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Introduction 
For many people, a casual read through the New Testament book of 1 Corinthians is a confusing 
experience. Except for the friendly familiarity of chapter 13 it may appear to be littered with 
many strange concepts and the explanation of those concepts may appear to be just as peculiar. 
One of these confusing concepts is prophesy.  

This should not really be a surprise. A world that now relies heavily on logical thinking, science 
and technology is bound to have a problem with concepts of God talking to people. In fact all 
people that hear voices are normally considered nut cases these days, so that by itself should 
add a few degrees of difficulty to the casual reader of 1 Corinthians. 

 

Faith + Understanding 
Faith is an essential element in reading the Bible. Just as it is an essential fact that belief in God 
requires faith that God exists, receiving prophesy requires that you believe God will talk to you. 
After you believe, it makes a lot of sense but before it makes very little sense. 

Does this negate logical and clear thinking? By no means, in fact after you believe it is possible, 
you are still required to find a logical framework for understanding how it all operates. If you do 
not bother to understand how it all fits together and operates you will be forever at the mercy of 
any convenient and fanciful explanation (also see - bad habits, manipulation, when prophets get 
it wrong, etc!). In his day I'm sure Paul was criticized by many for using a methodical and logical 
Greek approach. 

 

Prophesy Exists 

1) First of all it may be stating the obvious, but is important to understand that prophesy 
exists in the New and Old Testament. It is real and any brief Bible study will provide 
examples of genuine prophesy and false prophesy.  

2) The ministry of a major (and even minor) prophet was considered to be as spiritually 
important as a priest or king, for example even though he was the king, David called 
Zadok the priest and Nathan the prophet to anoint his son as the new king (1Ki 1:38). 
Politically they were sometimes considered to be more dangerous, because they would 
speak out but their influence and support could not be bought. 

 
 



Prophesy in the New Testament  
Prophesy – the Gift 
(1 Cor 12:7) Now to each one the manifestation of the Spirit is given for the common good. To 
one there is given… (12:10)… to another prophecy… (12:11) All these are the work of one and 
the same Spirit, and he gives them to each one, just as he determines. (12:14) Now the body is 
not made up of one part but of many. 

There is little doubt the practical theology taught in the book of 1 Corinthians is the direct result 
of Paul's years of hands on experience dealing with the gifts of the spirit in the church of Antioch 
(Acts 11:19-30, and Acts 13). This is an important point because it reveals that this is a practical 
working theology that was actually used over a number of years. Also Paul is revealed as 
someone with the calling of a prophet (and apostle) who is encouraging the gift of prophesy in 
the church. 

It has often been said that the word often translated as "gift" could equally be translated as 
"gifts" of prophesy. I have no doubt this is true, but of course like a car it doesn't matter how 
many are in the show room you only drive one at a time. However this translation and the 
context it is in does provide a very useful distinction between the prophetic as a gift and 
prophetic as a calling. If Paul intended his readers to read it as "gifts" of prophesy, it underlines 
that God is the giver and the receiver needs to be careful how they unpack the gift, especially if 
they want another. After studying the context of the book, this consideration seems very 
appropriate indeed. 

Where is the proof that there is a difference between a gift and a calling? 
There a few statements that highlight this difference, and they are all found in 1 Corinthians. 
(14:5) I would like every one of you to speak in tongues, but I would rather have you prophesy  
(14:24) But if an unbeliever... comes in while everybody is prophesying… 
(14:31) For you can all prophesy in turn so that everyone may be instructed and encouraged.  

These quotes highlight that as far as God is concerned all may receive a gift of prophesy. In fact 
Paul encourages them saying that it is not just a vague possibility, all should desire to receive it 
because all can receive it, and the purpose of the gift is to edify the church. We need to 
contrast these all inclusive statements that emphasize the typical corporate ministry of the body 
of Christ when it meets together, with the following statements later in the same chapter that 
appear to state the opposite.  

(12:29) Are all apostles? Are all prophets? Are all teachers? ... (12:31) But eagerly desire the 
greater gifts. 

  

Prophesy – the Office (Ministry or Calling) 
Eph 4:11 
It was he who gave some to be apostles, some to be prophets, some to be evangelists, and 
some to be pastors and teachers, (4:12) to prepare God's people for works of service, so that the 
body of Christ may be built up… 

This Ephesians ministry list is generally accepted and used to authorize the need for church 
leadership. Unfortunately this section is also used to reinforce singular leadership which is the 
opposite of what it really says, but in terms of prophesy we can identify and comment on a few 
issues arising from this general acceptance.  



1. First is the strange issue of accepting the authority the scripture gives but denying that 
prophets exist today as is the habit of some. To deny the validity of one category also 
brings into question the authorization of the rest, which is a little bizarre.  

2. Second is the similarly strange practice of saying yes it does exist, but declaring that it 
has now been downgraded to a minor ministry or calling. Of course what people really 
mean by that is that these days they want it to just be a gift of prophesy not a ministry. 
However, this is hard to support this because the Ephesians list is almost the same the 
combination of ministry and gift list used in 1 Cor 12:28. The consequences of 
conveniently removing any item from the ministry list is to call into question the authority 
of what is left, because there is no clear scriptural precedent that allows us to do that. 

3. Finally the thing that confuses many that read 1 Corinthians is that the list of gifts is 
followed almost immediately by a combined ministry and gift list (in 12:28), but Paul is 
simply pointing out that there are similarities. The same Holy Spirit is at work, and if you 
prove yourself faithful in a little, God will entrust you with more (Mt 25:29) and it’s 
possible that in God’s timing it may grow into a calling of some kind. He confirms that 
the 12:28 list is a ministry list by following it with (12:29) Are all apostles? Are all 
prophets? Are all teachers? Do all work miracles? ... (12:31) But eagerly desire the 
greater gifts. Clearly the answer and explanation intended is no; even though all may 
receive and use the gifts of the spirit, not all have a ministry or life long calling in that 
area, but some are prophets, and all prophets use the gifts of the spirit. 

(Note: The context of chapters 12 to 14 reveals the subtlety of Paul, because the sub-plot reveals that what he is really 
saying is, he thinks the Corinthians are being very immature in the way they are using the gifts of the Spirit, and this very 
immaturity proves that the majority of them need to have hard look at themselves, because there is not much evidence 
of any ministry gifts emerging) 

  

But I object! 
One of the objections often raised by some is that prophesy in general is different in the New 
Testament.  One verse traditionally used to support this is 1 Corinthians 14:3 …for their 
strengthening, encouragement and comfort. I agree it is different, in line with Acts 2 there 
appears to be a lot more of it available to more people! In regard to the content and style being 
different, that is restricted I disagree; in fact if anything I would say there was more variety. 
1Corinthians 14:3 is part of chapter that talks about both gift and ministry, and this non-
aggressive corporate aspect seems more consistent with prophesy as a gift.  

By contrast in terms of the ministry of a prophet there are even some examples of New 
Testament prophets (with the calling of a prophet) doing things that are anything but the 
standard ‘lovey-dovey, edify and encourage only’ interpretation of a prophet that has become 
popular these days (e.g. Acts 5:1, 11:28, 21:10). These stories (please read them!) reveal what 
are standard but very challenging examples of real prophets in action. They are just as 
challenging as anything found in the Old Testament and could not be classified as comfortable 
and edifying. There are at least a few ways of looking this perceived contradiction to 'edifying 
and encouraging.'  

 Firstly, it's probable that Paul was referring to the gift of prophesy and not the ministry.  

 Secondly, the general intension of that scripture is the 'edifying and encouraging' of the 
church as the body of Christ, not the individual, and that is an important distinction.  



 Thirdly, one could point out that Peter did not personally kill those two people (in Acts 
5:1), he did not even touch them, God did (It was an act of God!), but because of that I 
note that the church was held in awe, so it seems the body of Christ was encouraged 
after all. And as for Agabus and the famine in the land (Acts 11:28), and Agabus and the 
rope trick (Acts 21:10), there is no doubt both were accepted as genuine prophetic 
words. 

Therefore we have to conclude that from God’s point of view there is more than one way to be 
edifying and encouraging. In fact there are many ways, they may not all appear politically correct 
to us, in fact they may not appear to be correct at all, but that does not stop them from being 
given for the common good. Encouraging must include correcting otherwise it would more 
correctly be called ignoring, or putting your head in the sand! 

  

In Conclusion 
When discussing the ministry or calling of a prophet, the car analogy is extremely good value. It's 
very much like driving a car (or ministry) that belongs to someone else (i.e. God). A basic 
instruction manual is available (the Bible), though it seems some fail to read it, only read selected 
bits when desperate, or find it hard to understand. Everything is supplied because with God the 
agenda is all part of the lease deal. Petrol is supplied but you have to remember to fill up 
regularly. A map is available for most journeys but that doesn't stop people ignoring it, or driving 
into trees (or perhaps even a pedestrian or two). It may be a flash shiny sports model but that 
doesn't guarantee you any grunt in the engine, looks are sometimes deceiving, perhaps the only 
thing good about it is the posh show room, fancy paint job, music playing in the background and 
the girls in bikinis trying to sell it? In fact there are probably many other unnoticed ordinary 
looking cars with super charged turbo V-8's hidden under the bonnet out there, happily sporting 
a few of life’s dents. Ah yes, it's hard not to get carried away with such an excellent illustration. 
Of course in the end it's up to you to make sure that the wheels stay on! 

Ps. A personal thank you to the person that reminded me that I had not written anything on this 
most essential and basic of issues; because there is no doubt is has been the cause of much 
confusion over the years. 
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