
 
1 Corinthians 14:1-5 

 
Prayer for illumination:   

 
Introduction:   

 
 Charles Spurgeon preached to crowds of thousands before his 21 birthday.   He was the 

first mega church pastor in the history of Christianity.  He is widely regarded as the greatest 
preacher of the 19th century.  But, nobody mistook him for a charismatic or Pentecostal.  He 

lived before Charismatics and Pentecostals even existed. He was firmly planted in the reformed 
Baptist tradition.    

 
Once while preaching to a very large crowd in Exeter hall, he broke off his sermon and 

pointed to a complete stranger, declaring,   
 

“Young man, those gloves you are wearing have not been paid for: you stole them from 
your employer.” 

  
After the service, an obviously pale and agitated young man approached Spurgeon and 

begged to speak with him privately.  

 
He placed a pair of gloves on the table and said, “It’s the first time I have robbed my 

master, and I will never do it again. You won’t expose me, sir, will you? It would kill my mother 
if she heard that I had become a thief.” (Storms, Kindle Locations 558-565, TBGTSG) 

 
Spurgeon had never met this man in his life. But the holy Spirit spontaneously revealed to 

him, while he was preaching, that the young man stole the gloves.  
 

 Spurgeon’s writes in his autobiography that over a dozen times the Holy Spirit gave him 
specific knowledge of the sins of complete strangers while he was preaching.   

  
How do we explain this?  What was this gift?  I believe it was the gift of NT prophecy.  

This brings us to our passage this morning.  Paul makes one simple point…   
 

We must earnestly desire the gift of prophecy…    
 

This probably raises at least two questions…   
 

What is NT prophecy?  
Why must we earnestly desire it?  
 

I will seek to answer both questions under two headings.    
 

 Defining NT prophesy  
 Desiring NT prophesy  

 
First, defining New Testament prophecy!  

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



After providing a theological framework for tongues and prophecy in chapters 12-13 for 
the gifts of tongues and prophecy Paul gets into the specifics.    

What is prophecy?   Paul mentions the word at the end of verse 1.  Let me start by saying 
what prophecy is not….   

 NT prophecy is not OT prophecy!  
 

 OT prophets wrote the OT.  They often said, “Thus says the Lord.”  When they spoke as 
prophets, their words were God’s words.  As a result, their prophecies became part of the OT 

Cannon (Jer. 1:9, Ezek. 2:7, etc…)  Therefore, to disobey the OT prophets was to disobey God.  
When a prophet turned out to be a false prophet he was severely punished.   

 
 In the 1st century there were still people who wrote and spoke the very words of God but 

surprisingly Jesus does not refer to them as prophets but as apostles.   In other words, it was 
the apostles, not the NT prophets wrote the NT.  This means that NT apostles, not NT prophets, 

were the counterpart to the OT prophets (1 Thes. 2:13, 1 Cor. 2:13, etc…).    
 

 One scholar writes,  
 

 “When the apostles want to establish their unique authority they never appeal to the title 
“prophet” but rather call themselves “apostles” (Rom. 1:1; 1 Cor. 1:1; 9:1–2; 2 Cor. 1:1; 
11:12–13; 12:11–12; Gal. 1:1; Eph. 1:1; 1 Peter 1:1; 2 Peter 1:1; 3:2; et al.).” (Grudem, 

1050) 
 

 Furthermore, at the time of the NT the Greek word for prophecy did not mean “one who 
speaks the very words of God.”  It merely meant one who speaks on the basis of an external 

influence.  (Grudem, 1050-51)  

 Acts 21:8–9 (ESV) — 8 On the next day we departed and came to Caesarea, and we 

entered the house of Philip the evangelist, who was one of the seven, and stayed with him. 9 He 
had four unmarried daughters, who prophesied.  

I don’t think Phillips daughters spoke with the authority of the OT prophets.  Furthermore, 
if NT prophecy is like OT prophecy, why weren’t their prophecies recorded in scripture?      

 NT prophecy is not OT prophecy.   
 

This brings us to the next statement…   
 

 NT prophecy is not infallible!   

 Acts 21:10–11 (ESV) — 10 While we were staying for many days, a prophet named 

Agabus came down from Judea. 11 And coming to us, he took Paul’s belt and bound his own 
feet and hands and said, “Thus says the Holy Spirit, ‘This is how the Jews at Jerusalem will bind 

the man who owns this belt and deliver him into the hands of the Gentiles.’”  

 Agabus made a prediction about the future that was mostly true.  The Romans not the 
Jews bound Paul and the Jews did not deliver him voluntarily but tried to kill him. Agabus’s 

prediction was helpful but a little off.  Why?  He was reporting in human words what God 
spontaneously brought to mind.  



 Notice that Agabus is not stoned for prophesying inaccuracies.  It was not infallible.   
Because NT prophesy is not OT prophecy no one stoned him (Deut. 18:20-22).   

 Since NT prophecy is not infallible it must be tested.   
 

 This is exactly what we see in chapter 14.   

 1 Corinthians 14:29–32 (ESV) — 29 Let two or three prophets speak, and let the 

others weigh what is said. 30 If a revelation is made to another sitting there, let the first be 
silent. 31 For you can all prophesy one by one, so that all may learn and all be encouraged, 32 

and the spirits of prophets are subject to prophets.    

(see also 1 Thes. 5:19-21)  

 People are prophesying in the Corinthian church.  When one of them gets a spontaneous 
revelation from God (v. 30) they speak up.   Then the others weigh what is said.  In other 

words, they are sifting the good from the bad, the helpful from the not helpful.  They are testing 
the prophet’s word to see if it is from the Holy Spirit.    

 
 It is very hard to imagine an OT prophet like Jeremiah saying, “I want you to test the 

words of my prophecy and then tell me if it is from God.  If it is from God accept it, if not reject 
it.”   If an OT prophet every prophesied falsely he was stoned to death.   

 
 NT prophecy is not OT prophecy.  
 NT prophecy is not infallible.    

 
 We have looked at what NT prophecy is not…  So, what is it?    

 
 A definition of prophecy!  

 
 Wayne Grudem writes,   

 
 “…a fresh examination of the New Testament teaching on this gift will show that prophecy 

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)  
  

  
 
 

 What does this actually look like today?   
 

 I recently read this story….   
  

“Justin, a young man in our church, told me a story recently about an Indian woman he 
observed sitting by herself in a city park.  He had never seen her before, but had the 



inexplicable urge to go tell her that though her brother had recently died, God loved her and 
would never forsake her.  He told me that this kind of thing never happens to him, but this 

impression was so strong… still, her just couldn’t bring himself to go up to her to say it!  What if 
he was wrong?  So he demurred.   

 
Several hours later, he ran into the same woman at a Starbucks in another part of the 

city, and he considered this to be God gently giving him another chance.  So he held his breath, 
walked up to her, and said, ‘Ma’am, we’ve never met, and I’m not sure why I feel this way…. But 

I had the sense that God wanted me to tell you….’ and he gave her the message.  
 

Justin said that when he finished, she stared at him with wide yes for several, terribly long 
seconds.  Then she dropped her head and began to cry.  She said, ‘how did you know?  I 

thought no one in this city knew. Actually… he was not really my brother, but my cousin, but he 
grew up in my house and I always thought of him as my brother…  he died last week.’  She was 

Hindu and had just moved away from her family in India to the United States….”  (Greear, 143-
44)  

The conversation continued and eventually she went to Justin’s church and became a 
Christian.  

 
 Mike Kelly’s story that a women’s husband was going to die the next day…  
 

 
 Objections…  

 
 I understand what you are saying, but I have some concerns…   

 
 Doesn’t Prophecy undermine the authority of scripture? 

 
Because of the authority of scripture, we must pursue prophecy…   the scriptures 

themselves tell us to eagerly desire this gift.   
 

Furthermore, if prophecy ever contradicts the scriptures it is not from God.   
 

 Didn’t Prophecy cease?  
 

Paul just told us at the end of chapter 13 that prophecy will last until Christ returns…   
 

 Isn’t Prophecy dangerous?    
 

 Spiritual gifts were being abused in Corinth, but Paul does not tell the Corinthians to stop 
practicing them, he tells them to practice them in a biblical way.  The gift of teaching has been 
abused for 2000 years.  But we still esteem this gift.   

 
 Here are some suggestions to avoid danger- 

 
Since NT prophecy does not have the authority of scripture it is not wise to say, “thus 

says the lord!”  a phrase never used by NT prophets in NT churches.   
 

 Instead,  “I think….  It seems to me….  I have an impression… I saw a picture…. I heard a 
phrase, Etc…” is far more helpful.   The revelation can come in many forms…  

 
We should be very suspicious of prophecies that tell us what to do…   

 



It is ok to be a little skeptical of someone’s prophetic word…  especially if it contradicts 
scripture, does not build us up, or does not glorify God.   

 
If it is from the Holy Spirit, it will resonate with you.  

 
I think I understand prophecy….  Now what?  This brings us to the next point.   

  
 First, defining NT prophecy!   

 
Second, desiring NT prophecy!  

 
 Paul commands us to earnestly desire prophecy …  

 
 Why must we earnestly desire prophecy?  Obedience!    

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

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

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

 
 The phrase “earnestly desire” is an imperative.  This means it 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 it 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…   

 
Paul commands us to earnestly desire prophecy.   

 
 What does it mean to earnestly desire something? 

 Olympic athletes earnestly desire Gold medals…  Many of them have been working hard 
since they were 6 years old.   

 
When I was in junior in college I earnestly desired to invest money in the stock market.  I 

was so motivated I worked three jobs…  
 

 What do you earnestly desire?   
Children?  

 Marriage?   

 Retirement?   
 A new house?  

 A new car?  
 Peace with your family?   

 A promotion at work?  
 The respect of your peers?  

 



 What does God want you to desire?  Many of you would probably answer my question by 
saying,    

  
 God wants us to desire holiness 

 God wants us to desire the Scriptures  
 God wants us to desire prayer  

 God wants us to desire sexual purity  
 God wants us to desire to evangelize our friends.  

 
 These things are all true…  but…  

 
 The only thing God tells us to earnestly desire in the NT is prophecy and he tells us to 

earnestly desire it three times.   
 

 Application:  
 

 Paul tells us to earnestly desire this gift.   
  

This rules out being open but cautious.   If we are not earnestly desiring prophecy, we are 
disobeying God!!!    

 

Trust me… it would be much more comfortable to be a cessationist.  
 

 How do we earnestly desire this gift?   
 

We seek to understand it and then we pray for it?  

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 some of my valentine’s day candy.” How many of you 

tell your child to close his eyes and stick out his hand and then place a black widow 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’s fantastic book on the Holy Spirit he calls this the saddest verse in the Bible. 
(Greear, 211)  
 

   Once we have prayed for this gift we must step out in faith, recognizing that we may not 
always get it right.  That is ok…  Agabus did not get it entirely right in Acts 13.    

 
 Why must we earnestly desire prophecy?  Obedience!   

 
 We else must we earnestly desire prophecy?  Edification!   

 



 Look with me at 1 Cor. 14:2-5.   

 1 Corinthians 14:2 (ESV) — 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.  

 This is a reference to un-interpreted tongues….  Tongues that no one understands. Not 

Acts 2 tongues.  This is the private prayer language version of tongues.   This person is speaking 
to God.  More on tongues next week.   

1 Corinthians 14:3 (ESV) — 3 On the other hand, the one who prophesies speaks to 
people for their upbuilding and encouragement and consolation.  

On the other hand, prophecy is better than un-interpreted tongues because it is for the 
edification or building up of the body of Christ.    

1 Corinthians 14:4 (ESV) — 4 The one who speaks in a tongue builds up himself, but 
the one who prophesies builds up the church.  

Verse 4 is a summary of verses 2-3.   

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.  

 Summary-  

 Prophecy is more important than un-interpreted tongues because prophecy edifies the 

church, but un-interpreted tongues only edifies the one speaking in tongues.  

 Bottom line…  

 We can’t forget the context of chapter 13.  Paul argues that love must be the motive for 

the pursuit of any spiritual gifts.  We should pursue spiritual gifts because we love others and we 
want to edify or build them up.  Prophesy edifies others.  This is why Paul tells us to earnestly 

desire prophecy.   

 Application:   

 Have you ever been edified by prophecy?   

 My story (Jeff Wells)  

 Mark Williams story…   

 Sam Storms writes,  

 “It showed no signs of being anything other than a routine day, until a strange car pulled 
up outside our church. A distraught father escorted into my office his 20-year-old son, who 

appeared to be struggling with numerous psychological problems that some thought were the 
result of demonic oppression. This young man was unable to perform the routine tasks of daily 

life and was desperate for insight into what the source of his problem might be. As we were 
praying, the name “Megan” popped into my head. The inescapable impression on my heart was 

that this lady was the cause of his problem and that in some way through his questionable 



involvement with her, she had exposed him to demonic influence. A few moments later, he 
began to tell me his story. He referred to his girlfriend several times (but not by name), and it 

was obvious that she played a crucial role in his life. Finally, I asked him what her name was. 
“Megan,” he said. As it turned out, Megan, who was heavily involved in the occult, had seduced 

him into an immoral relationship. The encounter had taken place in the home of her mother, 
who also was deeply immersed in occult practices. With this understanding of the significance of 

Megan, I understood the Lord was directing my prayers, and I was able to pray for him with 
greater discernment and with greater fruit.” 

Storms, Sam. The Beginner's Guide to Spiritual Gifts (Kindle Locations 450-461). Baker 
Publishing Group. Kindle Edition. 

 Prophecy edifies by warning us (Acts 21:4, 10-14), by convicting us (1 Cor. 14:24-25), 
and by providing wisdom or direction (Acts 13:1-3).   

 Maybe you are wondering, how do we edify others with the gift of prophecy at home 
group or after church on Sundays?     

 I think it starts by cultivating an attitude of listening prayer…  

Maybe you have felt a sudden urge to pray for a missionary in Japan, God spontaneously 

brought this to your mind…  maybe you have this gift.  
 

Maybe you are praying for someone and an image or name comes to mind that will not go 
away.  Maybe it is for the person you are praying for…    
  

 Exercising this gift requires faith, waiting on the lord, maybe looking foolish, etc…  
 

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

 
 If it contradicts scripture ignore it and move on, maybe tell a pastor!!!  

 
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?  

 
 I want GCF to have access to all that God has in store for us, including prophecy.  

 
 Do we earnestly desire the gift of prophecy?  If not, why not???    

  
 Conclusion:  

 
 We have looked at two headings-  

 
 Defining prophecy  
 Desiring prophecy  

  
 Prophecy is a wonderful gift that the risen and reigning Christ has given to his church.  

but it is not the greatest gift.  The greatest gift is Jesus himself… Jesus gave himself up for us on 
the cross.  Like prophecy Jesus is a free gift…  he can’t be earned.  But he must be received.    

 
 Prophecy will one day cease (1 Cor. 13) but the love of Christ will endure forever.     


