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Follow the Way of Love
1 Corinthians 14:1-40

Key Verse: 14:1
“Follow the way of love and eagerly desire spiritual gifts, especially the gift of prophecy.
Have you ever wondered what is going to happen tomorrow? Or how will the world end? Or what’s the meaning of the stock market shake up? How would you like to speak in tongues, the language of God? In today’s passage, there are some hotly debated, controversial church topics such as prophesying, speaking in tongues and female speaking patterns. Let’s pray that God may grant us wisdom and understanding and we dive into His word today. 
I. Strengthen the church (1-25)
As we have been studying 1 Corinthinians we’ve learned that they were a young, gifted, urban church. This is great but there were also some problems. Instead of using their gifts for the common good, some used them for personal gain. Spiritual giftedness is when God enables someone to serve Him in a fruitful ministry. But spiritual giftedness alone is not enough. We also need spiritual maturity to complete the picture. And as we saw from last week’s message, spiritual maturity is revealed through love. 
Take a look at verse 1. "Follow the way of love and eagerly desire spiritual gifts, especially the gift of prophecy." Love is quite possibly more important than all of the spiritual gifts that’s why Paul says that we must follow the way of love. What Paul means by this is that every Christian is to use their gifts in such a way so that others may know that they are loved by God and also by the people within the church. It is through love that our spiritual gifts become effective. Paul does not stop with love but says that we must also eagerly desire spiritual gifts, especially the gift of prophecy. Why? What’s important about the gift of prophecy? There seems to be some confusion about what this gift is. Like most people, I thought prophecy, was telling the future. That is part of it but there is more to prophecy. There are prophets, (like in the Old Testament) and those with the gift of prophecy. A prophet is God's spokesman chosen by God to communicate for Him, such as Isaiah or Jeremiah. In the New Testament, the gift of prophecy is different. These days, God no longer speaks to us primarily through prophets (Heb1:2), but through His Son Jesus. And it is through the Holy Spirit that we come to know Christ. (Jn 16:14) Therefore, one who has the gift of prophecy makes Jesus known from the Bible. To prophesy is to reveal who Jesus is and what he does from the Bible passages. So in a broad sense, we can say that anyone who has the desire to tell others about Jesus has the gift of prophecy. (v4) Look at verse 3. “But everyone who prophesies speaks to men for their strengthening, encouragement and comfort.” Paul clearly sees that the gift of prophesy is meant for the people of God (v22) so that they may be strengthened, encouraged and comforted. The word used here for “strengthening” was taken from architecture, where it means “to build.” So it had the concept of the believer as an architect who lays the foundation and builds up the work of God in a logical and systematic way. Just like a real architect does except this one is for God’s glory not mans. 

The word “tongues” can be translated as languages. And there are at least three different uses for the gift of tongues mentioned in the Bible. According to verses 2&3 the first is a private conversation with God. Someone who speaks in tongues is speaking to God, from his spirit, in the heavenly language. Just as if you are from Japan you speak Japanese, one from the heaven speaks Heavenese, or whatever they call it up there. This gift is for building up your personal relationship with God. Imagine how wonderful it would be to be able to communicate with God in His own words without any language barrier. If you have ever gone to a foreign country you understand the problems of a language barrier. But with this gift, prayer takes on a whole new kind of meaning. And you can see why this is such a wonderful gift that would surely build anyone up, but unless we translate it for others, it becomes only a conversation between you and God. It is as if you are ignoring all the others in the room. 

The second one is a missionary gift that enables someone to speak the gospel in a foreign language that they don’t’ know. This can bee seen in Acts 2. After Jesus ascended into heaven, 120 disciples gathered together and prayed constantly until they were united in the love of God. Then, according to Jesus' promise, the Holy Spirit came upon them at Pentecost in the form of a strong wind and tongues of fire. The apostles began to speak in tongues. And as people from all over the world gathered around them, each one heard the wonders of God in their own native language. These tongues were intelligible to men. Another time Peter preached the gospel in Cornelius' house. Those who accepted the message received the Holy Spirit and they too began to speak in tongues and praise God. (Acts 10) 
The third one is when someone is given the message of God spoken in a language that they don’t understand and therefore needs someone who has the gift of interpretation in order to understand it. (1Cor12:10) But the problem with this is what if there was no one around who could translate it. Because of this Paul wanted them to realize that although speaking in tongues is good for their personal growth, however doing it in public could cause problems. So Paul did not encourage them, nor did he forbid them from speaking in tongues. So what should they do? Basically his point was, if they couldn’t interpret it, then they should keep it to themselves and do it in the privacy of their homes. Additionally, they shouldn’t become proud thinking they were better than those who didn’t have this gift, but to use it to grow in a deeper relationship with God. 

Look at verses 6&11. "Now, brothers, if I come to you and speak in tongues, what good will I be to you, unless I bring you some revelation or knowledge or prophecy or word of instruction? 11 If then I do not grasp the meaning of what someone is saying, I am a foreigner to the speaker, and he is a foreigner to me." These verses detail some aspects of the gift of prophecy, which as I said earlier is explaining the word of God. This gift is useful to the church because it communicates clearly what the word of God says and transforms lives and brings spiritual growth. However, if Paul gave them this wonderful insight that he received from God, in a language that they did not understand, it would be completely ineffective no matter how wonderful it was. Because he would be like a foreigner speaking a different language. We know that there are all kinds of languages in the world, but even within America we speak different languages. We have our own way of speaking. So if you want to share the gospel with a Texan you have to start everything with “Y-all’ or if you want to connect it to someone in hip hop you have to speak Snoop Dogg where everything ends with “izzle” like "fo' shizzle, the gospizzle is kizzle." ("The gospel, is okay for sure") And if you want to share the gospel with techies, you have to speak in acronyms like, a standard PC has XP, and a CD/DVD, a USB (so that you can load your MP3s) and a correctly set IP to work on your LAN so that you can hit the web through your DSL. Even within the church we have our own language and we don’t even realize it. For example, we call a song a hymn or a letter an epistle, or a paragraph a passage. If we don’t speak the same language it’s difficult to connect with others and it’s like we’re foreigners. I remember one time, early on in my Christian life, at an Easter conference when my Bible teacher came to me and said, “I just finished praying with Dr. Lee and he prayed for you to be sanctified.” So I said, “Is that good?” because I had no idea what he meant. But what ever it was it sounded serious. As Christians we can get so absorbed into the culture that we lose the ability to connect with non believers. Then we use words like justified or sanctified and their eyes glaze over as they wonder why in the world they are here. What we should here is that if we want to share God’s word with others, we have to be aware of the culture and sensitive to small things even the words we use and how we say it. We need to ask God for the gift of tongues so that we can connect the gospel to people in meaningful ways. When Paul shared the word of God, in Corinth, in the language that the people could understand, God worked amazingly. I pray that God may help us to do so also. 

In verses 7-8, Paul uses the examples of musical instruments. “Even lifeless instruments like the flute or the harp must play the notes clearly, or no one will recognize the melody. And if the bugler doesn’t sound a clear call, how will the soldiers know they are being called to battle?” What this means in modern terms is, if no one told you what the fire alarm was, you wouldn’t know what to do when the alarm goes off. It’s the same with the word of God. Unless it is presented clearly, no one will understand. In verses 13-19, Paul talks about why we should pray or sing in the church with our spirit and also with our mind. For if you praise God only in the spirit, how can those who don’t understand you praise God along with you? How can they join you in giving thanks when they don’t understand what you are saying? You will be giving thanks very well, but it won’t strengthen the people who hear you and no one will be able to say, "Amen!" This is why some speakers in church have to say, “Can I get an Amen – because no one understands what they are saying.” Paul gets to the bottom line about speaking publicly in tongues in verse 19. Take a look at it. "But in the church I would rather speak five intelligible words to instruct others than ten thousand words in a tongue." Here we learn that in the church, we have to speak intelligible words that others understand in order to strengthen the church. Our worship should be celebrated so that even the newest person can understand and join in prayer and praise. 
Worship service is the place to worship God, not for a popularity contest or childish actions. Look at verse 20. "Brothers, stop thinking like children. In regard to evil be infants, but in your thinking be adults." A child only thinks about themselves, on the other hand an adult can think about others. An adult has wisdom, and the ability to know what is right and what is wrong. Wise people know how to speak in a way that strengthens encourages and comforts others. But childish, self-centered people hurt others and destroy their faith by insisting on their own ideas without any regard for others. In verses 21-22, Paul tells us that tongues are a sign for unbelievers while prophecy is for believers. When his people gather together in church, God wants to speak to them in meaningful ways, bless them and reveal his purpose for their lives. 
In verses 23-25 Paul gives us two scenarios that reveal the importance of prophecy in regards to unbelievers. If unbelievers come into a worship service where everyone is speaking a different language at the same time, they will think they are crazy. The purpose of Christian worship is to include and draw people TO God not drive them away. I remember a time when I went with a friend to her church. When the offering time came, everybody except about 4 of us got up and went to the front and through their money on the floor in front of the speaker, then laid down and some began to speak in a funky language. I was totally freaked out and thought they were nuts. Needless to say that I never went back there again. For this reason Paul wanted them to concentrate on spiritual gifts that build up the church. Let’s read verse 12. “And the same is true for you. Since you are so eager to have the special abilities the Spirit gives, seek those that will strengthen the whole church.” When unbelievers come to church they are not looking for entertainment, because you can get that anywhere. They come with heavy burdens and life problems. They are weary and tired and longing for the word of God. They come because they need comfort, true hope and forgiveness. So we should use the gifts that God gave us to build up the church by loving those who come as well as each other. Then when an unbeliever or someone who does not understand comes in while everybody is prophesying, he will be convinced by all, that he is a sinner and the secrets of his heart will be laid bare and he will fall down and worship God, saying, “God is really among you!” (v24-25) This is a picture of a blessed worship service. Will you join me, and all of us, in this ministry for God’s purpose?  I sincerely pray that God may be with us so that we may use the gifts that he gave us to build up and strengthen our church so that it will impact the lives of many IIT students. 
II. Worship in God’s way (26-40) 

The Corinthians needed to think about the purpose of meeting together and how they could strengthen the people within body of Christ. So Paul returns to the architectural image of building the church. Look at verse 26. "What then shall we say, brothers? When you come together, everyone has a hymn, or a word of instruction, a revelation, a tongue or an interpretation. All of these must be done for the strengthening of the church." Even as Paul acknowledged the immaturity of people, still he did not want to curb their enthusiasm but to channel it toward holiness. Paul explained that if they speak in tongues they need an interpreter if they want to build up the church. The point is that all of this must be done for the strengthening of the church (26b). The church must be orderly and peaceful. Look at verse 33. "For God is not a God of disorder but a God of peace.” God is pleased by peaceful, orderly worship. 

Apparently some of the stronger, more vocal women were disrupting the church. So Paul sought to bring them into godly order with some guidelines. Verses 34-35 teach that women should remain silent in the church under submission and the only place they could speak was to their husbands at home. If I were to say this to the woman at my work, I would be skinned alive. There are a lot of powerful women at NU. This is a hotly debated topic. We should not take this literally but understand the context in which Paul said it. Paul said back in chapter 11 that a woman could speak in the church providing that it was in a godly way. Therein lies the key. Women could speak, teach, and prophesy providing it was done in a godly way. The problems come when things are done in an ungodly way. Yet there was one thing that they should not do, and that was to lead the church because those positions were reserved for men. In the body of Christ, everyone has their position according to God’s plan and the leadership was for sincere, trustworthy, respectful, honest men. 
Paul closes the chapter with these verses. Let’s read 39-40. “Therefore, my brothers, be eager to prophesy, and do not forbid speaking in tongues. But everything should be done in a fitting and orderly way.” Paul concludes that they should prophesy and speak in tongues – but that it all should be done in a fitting and orderly way. These are the principles that God wants for His people as the worship Him. Through today’s message, I pray that each of us may follow the way of love as we use our gifts of prophecy and tongues to build each other up and share the good news of Jesus with everyone here at IIT. 
