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The Prophets 

Introduction to the Prophets 

The Prophets 

Who were the prophets? 

• Speaking prophets: Individuals who acted as prophets in ancient Israel. Often appear in Old Testament 

narratives (e.g. Samuel, Nathan, Elijah and Elisha). 

• Writing prophets: Individuals who acted as prophets and whose messages were recorded in writing, 

forming the Prophetic Books (e.g. Isaiah, Jeremiah, Hosea, Obadiah etc.) 

• Writing prophets appear in 8th century, but prophets are present throughout Israel’s history (e.g. 

Abraham (Gen. 20:7), Moses (Deut. 18:15), many examples in 1 Sam-2 Kings). 

What were the prophets? 

• Best understood as God’s mouthpieces or messengers. 

• Illustrated in Exodus 7:1-2. When Moses is concerned about his speaking ability, God allows him to use 

Aaron as his mouthpiece. Aaron acts as Moses’ prophet (7:1 ‘and your brother Aaron shall be your 

prophet’). 

• Also seen in messenger formula. Rulers communicated through messengers who introduced the message 

with ‘Thus says the king’. The prophets’ use of ‘Thus says the LORD’ shows that they were acting as his 

messengers (cf. 2 Kings 18:31; 19:3, 6). 

• When we read the prophets, we’re looking for what God was saying then and why. 

Why did the prophets speak? 

• The prophets were usually reminding of and applying old truths. They were calling people back to the 

terms of the covenant which God had made with Israel at Sinai. They brought warnings of coming 

judgement designed to cause the people to change their actions, along with promises of how God would 

save his people and fulfil his promises. 

• This means that much Old Testament prophecy is conditional. We see this in Jeremiah 18:1-11: God sends 

Jeremiah to observe a potter. Like a potter with his clay, God has the right to do whatever he wants with 

his people, but he chooses to respond to how they act. Thus, if he warns of destruction for disobedience 

and the people change their behaviour and become obedient, destruction will not come. Prophecy is 

conditional. (Cf. also Jer. 26:16-19 where the prophecy of Micah is shown to have been conditional.) 

• Doesn’t mean that some prophecies are wrong. It was true that what was threatened would have 

happened if the people hadn’t changed their behaviour. Conditional prophecy is warning speech (e.g. 

‘You’ll burn yourself!’); it is designed to cause a change of action, so the warning doesn’t become a reality. 

• Much Old Testament prophecy is conditional, but some is unconditional. When it gets too late to repent 

and when God promises to do good regardless of human action, he makes unconditional promises based 

on his character and choice, rather than on the people’s action. 

The Prophetic Books 

• Prophecy was primarily spoken, but some was recorded to give us the Prophetic Books. The books are 

anthologies of spoken oracles, sometimes with narrative included. 

• This has several important implications: 

– The ordering of oracles is often not systematic. It can be thematic or chronological or there may 

be no obvious order. 
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– There can be a lot of repetition. The anthologies can include messages brought at different times 

and different places which can seem repetitive when brought together. 

– There is little narrative, although some is included to provide a framework for the originally 

spoken message (e.g. Isa. 7-9; 36-39). The obvious exception is Jonah. 

– The books may or may not have been compiled by the named prophets. 

• There were probably two stages in the composition of the Prophetic Books: 

– Oracles were recorded in writing. Some prophets were commanded to record their words (e.g. 

Isa. 8:1; 30:8), some may have had followers who made written records (e.g. Isa. 8:16). 

– The written oracles were compiled into anthologies. This could have taken place over a period of 

time by several different people. 

• Traditionally the Prophets are divided into two groups based on their size: 

– The Major Prophets – Isaiah, Jeremiah, and Ezekiel. 

– The Minor Prophets – Hosea, Joel, Amos, Obadiah, Jonah, Micah, Nahum, Habakkuk, Zephaniah, 

Haggai, Zechariah, and Malachi. 

• For an introduction and overview to each of the Prophets see the recommended resources or take a look 

at the relevant BibleProject videos.1  

• On the chronology of the Prophets, see the two charts under ‘Recommended Resources’. 

Activity 
Either: How has this section challenged your existing understanding of the prophets and the Prophetic Books? 

 

 

 

 

 

Or: Read these passages and consider what they can teach us about the role of the prophets and the nature 

of their messages. 

 

Exodus 7:1-2 

 

 

 

 

2 Kings 19:1-7 

Jeremiah 18:1-11 

 

 

 

 

Jeremiah 26

  

 

  

 
1 BibleProject (bibleproject.com/explore/#old_testament). 
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The Message of the Prophets 
• Understanding the overall message of the Prophets helps us to navigate through the details of each book 

and oracle. 

• A helpful summary of the Prophets’ message can be given in three parts:2 

– A call to repentance: ‘You’ve broken the covenant. You’d better repent!’ 

– A warning of judgement: ‘No repentance? Then judgement!’ 

– A promise of hope: ‘Yet, there is hope beyond judgement for a glorious future restoration.’ 

• Important to remember that the prophets are not bringing a new message but are calling people back to 

the Mosaic Covenant (compare the message of the prophets to Deut. 4:25-31). 

1. A Call to Repentance 
‘You’ve broken the covenant. You’d better repent!’ 

• History of Israel is a cycle of sin and grace: as Israel fails to keep the covenant and God graciously saves 

them. By the time of the writing prophets, things had got so bad that God had decided to act decisively. 

• This part of the message was designed to provide a warning and to provoke repentance. 

• Prophets provide lots of examples and evidence of covenant breaking. Three are particularly prominent: 

– Idolatry – The heart of the covenant was about allegiance to Yahweh alone (Exod. 20:3-5), yet 

Israel often engaged in idolatry. Prophets point out the people’s idolatry and the absurdity of it. 

– Social justice – Alongside love for God, the covenant called for love of one’s neighbour and 

showed particular concern for the poor and disadvantaged. The prophets show that Israel had 

failed to love their neighbours in these ways, challenging the rich and ruling classes especially. 

– Religious ritualism – Covenant included rituals designed to be performed in faith to facilitate 

ongoing relationship with God. However, many had come to treat these rituals as magic spells 

which meant they could worship idols and not love God and still be ok. The prophets call out this 

perspective and call for a heart response in the rituals. 

• As well as accusing, the prophets call the people to change their ways, i.e. to repent. Much of the 

prophetic literature which fits in this part of the message is therefore conditional; it is warning speech. 

2. A Warning of Judgement 
‘No repentance? Then judgement!’ 

• As the covenant conditions had always stated, disobedience would lead to judgement, ultimately to exile. 

The prophets warn God’s people that if they fail to repent they will experience judgement. 

• Two purposes: 

– Before judgement came: To encourage repentance. If proof of guilt won’t change them, maybe 

threat of punishment will. 

– After judgment came: To explain what had happened and show that God was still very much in 

control. 

• Some threats of punishment are very specific and literal (e.g. invasions of Assyrians and Babylonians). 

Some are much more general, using metaphoric language to speak of horrific judgements, death and 

destruction. 

3. A Promise of Hope 
‘Yet, there is hope beyond judgement for a glorious, future restoration.’ 

• The prophetic message doesn’t stop with judgement. Because of his heart of compassion and mercy and 

because of his promises to Abraham, God also promises a future restoration after judgement. 

 
2 The following summary is adapted from Duvall and Hays, Grasping God’s Word (Zondervan, 2012), pp.373-377. 
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• The prophets bring promises of a future restoration which is even greater than that which was before. 

Promises of a new covenant, new hearts of flesh, law written on hearts, the outpouring of God’s Spirit, 

and the Gentiles coming into the people of God. 

• Within this part of the message we also find messianic promises, promises of an anointed individual who 

will come and who will be instrumental in seeing the future hope become reality. 

• The promises of hope are often less literal, as the original hearers/readers wouldn’t have understood 

literal descriptions because God’s plan for salvation is progressively revealed through the  Bible. 

 

• The vast majority of the prophetic literature contributes towards one or more of these aspects of the 

overall prophetic message. When reading the Prophets, always ask: To what part of the prophetic 

message is this contributing? 

Oracles to the Nations 

• Some oracles don’t easily fit in the overall message, especially oracles to the nations, in which God 

pronounces judgement on other nations (see especially Isa. 13-21; 23; 34, Jer. 46-51, Ezek. 25-32, Amos 

1:3-2:3, Obad. Nah.). These were probably not usually delivered to the named nations but were designed 

for Israel to overhear. 

•  These oracles had several lessons for Israel (and for us): 

– God is sovereign over all nations. 

– As creations of the creator, all humans owe obedience to God. 

– God is a God of justice. 

– Israel shouldn’t trust in other nations. 

• These lessons help us to understand and see the relevance of the oracles to the nations. 

 

Reading the Prophets 

Asking the Right Questions 

• All reading is fuelled by questions. Good Bible reading comes from asking the right questions. 

• Key question: What did the original author want to communicate to the original audience?  

• Generally speaking, for each text there is one answer to this key question. There may then be multiple 

different applications or responses. We want to find the single meaning of the text and then consider how 

it impacts us. 

• Think of reading the Prophets as a journey with three stages: 

1. What does it say? – Looking at the clues in the text (e.g. emphasis, repetition, key words, 

allusions, imagery, flow of logic etc.). Summarise in your own words. 

2. What does it mean? – What was the author trying to communicate to their original audience? 

What was their purpose in writing? What part of the prophets’ message is it contributing to? 

3. What impact should it have on us, and what response should we make? – How does it shape the 

way we think, the way we view God and the world? How should we live in light of that?  

Read in Contexts 

• Reading in context is vital but need to recognise there are multiple important contexts. 

• Scriptural Context – Where does this fit in the Bible’s big story? 

– Prophets can only be understood against the background of the Mosaic covenant and the mission 

given to Israel and then Israel’s failure to keep the covenant or fulfil their mission.  

– Key point in the story. God has made promises to restore what was lost in Genesis 3. He’s 

committed himself to Abraham’s offspring and entered into a covenant with Israel. But Israel have 
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proved themselves unable to keep their side of the bargain. What’s going to happen? To Israel? 

To God’s plan and promises? 

• Historical Context – What was going on in the world around when the prophet was speaking? 

– Since the Prophets usually spoke directly into a current situation, this context is assumed. We 

need to learn about it to understand what they are saying. Should ask of the book as a whole and 

specific section we are reading. 

– Various resources can help: Study Bibles and Bible dictionaries offer brief introductions to the 

context. Bible handbooks give a section-by-section guide. Commentaries can provide more detail 

for in-depth study. 

• Literary/immediate context – How do these words link to what comes before and after them? 

– Words find meaning in sentences. Sentences find meaning in paragraphs or stanzas. Paragraphs 

(and sometimes stanzas) find meaning in chapters and books. 

– For most of the Prophets, we need to think in oracles. 

Reading Oracles 

• Most of the Prophetic Books are collections of oracles—stand-alone messages delivered by the prophet (a 

bit like anthologies of poems). 

• Can often isolate through common sense, or with help of editor’s suggestions in Bible layout, a 

commentary or handbook. Often find clues in the text: 

– Changes in speaking voice (e.g. God speaks, then the prophet speaks). 

– Prophetic formulas (e.g. ‘Thus says the LORD’) 

– Changes in context addressed 

– Changes in form (e.g. poetry to narrative) 

• Should think in oracles rather than verses: What’s the overall message of this oracle? What’s its purpose? 

• There are different types of oracle. Identifying the type and purpose can help us understand the text and 

its potential relevance to us 

– Judgement oracles – God announces judgment on people, with a declaration of guilt and a threat 

of punishment. 

▪ Purpose: To convict sin and motivate repentance. If judgement has already come, to 

explain why. 

▪ Relevance: Reveals seriousness of sin, need for God to judge, wonder of forgiveness. 

– Salvation oracles – God promises salvation. Can be near-future physical, or distant eschatological. 

▪ Purpose: Evoke a response of trust in God, bring comfort and peace, fuel worship. 

▪ Relevance: Reveal God’s heart, some talk of the salvation we enjoy. 

– Disputation oracles – Debate between the prophet or God and an opposing viewpoint. Often 

starts with the wrong view, followed by a refutation with evidence. 

▪ Purpose: Highlight and challenge wrong thinking, teach truth. 

▪ Relevance: Teaches about God, who he is, how he works. Highlights importance of right 

thinking. 

– Lawsuit oracles – Court-scene. God as prosecutor and judge, people as defendant. 

▪ Purpose: To convict sin and motivate repentance. 

▪ Relevance: Reveals seriousness of sin and the wonder of forgiveness. 

– Hymn/Praise oracles – Songs of praise and worship. Often at the end of a section. 

▪ Purpose: Highlight God’s goodness and what he has done. Encourage worship. 

▪ Relevance: Reveal God’s character, inspire and fuel worship. 
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Reading Hebrew Poetry 

• Much of Prophets is written in poetry, but Hebrew poetry is different from English poetry. Worth learning 

to recognise key elements of Hebrew poetry. 

Parallelism 

• Parallelism is the use of parallel lines (usually two or three, sometimes four) that work together. 

• Key question to ask: What is the relationship between the lines? 

– Synonymous parallelism – Additional line(s) restate or repeat the meaning of the first. Together 

the lines make one key point. E.g. Hosea 5:8. 

– Antithetical parallelism – Additional line(s) give a contrasting truth. Often works like two sides of a 

coin, working together to convey one truth. E.g. Isa. 1:18. 

– Climactic/Synthetic parallelism – Additional line(s) add to or develop first. Might offer a reason or 

further explanation. E.g. Isa. 1:2. 

• Best to think of lines in parallel as a whole. What do they communicate together? 

• Can also explore relationships between the sets of lines that are in parallel (e.g. couplets or triplets). Same 

variety of relationships can be found between sets of lines as between individual lines. 

Language and Imagery 

• Imagery is common in Hebrew poetry, giving its messages power and making them vivid and memorable. 

• Hebrew poetry uses both similes (i.e. ‘A is like B’, ‘God is like a rock’) and metaphors (i.e. ‘A is B’, ‘God is 

our rock’). 

• Have to read imagery carefully to discern what it is trying to communicate. 

• First distinguish between the thing being described and that to which it is being likened.  

• Then consider the potential associations and emotions evoked by the latter. Have to consider which 

associations and emotions the author was wanting to evoke by considering context and consulting 

reference works as associations/emotions may be different for us because of historical distance. 

– E.g. We might associate a lion with a safari. We might find them exciting. In the ancient world, 

lions would be associated with unwanted meetings in the open. They would evoke ideas of 

danger and fear. 

Activity 
Identify the types of parallelism in these examples. Why has each type been used? 

 

Isaiah 14:29  

‘Rejoice not, O Philistia, all of you, 

 that the rod that struck you is broken’. 

Isaiah 40:8  

‘The grass withers, the flower fades, 

 but the word our God will stand forever’. 

 

Isaiah 54:19  

‘For the mountains may depart 

 and the hills be removed, 

but my steadfast love shall not depart from you, 

and my covenant of peace shall not be 

removed’. 

Isaiah 61:1  

‘The Spirit of the Lord GOD is upon me, 

 because the LORD has anointed me’. 
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Analyse the imagery in the following verses 

(1) Mark the thing being described (A) and that to which it is likened (B); (2) What are the 

associations/emotions evoked by B? (3) Which of these is the author wanting to draw out? (4) What message 

is the author seeking to communicate through the imagery? 

Isaiah 17:13  

‘The nations roar like the roaring of many waters, 

but he will rebuke them, and they will flee 

far away, 

chased like chaff on the mountains before the 

wind 

 and whirling dust before the storm’. 

 

Isaiah 53:6  

‘All we like sheep have gone astray; 

we have turned – every one – to his own 

way’. 

Isaiah 40:6c-8  

‘All flesh is grass, 

and all its beauty is like the flower of the 

field. 

The grass withers, the flower fades, 

 when the breath of the LORD blows on it; 

 surely the people are grass. 

The grass withers, the flower fades, 

But the word of our God will stand 

forever’. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Prophets and Us 
• To read the Bible well we must not only understand it but also see how it should impact us and what 

response we should make. 

• Impact and response are helpful ways of thinking of what is usually called application.  

– Impact = How the text might change our thinking (e.g. on God, ourselves, the gospel, how the 

world works, how is best to live etc.) 

– Response = How we should live in light of the impact of the text (e.g. go and do, go and don’t do, 

worship, have greater faith, cling on to God in suffering etc.) 

• Prophets are very relevant for us. Here are some tips for finding the right impact and response. 
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Consider the Original Impact and Response 

• Start by asking, ‘What impact did the author want to have? What response were they seeking to evoke?’ 

This may be stated explicitly, it may be implied, or may need to be discerned from the content and 

context. 

• Then assess how the original impact and response transfers to us. Sometimes it applies unchanged, 

sometimes our different position in the Bible’s big story and in history will require a change. 

– Unchanged: Truths about God, humanity and what God wants from us will often not require any 

change. They can impact us as they did the original readers and call for the same response. 

– Change because of historical situation – We’re often not facing same historical situations. Can 

look for underlying principle which is often transferable to our context. 

– Change because of different position in Bible’s big story – Prophets were calling people back to 

the Mosaic covenant, but we are under a different covenant. We have to interpret the Prophets 

through the lens of what Christ has done. 

What Can We Learn About God? 

• Our view of God is one of the most important and life-impacting elements of our thinking. The Prophets 

are especially well suited to teach us about God and to reveal his heart to us. 

• When reading the Prophets, always ask, ‘What does this text reveal about God’s heart and character?’ 

Then ask, ‘How should that truth shape the way we live?’ 

• In the Prophets we can learn about God from explicit statements about who he is, and from seeing his 

character and heart in how he acts. 

How Does It Show Us the Gospel? 

• The Prophets teach us about the gospel in various ways. 

• They reveal the gospel in specific promises. Some of the promises in the Prophets are about the salvation 

we enjoy through the gospel of Jesus Christ. 

• They reveal the shape of the gospel in specific historic situations. The physical judgement and salvation 

promised in the Prophets is a picture of a greater judgement and of salvation available in Christ. 

• They reveal the need for the gospel. The theme of judgement shows the seriousness of sin and its 

consequences. They help us see both the legal and emotional impact of sin. 

• They reveal the nature of the gospel, that the gospel is rooted in God’s promises, it flows from his 

character and is not based on the action of humans. 

• They reveal the right response to the gospel, that God calls for a response of faith to his promises of 

salvation and that the fruits of salvation are meant to be visible in how we live. 
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A Worked Example: Zephaniah 3:14-17 

Initial Questions 

• What type of oracle? Salvation or hymn/praise oracle. Expecting it to tell us about what God will do and 

the right response to that fact. 

• Which part of the overall prophetic message? Promise of hope. 

Contexts: Historical and Scriptural 

• Historical: Pre-exilic, speaking to Judah during the reign of Josiah, c.640-609BC (cf. Zeph. 1:1). 

• Historical detail: Josiah enacted reforms, but there was still idol worship in Judah (cf. Zeph. 1:4). 

• Scriptural: After fall of Israel. Close to fall of Judah. Tension between God’s faithfulness and unfaithfulness 

of the people. How will God fulfil his promises? 

Contexts: Literary 

• Zephaniah has clear literary shape: 

– 1:1-3:8 – Judgement oracles against Judah and her enemies  

– 3:9-13 – Salvation oracle 

– 3:14-17 – Hymn/praise oracle 

– 3:18-20 – Salvation oracle 

Examining the Details 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

• Parallelism: Mostly synonymous, some climactic. 

• Overall structure: Two halves, each with an instruction followed by two reasons to follow the instruction. 

• Repetition: ‘Rejoice’ and ‘exalt’ bookend the oracle, suggesting they are a key theme. Reference to the 

Lord ‘in your midst’ is repeated suggesting its importance, probably a key reason for the rejoicing and 

exalting. 

The Reading Journey 

• What does it say? Calls on Judah to rejoice and to not fear because of what God has done for them 

(removing judgement, dwelling with them, rejoicing over them). 

• What does it mean? God is promising that he will transform his people so that they can rejoice and be 

free from fear because of what he does for them. When God does this the right response will be worship. 



  10 

• What impact should it have on us? 

– Distance from us: Different part of scriptural story: we are enjoying the fulfilment of the promises. 

Different historical situation (not facing invasion by Babylonians), so have to take principle rather 

than detail from some. 

– Original impact: To encourage, to evoke worship, to show that salvation is from God alone. 

Response: Trust God alone for salvation, worship. 

– God: The one who saves, forgives, dwells with his people, rejoices over his people. Response: 

Trust God alone for salvation, worship, security and worth. 

– Gospel: Removal of judgements, God living with us, God rejoicing over us. Response: Trust God 

alone for salvation, worship, security and worth.  

Activity 
Using what we have learnt about Zephaniah, look at the oracle in 3:11-13. Spend some time looking at the 

details of the text and annotating it. Then use the reading journey structure to seek to understand it and to 

see how it is relevant to us. 

 

 

11 “On that day you shall not be put to shame 

    because of the deeds by which you have rebelled against me; 

for then I will remove from your midst 

    your proudly exultant ones, 

and you shall no longer be haughty 

    in my holy mountain. 

12 But I will leave in your midst 

    a people humble and lowly. 

They shall seek refuge in the name of the Lord, 

13     those who are left in Israel; 

they shall do no injustice 

    and speak no lies, 

nor shall there be found in their mouth 

    a deceitful tongue. 

For they shall graze and lie down, 

    and none shall make them afraid.” 
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Recommended Resources 

On How to Read the Prophets Well  
Aaron Chalmers, Interpreting the Prophets (SPCK, 2015) 

Duvall and Hays, Grasping God’s Word (Zondervan, 2012), especially chapter 21 ‘Old Testament – Prophets’ 

Fee and Stuart, How to Read the Bible for All Its Worth (4th edn. Zondervan, 2014), especially chapter 10 ‘The 

Prophets: Enforcing the Covenant in Israel’. 

Fee and Stuart, How to Read the Bible Book by Book (Zondervan, 2014) 

Garry V. Smith, Interpreting the Prophetic Books: An Exegetical Handbook (Kregel, 2014) 

Study Resources 
ESV Study Bible (Crossway, 2008) 

NIV Zondervan Study Bible (Hodder & Stoughton, 2015) 

Alexander and Alexander, Zondervan Handbook to the Bible (Zondervan, 1999) 

Dillard and Longman, An Introduction to the Old Testament (rev. ed.; Zondervan/IVP, 2006) 

Hays and Duval, The Baker Illustrated Bible Handbook (Baker, 2011) 

Howard, Millard, Packer and Wiseman, New Bible Dictionary (3rd edn. IVP, 1996) 

Commentaries 
Some recommended commentary series: 

The Bible Speaks Today (IVP) – Basic 

Tyndale New Testament Commentaries (IVP) – Basic 

New International Commentary on the Old Testament (NICOT) – Intermediate 

Apollos Old Testament Commentaries (AOTC) – Intermediate 

Word Biblical Commentary (WBC) – Advanced 

For more book-by-book commentary recommendations see: Tremper Longman, Old Testament Commentary 

Survey (5th edn. Baker, 2013). 
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Spiritual Gifts 

What are Spiritual Gifts? 
• Most extensive teaching on spiritual gifts is found in 1 Corinthians 12-14.  

Spiritual Gifts are Spirit Empowered Actions 

• Spiritual gifts are things you do: ‘varieties of gift’ (12:4), ‘varieties of service’ (12:5), ‘varieties of activities’ 

(12:6). 

• They are empowered by God through the Spirit: ‘it is the same God who empowers them all in everyone’ 

(12:6). ‘The manifestation of the Spirit’ (12:7). 

• There is a broad range of gifts. Lists in 1 Corinthians 12, Romans 12 and 1 Peter 4 are different. Not a set 

number. 

Spiritual Gifts Are For the Common Good 

• Spiritual gifts are given primarily to help us serve others: ‘To each is given the manifestation of the Spirit 

for the common good’ (12:7). Gifts are about others, not ourselves. Seek spiritual gifts out of love for 

others. 

• This purpose allows us to decide how the gifts are best used: ‘Let all things be done for building up’ 

(14:26). 

Spiritual Gifts Are Distributed By God As He Chooses 

• God gives different gifts to different people as he chooses to do so: ‘For to one is given through the Spirit 

the utterance of wisdom, and to another the utterance of knowledge, to another faith, to another gifts of 

healing’ (12:8-10). 

• Church needs people with different gifts. Paul uses metaphor of a body: many different parts, each with 

different roles, but each needed for the body to operate. Church has many parts, each with different gifts 

and roles, but each needed for the body of Christ to operate (12:12-26). 

• Different people receive different gifts. Not meant to try and collect them all: ‘Are all Apostles? Are all 

prophets? Are all teachers? Do all work miracles? Do all possess gifts of healing? Do all speak with 

tongues? Do all interpret?’ (12:29-30). 

Spiritual Gifts Are Secondary to Love 

• Famous definition of love in 1 Cor. 13 is sandwiched between two chapters on spiritual gifts. It is about 

the love which must accompany the use of gifts. 

• Spiritual gifts not accompanied by love are as good as useless: ‘If I… but have not love…’ (13:1-3). 

• Spiritual gifts will be unnecessary and so will not be present in the new creation, but love will remain. 

Therefore, love is more important than spiritual gifts (13:8-12). Character is more important than gifting. 

Spiritual Gifts Are to Be Eagerly Desired 

• As ways to love others, spiritual gifts are to be eagerly desired. We are to be active in our desire to have 

and use spiritual gifts (14:1). 

• The higher gifts are to be particularly desired (12:31). Paul’s list in 12:28 may be designed to give some 

level of priority. 1 Cor. 14 implies that prophecy is to be more desired than tongues because it more easily 

builds up the church (14:1). 
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Activity 
Discuss as a group: 

– What spiritual gifts do you think you have? 

– What spiritual gifts do you desire? What are you doing about this? 

– How has your understanding of spiritual gifts been challenged or changed in this session? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Spiritual Gifts Today? 
• Are spiritual gifts for today? Almost all agree some are (e.g. teaching, serving, giving). Debate is really over 

the miraculous gifts (tongues/languages, prophecy, healing, miracles). 

The Case For: Continuationism (Charismatics)3 

• The NT assumes the gifts will continue – Paul commands us to desire and use the gifts (Rom. 12:6; 1 Cor. 

12:31, 14:1 [note: ‘especially that you may prophesy’], 14:39). Our default is to obey NT instructions 

unless there is good reason to say we shouldn’t. Burden of proof lies with those who say gifts don’t 

continue. 

• History shows that the gifts did continue – Early Church writers show that the miraculous gifts were still 

present after the apostles and the completion of the NT. Earliest cessationist argument was in 4-5th 

century and only about gift of languages.  

• The NT tells us the gifts will end with the end of this age – 1 Cor. 13 states that prophecy and languages 

will pass away ‘when the perfect comes’. Some argue that this means the completion of the NT, but the 

immediate context (e.g. ‘then face to face’) makes it clear that ‘the perfect’ means the full-realisation of 

the age to come. 

The Case Against: Cessationism (Cessationists) 

• Scripture is sufficient for God to communicate to us. The miraculous gifts are not needed now we have the 

NT – But we know the gifts didn’t end immediately when the NT was completed, and the New Testament 

authors themselves, who had a very high view of Scripture, call us to pursue the gifts and to expect 

wisdom and revelation from the Spirit (e.g. 1 Cor. 14; Jas. 1:5). The miraculous gifts don’t undermine the 

sufficiency of Scripture. 

• Prophecy is always foundational and infallible and so was reserved to the apostles and early Church – 

However, both the OT and NT imply that prophecy is broader than foundational, infallible words from God 

(e.g. Num. 11:25-29; 1 Sam. 10:6; Acts 15:32;19:6; 21:9; 1 Cor. 14:3, 31). There were foundational 

prophets among the earliest Christians (Eph. 2:20, 3:5), but these weren’t the only prophets. 

• The gifts claimed today are different from those seen in the NT – This is particularly claimed of two: 

– Languages – The gift in the NT was to speak in human languages not learned by the individual, for 

the sake of evangelism, not the personal prayer language of modern charismatics. This is certainly 

 
3 This position is largely that put forward by Andrew Wilson in two very helpful articles: ‘Cessationism and Strange Fire’ 
(thinktheology.co.uk/blog/article/cessationism_and_strange_fire), and ETS I: My Paper on the Continuation of the 
Charismata (thinktheology.co.uk/blog/article/ets_i_my_paper_on_the_continuation_of_the_charismata). 
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true in Acts 2:1-13 but doesn’t seem to be true in 1 Cor. 14 where languages need an 

interpretation (v.13), are a sign of judgement (vv.21-22), are God-ward prayer (vv. 2, 17, 28) and 

are worth using when alone (vv.18-19). 

– Miracles/Healings – The miracles seen in the NT are of a greater magnitude to those claimed 

today, therefore, today’s ‘miracles’ aren’t the NT gift. But there are plenty of things the NT church 

was more successful at than we are (e.g. evangelism). We don’t therefore conclude they are not 

real for us or not worth seeking to grow in. 

Why is it so important? 

• God commands us to pursue and use the gifts. It’s an obedience issue. 

• The gifts are given for our common good. Why wouldn’t we want them? 

• Previous generations have fought hard to allow us to pursue and use the gifts. 

Two Examples: Prophecy and Languages 

Prophecy 

• Prophecy is about communicating messages from God to people.  

• The messages are designed to do us good: ‘for upbuilding, encouragement and consolation’ (14:3). 

• Prophetic words are to be weighed: ‘Let two or three prophets speak, and let the others weigh what is 

said’ (14:29). 

• A prophetic word comes not as an ecstatic, out-of-control experience but under the control of the 

prophet: ‘the spirits of the prophets are subject to the prophets’ (14:32). 

• Paul identifies prophecy as one of the higher gifts (12:31) and encourages Christians to be particularly 

eager to have and use this gift in corporate settings because it builds up the church (14:1-5). 

Languages 

• Often known as ‘tongues’. Better as ‘languages’ in modern English. 

• The gift of languages operates on the inverse to prophecy. Prophecy is God talking to us, languages is us 

talking to God (14:2). It is God’s spirit stirring up in us worship in a language we don’t understand. 

• Using the gift does good to the one speaking: ‘The one who speaks in a language builds up himself’ (14:4). 

Therefore, it’s a good thing to do on our own: ‘I thank God that I speak in languages more than all of you’ 

(14:18). 

• But in a corporate setting, a language is useless without an interpretation because it can’t be understood 

and so others can’t say ‘Amen’ (14:16-17). 

• A language should therefore only be brought when someone can bring an interpretation. The 

interpretation gives a sense of what was expressed so others can be built up and say ‘Amen’.  

• Since the gift of languages is us expressing worship to God, an interpretation should always be directed to 

God. Notice the terms used in 1 Cor. 14 for what languages are doing: praying (14:14), singing praise 

(14:15), giving thanks (14:16). 

• Paul wants all to speak in languages but even more wants people to prophesy because prophecy builds 

others up (14:5). In a corporate setting, prophecy is to be sought over languages: ‘in church I would rather 

speak five words with my mind in order to instruct others, than ten thousand words in a tongue’ (14:19). 
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Recommended Resources 
 

Andrew Wilson, Spirit and Sacrament: An Invitation to Eucharismatic Worship (Zondervan, 2018) 

Don Carson, Showing the Spirit: A Theological Exposition of 1 Corinthians 12-14 (Baker, 1987) 

Wayne Grudem, The Gift of Prophecy in the New Testament and Today (Crossway, 2000) 

Gordon D. Fee, Paul, the Spirit and the People of God (Baker, 1996) 

 

On the Gifts Today 
Andrew Wilson, Thomas Schreiner et al, ‘The Continuation of the Charismata’ 

(https://www.wordmp3.com/details.aspx?id=34424) – Audio recordings of an extended discussion on the 

topic. Currently available for free! 

The Case For 

Andrew Wilson, ‘Cessationism and Strange Fire’, Think, 18 October 2013 

(thinktheology.co.uk/blog/article/cessationism_and_strange_fire) 

Andrew Wilson, ‘ETS I: My Paper on the Continuation of the Charismata’, Think, 14 November 2018 

(thinktheology.co.uk/blog/article/ets_i_my_paper_on_the_continuation_of_the_charismata) 

Andrew Wilson, ‘ETS II: My Response to Tom Schreiner’, Think, 16 November 2018 

(thinktheology.co.uk/blog/article/ets_ii_my_response_to_tom_schreiner) 

The Case Against 

Thomas R. Schreiner, Spiritual Gifts: What Are They and Why They Matter (B&H Publishing, 2018) 

https://www.wordmp3.com/details.aspx?id=34424
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