Paul’s senior
moment?

Did Paul contradict himself in
1 Corinthians 14:21-25?
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WEANSFAQ

il NotSo Frequently Asked Que tions.




Senior moment
A brief interval of forgetfulness or inattention
en.wiktionary.org/wiki/senior moment

Did Paul have a Senior Moment?

“So, I'm meant to believe the Bible has no errors? But Paul
contradicted himself in the same paragraph!”

“What?” | said. “Where?”
“Here,” he said, flipping open his Bible, “1 Corinthians 14.”

This is the paragraph he showed me.

211n the Law it is written, "By people of strange tongues and by
the lips of foreigners will | speak to this people, and even then
they will not listen to me, says the Lord." 22 Thus tongues are a
sign not for believers but for unbelievers, while prophecy is not
for unbelievers but for believers. 23If, therefore, the whole church
comes together and all speak in tongues, and outsiders or
unbelievers enter, will they not say that you are out of your
minds? 24 But if all prophesy, and an unbeliever or outsider
enters, he is convicted by all, he is called to account by all, 25the
secrets of his heart are disclosed, and so, falling on his face, he
will worship God and declare that God is really among you.

(1 Corinthians 14:21-25—ESV)
“See?” he said, “Paul starts off saying tongues are a sign for
unbelievers, and prophecy is a sign for believers, but ends up
saying, ‘Don’t speak in tongues to unbelievers, prophesy to
unbelievers.’” It's confusing. Obviously he had a senior
moment in the middle there. But that’s okay. Paul was only
human. And so is the Bible!”

“Ah,” | said to my friend, “I see your point. It's a difficult
paragraph to get your head around. Let me see if | can lay
out a possible solution...”



The scene of the moment.

Looking at one single paragraph out of a whole book is like
listening to a few sentences out of a long conversation.
Before we do anything, we need to ask, “What was going
on?” What was the scene of the senior moment, if you will?

The Church in the ancient city of Corinth was having some
major problems, and so they sent messengers to Paul, the
man who started their church, to get some solutions. Paul
answered by writing them a letter in which he dealt with
each problem one after the other. That letter is now in the
Bible and we call it First Corinthians. Our paragraph is found
at a place in that letter where Paul is talking about spiritual
gifts.

You see, one of the problems in Corinth was that everyone
wanted to be the hero, the superstar, and show off
whatever Spirit-empowered gift they'd received through
Jesus. Paul says to them, “No, that’s not what these gifts
are for. The whole reason God gives people gifts is to
encourage others!”

So, in chapter 14, where the confusing paragraph is found,
Paul takes them through the proper way to speak in
tongues when the Christians get together for a Church
meeting. The gift of speaking in tongues, it seemed was the
most abused gift.

What is tongues? Tongues is the gift of praying and praising God in

a language you have never learned. No one, including you,

understands what you are saying unless you or someone else is

given the interpretation by God’s Spirit, or alternatively, someone
in ear-shot is already fluent in the language you are speaking in.

The basic thrust of Paul’s instructions about these gifts is to
make sure they benefit everyone. Prophecy is helpful
because everyone understands it, but tongues needs an
interpretation.

What is prophecy? Prophecy is the gift of giving a message from
God in a language you and everyone else already knows.

Therefore, Paul instructs that any who speak in tongues
must pray for the ability to interpret as well.

Then he goes onto our paragraph...

The “senior moment”.

21In the Law it is written, "By people of strange tongues and by
the lips of foreigners will | speak to this people, and even then
they will not listen to me, says the Lord." 22 Thus tongues are a
sign not for believers but for unbelievers, while prophecy is not
for unbelievers but for believers. 23 If, therefore, the whole
church comes together and all speak in tongues, and outsiders
or unbelievers enter, will they not say that you are out of your
minds? 24 But if all prophesy, and an unbeliever or outsider
enters, he is convicted by all, he is called to account by all, 25 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.
(1 Corinthians 14:21-25—ESV)

What's the problem again?

It's easy to figure out the overall point Paul is trying to
make, but, like my friend says, Paul seems to contradict
himself along the way:

« He says in verse 22 that tongues are a sign for
unbelievers but then in verse 23 says that the church



should not speak in tongues (that are not interpreted)
in front of unbelievers.

« He also says in verse 22 that prophecy is not for
unbelievers, but then in verses 24 and 25 says that
people in the church should prophesy in front of
unbelievers!

He may as well have said, “I love chicken nuggets and hate
hot dogs. What are you giving me those nuggets for??!! Get
me a hot dog!”

Of course, Paul isn’t contradicting himself here, but to find
out what he is saying, we need to start at the top.

Paul’s appalling memory verse.

211In the Law it is written, "By people of strange tongues and by
the lips of foreigners will | speak to this people, and even then
they will not listen to me, says the Lord."

When Paul starts off with a quotation from the “Law”, he’s
talking about the Old Testament of the Bible. In fact, he’s
quoting a couple of verses from the biblical book Isaiah, but
he doesn’'t quote them exactly—at least, not according to
any copies of Isaiah people have found today. Compare
what Paul wrote above with the verses he is actually
quoting:

11 For by people of strange lips and with a foreign tongue the

Lord will speak to this people, 12 to whom he has said, “This is

rest; give rest to the weary; and this is repose”; yet they would
not hear. (Isaiah 28:11-12—ESV)

Quite a few differences between the two, don’t you think?
Now, this really gets some people’s knickers in a twist.

Surely if Paul, this amazing missionary and writer of the
Bible, is going to quote a memory verse, he'd get it word
perfect! But that's not the case. There are times when Paul
is really uptight about getting the wording right—in
Galatians he focuses on a single letter in one word from the
book of Genesis!—but often he and the other followers of
Jesus weren’t as worried about being word-perfect as they
were about delivering the perfect Word.

Of course, there is a reason Paul quoted Isaiah here the way
he did. It's true there were different versions of the Old
Testament around in those days, even as there are different
versions of the Bible today, but it was more than Paul using
a different translation. He was trying to emphasise certain
words to make a point. If Paul were writing this quote today,
it would look something like this:

“..by people of strange tongues and by the lips of
foreigners...will [1]...speak to this people...[and even then] they
will not listen to me, says the Lord.”

For those who are not familiar with the extra symbols:

. where you see ... , some words have been left out that are in
the original.

. where you see [ ], some words have been added to make the
whole thing easier to understand.

Now, yes, Paul was still paraphrasing a little. He changed
the verse from the third person to the first and so on, but he
also left words out so that we would concentrate on the bits
about foreign languages, and he added words in to make
the verses clearer—especially the words “and even then”.




Why add, “even then”?

When you hear the phrase, “even then”, what do you think
of? Incredulity?

“| packed their bags for them. Even then they didn’t get the
hint and leave!”

The verses Paul quoted were God’s exasperation at the
people of Israel. They had been given the chance at a life of
joy and blessing, but they had wandered off and gone their
own way. God had called and called to Israel through the
prophets, commanding and entreating them to return to
him. Finally, he decided to punish them through a foreign
army. When the Israelites heard the foreign language of the
soldiers who defeated them in their own city, that would be
a sign of judgement on them. And yet, even then the people
of Israel wouldn’t listen and return to God.

So, when Paul adds “and even then”, he is filling out the
background of the quote from Isaiah in three words.

Which unbelievers?

22 Thus tongues are a sign not for believers but for unbelievers,
while prophecy is not for unbelievers but for believers.

Paul takes this historical situation and draws out a principle
to apply it to the Church’s use of tongues and prophecy.

When God wants to bring people to him, he speaks to them
in a way that they understand—through prophecy. The
whole reason he gives prophecy is so that people will
believe and return to him. But when the message is
unintelligible, it's a sign that God’s judgment is on them

because of their continuing unbelief. God has simply
stopped trying to communicate with them anymore. It’s as
if the emails God is sending keeps bouncing back and in the
end he just stops sending them.

But that leaves us with two different types of unbelievers:
those who have heard and refuse to believe, and those who
don’'t believe because they haven't heard, or at least
haven't refused to believe to the point where God has given
up on them.

In verse 22 it’s clear Paul is talking about the first type of
unbeliever. In other words, tongues is a sign of judgment for
the one who has been given the message and keeps on
refusing to believe. Prophecy is no longer for them.

But it's not just two types of unbelievers Paul is talking
about, he’s also using the word “believers” in two different
ways. The first are the believers who believe right now; the
second are the believers who will believe when they hear
the message.

In verse 22 Paul is talking mostly about the second type of
believer. Prophecy is for those who have not hardened their
heart against God, but will receive his message with faith.

Why not speak in tongues?

23 If, therefore, the whole church comes together and all speak
in tongues, and outsiders or unbelievers enter, will they not say
that you are out of your minds?

What is the purpose of the Church? To spread the good
news that Jesus has died and rose again for the forgiveness
of sins and to bring people back to God.



That being the case, if unbelievers come into a church
meeting and everyone is speaking in unintelligible tongues
(which means there is no interpretation given), then they
are being given a sign of judgment. They won’t understand,
and they will reject the message of the gospel from people
so clearly demented.

Who are the outsiders? The word is translated in different ways in

different Bible translations. An ‘outsider’ is a person who is a

believer but who doesn’t understand the message in tongues. (See 1

Corinthians 14:16). So, Paul is saying, ‘If you speak in untranslated
tongues, believers are given a sign of judgment as well!

Why prophesy?
24 But if all prophesy, and an unbeliever or outsider enters, he is
convicted by all, he is called to account by all, 25 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 in the Church is to work the same way prophecy
was meant to work in the Old Testament, that is, to speak
to those who will believe and bring them to God and keep
them there!
“Therefore,” says Paul, “instead of speaking in tongues,
prophesy. We're all about salvation here, not judgment!
How did Paul refer to Isaiah here? At the end of verse 25 Paul
paraphrases the end of Isaiah 45:14: “...they shall come over in
chains and bow down to you. They will plead with you, saying:

‘Surely God is in you, and there is no other, no god besides
him.”” (Isaiah 45:14—ESV)

Paul would be a flop in @ memory verse competition, but if you read
the whole of Isaiah 45 you see that, in contrast to the hardened
unbeliever of Isaiah 28, he’s using a place in Isaiah as an example of
the second kind of unbeliever coming to God.

Summary: A quick rewrite.

Probably the best way to summarise what Paul is saying in
this paragraph is to rewrite it with added extras as I've done
below (my additions are in bold).

21 In the Law it is written, “By people of strange tongues and by
the lips of foreigners will | speak to this people, and even then
they will not listen to me, says the Lord.” 22 Thus tongues are a
sign not for believers but for those who have heard and remain
unbelievers, while prophecy is not for unbelievers but for both
present and future believers. 23 If, therefore, the whole church
comes together and all speak in tongues, and outsiders or
unbelievers who haven't heard or hardened themselves
against God’s message enter, will you not be giving them the
sign of judgment from God reserved for those who have
chosen not to believe and will they not say that you are out of
your minds? 24 But if all prophesy, and an unbeliever who
hasn’t heard or hardened themselves against God’s message
or outsider enters, he is given a clear message from God, he is
convicted by all, he is called to account by all, 25 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.

Once you understand that Paul is talking about two kinds of
unbelievers and two kinds of believers, then the paragraph
unfolds easily. Paul is saying, “When you speak in the
church, be intentionally understandable! If not, you are
failing to give people God’s message to them, i.e. that God
wants them to come to him for life and joy. Instead, you are
giving them a sign that they are under judgment. That is
not what the Church is meant to do.”



Application: Now what?

1. In a church that practices tongues and prophecy the
application is pretty straight forward. You need to have the
love and self-control to stop speaking in tongues if there is
no interpretation. This would be a very unpopular restriction
in many of our churches, but it is a biblical command based
on love.

But, some will say, what about context. For example:

« there are churches who will not let an individual speak
in tongues without interpretation, but they will let the
whole congregation sing in tongues at one time.

. there are prayer meetings where free-for-all tongues is
accepted and expected and the presence of the Lord is
manifest when this is done.

How does 1 Corinthians 14:21-25 fits into those situations? |
will leave the specifics for those churches to sort out, but |
would remind everyone that what Paul is pushing here is
that others are meant to be built up in our meetings, not
shut out.

2. In every church—whether they practice tongues and
prophecy or not—there is a broader application in this
passage:

Make your message clear.

The passage in 1 Corinthians 14:21-25 focuses specifically on
messages from God that bring people to believe and return
in God. The only message God has given the Church to do
that is the gospel. That is what we have to make crystal

clear. We may not be speaking in tongues, but Paul’'s
teaching here means that we need to be intentionally
understandable to those who are listening when we are
speaking the gospel. Otherwise, we are giving them the
wrong message.

Here are three general ways of being intentionally clear:

a) Use the gospel liberally. The good news about Jesus’
death and resurrection is often missing from Church
services, or if it is there it becomes something tacked on to
the end of whatever else we might be doing. Make the
gospel central to everything because that is the message
that will bring them back to God.

b) Explain the gospel today’s words. We have a Christian
culture with it's own terminology, which is great. It's just
when we use the words justification, sanctification,
baptism, and so on, we need to explain them.

c) Explain the gospel correctly. Remember the gospel is
done; it's not something to do. One of the worst things
that we can do is give people the impression that we have
to work in order to be saved. Instead, remind Christians
and tell non-Christians that because we are saved, we
obey; we don’t obey in order to be saved.

Of course, these are very general suggestions. The nitty-
gritty of how you do this still needs to be figured out, but
however you apply this passage of Scripture, the end goal
Is to make sure the message we share about God's
invitation to believe in Jesus and his death and resurrection
is clear.

Let’s make it clear.



Epilogue: What happened to my
friend?

Okay, you guessed it. My friend was imaginary. Still, | know
many people who have been tripped up by what seemed
like inconsistencies in the Bible. It's important to be
intellectually honest about what we believe, and while we
may never know all the answers to our questions, it
honours God to search them out. This is the result of one of
those searches.

You see, my (imaginary) friend is right: if we believe the
Bible is without error in all it affirms, then if Paul had a
senior moment while he was writing First Corinthians,
who’s to say that any of his writing is trustworthy?

In all our searching however, whether we get to an answer
or not, the most important thing we can do is trust in the
coming of one who is the Answer.

Where did | get this interpretation from? Some years ago | read
an article by Robert J. Gladstone called, Sign Language in the
Assembly: How tongues are a sign to the unbeliever in 1 Cor
14:20-25 (found in the Asian Journal of Pentecostal Studies, 2/2,
(1999), pp177-193). This provided a catalyst for my own thinking
and, while | disagree on a number of the details in Gladstone’s
article (in particular his attempt to translate the dative as
“resulting in”), the basic conclusions Gladstone comes to are the
same as written here.



