
 

 

Ministry of the Holy Spirit​
Acts 2:1-11/1 Corinthians 14:1-25​

Lesson 4 – A discussion on the gift of Tongues 
​
1 Corinthians 14:1-25 (NIV) ​
1 Follow the way of love and eagerly desire spiritual gifts, especially the gift of prophecy. ​
2 For anyone who speaks in a tongue does not speak to men but to God. Indeed, no one understands 
him; he utters mysteries with his spirit. 3 But everyone who prophesies speaks to men for their 
strengthening, encouragement and comfort. 4 He who speaks in a tongue edifies himself, but he who 
prophesies edifies the church. 5 I would like every one of you to speak in tongues, but I would rather 
have you prophesy. He who prophesies is greater than one who speaks in tongues, unless he interprets, 
so that the church may be edified. 6 Now, brothers, 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 flute 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. 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 he is a 
foreigner to me. 12 So it is with you. Since you are eager to have spiritual gifts, try to excel in gifts that 
build up the church. 13 For this reason anyone who speaks in a tongue should pray that he may interpret 
what he says. 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 mind; I will sing with my spirit, but I will 
also sing with my mind. 16 If you are praising God with your spirit, how can one who finds himself 
among those who do not understand say "Amen" to your thanksgiving, since he does not know what 
you are saying? 17 You may be giving thanks well enough, but the other man is not edified. 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. 20 Brothers, stop thinking like 
children. In regard to evil be infants, but in your thinking be adults. 21 In the Law it is written: "Through 
men of strange 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. 22 Tongues, then, are a sign, not for believers but for unbelievers; 
prophecy, however, is for believers, not for unbelievers. 23 So if the whole church comes together and 
everyone speaks in tongues, and some who do not understand or some unbelievers come in, will they 
not say that you are out of your mind? 24 But if an unbeliever or someone who does not understand 
comes in while everybody is prophesying, he will be convinced by all that he is a sinner and will be 
judged by all, 25 and the secrets of his heart will be laid bare. So he will fall down and worship God, 
exclaiming, "God is really among you! 

​
 



Page | 1 

 
Discussion Questions: 

1.​ Why has the misuse and abuse of this spiritual gift of tongues been so prevalent in worship services 

especially in predominantly African American churches? 

2.​ The sermon states that the exercising of the Spiritual Gift of tongues has no benefit for those 

gathering for worship.  Agree or disagree and why? 

3.​ Paul does not believe there is a prayer language uttered through a person that bypasses their mind. 

Meaning if the Spirit of God is praying through you then you will know what is being said.  Agree or 

disagree and why? 

4.​ The gift of tongues is the ability to speak a language that you have not learned or studied.   

a.​ How then does the gift of tongues bless the unbeliever? 

b.​ Making the word of God plain to someone who does not understand it at all is in my opinion 

a gift of tongues.  How has this occurred in your life as you have shared the gospel with an 

unbeliever? 

5.​ The spiritual gift of prophecy is the ability (and responsibility) to speak the words God brings to 

mind. In other words, the gift of prophecy is speaking the word of God without compromise.  

Prophecy is NOT fortune telling or future telling.  Some people compromise the word of God (won’t 

speak it, or change the words) out of fear of retaliation, being an outcast or being abandoned by 

others. Speaking the word of God in a situation is not popular because “Thus says the Lord” is often 

times a warning to those for their wayward behavior toward the Lord or one another. 

a.​ Why does Paul say we should desire this Spiritual gift of Prophecy? 

b.​ How have you exercised the Spiritual gift of Prophecy? 

c.​ Have you ever been retaliated against for using the Gift of Prophecy? If so, how? 

6.​ Some faith traditions believe the spiritual gift of tongues is a requirement for salvation and a sign of 

the baptism of the Holy Spirit.  This has been the understanding by some of the Pentecostal and 

charismatic persuasions. 

a.​ From what you have heard in the sermon and studied today, what would your response be to 

such a claim? 

7.​ Summarize God’s priorities concerning the spiritual gifts of prophecy and tongues.   

8.​ After listening to the sermon, share your major takeaway and why? 
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The Gift of Tongues Contrasted with Prophecy, 14:1-25 

(14:1-25) Introduction: remember that 1 Cor. 12 through 1 Cor. 14 are dealing with the spiritual gifts which 
God gives to His followers for the work of the ministry. Believers are gifted to minister and to help people in 
their desperate need for life, both life abundant and life eternal. However, when men focus upon their gifts and 
abilities, the problems of pride, arrogance, superiority, and super-spirituality always arise. There are always 
some people who feel that their gifts and abilities make them better and more favored and privileged than 
others. This is exactly what happened to the Corinthian church, and it is what has happened to multitudes of 
believers since that day. The gift of tongues is especially subject to pride and super-spirituality because it 
involves a static and heavenly utterance as opposed to ordinary human language. 

The point is this: the gift of tongues (and all other gifts) is just one of many gifts. Each gift has it place in 
fulfilling the mission of the Lord and each must be used effectively in reaching the world for Christ and in 
ministering to the needs of people. The present passage is a contrast of the gift of tongues with prophecy. 

1. (14:1) Gifts, Spiritual— Prophecy: gifts are to be coveted, especially prophecy. Note two points. 

1.  Love is to be pursued above all else in life. Gifts, abilities, and service are important; but they pale into 
insignificance in comparison with love. Love is the greatest need and the supreme answer to all the needs of 
men. It is when we love a person that we meet the needs of a person. In fact, if we truly love a person, then we 
will do all we can to meet all the needs of that person. 

⇒  The word "follow" (diōkete PWS: 1543) means to pursue, to persist, to continue on and on, never giving up until 
love is possessed. 

2.  Spiritual gifts are to be desired. We are to pursue love first, but this does not mean we are not to seek the 
spiritual gifts of God. On the contrary, the more we love God and men, the more we covet the gifts of God so 
that we can minister and help the world of men more effectively. 

⇒  The word "desire" (zēloute PWS: 969) means to covet earnestly; to be zealous and ambitious for. 

 2. (14:2-5) Tongues, Gift of— Prophecy: the difference between tongues and prophecy. Remember that the 
gift of tongues is the gift that is so subject to pride and super-spirituality because of its unearthly or heavenly 
nature. However, its true importance is shown by contrasting it with the gift of prophecy. The differences 
between tongues and prophecy are immediately said to be threefold. 

1.  Tongues are addressed to God, whereas prophecy is addressed to men (1 Cor. 14:2-3). Very simply stated, 
Scripture declares that tongues do not edify or benefit men as much as prophecy. There are reasons for this. 

a.  Tongues are directed toward God; they are for God, for communion with Him, for sharing the mysteries 
(secret things) of God with God. 

b.  Tongues are not understood by men. Scripture is clear: "no man understands," that is, hears, gets the sense, 
grasps the meaning of what is being said. 

http://www.crossbooks.com/verse.asp?ref=1Co+14%3A1-25
http://www.crossbooks.com/verse.asp?ref=1Co+14%3A1-25
http://www.crossbooks.com/verse.asp?ref=1Co+12
http://www.crossbooks.com/verse.asp?ref=1Co+14
http://www.crossbooks.com/verse.asp?ref=1Co+14%3A1
http://www.crossbooks.com/book.asp?pub=0&book=748&tocpath=F%5C#1543:%20Follow
http://www.crossbooks.com/book.asp?pub=0&book=748&tocpath=D%5C#969:%20Desire
http://www.crossbooks.com/verse.asp?ref=1Co+14%3A2-5
http://www.crossbooks.com/verse.asp?ref=1Co+14%3A2-3
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c.  The believer who prophesies edifies, exhorts, and comforts men (see Deeper Study #1, Prophecy—1 Cor. 
14:3). 

 Thought 1. Note the importance being laid upon proclaiming the message of the gospel in understandable 
terms. Men can be reached and helped only as they can understand the message of believers. The point is clear: 
the primary message upon our lips must be the gospel, and it must be understandable to all men. 

 2.  Tongues edify self, whereas prophecy edifies the church (1 Cor. 14:4). The point is clear: tongues are useful; 
they edify self. But prophecy is of much more benefit. The believer who prophesies edifies the whole church; he 
builds up far more people. Note something else as well: the gift of tongues is focused upon self-edification, but 
the gift of prophecy is focused upon the ministry, upon the edification of others. Self-edification is, of course, 
important; but the ministry of edifying others is far more important. 

3.  Tongues are commendable, but prophecy is more commendable. This is a verse that needs to be given close 
attention both by those who emphasize and by those who minimize and deny tongues. 

⇒  Paul would like for all to speak with tongues. 

⇒  But it is far more important for all to prophecy and proclaim the gospel. 

⇒  The prophet is far more important than the man who speaks in tongues unless the tongues are interpreted. 

Again, note that the stress is edification. The purpose for the believer speaking in worship must be to edify the 
church. (See Deeper Study #1, Prophecy—1 Cor. 14:3 for verses on edification.) 

 DEEPER STUDY #1  (14:3) Prophecy 

(14:3) Prophecy (prophēteuōn PWS: 3062): this is the gift of speaking under the inspiration of God's Spirit. In the 
Bible it includes both prediction and proclamation, and neither one should be minimized despite the abuse of 
the gift. There is no question... 

•  the gift to predict events has been abused to the point of the ridiculous. However, the abuse of the gift does 
not eliminate the fact that the Spirit of God does sometimes give believers a glimpse into coming events in 
order to prepare and strengthen them to face the events. 

•  the gift to proclaim the gospel has been abused to the point that most people's understanding of the gospel is 
tragically warped. However, the abuse of the gospel by both the false and immature prophets (ministers) does 
not eliminate the fact that God does call some men to proclaim His Word. 

The New Testament clearly states the purpose of prophecy in this verse: "he that prophesieth speaketh unto men 
to edification, and exhortation, and comfort" (1 Cor. 14:3). 

1.  Edification (oikodomēn PWS: 1229) means to build up. It is a construction word referring to constructing some 
building. The first purpose of prophecy is to build up people. 

 "Let us therefore follow after the things which make for peace, and things wherewith one may edify 
another" (Romans 14:19). 

http://www.crossbooks.com/book.asp?pub=0&book=601&sec=00006046#link335
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http://www.crossbooks.com/verse.asp?ref=1Co+14%3A3
http://www.crossbooks.com/book.asp?pub=0&book=748&tocpath=E%5C#1229:%20Edification
http://www.crossbooks.com/verse.asp?ref=Ro+14%3A19
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"Let every one of us please his neighbour for his good to edification" (Romans 15:2). 

"...knowledge puffeth up, but charity edifieth" (1 Cor. 8:1). 

 2.  Exhortation (parakiesin) means to strengthen, to encourage, to call to the side of. The second purpose of 
prophecy is to strengthen and encourage people by calling them to the side of God. 

 "And many other things in his exhortation preached he unto the people" (Luke 3:18). 

"And with many other words did he testify and exhort, saying, Save yourselves from this untoward 
generation" (Acts 2:40). 

 3.  Comfort (paramuthian PWS: 631) means to give strength and hope to, to ease the grief or trouble of someone. It 
has the idea of comforting through the most severe experiences of life, for example, through death (cp. John 
11:19, 31). The third purpose of prophecy is to comfort people as they walk through life. 

 "So that contrariwise ye ought rather to forgive him, and comfort him, lest perhaps such a one should be 
swallowed up with overmuch sorrow" (2 Cor. 2:7). 

3. (14:6-14) Tongues, Gift of: the problem with tongues. There are two specific problems with tongues that are 
discussed in these nine verses. 

1.  The first problem: tongues do not communicate in the church, not apart from some other gift (interpretation, 
1 Cor. 14:13). Paul illustrated the fact with several illustrations. 

a.  Paul himself, if he were to visit the church, would not speak with tongues. Why? Because his speaking in a 
tongue would not profit us. We would not be able to understand what he was saying. His visit and proclamation 
would do us no good. The only way his visit and words would help us would be if he shared... 

•  some revelation. 

•  some knowledge. 

•  some prophesying. 

•  some teaching. 

b.  Musical instruments also illustrate the fact. Pipes (Greek, aulos PWS: 2939, wind instruments) and harps (Greek, 
kithara PWS: 1873, string instruments) must have a distinctive sound or else their sound is meaningless, confused, 
and nonsense—just not understood. Musical instruments must communicate or else the music is unknown and 
fails to inspire the listeners. 

c.  A military trumpet illustrates the point. When the soldier blows the trumpet, he must communicate or else the 
army is unprepared for the battle. 

d.  A person's own speech is a fourth illustration. A person must speak words that are understood or else the 
listeners do not know what he is saying. He is doing nothing more than speaking into the air. 

http://www.crossbooks.com/verse.asp?ref=Ro+15%3A2
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e.  Different foreign languages are a fifth illustration. Very simply, there are many different voices (languages) 
in the world, and each language has its own distinct speech. If a foreigner speaks to men and I do not 
understand what he is saying... 

•  I am as a barbarian, that is, as a dumb and senseless man to him. 

•  he is as a barbarian, that is, as a dumb and senseless man to me. 

He is of no use to me, not in sharing and communicating the gospel. What he has to say is meaningless, 
unintelligible, unprofitable, and of no value. It does not reach or edify, strengthen or comfort me. 

f.  The point is striking: the believer who is zealous of spiritual gifts is to seek for the gifts that edify the church. 
Note: a believer's zeal is not to be dampened even if he has been misinformed and emphasizes the wrong gift. 
He is to straighten out his emphasis, keep his zeal, and direct his energy to edifying the church. The important 
gifts are those that build up people for Christ. 

 "Know ye not that they which run in a race run all, but one receiveth the prize? So run, that ye may 
obtain" (1 Cor. 9:24). 

"But covet earnestly the best gifts: and yet shew I unto you a more excellent way" (1 Cor. 12:31). 

"Follow after charity, and desire spiritual gifts, but rather that ye may prophesy" (1 Cor. 14:1). 

 2.  The second problem: tongues do not communicate even in prayer, not apart from some other gift 
(interpretation). Paul definitely says one can pray in a tongue. The idea seems to be a tongue of "ecstasy" 
(1 Cor. 14:2, Williams) or of some "strange language" (1 Cor. 14:2, Beck). 

The speaking in tongues in Acts seems to be the speaking of foreign languages. But the speaking in tongues in 
1 Cor. 14 is an ecstatic utterance. An objective and thorough study of 1 Cor. 12-14 shows this. Some of the 
passages have to be really strained to make them apply to foreign languages (or to a learned and conditioned 
reflex as claimed by some interpreters). Several examples are as follows. 

 "Tongues speaketh not unto men, but unto God...in the spirit he speaketh mysteries" (1 Cor. 14:2). 

"He that speaketh in an unknown tongue edifieth himself" (1 Cor. 14:4). 

"If I pray in an unknown tongue, my spirit prayeth...." (1 Cor. 14:14). 

Paul says, "I thank my God I speak with tongues more than ye all: yet in the church I had rather speak 
five words with my understanding" (1 Cor. 14:18-19). 

 The point is an eye-opener: even if a believer prays in an unknown tongue, it is unfruitful unless he has the gift 
of interpretation. He has no idea what he is praying unless there is the gift of interpretation. His prayer is 
unfruitful and meaningless. 

 4. (14:15-20) Tongues, Gift of— Paul: Paul's own personal worship and use of tongues is covered in these six 
verses. He says three distinct things. 
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1.  Paul worships by praying and singing both with the spirit and with the understanding (1 Cor. 14:15-17). Note 
a crucial point throughout this passage: Paul is not denying or forbidding the exercise of the gift of tongues. He 
is insisting on the proper use of the gifts. He says that he himself will do it "with the understanding also." 

The stress is that he does not pray or sing without understanding what he is praying and singing. He gives two 
reasons for this. 

a.  He wishes others to understand and to confirm what he prays and sings (1 Cor. 14:16). The illustration is 
pointed. If you bless God with the spirit (that is, with a tongue), how shall the unlearned (those who do not 
understand tongues) say "Amen," that is, confirm what you say? Agreeing and sharing in your prayer and praise 
is impossible, for no one understands what you are saying. 

b.  He wishes others to be edified (1 Cor. 14:17). The giving of thanks and prayer are not wrong; in fact, they 
are good. But if they are done in a tongue, others are not edified. 

2.  Paul speaks in tongues often, but in the church he always uses another gift (1 Cor. 14:18-19). Nothing could 
be any clearer about Paul's practice of tongues than this verse: 

⇒  Paul had the gift of tongues and used the gift more than "ye all." 

⇒  However, in church, he would rather speak five clearly understood words than ten thousand words in a 
tongue. To the honest and open reader, Paul's point is clear: in the church, he used other gifts to worship and 
proclaim the gospel. He used his gift of tongues in private worship. 

3.  Paul urges one thing: understanding and edification. This is a strong imperative, a forceful statement: "Be 
not children in understanding: howbeit in malice be ye children, but in understanding be men." It seems as 
though "tongues" had so divided the Corinthian church that bitterness and malice had become quite a problem 
between some. Some of the believers just did not understand the gifts, their importance and purpose. Therefore, 
they were acting like children, stricken with the different, emotional, and spectacular experience. They 
desperately needed to understand the gifts and their proper place in the believer's life. One thing was certain: 
there was to be no place for divisiveness over the gifts. There was to be only love and mature understanding. 
Believers are to be as mature men and women, not as children. 

  

"And I, brethren, could not speak unto you as unto spiritual, but as unto carnal, even as unto babes in 
Christ. I have fed you with milk, and not with meat: for hitherto ye were not able to bear it, neither yet 
now are ye able" (1 Cor. 3:1-2). 

"When I was a child, I spake as a child, I understood as a child, I thought as a child: but when I became a 
man, I put away childish things" (1 Cor. 13:11). 

5. (14:21-25) Tongues, Gift of— Prophecy: the purpose of tongues and prophecy. Three points are discussed. 
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1.  Tongues are a sign to warn unbelievers; prophecy is a gift to edify believers. The Old Testament passage 
quoted is Isaiah 28:11-12. The meaning seems to be a promise that God will bear witness to unbelieving Israel 
through many tongues (languages), yet they will still not hear Him. 

Paul seems to be saying several things here. 

a.  Tongues are foreign languages, although they are often experienced in an ecstatic moment and may not be 
understood by the speaker himself. 

b.  Tongues are a sign to warn unbelievers. How can this verse be reconciled with the fact that tongues are said 
to be primarily for personal edification (1 Cor. 14:2, 4, 17) and prophecy is said to be primarily for public 
edification and witness (1 Cor. 14:24-25)? The answer is probably twofold. 

⇒  Unbelievers clearly see the hand of God when a foreign believer is suddenly and miraculously given the 
ability to witness to them in their own native language. Such was definitely the case at Pentecost (cp. Acts 
2:6-13). 

⇒  The believer who speaks in tongues has an exciting and exhilarating experience while in his prayer closet. 
This exciting experience enables him to become the kind of witness he ought to be for the Lord Jesus Christ. 
His gift of tongues edifies him personally, and he is quickened with a new fervor to warn the unbeliever of 
pending judgment. 1 Cor. 14:21, 23, and the whole context point toward this meaning. One thing is certain: God 
knows what every child of His needs to make that child the witness he ought to be. He knows what experience 
and what gifts are needed—and He always provides these experiences and gifts. 

Prophecy is primarily for believers, for their edification, strengthening, and comfort (see Deeper Study #1, 
Prophecy—1 Cor. 14:3 for more discussion). 

2.  Tongues within the church confuse and harden unbelievers. The point is clearly seen: tongues without 
interpretation cause a person to appear insane. The tongue speaker seems to be babbling just like an insane 
person does. Tongues (the ecstatic gift) are not to be used to reach people within the church. 

3.  Prophecy within the church convicts unbelievers. This is a great passage on the effect of preaching upon 
unbelievers. Note that although prophecy is primarily for believers and their edification, it is used by God to 
reach the lost as well. (See Deeper Study #1, Prophecy—1 Cor. 14:3 for discussion.) 

  

"Now when they heard this, they were pricked in their heart, and said unto Peter and to the rest of the 
apostles, Men and brethren, what shall we do?" (Acts 2:37). 

"And as he reasoned of righteousness, temperance, and judgment to come, Felix trembled, and answered, 
Go thy way for this time; when I have a convenient season, I will call for thee" (Acts 24:25). 

​
Preacher's Outline and Sermon Bible - Commentary - The Preacher's Outline & Sermon Bible – 1 & 2 
Corinthians. 
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