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The gist of chapter 14 is that within the church prophecy is of greater relative value than uninterpreted 
tongues. The chapter is very practical—things spoken in a language that people understand benefit the 
people who hear; things spoken in a language that people don’t understand don’t benefit anyone. 
 

14:1 Pursue love, yet earnestly desire spiritual gifts, but especially that you may prophesy. 
 

Even though Paul emphasized the superiority of love over spiritual gifts in chapter 13, verse 1 makes it 
clear that he is not intending to say that love should be pursued at the expense of spiritual gifts. Spiritual 
gifts benefit the church so we should earnestly desire them—particularly the gifts that build others up 
the most—in this case, prophecy. 
 
The reasons for valuing the gift of prophecy over tongues are given in verses 2–5. 

 
14:2 For one who speaks in a tongue does not speak to men but to God; for no one 
understands, but in his spirit he speaks mysteries.   
14:3 But one who prophesies speaks to men for edification and exhortation and consolation.   
14:4 One who speaks in a tongue edifies himself; but one who prophesies edifies the church. 

 
In reading these verses we need to keep the whole context in mind. The thrust of the passage is that 
uninterpreted tongues spoken in the public assembly do not benefit the church.   
 

• We know this is uninterpreted tongues for two reasons: (1) no one understands what is being 
said (14:2) and (2) Paul will say, “greater is one who prophesies than one who speaks in tongues, 
unless he interprets” (14:5). Prophecy is only superior to tongues when tongues are 
uninterpreted.  

• We know that this is a reference to tongues spoken audibly in the public assembly because other 
people hear what is said yet don’t understand it.  Thus, in this context, “no one understands” (in 
14:2) does not mean “no human being without exception,” rather, it means “no one present 
when the tongues-speech is given” understands. 

 
The reason people do not benefit from uninterpreted tongues is because no one understands the 
language being spoken.  The words spoken are a mystery to everyone, including the tongues-speaker.  
Only God (who knows every language) understands. In short, the tongues-speaker is only speaking to 
God (14:2a) and the only one edified is the speaker (14:4). From the vantage point of the people 
listening, the tongues-speaker is like a barbarian (14:11) or an instrument that does “not produce a 
distinction in the tones” (14:7); he is simply “speaking into the air” (14:9). For this reason, one should 
desire to prophesy instead (14:1) for the “one who prophesies speaks to men for edification and 
exhortation and consolation” (14:3). As a result, the “one who prophesies edifies the church” (14:4).   
 
One who prophesies speaks to men for edification and exhortation and consolation. “‘Edification’ is 
another way of saying ‘building up.’. . .An exhortation addresses itself to the human will and moves 
people to action by strengthening their determination to attain a goal (cf. 1 Thess. 5:11).  .  . 
‘consolation,’ contributes to edification by soothing or consolation brought to a troubled heart (cf. 1 
Thess. 2:11 and Phil. 2:1, where roots of these two words are again used together)” (Thomas, 
Understanding Spiritual Gifts, 120–121). Prophecy is not the only gift, however, that has these virtues; 
teaching and interpreted tongues would produce the same effects. The issue is related to the 
intelligibility of the gifts of speech. Only those things that are intelligible result in the edification of 
others.  
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One who speaks in a tongue edifies himself; but one who prophesies edifies the church. Prophecy is 
preferred to tongues since prophecy edifies others. The one who speaks in an uninterpreted tongue is 
edified, but no one else is. Prophecy, on the other hand, edifies the whole church. Thus, this verse is not 
promoting using tongues for self-edification; it is emphasizing why prophecy is superior to uninterpreted 
tongues.  
 
In sum, prophecy is preferred over uninterpreted tongues because words that are not understood do 
not strengthen, console, or build people up. Words that people understand, do.  

 
14:5 Now I wish that you all spoke in tongues, but even more that you would prophesy; and 
greater is one who prophesies than one who speaks in tongues, unless he interprets, so that 
the church may receive edifying. 
  

Paul has already said that God sovereignly distributes the gifts as He wills (1 Cor. 12:11). 1 Corinthians 
12:8 says they are “given by God”; 1 Corinthians 12:11 says they are “distributed by God.”  In 12:18 it 
says that God places each member as He sees fit, and 12:24 states that God composes the body. In 12:28 
Paul wrote that God appoints gifted people. And in 1 Corinthians 12:30 Paul made it clear that all do not 
speak with tongues.  Paul is not now suggesting in 14:5 that he wished that things were different than 
they were, and that everyone had the same gift. Rather, when he says, “I wish that you all spoke in 
tongues” it is simply a way of saying that he does not undervalue tongues as a spiritual gift. However, he 
prefers prophecy over tongues in the church.  
 
“Greater is the one who prophesies” is very strong language. But as the preceding verses have shown, 
prophecy is greater because of its superior communicative ability and hence its greater usefulness for 
the purposes of edification (Thomas, Understanding Spiritual Gifts, 123). Nevertheless, if tongues were 
interpreted, they would be of equal value to prophecy since the content of the tongues-utterance would 
edify the church in the same way that prophecy would (14:5b). The fact that verses 2 through 4 make no 
mention of tongues edifying the church shows that uninterpreted tongues are in view.  
 
NOTE: these verses Indirectly show the NT perspective of the gift of prophecy. NT prophets never 
enjoyed the authority of the OT prophets. The Thessalonians had to be told not to treat prophecy with 
contempt (1 Thess. 5:20) and in 1 Corinthians Paul has to do all he can to advance the gift of prophecy 
over tongues (1 Cor. 13:9; 14:6). As we will see, the gift of prophecy was less authoritative than both the 
gifts of apostleship and of teaching. 

  
14:6 But now, brethren, if I come to you speaking in tongues, what shall I profit you, unless I 
speak to you either by way of revelation or of knowledge or of prophecy or of teaching? 
 

“But now” (Nu/n de,; nun de) enlarges upon the idea of intelligibility. To paraphrase, Paul is saying 
something like, “Suppose (for the sake of argument) I came to your church and only spoke in tongues. 
Would that benefit anyone? Not at all. But if I communicated with revelation, knowledge, prophecy, or 
teaching, the church would profit.”  “Paul’s point is that there would be no positive results and no 
enrichment if he did not communicate with them through intelligible speech” (Garland, 635, 636). 
 

14:7 Yet even lifeless things, either flute or harp, in producing a sound, if they do not produce 
a distinction in the tones, how will it be known what is played on the flute or on the harp? 
14:8 For if the bugle produces an indistinct sound, who will prepare himself for battle? 
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14:9 So also you, unless you utter by the tongue speech that is clear, how will it be known 
what is spoken? For you will be speaking into the air. 
 

Verses 7–9 illustrate that unintelligible sounds are of no value to anyone.  
 
If an instrument is played, but the notes are indistinguishable, no one will know what the song is. Or, in 
a military context, if a bugle is blown to signal the army, yet people can’t discern what the signal is, it 
will be worthless. In the same way, saying something that no one understands doesn’t benefit anyone. 
The person will just be speaking into the air (cf. 14:2 “no one understands except God”). 

 
14:10 There are, perhaps, a great many kinds of languages in the world, and no kind is without 
meaning. 
14:11 If then I do not know the meaning of the language, I shall be to the one who speaks a 
barbarian, and the one who speaks will be a barbarian to me. 
14:12 So also you, since you are zealous of spiritual gifts, seek to abound for the edification of 
the church. 
 

Paul says that there are a great many languages in the world and all of them have meaning. However, if 
you and I don’t speak the same language, I’m a barbarian to you and you are a barbarian to me 
(“barbarian” was a term applied to people living in the first century who were unable to speak Greek; 
the word in Greek is onomatopoetic—that is, it imitates what foreign speech sounded like to Greek ears:  
“bar. . .bar. . . bar. . .”—Garland, 637 ). The picture is of two people speaking in intelligible, foreign 
languages which the other person doesn’t understand. The problem is not with the deficiency of the 
language but with its foreignness to the hearer. In the same way, speaking foreign languages (tongues) 
in a setting where no one understands a word of it, only results in confusion. Since the Corinthians were 
zealous for spiritual gifts, they should try to excel in gifts that build others up. They should seek to serve 
others in a way that was devoid of personal interests. 

 
14:13 Therefore let one who speaks in a tongue pray that he may interpret. 
14:14 For if I pray in a tongue, my spirit prays, but my mind is unfruitful. 
14:15 What is the outcome then? I shall pray with the spirit and I shall pray with the mind 
also; I shall sing with the spirit and I shall sing with the mind also. 
14:16 Otherwise if you bless in the spirit only, how will the one who fills the place of the 
ungifted say the “Amen” at your giving of thanks, since he does not know what you are 
saying? 
14:17 For you are giving thanks well enough, but the other man is not edified. 
14:18 I thank God, I speak in tongues more than you all; 
14:19 however, in the church I desire to speak five words with my mind, that I may instruct 
others also, rather than ten thousand words in a tongue. 
 

Because uninterpreted tongues do not edify others, the tongues-speaker should pray that God would 
give him the gift of interpretation as well. What is spoken in the assembly should be understandable; 
and if it is not, it should be interpreted (Garland, 638). 
 
The one who prays in a tongue IS praying (14:14); as Paul says in verse 17, “you are giving thanks well 
enough.” However, if the prayer is not intelligible, the mind lies fallow; it is fruitless. What applies to the 
speaker applies to the listeners so no one will be able to agree with the prayer (say the “Amen”). In 
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other words, the tongues-speaker may be giving thanks but no one else can join him in his thanksgiving. 
This is inappropriate in a public assembly. 
 
What is the practical conclusion of what has been said? I shall pray with the spirit and I shall pray with 
the mind also; I shall sing with the spirit and I shall sing with the mind also (14:15). Both the moving of 
the Spirit and the mind need to be combined; the person who is compelled to speak should do so 
intelligibly. Otherwise if you bless in the spirit only, how will the one who fills the place of the ungifted 
say the “Amen” at your giving of thanks, since he does not know what you are saying? For you are 
giving thanks well enough, but the other man is not edified (14:16, 17). That is, if the mind is not 
connected to what the Spirit is prompting, the person who does not understand the language (that is, 
the ungifted) will not be able to participate in the prayer and say “Amen.” As a result, they will not be 
edified. 
  
In verse 18 Paul identifies himself with those whom he seeks to correct. He points out that he too 
speaks in tongues; that is, he is not opposed to tongues. However, in the church he would prefer to 
speak five words in a language that others understand than 10,000 words in a language that no one 
present understands. This hyperbole drives home the point of verses 15 and 16, namely, that mindless 
speech instructs no one; a fruitful mind instructs others and leads to fruitful results.  

 
Carson believes that verse 19 is the strongest argument in the Bible for using tongues as a personal 
prayer language. He reasons, if Paul spoke in tongues more than them all, and yet he wasn’t using 
tongues in the church, where was he using them? He concludes that it must have been in Paul’s personal 
prayer life. I am unconvinced; this is extremely speculative. In the first place, Paul is not saying that he 
never spoke in tongues in a church; rather, he is saying that in the context where no one understands, 
he would prefer to speak five words with his mind that he may instruct others than ten thousand words 
in a tongue that instruct no one. Secondly, Paul has clearly stated numerous times that spiritual gifts are 
intended for others in the body of Christ; one can deduce that if they are for the body, any other use 
would not be proper, including using gifts for personal edification. Although people receive personal 
edification when they use their gift, that is a side benefit, not the intended purpose of gifts. Lastly, in 1 
Corinthians 14:22 he says that tongues are a sign for unbelievers. How does a personal prayer in tongues 
fulfill that purpose?  A better answer may be that Paul as the apostle to the Gentiles (Ro. 11:13; 1 Tim. 
2:7) used tongues outside of the church more than they did because he was evangelizing people who 
spoke other languages. This also fits the pattern already established in Acts 2 where people with 
different linguistic backgrounds heard of “the mighty deeds of God” in their own tongues (Acts 2:11). 
 
One lesson that comes from the first 19 verses with startling force: “Whatever the place for profound, 
personal experience, and corporate emotional experience, the assembled church is a place for 
intelligibility.  Our God is a thinking, speaking God; and if we all know Him, we must learn to think His 
thoughts after Him” (Carson, Showing the Spirit, 106).  

 
14:20 Brethren, do not be children in your thinking; yet in evil be babes, but in your thinking 
be mature.  
 

The Corinthians had concluded that certain spiritual gifts were a mark of spiritual maturity. In reality, 
their thinking proved the opposite (cf. 3:2). What they really needed was maturity in their thinking 
before spiritual gifts could be used properly.  
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14:21 In the Law it is written, “By men of strange tongues and by the lips of strangers I will 
speak to this people, and even so they will not listen to Me,” says the Lord. 
14:22 So then tongues are for a sign, not to those who believe, but to unbelievers; but 
prophecy is for a sign, not to unbelievers, but to those who believe. 
14:23 If therefore the whole church should assemble together and all speak in tongues, and 
ungifted men or unbelievers enter, will they not say that you are mad?  
14:24 But if all prophesy, and an unbeliever or an ungifted man enters, he is convicted by all, 
he is called to account by all; 
14:25 the secrets of his heart are disclosed; and so he will fall on his face and worship God, 
declaring that God is certainly among you. 
 

Verses 21–25 are very difficult because Paul appears to contradict himself. In verse 22 he says that 
tongues are a sign for unbelievers, but then in verse 23 he argues that unbelievers respond negatively to 
them. Likewise, prophecy is said to be for believers (v. 22), but it is the unbeliever who after hearing 
prophecy declares that God is present in the church (vv. 24-25). For a summary of major views see 
Carson, Showing the Spirit, 109–117.   

 
No interpretation is without its problems but I have found the following to be the most satisfying: 

 
1 Corinthians 14:21 is a reference to Isaiah 28:11 which is found in a context of judgment. God had 
brought Assyria (a men of strange tongues) as a rod of judgment against Israel for her disobedience. The 
Assyrians had become God’s “spokesmen” and the Assyrian tongue was a sign of divine activity to 
unbelieving Israel. The same was true for the NT gift of tongues; tongues were a sign of God’s activity 
and were directed toward the unbeliever (cf. Acts 2:4–10). Prophecy, on the other hand was a sign for 
believers because it resulted in the edification in the church. 

 
The question then, is how do verses 23 and 25 fit this interpretation? If tongues are a sign for 
unbelievers why then does it appear to have a negative effect on them in verse 23?  If prophecy is for 
believers why do the unbelieving respond favorably to it in verse 25? 

 
The negative response of the “ungifted” (the non-tongues speaker) and the unbeliever is explained by 
the purpose of tongues and the setting in which tongues-speech is being spoken. When tongues were 
spoken outside of the church among unbelievers they attracted attention and provided indisputable 
evidence that the speaker’s linguistic ability was from God (as in Acts 2). But here Paul says that tongues 
were being spoken while “the whole church” was assembled and no one understood what was being 
said. In this setting tongues appeared to be madness. A similar problem even existed in Acts 2 where 
some who did not understand the languages being spoken thought the tongues-speaking believers were 
drunk (Acts 2:13).   

 
In other words, tongues are a sign for unbelievers when it is used in the appropriate setting. However, 
when tongues are used in the church where no one understands what is being said, it has a negative 
impact. On the other hand, prophecy spoken in a language in which everybody understands benefits 
everybody assembled—even the unbeliever. 

 
When a non-tongues speaker or an unbeliever entered a church where prophecy was being spoken, 
they would understand what was being said and would be convicted by the inner scrutiny of the 
message (i.e. called into account). The prophet was used to reveal the secrets of the person’s heart 
which resulted in the person falling on his face before God and confessing that God was indeed among 
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the assembly of believers. The proper use of each gift resulted in fruit. Although Paul had said that 
prophecy was for the believer (14:22) even the unbeliever recognized the presence of God through what 
was said. 

 


