
“A Messy Community: Studies in 1 Corinthians” 

Lesson 35: 1 Corinthians 14:26–40 

The second half of chapter 14 serves as a conclusion both to Paul’s section on spiritual gifts (chapters 12–
14), and also as something of a call back to chapter 11, where order in the church was under threat. 
There were particular disruptions in this local church that occasioned Paul’s words, but his real burden is 
order in corporate worship. This idea of occasion and content is important. In the first half of this chapter, 
the occasion of Paul’s writing was abuse of tongues and prophecy while the content was unity and 
edification in the church. Here, again, there were certain abuses, as we will see, that occasioned Paul’s 
writing, but the larger content of his writing is orderly worship. 

TO THINK ABOUT 
Paul’s theological driver in this section is found in v. 33a: “For God is not a God of confusion but of 
peace.” Can you think of examples in the Bible where this principle is illustrated—places where God 
moves to create peace from confusion, order from disorder? 

Freedom in Worship (v. 26) 
In v. 26, Paul shows that there is a great deal of freedom for church members—“each one”—in worship, 
so long as what is done is done “for building up.” The picture is that each member came prepared to 
contribute something to corporate worship. 

TO THINK ABOUT 
Though, as we will see, there were some serious abuses in the gathered worship at Corinth, Paul does not 
seem to take issue with the fact that “each one” came prepared to contribute to worship. This flies in the 
face of the consumeristic approach to worship that we often display. In what ways can you come to the 
gathered worship of the church, not primarily to receive, but to give—always in a way that honours the 
order that reflects the character of God? 

While Paul wants everything to be done “decently and in order” (v. 40), he does not want the proper 
exercise of spiritual gifts to be forbidden (v. 39). Those who have gifts are encouraged to use them, but it 
is not a free-for-all. Because God is, by nature, a God of order, worship that properly reflects his character 
must be orderly worship. 

Order in Worship (vv. 27–35) 
Unfortunately, there were at least three groups within the church at Corinth that were being disruptive in 
worship, and therefore failing to honour the God of order. 

1. Disorder among the tongues-speakers (vv. 27–28). As we have seen repeatedly in chapter 12–14, there 
was great abuse amongst those who claimed, and even legitimately had, the gift of tongues. Some of that 
abuse comes into clear focus here. Apparently, tongues-speakers in the church were clamouring to be 
heard above each other, so that everyone was speaking at the same time and no discernible word from 
the Lord could be heard. Paul’s solution is simple: Limit the number of tongues speakers in a given service 
to two or three; ensure that each speaks in turn; and ensure that someone is able to interpret. If these 
conditions cannot be met, the gift should not be exercised. 

2. Disorder among the prophets (vv. 29–33a). The prophets were seemingly emulating their tongues-
speaking brothers by clamouring to be heard above others. Prophets were apparently justifying this 
disorder by claiming an inability to remain silent when God’s Spirit came upon them with a prophecy. 
Again, the solution was simple: Take turns in delivering prophecies, and let other prophets evaluate the 
professed prophecy. The subjects of the teaching should remain silent in order to hear and evaluate what 
is being said. The prophet cannot claim that he is unable to silence himself when the Spirit comes upon 
him, for “the spirits of prophets are subject to prophets.” 
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3. Disorder among the women (vv. 33b–35). A third category of problem causes in Corinth were a certain 
group of women in the church. These verses must be handled carefully to ascertain Paul’s burden, for 
they fly, at first glance, in the face of much contemporary wisdom. It will be helpful to observe several 
things. 

First, whatever Paul is saying here, it was required “in all the churches of the saints.” While the specific 
abuse may have been particular to Corinth, the principle that he drives at is universal. 

Second, there was a specific abuse that occasioned these words. Paul clearly did not expect absolute 
silence from women in gathered worship, for “each one” (not each man) (v. 26) should contribute to 
worship, and he clearly allowed women to pray and prophesy in the church when it was done properly 
(11:5–6). 

Third, whatever the specific abuse was, it challenged proper authority in the home, for the female 
abusers here were instructed to “ask their husbands at home” instead of speaking in church. 

Because the details are so sketchy, it is impossible to determine with absolute certainty what form the 
abuses took, but we can survey the evidence we have and reach some basic conclusions. 

Whatever precisely was happening, it was adding to “confusion” in the church. These women were 
speaking in a way that was “shameful.” The instruction in v. 34 is for the women to “keep silent,” but they 
are not the only ones who are instructed to do so. A tongues-speaker without an interpreter must 
likewise “keep silent” (v. 28), and a prophet must “be silent” when another prophet is speaking (v. 30). 
Paul’s calls for silence seem to be in the context of interrupting or competing speech. It seems, then, that 
there were certain women in the church who, rather than keeping silent when the word was taught in 
corporate worship and weighing what was said, were vocally interrupting the teaching with direct 
questions to the teacher. Paul instructs them to instead keep silent, weigh what is said, and seek clarity at 
home from their primary spiritual leader rather than interrupting the teacher with questions. 

TO THINK ABOUT 
The third category of disruptors is particularly interesting, and Paul’s instructions raise all sorts of 
questions: Is it proper for a woman to ask a question in a Bible study? Is a wife forbidden to seek any 
spiritual insight from any man who is not her husband? 

The Standard for Worship (vv. 36–40) 
In vv. 36–40, Paul brings this matter to a close by arguing that his instructions are not personal opinion 
but are “a command of the Lord” (v. 37), and then summarising his instructions. 

The Corinthians were behaving as if that they had a corner on truth. Their worship did not align with 
worship as it was being exercised by other churches. They were behaving as if God’s instructions for 
worship had been delivered directly to and through them (v. 36). Perhaps some of their prophets were 
even claiming as much, but Paul urges them to recognise his authority as an apostle and therefore a 
bearer of God’s truth (vv. 37–38). He then summarises his instructions: Exercise the gifts that God has 
given—even the gifts that were being abused—but do so “decently and in order.” 

TO THINK ABOUT 
The New Testament doesn’t exactly provide us with a detailed liturgy for new covenant corporate 
worship. There are not even an abundance of narrative examples of worship services from which we can 
draw principles. If the “command of the Lord” is to be our final authority in what worship looks like, and 
there is no explicit instruction or example for us to learn from, how do we determine what is and what is 
not acceptable in corporate worship? 


