lio,” Hesperia 40 (1971) 239–40.

85 See the detailed argumentation in D. Gill, “Achaia,” 436–37. Gill thinks the proconsul
could not have taken office in June 52, for “then Gallio would have had little time to report
on the quarrels among the citizens of Delphi, and Claudius would have had to have replied
by the end of July.” Gill also notes Hemer’s suggestion (The Book of Acts, 119) “that Paul
was brought before Gallio in the early summer of 51, when the governor was both ‘new
and untried’. The 18 months referred to at Acts 18:11 would therefore start in early 50”
(“Achaia,” 437, n. 29). Cf. also J. Murphy-O’Connor, “Corinth,” ABD 1:1137: “Paul must
have met him [Gallio] in Corinth in the summer of A.D. 51.”

86 See J. A. T. Robinson, Redating the New Testament, 54: “We have already argued that this
was written from Ephesus about Passover-time (March–April) when Paul had been nearly
three years in Ephesus and was beginning to make plans to move on. There is wide agree-
ment that this must, as we have reckoned, have been in 55.” In agreement with Robinson we
find Carson, Moo, and Morris, opting for a date “probably … early in 55” (An Introduction
to the New Testament, 283). G. Fee, The First Epistle to the Corinthians, 15, gives a broad-
er range (“ca. A.D. 53–55”), as does H. Merklein, Der erste Brief an die Korinther, 51 (“wohl
Anfang 54 bzw. 55” [“probably the beginning of 54 or 55”]).

sure protection for Christianity as simply a sect of Judaism enjoying the status
of a religio licita under Roman law.83

The reference to Gallio (Acts 18:12–17) enables us to date Paul’s ministry
in Corinth with some precision. An inscription discovered at Delphi records
the emperor Claudius’ commendation of “my friend [Lucius] Junius Gallio,
proconsul [ajnquvpato"] of Achaia.”84 The inscription must stem from the first
seven months of A.D. 52, for Claudius describes himself as emperor (auj-
tokravtwr, which is equivalent to the Latin imperator) for the twenty-sixth
time; his twenty-seventh acclamation came on August 1. Scholars judge it un-
likely that Gallio would have taken office in June 52; more likely he came to
Corinth in 51. Thus Paul’s eighteen-month stay in Corinth probably may be
dated to 50–52.85

Most likely, then, it was early in 52 that Paul left Corinth for Syria (Acts
18:18). After brief visits to Ephesus, Caesarea, Jerusalem, and Antioch (Acts
18:19–22), he set out on his third missionary journey, of which the focal point
was a three-year ministry in Ephesus (Acts 18:23–20:38). Toward the end of
this period (the period ca. 52–55) he received word of the troubles in Corinth
and wrote his first epistle in an attempt to calm the waters. From 1 Cor 16:8
we gather that he wrote some weeks before Pentecost. Thus the letter’s most
likely date is early 55.86

The Church’s Religious and Social Structure
Religious Composition

The Lord’s “many people” in Corinth (Acts 18:10) seem to have been
mainly former pagans, and in particular “God-fearers” who had attached them-
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87 L. Morris, 1 Corinthians, 21, explains the attraction Christianity would hold for these Gen-
tiles: “They were dissatisfied with paganism and found themselves attracted by Judaism’s
lofty morals and pure monotheism, but repelled by its narrow nationalism and by ritual prac-
tices like circumcision. Such people found in Christianity a faith that satisfied and was free
from what they found objectionable in Judaism.” G. Fee, The First Epistle to the Corinthi-
ans, 4, concurs that the Corinthian Christians were “chiefly Gentiles,” and he lists three texts
which “explicitly indicate” this: 6:10–11; 8:7; and 12:2.

88 G. Fee, The First Epistle to the Corinthians, 4.
89 An Introduction to the New Testament, 281.
90 Cf. A. Deissmann, Light from the Ancient East, 16. The inscription is now in the Corinth

museum (F. F. Bruce, Acts, 314). Philo speaks of Jewish colonies in “Thessaly, Boeotia, and
Macedonia, and Aetolia, and Attica, and Argos, and Corinth and all the most fertile and
wealthiest districts of Peloponnesus” (“On the Embassy to Gaius,” § 281, The Works of
Philo, trans. C. D. Yonge, 783).

91 E. A. Judge, The Social Pattern of the Christian Groups in the First Century (London: Tyn-
dale, 1960) 59–60, contends that 1 Cor 1:26 “is hardly intended as a factual statement.” The
Christians in Corinth were “far from being a socially depressed group.” W. Meeks, The First
Urban Christians, 73, sees the “typical” Christian as the craftsman and small businessman.
Wuellner concludes that “the Corinthian Christians came by and large from fairly well-to-do
bourgeois circles with a fair percentage also from upper class people as well as the very
poor” (“The Sociological Implications of I Corinthians 1:26–28 Reconsidered,” Studia
Evangelica, VI, Vol. CXII of Texte und Untersuchungen [Berlin: Akademie-Verlag, 1973]
672, cited by A. Malherbe, Social Aspects of Early Christianity, 30). Merklein, on the other
hand, maintains that the thesis of Meeks and the others that early Christianity was represent-
ed especially by people from middle or higher social status “steht … auf schwachen Füßen”
(“doesn’t have a leg to stand on”; Der erste Brief an die Korinther, 41). See further the dis-
cussion below.

selves to the synagogue because of their respect for Jewish monotheism and
its high moral standards.87 The aberrations Paul addresses (e.g., sexual im-
morality, litigiousness, frequenting heathen temples, denial of a bodily resur-
rection) were typical of Gentile paganism.88 As Carson, Moo, and Morris
observe, based on 6:9–11; 8:7; and 12:2, “it remains wholly unlikely that Paul’s
intended readership was substantially Jewish.”89

On the other hand, the congregation must have contained a significant Jew-
ish-Christian minority. Crispus, the synagogue leader and his whole household
joined the church (Acts 18:8), and if the synagogue leader Sosthenes, men-
tioned in Acts 18:17, is the same Sosthenes who helped Paul write his epistle
(1 Cor 1:1), then at least two prominent Jewish families were founding mem-
bers. The presence of a Jewish synagogue in the city is attested not only by
Acts 18:4–17, but also by the discovery of a lintel bearing the inscription “Syn-
agogue of the Hebrews.”90

Socioeconomic Status
Turning to the socioeconomic circumstances of the Corinthian Christians,

the best starting point is Paul’s statement in 1 Cor 1:26: “Not many [of you]
were wise by human standards, not many were powerful, not many were of no-
ble birth.” Although Paul’s assessment has been challenged by some socio-
logical studies, which claim that ancient Christianity consisted mainly of
people from the middle and higher socioeconomic brackets, those studies fail
to take seriously Paul’s assessments in 1:26–31 and 11:17–22.91 As Clarke
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92 Secular and Christian Leadership in Corinth, 1.
93 An inscription discovered at Corinth records that a city official, Erastus, in gratitude for his

election, had a road paved at his own expense. The inscription reads “ERASTUS.PRO.AED
… S.P.STRAVIT” (H. Merklein, Der erste Brief an die Korinther, 38). Possibly this Erastus
was the city steward who sent greetings to the Roman Christians (Rom 16:23). D. Gill,
“Achaia,” 451, has argued that the post of oijkonovmo" (usually translated as “steward” or
“administrator”) may possibly be equated with that of an “aedile” (see the literature cited on
p. 451, n. 121). An aedile was “an official ... in charge of public works and games, police, and
the grain supply” (Merriam Webster’s Collegiate Dictionary, tenth edition, 18).

94 See the discussion above in the section “Geography and History” which suggests that there
may have been 15,000–20,000 slaves in Corinth in the first century A.D. H. Merklein, Der
erste Brief an die Korinther, 41, observes: “Nimmt man die Aussagen des Paulus in 1,26–29
und 11,17–22 auch soziologisch ernst, muß man davon ausgehen, daß die christliche
Gemeinde in Korinth … Menschen ohne Sozialprestige und Besitz, d. h. Menschen der
unteren und untersten sozialen Schicht umfaßte.” (“If one takes the statements of Paul in
1:26–29 and 11:17–22 seriously, also with respect to sociology, one must conclude from
them that the Christian congregation in Corinth … included men without social prestige and
property, that is, men from the lower and lowest social strata.”)

95 See Orationes, 6.3–4.
96 Trans. T. L. Shear, The Roman Villa, vol. 5 of Corinth: Results of Excavations Conducted by

the American School of Classical Studies at Athens (Cambridge, MA: Harvard Univ. Press,
1930) 19.

97 See “De Exilio,” Moralia, 601B. Dio Chrysostom, Galen, and Plutarch are quoted in B.
Blue, “Acts and the House Church,” The Book of Acts in Its Graeco-Roman Setting, ed. D.
Gill and C. Gempf, 154–55.

98 B. Blue, “Acts and the House Church,” 154, citing J. Murphy-O’Connor, St. Paul’s Corinth:
Texts and Archaeology (Wilmington, DE: Glazier, 1983) 22.

99 B. Blue, “Acts and the House Church,” 155–61.
100 On the likelihood that “Gaius” is the praenomen of the Titius Justus of Acts 18:7, see the

commentary on 1 Cor 1:14. Goodspeed explains that “in a historical narrative such as the
Acts, [he] could naturally be called Titius Justus, and yet in a familiar letter like Romans 16,
be spoken of by his praenomen as Gaius” ( “Gaius Titius Justus,” JBL 69.4 (December 1950)
382, quoted by B. Blue, “Acts and the House Church,” 174–75).

maintains, it is likely that some of the city’s elite belonged to the church,92

although “not many” (1:26). Gaius, who could host the whole church in his
home, and Erastus (the city aedile?93) are probably to be reckoned among this
small group (Rom 16:23). Other Christians in that upwardly mobile society
would have been at least moderately well to do, among them the tent-making
couple Aquila and Priscilla, the synagogue leaders Crispus and Sosthenes, and
Stephanas (1 Cor 1:16; 16:15–17). While others may have been craftsmen or
small businessmen, a significant number must have been slaves (7:21–22).94

Communal Gatherings
According to the descriptions of Roman Corinth supplied by Dio Chrysos-

tom,95 Galen,96 and Plutarch,97 the city was known for its wealth and opulence.
The spacious suburb of Craneion in particular was celebrated as a desirable
residential area.98 While the archaeological evidence is sparse—only four pri-
vate residences have been excavated—it confirms the literary evidence that a
number of the homes must have been sizeable, with spacious atriums and din-
ing rooms (triclinia).99

Next door to the Jewish synagogue stood one of the more spacious homes,
belonging to one of the church’s founding members, Gaius (Acts 18:7).100 In
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101 According to 1 Cor 16:19 and Rom 16:3–5, Aquila and Priscilla hosted church gatherings in
Ephesus and Rome. Whether they also did so in Corinth is not stated.
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156–58.
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anschließenden Kapitel 5 und 6 sind Paulus wohl ebenfalls über die Leute der Chloë zu
Ohren gekommen. … Ob auch 11,2–34 auf Mitteilungen der Chloë-Leute basieren, ist
schwer zu sagen.” (“The problems of both adjoining chapters 5 and 6 probably also came to
Paul’s ears through Chloe’s people. … But whether 11:2–34 are based on the communication
of Chloe’s people is hard to say.”)

the home of this man, whom Paul describes as “my host and the host of the
whole church” (Rom 16:23), it was possible for the whole church—the whole
Corinthian “parish”—to come together (1 Cor 11:20; 14:23). In addition there
may have been smaller churchly gatherings in homes like those of Aquila and
Priscilla (cf. Acts 18:1–3; 1 Cor 16:19101) and of Phoebe, the church’s protec-
tor and patroness,102 in nearby Cenchrea (Rom 16:1–2).

Murphy-O’Connor estimated that between twenty-eight and fifty people
could have met in Gaius’home, although Murphy-O’Connor supposes that the
Christians regularly met in smaller groups in other houses.103 Blue, however,
thinks that the number fifty for the church’s gatherings at Gaius’ house is too
low: “Given the prosopographic information … it seems more likely than not
that the number would have been much higher.” On the basis of Acts 18 and
1 Corinthians he lists Stephanas, Fortunatus and Archaicus, Gaius Titius Jus-
tus, Aquila and Priscilla, Crispus, Sosthenes, Chloe’s people; on the basis of
Rom 16:21–23 he adds Lucius, Jason, Sosipater, Tertius, Erastus, and Quartus.
In addition to these, Blue thinks that there were probably other families and in-
dividuals worshiping in Corinth who are not mentioned in the biblical record.
He concludes, “We can well imagine a gathering of 100 individuals.”104 To ac-
commodate such a number would, indeed, have required a very spacious home.

The Occasion of the Epistle
Two developments in particular seem to have prompted Paul to write this

epistle. First, he had received reports from “Chloe’s people” about the rise of
at least four factions, grouping themselves around the names of Paul, Apollos,
Cephas, and Christ (1 Cor 1:10–12). This growing disunity is the chief topic
addressed in chapters 1–4. Similarly, the problems addressed in the following
chapters (5–6) probably came to Paul’s attention through Chloe’s people. Her
people may have also reported that some were denying the bodily resurrection
(15:12). Whether 11:2–34 (women’s head-coverings; conduct at communal
meals and the Lord’s Supper) was also prompted by information from the same
source is difficult to say.105

Second, Paul needed to respond to several questions put to him in a letter
from the Corinthians (“now about the things you wrote,” 7:1). This accounts



474
1 The First Epistle to the Corinthians, 657; see also n. 26 on p. 657, and pp. 204–5.

1 Corinthians 14:1–12

Prophecy Is Superior to Tongues
Because It Edifies the Church

Translation
14 1Pursue love [and] strive for the spiritual gifts—[and] especially that you
may prophesy. 2For the person who speaks in a tongue does not speak to human
beings but to God; for no one understands, but by [his] spirit he speaks myster-
ies. 3But the person who prophesies speaks to people edification, encouragement,
and comfort. 4The person who speaks in a tongue edifies himself; but the one who
prophesies edifies the church. 5I want you all to speak in tongues, but even more
that you prophesy. For the one who prophesies is greater than the one speaking
in tongues, unless he interprets so that the church may receive edification.

6So now, brothers, if I come to you speaking in tongues, what will I profit you
unless I speak to you by revelation or by knowledge or by prophecy or by teach-
ing? 7It is the same way with lifeless instruments producing a sound, whether a
flute or a harp: if they make no distinction in their tones, how will it be known
what [tune] is being played on the flute or harp? 8For also if a trumpet gives an
unclear sound, who will prepare for battle? 9And so [it is with] you: if you do not
utter intelligible speech, how will it be known what is being said? For you will be
talking into the air. 10There are who knows how many different languages in the
world and none of them without meaning. 11Therefore if I do not know the force
of the language, to the speaker I will be a foreigner, and to me the speaker will
be a foreigner. 12And so [it is with] you: since you are enthusiasts for spirits, seek
that you may excel at the edification of the church.

Textual Notes
2. glwvssh/—This commentary’s view is that the tongues-speaking in 1 Corinthians
is the same phenomenon as in Acts 2, namely, the miraculous proclamation of the
Gospel in human foreign languages. See the excursus “Spiritual Gifts in 1 Corinthi-
ans.”

oujdei;~ ga;r ajkouvei—Literally, “for no one hears.” See BAGD, s.v. ajkouvw, 7:
“understand.”

pneuvmati dev—Does pneuvmati here signify the Holy Spirit, the believer’s spirit,
or perhaps both? Fee sees a possible double entendre: “by means of the S/spirit.”1 In
the light of Paul’s further explanations in 1 Cor 14:14–16, where he contrasts “my
spirit” (to; pneùmav mou) with “my mind” (oJ noù~ mou), the dative in 14:2 almost cer-
tainly refers to the believer’s spirit, not the Holy Spirit, as the active agent of the speak-
ing.
3. paravklhsin kai; paramuqivan—paravklhsi~ and its cognates (parakalevw,
paravklhto~) are used 143 times in the NT, with a broad semantic range that includes
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2 Cf. D. Wallace, Greek Grammar beyond the Basics (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1996)
51–53.

3 The Complete Bible: An American Translation (Chicago: Univ. of Chicago Press, 1939) 164.
4 The First Epistle to the Corinthians, 665, n. 39.
5 Cf. C. K. Barrett, The First Epistle to the Corinthians, 312; G. Fee, The First Epistle to the

Corinthians, 660, n. 3.

comforting (Mt 2:18; 5:4), urging (1 Cor 16:12), exhorting (Lk 3:18; 1 Tim 6:2), be-
seeching (Mt 8:5, 31), and encouraging (Acts 4:36, where Barnabas is described as
“the son of encouragement”). See the textual note on parakalevw in 1 Cor 1:10. para-
muqiva and its cognates (paramuqevomai, paramuvqion) are found only six times, most
frequently with the specific sense of comforting, consoling, cheering up. According
to BAGD paramuqevomai is used “esp[ecially] in connection w[ith] death or other
tragic events” (see especially Jn 11:19, 31). Cf. BAGD, s.v. paramuqiva: “encour-
agement, esp[ecially] comfort, consolation.”
6. nu`n dev—“So now,” that is, “as the situation is.” Cf. BAGD, s.v. nuniv, 2 a.
7. o{mw~—o{mw~ normally means “all the same, nevertheless, yet.” But in this con-
text, BAGD argues, “we would perh[aps] do better (with [BDF] § 450, 2) to consider
the possibility that o{m[w"] was influenced by the older oJmw`~ ‘equally, likewise’. In
that case the transl[ation] would be greatly simplified, and we could render o{m[w"]
simply likewise, also.” The NRSV has captured BAGD’s point most satisfactorily in
its rendering: “It is the same way with …”

diastolhvn—Cf. Rom 10:12: “There is no distinction between Jew and Greek”
(cf. also Rom 3:22).

to; aujlouvmenon h] to; kiqarizovmenon—Literally, “what is being fluted or harped.”
9. ou{tw~ kai; uJmei`~—Literally, “so also you.” uJmei~̀ is a pendent, or hanging, nom-
inative.2

10. eij tuvcoi—This expression with tugcavnw in the aorist optative is a formula that
means “if it should turn out that way, perhaps” (BAGD, s.v. tugcavnw, 2 b). Cf. E.
Goodspeed: “There are probably ever so many different languages.” 3 BAGD adduces
Nicolaus Damascenus (first century B.C.): kaq’ h}n tuvcoi provfasin, which it trans-
lates as “under who knows what sort of pretext.”

fwnwǹ—Cf. BAGD, s.v. fwnhv, 3: “language,” where the references supplied in-
clude LXX Gen 11:1; Deut 28:49; 1 Cor 14:10–11; 2 Pet 2:16.
11. duvnamin—Cf. BAGD, s.v. duvnami~, 3: “meaning … of language.” Fee suggests
the translation “force,” as in “the force of the word.”4

bavrbaro~—This word is the source of the English term “barbarian.” The Greek
word seems to have arisen by onomatopoeia, reflecting how non-Greek languages
sounded to Greek ears (“bar bar”). However, it was not always used pejoratively but
could carry the objective sense “foreigner” (cf. Rom 1:14).

ejn ejmoiv—This phrase could mean that the speaker will be a foreigner “in my
judgment” (see BAGD, s.v., ejn, I 3), but more likely here it is equivalent to a simple
dative, corresponding to tw'/ lalou'nti earlier in the verse, hence “to me” (see BAGD,
s.v., ejn, IV 4 a).5

12. zhlwtaiv—Literally, “zealots.” The NT uses this word of Simon “the Zealot” (Lk
6:15; Acts 1:13), of Jews (including Paul himself) who were “zealots” for God and
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6 The Apocalypse of St. John (London: Macmillan, 1907) 6, citing Victorinus, Primasius,
Apringius, and Beatus.
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9 See the commentary on 14:13 for a discussion of how the Christian is to seek and obtain

these gifts.
10 oijkodomhv, “building, edifice, edification,” occurs in 3:9; oijkodomevw, “to build up, edify” is

in 8:1, 10; 10:23.

his Law (Acts 21:20; 22:3; Gal 1:14), of the need for Christians to be “zealots for
good works” (Titus 2:14; 1 Pet 3:13), and in the present passage. It denotes someone
who bends all his energies toward a worthy (or as the case may be, unworthy) goal.

pneumavtwn—A handful of manuscripts (P 1175 and a few others) and versions
(a r syp co) have the easier reading pneumatikw`n (“spiritual gifts”), but this is unlikely
to be original. For the best explanation of pneumavtwn, see BAGD, s.v. pneum̀a, 6 d:
“The use of the pl[ural] pneuvmata is explained in 1 Cor 14:12 by the varied nature of
the Spirit’s working.” See also Rev 1:4, where “the seven Spirits of God” probably
represent the one Holy Spirit because they are coordinated with the Father and the
Son. H. B. Swete accepts the explanation of the plural offered by the Latin commen-
tators: “sanctus scilicet Spiritus unus in nomine, virtutibus septiformis”6 (“the Holy
Spirit, who is one in name, but sevenfold in his virtues”). Morris comments aptly:
“ ‘Spirits’ [rather than ‘spiritual gifts’] perhaps stresses a little more the ‘spirit’ char-
acter of the gifts for which the Corinthians were ‘zealots’, i.e. their origin in the Holy
Spirit.”7 The excursus “Spiritual Gifts in 1 Corinthians” noted that while the Corinthi-
ans apparently spoke of “spiritual gifts” (pneumatikw'n, 1 Cor 12:1), Paul corrected
their thinking by calling the gifts “gifts of grace” (carismavtwn, 12:4).

On the other hand, Fee and others (mainly on the basis of 14:32) contend that
“spirits” here denotes the Corinthians’ own spirits: “They have great zeal for their
own spirits, through speaking in tongues, to be the mouthpiece of the Spirit.”8 It seems
more likely, however, in view of the context, and especially the use of zhlovw with the
object ta; carivsmata in 12:31 and with the object ta; pneumatikav in 14:1, that Paul
is urging the Corinthians to seek something that comes to them from outside them-
selves (the Spirit and his gifts, which come from God) rather than to cultivate some-
thing within themselves (their own spirits). Fee’s qualification (“their own spirits” as
“the mouthpiece of the Spirit”) is not substantial enough to sustain his case.

Commentary
Tongues Compared to Prophesying (14:1–5)

Love is Paul’s overriding concern. As in 12:31b–13:13, he again encour-
ages the Corinthians to pursue love. From love, then, will flow a concern to ed-
ify the church. In striving for spiritual gifts,9 the congregation should always
be guided by this criterion: what serves best to promote the loving edification
of the whole church? Thus the words “edify” and “edification,” which Paul had
used four times in previous chapters,10 become the theme (Leitmotif) of chap-
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11 oijkodomhv, “edification, upbuilding,” is in 14:3, 5, 12, 26, while oijkodomevw, “to edify, build
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12 F. D. Bruner, A Theology of the Holy Spirit, 302.
13 R. C. H. Lenski, St. Paul’s First and Second Epistle to the Corinthians, 576.
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as “(foreign) languages” and “interpret/interpreter” may actually mean “translate/translator.”
Then Paul’s thesis here is this: someone who speaks in a foreign language will not edify the
church unless there is a translator, but a person who prophesies—proclaims a Gospel reve-
lation from God—in the native tongue of the congregation does edify the church.

15 See musthvrion also in 2:7; 4:1; 13:2; and 15:51.
16 This contrast between the active “spirit” of the tongues-speaker versus his inactive rational

“mind” is described further by Paul in 14:14.

ter 14. These words occur seven times as the apostle takes up a detailed dis-
cussion of tongues and prophecy.11 “Let all things be done for edification”
(14:26). In chapter 8 Paul demonstrated the superiority of love over knowl-
edge: “knowledge puffs up, but love builds up,” that is “edifies” (oijkodomevw,
8:1). In chapter 10 he portrayed the priority of edification over exercising one’s
Christian freedom: “ ‘all things are in my power,’but not all things build up/ed-
ify” (oijkodomevw, 10:23). Just as “the triune God is the source” (chapter 12)
and “love is the way” (chapter 13), so “the upbuilding of the church is the goal
of the spiritual graces” (chapter 14).12

“Gifts are the hands through which love serves.”13 Whereas 12:8–10 lists
nine gifts of grace, and 12:28 adds another five, chapter 14 singles out only two
for special attention: tongues and prophecy. Paul recognizes that both have a
vital role in edifying the church. But the Corinthians seem to have given un-
due emphasis to the more spectacular gift of tongues. Thus Paul’s concern in
14:1–25 is to lead them to a healthier and more balanced view of the compar-
ative value of each gift. Nowhere does he disparage tongues or discourage the
Corinthians from exercising that gift; indeed, he wants all of them to speak in
tongues (14:5a). But a more precise understanding of the respective contribu-
tion of tongues and prophecy will, he believes, lead them to give priority to
prophecy.

Paul now explains why they should value prophecy above tongues. His
thesis is that tongues do not edify the church as well as prophecy does, because
they are not intelligible to others without an interpreter.14 The tongues-speaker
prays, sings, blesses, and gives thanks to God well enough (14:14–17), but “no
one understands” (14:2). He speaks of the exalted “mysteries” of God (14:2).
These “mysteries” that comprise the message are aspects of the Gospel of Je-
sus Christ, which is “the mystery [musthvrion] of God” (2:1).15 But the words
of the tongues-speaker flow from his innermost being, his spirit, rather than his
mind.16 Likewise, the minds of the listeners cannot engage the foreign tongue,
with the result that no one can make sense of the message. On the other hand,
the prophet’s speech is superior, being intelligible to the hearers, since he ar-
ticulates the Gospel in the hearers’native tongue. Thus by prophecy the church
is built up (edified) in the faith, encouraged, and comforted (14:3).
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Epistle of St. Paul to the Corinthians, 307; cf. Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers, ed. P. Schaff
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1956) 12:209. Similarly, P. Brunner, Worship in the Name of
Jesus, 233: “The form of worship must edify the congregation and not represent the worship
of an individual (1 Cor. 14:2 ff.).”

22 Cf. O. Michel, “oijkodomevw,” TDNT 5:141: “The community as a whole, and each member
in it, is advantaged and prospered by love. … It is thus wrong for the man who speaks in
tongues to edify himself (1 C[or]. 14:4). This act is not orientated to the community and the
brother (14:17), it is not regarded as service, and consequently it is not dictated by love, but
is self-directed.” Bruner draws attention to 13:5, where Paul “writes that Christian love does
not seek its own ([ta; eJauth'",] 13:5). Here, on the other hand, it is the special characteristic
of the speaker in tongues that he ‘edifies himself’ [eJautovn, 14:4]. … Self-edification is not a
Christian goal” (A Theology of the Holy Spirit, 298). H. Thielicke likewise detects “an under-

For some commentators, 14:2 speaks decisively against the view that the
tongues-speaking in Corinth was identical with the Pentecost phenomenon of
speaking known human languages (Acts 2). At Pentecost “each one heard
[h[kouon] them speaking in his own language” (Acts 2:6; cf. ajkouvomen in Acts
2:8, 11). There was no need for an interpreter.17 Carson basically agrees that
1 Cor 14:2 makes it likely that the tongues in 1 Corinthians were ecstatic
speech, although he concedes that it is “barely possible” that the tongues may
be foreign human languages.18 Lenski, on the other hand, regards the latter view
as more than “barely possible,” protesting: “ ‘No one understands’ [14:2] does
not means absolutely no one, for one who has the gift of interpretation, i.e.,
who is conversant with the particular foreign language used, would understand.
… The audience in general does not understand the strange language.”19 En-
gelbrecht states: “Here St. Paul is speaking with hyperbolic rhetoric against
those who exaggerate the importance of tongues. The same type of hyperbole
is found throughout 1 Cor 13”20 (see especially 13:1–3).

In 1 Corinthians 14 Paul is speaking about the congregation as a whole,
and it would be likely that few (if any) of those present in Corinth would know
the particular foreign language. On Pentecost (Acts 2), the situation was dif-
ferent. Gathered in Jerusalem were large numbers of people from all over the
Mediterranean world, and so the diverse foreign tongues were recognized and
understood by at least some of those present.

In 1 Cor 14:4–5 Paul continues his exposition of the comparatively greater
value of prophecy over tongues. The Christian who utilizes his gift of tongues
without also translating or interpreting benefits only a single individual—him-
self—whereas the prophet edifies the whole church. As Chrysostom exclaims,
“What a difference between one person and the Church!”21 Paul may indeed
be saying no more than this, although a number of commentators add that 14:4a
(“the person who speaks in a tongue edifies himself”) is also an ironical in-
dictment of tongues-speakers for their self-centeredness.22 One might compare
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tone of irony” in 14:4a (“Speaking in Tongues,” Between Heaven and Earth: Conversations
with American Christians, trans. and ed. J. Doberstein [New York: Harper and Row, 1965]
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23 G. Fee, The First Epistle to the Corinthians, 659, comments: “The problem is not speaking
in tongues per se but speaking in tongues without interpretation.” Indeed, as Chad Bird has
said, interpretation is to tongues what love is to all gifts: it brings completion and edification
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this self-edification (understood positively) to a contemporary pastor who prac-
tices reciting out loud Psalm 23 in Hebrew or the Lord’s Prayer in Greek. By
doing so he certainly edifies himself. But if he speaks the original biblical
tongues in the pulpit or in Bible class, even though he may impress the church,
unless he also provides a translation or interpretation, he edifies only himself.

That Paul was not opposed to speaking in tongues per se—indeed, was fa-
vorably disposed toward it—is made plain in 14:5 (cf. also 14:18). Just as
Moses expressed the wish that all the Lord’s people would be endowed by the
Spirit to be prophets (Num 11:29), so Paul wished everyone in Corinth could
speak in tongues. Far from denigrating the gift, he wanted as many as possible
to be endowed with tongues and the other spiritual gifts. Above all, however,
he wanted them all to prophesy. Because the prophet built up the whole church,
he was greater than the tongues-speaker, unless the latter provided an inter-
pretation or translation for the church’s edification. That elucidation of the
Gospel in the common language of the listeners would make all the differ-
ence!23

The Analogy of Musical Instruments (14:6–12)
Tenderly addressing the Corinthian Christians as “brothers” (1 Cor 14:6),

Paul asks them to imagine what it would be like if their apostle made tongues-
speaking the centerpiece of his next visit. Such an approach may be edifying
for Paul himself (14:4), but how would it benefit them? They would only be
benefited if he brought a message that was clear and comprehensible to all. As
a modern equivalent, one might ask how it would benefit an English-speaking
congregation if a guest preacher on mission Sunday were to preach in Russian
or Swahili as he described his missionary work among native speakers of that
language. Such a sermon might be memorable and impressive, but it would not
build up the faith of the congregation.

Next Paul says that it would be more helpful to the Corinthians if he im-
parted a specific revelation (14:6). The noun “revelation” (ajpokavluyi") is
sometimes used for an extended lengthy message, such as “the revelation of
Jesus Christ” (Rev 1:1), that is, the book of Revelation. In 1 Cor 2:10 the verb
ajpokaluvptw, “to reveal,” refers to God revealing through his Spirit the Gospel
itself: that the crucified Jesus is the Lord of glory, and that through Christ cru-
cified God has prepared eternal salvation, although that salvation remains hid-
den from human sight now. But the noun may also be used more narrowly of
a specific “revelation,” as when God revealed to Paul that he should visit



1 Corinthians 14:1–12

480

24 See the excursus “Spiritual Gifts in 1 Corinthians” and the commentary on 12:8, 28 for an
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25 Cf. S. Kistemaker, First Epistle to the Corinthians, 484–85.

the apostles in Jerusalem (Gal 2:2). That narrow sense of a brief, specific “rev-
elation” is carried by the noun (ajpokavluyi") in 1 Cor 14:26 and by the verb
(ajpokaluvptw) in 14:30. While neither this verb or noun is found in 1 Corinthi-
ans 15, the resurrection “mystery” Paul is about to impart in 15:51–57 may
have been received as a specific revelation, and it was designed to benefit the
Corinthians by strengthening their hope. In 1:7 the “revelation” (ajpokavluyi")
of Jesus Christ will take place when he returns in glory.

In addition to revelation, Paul could also benefit the congregation “by
knowledge or by prophecy or by teaching” (14:6).24 There may be a link be-
tween the first and third items on the list, “revelation” and “prophecy” (cf.
14:29–30), and between the second and fourth items, “knowledge” and “teach-
ing.” The relationship would be as follows. Divine revelation comes to the
prophet and then is proclaimed by his prophesying. Similarly, divine knowl-
edge is acquired by the teacher, which he then transmits by his teaching.25 (Paul
speaks of his own reception and transmission of divine truths in 11:23 and
15:3–8.) That relationship might be illustrated in the following way:

revelation———prophet———prophecy

knowledge———teacher———teaching

By way of analogy to musical instruments in 14:7–8, Paul illustrates how
useless is the gift of tongues without interpretation or translation. First he draws
a comparison to a tune played on musical instruments. If woodwinds or the
stringed instruments were to produce only a drab monotone or jangle (as when
an orchestra is tuning up), no one could possibly derive any benefit from the
music. It would lack any coherent meaning. Instead of stirring the emotions, it
would grate on the nerves. Music is composed to convey a message (compare,
for example, the musical notations in the psalms and the hymnic passages in
Rev 5:9–13; 15:2–4). But the kinds of sounds Paul has in mind would be chaotic
and meaningless.

Moreover, Paul says in 1 Cor 14:8, an incoherent sound would be disas-
trous in the case of the battle trumpet. If the bugle gives a feeble and indeter-
minate note, the soldiers have no idea what is expected of them, and no one
will prepare for battle. If the commanding leadership sounds tentative or con-
fused, who will follow the call to arms? A forceful and unambiguous message
is critical for a successful military operation.

Paul now applies the analogies to the Corinthians’ use of tongues (14:9).
If their speaking fails to convey a recognizable message, the whole exercise
will be futile, amounting to so much “hot air.” Paul saw no point in such pur-
poseless and undisciplined activity. Like “beating the air” in 9:26, that kind of
speech would be “talking into the air” (14:9).
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28 L. Morris, 1 Corinthians, 190.

In 14:10–11 Paul now carries further his argument that a language must be
eu[shmo~, “intelligible, easily recognizable, clear, distinct” (14:9), if it is to be
serviceable to the church.26 Recalling the familiar babble of languages heard
in the streets and public places of cosmopolitan centers like Corinth, he ob-
serves: “There are who knows how many different languages in the world”
(14:10). Each of them, he adds, is perfectly intelligible to those conversant with
that language. But if anyone is not adept in a particular tongue, he will be re-
garded as a foreigner by anyone who speaks it, while he in turn will regard the
speaker as a foreigner (14:11). There will be a barrier between them—a bar-
rier that prevents constructive communication.

In 14:12 Paul draws the final conclusion from his arguments. The flute and
the harp need to play a meaningful tune (14:7), the trumpet needs to produce
a compelling sound (14:8), and—finally—human speakers need to be intelli-
gible to one another if anyone is to benefit from what they are hearing
(14:9–11). Even if the tongues are facilitated by the Spirit, they are useless bab-
ble without a translator for those who are not conversant in the particular lan-
guage. Surely then the Corinthians (14:12), in their enthusiasm for the Spirit
and his gifts, would not want to be considered as completely ineffective speak-
ers because of their zeal for foreign languages (tongues), coupled with care-
lessness about supplying a translation or interpretation. They would prefer to
be considered as influential instructors about the spiritual life. Thus Paul urges
them again to make the upbuilding of the church their highest priority: “Seek
that you may excel at the edification of the church” (14:12; cf. Rom 14:19).27

There is no place in the church for showing off one’s gifts for the purpose of
self-aggrandizement. If gifts “do not edify they do not matter.”28
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