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I. Worship	Must	Be	Prioritized	
Follow the way of love and eagerly desire gifts of the Spirit, especially prophecy.  

A. First	and	foremost,	pursue	love	
The fourteenth chapter begins with “follow the way of love”.  
The KJV gives a rather bland rendering: “Follow after charity.”  
The NLT says, “Make love your highest goal.”  
The NET says “Pursue love.” 
Love is the foundational, fundamental principle upon which the church must operate.  
You don’t know how to properly exercise the gifts of the Spirit if you don’t know how to 
walk in love. 
You don’t know how to effectively fulfill your calling as a member of the body if you don’t 
first understand how to walk in love.  
You can’t minister effectively as a teacher or a leader if you don’t understand how to 
walk in love.  
You can’t be a disciple of Christ if you don’t know how to walk in love. Jesus said one 
distinguishing mark of his disciples would be their love for one another.  
In 12:31, Paul told us love is the most excellent way.  
In 13:1-3, he told us there is no profit in the gifts if they are not guided and governed by 
love. 
In 13:8-13, he told us love never fails, never fades, and is greater than faith and hope.  
So is understandable why Paul should begin his discussion of edifying the church 
through the gifts of the Spirit by reminding his readers to pursue love before pursuing 
any gifts.  
Do not proceed to step two before mastering step one. Do not pursue gifts of the Spirit if 
you don’t have the “love” thing down pat. A Christian has no business skipping step one 
and trying lead, teach, exhort, govern, superintend, or otherwise minister if they don’t 
first understand how to walk in love.  

B. Only	after	we	learn	to	operate	in	love	may	we	then	desire	the	gifts	of	the	Spirit	
All the gifts of the Spirit have a purpose, but some are more useful, or more practical, or 
more desirable than the others. Therefore, there should be an order in which we desire 
the gifts of the Spirit, desiring the more practical, more beneficial gifts first. Prophecy is 
at the top of Paul’s list.  
They are to “pursue” love, but “eagerly desire” the gifts. The word “pursue” is stronger 
than “eagerly desire” once again emphasizing the level of importance in what we are to 
pursue.  
Yet, in my lifetime, I have many times seen people much more focused on receiving and 
exercising spiritual gifts than on exercising love.  
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II. Worship	Must	Be	Meaningful	
2 For anyone who speaks in a tongue does not speak to people but to God. Indeed, no one 
understands them; they utter mysteries by the Spirit. 3 But the one who prophesies speaks to 
people for their strengthening, encouraging and comfort. 4 Anyone who speaks in a 
tongue edifies themselves, but the one who prophesies edifies the church. 5 I would like every 
one of you to speak in tongues, but I would rather have you prophesy. The one who prophesies is 
greater than the one who speaks in tongues, unless someone interprets, so that the church may be 
edified. 
Paul prefers prophecy over tongues because prophecy is speaking to people and 
tongues is speaking to God.  
Worship must be meaningful. What is done in church must be for the common good. 
What we say and what we do must build up the congregation. Messages in tongues 
without interpretations have no benefit for the congregation. 
Paul says anyone who prophesies speaks to the people for their strengthening, 
encouraging and comfort. But the one who speaks in tongues edifies themselves.  
Paul uses that phrase in a negative way. The tongue speaker is not building up himself 
or herself in a productive, beneficial way. Paul boldly accuses the ones who dominate 
the service with a message in tongues but give no interpretation as building themselves 
up like self-promoters. They are having their own party and nobody else is invited to 
participate.  
Paul illustrates his point 
6 Now, brothers and sisters, if I come to you and speak in tongues, what good will I be to you, 
unless I bring you some revelation or knowledge or prophecy or word of instruction? 7 Even in 
the case of lifeless things that make sounds, such as the pipe or harp, how will anyone know 
what tune is being played unless there is a distinction in the notes? 8 Again, if the trumpet does 
not sound a clear call, who will get ready for battle? 9 So it is with you. Unless you speak 
intelligible words with your tongue, how will anyone know what you are saying? You will just 
be speaking into the air.  
If someone just plays random notes on a musical instrument, they don’t communicate 
meaningful music, they just create noise.  
The trumpet was used to call people to battle. They didn’t give the trumpet to someone 
who didn’t know how to play it properly. Some amateur might make some crude noises 
with the horn, but nobody would recognize it as a call to battle.  
Then Paul ties that in to uninterpreted tongues in corporate worship and in so doing, he 
states that clear, intelligible communication is vital to edification and edification, or the 
building up of the church, is vital to meaningful worship.  
10 Undoubtedly there are all sorts of languages in the world, yet none of them is without 
meaning. 11 If then I do not grasp the meaning of what someone is saying, I am a foreigner to the 
speaker, and the speaker is a foreigner to me. 12 So it is with you. Since you are eager for gifts of 
the Spirit, try to excel in those that build up the church. 
The original language reveals an interesting statement in verse 11. In modern 
translations, it basically says, “If I do not grasp the meaning of what someone is saying.” 
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That is a good translation, but in the original language Paul says something like, “If I do 
not know the power of the voice.” 
Intelligibility is the power of the voice. Distinction in sound is the effectiveness of 
communication, whether it is a trumpet call to battle or a musical instrument, or a 
message to the congregation. Indistinct sounds benefit no one. There are numerous 
languages in the world and they all have meaning, but they don’t all have meaning to 
everyone. If you don’t understand the language, you don’t benefit from what is spoken. 
If I don’t know what you are saying, there is no communication, there is no benefit.  
Then, Paul names four examples of intelligible gifts that have the power to edify – 
revelation, knowledge, prophecy or word of instruction.  

A. The	main	benefit	and	use	of	tongues	
13 For this reason the one who speaks in a tongue should pray that they may interpret what they 
say. 14 For if I pray in a tongue, my spirit prays, but my mind is unfruitful. 15 So what shall I do? I 
will pray with my spirit, but I will also pray with my understanding; I will sing with my spirit, 
but I will also sing with my understanding. 16 Otherwise when you are praising God in the Spirit, 
how can someone else, who is now put in the position of an inquirer, say “Amen” to your 
thanksgiving, since they do not know what you are saying? 17 You are giving thanks well enough, 
but no one else is edified. 
Tongues without interpretation is praise or prayer to God. How can anyone else say, 
“amen” to your message if they don’t understand it? You give thanks in an unknown 
language, but no one is edified.  
In summary of the value of tongues, Paul clearly teaches us that the most practical use 
of tongues is for prayer language. Paul does admit that tongues can bless the church if 
there is an interpretation, but it accomplishes nothing more than prophecy, which is a 
more concise and direct approach, leading Paul to make a statement like verse 18: 
18 I thank God that I speak in tongues more than all of you. 19 But in the church I would rather 
speak five intelligible words to instruct others than ten thousand words in a tongue. 

B. An	appeal	to	Maturity	
20 Brothers and sisters, stop thinking like children. In regard to evil be infants, but in your 
thinking be adults. 21 In the Law it is written: 
“With other tongues and through the lips of foreigners I will speak to this people, 
  but even then they will not listen to me, says the Lord.” 
Any effort to persist in unintelligible behavior in the church would be considered an 
immature response to Paul’s teachings. He appeals to them to behave like mature 
believers and embrace the powerful truth that worship is not a free-for-all with everyone 
doing their own thing. Corporate worship must focus on contributing to the worship in 
such a way that God is glorified and people are edified. The immature reaction would 
be, “You can’t tell me not to give a message in tongues. The Holy Spirit moved on me to 
do that and I have to be obedient.” The mature response would be to measure our 
worship by how it contributes to the benefit of all.  

C. The	Danger	of	Tongues	
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22 Tongues, then, are a sign, not for believers but for unbelievers; prophecy,however, is not for 
unbelievers but for believers. 23 So if the whole church comes together and everyone speaks in 
tongues, and inquirers or unbelievers come in, will they not say that you are out of your 
mind? 24 But if an unbeliever or an inquirer comes in while everyone is prophesying, they are 
convicted of sin and are brought under judgment by all, 25 as the secrets of their hearts are laid 
bare. So they will fall down and worship God, exclaiming, “God is really among you!” 

Here is an interesting and valuable piece of advice so often overlooked in this passage. 
Paul has just reminded us that our worship will occasionally be attended by unbelievers 
and we should be concerned about their presence. Good, proper, godly, orderly worship 
will not allow chaos to reign. Unbelievers should be able to glean something intelligible 
from our worship, not like being a witness to a chaotic display of unintelligible sounds 
that convey no particular meaning for anyone. So, Paul reminds the Corinthians that 
tongues are a “sign” to the unbeliever.  
This passage has been commonly carelessly misinterpreted by people wanting to 
defend the carefree exercise of tongues in the church. They will point to this and say, 
“tongues will convince unbelievers of the reality of the power of the Holy Spirit.”  
But Paul is saying precisely the opposite of that in his argument. He says unbelievers 
will not understand and will think you are mad. How can uninterpreted tongues cause so 
much division among believers and at the same time be so convincing and compelling 
beneficial to unbelievers? The fact is, that is not at all what Paul is saying. Tongues are 
a negative sign to the unbeliever, and can actually have a detrimental impact on 
unbelievers.  
Paul cares deeply about the church’s impact on unbelievers. He is concerned that the 
church at Corinth has become a closed system, having no regard for the unbelievers 
come into the church and are confused and offended by the chaos that they witness. By 
contrast, prophecy is clear, Spirit-empowered communication that has the capability of 
touching the unbeliever, revealing the secrets of his heart, causing him to fall down and 
worship God and proclaim, “God is really among you!” 

III. Worship	Must	Be	Orderly	
26 Everything must be done so that the church may be built up 

40 Everything should be done in a fitting and orderly way 

A. Three	criteria	for	orderly	worship	

1. All	things	must	be	done	for	edification	(building	up	the	church)	
2. There	should	be	limitations	on	speech	in	church	
3. Nothing	must	be	done	that	brings	shame	or	reproach	on	God	or	the	church	

None of these regulating principles are intended to eliminate spontaneity, but merely 
make people responsible for their spontaneous behavior. All actions, whether planned 
or spontaneous, are subject to regulation and guidelines.  

B. The	potential	problem	–	everyone	can	have	their	own	agenda	
When you come together, each of you has a hymn, or a word of instruction, a revelation, a 
tongue or an interpretation. 
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It is somewhat humorous for Paul to identify a problem in the early church that we still 
grapple with today. Every person is gifted by the Spirit in some way. Every gifted person 
who desires to contribute to the worship experience must be orderly and respectful of all 
the others. If they aren’t then everyone comes and tries to make their contribution to the 
disregard for everyone else and chaos ensues. We don’t come to put ourselves on 
display. We come to work together with the body to make sure the final product of 
worship is orderly and edifying. If we are unable to contribute because it wasn’t 
convenient, that is ok because all things must edify and all must be done in order.  

C. Examples	
Limited number of messages in tongues to two or three, and even then we expect an 
interpretation. Otherwise, move on! 
Two or three prophets should speak. (Not nine or ten) and each prophecy should be 
evaluated.  
A spontaneous revelation from God can take precedence over a prepared speech. This 
is difficult for us to understand because we don’t have a lot of people who genuinely 
have godly revelations. They mostly have personal inspirations and can potentially 
interrupt and dominate. That is not allowed.  
And here is why we can expect order, control and regulation of these gifts: 
32 The spirits of prophets are subject to the control of prophets. 33 For God is not a God of 
disorder but of peace—as in all the congregations of the Lord’s people. 
Now, for one of the most difficult passages in the New Testament 
34 Women should remain silent in the churches. They are not allowed to speak, but must be in 
submission, as the law says. 35 If they want to inquire about something, they should ask their 
own husbands at home; for it is disgraceful for a woman to speak in the church. 
Theories abound to explain this passage, but none are strong enough to be the final 
word. Nevertheless, there are a few simple truths that emerge.  
First, we can emphatically reject the notion that Paul is prohibiting women from vocally 
participating in worship. In chapter 11, Paul already acknowledged the contribution 
women made.  
5 But every woman who prays or prophesies with her head uncovered dishonors her head 

Next, Paul puts it in the context of husbands and wives. That possibly connects the 
issue to the cultural interactions and expectations within marriages.   
Third, the “law” Paul refers to is not the OT law, for there is nothing at all that speaks 
about women speaking in public worship assemblies. He must have been referring to 
the general God-ordained law of women honoring their husbands.  
Finally, Paul clearly indicates women were being interruptive by asking questions which 
could be and should be done at home, not in the middle of worship service.  
In summary: Be eager to prophesy, (because prophecy is one of the most valuable gifts 
for public worship), don’t forbid tongues (lest Paul be misunderstood for regulating 
tongues) and do everything decently and in order.  


