A Structural Analysis of 1 Corinthians 14:20-36 - Part 1
I'm hoping eventually to look at 1 Cor. 14:34-35 where Paul enjoins silence or quietness on women in the churches. However, I wish to look first at some of the passages which precede this. In this article, I attempt structural analyses of verses 21-25.

Note: I think the preceding verse, v.20, acts both to separate and to link what has gone before from what follows. (As a suggestion, I think that the word “brothers” is a sort of indicator of a division between segments—thus 1 Cor. 14: 6-19, which starts with “now brothers . . “,  seems to constitute a separate sub-section, consisting of Paul’s  repeatedly setting forth himself as an exemplar
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1 Cor. 14:20

 

  

 

 Brothers   (1 word)

 

 

    A)     not children be 

 

             in the minds                                (5 words)                                             

 

        

 

                       B)   but in                          (2 words)

 

                             malice be like infants  (2 words)

 

 

     A`)   and in the minds

 

              mature be                                    (5 words)

 

 

Note: A and B considered together have a chiastic structure also:

 

            “not children be

—

in the minds

—

in malice

—

be like infants”

 


for the Corinthians, with the desired response of the Corinthians intercalated between the examples.)

I think that verses 21-36 basically divide into two (unequal) halves with the dividing point being, at the beginning of v. 26, Paul’s four word (rhetorical?) question, “What then is it, brothers?” This and similar questions by Paul seem to function quite often as dividers of sections (as noted earlier). As regards word count, I have taken the first two words as ending one section, and the last two words as starting the new section (for reasons which I hope will become apparent):
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First Section (verses 21

-

25)

 

What then (2 words)

 

 

is it brothers? (2 words)

 

Second Section (verses 26

-

36)

 

(108 words)

 

(150 words)

 


I would like to look briefly at the first section—that is, verses 21-25, and then go on to consider the second section, verses 26-36 which contain verses 34-35 which are the main focus of this study.

Structure of 1 Cor. 14:21-25

The text for these verses is given on the next page.

I think these verses can be analysed in a number of ways. Paul seems to have combined several different types of structure simultaneously. As noted above, there are 108 words altogether if we include the first two words of  Paul’s four word rhetorical question at the start of v. 26. 
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 v. 21

 

22 words

 

 v. 22

 

21 words

 

Total 43 words

 

 v. 23

 

22 words

 

 v. 24

-

25

 

43 words

 

Total 43 words

 

22 words
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If we look first at the sentence structure, it seems to me that Paul has arranged the lengths of his sentences according to the  pattern shown at the bottom of the previous page (I’m using the Received Text).

The numerical pattern of sentence lengths (in terms of word counts) has thus been pretty accurately “captured” by Robertus Stephanus who (I think!) assigned the verse divisions to the original text!

The thematic aspects of the passage seem to me to be superimposed on this structure, but do not follow it exactly—for example, Paul allows twice as many words to describe the good effects of prophecy ( 43 words in v. 24-25) compared with the deleterious effects of languages (22 words in v.23). (43 words versus 22 words is as close as possible to a 2:1 ratio with an odd number of words in total).

Here now is a thematic analysis of the passage:
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(Note: 43:65 is as close as possible to the ratio 2:3 when we have a total of  108 words)

 

Verses 21

-

22a:  Purpose of tongues (languages)

 

a

 

Verse 22b:   Purpose of prophecy

 

b

 

Verse 23a: The coming together of the whole assembly 

 

c

 

Verse 23b:   Effect of tongues (languages) in the assembly

 

a`

 

Verses 24

-

25:  Effect of prophecy in the assembly

 

B`

 

43 words

 

65 words

 


So, thematically, Paul has presented “general” teaching about tongues and prophecy (A,B) , and then described how these principles work out when unbelievers come into the assembly (C,A`,B`).

Let us now look at the structure of some of the sub-units we have provisionally identified:

Verse 21:

(chiastic structure shown on next page).

Notes :

 1) Paul is quoting from Is. 28:11-12 which itself refers back to Deut. 28:49. The inability to understand is a picture of God’s judgement (e.g. the Tower of Babel). The OT references are about the sign of God’s judgement on unbelieving Israel and Judah at the hands of foreign nations. When Israel fails to understand the language of people in their midst (i.e. the invaders) this is a sign of 
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—

Chiastic Structure

 

In the 

law

 it has been 

written

 that

 

a

 

says

 the 

Lord

 

A`

 

i) in other 

 

        ii)   

tongues 

 

                iii)       and

 

       ii`)    in 

lips

 

i`) other

 

b

 

 p: I will 

speak

 to

 

        q:    

people

 this

 

                  r:       and not so

 

 p`: will they 

hear

 

 

         q`:    

Me

 

B`

 

 p: 

I

 will 

speak

 to

 

        q:    

people

 this

 

                  r:       and not so

 

        q`:  will 

they

 

hear

 

 

p`:  

Me

 

B`

 

Alternative analysis 

of B`:

 

11 words

 

11words

 


judgement. This is in fact what happened on the Day of Pentecost when (Acts 2:13) some of the Jews said that the Spirit-filled disciples were drunk, and so the sign of “not understanding” applied to them. But conversely, the devout Jews understood the (Gentile) languages—so this was a reversal of judgement. We now expect Paul to use these truths, but in the Corinthian context. Paul does this—as we will discuss shortly. 

2) Interestingly, if we count words starting at the beginning of Acts 2:1, the 50th and 51st words are “Spirit Holy” - how appropriate for Pentecost!)

 3) Isaiah 28:11-12 (which Paul has just quoted) is preceded by an interesting verse (Is. 28:9) which compares God’s teaching of recalcitrant Israel (through Isaiah’s simple message) (or perhaps the mocking of Isaiah’s message by the unbelievers) to teaching knowledge to infants (those who are “weaned from milk and taken from the breast”). (The irony in Isaiah is that they did not accept God’s little “rhyme” (28:10) but they will have to accept corresponding speech (in the sense of being incomprehensible to them) from the invaders.) Thus Is. 28:9, the verse about infants, although not quoted by Paul, perhaps corresponds to 1 Cor. 14:20 where Paul tells the Corinthians not to be children in their minds. A possible further link to Is. 28 in our Corinthians passage is  
Is. 28:13b where “falling backwards” is a symptom of judgement - whereas in 1 Cor. 14:25, the converted person falls forwards on his face: perhaps Paul has chosen this particular image of repentance and conversion with Is. 28:13b in mind. The little “rhyme” in Is. 28:10, 13a is perhaps also related to Paul’s use of the word “barbarian” in 1  Cor. 14:11 (both the rhyme and the etymology of the word “barbarian” refer to “content-less” speech—as far as the uncomprehending listener is concerned that is). (A similar way of speaking occurs in Is. 18:2,7—please see A. Motyer’s commentary on Isaiah).

Verse 22:

In verse 22, Paul draws on v. 21 to further explain the purpose of tongues, and then compares this with the purpose of prophecy:
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 a) So tongues 

 

 b) for a sign are    (

3 words

)

 

 c) not to those believing 

 

 d) but to those not believing

 

 a) And prophecy

 

( b) . . . . . . )

 

 c) not to the unbelieving 

 

 d) but to those believing

 

21 words

 

12 words

 

(9 words + 3 words)

 

a

 

A`

 

9 words

 


If we let ourselves be guided by the word count aspects, we will understand that prophecy (described in A`) is also to be seen as a sign, but Paul has compressed the second half of the verse and simultaneously achieved a total word count of 21 which fits in with the wider pattern. An analogous example would be, “Boys go through the left door, girls the right door”.

In verses 23-25 we will see how tongues and prophecy act as signs in accordance with v. 22.

Verses 23-25:

I think Paul does a similar “compression” (see above) in verses 23-25. He prefaces this remarks about the bad effect of tongues on “uninstructed” ones and unbelievers by saying “if therefore comes the whole church together . . “. But he doesn’t repeat this preface when dealing with the analogous situation of the good effect of prophecy, even though it seems that this “coming together of the whole church” is naturally understood to apply in this case too. Here then (next page) is an analysis of this longer passage, and also an additional analysis of verses 24-25 considered together (see later!):
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And all in languages 

speak

 

b

 

i) And 

come in 

 

ii) a) uninstructed or 

 

    b) unbelievers  

 

c

 

Will they not 

say

 you rave?

 

B`

 

If therefore 

comes

  the whole church together

 

a

 

 but if all 

prophesy

 

B``

 

i) And 

comes in 

 

ii) b) some unbeliever or 

 

     a) uninstructed

 

C`

 

 a) i) he is convicted by all

 

     ii) he is judged by all

 

 

 b) and so the secrets of his heart become 

revealed

 

 

 c) and so falling on his face he will worship 

God

 

 

 d) 

declaring

 that God is truly among you

 

B```

 

Note:

 

 

Contrasting 

evaluative 

declarations 

by the 

 

visitor(s)

 


Notes:

 1) “Acts Ch. 2”-type ideas are present here—all the believers are assembled together, just as they were in Acts 2. In fact, the exact words translated as “together” (epi to auto) in v.23 are also said of the gathering of the disciples in Acts 2:1. There is also a mocking response to tongues by some in both passages.

 2) “Like for like!”: unintelligible tongues are met with the response “you are mad” (cf. he is a barbarian to me and I to him 1 Cor. 14:11) but prophetic speech is met with prophetic-like speech—the declaration that God is truly among the Corinthian church! 

 3) In C, we have a plurality of uninstructed ones or unbelievers, but in C` Paul is considering a single unbeliever or uninstructed. (See “Excursus” below). Also 
we note the chiastic reversal in C` of the terms believer and uninstructed compared with the order in which they occur in C—though I’m not sure what the significance of this is (help gratefully received here)!

 4) Earlier, we noted that Paul’s preference for prophecy over tongues was reflected in the increased word count for the latter. This I  think is worked out in the parallel chiasms (BCB` and B``C¬B```) on the previous page. In particular, the effect of tongues is to produce a “dead end”  namely the negative assessment, “Will they not say that you rave?” but the effect of prophecy is productive and extended to a number of good effects culminating in the contrasting, positive declaration that God is truly among the Corinthians.

 5) An important question which I have not so far attempted to answer is one which has been very widely discussed in the commentaries, and it is this—how do tongues and prophecy act in the way that Paul claims in v. 21—namely as signs to or for unbelievers and believers respectively? In particular who are the believers here?

Excursus—Exegesis of 1 Cor. 14:22 in the light of verses 21-25.

It seems reasonably clear to me that the unbelievers to or for whom tongues is a sign are the same uninstructed ones or unbelievers who come amongst the Corinthian believers, and who witness a cacophony of unbridled tongues speaking. Paul’s point in referring to the Isaiah passage is, so I understand, that tongues has the effect of hardening people in their unbelief. Looking at Is. 28 in more detail shows (v. 9) that the unbelievers there were mocking Isaiah—regarding his message as “babbling”  (this is one interpretation of v. 10). God in response tells the unbelieving ones (v.13) that they will get some real babbling soon (from the invading Assyrians) and this will indicate that judgement has come upon them. 

So, I think Paul is saying that tongues is a sign of judgement —it is in the nature of tongues to do this—and it will have this negative effect even in Corinth, and even amongst people (?Gentiles) who, unlike the hardened leaders of Israel, are not ripe for judgement—yes, they are unbelievers or uninstructed, but the gospel has only just come to them, or is only just now coming to them. This is why tongues in this context is such a bad idea—they should be hearing the Gospel, not being hardened against it—in some cases even before they have heard it! So Paul’s instruction is,  “Don’t do it! Don’t give this inappropriate sign of “judgement against hardened sinners” to the unbelievers and uninstructed in your midst—give them prophecy instead!

A much more difficult problem according to the commentaries is how prophecy is “for the believers”. I have already indicated, on structural grounds, that I think 
we should understand that Paul is saying that prophecy is a sign to or for the believing ones. Thus, prophecy is a sort of signpost pointing to belief or believers. (Just as the signpost of tongues pointed to the unbelief of the visitors whose unfortunate response to the good, but unfortunately not understood, words of the Corinthians was that the Corinthians were “beside themselves”.) So who or what is being pointed to when prophecy is taking place? 

Well, first of all, we note that Paul has set up an implied “universe of discourse” here in which prophecy is being contrasted with tongues—not with all the other myriad of things with which prophecy could theoretically be contrasted. Tongues was a final sign of judgement on hardened Israel and its leaders in the OT and it came at the end of a long period of prophetic activity which was designed to turn the people back to the Lord. Furthermore, when the words of the prophet came true, this was a sign that God had spoken by the prophet. Thus, working within this universe of discourse, I think we should understand that the true prophesying by the Corinthians (which had such a profound and good effect on the visitor—”prophecy working as it should”, that is) was a sign that God was amongst the prophesying Corinthians themselves—as confirmed by the declaration of the visitor, “God is truly amongst you”. 

The other likely candidate put forward as the “referent” of the sign of prophecy is the visitor who is convicted of sin in the assembly, and who seems to have become a believer. It could be seen that prophecy is “to or for him” in the sense that although he started off as an uninstructed one or an unbeliever, this seems to change as a result of the prophecy/prophecies given about him, and so it could be said that “prophecy is to or for those believing” (v. 21) in the sense that he becomes a believer as a result of the prophesying. I think this is an excellent attempt to understand Paul’s words, but I think that the earlier explanation is better for the following 4 reasons:

 i) Paul’s statement that prophecy is (a sign to or for) for believers doesn’t seem to “square” all that well with the fact that the prophecies, initially at least, come to the one who hears them in his status as an unbeliever or as an uninstructed one  

 ii)  Paul says that prophecy is for believers in the plural, but then goes on to describe a singular hypothetical individual coming amongst the Corinthians. This appears to be deliberate: it contrasts with the plurality of visitors described with reference to tongues speaking by the Corinthians. Is Paul helping us here by using the singular to point us away from seeing unbelieving or uninstructed individuals as the referents of Paul’s statement about prophecy being for believers (plural)?  

 iii) The words by the hypothetical visitor are a declaration that God is truly amongst the Corinthians. He is therefore acting as a sign to the Corinthians. This suggests that the effect of prophecy is to flag up or signpost the genuineness of 
their belief. So, we have a contrasting “direction” in which the “signposting” works. In the case of tongues, the visitors make a false statement about the Corinthians (that they are “beside themselves”). The fact that they, the Corinthians, are true believers makes this false statement a reflection backwards on the people making the statement: the effect of tongues is (unfortunately) to confirm them in unbelief. The fact that he has made a false statement tells us something about the visitors, not about the Corinthians. By contrast, in the case of prophecy, the visitor makes a true statement about the Corinthians and so this correctly points “forwards” to something wonderfully true and genuine about their faith—that God is in their midst.

We could make a couple of diagrams here to suggest that the “direction” of the signpost depends on whether the visitor is speaking true things or not:
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In the upper half of the diagram, the “process” ends up with the unbelieving visitor; in the lower diagram, the process ends up with the Corinthian believers. This is because statements which are true and understood can cross the intermediate barrier, but statements which lack one or other of these qualities do not produce genuine communication between the two parties. 

 iv) Paul never actually identifies the visitor as a believer, (though he does point out that the visitor prostrates himself and worships God and bears true testimony to the Corinthians.) If this visitor had been one of the “believers” to which Paul referred, we might have expected Paul to have indicated that, as a result of the prophecy, he believed the Gospel or had faith in Christ, but this, perhaps surprisingly, does not seem to be focus of this episode—rather it is the man’s declaration about the Corinthians. Perhaps others reading this have felt, like me, that the man’s declarative response seems like a bit of a non sequitur if we are 
assuming that the consequence of having his secret thoughts revealed will be the further step of repentance and faith. (We hope that this would occur in such situations, but this is not what Paul actually describes.) This suggests that Paul is intending prophecy, in this part of his teaching on the subject, to be acting as a signpost - pointing to the Corinthian believers themselves. 

End of Excursus

 6) I would like to end this attempted analysis of 1 Cor. 14:23-25 by suggesting an additional chiastic analysis of verses 24 and 25 which is sort of superimposed on the previous analysis of verses 22-25. It is shown below:
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 a) all 

prophesy

     (2 words)

 

 

 b) i) and comes 

in

 (

eis

elthe

)

 

     ii) 

unbeliever

 or 

uninstructed one

 (6 words)

 

p

 

q

 

R`

 

  a) 

declaring

 that  (2 words)

 

 

  b) ii) 

God

 

truly

 

       i) 

among

 (

ev

) you is   (6 words)

 

P`

 

 the

 

      heart

 

 of him

 

If but (
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) (3letters then 2 letters)

 

2 words

 

What then (

ti oun

) (2 letters then  3 letters)

 

2 words

 

Q`

 

 the 

secrets

 

q

 

3 words

 

 

revealed

 become

 

2 words

 

2 words

 

 and so

 

 and so

 

2 words

 

2 words

 

B

 

r

 

i) he is convicted by 

all

, (3 words)

 

ii) he is judged by 

all

      (3 words)

 

i) falling on his face   (3 words)

 

ii) he will worship 

God

  (3 words)

 

8 words

 

6 words

 

6 words

 

8 words

 

1 word

 

21 

words

 

21 

words

 


Notes:

 1) This delightful little chiasm is perfectly balanced both by theme and word 
count. 

 2) Please note in particular, R and R`. In R and R` the visitor is convicted and judged by all—that is by the prophesying Corinthians—but the visitor regards this as equivalent to being convicted and judged by God Himself—since he  falls forwards and worships God as a result of hearing the message. Thus it is very appropriate that as part of this obeisance he declares that God is truly amongst them. This, I think, is a further point corroborating our conclusion that this confession about the Corinthians is what Paul was likely “getting at” when he claimed that prophecy was (a sign ) to or for believers.

 3) Unfortunately, the Nestle-Aland text, unlike the Textus Receptus, misses out the first two words (kai auto) of verse 25. This upsets the balance that Paul has so skilfully introduced into this chiasm.

I would like to conclude this section by pointing out that the passage we have just looked at, 1 Cor. 14:24-25, is 208 letters long, and the middle—that is the division between the 104th and 105th letters also exactly divides the key phrase—“the secrets of the heart”—which is 18 letters long - ta krupta tes kardias. This is illustrated below:
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But if all prophesy . . . .

 

 

. . . and so 

 

 revealed become . . .

 

 

 . . . What then

 

Ta krupta t   //    es kardias

 

(9 letters)           (9 letters)

 

 

(the secrets of the heart)

 

95 letters

 

18 letters

 

95 letters

 


So, together, word count and letter count emphasise the central aspect of the passage—the secrets of the heart (letter count), and the fact that they become revealed through prophecy (word count). 

