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1 CORINTHIANS 14:1,3 

 

“Follow the way of love, and eagerly desire spiritual gifts, especially 

the gift of forthtelling the truth to others.... Everyone who fortells the 

truth speaks to people for their strengthening, encouragement and 

comfort.” (Barclay) 

 

THE GIFT OF PROPHECY 

 

The New International Version translated the verse in this way: “Follow the way of love, 

and eagerly desire spiritual gifts, especially the gift of prophecy...” 

 

For years Jeanne Dixon has been making predictions. You will remember that she foretold 

the assassination of John F. Kennedy four years before he was elected president. Is this what is 

meant by the gift of prophecy? Does prophecy have anything to do with fortune-telling, or 

horoscopes, or astrology, of which we have been hearing a great deal in these last few weeks? 

Certainly not, for this kind of activity is strictly forbidden in the Bible. 

 

And yet people usually think of prediction when they hear the word “prophet” or 

“prophecy.” But foretelling the future is just a small part of the meaning of prophecy in the 

Scriptures. 

 

The English word “prophet” comes from two Greek words, “pro” which means “on behalf 

of,” and “phemi” which means to “speak.” So, a “prophet” is literally “someone who speaks on 

behalf of someone else.” He is not so much a “fore-teller” as a “forthteller” He speaks on behalf 

of God to the people. He is God’s “mouthpiece,” so to speak. Of course, among the many 

messages he tells forth may be some pertaining to the future. Thus, forthtelling may involve 

some foretelling, but only incidentally. The basic meaning of prophesying is forthtelling. 

 

“Prophecy” means “speaking forth on behalf of someone else.” An interesting Old 

Testament example of this is found in Exodus 4. When God called Moses to lead his people 

Israel out of Egyptian bondage, Moses made the excuse that he had no “charisma”! How could 

he rally the people? He said, “I have never been eloquent... I am slow of speech and tongue” 

(Exodus 4:10). Moses may actually have had a speech impediment. But God said to him, “What 

about your brother Aaron? I know he can speak well…You shall speak to him and put words in 

his mouth... He will speak to the people for you, and it will be as if he were your mouth, and as if 

you were God to him... Your brother Aaron will be your prophet” (Exodus 4:14-16; 7:1). Aaron, 

speaking on behalf of Moses, became his “prophet.” 

 

A prophet was God’s mouthpiece to the people. He received his message from God by a 

dream, or a vision, or by direct verbal communication from the Lord. And what the Lord put in 

his mouth, he spoke. The Old Testament prophet analyzed the current spiritual condition of the 

people, telling them that their sinful ways would end in terrible judgment. He called them to 



repentance and godliness. He instructed, warned, exhorted, promised and rebuked. He upbraided 

them for the formalism of their worship -- how they offered sacrifices but refused to obey God’s 

law. He stressed moral duty, promoted national righteousness, thundered against hypocrisy, 

warned against the inevitable consequences of their sin, and repeated God’s gracious promises 

for the future. The prophets were beaten and stoned and killed not because they foretold the 

future, but because they fearlessly challenged the people to forsake their sin and obey God. 

 

They stressed social righteousness. We have only to think of the prophet Amos, for 

example. There is no more scathing indictment against social injustice, or a more enthusiastic 

defense of the poor and the oppressed than we find in Amos. In trenchant language, he tells how 

the rich and the powerful lived in iniquitous luxury, sprawling on couches of ivory, dining on the 

best the land could provide, moving with the seasons from magnificent winter homes to no less 

splendid summer homes. At the same time, they were shamelessly exploiting the poor. Utterly 

insensitive to hunger and wretchedness, they rode roughshod over the poor and the 

underprivileged, even selling them into slavery for a debt as trifling as the cost of a pair of shoes 

(6:4-6). Listen to this: “I know your countless crimes; browbeating honest men, accepting bribes, 

defrauding the poor of justice” (5:12). The merchants were dishonest, doctoring their scales, and 

mixing chaff with wheat they sold. The judges were dishonest and could be bribed, which meant 

that a man without money had no chance in the courts. Worst of all was the casual, meaningless 

worship of the people. There was no relationship whatsoever between worship at the Temple and 

moral living. There was no sorrow for sin, and no concern whatever for human suffering, poverty 

and need. This was the kind of “forthtelling” in which the prophets engaged, and as a result they 

won no popularity contests in Israel! 

 

The first mention of prophets in the New Testament occurs in Acts 11:27,28).  “During 

this time, some prophets came down from Jerusalem to Antioch. One of them, named Agabus, 

stood up and through the Spirit predicted that a severe famine would spread over the entire 

Roman world. (This happened during the reign of Claudius).” Agabus again appears fifteen years 

later, and this time he warns Paul of persecution if he continues his journey to Jerusalem. Taking 

Paul’s girdle and dramatically binding the apostle’s hands and feet, the prophet said, “In this way 

the Jews of Jerusalem will bind the owner of this belt and will hand him over to the Gentiles” 

(Acts 21:11). It is interesting to note that both times Agabus prophesied he foretold things that 

would happen in the future. Nevertheless, most references to New Testament prophets do not 

stress or even mention events that will occur in the future. 

 

There were also women who prophesied in the early Church. Anna is called a prophetess 

(Luke 2:36). When Jesus was brought to the Temple by his mother and Joseph to be presented to 

the Lord, Anna “came up to them, giving thanks to God, and spoke about the Child to all who 

were looking forward to the redemption of Jerusalem” (Luke 2:38). She made a beautiful witness 

concerning the newborn Savior! And then we are told that Philip the evangelist had four 

unmarried daughters who were prophetesses (Acts 21:9). 

 

What the prophets and prophetesses received from God was written down and guarded 

over the years, and therefore Paul could say in Ephesians 2:20 that the Church is “built on the 

foundation of the apostles and prophets.” Eventually these messages were incorporated into the 

New Testament. God’s revelation of His Truth has now been completed. The Bible is our all-



sufficient guide today. Until the completion of the New Testament, prophets gave necessary 

special revelations and reliable guidance from the Lord. But since the completion of the Bible, 

the gift of prophecy is now identified with proclamation based solely on God’s written Word. 

Anyone who claims to have a “new revelation” from God that contradicts the Scriptures, is a 

“false prophet.” St. John, who was both an apostle and a prophet, wrote in Revelation 22:18, “I 

warn anyone who hears the words of the prophecy of this book: if anyone adds anything to them, 

God will add to him the plagues described in this book.” All modern prophecy is but the 

proclamation and expounding of truth already revealed in Holy Scripture. 

 

So, the gift of prophecy does not involve new revelation, but simply the application of 

already revealed truth to the lives of people to whom the prophet ministers in the wisdom and 

power of the Holy Spirit. We might define the gift of prophecy as the Spirit-given ability that 

God gives to certain members of the Body of Christ to proclaim the written Word of God with 

clarity, and to apply it to a particular situation with a view to correction and edification. 

 

But what value can we expect from this gift of prophecy today? God isn’t predicting 

future events through His prophets today: all the necessary prophetic truth has already been 

written in Scripture, so what value does the gift of prophecy now have? 

 

The value of the gift is shown to us in verse 3 of our text: “Everyone who prophesies (or 

forthtells the truth) speaks to the people for their strengthening, encouragement and comfort.” 

The major responsibility of the gift of prophecy today is to study and interpret the Word of God 

so that people are built up in the faith, encouraged, and comforted. 

 

a. Prophecy builds people up in the faith. It increases a person’s knowledge of 

Christian truth and his ability to live the Christian life. Its aim is to impart strength for the 

pilgrimage of life. 

 

b. Prophecy aims at encouraging people. In every congregation, there are those who 

are depressed and discouraged. So often we see only our failures and inadequacies. Within the 

fellowship of believers, we should find something to cheer the heart and fortify the spirit. It was 

said of a certain minister that he preached as if he was announcing a deep atmospheric 

depression off Iceland!  That man was not a prophet, for a prophet points us to the grace of God 

that can enable us to be “more than conquerors” over the world, the flesh and the devil. 

 

c. Prophecy must aim at comfort. As someone has said, “Never morning wore to 

evening but some heart did break.” There are hurting people all around us, and they need to be 

assured that all the resources of a spiritual and moral universe are at their disposal, and that 

Christ fulfils His promise to be the Companion of their way right to the journey’s end. The 

ministry of comfort is needed by the sick and the disappointed, the frustrated and the bereaved. 

Blessed is the prophet or prophetess who is the medium through whom the strong comfort and 

assurance of Christ is conveyed to those in need! 

 

We read 1 Corinthians 14:26-33 as our New Testament lesson this morning; and there is 

no more interesting section in the whole of the New Testament than this, for it sheds a flood of 

light on what a worship service was like in the early Church. Services were freewheeling and 



informal. You never knew what was coming next! It must have been exciting and exhilarating. 

And yet the Apostle says that everything should be done “in a fitting and orderly way” (verse 

40), and only with a view to “the strengthening of the church” (verse 26). 

 

Many in the congregation may have the gift of prophecy, of forthtelling the truth, but only 

two or three are to exercise their gift at any given service. They were obviously time-conscious 

in those days too! The really fascinating thing about a first century church service was that 

almost everyone came feeling that every Christian had both the privilege and the obligation of 

contributing something to the service. They did not come with the sole intention of being passive 

listeners. They came to give as well as to receive. It may well be that the Church lost something 

when she delegated so much to the professional ministry and left so little to the church members 

themselves. I remember some years ago, in announcing a service for Thanksgiving Day, telling 

the congregation that we would allot 15 minutes during the service when individuals could rise 

and thank God publicly for blessings they had received during the past year. Alas, when 

Thanksgiving Day arrived, the idea went over like a lead balloon! Only two or three rose to 

praise God. In the early church, everyone would have been standing up to bless the Lord! 

Unfortunately, today we have been conditioned to sit and listen, rather than to rise and give 

thanks. 

 

Now who are the prophets today? 

 

1. This gift may be exercised in preaching. When a preacher faithfully studies the Word of 

God, and then, through the sermon, builds Scripture into the lives of his people so that they come 

to know how to apply God’s truth to any situation they may face, then they are strengthened, 

encouraged and comforted, and that is prophetic preaching. 

 

2. This gift may be exercised in counseling. Godly psychiatrists and psychologists are true 

prophets of God, as they apply sound psychological principles to the lives of those who are 

mentally, emotionally and spiritually disturbed, They, too, bring to troubled souls strengthening, 

encouragement and comfort. I believe, too, that women with graduate degrees in counseling are 

very much needed, because sometimes only a woman can minister effectively to another woman, 

especially if the counselee has had bad experiences with a father, a husband, or men in general. 

 

3. As prophets of old poured forth their warnings of coming invasion because of national 

declension in morals, so we need prophets today to speak out fearlessly against decadence 

in national life, warning people against the danger of things like racism, materialism, and 

immorality in every shape and form. How grateful we should be for people like Charles Colson 

and Cal Thomas, that brilliant and godly syndicated columnist; people who can analyze national 

trends in the light of God’s eternal truth. Read Colson’s latest book, Kingdoms in Conflict, to see 

what I mean. How people like these are needed in national and local politics, education, 

journalism, radio and television, science and the arts. Prophecy applies the Word of God to the 

contemporary situation. 

 

4. I believe that those who please our Lord by ministering with love and sensitivity and 

effectiveness to those in prison, have this gift of prophecy, for no one can ever estimate the 

blessing, the strengthening, encouragement and comfort which these dedicated men and women 



bring to the inmates of our jails and penitentiaries. 

 

5. According to our text, among all the spiritual gifts, Paul gives the first place to 

prophecy. Listen: “Eagerly desire spiritual gifts, especially the gift of prophecy” (of forthtelling 

the truth). Doesn’t that suggest to us that probably most Christians do, in fact, possess this gift? I 

believe that every Christian who quietly and faithfully witnesses to the life-transforming power 

of Christ in his or her life is, in reality, a prophet or prophetess, who strengthens, encourages and 

comforts those to whom they witness. It has been said that any person could write an interesting 

book if he would simply narrate completely and honestly all that has happened to him in life. As 

Christians, our experiences of the grace of God and the love of Christ give something special and 

unique to each one of us, and our most effective ministry is simply our witness to what we know 

to be true because we have found it to be true. Unless you have some compelling reason for 

believing otherwise, do consider that you may have this gift of prophecy -- this God-given ability 

to strengthen, encourage and comfort those with whom you come in contact. 

 

Seek opportunities to engage in meaningful conversation with relatives, friends, fellow 

workers, people you meet on planes or the Metro. Often you will find that they will open up and 

reveal their hurts, their frustrations, and their aspirations. This may give you the opportunity to 

share how Christ has met your needs in the most wonderful way, and how He can do the same 

for them! Let the love of Christ compel you (2 Corinthians 5:14) to offer help where help is 

sorely needed, and in so doing you will join the noble army of prophets who have answered the 

call of God throughout the ages! 

 

“Eagerly desire spiritual gifts, especially the gift of prophecy.” 

 

 

 

 

AMEN. 


