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5] INTRODUCTION

We live in a purpose-driven society. Success is often measured by whether we achieve the goals
we set. We ask questions like: Why are we doing this? How should we do it? When should we
act? There is nothing wrong with those questions. But Paul reminds us not to forget who we are
serving. When it comes to spiritual gifts, the focus should not be on ourselves but on others. That
is why 1 Corinthians 13, the chapter on love, is placed between two chapters about spiritual gifts.
Love is the key when we use our spiritual gifts. This reminds me of a personal experience from
elementary school. Whenever I asked my older brother for help with math, I often ended up in
tears. Why? Because he explained things in a way that made sense to him, without understanding
where I was struggling. I felt as though he was looking down on me, thinking that I was too
dumb to handle those simple calculations. That attitude of “I’m better than you” was also a
problem in the Corinthian church. Some believers became proud because of the spiritual gifts
they had. In today’s passage, Paul focuses on two gifts used in public worship: tongues and
prophecy. Both gifts involve communication. The gift of tongues enables people to speak in a
language they have never learned. However, unless someone interprets the message, no one can
understand it. Prophecy, on the other hand, is teaching God’s Word. That is why the Chinese
Bible translates this gift as “prophetic preaching.” God gives this gift to Bible teachers to explain
God’s Word so that the whole church can be strengthened. Therefore, Paul encourages believers
to earnestly desire the gift of prophecy over the gift of tongues. He gives us a few reasons.

fiZ¥E EXPLANATION
1. 7% Audience

The first reason Paul prefers prophecy than tongues has to do with the audience. Look at verses
2-3: 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... The difference is clear. Tongues are directed to God, while prophecy is directed to
people. A tongue is a form of personal communication with God. The problem is that neither the
listeners nor even the speakers understand what is being said. Later in this chapter, Paul mentions
that he prays privately in tongues too. That suggests that tongues are mainly for personal
devotion rather than public worship. If a spiritual gift is meant only for private use, there is no
reason to show it off. There is no room for boasting. It is like owning a large mansion. Nobody
needs to know about it unless you are willing to open your home to entertain others. Prophecy is
different. Its audience is the whole church. God gives a message to the speaker, and he shares it
with God’s people. A Bible study or a sermon is not a book report or a religious lecture. The
authority does not rest in the teacher but it comes from God’s Word. Therefore, a teacher’s
attitude should not be, “Let me tell you what I know.” Instead, it should be, “Let us listen to what
God is telling us.” In that sense, the teacher is also a student. Before teaching others, he must
first allow God’s Word to speak to him. The Holy Spirit helps him understand the passage and
gives him the wisdom to explain it clearly. Of course, that does not eliminate the need for



preparation. A faithful teacher reads the passage carefully and repeatedly, and seeks God’s
guidance in prayer. Then he may use study guides, commentaries, and other resources to deepen
his understanding. As church members, we should often pray for those who teach. Ask God to
help them explain His truth accurately and effectively. Some people can write many books or
speak for hours on a subject. Yet they struggle to explain it in an easy way. Albert Einstein once
said that if you cannot teach something to a child, then you do not really know your stuff. I
always admire people who can explain deep truths in straightforward ways. Powerful messages
can be both simple, yet profound. They are easy to learn, easy to remember, and hard to forget.

2. 7l Benefits

Besides having a different audience, tongues and prophecy also bring different benefits. Look at
verses 3-4: 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. The contrast is obvious. Prophecy benefits the whole
church, while tongues only benefit the individual. To prophesy is to teach God’s Word publicly.
Through the guidance of the Holy Spirit, teachers explain the Bible and help people understand
its meaning. But understanding is only the first step. God’s truth must also be applied. Paul
mentions three results of application: upbuilding, encouragement, and consolation. God’s Word
builds us up by strengthening our faith and deepening our relationships with God and with one
another. It encourages us when we are discouraged, confused or tempted to give up. It comforts
us when we face sorrow, disappointment or loss. That is why Bible teaching should not end with
information alone. It should lead to transformation. Teachers should help people think about how
to put God’s truth into practice. For example, if God is loving, gracious and patient, how should
those attributes shape my life? If God commands us to love one another and welcome strangers,
how should that change my priorities and actions? God’s Word is meant for everyday life. Jesus
does not call us to be Bible experts. He calls us to be disciples. They learn the truth and they live
the truth. In comparison, tongues serve a different purpose. They are for private communication
with God. They are deeply personal. Think of it like a coded language between lovers or close
friends, or military intelligence. Outsiders cannot understand the messages if they are not
translated. Through tongues, a believer may grow closer to God. However, God does not give
that gift to every Christian. As a result, its benefit is limited to certain individuals rather than the
whole church. That is why Paul urges believers to desire the gift of prophecy because it
strengthens the entire congregation. The church is a community of faith. Therefore, when we use
the gifts and talents God has given us, we should not only ask, “How does this help me?” We
should also ask, “How does this benefit God’s people?”

3. NZ Content

So far, we have compared tongues and prophecy in terms of their audience and their benefits.
Now Paul turns to the content of these gifts. Look at verses 6-7: 6 Now, brothers, 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? 7 If even lifeless instruments, such as the flute or the harp, do not give
distinct notes, how will anyone know what is played? Paul’s point is simple: communication is
only helpful when people can understand its content. Tongues are languages that the speaker has
never learned. Unless someone interprets them, no one knows what is being said. As a result, the
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message cannot benefit others. Paul illustrates this with musical instruments. Anyone can make
sounds with them. But it is considered as music only when there is a melody and rhythm.
Otherwise, they are just noise, like a baby banging on toys. Similarly, tongues can sound like
meaningless words when no one can understand them. Prophecy is different. Through prophecy,
God’s truth is communicated clearly. People with this gift present revelation, knowledge,
prophecy and teaching from God. The content is clear when there is no language barrier. It can
build people up. Many people are fascinated by tongues because they seem supernatural.
However, it can lead to unforeseeable outcomes if its meaning is unknown. I once heard a true
story about a man who visited a church where tongues were commonly used during worship. As
expected, several people spoke in tongues throughout the service. Afterward, he immediately
talked to the friend who had invited him. He said, “You may want to think carefully about
staying in this church. Most people here have no idea what is being said. One of the speakers was
actually speaking German. I understand the language. Everyone assumed he was praising God,
but he was in fact cursing God.” That story is shocking, but it illustrates an important point. God
is certainly able to give the gift of tongues today. Yet when words are spoken without
interpretation, people have no way to evaluate what is being said. It may even leave a loophole
for the devil to snare us and blaspheme God! The Bible calls us to exercise discernment. In that
regard, it is more profitable to understand God’s revealed Word, and to share it with fellow
believers than to aspire after a mysterious experience.

4. 238 Device

The audience, benefits and content of tongues and prophecy differ. Another feature that separates
the two gifts is the device that is used to communicate. You will see what I mean from verses 14-
15: 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. When Paul prayed in tongues, he was praying with his spirit. Even
if we do not have that gift, we can still relate to part of his experience. Prayer is more than
working through a list of requests. It is personal fellowship with God. For example, when you
praise God, you may picture a star-filled sky, a beautiful sunset, colorful flowers or the vast
ocean. As you reflect on His creation, your heart echoes: “Lord, You are wonderful, powerful and
wise.” Or perhaps you come to God carrying a heavy burden. You may picture yourself placing
that load into His hands. As you quietly rest in His presence, you experience His love, grace and
peace. The problem may still be there when you finish praying, but you trust that God will guide
you through it. The point is that we can feel that God is close to us, much like the relationship
between lovers or best friends. Sometimes, they have an intuition about what you have in mind
even before you speaks. Compared to praying in tongues, prophesying employes a totally
different device. Teachers use understandable words to explain God’s truth. Listeners use their
minds to process what they hear and to make sense of the message. In summary, we use our
spirits to commune with God, and we use our minds to learn God’s Word. Both are essential for
spiritual growth. But prayer is often personal. Through prayer, God may remind you the sins that
no one else knows, give direction for an important decision or call you into ministry. Prophecy,
on the other hand, strengthens the church through the clear teaching of God’s Word. Ultimately,
the difference comes down to whether the goal is to edify the individual believer or to build up
the whole church body.



5. 2% Effects

The final difference between tongues and prophecy is the effects they have on those who hear
them. Let us read verses 23-25: 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?
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. Paul describes a situation in which a
non-believer visits a church service. If everyone is speaking in tongues, the visitor cannot
understand what is being said. Instead of being drawn to God, he may conclude that Christians
have lost their minds. The gathering may seem confusing, strange or even frightening. We see a
similar reaction in Acts 2. On the Day of Pentecost, Jews from many regions came to Jerusalem.
They heard believers speaking in languages they had never learned. Although some people
recognized those dialects and heard believers praising God, they mocked them and accused them
of being drunk. It is hard to imagine that drunken people can talk things that make any sense,
even declaring God’s wonders! In both Jerusalem and Corinth, non-believers were puzzled by
what they saw and heard. The response is very different when God’s Word is clearly taught. A
non-believer may come to church with no intention of seeking God. Yet as he listens to the
message, the Holy Spirit begins to work in his heart. He realizes that God’s Word is speaking
directly to him. After all, the Bible is more than a moral guide or a collection of good advice. It is
the living Word of God. Its truths are not mere suggestions; they reveal God’s standard of right
and wrong. As God’s Word is preached, the Holy Spirit convicts people of sin, convinces them
that Jesus is the only way to salvation, until they are converted to become Christians. He opens
their eyes to the truth until they are moved to repentance and faith. Those who surrender
themselves to the Lord can feel that the invisible God is present in the gathering.

4Ex6 CONCLUSION

When we use our spiritual gifts, the focus should be on others, not ourselves. The church is
God’s house. We gather here to worship Him, learn His Word and grow together. Our goal is to
build one another up in faith. Therefore, when we teach the Bible, we should explain God’s truth
clearly. When we share testimonies, God should be the hero of the story, not us. When we sing,
our songs should exalt God’s character, not merely express human feelings. When we pray
publicly, we should lead people into God’s presence, not draw attention to ourselves with
beautiful words. As a result, both believers and unbelievers can experience God’s presence
among us. When they leave, they should not merely feel better, but knowing God better.
Believers should be encouraged and equipped to live for the Lord throughout the coming week.
If we glorify God and edify His people in everything we do, then our worship has accomplished
its purpose.
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