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 All of us have the ability to serve in some capacity in the church, the body 

of Christ, through the gift of the holy Spirit. The Spirit is God’s empowering 

presence in our lives. The gift of the Spirit is not an end in itself; it is a means to an 

end. In the gift of the Spirit we are given the power to become more and more 

like the Lord Jesus Christ in our thinking and our behavior.1  

 

And in the gift of the Spirit each of us is given a gift ministry, some special 

ability through which we can share God’s love and grace with others.2 And all 

nine manifestations of the Spirit are given to us for the same reason:3 to become 

more like Christ and to serve others in the love of God. We are born to live and 

we are born again to serve in the love of God.  

 

In 1 Corinthians 14 the Word of God provides us with the fullest and 

clearest information on three of the manifestations of the Spirit. These 

manifestations are all concerned with worship. They are speaking in tongues, the 

interpretation of tongues and prophecy. Last Sunday we learned about the 

value of speaking in tongues. Today we will focus on interpretation of tongues 

and prophecy. And as we read 1 Corinthians 14 we will discover three basic 

principles that must guide every public meeting of the church. They are: 

 

1. Everything we do must edify or build up the other believers. 

 

2. All that we say and do must be understood and have significance and 

meaning. 

 

3. The worship service must flow decently and with order. 

 

With these three principles in mind let’s begin to understand interpretation 

of tongues and prophecy. 

 

Pursue love, and desire spiritual gifts, but especially that  

you may prophesy. 

(1 Corinthians 14:1) 

 

                                                           
1
 2 Corinthians 3:17, 18 

2
 Romans 12:6-8; 1 Peter 4:10, 11 

3
 1 Corinthians 12:7-10 



 The Word of God is now revealing information to us about the 

manifestations of the Spirit not gifts. The word “gifts” is in italics telling us that 

there is no corresponding Greek word in the text. And the word “spiritual” is the 

Greek word pneumatikos meaning spiritual matters. In the context here the 

matter being written about is the manifestation of interpretation of tongues and 

prophecy. 

 

 And Scripture begins by saying “pursue love.” Love must permeate all that 

we say and do in the church. The love of God in our hearts is our motivation to 

manifest the Spirit for the benefit of others. And as we pursue love we are should 

eagerly desire to manifest prophecy. Every Christian can prophesy to day, 

because every Christian has the gift of the holy Spirit. God would not encourage 

us to desire to prophesy if we couldn’t do it.  

 

 Now, the first thing we need to understand about prophecy is what it is 

not. The manifestation of prophecy is not a message received by special 

revelation from God. This is what word of knowledge, word of wisdom and 

discerning of spirits are all about. The manifestation of prophecy is also not what 

some Christians call “personal prophecy.” This is when a believer supposedly tells 

you specific information about some fault you have or some inner brokenness 

and pain or how to live your life. General guidance and instruction and comfort 

on how to think, feel and behave comes from Scripture. God is not going to 

make someone a divine busy-body into your personal life. 

 

 On the positive side here is the definition of what prophecy is. It is a 

message instantaneously inspired by God’s Spirit within you which will be in our 

common language. It will be a message that will edify, exhort and comfort 

those who hear it. Prophecy is an inspired message in that God’s Spirit with in 

you brings to your remembrance biblical truth that you already know. And you 

are instantly inspired to bring forth that message. The principle for this is stated by 

Jesus Christ in John 14. He said,  

 

These things I have spoken to you while being present 

 with you. 26 But the Helper, the Holy Spirit, [which] the  

Father will send in My name, [it] will teach you all things,  

and bring to your remembrance all things that I said to  

you. 

 (John 14:25, 26) 

 

So, God’s Spirit is energized in you and it brings to your mind truths you 

know from Scripture. Then you speak forth the message, the prophecy, and it will 

encourage and comfort those who hear it. Grammatically speaking the 

message will either be in the first person or the third person, in other words from 



God or for God. If it is a message in the first person, from God it will sound like 

this: 

 

 I am the God your Father and I love you deeply. 

 

If the prophecy is in the third person, meaning that is for God, it will sound like 

this: 

 

  God your Father loves you deeply. 

 

 The message in the manifestation of prophecy will always be in harmony 

with Scripture. It will never contradict biblical truth. It will never frighten people or 

threaten them. And it will bring glory to God as it encourages us and comforts 

us. Let’s continue in 1 Corinthians 14.  

 

Pursue love, and desire spiritual [manifestations],  

but especially that you may prophesy. 2 For he who  

speaks in a tongue does not speak to men but to  

God, for no one understands him; however, in the  

spirit he speaks mysteries. 3 But he who prophesies  

speaks edification and exhortation and comfort to  

men. 4 He who speaks in a tongue edifies himself,  

but he who prophesies edifies the church. 

(1 Corinthians 14:1-4) 

 

 When we speak in tongues the primary benefit is that we are edifying 

ourselves. We are being fortified spiritually. But if we are pursuing love we will 

desire to prophesy, because love desire to serve. 

 

I wish you all spoke with tongues, but even more  

that you prophesied; for he who prophesies is greater  

than he who speaks with tongues, unless indeed he  

interprets, that the church may receive edification. 

(1 Corinthians 14:5) 

 

 It is God’s will for all of His people to speak in tongues so that they are 

edified and strengthened spiritually.4 But the one who prophesies is greater than 

the one who just speaks in tongues. The question now is why is this so? The 

answer brings us to our first principle that must govern every gathering of the 

church. 

 

                                                           
4
 The English Standard Version of the Bible accurately represents God’s will in verse 5 saying “Now I want you all to 

speak in tongues, but even more to prophesy…” 



1. Everything we do must edify or build up the other believers. 

When you speak in tongues you are edified, but others are not because 

they do not understand what you are saying. Therefore in the church prophecy 

is desired because it is in our common language and understood. If you do 

speak in tongues in church it must be interpreted so that others understand. 

Let’s read verse 5 again. 

 

I wish you all spoke with tongues, but even more  

that you prophesied; for he who prophesies is greater  

than he who speaks with tongues, unless indeed he  

interprets, that the church may receive edification. 

(1 Corinthians 14:5) 

 

 The interpretation of tongues equals prophecy because it is understood 

and thus it will comfort and encourage people. The interpretation is not a word 

for word translation, but the sum and substance or the gist of the summary of 

what you said while speaking in tongues. 

 

 God inspires and energizes His Spirit in you and the Spirit recalls biblical 

truth that you know. So you speak in tongues and immediately bring forth the 

interpretation. And the interpretation will be about the same length as what you 

spoke in tongues. If you speak in tongues for about 20 seconds then the 

interpretation should be about 20 seconds.  

 

 An like prophecy, speaking in tongues with interpretation is done by your 

free will. You decide when to speak in tongues and interpret because you are 

motivated by love. God will never force you to manifest the Spirit. And the Bible 

teaches that it is the person who speaks in tongues who is to interpret. 

 

I wish you all spoke with tongues, but even more  

that you prophesied; for he who prophesies is greater  

than he who speaks with tongues, unless indeed he  

interprets, that the church may receive edification. 

(1 Corinthians 14:5) [my emphasis] 

 

 We will look at this point again when we discover the third principle in 

verse 13. But now the second principle.  

 

2. All that we say and do must be understood and have significance and 

meaning. 

 

But now, brethren, if I come to you speaking with  

tongues, what shall I profit you unless I speak to you  

either by revelation, by knowledge, by prophesying,  



or by teaching? 7 Even things without life, whether  

flute or harp, when they make a sound, unless they  

make a distinction in the sounds, how will it be known  

what is piped or played? 8 For if the trumpet makes  

an uncertain sound, who will prepare for battle?  

 
9 So likewise you, unless you utter by the tongue words  

easy to understand, how will it be known what is spoken?  

For you will be speaking into the air. 10 There are, it may  

be, so many kinds of languages in the world, and none  

of them is without significance. 11 Therefore, if I do not  

know the meaning of the language, I shall be a foreigner  

to him who speaks, and he who speaks will be a foreigner  

to me.  

 
12 Even so you, since you are zealous for spiritual gifts, let it  

be for the edification of the church that you seek to excel. 

(1 Corinthians 14:6-12) 

 

 All languages from the most primitive to the most modern have 

significance. They have the power to produce understanding and to convey 

ideas and ideals. The same is true for speaking in tongues. Whatever sounds we 

make when we speak in tongues have significance and meaning. But the 

significance is personal—between you and God.  

 

When we gather as the church what we say must be understood. 

Therefore we should interpret what we have spoken in tongues. Or we should 

bring forth a word of prophecy. Now the third principle. 

 

3. The worship service must flow decently and with order. 

 

Therefore let him who speaks in a tongue pray that he  

may interpret. 

(1 Corinthians 14:13) 

 

 The person who speaks in tongues in a worship service must be the same 

person who interprets. There is not to be someone speaking in tongues and then 

we wait awkwardly to see if someone else can or will interpret. And we are not 

to have multiple people speaking in tongues at any time they feel like it. That 

would bring confusion and disorder.5 The church service should flow with a 

                                                           
5
 1 Corinthians 14:27, 28 declares: “If anyone speaks in a tongue, let there be two or at the most three, each in 

turn, and let one [eis – the same one] interpret. 
28 

But if there is no interpreter, let him keep silent in church, and 
let him speak to himself and to God.” 



divine design. Everything should be done in a way that blesses people and 

brings glory to God. 

 

Therefore let him who speaks in a tongue pray that  

he may interpret. 14 For if I pray in a tongue, my spirit  

prays, but my understanding is unfruitful. 15 What is  

the conclusion then? I will pray with the spirit, and I  

will also pray with the understanding. I will sing with  

the spirit, and I will also sing with the understanding.  

 
16 Otherwise, if you bless with the spirit, how will he who  

occupies the place of the uninformed say “Amen” at  

your giving of thanks, since he does not understand what  

you say? 17 For you indeed give thanks well, but the other  

is not edified. 

 
18 I thank my God I speak with tongues more than you all;  
19 yet in the church I would rather speak five words with my 

understanding, that I may teach others also, than ten  

thousand words in a tongue. 

(1 Corinthians 14:13-19) 

 

 If you can speak in tongues then obviously you can pray in tongues. And 

you can also sing in tongues. When you speak in tongues you are blessing and 

praising God and you are being spiritually nourished and strengthened. But 

speak in tongues privately during your personal prayer and worship time. When 

we are together as a church love compels us to be other oriented. And so all 

that we do and say must encourage and comfort and edify the other believers. 

 

 Love is always concerned about and gives to the one who is loved. 

Romans 5:5 tells us that the love of God has been shed abroad in our hearts by 

the holy Spirit. The gift of the Spirit is God’s empowering presence in our lives. 

And the gift of the Spirit is not an end in itself; it is a means to an end. In the gift 

of the Spirit we have the power to become more and more like Jesus Christ in 

our thinking and behavior. And as we manifest the Spirit, motivated by love we 

can help one another to greater faith, hope and love. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 


