Gleanings from 1 Corinthians (3)

(1 Corinthians 14)

Government in Public Worship

In chapter 14 Paul deals with practical issues in corporate worship.  He highlights three important principles:

Edification

Understanding

Order

a. Edification (v1-5)

The term “edify” is an architectural term.  It means to “build up”.  In the church at Corinth they were interested in building themselves up at the expense of their fellow worshippers.  In corporate worship it is vital that we recognise not only ourselves:

“But you, dear friends, build yourselves up in your most holy faith

and pray in the Holy Spirit”. (Jude 20)

but the body:

“Therefore encourage one another and build each other up..”

(1 Thess 5:11)

Some were over emphasising tongues at the expense of prophecy.  

Note on tongues & prophecy
Tongues and prophecy are gifts received from the Holy Spirit, normally a sign that they have been baptised in the Spirit.  The Bible speaks of signs following:
“..poured out what you now see and hear..” (Acts 2:33)

It is normally tongues or prophecy 

Acts 2:4 – spoke with tongues

Acts 10:44-46 – heard speak with tongues & praise God

Acts 19:6 – spoke in tongues & prophesied

Tongues are either earthly dialects (tongues of men) or heavenly (tongues of angels). (1 Cor 13:1).  There are general tongues for all believers but there is also a gift of tongues given to some for public ministry.
1 Cor 14 informs us that tongues can be used to:

· Give thanks 1 Cor 14:15-17

· Praise God 1 Cor 14; Eph 5:18-19

· Self edification 1 Cor 14:4

· Edifying the church 1 Cor 14:5 (interpretation must follow)

· Hotline to heaven Rom 8:26-27

Paul teaches them that tongues were primarily to God and edified the speaker, whilst prophecy was primarily to man and edified the church.  The NT prophet was not so much a future teller but one who received God’s message immediately through the Holy Spirit and communicated it to the church.  As such, practically speaking, prophecy was better in building up the body as it was easily understood.  A tongue was only beneficial to the body if it was interpreted.

Note that he encourages those who speak out in a tongue to be prepared to interpret it (v13).

b. Understanding (v6-25)

Paul speaks a lot about understanding in this passage.  If people are to be edified their must be understanding.  It’s not enough for the minister to give out lots of information to people; the people must receive it if it is to do them good.  It is the seed that is received in good soil that bears fruit:

“But the one who received the seed that fell on good soil is the 

man that hears the word and understands it.  He produces a 

crop, yielding a hundred, sixty or thirty times 

what was sown”. (Matt 13:23)

Sadly not everyone who listens really hears!

Eg.

After a sermon by Dr. Joseph Parker a man approached him criticizing a minor part of the message.  He listened patiently then asked, “And what else did you get from the message?”  The man faltered and disappeared into the crowd.

Understanding is vital in order to receive.  Paul uses two illustrations to make his point (v7-8):

· A musical instrument – If a flute doesn’t’ play clear notes the tune is not understood.

· A trumpet – If the bugler is not sure whether he is calling “Retreat” or “Charge”, none of the soldiers will know what to do either.  The call must be clear to be understood.

Similarly, if a tongue given is not intelligible it is of no benefit.  Understanding is vital.

vs 13-15
Note also that Paul teaches that whether we speak/sing in tongues publically/privately, we should engage our mind and seek to understand what we are saying!

c. Order (v26-40) – the model for Pentecostal worship

There was some disorder in the service at the Corinth church.  It is the risk taken in a service of open participation.  The risk is that some take advantage, misuse gifts or try and take over.  The joys are the freedom given to hear from the spirit of God and the participation of the wider congregation.  For it to work in harmony, therefore, there must be some order.  Much responsibility falls on the person leading the meeting, but it also falls on the people in general.  

Eg. I was invited to a chaplaincy meeting at Brentwood Cathedral where I was the only Pentecostal minister.  There was much scathing of the “Toronto” experience as people introduced themselves until it came to my turn.  Having explained that being open to the Spirit is important and despite the risks I would prefer to have open worship rather than discourage it, it became clear in discussion that the reason for most of them not having open worship was the fear of not knowing how to handle it and the possible abuses.

Paul gives specific instruction:

· People should come together prepared to participate as the Holy Spirit leads.  Whether with a song, a word, tongue, prophecy, revelation etc.

· Tongues must be interpreted.

· There should not be too many prophecy’s/tongue’s or people loose track.  Each prophecy/tongue should be weighed up carefully.  We encourage established members to participate and ask new people to share with the leadership first.

· People should be prepared to give way to one another graciously.

· When moved by the Spirit, people still have control of their behaviour and faculties and should be able to respect and respond to order.

· God is not a God of disorder but of peace.  This provides security for the congregation.

Note on women in worship

This opens our eyes to customs of the time where in society in general the place of women was very low.  For the Greek Sophocles wrote:

“Silence confers grace upon a woman”.

For many Jewish Rabbi’s, to teach the law to a woman was to cast pearls before swine and one was forbidden to speak to a woman in the street.  Women and men were clearly separated in the synagogue.

It was in a society like that that Paul wrote this passage.  It would be wrong to take this context and make it a general rule for the church today.

Two important statements summarise Paul’s teaching on order:

1. All things must be for the purpose of building up the church (v26b).

2. All things must be done in an orderly way (v40)
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