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GOSPEL FOUNDATIONS
PROPHECY IN PRACTICE
1 Corinthians 14:1-5, 26-33
INTRODUCTION
Today we continue our series on Gospel Foundations. Up to this point, we have identified beliefs and practices that any Bible-believing Christian could get behind, things like the centrality of prayer meetings to the life of the church, the need to pursue humility, the focus on singing Christ-centered songs, and the practice of sharing evidences of grace. We’ve talked about how we want to be a church that is awed by God in our worship, revealing Christ in the way that we live, and expecting the Spirit as we pray for boldness in our witness. 
None of this is controversial. You may have heard some new things during this series, but I expect that if you’re a Bible-believing Christian, you’ve been able to nod your head heartily along as we’ve shown you how what we do is rooted in what we believe. 
That may change for some of you today. Today, some of you may find it a little harder to nod along, because we’re going to talk about something a little controversial. We’re going to talk about the gift of prophecy. 
Let me say a couple of things at the outset. The first is that my goal today isn’t to defend the entire charismatic position. For example, our text is going to address the gift of tongues, but we’re not going to talk about that much at all. My goal is simply to understand what this text says about prophecy, because you’re going to encounter this gift (or at least what we believe about this gift) in our corporate worship. There is so much more that could be said about the spiritual gifts and about prophecy as well, but much of it will have to wait another day.
Second, we need to recognize that what one believes about the gift of prophecy isn’t a salvation issue. Just because we’re including this topic in our Gospel Foundations series doesn’t make it a Gospel issue. 
We can believe different things about whether this gift exists today or not and still be brothers and sisters in Christ. In fact, I think that we can believe different things about this gift and still be part of the same church. There is room here for disagreement and fellowship. The reason why we’re addressing this issue in this series is that when you witness it, we want you to understand what we’re doing and why we’re doing it. 
I find Calvin’s example to be instructive. In his commentary on 1 Corinthians 12, he offers a tentative opinion of what Paul is referring to when he speaks of “Prophets”. Then he adds this:
If any one is of a different opinion, I have no objection to his being so, and will not raise any quarrel on that account. For it is difficult to form a judgment as to gifts and offices of which the Church has been so long deprived, excepting only that there are some traces, or shadows of them still to be seen.
It's interesting that even Calvin acknowledged that the gift of prophecy continues today, though only “traces or shadows” remain. The important point for us, however, is that Calvin’s uncertainty about the gift led him to be generous with those who disagreed with him. My hope is that we would be equally generous with one another. 
With all that said, it’s time to study our text. Rather than address our text verse-by-verse, we’re going to draw specific principles from the text about what prophecy is, and what prophecy isn’t.  

(1) PROPHECY IS NOT…
(A) Scripture
The first thing we need to note is that when we talk about the New Testament gift of prophecy, we’re not talking about speaking words that are on par with Scripture. There are some who fear that one of the dangers of prophecy is that it will undermine the sufficiency and authority of Scripture. I agree that this is a very real problem, especially in denominations and traditions that don’t have a strong doctrinal foundation. People start saying that they’re prophets and that they have a word from God that undermines the Word of God, and the result is either the misleading of God’s people or the creation of a cult. 
But the Bible makes a clear distinction between the New Testament gift of prophecy and prophecies that became Scripture. Yes, some prophecies became Scripture. But it does not follow that all prophecy must be Scripture.   
We see that in the Old Testament. 1 Samuel 10 tells us that Saul encountered a group of prophets who were playing instruments and prophesying, and yet Scripture doesn’t record what any of them said. Then Saul is filled with the Spirit and begins prophesying with them, but we don’t know what he said either. 
Some prophecy rose to the authority of Scripture, while other prophecies did not. There were prophets like Moses who spoke with God’s authority, but there were also lesser prophets who didn’t. 
The same is true in the New Testament. We’re told in Acts 21 about the family of Philip the Evangelist. Verse 9 says,
“He had four unmarried daughters, who prophesied.” 
We’re told by Scripture that these four young women prophesied, and yet not a single word that any of them spoke is recorded in Scripture. 
Prophecies do not always carry scriptural authority. In fact, I believe that the Bible teaches that prophecies that come from the New Testament gift of prophecy never carry scriptural authority. 
In 14:37, Paul writes, 
“If anyone thinks that he is a prophet, or spiritual, he should acknowledge that the things I am writing to you are a command of the Lord.” 
Paul’s saying that his words to the prophets are “a command of the Lord”. He’s commanding them. They’re not commanding him. He stands over them as an apostle with the authority to write down the very commands of the Lord while they don’t. 
They couldn’t say, “Well, God speaks to us the same way that he speaks to you, so we don’t have to listen to you.” Paul says that if they’re truly prophets, they’ll recognize that he has superior authority. He has apostolic authority to issue commands of the Lord that they must obey if they truly belong to Jesus. 
The New Testament gift of prophecy does not result in the creation of Scripture. 

(B) Authoritative
Second, the New Testament gift of prophecy does not result in authoritative statements in the sense of carrying binding authority. This gift does not result in the issuing of new commands. 
We see that in 14:29, which says
“Let two or three prophets speak, and let the others weigh what is said.” 
The word for “weigh” here means “investigate” or “judge”. When a prophet speaks, Paul says that the others, which likely refers to the rest of the church, are to judge what is said so that they can determine what is good and what is bad, what is helpful, and what is not. 
Paul says something similar in 1 Thessalonians 5:20-22:
“Do not despise prophecies, but test everything; hold fast what is good. Abstain from every form of evil.”
Prophecies are to be tested, because there may be good, but there may also be evil contained within them. This fundamentally contradicts the essence of a command. Commands are to be obeyed, not weighed. As soon as we start weighing a command, we stop treating it like a command. If you encounter a red light while driving, you don’t weigh what you’re going to do in response. You must obey it. To do anything less is to stop treating it as a command. 
But here in verse 29, Paul says that prophetic words are to be weighed, not obeyed. We are to discern what to do with them, because they aren’t commands. They carry no authority. If someone who says they have the gift of prophecy says that she believes that the Lord is calling you to Nunavut, you aren’t compelled to obey it. You can weigh it and consider it, but you don’t have to go and do it. 
Every Christian has one source of authority, and it’s the Bible. The Christian is bound by Scripture, and Scripture alone. No prophetic word, no matter how compelling or specific or powerful, can put an obligation on us that Scripture does not. 
Prophecy is to be weighed, not obeyed. Scripture is to be obeyed, not weighed. If we get either of these mixed up, it won’t be long before we’re following a faith of our own creation rather than following Jesus. 
(C) Dominant
Third, the New Testament gift of prophecy was never intended to be a dominant part of Christian worship. That is clear by looking again at 14:29:
“Let two or three prophets speak, and let the others weigh what is said.”
Paul put a cap on the number of prophets who would speak prophetic words, presumably because the Corinthian church was running the risk of letting prophecy dominate the meeting. We see hints of this in 14:26:
“What then, brothers? When you come together, each one has a hymn, a lesson, a revelation, a tongue, or an interpretation.”
Everyone was coming together with their own agendas and plans for what they would do during their service, but Paul wouldn’t let that happen. If people had prophetic words, they had to be capped at two or at most three. If there were more, they would have to wait, because the church couldn’t let them dominate the meeting. Instead, they needed to preserve and protect the only two things that are meant to be dominant in Christian worship: the Word of God and prayer. 
Prophetic words are helpful, but they’re not essential. They’re non-essential services. Therefore, they should never have a dominant presence in our corporate worship.  

(D) Disorderly
Lastly, the New Testament gift of prophecy is not disorderly. People don’t go into a trance and start speaking uncontrollably. They maintain complete control of their bodies and voices. 
We see that in verses 30-32:
“If a revelation is made to another sitting there, let the first be silent. For you can all prophesy one by one, so that all may learn and all be encouraged, and the spirits of prophets are subject to prophets. For God is not a God of confusion but of peace.”
Paul’s showing us that the nature of the gift is determined by the nature of the God who gave it. If the gift-giver avoids confusion, then the gifts he gives avoid confusion as well. 
That includes prophecy. No one should ever walk into a room full of people who are all shouting out their own prophetic words without consideration for what others are saying. They are to prophecy one by one. If one speaks, and then another desires to speak, the first is to be silent, “so that all may learn and all be encouraged”. 
It’s not the presence of prophecy that encourages. It’s the content. We aren’t meant to be wowed by the fact that people are practicing the gift of prophecy. We are meant to be encouraged by the content of what they are saying, and that means that they must be given in a clear, rather than chaotic, context. 

(2) PROPHECY IS…
Now here’s the question. If the New Testament gift of prophecy isn’t Scripture, and it’s not authoritative, then what is it? And if there’s a risk that it could become dominant or disorderly, then wouldn’t it be better just to leave it alone?
The simple answer is that we can’t avoid something just because it has the potential to be abused. If we followed that principle, then we would have to abandon most if not all of our Christian practices. Anything we do can be abused, including the reading and preaching of God’s Word, and yet we keep doing that because Scripture calls us to do it. If Scripture calls us to do something, we must do our best to obey it. 
That’s the case with prophecy. 1 Corinthians 14:1 says,
“Pursue love, and earnestly desire the spiritual gifts, especially that you may prophesy.” 
Scripture calls us to earnestly desire all the spiritual gifts. That includes gifts that we’re comfortable with like faith and hospitality and administration, but it also includes gifts that we may be less comfortable with, like prophecy. 

(A) Revelation
So what is the New Testament gift of prophecy? The simplest definition is that it is “revelation reported to the church”. We call it “revelation” because that’s what Paul calls it in 14:26 and 14:30:
“What then, brothers? When you come together, each one has a hymn, a lesson, a revelation, a tongue, or an interpretation.”
“If a revelation is made to another sitting there, let the first be silent. For you can all prophesy one by one…”
In his book Showing the Spirit, New Testament scholar Don Carson defines it as follows:
“Prophecy is the reception and subsequent transmission of spontaneous, divinely originating revelation.” – D.A. Carson
Some of you may be troubled by calling prophecy “revelation”, because it sounds dangerously close to calling it Scripture. We know of general revelation in creation. We know of specific revelation in Scripture. But what we need to recognize is that there’s a third category that we could call personal revelation. 
For example, Jesus says in Matthew 11:27:
“All things have been handed over to me by my Father, and no one knows the Son except the Father, and no one knows the Father except the Son and anyone to whom the Son chooses to reveal him.”
Speaking of the gospel, Paul says in 1 Corinthians 2:10:
“these things God has revealed to us through the Spirit.”
Again in Philippians 3:15:
“Let those of us who are mature think this way, and if in anything you think otherwise, God will reveal that also to you.”
God is still in the process of revealing himself and his truth to his people. He’s in the process of doing that right now. He’s working in us by his Spirit to reveal himself to those who belong to him. That’s what he does through preaching, and that’s what he does through prophecy. 
So if prophecy is revelation reported to the church, what is it that’s being revealed? Most of us probably think that it’s details about the future. That’s how the word prophecy is typically used. We speak of prophecies as being present revelations of future realities. But that’s not always the case. 
For example, in the story of the woman at the well in John 4, Jesus tells her that she’s had five husbands, and the man she has now is not her husband. Then what does the woman say in response? John 4:19:
“Sir, I perceive that you are a prophet.”
Likewise, when Jesus was on his way to the cross, what did his captors yell at him as they blindfolded him and struck him? “Prophesy! Who is it that struck you?” (Matthew 26:68, Mark 14:65, Luke 22:68). 
Clearly, there was an understanding that prophecy didn’t just refer to divinely given knowledge of the future. It could refer to divinely given knowledge of the present as well. 
You may be wondering what the point of such prophecies would be. After all, why would I need someone to tell me what I already know to be true? The short answer is it gets our attention.
In 2016, our church was visited by a small team of people from a sister church near Philadelphia. Each person on this team was prophetically gifted and was part of a prophecy team at their church. One of my roles that weekend was to go around and take notes of prophetic words that were spoken over specific people, and over and over again, the members of the prophecy team would begin telling people in our church things that they knew about them. 
The effect of it was that it immediately got our attention. After all, this person knows something about me that they must have learned from God. One of the ladies whom I had never met believed that she had a word for an Asian couple who were somehow associated with the phrase “Law in the Church”. So when I met her at the airport to pick her and the others up and she found out that I was a lawyer, needless to say she was very excited to share what was on her heart.
One of the things she said was, “I see you doing work as ministry, ministry as work” at a time when I was still fully committed to my law practice. It would be a few months later that the opportunity to serve as the senior pastor of our church would come up. She also said that she saw us surrounded by music, and that the Lord would use music to be a blessing in the community. Of course, I had just recently led our first King’s World Summer Music Camp and was preparing to host our second camp later that summer. 
The essence of prophecy is that it is a revelation reported to the church. The revelation needs to be discerned and weighed, because it may contain mistakes or errors, but if it is spoken and received in a biblical way, it can be powerfully used to build up the church. 

(B) Encouragement
That leads to the second thing that prophecy is. It is encouragement. We see that in 14:3:
“On the other hand, the one who prophesies speaks to people for their upbuilding and encouragement and consolation.”
This is the heart of New Testament prophecy. It isn’t to tell people about their future. It’s to build people up in their faith, hope, and love. Yes, there may be predictive prophecies, but the goal of all prophetic words is to build people up and to encourage them. 
This is why Paul says that prophecy is superior to tongues. In 14:4-5, he says
“The one who speaks in a tongue builds up himself, but the one who prophesies builds up the church. 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.”  
I met a young woman a few years ago who received a so-called “prophetic word” from a friend. This friend had basically told her that her husband was going to die in the next ten years. She didn’t know how to process this, so she ended up believing it. What ended up happening was she spent the first few years of her marriage grieving for the loss of her husband. 
When she told me about this, I identified two main problems with this so-called “prophetic word”. The first was that it wasn’t being weighed in the context of a local church and was therefore being treated as authoritative when it should never have been treated as such, but the second, more fundamental issue was that it wasn’t building her up. It wasn’t encouraging at all. 
This is why 1 Corinthians 14 comes after 1 Corinthians 13, the chapter on the “more excellent way” of love. Paul says that it’s more important to pursue love than spiritual gifts, because if you have gifts but not love, you’re nothing but a noisy gong or a clanging cymbal. We are to pursue the gifts only to the extent that we are pursuing love, so that if we receive the gift, we will exercise the gift in love.  
Love is the “more excellent way”. More excellent than tongues. More excellent than prophecy. More excellent than miraculous healings. If we use the gifts without love, we are nothing. But if we use the gifts with love, then we build others up and encourage them.  
(D) Witness
Lastly, prophecy bears witness to the power and presence of God. 14:24-25:
“But if all prophesy, and an unbeliever or outsider enters, he is convicted by all, he is called to account by all, 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.” 
Prophecy is a powerful witness to the unbelieving world. We want the gift of prophecy because we want to build up the church, but we also want it so that unbelievers will worship God and declare that God is really among us. Think of the woman at the well in John 4. She was largely ignoring Jesus until he shared a prophetic word with her. Then what did she do? She believed and ran into her town and declared, 
“Come, see a man who told me all that I ever did. Can this be the Christ?” (John 4:29)
John 4:39-42 tell us what happened next:
“Many Samaritans from that town believed in him because of the woman's testimony, “He told me all that I ever did.” So when the Samaritans came to him, they asked him to stay with them, and he stayed there two days. And many more believed because of his word. They said to the woman, “It is no longer because of what you said that we believe, for we have heard for ourselves, and we know that this is indeed the Savior of the world.”
All people need in order to believe is to hear the word of Christ, the gospel. The gospel news that Jesus died on the cross for the forgiveness of our sins is all we need to bring to the lost so that they can be saved from God’s judgment. The gospel is all we need. But sometimes, the Lord uses prophecy to get people’s attention so that they’re ready to receive the word of Christ with faith. 
Prophecy is one of the gifts the Lord uses to bring people to himself. 

CONCLUSION
So where do we start? Where do we start if we want to grow in our knowledge and practice of this gift? Let me briefly give you three points of application.

1. Prophecy is to be pursued by all, but not practiced by all. 
We’ve already seen in 14:1 and 5 that he wants all believers to pursue the gift of prophecy, but he also notes that not every believer will receive it. 12:29:
“Are all apostles? Are all prophets? Are all teachers? Do all work miracles?”
The obvious answer is no. Not everyone is a prophet. You can want the gift, but it is up to the Spirit to give the gift. It is the Spirit who apportions to each one individually as he wills (1 Cor. 12:11). 
The Bible doesn’t command every Christian to prophecy. But it does command every Christian to pursue the gift of prophecy. And so, I encourage you to pray for the gift. I encourage you to grow in your desire for the gift. Pursue the gift, pray for the gift, and then leave the results to God. 

2. Prophecy is primarily to be practiced under the authority of the local church. 
This is the safest way to ensure that prophecy is weighed and tested. We don’t need “loose cannons” running around declaring that this and that are from the Lord. We need careful assessment of prophetic words by churches led by qualified elders to ensure that they’re consistent with the standard of Scripture and with the law of love. 
This is why we have a microphone set up at the front of the sanctuary when we’re physically gathered together for worship. We want to imitate the early church and make room for spontaneous prophetic words. We don’t want them to be dominant, but we also don’t want to close the door to them, because they’re given to us for the upbuilding, encouragement, and consolation of the church. 
This doesn’t mean that there’s no room for sharing a word with someone in private. There is. But if that happens, I encourage you to bring it to the elders of our church so that we can help you to respond to the prophecy in a way that honours Scripture and glorifies God. 

3. Prophecy is meant to point us to Jesus
We’ve all heard the saying that Christians can love the gift more than the one who gives the gift, and that can certainly be the tendency when it comes to prophecy. It seems that the more secular our culture gets, the more people hunger for the supernatural, and it becomes so easy to long for the gift while neglecting the gift-giver. 
That’s the opposite of what we should be doing. We should love the gift because we love the gift-giver. We should love the spiritual gifts because they come from the Holy Spirit. We must never forget that it’s the Spirit who gives the gifts, because then we will remember that the purpose of the gifts is to bring us closer to Jesus.
Jesus said that the Spirit would bear witness about him, because that’s what the Spirit delights to do. The Spirit delights to shine the spotlight on the Son, so that he would be more precious to us than ever before. 
And so, as we pursue the gift of prophecy, let’s not shine the spotlight on ourselves, or on the spiritual gifts, or even the Holy Spirit himself. Let’s shine the spotlight on Jesus, who alone has power to save. 
