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“The Primary Place of Preaching”

1 Corinthians 14:1-25

Ever heard a statement or had an experience that stopped you in your tracks? Made you question everything you do, everything you believe? For me it was a statement that had to do with preaching: “Pastors spend 30 hours preparing a 30-minute sermon that people forget in 30 seconds.” 

Understand, preaching has been an important part of my life for…well…all my life. From the age of three through high school I attended a church led by two excellent preachers—though they were very different in style. I also grew up listening to some of the finest preachers of the era on the radio—men like Chuck Swindoll, Warren Wiersbe, John MacArthur, and others. Added to that, my father was a Bible teacher and would occasionally fill pulpit in our own church and a few area churches.

Over the years, I have struggled with many aspects of pastoral ministry, but preaching was not one of them. I have enjoyed preparing and preaching sermons more than anything else. So you can understand why that statement above hit me like a ton of bricks. Could it possibly be that preaching is passé? If preaching is going the way of the dinosaur, am I?
Once the initial shock of those words wore off, I considered the implications more rationally. The Bible is clear on the primary place of preaching in the church. The word preaching appears nine times in the Old Testament, and 116 times in the New Testament. Paul wrote in 2 Timothy 4:2, “Preach the Word; be prepared in season and out of season; correct, rebuke and encourage—with great patience and careful instruction.”
I was reminded of another of my favorite preachers, John Stott, in his book, I Believe in Preaching,
Preaching is indispensable to Christianity. Without preaching a necessary part of its authenticity has been lost. For Christianity is, in its very essence, a religion of the Word of God. No attempt to understand Christianity can succeed which overlooks or denies the truth that the living God has taken the initiative to reveal himself savingly to fallen humanity; or that his self-revelation has been given by the most straightforward means of communication known to us, namely by a word and words; or that he calls upon those who have heard his Word to speak it to others.

Some of you may dismiss the above quote as outdated. More recently John Piper weighed in on the matter: “‘Oh, poor sermon, it’s on life support. The sermon’s days are numbered. Let’s all get participatory.’ I get weary, frankly, of these kinds of suggestions for sermons.”

Preaching is still for today.

As we continue our study of 1 Corinthians, I want to return to chapter fourteen. In our last study we considered the first 25 verses on the subject of speaking in tongues. For this message I would like to look at those same verses as they apply to preaching or, in the words of the chapter, the gift of prophecy.

Paul begins very pointedly in verse one, “Follow the way of love and eagerly desire spiritual gifts, especially the gift of prophecy.” This gift of prophecy is specifically emphasized throughout this chapter and is elevated above the gift of tongues, as verse 5 suggests: “I would like every one of you to speak in tongues, but I would rather have you prophesy. He who prophesies is greater than one who speaks in tongues, unless he interprets, so that the church may be edified.” 

Edification was one of Paul’s favorite words, borrowed from architecture. To edify means, “to build up.” We can see this in two ways: to build a building or structure, or to strengthen one’s physical frame, such as bodybuilding. The mistake the Corinthians were making was to emphasize their own personal edification to the neglect of the church. They wanted to build themselves up, but they did not want to build up their fellow believers.
 Thus Paul admonishes them in verse 12, “Since you are eager to have spiritual gifts, try to excel in gifts that build up the church.” And he places the gift of prophecy at the head of that list. But what did he mean by “prophecy”?

Usually people think of prediction when they hear the word prophecy. But foretelling the future is just a small part of the meaning of prophecy. The English word prophet comes from a Greek word composed of two parts which mean literally forthtell. A prophet is a forth-teller. Among the many messages he tells forth may be some pertaining to the future. Thus forth-telling may involve some foretelling, but only incidentally. The main meaning of prophesying is forth-telling.

Prophecy is forth-telling for another. When God called Moses to deliver Israel out of Egypt, Moses objected on the grounds he could not speak well. God replied in Exodus 4:14-16, “What about your brother, Aaron the Levite? I know he can speak well…. You shall speak to him and put words in his mouth…. He will speak to the people for you, and it will be as if he were your mouth and as if you were God to him.” In Exodus 7:1 God said, “your brother Aaron will be your prophet.” Aaron was Moses’ spokesman.

Think of an ambassador today. An ambassador is the official spokesman of his or her government to a foreign nation. The ambassador does not speak on their own—not if they want to keep their job! But an ambassador is a spokesman for the head of state of the homeland.

A prophet of God was God’s spokesman. The Old Testament includes the writings of prophets, both major and minor, from Moses to Malachi. These men didn’t merely foretell the future, but rather did forth-tell God’s message, which concerned past and present as well as future.
 Often they prefaced their messages with the phrase, “Thus says the Lord.”

True prophecy is always a direct word from God. Before the Scriptures were complete, God’s inspired, authoritative message was communicated to the early church through the lips of recognized prophets.
 This evening I want to show three reasons why prophecy—preaching, if you will—has a primary place in the local church today.
Preaching Instructs

First we see that preaching instructs. Paul writes in verse six, “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?” Prophets instructed, warned, exhorted, promised, rebuked. They protested the formalism of offering sacrifices without obedience. They stressed moral duty, promoted righteousness, thundered coming terror on the wicked, and repeated God’s gracious promises for the future.

I should point out that prophecy is not exactly the same as modern-day preaching, because today’s preachers study the Bible and prepare their messages.
 Prophecy was the uttering of words directly inspired by God.
 The prophet was much needed in the first century because the New Testament was not yet complete.
 Now God’s revelation has been finished. The Bible is our all-sufficient guide today. Until the completion of the New Testament, during the Apostolic Age, prophets gave necessary special revelations and reliable guidance.
 I like how Billy Graham put it: “God no longer directly reveals ‘new truth’; there is now a back cover to the Bible. The canon of Scripture is closed.”
 No preacher today should claim that he has immediate inspiration from God.

Does this mean that the gift of prophecy is no longer in existence today? In the strict sense of communicating new revelation from God, yes, we do not see the gift of prophecy today. Yet there is a present-day manifestation of this gift. I understand the gift of prophecy to be used in the extended sense of presenting God’s people truths received, not by direct revelation, but from careful study of the completed and infallible Word of God.
 So, when Paul elevates the teaching of the prophets in 1 Corinthians 14, the parallel in our modern church is the faithful proclamation of Scripture by the church’s preachers and teachers.

We might define the gift of prophecy as the Spirit-given ability to proclaim the written Word of God with clarity and to apply it to a particular situation with a view to correction or edification. The gift of prophecy makes the Bible relevant to a particular situation in a current context. As prophets of old poured forth their warnings of coming invasion because of national decline, so we need prophets today to preach against evil in national life; racism, materialism, immorality, scientism, and a host of others, lest we suffer the decline and fall of our nations. Prophets are God’s loudspeakers. How they are needed in national and local politics, education, journalism, family life, sports, and science! Prophecy applies the perennial Scripture to the present scene.

Paul goes on to write in verses 18-19, “I thank God that I speak in tongues more than all of you. But in the church I would rather speak five intelligible words to instruct others than ten thousand words in a tongue.” 

Paul is saying that normal, Spirit-filled proclamation of truth in simple language everybody understands is hundreds of times more desirable than speaking in tongues.
 Prophecy was neither bizarre nor ecstatic (as tongues were). It is a perfectly intelligible word from the Lord through a member of his body inspired by his Spirit and is given to build up the rest of the body. In those days it was a message that the speaker did not compose; it was borne in upon him. He had to speak it out. It was an act of faith. He or she did not normally know how it would end, only how it must begin.

Paul emphasized the importance of doctrinal teaching in the church. Our worship must be based on truth, or it may become superstitious emotionalism. Christians need to know what they believe and why they believe it. The prophet shared truth with the church, and thereby edified the assembly. The person speaking in tongues (unless there is an interpreter) is enjoying his worship of God, but he is not edifying the church.

Preaching Inspires

This does not mean, however, that preaching has nothing to do with emotions. In fact, preaching inspires. Paul writes in verse 3, “But everyone who prophesies speaks to men for their strengthening, encouragement and comfort.” Preaching has a positive role. It is given to build up the church, to encourage the church, to whisper in the church’s ear, and to aid the church in outreach. Preaching does not rant. It is for the benefit of God’s people.

The Greek word translated “strengthening” here is the same as “edifying” earlier. Preaching ought to build people up, not tear them down. The word rendered “comfort” is found only here in the New Testament, but the cognate verb is used of comforting the bereaved, such as in John 11:19, 31. Preaching, then, is a means of building up Christian character, of encouraging and strengthening people, and of giving them comfort in their distress.

Often preaching is emotional, but not edifying. When the preacher is only known for energetically condemning the audience so that the listeners are continually brought under guilt and leave with their tails between their legs, something is missing. Sure, there is a time and a place for rebuking—pointing out what is wrong—but only in conjunction with correction—pointing out what is right. When guilt is revealed, grace is required. Preaching the Gospel is proclaiming good news—that’s what the word “gospel” means. Yes, to get to the good news of salvation we must point out the bad news of sin, but preaching that consistently leaves people—particularly other Christians—grieving and guilt-ridden is missing the mark.

Anyone who knows me knows that I am not about “feel-good” preaching that glosses over reality just to please the emotions. Sin is real, God’s judgment of sin is real, Hell is real. But these only give half of the story. Paul writes in Romans 5:20-21, “But where sin increased, grace increased all the more, so that, just as sin reigned in death, so also grace might reign through righteousness to bring eternal life through Jesus Christ our Lord.” Preaching is about the good news of God’s grace through Jesus Christ.

Preaching Invites

Third, we see that preaching invites. G. Campbell Morgan wrote in his book, Preaching, “The avenues of approach should be the intellect and the emotions. We are storming the citadel of the will…. At the close there should be a personal application and elaboration of the truth, intellectually presented. As to emotion, let feeling and brains work together…[but] never forget that we are storming that central will.”
 Preaching instructs, which addresses the intellect. Preaching inspires, which addresses the emotions. But preaching is not complete until it challenges the listener to do something. We can be intellectually stimulated and emotionally stirred…and walk away unchanged. Lives are changed when choices are made, and that is done in the human will.

During my freshman year in college, I had to take a speech class. We had to give three speeches during the semester: an informative speech, a persuasive speech, and an actuating speech. An informative speech was what I called the Dragnet speech: “Just the facts.” A persuasive speech took it one step further, trying to convince the audience to the speaker’s way of thinking. An actuating speech gave the listener something to do, not just something to think or feel. The goal of the sermon is to do all three: inform the mind, persuade the heart, and activate the will. The sermon is not merely a lecture, nor is it merely emotional, but is ultimately a motivational speech to spur the listener to action. The preacher’s goal ought to be, when finished preaching, to have the audience respond as the listeners did on the Day of Pentecost as recorded in Acts 2:37, “Brothers, what shall we do?”
Paul writes in 1 Corinthians 14:22-25,

Tongues, then, are a sign, not for believers but for unbelievers; prophecy, however, is for believers, not for unbelievers. So if the whole church comes together and everyone speaks in tongues, and some who do not understand or some unbelievers come in, will they not say that you are out of your mind? But if 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 will be judged by all, and the secrets of his heart will be laid bare. So he will fall down and worship God, exclaiming, “God is really among you!” 

In contrast with speaking in tongues, prophecy is a sign for believers in the sense that it produces believers; the unbeliever or outsider who would be put off by an outburst of tongues will be impressed if, on entering a church, he hears words in a language he knows, which pierce directly to his heart and conscience, expose his inmost secrets, and convict him of sin. This, he will say, is God’s message for me; and so, falling on his face, he will worship God and declare that God is really among you.
 The word translated “convinced” (elenchetai) means “convicted”; it is used of the Holy Spirit’s work of convicting the world of sin in John 16:8.
 This applies equally to today’s unbeliever who hears the preaching of God’s Word from the pulpit during a Sunday service.

Notice, however, that Paul ends verse 22 with these words: “prophecy, however, is for believers, not for unbelievers.” I believe in the primary place of preaching in our worship, and I believe the primary audience for preaching is for believers, not for unbelievers. (I said primary audience, so don’t take this the wrong way!)

This stems from my personal philosophy of ministry. I believe that the purpose of the local church can be found in Ephesians 4:11-13, 

It was he who gave some to be apostles, some to be prophets, some to be evangelists, and some to be pastors and teachers, to prepare God’s people for works of service, so that the body of Christ may be built up until we all reach unity in the faith and in the knowledge of the Son of God and become mature, attaining to the whole measure of the fullness of Christ.

What is the purpose of the church? Is it for gifted men and women to perform and entertain an audience? No. Is it for Christians to invite their unsaved friends to come so that the preacher can lead them to Jesus? That’s not what this passage of Scripture says. 
The purpose of the church is to prepare God’s people for their works of service. I believe the church is a training ground for the army of God. Here we are enlightened, energized, and equipped to perform our ministries in the world. Yes, you heard that right. Ministry is not done in the church; ministry is done in the world. We prepare for those ministries here in the church. 

Too often churches have what I call a “Field of Dreams” mentality: “If you build it, they will come.” Churches are geared to attract the unsaved to come and hear about Jesus. Problem is, the unsaved aren’t coming. Oh, there may be special occasions that draw in unbelievers, but those are the exceptions. Why design services for people who, by definition, aren’t there, all the while ignoring the people who are?
You will not hear a lot of salvation sermons from this pulpit. Why? Because I know my audience. The vast majority, if not everyone, has confessed their faith in Jesus. What we need is not constantly rehashing the basic gospel message, but rather the milk and meat of the Word so that we can grow up in Christ. How does Paul put it? Unity, maturity, and conformity to the image of Jesus. This is what Christians are to be, and the purpose of the church is to facilitate that. Perhaps that is why Paul writes in verse 22, “prophecy, however, is for believers, not for unbelievers.”
Where does preaching fit into this philosophy of ministry? Preaching is the proclamation of God’s Word that instructs the mind, inspires the heart, and invites the will to make a choice. Preaching reaches the most people at a time. Preaching sets the tone for the church. Preaching is not the only thing that happens in the church, and it may not be the most important thing. But the primary place of preaching in the church is well established in the local church by the Scriptures.
Preaching is for today. 

It will never become passé. 
�John R. W. Stott, I Believe in Preaching (London: Hodder and Stoughton, ©1982).


�John Piper, “Is the 40-minute Sermon Passé?” https://www.desiringgod.org/interviews/is-the-40-minute-sermon-passe.


�Warren W. Wiersbe, Be Wise (Wheaton, IL: Victor Books, ©1983).


�Leslie B. Flynn, 19 Gifts of the Spirit (Colorado Springs, CO: David C Cook, 2012).


�Charles R. Swindoll, Insights on 1 & 2 Corinthians (Carol Stream, IL: Tyndale House Publishers, ©2017).


�Flynn, op. cit.


�Wiersbe, Be Wise.


�Leon Morris, 1 Corinthians: An Introduction and Commentary, Tyndale New Testament Commentaries (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, ©1985).


�Swindoll, op. cit.


�Flynn, op. cit.


�Billy Graham, The Holy Spirit: Activating God’s Power in Your Life (Waco, TX: Word Books, ©1978).


�Warren W. Wiersbe, The Wiersbe Study Bible (Nashville: Thomas Nelson, ©2009, 2018).


�Graham, op. cit.


�Swindoll, op. cit.


�Flynn, op. cit.


�Swindoll, op. cit.


�Michael Green, To Corinth With Love (Waco, TX: Word Books, ©1988).


�Wiersbe, Be Wise.


�Green, op. cit.


�Morris, op. cit.


�G. Campbell Morgan, Preaching (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Book House, reprint ©1974).


�F. F. Bruce, New Century Bible Commentary: I & II Corinthians (London: Marshall, Morgan, & Scott, ©1971).


�Morris, op. cit.


�Swindoll, op. cit.





PAGE  
6

