
1 Corinthians 12-27-31 

Introduction –  

 
Church I grew up in…  

  Everyone spoke in tongues at once…  
  People were slain in the spirit  

  I saw demons cast out of people…   
I spoke in tongues (looking back, I don’t think it was legit, I don’t even think I was 

converted)  
  Eventually that the church moved away from word centered ministry and we left…  

   
 College…  

  I fell in love with the bible, doctrine, gospel centrality…  
  I was very far removed from charismatic circles.   

 
 Seminary…  

  Wonderful experience  
  Cessationist professors…  

At this point I was 8-10 years removed from my charismatic days and honestly I 
did not miss them all that much…  
But then I was forced to decide what I believe about these issues…   

  Googled “reformed and charismatic”  
 

 SGC…  
  I saw the wedding of sound doctrine and orderly charismatic practice.  

  I saw prophecy in action…  without a doubt.  
 

 The last five years…  
  I’m a theological continuist but a functional cessationist…   

  I think this describes many of us this morning…  
  Honestly, it is much easier and safer to be a functional cessationist…   

  But Paul will not let us remain there…   
 

 This brings us to our text….   
  

 We are working our way through 1 Corinthians.  This morning’s text is challenging for me 
personally.    

 
 Paul, inspired by the Holy Spirit commands us to earnestly desire spiritual gifts, but not 

just any gifts, the higher gifts (specifically prophecy).   
 
 Many of us are open but cautious to spiritual gifts.  But open but cautious is not the same 

as earnestly desire. According to Paul, we must be more than open but cautious, we must 
passionately pursue.    

 
 I don’t know exactly how this all works out, but I need to be faithful to scripture this 

morning.  In order to help us understand Paul’s command we will look at four things.    
  

 The context of the command  
 The object of the command  

 The nature of the command  
 The priority of the command  



 
First, the context of the command    

 
 The top three rules of interpretation are???  Context, context, and context…  

 
 What is the context of Paul’s command?   

 1 Corinthians 12:27 (ESV) — 27 Now you are the body of Christ and individually 
members of it.  

 
 Verse 27 is a summary of chapter 12.  Paul wrote chapters 12 -14 to deal with division in 

the church caused by the gift of tongues.   Some of the Christians in Corinth thought that 
speaking in tongues was the most important gift.  This mentality was dividing the church.  Paul 

reminds them several times in chapter 12 that every gift matters.    
 

 He reminds them again in verse 27.  The church is composed of one body with many 
members.  Every member/gift matters.  

1 Corinthians 12:28 (ESV) — 28 And God has appointed in the church first apostles, 
second prophets, third teachers, then miracles, then gifts of healing, helping, administrating, 

and various kinds of tongues. 
 
Paul lists several gifts in verses 28.  Many agree that Paul chose this list randomly to 

illustrate a point.    
 

Paul’s point is simple.  God gives the church a variety of gifts, not just tongues.  He 
probably placed tongues last in the list to deemphasize its importance.   

  1 Corinthians 12:29–30 (ESV) — 29 Are all apostles? Are all prophets? Are all 
teachers? Do all work miracles? 30 Do all possess gifts of healing? Do all speak with tongues? 

Do all interpret?  

Paul concludes the argument of chapter 12 with a flourish of rhetorical questions.  The 

obvious answer to all the questions is no…  
 

In other words, there is not one individual Christian that has all the gifts.    
 

All this is context for Paul’s command.      
 

 Although no Christian has all the gifts, Paul commands every Christian to earnestly desire 
the higher gifts.    

 
 What does this mean?   

 
This brings us to the next point…  
 

 First, the context of the command.   
 

Second, the object of the command   
 

 What specifically must we desire? The higher gifts!   

 1 Corinthians 12:31 (ESV) — 31 But earnestly desire the higher gifts….  



This leads to the obvious question, “what are the higher gifts?”   

 The higher gifts are the gifts that edify the body, specifically the gift of prophecy.    

 
Remember what Paul is doing in chapters 12-14.  He is addressing the division in the 

church in Corinth caused by elevating the gift of tongues above the other gifts.  
 

In chapter 12 he argues that every gift matters since the church is one body composed of 
many members.   

 
Before he specifically addresses the gift of tongues in chapter 14, he argues in chapter 13 

that love needs to govern all the gifts.  Then in chapter 14 he argues that we should desire gifts 
that edify the whole body.  The primary example he gives in chapter 14 of a gift that edifies the 

whole body is the gift of prophecy.  Listen…  

1 Corinthians 14:1–5 (ESV) — 1 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.  

Paul clearly says that the gift of prophecy is more edifying than the gift of tongues.  
Therefore, it is the higher gift, or the greater gift.  Therefore, we should earnestly pursue it.   

 
 1 Corinthians 14:1,39 is further evidence that the gift of prophecy is the higher gift.   

 1 Corinthians 14:1 (ESV) — 1 Pursue love, and earnestly desire the spiritual gifts, 
especially that you may prophesy.  

 
 1 Corinthians 14:39 (ESV) — 39 So, my brothers, earnestly desire to prophesy, and do 

not forbid speaking in tongues.  
 

 These verses sound allot like 12:31.  
 

1 Corinthians 12:31 (ESV) — 31 But earnestly desire the higher gifts. And I will show 
you a still more excellent way. 

  
I get that we are supposed to earnestly desire gifts that edify, especially prophecy, but 

what does this look like?  This brings us to the third point…  
 

 First, the context of the command.  
 Second, the object of the command.   

Third, the nature of the command  

 
 We are commanded to earnestly desire the higher gifts not once but three 

times…  

 1 Corinthians 12:31 (ESV) — 31 But earnestly desire the higher gifts. And I will show 

you a still more excellent way.  



 
 1 Corinthians 14:1 (ESV) — 1 Pursue love, and earnestly desire the spiritual gifts, 

especially that you may prophesy.  
 

 1 Corinthians 14:39 (ESV) — 39 So, my brothers, earnestly desire to prophesy, and do 
not forbid speaking in tongues.  

 
 What does it mean to earnestly desire something???   

 
 The phrase “earnestly desire” is an imperative.  This means that is a command.   

 
 Not only that, it is a command in the present tense which means we are to “keep on 

earnestly desiring” prophecy.  This means that we should desire for the rest of our lives.   
 

We get the word zealous or zealot from this Greek word.  A zealot is someone who is 
crazy about something…   

 Illustration:   
 

 What do you earnestly desire???   When I was in junior high I earnestly desired to make 
lots of money…  paper route…  what kept me going?  My earnest desire for money.   
 

 What do you earnestly desire?   
To win the lotto 

 To get married 
 To retire  

 To buy that new motor home?    
 

 Application:   
 

 What does it look like to earnestly desire prophecy?  Let me give several suggestions…   
 

First, we can’t earnestly desire prophecy if we don’t understand prophecy.    
 

I will spend more time on prophecy in chapter 14.  But let me say a few things now.  
Wayne Grudem (who wrote his PhD dissertation at Cambridge on NT prophecy) writes,   

 
“Although several definitions have been given for the gift of prophecy, a fresh examination 

of the New Testament teaching on this gift will show that it should be defined not as “predicting 
the future,” nor as “proclaiming a word from the Lord,” nor as “powerful preaching”—but rather 

as “telling something that God has spontaneously brought to mind.” (Grudem, 1049)  
 
That is it… as you can see it is not that mystical or strange.  Again, “Telling something 

that God has spontaneously brought to mind.”  Later he adds that it is reported in merely human 
words, emphasizing the fallible nature of prophecy.   

 
I would be willing to bet that a handful of you have this gift, but you are unaware of it.  

 
Let me give you two examples of how if have seen this gift operate…  

 
Jeff Wells story…  

 



I recently talked with a pastor’s wife who was very discouraged…  her husband had gone 
through a very stressful season at church.  She wondered if it was even worth it.  Should she 

encourage her husband to quit…   a day later two people, who had no clue how discouraged she 
was came up to her at church and said, “we want you to know how much we have benefited 

from your husbands preaching.”   
 

No one said, “Thus saieth the lord….”   
This was not adding to scripture…   

It was not weird…   
 

But it was super natural…   
 

Let me recommend two excellent books that provide many other examples of how this gift 
works.…   

 
Sam Storms  

Jack Deere 
 

Second, we can’t earnestly desire prophecy if we don’t believe in prophecy.   
 

Let me gently challenge my cessationist friends.    

 
 Paul tells us to earnestly desire prophecy three times in chapters 12-14.  I’m sure the 

Corinthians thought, “how long should we earnestly desire this gift?”  Paul tells them exactly 
when prophecy will cease.     

 1 Corinthians 13:8–12 (NIV84) — 8 Love never fails. But where there are prophecies, 
they will cease; where there are tongues, they will be stilled; where there is knowledge, it will 

pass away. 9 For we know in part and we prophesy in part, 10 but when perfection comes, the 
imperfect disappears. 11 When I was a child, I talked like a child, I thought like a child, I 

reasoned like a child. When I became a man, I put childish ways behind me. 12 Now we see but 
a poor reflection as in a mirror; then we shall see face to face. Now I know in part; then I shall 

know fully, even as I am fully known.  

 The perfect is when prophesy will cease, the perfect is when we will see God face to face, 

give up our childish ways, and be fully known by God.  When will this be?  When Christ returns.   
 

 Paul did not tell the Corinthians, “I want you to earnestly desire prophecy for 40 more 
years.  In 40 years the cannon of scripture will be closed. After that this gift is no longer valid. 

Those of you who are 20 will have to stop desiring this gift when you are 60.”    
 

 Hopefully you see how bizarre this sounds…    
 
 The whole point of chapter 12 is that every gift is necessary for the health of the body.  If 

one gift is missing than the body will be unhealthy.  If prophecy is missing than the eye or ears 
are missing.   

 
If you are a cessationist you simply can’t obey the command of 12:31.  

 
  Jack Deere writes,  

 
“Much of the church is presently disobeying God’s command to strive after spiritual gifts.  

Part of the church is not only passive about the gifts but actually hostile toward them.  They 



persecute those who pursue the gifts and discourage others from pursuing them.   This is sheer 
disobedience to the written word of God.”  (Deere, 136)  

  
 

Third, we can earnestly desire prophecy through prayer.  
 

Paul gives us an example of praying for spiritual gifts in 14:13.  

1 Corinthians 14:13 (NIV84) — 13 For this reason anyone who speaks in a tongue 

should pray that he may interpret what he says.  

I frequently pray for very specific gifts, “Lord help me grow in the gift of teaching and 

leadership.  Lord give me the gift of prophecy so that I can edify others.”     

Luke 11:11–13 (ESV) — 11 What father among you, if his son asks for a fish, will 

instead of a fish give him a serpent; 12 or if he asks for an egg, will give him a scorpion? 13 If 
you then, who are evil, know how to give good gifts to your children, how much more will the 

heavenly Father give the Holy Spirit to those who ask him!”  

When your child says, “Can I have a string cheese or a fruit snack.” How many of you tell 

them to close their eyes and then place a hobo spider in their hand?? Hopefully none of you.   
 

The context of Jesus exhortation is asking for the Holy Spirit.  
 
Furthermore, we must pray in faith…  

Matthew 13:58 (ESV) — 58 And he did not do many mighty works there, because of 
their unbelief.  

In JD Greear fantastic book on the Holy Spirit he calls this the saddest verse in the Bible. 
(Greear, 211)  

 
 

Fourth, we earnestly desire prophecy by seeking to cultivate prophecy. 
 

Prophecy is not magical or mechanical.  Like any gift it can be cultivated or strengthened 
through practice.  If we can grow in the gift of serving, teaching, and administration why can’t 

we grow in the gift of prophecy?  
 

We need to cultivate a posture of listening.  
We need to cultivate a love for God’s word.   

we need to be willing to make mistakes.   
We need to be willing to look foolish.  

 
Step out in your small group context…  this is a safe environment to fail.  

 
If someone shares something with you and it does not resonate with you, ignore it and 

move on…  

 
 One author writes,   

 
“The only good athlete you will ever see is the bad athlete who never gave up.”  (Deere, 

166)  



 
 

 Fifth, we can’t earnestly desire while remaining open and cautious.   
 

Paul does not command us to tolerate prophecy or be open but cautious about prophecy… 
No, he commands us to earnestly desire prophecy.   

 
Doesn’t this seem crazy in light of the abuse of spiritual gifts in Corinth?  Maybe, but this 

is clearly what Paul says.   
 

Paul wants everyone to earnestly desire the gift of prophesy!   

1 Corinthians 14:5 (ESV) — 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.  

Paul does not want us to be open but cautious.    
 

 On author writes,   
 

 “Would you give your money to a stock broker who said that he was open to making a 
profit with your life savings?  Being open simply doesn’t count for very much.  I am sure in most 
cases it is better than being hostile, but a state of openness is not going to cause us to advance 

in spiritual things.  Paul did not tell us to be open to the spiritual gifts; he told us to pursue them 
diligently (1 Cor. 12:31, 14:1, 39).”  (Deere, 154-155) 

 
 Dave, I get that we should desire prophecy?  But why should we desire it?   

  
 This brings us to last point…  

 
 First, the context of the command 

 Second, the object of the command 
 Third, the nature of the command 

 
Fourth, the motive of the command   

 
 Why should we desire the higher gifts?  Love for others.   

 1 Corinthians 12:31 (ESV) — 31 But earnestly desire the higher gifts. And I will show 
you a still more excellent way.  

 
 We have already discussed the first phrase of verse 31.  This brings us to the second 

phrase, “And I will show you a still more excellent way.”   
 

This phrase is a transition from the end of chapter 12 to the beginning of chapter 13 on 

the way to chapter 14.   
 

Paul breaks off his discussion of spiritual gifts in chapter 13 to talk about love. Why?    
 

Back to our verse.  
 

 12:31b  “And I will show you a still more excellent way.”  
  



 The “way” the Corinthians are going is the selfish, proud, and arrogant way.  This is the 
opposite of love.  In pride, they are insisting that the gift of tongues is the ultimate gift.    This is 

wreaking havoc in their church, stirring up division and strife. This is not the Christian way, or 
the way of the cross, or the way of love.   

 
Our motive for pursuing any spiritual gift must be love.  If there is anything else driving 

our pursuit of spiritual gifts our motives must be repented of.  We should earnestly desire 
prophecy because we want to use prophesy to edify the body of Christ.   

 
Desiring gifts must be motivated by love.   

 
Application:  

 
This is really important to God.  Why?  Because the church is supposed to be a reflection 

of the trinity and the trinity is a community of overflowing love.   
 

Tim Keller writes,  
 

“The life of the trinity is characterized not by self-centerdness but by mutually self-giving 
love.  When we delight and serve someone else, we enter into a dynamic orbit around him or 
her, we center on the interests and desires of the other.  That creates a dance, particularly if 

there are three persons, each of whom moves around the other two. So it is, the Bible tells us.  
Each of the divine persons centers upon the others…  Each person of the trinity loves, adores, 

defers to, and rejoices in the others.  That creates a dynamic, pulsating dance of joy and love.  
The early leaders of the Greek church had a word for this- perichoresis.  Notice our word, 

‘choreography’ within it.  It means literally the dance or flow around us.”  (Keller, 215)   
 

CS Lewis writes,  
 

“In Christianity God is not an impersonal thing nor a static thing- not even just one 
person- but a dynamic pulsating activity, a life, a kind of drama, almost if you will… a kind of 

dance…  The pattern of this three personal life is…  the great fountain of energy and beauty 
spurting up at the very center of reality.”   (CS Lewis quoted by Keller, 215)  

 
We often say God is love.  By this we usually mean that love really matters to God or that 

we should love like God.  But when the Bible says that God is love the bible literally means that 
God is love.  Love is the very essence of his being.  It is the fabric of the triune community 

known as the trinity.   
 

Here is the incredibly good news.  
 
God is shareful.  Yes, that is a word. God created us so that he could share his love and 

glory with us.  We were made to join in the dance of the Triune God.  We were made not just to 
believe in God or receive inspiration from the idea of God, oh no, we were made to experience 

the joy of sharing in this glorious community literally overflowing with love.   
 

Christianity is so much more than having our sins forgiven so that we can go to heaven. 
Although that is crucial.  Christianity is about real fellowship with the triune God, who exists as a 

community of overflowing love and joy.   
 

Unfortunately, when we sinned against God we lost access to fellowship with this glorious 
community.   

 



We are now outside looking in, like the kid at school who wants to be friends with the cool 
kids but he can’t work his way into the inner circle.   

 
Here is the good news.  Jesus, a member of this triune community, temporally left this 

loving community to bring us back in.  He did not just leave this community for earth, he left 
this community for the cross.  On the cross he was temporally banned from this community of 

love so that we could enter back into the community.  
 

What does this have to do with the church?  Everything.  The church of Jesus Christ is 
composed of people who share in this community therefore the community of the church is 

meant to overflow with the love of the triune God.   
 

When we seek spiritual gifts for the wrong reasons we are reflection poorly on the trinity.   
 

When we seek spiritual gifts for the right reason, motivated primarily by love, we are 
reflecting well on the trinity.   We are glorifying God!   

 
As the church of Jesus Christ loves, serves, and edifies with their gifts they are putting on 

display for the world to see the loving community of the triune God.   
 
In conclusion:  

 
Why should we earnestly desire spiritual gifts, especially that we may prophecy?  So that 

we can build each other up in love glorifying our triune God.  Lets pray…   

 

   

 


