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LIFE IN THE LOCAL CHURCH: 1 CORINTHIANS 
Week 21: Cessationism, Tongues, and Prophecy 

 
IV. PROBLEMS COMMUNICATED BY OFFICIAL LETTER, 7:1–16:9 

D. Spiritual Gifts, 12:1–14:40 
1. The test of the Spirit, 12:1–3 
2. The diversity of gifts, 12:4–11 
3.  The illustration of the body, 12:12–31a 
4.  The superiority of love, 12:31b–13:13 

a.  The necessity of love, 13:1–3 
b.  The character of love, 13:4–7 
c.  The permanence of love, 13:8–13 
 

In this final section Paul argues that love is permanent in contrast to the spiritual gifts 
that were so valued in Corinth—prophecy, knowledge, and tongues. In contrast with 
spiritual gifts, which are for time alone, love will go on manifesting itself throughout 
time and eternity. The gifts are bestowed for a purpose, and when they have served that 
purpose, they will cease to be. 
Since love endures forever, it is superior to these imperfect gifts no matter how 
impressive they might be to the Corinthians. 

 
(13:8) Love never fails. But where there are prophecies, they will cease; where there 
are tongues, they will be stilled; where there is knowledge, it will pass away.  
 
“Love never fails” in the sense just mentioned in that it never ceases to exist, even in 
heaven. In contrast to love, spiritual gifts have a built-in obsolescence. They are not 
permanent. Even prophecy, which Paul will argue is quite beneficial for the building up 
of the church, will outlive its usefulness—it “will cease” one day.  
 
Prophecies are said to “cease” and knowledge “pass away,” but these are actually the 
same verb in the original Greek. The verb used with tongues, “will be stilled,” is 
different and has the idea of “ceasing” or “stopping” “by themselves.” It is difficult to 
know if this tells us that we are to understand that the ceasing of tongues is somehow 
different (earlier?) than prophecy, knowledge, and other miraculous gifts. The fact that 
tongues will one day cease would seem to be a problem for most charismatics who 
believe tongues are a heavenly language, since language will not cease in heaven. 
 
(13:9) For we know in part and we prophesy in part, (13:10) but when completeness 
comes, what is in part disappears. 
 
Paul now explains (“for”) that even with these miraculous gifts that are revelatory in 
nature, tongues, prophesy, and knowledge, the revelation provided by these gifts is only 
partial or incomplete. Paul contrasts partial revelation to perfect revelation. There is 
coming a time, “when completeness comes,” that knowledge will be complete. 
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(13:11) When I was a child, I talked like a child, I thought like a child, I reasoned like a 
child. When I became a man, I put the ways of childhood behind me. 
 
Verse 11 confirms, by way of an appeal to personal experience, what has been said 
about the incomplete and partial character of revelation that comes from the miraculous 
gifts. The point being that these belong to the state of childhood, but when manhood 
comes, “the completeness” (v. 10), they will no longer be needed, and so will be put 
away. The contrast is between limited understanding versus full, mature understanding. 
 
(13:12) For now we see only a reflection as in a mirror; then we shall see face to face. 
Now I know in part; then I shall know fully, even as I am fully known. 
 
The illustration of verse 11 is now further explained (“for”) in v. 12. What childhood is 
to manhood, so the present life (“now”) is to a future time “when completeness comes” 
(v. 9). The reference to seeing “only a reflection as in a mirror” describes the experience 
in antiquity of viewing oneself in a polished bronze or copper mirror that at best gave a 
distorted reflection. Bronze mirrors were manufactured in Corinth. Pauls point is that 
our present knowledge is not perfectly clear; it is incomplete. 
 
“Now,” Paul says our knowledge is “in part,” just as he explained in v. 9 (“we know in 
part”). The miraculous gifts only give partial knowledge. The “completeness of v. 9 is 
now described as being a time when Paul “shall know fully, even as [he is] fully 
known.” Paul is probably alluding to Old Testament references that speak of seeing God 
“face to face” (Gen 32:30; Exod 33:11; Num 12:8; Deut 5:4; 34:10). Paul does not 
mean that at that time he will be granted omniscience, an attribute of God, but, at the 
coming of Christ, he will no longer be depraved and suffer the effects of sin. Thus, 
without this limitation, he will be able to understand God and his word so as to know 
himself more truly, as God knows him. In the meantime, all our knowing is indirect and 
incomplete, even with the miraculous gifts of revelation, including tongues. 
 
There is debate about what Paul means in v. 10, “when the completeness comes.” It has 
been argued that it refers to the completion of the canon of Scripture, which would have 
been with the writing of the book of Revelation at the end of the first century, but this 
seems difficult to harmonize with Paul’s statement that at that time we “shall know 
fully, even as [we are] fully known.” It seems best, as I have alluded, to understand “the 
completeness” as a reference to the time and state of affairs associated with the coming 
of Christ and our coming into his presence. The main reason for seeing a reference to 
the completion of the canon is that it provides a strong argument for cessationism, the 
belief that all the miraculous gifts practiced by the early church have been suspended for 
the duration of the present age. However, it seems doubtful that the Corinthians would 
be able to understand “the completeness” as a reference to the completion of the New 
Testament canon of Scripture. 

 
(13:13) And now these three remain: faith, hope and love. But the greatest of these is 
love. 
 
“And now,” that is, in the present age, faith, hope and love remain. The triad of “faith, 
hope, and love” appear in other of Paul’s letters (Rom 5:1–5; Gal 5:5–6; Eph. 4:2–5; 
Col 1:4–5; 1 Thess 1:3; 5:8). These are essential Christian virtues for the entire church 
age, whereas, prophecy, knowledge, and tongues are not, and had but a narrow shelf 
life, so to speak. But love is the greatest since it will last beyond the coming of Christ. 
Both “faith” and “hope” will be replaced by “sight” (2 Cor 5:6–8; Rom 8:23–25). 
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---------------------------------------------- 
Arguments for Cessationism 
 
The common belief of all Protestants before the 20th century was that the miraculous 
gifts found in the early church had ceased at the end of the first century. For 1800 years 
no one claimed to have the gift of tongues or healing. 
On the other hand, there is no single verse that teaches cessationism, unless it is 
1 Corinthians 13:10, which I doubt, but that does not mean cessationism is not true. The 
doctrine of the Trinity is a first principle of the Christian faith, yet there is no single 
verse that teaches the Trinity. 
 
We should first note that though Paul performed miracles, they seem to be fading 
toward the end of his life. In 1 Timothy 5:23, he told Timothy, “Stop drinking only 
water, and use a little wine because of your stomach and your frequent illnesses.” Paul 
did not heal Timothy but prescribed a medicinal treatment. In 2 Timothy 4:20, Paul says 
he “left Trophimus sick in Miletus.” The writer of Hebrews asks his readers: “How shall 
we escape if we ignore so great a salvation? This salvation, which was first announced 
by the Lord, was confirmed to us by those who heard him. God also testified to it by 
signs, wonders and various miracles, and by gifts of the Holy Spirit distributed 
according to his will.” The impression is that miracles were associated with the first 
generation of Christians. 
 
Historically, we know that the miraculous gifts ceased in the church: 
 
JOHN CHRYSOSTOM (ca. 344–407) [Commenting on 1 Corinthians 12] “This whole 
place is very obscure: but the obscurity is produced by our ignorance of the facts 
referred to and by their cessation, being such as then used to occur but now no longer 
take place.” 
 
AUGUSTINE (354–430) “In the earliest times, the Holy Spirit fell upon them that 
believe and they spoke with tongues, which they had not learned, as the Spirit gave 
them utterance. These were signs adapted to the time. For there was this betokening of 
the Holy Spirit in all tongues to show that the gospel of God was to run through all 
tongues over the whole earth. That thing was done for a sign, and it passed away.” 
 
MARTIN LUTHER (1483–1546) “In the early Church the Holy Spirit was sent forth in 
visible form. He descended upon Christ in the form of a dove (Matt 3:16), and in the 
likeness of fire upon the apostles and other believers. (Acts 2:3.) This visible outpouring 
of the Holy Spirit was necessary to the establishment of the early Church, as were also 
the miracles that accompanied the gift of the Holy Ghost. Paul explained the purpose of 
these miraculous gifts of the Spirit in 1 Corinthians 14:22, ‘Tongues are for a sign, not 
to them that believe, but to them that believe not.’ Once the Church had been 
established and properly advertised by these miracles, the visible appearance of the 
Holy Ghost ceased.” 
 
JONATHAN EDWARDS (1703–1758) “In the days of his [Jesus’] flesh, his disciples 
had a measure of the miraculous gifts of the Spirit, being enabled thus to teach and to 
work miracles…. But soon after that, the canon of Scripture being completed when the 
apostle John had written the book of Revelation, which he wrote not long before his 
death, these miraculous gifts were no longer continued in the church. For there was now 
completed an established written revelation of the mind and will of God, wherein God 
had fully recorded a standing and all-sufficient rule for his church in all ages.” 
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CHARLES SPURGEON (1834–1892) “They had attained the summit of piety. They 
had received ‘the powers of the world to come.’ Not miraculous gifts, which are denied 
us in these days, but all those powers with which the Holy Ghost endows a Christian.”  
 
“The works of the Holy Spirit which are at this time vouchsafed to the Church of God 
are every way as valuable as those earlier miraculous gifts which have departed from us. 
The work of the Holy Spirit, by which men are quickened from their death in sin, is not 
inferior to the power which made men speak with tongues.” 
 
BENJAMIN B. WARFIELD (1887–1921) “These gifts…were part of the credentials of 
the Apostles as the authoritative agents of God in founding the church. Their function 
thus confined them to distinctively the Apostolic Church and they necessarily passed 
away with it.” 

 
Periods of miracles have been rare in history: Moses and Joshua, Elijah and Elisha, 
Jesus and the apostles. When I say that the miraculous gifts have ceased, I am not 
saying that God cannot still do miracles in this age. He may, but, if so, they are 
probably very rare. Miracles were primarily intended as a confirmation of God’s special 
messengers and their message. Paul says in 2 Corinthians 12:12, “I persevered in 
demonstrating among you the marks of a true apostle, including signs, wonders and 
miracles.” After the messengers had brought their message, they would no longer be 
needed. 
 
In Ephesians 2:20, Paul says the church was “built on the foundation of the apostles and 
prophets.” The apostles and New Testament prophets laid the foundation of the church 
in the first century. These gifts would no longer be necessary once the church was 
established in the first century and the canon of Scripture was complete. Paul indicates 
that the apostles were the mediators of miraculous gifts (“signs, wonders, and 
miracles”). Miracles were not the signs of a true believer but a true apostle, which 
means that they were to be found in association with apostolic ministry—under an 
apostolic umbrella, so to speak. 
 
The fact that the apostolate ceased would also seem to lead to the conclusion that the 
“signs of an apostle” must likewise have ceased. Also, the ceasing of the apostolate 
suggests that all forms of special revelation like prophecy and tongues have ceased. 
Direct, divine revelation in the early church was always channeled through apostles, 
either directly or by apostolic influence. 

 
---------------------------------------------- 

 
5.  The superiority of prophecy, 14:1–25 

 
Now that Paul has commended the excellence of the way of love, the Corinthians should be 
able to accept the teaching of the present passage, namely, that the showy gift of tongues, 
with which the Corinthians seem to be fascinated, is inferior to the more useful gift of 
prophecy in the gatherings of the church. Paul begins with a general affirmation of the 
superiority of prophecy to the other gifts (v. 1), and then follows with a comparison of 
tongues and prophecy, showing the latter to be preferable (vv. 2–25). Prophecy is preferable 
because it is always intelligible, but that is not the case with tongues, which require an 
additional gift of interpretation. The purpose of the gifts is edification of the church, and 
that means prophecy, being immediately understandable, will always be superior to tongues. 
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The noun “edification” and the verb “edify” are used 7 times in chapter 14 and are the key 
theme (vv. 3, 4 [2x], 5, 12, 17, 26). 

 
a.  The affirmation of the general superiority of prophecy, 14:1 
 

(14:1) Follow the way of love and eagerly desire gifts of the Spirit, especially prophecy. 
 
Paul begins his discussion with a summary of chapter 13, “Follow the way of love.” 
Love is a quality that should be growing in the life of every Christian. As long as 
Christians are developing in love, it is also appropriate for them to “eagerly desire.” 
This is the Greek word zēloō that was used in 12:31. Again, it is plural and means “to 
be zealous for” something. The Corinthians as a church are to be “zealous” or “eager” 
for spiritual gifts, but “especially prophecy.” With this phrase Paul outlines the basic 
content of this section, namely, that in connection with the problem that had developed 
in Corinth, the gift of prophecy was the more desirable than tongues. 
 

b.  A comparison of tongues and prophecy showing the latter to be superior to the former, 
14:2–25 
(1) Prophecy will benefit believers more than will tongues, 14:2–19 

(a)  The proposition stated, 14:2–5 
 
(14:2) 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.  
 
Paul explains the inadequacy of tongues. Uninterpreted tongues have no value 
for the “people” in the assembly, for, as Paul says, “no one understands them.” 
This verse is understood by charismatics to mean that people cannot 
understand these tongues because they are not actual human languages, in 
contrast to those in Acts. But such an interpretation fails to comprehend the 
context of Paul’s statement. Paul means that no person in the Corinthian 
assembly would normally understand the language spoken by the tongues-
speaker since it would be foreign to the Corinthians who spoke Greek. As we 
have already noted, there is absolutely no example either in the New Testament 
itself or in all of Greek literature outside the New Testament where the word 
tongue (glossa) is used of unintelligible, incoherent gibberish which the 
charismatic movement claims is biblical tongues. A person speaking the 
Demotic language of Egypt (as on the Day of Pentecost, Acts 2:10) in the 
Corinthian assembly would only be understood by God himself. But the 
purpose of tongues, or any spiritual gift, was not to communicate with God. 

 
The fact that Paul says the tongues-speaker “does not speak to people but to 
God” is used by charismatics to argue for a private, devotional use of tongues 
outside of the assembly—one that is not edifying to the assembly, but edifying 
somehow to the individual. But a believer cannot be edified, and God glorified 
by the continual repetition of words whose meaning is unknown to the 
speaker. Edification—being built up in the faith, spiritual growth—cannot 
bypass the believer’s mind. One must understand in order to be edified—it 
does not come by some sort of osmosis. 
 
The reason why the uninterpreted tongues-speaker “does not speak to people 
but to God” is because the “people” in the Corinthians assembly would have 
only understood the Greek language. Also, the idea of self-edification is 
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contrary to the very purpose of all the spiritual gifts, which is for the “common 
good” (12:7). 
 
The word “mysteries” in Paul’s writings always refers to truths about God and 
his program that were for a time hidden but are now being made known (Rom 
11:25; 16:25; 1 Cor 2:7; 13:2; 15:51; Eph 3:3-4, 9; 5:32; Col 1:26). Tongues, 
if interpreted, were capable of communicating new revelation from God, as did 
prophecy. 

 
(14:3) But the one who prophesies speaks to people for their strengthening, 
encouraging and comfort. (14:4) Anyone who speaks in a tongue edifies 
themselves, but the one who prophesies edifies the church.  
 
What the prophet speaks is summed up in the words “strengthening, 
encouraging and comfort.” The word “strengthening” is the word “edification” 
(also in vv. 5, 12, 26), the theme word of this chapter. The reason for spiritual 
gifts, according to Paul, could not be clearer—the edification of God’s people. 
 
Uninterpreted tongues, as they are being practiced by the Corinthians, are 
inherently inferior to prophecy since, as Paul says in v. 4, “prophecy edifies 
the church.” But “anyone who speaks in a tongue edifies themselves.” When 
Paul says that uninterpreted tongues edify only the speaker, even this self-
edification should not be seen as a virtue. Normally, the term “edify” is used in 
a positive sense, but as we saw in 8:10, it can be used ironically or 
sarcastically in a negative sense: “For if someone with a weak conscience sees 
you, with all your knowledge, eating in an idol’s temple, won’t that person be 
emboldened to eat what is sacrificed to idols?” The word “emboldened” is our 
word “edify.” The weak believer will be “built up” or “edified” toward a sinful 
activity. Paul is not speaking positively when he says tongues-speaking, just 
for the sake of using the gift, without interpretation, is edifying to the speaker. 
Instead, it is only building up the ego of the tongues-speaker. 
 
When Paul says that the person speaking in tongues is said to edify 
themselves, the broader context also suggests that Paul is not commending the 
use of tongues as a means of self-edification, because that would contradict the 
purpose of spiritual gifts—they are given for the common good (12:7), to edify 
the church (“excel in those [gifts] that build up the church,” 14:12). Paul will 
go on to argue in this chapter that intelligibility is essential to edification (vv. 
13–19), which raises doubts about incomprehensible private tongues as a 
means of self-edification. If intelligibility is essential to edification when the 
church is assembled (vv. 16–19), why would unintelligibility be acceptable 
privately if Paul means that the one who speaks in tongues edifies themselves 
in a positive sense? In other words, if uninterpreted tongues cannot edify the 
church, then how can tongues edify the individual privately apart from 
comprehension? Or to state the question in reverse, if unintelligible tongues 
can edify the individual, why not also the whole church? The idea of 
incomprehensible tongues as private, edifying prayer runs counter to Paul’s 
argument as a whole and to the corporate purpose and function of spiritual 
gifts. Uninterpreted tongues that edify only the speaker is not as a virtue, but a 
vice: it is an instance of self- exaltation that meets with Paul’s disapproval and 
should be avoided. 
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(14:5) 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 now repeats the theme of this section in different words. Paul affirms the 
gift of tongues as very worthwhile. There is nothing inherently wrong with 
tongues, but his preference is for prophecy. “The one who prophesies is greater 
than the one who speaks in tongues” because the assembled church always 
receives edification from prophecy. But only if there is an interpretation for 
what is spoken in a foreign language can the church be edified. 
 

(b)  The proposition supported, 14:6–19 
 
Paul now turns to support his proposition that prophecy is superior to tongues 
by elaborating on the link between intelligibility and edification—
intelligibility is the key to edifying speech. Without understanding there is no 
edification. 

 


