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1 Corinthians 13:8-14:25 “Spiritual Gifts – Love and Edification” August 31, 2014 

Isaiah 28 

Psalm 114 

 

Isaiah speaks of the coming judgment that will result in the destruction of Jerusalem. 

 First would be the wave of the Assyrian army in the late 700s B.C. – 

  as Sennacherib and his army would crush the whole of Israel and Judah – 

  leaving only the city of Jerusalem barely standing. 

 

 And then 140 years later, in 587 B.C., the Babylonians under Nebuchadnezzar 

  would finish the job. 

 

Israel had refused to listen to the prophets. 

 They refused to hear the word of the LORD. 

 And so “by people of strange lips and with a foreign tongue 

  the LORD will speak to this people.” (v11) 

 

Paul will quote this verse in order to explain the purpose of the gift of tongues. 

 Tongues are designed to be a sign of judgment for those who will not listen to prophecy. 

 

As Isaiah will say in verse 23, 

 “Give ear, and hear my voice; give attention, and hear my speech.” 

 

 If you will listen to the prophets, then you will not need tongues. 

 But if you refuse to listen to the prophets, then you will hear foreign tongues. 

 

That’s the theme of Isaiah 28. 

 God’s ordinary work is the work of salvation – which he accomplishes through his word. 

 But there is also God’s alien work – his strange deed of destruction – 

  which he also accomplishes by word – but by words in a strange language. 

 

You see the same theme in the Exodus,  

 as Psalm 114 speaks of how “Israel went out of Egypt,  

the house of Jacob from a people of strange language.” 

 

Sing Psalm 114 

Read 1 Corinthians 13:1-14:25 

 

And Paul says that tongues are a sign not for believers, but for unbelievers. 

 What does this mean? 

 And why does he then say that if outsiders or unbelievers come in, 

  and hears you speaking in tongues, they will say that you are out of your minds? 

 

If tongues are a sign for unbelievers,  

doesn’t that mean that we should speak in tongues all the more  

when we are around unbelievers? 
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 Why does Paul discourage speaking in tongues around unbelievers? 

 

This is why we started with Isaiah 28. 

 God had promised that he would speak through foreign tongues to unbelieving Israel. 

 The exile – when Israel was sent into foreign countries – 

  and had to figure out how to live in a foreign land –  

where everyone spoke a foreign language – 

  God was speaking to his unbelieving people through their lips. 

 

If you want to understand what the “gift” of tongues was, 

 then you need to understand what it was for. 

And Paul says that the Corinthians have fundamentally misunderstood its purpose. 

 They think that tongues is for their own personal, private benefit. 

 Paul says, that’s not it. 

 

But if you want to understand how to think about tongues and prophecy, 

 then first you need to understand love. 

 

1. “When the Perfect Comes, the Partial Will Pass Away” (13:8-13) 
8 

Love never ends. As for prophecies, they will pass away; as for tongues, they will cease; as for 

knowledge, it will pass away.  

 

Love never ends. 

 In other words, Paul says that love is the gift of all gifts. 

 Because all other gifts are temporary. 

  Prophecies will pass away. 

  Tongues will cease. 

  Knowledge will pass away. 

  

 The word translated “pass away” (both for prophecies and for knowledge) 

  has the sense of “will be brought to an end.” 

 It’s not just that they will quietly fade away. 

 Paul had used the same word earlier in 1 Corinthians, 

  in 1:28 where God “brings to nothing” the things that are; 

  and in 2:6, where the rulers of this age are “doomed to pass away” – 

   the idea is that God’s eschatological judgment brings them to nothing. 

 

Prophecies and knowledge will be brought to an end. 

 To put it simply, when you have Jesus himself, you’re not going to want to listen to me! 

 As Thiselton says well, “To prophesy would be like switching on a torch [flashlight] 

in the full light of the noonday sun.” (AT 1061) 

 

Likewise, tongues will cease. 

 If tongues were a heavenly language,  

then tongues certainly would not cease in the new creation. 

 But tongues will cease – 
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  because the purpose for tongues is no more. 

 Tongues and prophecy, each in their own way, serve as signs of judgment. 

  After the judgment has come, they will be no more. 

 Language will continue – but not languages. 

  The curse of the Tower of Babel will be finally removed, 

   and so we will have no need of interpreters. 

 

But love never ends.  

 Literally, love never falls apart. 

 Paul is not so much thinking of the “timelessness” of love, 

  but of the integrity of love. 

 Love never falls apart. 

 Love endures whole.  

 

When will this be? 

 When will prophecy, and tongues, and knowledge end? 

 Some people try to associate this with the completion of the NT canon, 

  but it seems clear to me that Paul is thinking of something much more perfect: 

 
9 

For we know in part and we prophesy in part, 
10 

but when the perfect comes, the partial will 

pass away. 
11 

When I was a child, I spoke like a child, I thought like a child, I reasoned like a 

child. When I became a man, I gave up childish ways. 
12 

For now we see in a mirror dimly, but 

then face to face. Now I know in part; then I shall know fully, even as I have been fully known. 

 

I want you to think about how important this is. 

We know in part and we prophesy in part, but when the perfect comes,  

the partial will pass away (again, you need the more robust ‘will be brought to an end’). 

 

Never confuse our partial knowledge with true knowledge. 

 You know how this works: 

  you hear one person tell a story;  

  you are horrified by the injustice; 

  perhaps you even write to your congressman; 

  but then you discover that there was another side to the story – 

   information that was left out in the first telling; 

  and then you are horrified by the injustice of what you have done! 

 

 You wound up on the wrong side because you only had partial knowledge. 

 

Now, Paul is convinced that our partial knowledge of God is true and accurate (as far as it goes), 

 but it’s partial knowledge. 

 

Why is there so much debate about what the scripture teaches? 

 Why can’t the church agree on so many points of doctrine? 

 Paul suggests that the fundamental problem is that our knowledge is “in part.” 
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 What happens is that people take the “in part” and try to figure out the “whole.” 

 Reformed pastors are at least as guilty of this as anyone – 

  present company included! 

  

Francis Turretin, a 17
th

 century Reformed theologian – 

 someone who certainly did all that he could to figure out the whole! – 

 still understood this point very well: 

 

 Turretin said that if you think about the “knowledge of God” 

  there is only one who has complete and total knowledge of God – 

  and that would be God! 

 God’s own self-knowledge is the standard for all theology. 

 

 Of course, since we’re not God we have no direct access to God’s own theology! 

  (God’s own self-knowledge!) 

 But we do have indirect access – 

  because God has revealed himself truly (though partially)  

in creation, in the image of God in man, and in scripture. 

 

 But he pointed to 1 Corinthians 13, and said we have to distinguish  

between the theology of vision – the theology that we will have 

   when we see face to face – 

and the pilgrim theology – the wayfarer’s theology – 

 that we have right now as we see through a mirror dimly. 

 

And what is it that should characterize our “pilgrim theology” – 

 our “in part” knowledge that we have in this age? 

 

Love. 

 

When you disagree with a fellow Christian, 

 make sure that you understand them first! 

 

But there will come a day when this “partial” knowledge will give way to the “perfect.” 

 Perfect meaning “complete” or “whole.” 

 

Think about the images that Paul uses here: 

 

In v11 –  
11 

When I was a child, I spoke like a child, I thought like a child, I reasoned like a child. When I 

became a man, I gave up childish ways. 

 

 Our knowledge of God now is like a child’s knowledge. 

 Don’t try to take this too literally – 

  but take the analogy the way Paul uses it! 
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 Here, Paul is using the child/adult contrast  

  to reflect on how we now reason like children – 

  but when Christ returns,  

we will think and speak and form opinions in a more mature fashion. 

 

 
12 

For now we see in a mirror dimly, but then face to face. Now I know in part; then I shall know 

fully, even as I have been fully known. 

 

 The second image that Paul uses is that of a mirror. 

 Normally, when you speak of seeing something in a mirror,  

  you speak of seeing yourself –  

   self-knowledge is usually involved in the idea of a mirror. 

 But Paul uses the language of the mirror to talk about “indirect knowledge.” 

  When you see something in a mirror, you are not seeing the thing itself. 

  You are seeing a representation of the thing. 

 

Now, our knowledge of God is indirect. 

 We see him in his works (in creation) – we see him in the image of God (in other people), 

  and we see him in his Word  

(in the scriptures, in preaching, and in the sacraments). 

 

 But all these ways of seeing God are indirect. 

 We do not yet see him face to face. 

 
13 

So now faith, hope, and love abide, these three; but the greatest of these is love. 

 

Back in verse 7 we heard that love “believes all things, hopes all things.” 

 Now those same three words – faith, hope, and love – appear again. 

 

 When he says that faith, hope, and love abide – 

  Paul is saying that these three things remain as the enduring qualities – 

   the three things that govern life in the church. 

 But in the eschaton, in the age to come, 

  faith will become sight, 

  and hope will become reality – 

   but love will endure forever. 

  

 We won’t need prophets and teachers in the age to come! 

 That’s why prophecy and knowledge will “pass away.” 

 

 But we will always need love. 

 

Indeed, that’s why Paul opens his discussion of tongues in chapter 14 

 by saying, “Pursue love.” 
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2. Tongues and Prophecy in the Church (14:1-19) 

 a. The Superiority of Prophecy (v1-5) 

Pursue love, and earnestly desire the spiritual gifts, especially that you may prophesy. 
2 

For one 

who speaks in a tongue speaks not to men but to God; for no one understands him, but he utters 

mysteries in the Spirit. 
3 

On the other hand, the one who prophesies speaks to people for their 

upbuilding and encouragement and consolation. 
4 

The one who speaks in a tongue builds up 

himself, but the one who prophesies builds up the church. 
5 

Now I want you all to speak in 

tongues, but even more to prophesy. The one who prophesies is greater than the one who speaks 

in tongues, unless someone interprets, so that the church may be built up. 

 

In verses 1-5, Paul lays out the superiority of prophesy over tongues in the church. 

 It seems clear that some people in Corinth were emphasizing the supremacy of tongues. 

 

Paul has already emphasized in chapter 12 that the purpose of the gifts 

 is for the edification of the body. 

God gives gifts to the church – arranging the members in the body, 

 so that each one is precisely where he wants you. 

 

But also, you need one another – 

 you need the diversity of gifts that God has given to others! 

 

But in chapter 14, Paul focuses on prophesy and tongues. 

 And Paul’s first point is to say that the one who speaks in a tongue 

  speaks not to men, but to God – 

 while the one who prophesies speaks to people for their upbuilding. 

 

Last time we saw that prophesying does not refer to “predicting the future” – 

 but (as Paul defines it here in verse 3), 

  “upbuilding and encouragement and consolation.” 

 The prophet is one who edifies, encourages, and consoles. 

  

And, as we saw last time, the gift of tongues is not just “spontaneous vocalization” – 

 but in every biblical example, speaking in tongues means speaking in a known language. 

 

And this is what we see in verses 6-12: 

 

 b. The Gifts Are for Edification (v6-12) 
6 

Now, brothers,
[c]

 if I come to you speaking in tongues, how will I benefit you unless I bring you 

some revelation or knowledge or prophecy or teaching? 

 

Some people have argued that speaking in tongues + interpretation = prophecy. 

 But verse 6 includes a much broader range: 

  speaking in tongues must include  

   “some revelation or knowledge or prophecy or teaching.” 

 Since the gifts are for edification, 

  therefore, if you are going to speak in tongues,  
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   then you must bring some content. 

 And this emphasis on content also means that prophets – just as much as teachers – 

  need to plan and prepare their prophesying. 

 

There is no reason whatsoever to think of anything in chapter 14 as “spontaneous.” 

 As Thiselton puts it, 

  “to assume that because [spontaneity] sometimes may have occurred  

   it constitutes a necessary or even usual characteristic of prophecy 

   is a leap beyond logic and beyond exegesis.” (AT 1077) 

 

 Think about the examples that Paul uses in verses 7-8: 

 

 
7 

If even lifeless instruments, such as the flute or the harp, do not give distinct notes, how will 

anyone know what is played? 
8 

And if the bugle gives an indistinct sound, who will get ready for 

battle? 

 

How does a musician get good, clear notes from his instrument? 

 Training and practice. 

 Perhaps the Corinthians were taking a “let go and let God” approach to spiritual gifts – 

  but Paul is not impressed! 

 You need to be diligent in your exercise and practice of your gifts. 

 

 If the watchman can’t get a clear sound out of his trumpet, 

  then no one will know what to do! 

  

And in the same way: 

 

 
9 

So with yourselves, if with your tongue you utter speech that is not intelligible, how will anyone 

know what is said? For you will be speaking into the air. 

 

In verses 10-11, Paul uses the example of the regular use of foreign languages: 

 

 
10 

There are doubtless many different languages in the world, and none is without meaning, 
11 

but if I do not know the meaning of the language, I will be a foreigner to the speaker and the 

speaker a foreigner to me. 

 

The word translated “languages” here is a word that refers to a ‘sound’ or a ‘voice.’ 

 Some people argue that the use of a different word for “foreign language” 

  means that “tongues” must mean some sort of spiritual language. 

 But all the biblical evidence points to “tongues” as being known languages 

  spoken by the direct gift of the Holy Spirit. 

 

Paul’s point is that in ordinary life, 

 if you and I speak different languages, then we will not understand each other – 

 we will be foreigners to each other. 

  (the word here is barbaros – from which we get the word “barbarian”). 
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This is the word used in the LXX of Psalm 114 – 

 when it spoke of people of “foreign tongue.” 

And in the church, we should not be trying to make our brothers feel like foreigners. 

 

And indeed, Paul’s concern for the Corinthians is that they seem to be taking the “easy way” –  

 with gifts that require no effort! 

 

 
12 

So with yourselves, since you are eager for manifestations of the Spirit, strive to excel in 

building up the church. 

 

If you are eager to see the Spirit’s work in the church, 

 then strive to excel – seek to abound – in building up the church. 

 

The Spirit’s work is found in the abundance of the ordinary. 

 If we are being selfish in pursuing our own way – our own interests – 

  then we will not see the Spirit’s work. 

 Just as the musician must practice in order to play clear and distinct notes – 

  so also in the church, we must be diligent in our practice of love and edification. 

 

Paul explains this further in verses 13-19: 

 

 c. Mind and Spirit – the Assembly Is for Edification (v13-19) 
13 

Therefore, one who speaks in a tongue should pray that he may interpret. 
14 

For if I pray in a 

tongue, my spirit prays but my mind is unfruitful. 
15 

What am I to do? I will pray with my spirit, 

but I will pray with my mind also; I will sing praise with my spirit, but I will sing with my mind 

also. 
16 

Otherwise, if you give thanks with your spirit, how can anyone in the position of an 

outsider
[d]

 say “Amen” to your thanksgiving when he does not know what you are saying? 
17 

For 

you may be giving thanks well enough, but the other person is not being built up. 

 

I sometimes wonder what was happening in the church in Corinth. 

 Were the Corinthians actually speaking in other languages? 

 Or were they actually just “scatting” – doing “spontaneous vocalization.” 

 After all, Paul doesn’t know every language in the world! 

 How is he supposed to know whether they are speaking in a foreign language or not?! 

 

Now, notice that verse 13 does not say that the speaker should speak in tongues – 

 and then interpret! 

Rather, the person who speaks in tongues should pray that he may interpret – 

 and thus the only thing that he would do in public is preach in a known language. 

 

Paul sees public tongue speaking as a problem for the speaker as well as the hearers. 

 “If I pray in a tongue, my spirit prays but my mind is unfruitful.” 

  Paul wants both the spirit and the mind to be engaged in worship. 

 

And Paul is concerned also for those who are “in the position of an outsider.” 
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 How can they say ‘Amen’ to your thanksgiving  

when they don’t know what you are saying? 

 

The word “outsider” is idiotes – also used in verses 23-24. 

 An “idiotes” is a commoner or an amateur – someone who is unskilled. 

  The word is used of Peter and John in Acts 4, 

   when the temple authorities recognized that they are “commoners” – 

   they were not trained in the rabbinic schools, 

    and yet they are powerful teachers. 

 Likewise, in 2 Corinthians 11:6, Paul refers to himself as an idiotes in his speaking. 

  He is “unskilled” – an “amateur” –  

   not trained in the Greek rhetorical schools. 

 

That’s why the footnote in the ESV adds, “or of him that is without gifts.” 

 The “other person” here is not an unbeliever – but someone who is uninitiated. 

 Of course, the same word is used in verses 23-24, 

  so probably the best way to translate this is “uninitiated.” 

 There are unbelievers – those who are truly “outsiders” to the Christian community – 

  and then there are the “uninitiated” –  

   those who have newly come to faith in Jesus Christ 

  (the later Christian tradition will call them “catechumens”). 

 

And if you think about the problems in the church in Corinth, 

 these are probably the people who are “left out” of the ‘inner circle’ 

  and left to fend for themselves at the Lord’s table. 

 
18 

I thank God that I speak in tongues more than all of you. 
19 

Nevertheless, in church I would 

rather speak five words with my mind in order to instruct others, than ten thousand words in a 

tongue. 

 

In verse 18 Paul is not necessarily saying that he speaks in tongues “more often” – 

 but that he is “more gifted” in this area. 

Nonetheless, he strongly objects to their practice of this gift – 

 since edification is essential to the gathering of the church. 

 

And so we come back to verses 20-25, 

 where Paul explains the purpose of tongues and prophecy. 

 

3. Tongues Are a Sign of Judgment for Unbelievers – Prophecy Is for Believers (14:20-25) 
20 

Brothers, do not be children in your thinking. Be infants in evil, but in your thinking be mature.  

 

 In short, the public use of tongues in the worshiping assembly is childish and immature. 

 

 And as we saw in 13:8, whereas prophecy and knowledge will “pass away” – 

  tongues simply will “cease.” 

 They will simply stop. 
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Paul does not say when tongues will stop. 

But they will simply cease. 

 I would suggest that verses 21-25 provide at least some clue as to when: 

 
21 

In the Law it is written, “By people of strange tongues and by the lips of foreigners will I speak 

to this people, and even then they will not listen to me, says the Lord.” 
22 

Thus tongues are a sign 

not for believers but for unbelievers, while prophecy is a sign
[e]

 not for unbelievers but for 

believers. 

 

In the Law it said that God would speak to his people through a people of strange tongues. 

 Paul quotes Isaiah 28, 

  but when he said “the Law”  

he may well have been thinking of Deuteronomy 28:49, 

  where Moses had said, 

  “The LORD will bring a nation against you from far away,  

from the end of the earth, swooping down like the eagle,  

a nation whose language you shall not understand.” 

 

 Just as Israel came out of Egypt – from a foreign people who spoke a different language – 

  so also when God returned his people to exile, 

  they would be subjected to a nation whose language they would not understand. 

 

The curse of Babel would come upon Israel. 

 

And Paul says that the gift of tongues in Corinth  

is a fulfillment of what Moses and Isaiah had said. 

 

Paul never says how long this gift will be in effect. 

 He says that it will cease – whereas knowledge and prophecy will “pass away” – 

  or, be brought to an end. 

 But Paul is also very clear that tongues are a sign not for believers but for unbelievers. 

 

 The point that Moses made in Dt 28 – and the point that Isaiah made in Isaiah 28 – 

  is that Israel would not listen to these foreign languages! 

  

The public use of the gift of tongues is not to bring people to repentance, 

 but to be a sign of judgment against those who refuse to repent. 

 

Think back to Acts 2 – the day of Pentecost – when the gift of tongues was first exercised. 

 When people heard the mighty deeds of God proclaimed in their own languages, 

  they realized that God’s judgment was against them. 

 In that case, they repented and believed the gospel – 

  but that was only because Peter preached a sermon – 

  he exhorted them as a prophet – calling them to repent and be baptized! 
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If all you had in Acts 2 was the gift of tongues – 

 then it would simply have been a story of judgment 

  (and certainly, when they first heard the tongues, 

   they thought that Peter and the others were drunk!) 

 

That’s why Paul says in verse 23: 

 

 
23 

If, therefore, the whole church comes together and all speak in tongues, and outsiders or 

unbelievers enter, will they not say that you are out of your minds? 

 

Tongues are a sign for unbelievers. 

 A sign of judgment! 

 I would suggest that the reason why you don’t hear much about tongues after the NT 

  is because after AD 70, after the destruction of the temple in Jerusalem, 

   the purpose of the gift of tongues was fulfilled. 

 Judgment had fallen on unbelieving Jews. 

 And so tongues ceased. 

 

I’m not especially fond of the idea that it was the completion of the canon that did it – 

 there is nothing in scripture that points me in that direction – 

  but the destruction of the temple in Jerusalem brings the Mosaic age to an end. 

 

But prophecy is a sign for believers: 

 

 
24 

But if all prophesy, and an unbeliever or outsider enters, he is convicted by all, he is called to 

account by all, 
25 

the secrets of his heart are disclosed, and so, falling on his face, he will 

worship God and declare that God is really among you. 

 

We saw at the end of chapter 12 that in the church God appointed first apostles. 

 The apostles will always be first in the church. 

 Their teaching is the standard – the canon – by which the church teaches and lives. 

 

We should not expect any new special revelation – as in, new, direct revelation from God  

that directs us what to believe concerning God and what duty God requires of us. 

 

Certainly, God will use the ordinary means – the Word, sacraments, and prayer – 

 to lead and guide us in his ways. 

 

And that’s precisely what is happening in verses 24-25. 

 When the unbeliever – or the catechumen (the uninitiated) comes into the worship service 

  and he hears the prophesying [and remember that prophecy does not mean  

   “predicting the future” – but as Paul says in verse 3,  

‘the one who prophesies speaks to people for their upbuilding  

and encouragement and consolation.’] 

  so when he hears you encouraging and consoling and edifying one another – 

  he will worship God and fall on his face, as the secrets of his heart are disclosed, 
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   and he will declare that God is really among you. 

 

I want to leave you with Paul’s admonition in verse 12: 

 

“So with yourselves, since you are eager for manifestations of the Spirit, 

 strive to excel in building up the church.” 

 

Do you want to see the Spirit’s work in our midst? 

 Then strive to excel in building up the church. 

Do you want to see people falling on their face and worshiping God, 

 then earnestly desire (and practice) the gift of prophecy! 

 

 (building up, encouraging, and consoling one another – remember v3) 

 

But of course, all of that depends on love. 

  

 

You know, the whole of the Christian life is very simple. 

 I’m not saying that it’s easy – but it is very simple (it’s not complicated). 

 

 Love God. 

 Love your neighbor. 

 And when you fail – repent and believe the gospel! 

  

 

God himself is with us (TH 382)  

 


