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“Order in the Church!”

1 Corinthians 14:26-40

“Order in the court!”

Anyone who has been in a courtroom or has seen one depicted on television or film recognizes that phrase, usually punctuated with the rapping of a gavel by a judge. A courtroom is to be a place of deliberation and decorum; disturbances and disruptions are not tolerated.

As we turn to the latter section of 1 Corinthians 14, we can almost picture the apostle Paul pounding a gavel in the midst of the Corinthian chaos and shouting, “Order in the church!”

At first sight this chapter seems to be a comparison and contrast between the gifts of prophecy and tongues. Paul, however, is thinking of the effect on the congregation, and it soon becomes plain that the real subject of this chapter is worship in the church at Corinth.
 They were having special problems with disorders in their public meetings. The reason is not difficult to determine: they were using their spiritual gifts to please and promote themselves and not to help their fellow Christians. The key word there was not edification, but exhibition.
 Worship had deteriorated into entertainment.

And so, from verse 26, Paul returns to the principle of mutual edification—each person bringing something to contribute in the assembly that will be beneficial to the whole body.
 

The Inclusion of Others in Worship

Paul begins with the inclusion of others in worship in verse 26,

What then shall we say, brothers? When you come together, everyone has a hymn, or a word of instruction, a revelation, a tongue or an interpretation. All of these must be done for the strengthening of the church.
This little paragraph is very important as giving us the most intimate glimpse we have of the early church at worship. It is not complete and, for example, it does not say whether passages of Scripture were read or not. But it is our earliest account of a service and it enables us to see something of what the first Christians actually did when they assembled to worship God. Clearly their services were more spontaneous and less structured than was normally the case in later days. We have no way of knowing how typical of the whole church worship at Corinth was, but it cannot have been very far from the norm, else Paul would have said so.

Remember, at this time they didn’t have a completed Bible, but rather they had competent and gifted preachers and teachers, apostles and prophets. As the Spirit swept through the church, He gifted each person to contribute something for the common good: psalms, lessons, revelations, interpreted tongues—a variety of gifts given for the good of the whole body.

It is curious that Paul does not speak of anyone having “a prophecy,” but perhaps “a revelation” means much the same. A “hymn” or “psalm” properly denotes a song sung to the accompaniment of an instrument, but then more generally, a song. It was used especially of the psalms in the Old Testament, and some think that a Corinthian would come with one of these and perhaps a meditation on it. But singing was common among the early Christians, and the New Testament has a number of Christian songs. The more likely meaning is that a worshipper would bring a song of his own composition for the service. “A word of instruction” is a piece of Christian teaching. “A revelation” will be some specific matter that God has revealed to the believer, perhaps a “prophecy” or something akin to it. “An interpretation” will be the interpretation of a tongue. There was thus a variety of ingredients in the service.

Notice that “each one” is invited to fully participate, and this is not limited only to men. This is a beautiful picture of each member of the body making a meaningful contribution. There is a variety of gifts mentioned for the purpose of building up the church as a whole. Paul reiterates what he argued for in the previous passage. When Christians exercise their spiritual gifts, the main goal is the building up of the community.

The scale of participation envisaged in these two verses alone is considerable—a variety of people, a variety of contributions, a variety of spiritual gifts—all with a common goal: to worship God acceptably. Congregations need to be participants, not an audience. Most of all there needs to be full participation in the regular worship of the church.
 Thus we see the inclusion of others in worship.

The Insistence on Orderliness in Worship

Next we read the insistence on orderliness in worship in verses 27-33,

If anyone speaks in a tongue, two—or at the most three—should speak, one at a time, and someone must interpret. If there is no interpreter, the speaker should keep quiet in the church and speak to himself and God. Two or three prophets should speak, and the others should weigh carefully what is said. And if a revelation comes to someone who is sitting down, the first speaker should stop. For you can all prophesy in turn so that everyone may be instructed and encouraged. The spirits of prophets are subject to the control of prophets. For God is not a God of disorder but of peace.
Participation in worship was not a problem in Corinth; propriety in worship was.

Paul knew that this charismatic experience had gotten out of control, so he wisely advised the church concerning the orderly practice of the gift in the assembly. First, Paul explains that tongues should never be spoken by more than three people during a worship service—and never by more than one person at a time.
 There can’t be too many people speaking in tongues; otherwise one gift will dominate, and the flow will be disrupted. In other words, the participants can’t be speaking over one another.
 Enthusiasts tend to go on and on, but there is a limit to what a congregation can take! Apparently the Corinthians had had experience of a number of people exercising the gift of tongues simultaneously, which must have been very confusing. Paul forbids it.

Second, Paul states that tongues may be practiced in public worship only if there is an interpreter. If this qualification cannot be met, then the tongues-speaker must keep silent in the church.
 Edification is the supreme consideration, so tongues must not be used unless there is an interpreter. This shows that we are not to think of tongues as the result of an irresistible impulse of the Spirit, driving the man into ecstatic speech. He could keep quiet, and that, Paul says, is what he must do unless there is an interpreter. This also implies that he knows beforehand that he intends to speak—otherwise he would not be checking whether there was an interpreter present.

In my personal experience, many charismatic or Pentecostal churches who practice tongues in public worship do not follow Paul’s clear commands in this text. When everyone in the congregation is encouraged to speak in tongues at the same time, this violates the first directive. When tongues are exercised without an interpreter—which happens every time multiple people are speaking at once—this violates the second. I am simply amazed how modern churches blatantly defy the clear commands of Scripture regarding the gift of tongues—the only spiritual gift given such precise directions! Authentic gifts are marked by self-control—one of the fruit of the Spirit.

Yet speaking in tongues was not the only element of the church’s assembly that needed to be properly ordered. The same principle of “two or three” also related to the practice of prophesying. This was to be done in order, so that the leaders of the churches could discern whether these were the genuine utterances of prophets or the dangerous declarations of false teachers. Paul’s admonitions in 1 Thessalonians 5:19-21 apply here: “Do not put out the Spirit's fire; do not treat prophecies with contempt. Test everything. Hold on to the good.”
 Because God is not a God of confusion, but of order, prophets must speak in turn, demonstrating the kind of dignity, solemnity, and seriousness expected of the work of God.

If while a person is speaking, God gives a revelation to another person, the speaker must be silent while the new revelation is shared. If God is in charge, there can be no competition or contradiction in the messages. If, however, the various speakers are “manufacturing” their messages, there will be confusion and contradiction.

Why were the messages evaluated? To determine whether the speaker had truly communicated the Word of God through the Holy Spirit. It was possible for a speaker, under the control of his own emotions, to imagine that God was speaking to him and through him. It was even possible for Satan to counterfeit a prophetic message.

How do we apply this instruction to the church today since we do not have New Testament prophets, but we do have the completed Scripture? For one thing, we must use the Word of God to test every message that we hear, asking the Spirit to guide us. There are false teachers in the world and we must beware. But even true teachers and preachers do not know everything and sometimes make mistakes. Each listener must evaluate the message and apply it to his own heart.
 We should be like the folks at Berea who, according to Acts 17:11-12, “received the message with great eagerness and examined the Scriptures every day to see if what Paul said was true.”
Verse 33 looks strange in the niv, as the first half of the verse ends one paragraph while the second half starts a new one. We should probably stop after peace and take what follows with the next verse. It is true that some follow the kjv and take it with the preceding paragraph. But it is difficult to think that such a far-reaching principle should be qualified as no more than the custom of the churches.

The Implications of the Ordinance on Women

This leads to the implications of the ordinance on women found in verses 33-35,

As in all the congregations of the saints, women should remain silent in the churches. They are not allowed to speak, but must be in submission, as the Law says. If they want to inquire about something, they should ask their own husbands at home; for it is disgraceful for a woman to speak in the church.
This text, along with 1 Timothy 2:11-12, are often favorites among men, for they seem to silence women in church. Yet such a blanket statement does not fit the context of the letter as a whole—Paul spoke of women praying and prophesying in church in chapter 11—nor even the immediate context of chapter 14. Paul wrote in verse 5, “Now I want you all to speak in tongues, but even more to prophesy.” These gifts are to be used in the church. But the women are to be silent in church and not speak? Should all of chapter 14 be marked, “For men only”? If the silence is absolute, then women should not sing hymns, read Scripture or pray in church—even in unison with the congregation.

Obviously this is not the case. The kind of speaking women were doing in verse 34 added to the disruption as seen by the statement immediately preceding, “For God is not a God of disorder but peace,” and by a subsequent statement in verse 40, “But everything should be done in a fitting and orderly way.” Understanding 14:34-35 should not be divorced from the context of people stepping on one another’s words.
 The silence commanded of women is not absolute but qualified by the context.
 

The context of this prohibition would indicate that some of the women in the assembly were creating problems by asking questions and perhaps even generating arguments. Paul reminded the women to get their questions answered at home.
 Women were probably separated from men in the assembly and could not hear well what was being said because of the confusion caused by other people speaking simultaneously.

Why does Paul refer to the Law? Many scholars believe he is referencing Genesis 3:16, which states, “Your desire will be for your husband, and he will rule over you.” But this is not a command but a judgment on sin; Paul rather refers to the whole body of Old Testament laws concerning women, which were intended to teach the submission of the wife to her husband.

Why does Paul say, “it is disgraceful for a woman to speak in the church”? In those days, for women to take on themselves the role of instructors would have been to discredit Christianity in the eyes of most people. In fact, among the Greeks women were discouraged from saying anything in public. Paul calls on them to observe the customs.

Now, to our modern ears, Paul’s words may sound out-of-date or chauvinistic. In light of the Jewish culture from which the church originally emerged, however, we see that Paul’s words are actually quite liberating. In Jewish culture, women were not allowed to learn the Law at all. Both teaching and learning the Scriptures were the privilege of men only. Yet Paul clearly challenges this position by allowing women to learn, as well as to pray and prophesy (as seen in chapter 11).
 Their learning, however, was not to interrupt the worship service itself.
You notice that I am not addressing the issue of women in ministry here. I do not believe this passage has anything to say about women in ministry. When interpreted in its proper context, we see that Paul is addressing a specific situation in the Corinthian church at that time. The principles he lays down concerning orderly worship apply today. But to force a teaching on women in ministry from this passage is to misuse the text.

Paul then gets a bit sarcastic in verses 36-38,

Did the word of God originate with you? Or are you the only people it has reached? If anybody thinks he is a prophet or spiritually gifted, let him acknowledge that what I am writing to you is the Lord’s command. If he ignores this, he himself will be ignored.

Like many edgy, trendy, and flashy churches today, the Corinthians appear to have viewed themselves as pacesetters, those who flippantly threw off order, tradition, and conventions—even those established by Christ and the apostles. Claiming to have a higher spirituality than all others, and likely appealing to the authority of their own so-called prophetic gifts, the Corinthians created a “do-it-yourself” form of Christian worship characterized by disorder, division, and chaos.

In these verses, Paul was answering the church or church member who might say, “We don’t need Paul’s help! The Spirit speaks to us. We have received new revelations from God!” This is a dangerous attitude, because it is the first step toward rejecting God’s Word and accepting counterfeit revelations, including the doctrines of demons.
 When you hear someone speak of a “new revelation” he or she has received from the Lord, turn him or her off! We have everything we need in God’s Word, the Bible.
Paul wraps up the chapter in verses 39-40, “Therefore, my brothers, be eager to prophesy, and do not forbid speaking in tongues. But everything should be done in a fitting and orderly way.”
In keeping with his attitude all along, Paul enjoins his friends to seek prophecy rather than tongues. But they should not despise tongues. These, too, are a gift from the Lord, and their use should not be forbidden.
 (This goes back to the “Seek not, Forbid not” stance we considered last week.)

“Fitting and orderly way” means just what it says. It does not indicate that things should be precisely the same every week. Within the ordered structure of most liturgical churches there is plenty of room for the informal and the topical to be inserted. There is adequate scope for flexibility.
 Whatever Paul is saying, he is not discouraging freedom and participation in worship. For all of the trouble that the gifts of tongues and prophecy have caused, he still encourages the Corinthians to desire and practice them. However, he seeks to provide needed guidelines to ensure that worship doesn’t devolve into chaos.

A worship service should be a beautiful, meaningful, and edifying experience for all. It should be open to the appropriate contributions of all, under the oversight of properly ordained leadership, and all of this without a trace of disorder, chaos, or confusion. Most of all, all things must be done with one goal in mind: the mutual edification of the body of Christ.
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