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God is Really Among You (1 Cor. 14:20–25)

By Jacob Gerber

At this point, Paul has made his case decisively that untranslated foreign languages in public 
worship does not benefit believers. Before he moves to address issues in the public worship at 
Corinth more broadly, he first tackles one more problem of untranslated tongues: the problem for 
unbelievers in their midst.1 It is bad enough that the church cannot be built up if the worship does 
not intelligibly communicate God’s word, but unbelievers also will not hear the gospel, in spite of 
their desperate need for it. Paul here appeals to one more fundamental principle of public worship: 
namely, that God’s primary plan for evangelism is through the Bible-saturated public worship of the 
church. Our worship does not need to be flashy or showy, since flash and show isn’t what converts 
unbelievers to faith in Christ. On the contrary, God converts unbelievers by his word.

The Contrast Between Tongues and Prophecy (1 Cor. 14:20–22)

To transition into this last topic related to untranslated tongues in public worship, Paul addresses the 
Corinthians with the affectionate term “brothers” (v. 20). Then, he urges them not to be children in 
their thinking. The word for “thinking” refers to the chest region, including the heart and the lungs, 
which the ancient world referred to in reference to the human capacity for thinking and judgment.2 To 
remain children in their thinking means being “self-centered and vain, to call attention to themselves 
and to be enthralled by what is showy.”3 Paul then qualifies his statement by acknowledging that that 
there is a sense in which their thinking should be undeveloped, since they should be as “infants in evil.” 
Infants are younger than children.4 In this statement, Paul describes not merely a lower stage of 
development, but total naïveté to the world’s wickedness.5 Positively, Paul says that they should instead 
be “mature” in their thinking. This is a word that describes reaching the goal, where the goal is to use 
their thinking, reasoning, and judgment skills to understand their situation rightly.6

Paul has a sobering reason for urging them to think with maturity. In v. 21, he points to an Old 
Testament text (“the law”) which reveals that their tongues-speaking is not an innocent diversion, 
but a symbol of God’s judgment against his hard-hearted, unbelieving people.7 Paul quotes from 

1 Hays, First Corinthians, 238.
2 Lenski, The Interpretation of St. Paul’s First and Second Epistles to the Corinthians, 597.
3 Garland, 1 Corinthians, 645.
4 Barrett, The First Epistle to the Corinthians, 322.
5 Garland, 1 Corinthians, 645.
6 Lenski, The Interpretation of St. Paul’s First and Second Epistles to the Corinthians, 598.
7 Calvin, Commentaries on the Epistles of Paul the Apostle to the Corinthians, vol. 1, 452. Available online: 

<https://ccel.org/ccel/calvin/calcom39/calcom39.xxi.iii.html>
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Isaiah 28:11–12, but he freely adapts the text to apply it to the situation at Corinth.8 In the original 
passage, the Lord warns to send the Assyrians with their barbarian speech to speak to the Jews (cf. v. 
11). Before this, the Lord had patiently taught his people with redundant repetition: “precept upon 
precept, precept upon precept, line upon line, line upon line, here a little, there a little” (Isa. 28:10, 
13). Nevertheless, God’s people had not listened. The Assyrian invaders, then, would be the last 
warning to God’s people to repent, where their foreign speech would be a sign of impending 
judgment. Sadly, “even then they will not listen to me” (1 Cor. 14:21; cf. Isa. 28:12). The 
unintelligible, foreign speech would only confirm God’s judgment against his faithless people by 
further hardening their hearts.9

Paul’s point in his adaptation of this Old Testament text is to underscore that when “God speaks 
intelligibly, it is to reveal. When God speaks unintelligibly, it is to judge.”10 The Corinthians were 
not merely mistaken when they eagerly embraced tongues-speaking in their public worship service. 
Worse, they were cutting off the prophetic word of God from the people gathered by making God’s 
word unintelligible. The gift of tongues was indeed a blessing from the Holy Spirit, given to 
empower the church to preach the gospel to those who spoke other languages. By misusing the gift 
of tongues to show off their spirituality, the Corinthians were abusing the blessing to such a degree 
that they turned it into a curse.11 These untranslated, unintelligible languages did not signal God’s 
favor, but rather created a self-imposed exile of God’s people in a foreign land, hearing foreign 
languages—like the Israelites when they were carried into captivity by the Assyrians.12 

In v. 22, Paul draws an inference from the function of unintelligible, foreign languages as a sign 
of judgment: tongues are a sign not for believers but unbelievers, while prophecy is a sign not for 
unbelievers, but for believers. This is a notoriously difficult verse, since Paul seems to contradict 
himself immediately in v. 23–25 when he describes how tongues would drive away unbelievers from 
a worship service, but prophecy would effectively convert them to faith. Paul is not confused, and 
neither does he contradict himself. Instead, we should understand Paul’s citation of Isaiah 28:11–12 
in v. 21, and the scenario Paul gives in vs. 23–25 as helping to guide how we should interpret v. 22. 
Commentators offer a number of suggestions about how to interpret v. 22, but Charles Hodge’s 
explanation makes the best sense of the verses preceding and following:

The most satisfactory explanation is to take sign in the general sense of any indication of the 
divine presence. ‘Tongues are a manifestation of God, having reference, not to believers, but 
to unbelievers; and prophecy is a similar manifestation, having reference, not to unbelievers, 
but to believers.’ By tongues, however, is not to be understood the gift of tongues, but, as v. 
21 requires, foreign languages, i.e. languages unknown to the hearers. The meaning is, that 
when a people are disobedient, God sends them teachers whom they cannot understand; 

8 For a list of the nine variations from either the Septuagint (LXX) or the Masoretic (Hebrew) text, see 
Garland, 1 Corinthians, 646–47.

9 Lenski, The Interpretation of St. Paul’s First and Second Epistles to the Corinthians, 599–600.
10 Garland, 1 Corinthians, 648.
11 Hodge, A Commentary on 1 & 2 Corinthians, 293.
12 Thiselton, First Corinthians: A Shorter Exegetical & Pastoral Commentary, 244.
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when they are obedient, he sends them prophets speaking their own language.13

The key observation Hodge makes is that there is a difference between tongues and speaking in 
tongues.14 The former refers to the experience of those hearing, while the latter refers to the 
experience of those speaking. To hear tongues means to hear speech in an incomprehensible, foreign 
language, and this is the only verse in this whole chapter where the word tongues appears alone, 
without any word describing (or implying; v. 26) some kind of speech (cf. v. 2, 4, 5 (x2), 6, 9, 13, 14, 
18, 19, 23, 26, 27, 39). By tongues, Paul here has the experience of hearing foreign languages in view, 
as opposed to the rest of the chapter, where he addresses whether people should be speaking in 
tongues. 

To speak in tongues, on the other hand, refers to the experience of being empowered to speak in a 
foreign language supernaturally, apart from any natural learning. This was true of the apostles who 
spoke in tongues on the day of Pentecost in Acts 2, and it was true for those speaking in tongues in 
public worship at Corinth. The difference between the two scenes, then, is not in the experience of 
the speakers, but the experience of the hearers. On the day of Pentecost, the people gathered for the 
Jewish festival spoke a wide diversity of languages, so that the tongues spoken by the apostles were 
understandable to them: “we hear them telling in our own tongues the mighty works of God” (Acts 
2:11). So, while the apostles were speaking in tongues, the hearers at Pentecost did not experience the 
judgment of what Paul refers to as “tongues” (incomprehensible, foreign languages) in 1 Corinthians 
14:22, since they were hearing their own languages. At Pentecost, speaking in tongues was a bridge to 
gaining understanding in the hearers. At Corinth, however, speaking in tongues was a barrier to the 
understanding of the hearers. There, because the congregation did not speak the foreign languages 
being spoken, they experienced the incomprehensibility and unintelligibility of hearing tongues. Like 
the Israelites in Isaiah’s day, God’s people were setting aside the prophetic word, and, like the 
Israelites in Isaiah’s day, their hearing tongues was a sign not of God’s blessing, but of God’s judgment.

As a final word about this section, Paul’s citation of Isaiah 28:11–12, and his conclusion that 
tongues are thus a sign for unbelievers in v. 22, decisively rejects the notion that Paul is in the least 
preserving a place for speaking in tongues that neither the speaker nor the hearer understands. 
Ideally, this gift is to give supernatural ability to the speaker to communicate intelligibly with those 
who speak another language. In Corinth, the next best was for the speaker to pray to interpret what 
he was saying so that others could also understand the content, in addition to himself (cf. v. 13). 
When no one understands the unintelligible speech (neither the speaker nor the hearer), then the 

13 Hodge, A Commentary on 1 & 2 Corinthians, 295–96.
14 “When used aright, that is, when employed in addressing those to whom the language used was 

intelligible, it was prophecy. The obscurity of the passage arises in a great measure from the ambiguity of the 
expression to speak with tongues. It means to speak in foreign or unknown languages. But a language may be 
said to be unknown either in reference to the speaker or to the hearer. It is said to be unknown to the speaker, 
if not previously acquired; and it is said to be unknown to the hearers if they do not understand it. The apostle 
uses the expression sometimes in one sense and sometimes in the other. When it is said that the apostles, on the 
day of Pentecost, spake with tongues, it means that they used languages which they had never learned; but 
when Paul says he would rather speak five words intelligibly than ten thousand words with a tongue, he means 
in a language unknown to the hearers.” (Hodge, A Commentary on 1 & 2 Corinthians, 296.)
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hearing of tongues reflect God’s judgment, not God’s grace.

The Confirmation of Unbelief (1 Cor. 14:23)

Paul has already demonstrated at many points that those who hear what those speaking in tongues 
are saying are not able to understand what is spoken unless someone interprets (v. 2, 5, 6–11, 13–17). 
Paul does not now repeat what he has already said previously. Instead, he talks about a different 
circumstance: not the experience of a believer hearing tongues, but the experience of an unbeliever 
hearing tongues. This is a slightly different, but complementary, sense from how Paul talked about 
tongues as a sign for unbelievers in the previous verse. There, he stated that the experience of hearing 
tongues was a warning of judgment—an unintelligible warning that God sends not to convert an 
unbeliever, but to harden that unbeliever in their rejection of the gospel. In Isaiah’s day, the 
unbelievers were Israelites. Now, in v. 23, Paul considers the case of unbelievers (pagans with no 
previous relationship to Christianity) and outsiders (the ignorant who need to be built up in their 
faith) who hear tongues.

In the scenario Paul describes, he says that the “whole” church comes together, using a similar 
word that he has used elsewhere for the public worship of the church, especially to celebrate the 
Lord’s Supper (1 Cor. 11:17, 18, 20, 33, 34; cf. 1 Cor. 14:26). Next, Paul says that, in this scenario, 
“all speak in tongues” when “outsiders or unbelievers” enter the worship service. Since Paul repeats 
these two groups (outsiders and unbelievers) in v. 24, albeit in reverse order, it seems clear that Paul 
sees these two groups as similar in some ways, yet distinct. As stated above, the term “outsider” 
probably suggests that these were ignorant of the languages spoken. It is possible, however, that 
someone could be in both categories: an “outsider” in regard to the language, and an “unbeliever” in 
regard to faith.15 Regardless of their precise identities, Paul says that these two groups of people 
would say that the Corinthians were “out of their minds.” As many commentators have pointed out, 
this is not necessarily as pejorative of a phrase as it sounds in English. Many ancient religions pursued 
ecstatic experiences where the whole goal was to become “out of their minds” in their worship.16 
Whether pejorative or not, Paul is underscoring that those hearing tongues will not come to faith, 
since they will not be able to understand what is spoken. Hearing tongues is a word of 
(unintelligible) judgment against unbelievers, rather than a word of gracious (intelligible) prophecy 
to draw people to faith.

There is one other observation we should make that is impossible to see in most of the major 
English translations. A full, literal translation of this first part of the verse would look like this: 
“Therefore, if the whole church comes together in one place….” Many English translations drop the 
phrase “in one place” (e.g., CSB, NIV, ESV, NASB, NET, along with the many other less popular 
translations), perhaps because it might sound redundant in English alongside the word translated as 
“comes together.” Only a few English translations render the phrase in full (e.g., KJV, LEB, 

15 “The two classes (the unlearned and the unbelieving) are not so distinguished that the same person 
might not belong to both classes. The same persons were either ἰδιῶται or ἄπιστοι, according to the aspect 
under which they were viewed. Viewed in relation to the languages spoken, they were unlearned; viewed in 
relation to Christianity, they were unbelievers.” (Hodge, A Commentary on 1 & 2 Corinthians, 297.)

16 Hays, First Corinthians, 238–39.



God is Really Among You (1 Cor. 14:20–25) 5

© 2021 by Jacob Gerber

NABRE). In some ways, this is understandable, since the phrase “in one place” only appears ten times 
in the New Testament, and half of those times its use is redundant (Matt. 22:34; Luke 17:35; Acts 
4:26; 1 Cor. 7:5; 11:20). Nevertheless, four of the ten uses of this phrase all appear in Acts 1–2, 
immediately before and after the original experience of speaking in tongues at Pentecost (Acts 1:15; 
2:1, 44, 47). 

Here in 1 Corinthians 14:23, we see a fifth use of this phrase that is directly related to speaking in 
tongues, which suggests that Paul may be using this phrase purposefully. If so, this phrase “in one 
place” is not redundant, but a direct allusion to the original gift of speaking in tongues, which came 
when the church was all together “in one place” (Acts 2:1). Furthermore, Paul warns that unbelievers 
or outsiders would turn away from Christ if they saw the church speaking in tongues, since “will 
they not say that you are out of minds?” (1 Cor. 14:23). This also seems to parallel what happened on 
the Day of Pentecost. While some were amazed and astonished by those who spoke in tongues, 
“others mocking said, ‘They are filled with new wine’” (Acts 2:13).17 Just as Paul subtly appealed to 
the story of Babel from Genesis 11 in v. 10–12, so Paul seems to subtly appealing to Pentecost here. 
There is one more piece of Paul’s allusion to the story of Pentecost in the final two verses of this 
section, which we will look at next.

The Conversion of Unbelievers (1 Cor. 14:24–25)

The contrast to the fruitlessness of hearing tongues is the fruitfulness of hearing prophecy. If all 
prophesy, rather than speaking in tongues, then when the unbeliever or outsider enters, he is 
convicted by all, called to account by all, and the secrets of his heart are disclosed. Paul is not 
suggesting that the congregation would swarm these newcomers to overwhelm them with 
prophecy. This is not “gang evangelism.”18 Rather, the word of God, spoken clearly by prophecy, 
does the work here. Through prophecy, God convicts people of sin, demands that sinners give an 
account, and discloses the darkest secret of the heart in the blazing light of God’s word. In response, 
these ignorant believers and/or unbelievers cannot respond in any other way than to fall on his face, 
to worship God, and to declare that God is really among them. 

This last phrase, “that God is really among you,” is a reference to Isaiah 45:14 and Zechariah 
8:23.19 In both of those contexts, Gentiles are pleading that Jews would take them to worship the 
living God, acknowledging that God is really among them. We should notice the stark contrast 
between these texts and the text from Isaiah 28:11–12 that Paul quoted in v. 21. In the first passage, 
Gentiles speaking unintelligible speech would come against them to carry the Israelites into exile. 
Tongues, then, were seen as a sign of judgment against the hard-hearted unbelievers amidst God’s 
people. Now, Paul cites passages where Gentiles demand to be taken into exile out of their own 
country to go with the Jews into Jerusalem to worship the living God, because of intelligible 
prophecy. 

Consider also the parallel of this situation to the day of Pentecost in Acts 2. Peter insisted that 
speaking in tongues was prophecy, an event foretold by Joel (Acts 2:15–21; cf. Joel 2:28–32). They 

17 Lenski, The Interpretation of St. Paul’s First and Second Epistles to the Corinthians, 602.
18 Garland, 1 Corinthians, 652.
19 Schreiner, 1 Corinthians: An Introduction and Commentary, 293.
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did not hear unintelligible tongues, but they heard the mighty works of God in their own languages 
(Acts 2:7–12). Then, Peter continued, proclaiming prophetically the death, resurrection, and 
ascension of Jesus, whom they crucified. In contrast to those who mocked the apostles as being 
drunk, others present responded to Peter’s preaching with repentance and faith: “Now when they 
heard this they were cut to the heart, and said to Peter and the rest of the apostles, ‘Brothers, what 
shall we do?’” (Acts 2:37). That is, they were convicted, called to account, and the secrets of their 
hearts were disclosed. The result was that they worshiped God and acknowledged that God was 
really among the apostles. So, on that day, three thousand souls were added to the church (Acts 2:41). 
Prophecy not only builds up believers, but it converts unbelievers into believers. Speaking in tongues, 
on the other hand, is only valuable prophecy when those present can understand the languages being 
spoken. Otherwise, tongues is a sign for unbelievers to harden them against the gospel, driving them 
away from Christ.

Discussion Questions

1. What does the text Paul cites in v. 21 from Isaiah 28:11–12 communicate about hearing tongues as 
a sign of judgment toward unbelief? What do the texts from Isaiah 45:14 and Zechariah 8:23, to 
which Paul alludes in v. 25, describe about the role of clear prophecy as the means of drawing the 
nations to worship the true and living God? How does Paul reference the basic structure of the story 
of the Day of Pentecost in Acts 2 in this passage? What might we learn from all these Bible 
references, taken together, about God’s plan to save people from every tribe, language, people, and 
nation?

2. Why is Paul so adamant that, for the sake of unbelievers, public worship must proclaim God’s 
word in clear and intelligible speech? What does this passage tell us about how we should structure 
our worship? Some have argued that the best way to reach “seekers” with the gospel is to lighten the 
biblical content in a public worship service, making it more accessible to those who are not used to 
Christian worship. What does this passage tell us about the role of God’s word in worship for 
evangelism?

3. How do you approach evangelism? Do you worry about using the right method, or saying the 
right thing at the right time? How might this passage encourage you to trust God’s word to do the 
heavy lifting in evangelism? How might this passage encourage a simplicity of evangelism by 
inviting unbelievers simply to attend public worship? Is your confidence (or lack thereof) in 
evangelism from your own competence, or in the power of the word of God?


