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LIFE IN THE LOCAL CHURCH: 1 CORINTHIANS 
Week 22: The Regulation of Tongues 

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

a.  The affirmation of the general superiority of prophecy, 14:1 
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 
 (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. 
 
(14:6) 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?  
 
Paul contrasts the usefulness of tongues with that of intelligible types of 
speech gifts. If he were to come back to Corinth and speak in an language 
unknown to them—perhaps, Hebrew or Aramaic—there would be no benefit to 
the Corinthians. Only if he spoke in a language they understood—Greek in 
their case—would they profit. It might come in the form of a “revelation” from 
God, a word of “knowledge,” “prophecy,” or some other “word of instruction.” 
 
 (14:7) 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? (14:8) Again, if the trumpet does not sound a clear 
call, who will get ready for battle? 
 
Paul now illustrates the need for intelligibility with the example of musical 
instruments. Music is composed to convey a message, a tune that can be 
recognized by a particular sequence of notes. And a trumpet can only issue 
battle commands if the tune is intelligible—understood by the soldiers. 
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(14:9) 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. 
 
Paul now ties the previous illustrations to the Corinthians’ situation, “So it is 
with you.” If the Corinthians do not speak in recognizable words with their 
physical tongue—in their case, Greek—they will be speaking into the air—not 
really communicating. 
 
(14:10) Undoubtedly there are all sorts of languages in the world, yet none of 
them is without meaning. (14:11) 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.  
 
Paul has made his point about the need for intelligibility in order for gifts to be 
useful, but, in case the Corinthians have not gotten the point, he continues with 
another illustration involving normal human languages. Paul did not know 
how many languages there were in the world, but what he did know was that 
all languages, including the spiritual gift of tongues or languages, 
communicate real meaning, otherwise the sounds being uttered are not a 
language. But if one does not know the language being spoken, then there is 
no communication possible—nothing useful can be shared.  
 
(14:12) So it is with you. Since you are eager for gifts of the Spirit, try to excel 
in those that build up the church. 
 
So, the illustration of not understanding a foreigner speak in vv. 10–11 is like 
the situation in the Corinthians church when someone speaks in tongues and 
there is no one to translate. There is no benefit, no edification for the church. 
Therefore, the church should tone down its enthusiasm for tongues and give 
precedence to those gifts like prophecy that convey truth that is immediately 
intelligible and thus are always able to “build up the church.” 
 
(14:13) For this reason the one who speaks in a tongue should pray that they 
may interpret what they say.  
 
Because tongues are languages that the Corinthians will not immediately 
understand, because they are only Greek speakers themselves, they should pray 
that they also exercise the gift of interpretation. As we noted earlier, the word 
translated “interpret” (1 Cor 12:30; 14:5, 13, 27) is the common word meaning 
“translate from language to another” (cf. Acts 9:36, “Now there was in Joppa a 
disciple named Tabitha, which, translated, means Dorcas”). 
 
(14:14) For if I pray in a tongue, my spirit prays, but my mind is unfruitful. 
(14:15) 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. 
 
Paul now explains (“for”) why the speaker in tongues should pray for the 
interpretation. A tongues-prayer without interpretation was ineffective in 
producing benefit in the lives of others—his “spirit prays, but [his] mind is 
unfruitful.” When Paul refers to “my spirit,” he could be thinking of what he 
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just said in v. 12 about “gifts of the Spirit.” That is, he might be referring to 
the exercise of his spiritual gift of tongues. Or “my spirit” might be a way of 
referring to Paul’s innermost being. In either case, his “mind,” that is, his 
understanding would not benefit from an uninterpreted tongue. 
 
Paul’s example here is hypothetical and negative. “What if I were to pray in a 
tongue only, and not follow my prayer with an interpretation?” seems to be 
what he is getting at. Clearly, the apostle does not regard this “pray[ing] in a 
tongue” as a legitimate spiritual discipline because his “mind is unfruitful.”  
 
Would Paul himself engage in such a practice that has no possibility of 
edification? Clearly not. Rather, Paul says, “I will pray with my spirit, but I 
will also pray with my understanding.” Whether praying or singing or 
whatever activity of communication takes place in the assembly, intelligibility 
is the key factor if the church is to be edified. 

 
 (14:16) 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? (14:17) You are 
giving thanks well enough, but no one else is edified.  
 
Paul continues the illustration of someone speaking in tongues but shifts to the 
second person plural and uses the Corinthians as the example rather than 
himself. By “otherwise” Paul means. “If you are “praising God in the Spirit,” 
that is, with the gift of tongues, then “an inquirer” in the assembly will not 
“know what you are saying” and thus be able to say “Amen.” Again, Paul’s 
major complaint about their speaking in tongues is that they are doing it 
without the tongues being interpreted. “An inquirer” refers to a person who 
find themselves in the role of the novice when someone prays in a tongue. This 
is probably a new believer to the assembly who is just experiencing tongues-
speaking for the first time. 
 
(14:18) I thank God that I speak in tongues more than all of you. (14:19) But 
in the church I would rather speak five intelligible words to instruct others 
than ten thousand words in a tongue. 
 
Paul now makes it clear that his lack of enthusiasm for the gift of tongues is 
not because he did not possess the gift—“I speak in tongues more than all of 
you.” But he did not place the same value on the gift as the Corinthians. Paul 
preferred “to speak five intelligible words to instruct others than ten thousand 
words in a tongue.” The apostle was concerned with instruction—edification—
in the church, and that puts tongues-speakers at a disadvantage to other 
speaking gifts like prophecy. 
 
Where did Paul “speak in tongues more than” the Corinthians. It is argued by 
charismatics that Paul was an avid tongues-speaker in private. But this would 
run completely counter to Paul’s argument throughout chapters 12–14 that 
spiritual gifts are for the purpose of benefitting persons other than the one 
exercising the gift (1 Cor 12:7, 25; 13:5-6; 14:12, 19, 26). In light of that 
emphasis, Paul would hardly have set himself up as an example of claimed 
superiority on the basis of his own selfish, private use of one of the gifts. That 
was the very thing he was combating among the Corinthians. The private use 



Community Bible Church Instructor: Bill Combs 

 
 
 

4 

of something intended for others is certainly nothing to boast about. The 
purpose of tongues was a public one, as we will see in 14:20-25 (especially, v. 
22). It must, then, be in connection with a public ministry of some kind that 
Paul found occasion to exercise his gift of tongues. As the missionary apostle 
to the Gentiles, he frequently encountered new linguistic groups in his travels. 
Authenticating signs accompanied his ministry and tongues was one of the 
signs (Rom 15:18-19; 2 Cor 12:12). Upon hearing a foreigner speak their own 
language without ever studying it, the listeners would perceive the apostle's 
miraculous demonstration and be ready to give attention to his divinely 
verified presentation of the gospel (cf. Acts 2:1-13). 
 

(2) Prophecy will benefit unbelievers more than will tongues, 14:20–25 
 
Verses 20–25 represent Paul’s final argument persuading the Corinthians to put the 
emphasis on prophecy instead of tongues in their public worship. 

 
(14:20) Brothers and sisters, stop thinking like children. In regard to evil be 
infants, but in your thinking be adults. 
 
Paul begins with an exhortation noting that there is a place for a childlike attitude, 
but it is in reference to doing “evil.” But children are enthralled by what is showy 
and prefer the amusing to what is useful. When it comes to “thinking,” they should 
act like adults who consider the needs of others. This is a clear rebuke to their 
stance on tongues, which he considers to be infantile. 
 
(14:21) 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.” 
 
Though the “Law” often denotes just the Pentateuch, it sometimes is used to 
designate the Old Testament Scriptures in a wider sense. For example, in Romans 
3:19, Paul refers to “what the law says” but quotes from the Psalms. So here in v. 
21 also, “the Law” is a reference to Isaiah 28:11–12. In the original context, Isaiah 
says that because God’s people were refusing to listen to the clear, understandable 
message of the prophet to change their sinful ways and turn back to the Lord, God 
was going to send against them a nation of an unfamiliar language (the Assyrians) 
in judgment. The Assyrians would give the Israelites painful orders in their own 
language that they would be unable to understand. But even that severe method of 
judgment would not cause God’s people to return to him. The “tongues” of the 
Assyrians were a sign of God’s judgment on Israel. 

 
(14:22) Tongues, then, are a sign, not for believers but for unbelievers; prophecy, 
however, is not for unbelievers but for believers. 
 
Paul draws a conclusion (“then”) from this episode in Israel’s history. Just as 
tongues (the genuine human language of the Assyrians) in Isaiah's day were a 
proof of divine presence and activity, so was the case on the Day of Pentecost 
when those who understood the languages being spoken were amazed. However, 
those local Jews from Jerusalem who did not understand the foreign languages 
“made fun of them and said, ‘They have had too much wine’” (Acts 2:13). The 
primary purpose of tongues was as a sign to authenticate as genuine the message of 
God’s spokesman. This was also true in Acts 10 at the house of Cornelius. 
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Tongues are not primarily conduits for special revelation for believers, though they 
can function that way when interpreted. Prophecy, on the other hand, is designed 
to edify believers. 

 
 (14:23) 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? 
 
Just as the local unbelieving Jews on the Day of Pentecost scoffed and mocked at 
the apostles speaking in languages they did not understand, so an unbelieving 
Greek who visits the Corinthian assembly and hears multiple tongues with no 
interpretation will have a similar reaction–“you are out of your mind.” 
 
(14:24) 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, 
(14:25) as the secrets of their hearts are laid bare. So they will fall down and 
worship God, exclaiming, “God is really among you!” 

 
The opposite reaction of unbelievers shows the superiority of prophecy. 
Presumably, the content of the prophecy includes the gospel. On hearing the 
gospel, the individual comes under conviction of sin and sees the truth with the 
result they would come to repentance (“fall down”) and faith and “worship God.” 

 
6. Regulations for worship, including spiritual gifts, 14:26–40 

In this final section of chapters 12–14, Paul issues some rules to regulate the worship 
services of the Corinthians. These regulations are designed to ensure that the church is 
edified and everything is done “in a fitting and orderly way.” 
 
a.  Tongues and prophecy, 14:26–33a 

(1) Overarching principle, 14:26 
 
(14:26) What then shall we say, brothers and sisters? When you come together, 
each of you has a hymn, or a word of instruction, a revelation, a tongue or an 
interpretation. Everything must be done so that the church may be built up. 
 
The words “what then shall we say” indicate that Paul is now summing up the 
implications of his discussion for what the Corinthians should do in their meetings. 
The overarching principle is that “everything must be done so that the church may 
be built up.” “Built up” is the word “edify,” the theme of chapter 14. 

 
  
 (2) The exercise of tongues, 14:27–28 

 
(14:27) If anyone speaks in a tongue, two—or at the most three—should speak, 
one at a time, and someone must interpret. (14:28) If there is no interpreter, the 
speaker should keep quiet in the church and speak to himself and to God. 
 
Paul now applies the general principle of edification to the exercise of tongues (vv. 
27-28) and prophecy (vv. 29-33a). Four restrictions, all in keeping with the 
principle of edification, are mentioned with reference to tongues-speaking. First, in 
a single meeting it is to be “two—or at the most three” who speak in tongues. 
Second, they are to speak one at a time, that is, in turn. Third, someone must 
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interpret (v. 27). Paul may just be reiterating his requirement (vv. 5, 13) that 
tongues must always be interpreted. But it is not clear that this is what Paul intends 
with this requirement because the word translated “someone” can also mean “one,” 
the idea being that “one must interpret” (NASB), that is, “one person.” That one 
person might possibly be the speaker himself or someone else. Possibly the use of 
more than one interpreter could cause delay and/or confusion. Fourth, if there is no 
one present who is able to interpret, the tongues-speaker “should keep quiet in the 
church and speak to himself and to God.” 
 
Paul clearly believes that the tongues-speaker remains in control of themselves. 
They are not “carried away” so that they are not fully responsible for what they say 
or do, but rather can hold their tongues. The gift of tongues is not one that causes 
the speaker to lose control of their speech, the same point Paul will later make 
about prophecy (14:32). 
 
The phrase “speak to himself and God” explains what it means for the tongues-
speaker to “keep quiet in the church.” Paul is saying that if there is no interpreter, 
then he should engage in silent communion with God.  

 
(3) The exercise of prophecy, 14:29–31 
 

(14:29) Two or three prophets should speak, and the others should weigh carefully 
what is said. 
 
Paul uses similar language in the regulation of the prophets as he does with 
tongues, that is, only “two or three prophets should speak.” Even though he valued 
prophecy over tongues, it too need to be regulated. With tongues he made it clear 
that there was to be “at most” three. He does not add that restriction here. Paul 
accepted three prophetic utterances more readily than he did three messages with 
tongues—a sign he valued tongues over prophecy. That also seems clear from the 
fact that in regulating tongues, he says, “If anyone speaks in a tongue,” but here he 
says, “Two are three prophets should speak.” 

 
 “Others should weigh carefully what is said.” These others were probably those 
who possessed the gift of “distinguishing between spirits” (12:10). The verb 
“weigh carefully” has the idea examining something to judge the overall value of 
that which is examined. Here it refers to distinguishing a true prophet from a false 
prophet by weighing the accuracy of each prophecy. This is the same standard used 
for prophets in the Old Testament in Deuteronomy 13:1–3 and 18:20–22. 

 
(14:30) And if a revelation comes to someone who is sitting down, the first speaker 
should stop. 
 
Perhaps Paul issues this regulation because he is aware that some prophets were 
monopolizing the time. Paul’s overriding principle is that “everything should be 
done in a fitting and orderly way” (v. 40). Prophecy is essentially a “revelation” 
from God. 
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(14:31) For you can all prophesy in turn so that everyone may be instructed and 
encouraged. 
 
Paul now explains (“for”) how the prophets’ willingness to yield to one another 
would result in greater benefit to the church. This requires deference and self-
control. When conditions were such that permitted all prophets to speak, the whole 
congregation, including the prophets themselves, received more instruction and 
encouragement. 

 
(4) Final admonition, 14:32–33a 
 

(14:32) The spirits of prophets are subject to the control of prophets. (14:33a) For 
God is not a God of disorder but of peace— 
 
Paul makes it clear that prophecy is not some ecstatic experience. Ecstatic 
utterances were common in pagan religion. Both in tongues and prophecy, the 
speaker was in control of the timing of their utterance. “For,” Paul explains this 
goes back to the character of God, who “is not a God of disorder.” Paul’s 
regulations about tongues and prophecy are not just his own arbitrary ideas but are 
rooted in the character of God himself. 


