
1 Cor. 14:13-25 (LD 20)  “A Matter of Interpretation”

For the Children: We often think we know best, when we do not.  A boy at school confidently tells another 
person how to do a maths problem – but he tells something very different than what the teacher has said, and he
is wrong.  He acts as if he is a higher authority than the teacher!  Our highest authority is God – Who has told us 
about Himself and how we should live, in His Word.  He sent His Son as the high-point in that revelation.  Once 
the Bible finished writing about what he said and did, nothing more can be added.  There are no new messages 
from God.  We have to concentrate on dealing with what He has already revealed to us.  Questions: What was 
“speaking in tongues”?  Why did it have to be interpreted in the church?  Why would un-interpreted tongues give 
the wrong message to Gentile visitors in the church?  Why is it not available today?
________________________________________________________________________________________
Introduction:

First Point: Tongues and the Believer
1) With the Mind: The apostle stresses that it is important to speak/pray/sing in tongues in a worship 

service “with the mind/understanding” rather than just “in/with the spirit” – unless someone is there to 
interpret the tongues (vss. 14-15).  Speaking “with the mind” means in an articulate and intelligible way 
that can be understood by others.  For the issue here is that God’s people can only be edified by the 
intelligible Word of God.  This does not mean it is allowable to speak in tongues at home, privately (as 
some argue from v. 28), because the gifts of the Spirit are given for the “common good” (1 Cor. 12:7).

2) Tongues and Prophecy: Interpreted tongues could edify the congregation at that time, because it is 
revelational – a verbal communication from God.  See 14:6.  This implies that interpreted tongues is 
equivalent to prophecy.  Prophecy benefits all, but un-interpreted tongues does not (v. 24).   The one 
who prophesies is greater than the one who speaks in tongues – unless they are interpreted (v. 5).  This 
implies that tongues are no longer available for the church today, any more than prophecy: all verbal 
revelation has ended, because the Scripture is complete and sufficient (1 Cor. 13:8, 2 Tim. 3:16-17).

3) The Unity Argument: Congregational unity in truth is expressed by all saying “Amen” together.  “Amen” 
indicates that we agree that what is said in the service is in line with God’s Word.  But if one speaks in 
tongues un-interpreted, how can the congregation test it against God’s Word? (vss. 16-17).

4) The Apostle’s Practice: Some of the Corinthians were attaching far too much importance to speaking in 
tongues.  Paul says he can speak in tongues more than any of them.  He is not showing a “sour-grapes” 
attitude.  But he refrains from anything that will not edify the whole congregation.  

Second Point: Tongues and the Unbeliever
1) Tongues as Judgement: The quote from Is. 28:11f with allusions to Is. 33:19, Jer. 5:15) in 1 Cor. 14:21 

refers to the fact that God often judged Israel for being unfaithful by sending foreigners to invade or take 
God’s people into Exile.  The sound of their strange, Gentile languages was an indication of judgement, 
as Dt. 28:49 had warned.  In NT times, a similar thing happened because Israel rejected the Messiah.  
The Romans invaded and destroyed Jerusalem in AD 70.  “Tongues” was a warning of that.

2) A Problem for Gentile Visitors: “Tongues” also gave new revelation at the time; helped establish the 
foundational role of the apostles, as one of the “signs of the apostles” (2 Cor. 12;12); it indicated that the 
Gospel was about to go out to the Gentiles who spoke these tongues in their own lands; and it fulfilled 
Joel 2:28, about the out-pouring of the Spirit.  Each of these factors implied a “use-by date.”  However, 
even at this time, un-interpreted tongues should not be spoken in church, in case Gentiles came in: the 
sign of judgement would wrongly be applied to them, causing them to think everyone there was mad 
(vss. 22-23).

3) The Principle That Still Applies: The underlying principle, that worship must be intelligible, still applies.  
Services should be in the local language, at a level people there can generally understand.  The 
message should be clear and unambiguous, so that it acts for the “common good.”  The “common good”
has to do with the Spirit using the Word to apply Christ and all His benefits to us (LD 20), rather than 
enabling individuals to do spectacular miracles.

Conclusion:


