
1 Corinthians 14:6–25 

 

 

Prayer for illumination:  please join me in prayer…  

 

Introduction:  

 

There are some spiritual gifts that many Christians desire; like the gift of teaching or the gift of 

leadership.  On the other hand, there is at least one spiritual gifts that few Christians desires…  the gift of 

tongues.  The gift of tongues is probably the least desired of all the spiritual gifts.  Why? 

 

Some of us have had bad experiences with the gift of tongues.  

 

I grew up in a charismatic church.   I can remember times when everyone spoke in tongues at the same 

time and there was no one to interpret.  It was pure chaos.   

 

Sometimes people were invited forward to receive the gift of tongues.  The prayer team gathered around 

the person and said, “repeat after me, buy a honda, buy a honda, buy a honda, etc..”  I don’t see this in the bible.   

 

Several years later I was in a different church context where nearly everyone spoke in tongues.   Those 

who did not speak in tongues, like me, felt inferior or embarrassed.   

 

Other people don’t want this gift because it is strange…  

 

When they think about the gift of tongues they picture someone dancing around in a hypnotic trance, in 

the deep south, in a small backwater chapel, with one snake in his right hand and two snakes in his left.   

 

The gift of tongues is strange!!!   

 

This brings us to 1 Cor. 14:6-25.  This is the largest section of teaching on the gift of tongues in the 

Bible.   

 

The context is very important…  the Corinthians elevated the gift of tongues above every other gift.  

Paul address this issue in three chapters.  First, he lays a theological foundation for tongues in chapters 12-13.  

Then he address the specifics of tongues in chapter 14.  

 

 Before we look at the specifics of tongues, let me define tongues.   

 

The gift of tongues is literally the gift of languages.  The word for tongues, glossolalia, means 

languages.  If we called the gift of tongues the gift of languages it may not seem as strange for some of us.   

 

Sam Storms writes,   

 

“The gift of tongues is simply the Spirit-energized ability to pray, worship, give thanks or speak in a 

language other than your own...” (Storms, kindle 1780-81)  

 

 Now that I have introduced tongues we are going to work our way through our passage.    

 

 Paul applies tongues to three categories of people…  

 

 Tongues and the church  

 Tongues and the believer 



 Tongues and the unbeliever  

 

First, tongues and the church!    

 

 Let’s look at verses 6-12.  In these verses Paul drives home one simple point, tongues without 

interpretation does not benefit the church!   

 

Paul states, illustrates, and applies this point in verses 6-12.  

 Paul states his point in verse 6!   

 

1 Corinthians 14:6 (ESV) — 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?  

 

Paul asks a rhetorical question, “If I speak in tongues during church but there is no interpretation will 

anyone benefit? No!”    

  

Instead of bringing an unintelligible gift it is much more edifying to bring an intelligible gift like a 

revelation, some knowledge, a prophecy, or a teaching.   

 

Tongues without interpretation is unintelligible therefore it does not benefit the church.   

 

Paul states his point in verse 6!  

 Paul illustrates his point in verses 7-11!  

 1 Corinthians 14:7–8 (ESV) — 7 If even lifeless instruments, such as the flute or the harp, do not give 

distinct notes, how will anyone know what is played? 8 And if the bugle gives an indistinct sound, who will get 

ready for battle?  

 

 If someone starts banging on a piano no one will benefit.  

 

 If a solider blows a bugle, with no attempt to play a melody, the army will not get ready for battle…    

1 Corinthians 14:9–10 (ESV) — 9 So with yourselves, if with your tongue you utter speech that is not 

intelligible, how will anyone know what is said? For you will be speaking into the air. 10 There are doubtless 

many different languages in the world, and none is without meaning,  

 If tongues are not interpreted in the corporate gathering it is like listening to a language that no one 

understands.     

 

 Illustration-  sitting in a worship service in Athens with my Persian brothers and sisters.   

 

Paul states his point in verse 6!  

Paul illustrates his point in verses 7-11!  

 Paul applies his point in verse 12!    

 1 Corinthians 14:12–13 (ESV) — 12 So with yourselves, since you are eager for manifestations of the 

Spirit, strive to excel in building up the church. 13 Therefore, one who speaks in a tongue should pray that he 

may interpret.  

 



 Paul says that we should strive for gifts that edify the church.  Un-interpreted tongues don’t edify the 

church.  Therefore, if you speak in tongues at church you must pray for the gift of interpretation.   

 

 Paul makes one point in verses 6-13, tongues without interpretation does not benefit the church.   

 

Application:   

 

This raises questions that I can’t answer.  For instance-  

 

If someone feels the urge to speak in tongues at church what should they do?   

How do they know if an interpreter is present? I don’t know…  

Should they speak out in faith hoping for an interpreter?  Probably not…  

What if no one interprets the language after it is spoken?   

 

If you have some experience with these things come and talk to me afterwards.    

 

I can say this…  based on the end of this chapter whatever happens must happen in an orderly way for 

the edification of the body motivated by love.     

 

Paul’s point is clear…  if tongues are used in the corporate gathering there must be an interpretation.   

 

 But can’t tongues also used in private?  This brings us to the next point…    

 First, tongues and the church!  

 

Second, tongues and the believer!   

 

 According to some there is only one version of tongues; known languages.  We see this in Acts 2 on the 

day of Pentecost.  According to others there are two versions of the gift of tongues; known languages (Acts 2) 

and unknown languages (1 Cor. 14).  These unknown languages are sometimes referred to as a heavenly 

language or a private prayer language.   

 

 I believe that 1 Cor. 14 is evidence that tongues can be an unknown private prayer language.  What is 

the evidence?   

 

 There is evidence that tongues can be unknown languages!   

 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.  

 No one understands him.  If no one understands him, this type of tongues is not a human language.   

 

1 Corinthians 14:14–15 (ESV) — 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.  

 

 In verse 14, Paul says that when he prays in tongues his spirit prays.  This is Paul’s spirit not the holy 

Spirit.  We are composed of body and Spirit.  The holy Spirit empowers Paul’s spirit to pray in tongues.  While 

Paul prays with his Spirit his mind is unfruitful because he does not know what he is praying.  It is a language 

that he does not know.  Therefore, while his spirit prays in tongues he prays in his native language with his 

mind.  This is a deeply spiritual activity.   



 1 Corinthians 14:16–17 (ESV) — 16 Otherwise, if you give thanks with your spirit, how can anyone in 

the position of an outsider say “Amen” to your thanksgiving when he does not know what you are saying? 17 

For you may be giving thanks well enough, but the other person is not being built up. 

 

 If someone prays in tongues in this way the people listening can’t say amen to their prayer because they 

have no clue what is being prayed.   

 

Notice that Paul says, “how can anyone in the position of an outsider say “Amen” to your thanksgiving 

when he does not know what you are saying?” (16b)  

 

Since no one knows what is being said, it must be an unknown language.   

It is interesting to compare Acts 2:6 with 1 cor. 14:23.  

Acts 2:6 (ESV) — 6 And at this sound the multitude came together, and they were bewildered, because 

each one was hearing them speak in his own language.  

1 Corinthians 14:23 (ESV) — 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?  

There is evidence that tongues can be unknown languages!   

  

There is evidence that tongues can be a private language!   

 

1 Corinthians 14:18–19 (ESV) — 18 I thank God that I speak in tongues more than all of you. 19 

Nevertheless, in church I would rather speak five words with my mind in order to instruct others, than ten 

thousand words in a tongue.  

 

Paul spoke in tongues often…  More than anyone in Corinth!  But, in church Paul says, that he would 

rather speak five intelligible words than ten thousand in tongues…   

 

Here is the question, where is Paul speaking in tongues so much if not in church?  It must be in private 

with no one to interpret.     

 

DA Carson writes,  

 

“There is no stronger defense of the private use of tongues, and attempts to avoid this conclusion turn 

out on inspection to be remarkably flimsy.  If Paul speaks in tongues more than all the Corinthians, yet the 

church prefers to speak five intelligible words rather than ten thousand words in a tongue…., then where does 

he speak them?...  the only possible conclusion is that Paul exercised his remarkable tongues gift in private.”  

(Carson, 105)  

 

 

There is evidence that tongues can be unknown languages!   

There is evidence that tongues can be a private language!   

 

This seems like evidence for tongues as a private prayer language…   

 

Let me illustrate both types of tongues-     

 

 Acts 2 tongues….  

 



One member of GCF writes,  

“While in my late teens I attended a Bible study/prayer meeting for college students.  On one occasion 

there were roughly 15 college students present.  I only knew a few of them. During the meeting some of the 

students vigorously debated the claims of Christ. After the bible study some of the students prayed.  While they 

prayed I felt a strong desire to pray in tongues out loud.  So, I did.  The sound coming out of my mouth was 

unlike anything I had heard before.  It lasted for a minute or two.  I remember thinking that the words coming 

out of my mouth sounded Middle Eastern or Mediterranean even though I had never spoken Middle Eastern or 

Mediterranean languages in my life.  Towards the end of my prayer one of the college students started to sob.  

Through her tears she blurted out the name of Jesus.  After the meeting students gathered around her and prayed 

for her.  Then the meeting ended, and I left.   

Several weeks later one of the student leaders said to me, “Did you know that you spoke Hebrew that 

night?  The girl in tears was a Jewish student who spoke Hebrew.  She had been investigating the claims of 

Christ but had many doubts.  When you prayed you proclaimed to her, in Hebrew, that Jesus Christ is the 

promised Messiah.  When she heard this in the Hebrew language from a non-Hebrew speaker she knew it was a 

sign from God and she put her trust in Jesus the Messiah.” 

 This is an examples of Acts 2 Tongues…  a known language.  But what about 1 Cor. 14 tongues?   

 

 Listen to this story from Sam Storms book written by a lady in his church…   

 

“Twenty years ago, in high school, my wild and crazy Pentecostal boyfriend and his Pentecostal cohorts 

tried every which way to get me— a conservative Baptist girl— to speak in tongues. I wasn’t opposed to the 

idea, but try as they did (prayer, moaning, speaking in tongues over me … everything short of slashing 

themselves with knives), nothing happened. They came to the conclusion that I was horribly unspiritual and 

resistant to God’s work in my life. I can’t say that I was deeply marred by the experience, but it did leave me 

feeling somewhat wary of the validity of the gift. In June of this year, the Spirit put on my heart the desire to 

enter an extended fast. On the fourth day (a really, really difficult day of battling against the physical and 

mental desire to eat) while I was pouring my heart out to God, foreign and strange words welled up from deep 

within and came spilling out of my mouth. It was quite a few moments before it dawned on me that I was 

speaking in tongues. Over the next days and weeks of the fast, I was able to use this gift to battle against severe 

temptation. I doubt whether I would have had the physical, mental and spiritual strength to complete the fast 

without it. I felt as though the Spirit of God within was interceding to the Father on my behalf. The gift remains 

with me. I feel most moved to use it during times of deep intercession or deep praise.” (Storms, The Beginner's 

Guide to Spiritual Gifts, Kindle Locations 2267-2280).  

 

Application:   

 

There seems to be two types of tongues…  known languages and unknown languages.  

 

I think we should pray for both.  Paul said he spoke in tongues more than everyone in Corinth.  This was 

the private prayer language version of tongues.  I see no evidence for this no longer being available to the saints.  

 

The gift of tongues operates on an unseen mysterious and spiritual plane.  This is probably why it seems 

so strange to our western minds.   But God does many things on the unseen spiritual realm.  Like what?   He 

regenerates us, definitively sanctifies us, justifies us, unites us with Christ, writes his laws on our hearts, and 

fills us with his spirit.  Have you seen any of these things happen to anyone?  You have probably seen the fruits 

of these things happening, but you have not seen these things happen.  Why? They take place in the unseen 

spiritual realm.   If this is true, then why should we be surprised or freaked out that some are given a 

supernatural language that operates on an unseen spiritual plane?   

 



Let’s go back to Paul’s main point.  If someone speaks in tongues at church it must be interpreted.  If 

not, people are going to think Christians are nuts…   this brings us to our third group.   

 

First, tongues and the church.  

Second, tongues and the believer.  

 

Third, tongues and the unbeliever!  

 

When an unbeliever hears tongues, he thinks Christians are nuts!  

 

1 Corinthians 14:20–21 (ESV) — 20 Brothers, do not be children in your thinking. Be infants in evil, 

but in your thinking be mature. 21 In the Law it is written, “By people of strange tongues and by the lips of 

foreigners will I speak to this people, and even then they will not listen to me, says the Lord.”  

 

Paul says, Corinthians, stop being so immature!    

 

Then he references Isa. 28:11-12  

 

In this portion of Isaiah God’s people refuse to listen to the prophet when he tells them to repent.  As a 

result, God told Israel that he was going to raise up Assyria to judge them.  If they refused to listen to Isaiah in 

their own language, he would send the Assyrians to give them orders in a different language.  The Assyrians 

would not be as patient as Isaiah.  After the Assyrians came and barked out orders in a foreign language, they 

squashed Israel like a bug.  It was brutal.     

 

The un-interpreted language of the Assyrians was a sign of God’s judgment on unbelieving Israel.   

 

What does this have to do with the Corinthians?  Let’s keep reading.  

 

1 Corinthians 14:22–23 (ESV) — 22 Thus tongues are a sign not for believers but for unbelievers, 

while prophecy is a sign not for unbelievers but for believers. 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?  

 

Tongues without interpretation are a sign of God’s judgment on the outsiders who hear them.  As a 

result, Paul exhorts the Corinthians to not present this sign to non-Christians.  God wants non-Christians to 

repent and turn to him and experience life, joy, and peace, not death.   

 

When non-Christians hear tongues without interpretation, they will think Christians are nuts and leave 

the church.  This is bad, not good.    

 

When an unbeliever hears tongues, he thinks Christians are nuts!  

 

On the other hand…   

 

When an unbeliever hears prophecy, he worships God!   

 

1 Corinthians 14:24–25 (ESV) — 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.  

 

 When a non-Christian enters a church and hears prophecy he falls on his face and worships God.   

 

 I mentioned Spurgeon last week.  Here is a different story from his ministry.   



 

In his autobiography he writes,  

 

“While preaching…, on one occasion, I deliberately pointed to a man in the midst of the crowd, and 

said, “There is a man sitting there, who is a shoemaker; he keeps his shop open on Sundays, it was open last 

Sabbath morning, he took ninepence, and there was fourpence profit out of it; his soul is sold to Satan for 

fourpence!”  

Later on the shopkeeper told his side of the story, “I went to the Music Hall, and took my seat in the 

middle of the place; Mr. Spurgeon looked at me as if he knew me, and in his sermon he pointed to me, and told 

the congregation that I was a shoemaker, and that I kept my shop open on Sundays; and I did,... I should not 

have minded that; but he also said that I took ninepence the Sunday before, and that there was fourpence profit 

out of it. I did take ninepence that day, and fourpence was just the profit; but how he should know that, I could 

not tell. Then it struck me that it was God who had spoken to my soul through him, so I shut up my shop the 

next Sunday. At first, I was afraid to go again to hear him, lest he should tell the people more about me; but 

afterwards I went, and the Lord met with me, and saved my soul.” (Storms, Kindle Locations 1314-1334, 

TBGTSG).  

 

Grudem writes,  

 

 “I have heard a report of this happening in a clearly non-charismatic Baptist church in America. A 

missionary speaker paused in the middle of his message and said something like this: “I didn’t plan to say this, 

but it seems the Lord is indicating that someone in this church has just walked out on his wife and family. If that 

is so, let me tell you that God wants you to return to them and learn to follow God’s pattern for family life.” The 

missionary did not know it, but in the unlit balcony sat a man who had entered the church moments before for 

the first time in his life. The description fitted him exactly, and he made himself known, acknowledged his sin, 

and began to seek after God.”  (Grudem, 1056-57) 

 

 Un-interpreted tongues pushes non-Christians away, prophecy draws them to Christ.   The stakes are 

high!!!  We must be careful.   

 

 Conclusion:  

 

 In this morning’s text, Paul applies tongues to three groups of people…  

 

 Tongues and the church  

 Tongues and the believer 

 Tongues and the unbeliever  

 

 Tongues are a gift from God.   

 

 But like I said last week, they are not the greatest gift.  The greatest gift is Jesus.  God the father sent 

Jesus to deal with our greatest problem.   He is a gift that can’t be earned.  He must be received.  So yes, by all 

means, seek the gift of tongues and interpretation, but even more importantly seek Jesus.   

 

 


