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Biblical Context 

In 1 Corinthians 12, Paul began addressing the issue concerning spiritual gifts (τῶν πνευματικῶν, tōn                
pneumatikōn). The thesis statement of 1 Corinthians 12 is found in 12:7, “To each is given the manifestation of                   1

the Spirit for the common good,” and is accented by 12:11, “All these are empowered by one and the same Spirit,                     
who apportions to each one individually as he wills.” This tells us a few things. Any genuine spiritual gift is at the                      
initiation and discretion of the Holy Spirit and the purpose of the gifts is for “the common good,” (i.e. the building                     
up, or edification, of the church; cf. 14:3-5, 12, 17, 26). It is important to note that the overall argument deals with                      2

“manifestations of gifts in the church, not with individual spirituality” (cf. 14:19, 23, 26). In 1 Corinthians 13,                  
3

Paul inserts an important discussion on the necessity, character, and permanence of love (ἀγάπη, agape), against                
the backdrop of spiritual gifts. The Corinthians were imbalanced in their approach to spiritual gifts, having a more                  4

pagan fascination with individual gifts rather than being motivated by love to build the church.  
5

On the heels of defining what love (agape) is in the context of the church, Paul resumes his discussion on two                     6

spiritual gifts in particular—tongues (γλωσσα, glōssa) and prophecy (προφητεία, propheteia)—in order to            
highlight the purpose, to build up the church. “Paul proceeds at last to offer specific correctives to the Corinthians’                   7

apparently unbridled expression of ‘tongues’ in the community gatherings for worship.” Nowhere in his letters               8

does Paul ever discourage Christians from desiring spiritual gifts, but only reframes perspectives. In 1 Cor 14:1,                 
Paul says, “Pursue (διώκω, diōkō) love, earnestly desire (ζηλόω, zeloō) the spiritual gifts, especially that you may                 
prophesy.” Love, agape, the enduring, sacrificial, committed, and active seeking of another’s benefit and building               9

up, must be the highest pursuit. Paul “insisted that no one, including both himself and them, counts for anything,                   
no matter how ‘spiritual’ a person is, if they are neither motivated nor characterized by love.” In 1 Cor 12:31a,                    10

Paul states that the church should “earnestly desire the higher (μέγας, megas, “greater”) gifts, but in 14:1, that the                   
church should especially desire to prophesy.  

In 1 Cor 14:2-3, Paul contrasts the gifts of tongues and prophecy in light of who is being addressed, and in                     
14:4, in terms of who is being edified. Paul states, “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” (14:2). Paul does not here (or anywhere) speak                    
against the gift of tongues, but “seeks to put it in its rightful place.” The gift of tongues is a manifestation of the                       11

Spirit (12:4-11), where one utters “mysteries” in the Spirit, speaking not to men, but to God. “The one who speaks                    
in a tongue builds up himself,” (14:4a). Jude 20 tells us that “praying in the Holy Spirit” builds up the individual                     
believer. Thus, the believer who speaks in tongues is built up by the Spiritual mysteries he speaks to God. The                    12

1 The word “gifts” is not found in the Greek of 1 Cor 12:1 and has been supplied from the context by the translators. Paul uses the genitive case in 12:1 
(tōn pneumatikōn) which can be either masculine or neuter. It is vague whether it refers to people (masculine) or things (neuter; i.e. gifts). In 1 Cor 14:1, Paul 
uses the word in the accusative case (ta pneumatika) which is most definitely pleural neuter (i.e. gifts), making the context more clear in 14:1, syntactically. 

2 We will find throughout the course of 1 Corinthians 14 that “the common good” is for the building up of the church. 
3 Gordon D. Fee, The First Epistle to the Corinthians, ed. Ned B. Stonehouse et al., Revised Edition., The New International Commentary on the New 

Testament (Grand Rapids, MI; Cambridge, U.K.: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2014), Fee, 638. 
4 Fee, 696. The word ἀγάπη ( agape) conveys a love that is enduring, sacrificial, committed, actively seeking the benefit of others. It is the God type of 

love that should be exhibited by Christians. In Paul’s writings, this is the love God has for us, and love we should have for one another.  
5 Fee, 645. 
6 In English, “love” is defined by context (i.e. “I love pizza” vs. “I love my wife”). Greek has different words to communicate love. The word στοργή 

(storgē) is a fondness. The word φιλία (philia) is love between friends. The word ἔρως ( erōs) is a more passionate type of love.  
7 Tongues (glossa), like Hebrew lashon, refers to the physical tongue but can also mean language. It is used in Acts 2 where the disciples “were all filled 

with the Holy Spirit and began to speak in other tongues (glossa) as the Spirit gave them utterance” (Acts 2:4). God used these utterances to get the attention 
of people from many nations/languages and spread the message of the gospel. As it is used in 1 Corinthians, it also refers to a “supernatural language” (i.e. a 
language not known to the speaker), but in a slightly different context. Also referred to as “speaking in the Spirit of God” (1 Cor 12:3), “tongues of angels” 
(13:1), “uttering mysteries in the Spirit” (14:2), “praying in the Spirit” (Eph 6:18; Jude 20 

8 Fee, 722. 
9 The word for pursue (diōkō) is elsewhere translated as persecute and holds the meaning “to move rapidly and decisively toward…” With the word 

zeloō (“be zealous for”), Paul resumes where he left off in 1 Cor 12:31a, “But earnestly desire the higher gifts.”  
10 Fee, 722. 
11 Fee, 727.  
12 Jude encourages the readers regarding “the last days” (Jude 18; cf 2 Pet 3:3), with the presentation of the saints “before the presence of His glory.” “It 

is not a criticism of tongues that the gift edifies the speaker.” Roy E. Ciampa and Brian S. Rosner, The First Letter to the Corinthians, The Pillar New 
Testament Commentary (Grand Rapids, MI; Cambridge, U.K.: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2010), 674. 



caveat is that when one speaks in tongues and there is an interpretation, others are built up as well (14:5b). We see                      
the first occurence of Christians speaking “in other tongues as the Spirit gave them utterance” in Acts 2:4. In this                    
context, the Spirit spoke through believers while other non-believers from “every nation” were “hearing them in                
their own languages” and ultimately came to salvation (2:41).  God empowered believers to spread the gospel.   13 14

In 1 Cor 14:3, Paul writes, “On the other hand, the one who prophesies speaks to people for their upbuilding                    
and encouragement and consolation.” Whereas the gift of tongues primarily “speaks not to men but to God,” the                  
gift of prophecy “speaks to people.” A function of Spirit-given prophesying is for upbuilding (οἰκοδομή,               15

oikodome; 14:3, 5, 12, 26), encouragement (παράκλησις, paraklesis; Rom 12:8), and consolation (παραμύθιον,             
paramuthion). It is often believed that prophecy concerns the future. In this context (and arguably in the Old                  
Testament as well), words of prophecy were spoken with the focus being on “but the present situations of the                   
people of God.” The intelligible gift of prophecy is presented in contrast with the unintelligible gift of tongues                  16

primarily because, “the one who prophesies build up (οἰκοδομέω, oikodomeō) the church” (1 Cor 14:4b). The gift                 
of tongues, when not properly applied, had been used by Corinthian believers to assert their “spirituality” in public,                  
as “the ultimate sign of their [the speakers’] spiritual power and maturity.” Rather than aim to assert their own                   17

spirituality and maturity, the Corinthians be zealous for gifts that build up the church, because “love (agape) builds                  
up” (8:1). Thus, in contrast to the gift of tongues which builds up the individual, the believer who speaks words of                     
prophecy builds up the church by words given by God. Nevertheless, the motivation must be love (13:2). 

Recognizing the spiritual benefit of the gift of tongues, namely, that it is Spirit-sourced and builds up the                  
individual believer (1 Cor 14:4a; Jude 20), Paul, who himself privately speaks in tongues (14:18), states, “Now I                  
want you all to speak in tongues,” (14:5a). Indeed, if Paul desires for the church to be built up corporately, he also                      
desires for the church to be built up individually. This is accomplished, among many other means, by exercising                  
this Spirit-sourced gift. However, concerning the building up of the corporate body he continues, “but even more [I                  
want you all] to prophesy” (14:5a). “The one who prophesies is greater (megas) than the one who speaks in                   
tongues, unless someone interprets, so that the church may be built up” (14:5b). Here in lies Paul’s view that the                    
goal of spiritual gifts is the building up of the church (14:12, 17, 26). The intelligible gift of prophecy is “greater”                     
(megas) than the otherwise unintelligible gift of tongues only if there is no interpretation present. The gift of                  
tongues along with its intelligible interpretation is equivalent in greatness to the gift of prophecy because it builds                  
up the church. At the end of 1 Corinthians 12, Paul lists many representative gifts to articulate the diversity of                    
spiritual manifestations in the church. He rhetorically asserts that not everyone has the same gift. In 1 Cor 12:31a,                   
Paul instructs the church to “earnestly desire (zeloō, “be zealous for”) the higher (megas) gifts.” In light of what                   
we have learned in 1 Cor 14:1-5, the “greater” gift is the one which is motivated by love that builds up the church. 
 
Connection and Application  

The central issue was not necessarily whether one gift was better than the other, because all genuine spiritual                  
gifts have the Holy Spirit as the source. The concern for Paul was for the building up of the church. While Paul did                       
not speak against the gift of tongues for building up the individual believer, he does indicate that the focus for the                     
believer should be one motivated out of self-sacrificial love to build up the corporate body. Thus, in pursuit of love                    
which builds up (1 Cor 8:1), each believer should earnestly desire to be used by the Spirit to manifest the unique                     
gift that God has given to each of us, so that we may effectively build up the body of Christ. “When each part is                        
working properly, [Christ] makes the body grow so that it builds up itself in love (Eph 4:16).  

13 Interesting to note is that this is an assembly of believers (ἐκκλησία,  ekklesia, “church”) who are speaking in other tongues as the Spirit gave them 
utterance. No one who is explicitly designated as having the gift of interpretation of tongues is communicating these “other tongues” to the non-believers. The 
non-believers are the ones who receive the interpretation (in “their own language”) and are brought to salvation. Others mocked the believers, accusing them 
of being drunk “with new wine” (Acts 2:13, 15). We have historically surmised that the believers spoke individually in separate distinct and known languages 
to the hearers. The text, however, only tells us that believers spoke in Spirit-given languages and that one group of unbelievers heard their own language to 
salvation while another group of unbelievers thought the believers were drunk. The interpretation (“the mighty works of God”) built others up. One could 
argue, however, that while one group received the direct interpretation, Peter interpreted the tongues for the rest (Acts 2:22-36). 

14 It is worth restating that what Paul says here about the gift of tongues is primarily about the gathered assembly, not individual spirituality; it is about 
the corporate worship, not with private devotion. Paul will continue to expound on the gift of tongues, including his own use, in 1 Cor 14:6-40. 

15 This is in contrast to the uninterpreted gift of tongues. Ciampa, 672. 
16 Fee, 729. 
17 Anthony C. Thiselton, The First Epistle to the Corinthians: A Commentary on the Greek Text, New International Greek Testament Commentary 

(Grand Rapids, MI: W.B. Eerdmans, 2000), 1095. 


