St Johns Deepcar 26 June 2009

1 Corinthians 14:1-25

Some stories about first encounters with the church and with Christians:-

1) When I was 11 or 12, my sister and I decided one Sunday to go to church. I’d not been since Sunday School when about 4 or 5, and after that I’d preferred to go and watch my dad play cricket (and doing the club scorebook from when I was about 8!!!) We had moved down to the coast in Sussex so I didn’t go to cricket any more. Anyway, we walked a couple of miles to the neighbouring village. When we got there the service had already started. We were given prayer books (old style); it was sung morning prayer. “O Lord open thou our lips” and all that stuff. No page numbers were announced. Everyone else seemed to know what they were doing – nobody tried to help us find where we were. We felt like total outsiders. It was probably another 5 or 6 years before I went anywhere near a church again.
2) When I was about 16, I went to a Crusader camp in Polzeath in Cornwall. I was one of the Junior Officers as they were called, and I was part of the Advance Guard that got there early, put all the tents up and dug the latrine trenches – 6 foot deep in solid slate. During the advance guard we had prayer meetings which I had never experienced before; people were praying earnestly out loud for boys to be saved, born again, to give their lives to Jesus. I hadn’t come across that stuff before. At first I thought it was weird, but the fact that Jesus was real to these guys really got through to me, and by the end of the camp I had become a Christian for myself.
3) About 10 years ago I went to a conference in Norway held by the Nordic Ecumenical Council on the ministry of the evangelist. On the Saturday night we went down into Christiansand for a service at the Lutheran Reformed Church. After some songs in what I can only describe as American, we had readings and hymns in Norwegian, and then a sermon in Norwegian. Apparently it was an evangelistic sermon with a very moving testimony – but it might as well have been a totally foreign language to me – which of course it was. I did not feel part of that service at all.

4)  On Pentecost Sunday we had quite a lot of visitors at the 1045 service because we had a baptism. Young Luke Goldsworthy. I heard that someone said afterwards ‘I didn’t like it. They started off with all these strange languages. It was weird.’ (Actually we had tried to give the feel of the first Pentecost by having John 3:16 in all different languages ending up in English.

So what has all that to do with the question of tongues and prophecy in the church at Corinth, and indeed at St John’s Deepcar?
The first thing to realise, as always, is that chapter 14 of 1 Corinthians not surprisingly comes after chapters 12 and 13. It’s funny how often that happens, isn’t it??? In chapter 12 Paul has been saying that he wants them to know that spiritual gifts are important. He reminds them that all Christians have gifts, that no-one is left out. He says in ch 12 v 7 that each one is given gifts for the common good. In chapter 13 he reminds them that gifts are worthless unless they are exercised in love, with concern for others.

In ch 14, Paul is addressing a problem that was happening when the church came together for worship. There were people in Corinth who clearly thought that worship wasn’t properly spiritual unless there was lots of speaking in tongues. In line with what we have been saying about the Corinthians obsession with status, they probably thought that you were only a class 1 Christian if you publicly spoke in tongues.

Paul disagreed with that. Firstly, we find in ch 12 that he asks ‘do all speak in tongues?’ a question that clearly expects the answer ‘no’. But please note – Paul does not say that speaking in tongues is an inferior gift. No gift that God gives should be thought of as an inferior gift. Don’t get in the place I was 25 years ago of saying I don’t want that gift, I don’t see the point. If God gives you something it is good!!! Paul says that he himself uses the gift of tongues. In verses 2 to 4 he says that what he is talking about is a language of private prayer to God, which benefits the prayer but no-one else. There is lots of discussion about the gift of tongues – is it real languages as on the day of Pentecost, or is it private prayer language? Here what is being talked about is private prayer language. That is my own experience of tongues. It is something I use when I am in a situation when I have no idea of what to pray. For me it is a way of saying to God ‘You know best’. Sometimes also it lifts my spirit when words won’t help. 
What Paul is saying here is that the use of tongues in public worship does not help anyone except the speaker. Therefore because of the importance of gifts being used for the common good, because of the absolute priority of love, Paul says do not do it  unless you (or possibly someone else) can put what is expressed into words. Otherwise you are making your brothers and sisters in Christ feel like outsiders, even foreigners, just as I felt in those services in Sussex and in Norway. It may make you feel good, but it does not build up anyone else.
Therefore, says Paul, it is much much better if there are intelligible words of prophecy that build up and encourage others (v 3) or instruct them (v 19). They will be strengthened by such words rather than being alienated by them (Alienated means to feel like an alien, like you do not belong). 
I need to say here that there is some controversy about what Paul means by prophecy here. One commentator (an Anglican) argues from verse 19 that there is thought behind the words (putting them together); while another (a Pentecostal) argues from v 30 (if a revelation comes to someone who is sitting down), that prophecy is usually spontaneous. As always, we all tend to read our own experience back into scripture. Both are probably true, and prophecy in the New Testament is probably a mixture of spontaneous and planned. What is clear from Paul, though, is that prophecy is of more value than tongues in public worship because it speaks to people’s hearts, minds and lives. It builds up the church, whereas tongues that are not put into ordinary words can divide the church by making some feel like outsiders.

Verses 20 to 25 are quite difficult. They relate to the impact of tongues and prophecy on unbelievers who have come into public worship. The biblical quotation is from Isaiah; it refers to part of the judgment on Israel will be of being in a place where they do not know the language, a place where they will be in exile. Paul says that tongues are a sign for unbelievers – I think he means by this that it will confirm them in their unbelief. This is backed up by what he says in v 23 – they will think you are out of your mind and will therefore dismiss what you have to say. Prophecy on the other hand is a sign for believers – and perhaps he means that it moves hearers from unbelief to belief. That certainly seems to be the meaning of vv 24-25. If the prophecy speaks to the unbeliever’s situation then he will not think ‘you are out of your mind’ but he will think ‘ God is among you’ and maybe instead of feeling in exile he will feel he has come home.
Paul wants people to come home to God; and he wants the church to be strengthened , encouraged and built up. Therefore, he says, look for prophecy in public worship, and keep tongues for private prayer.

So what about us? Paul would, I think, encourage us to use spiritual gifts in public worship. We want people to know that God is with us, not so that we may be known as a church ‘where things are happening’, but simply so that others may meet with God and come home to God. But Paul would want us to be wise in how we use gifts so that we do not alienate others but build them up and draw them closer to God. Our gifts are for their benefit and not for ours. As in everything else we do, love should be the guiding principle.
