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Questions concerning the gift of tongues abound not only in the non-Pentecostal
circles but also among those who speak in tongues. Interestingly there are
numerous questions in the Biblical text itself concerning this gift. Studying them
will give us intense clarity on this much disputed subject. An unbiased mind with
childlike simplicity and learning attitude is a prerequisite to understand any Biblical
doctrine.

?

“Look, are not all these who speak Galileans?
And how is it that we hear,

each in our own language in which we were born? ...
Whatever could this mean?”

(Acts 2:7,8,12)

Several spectacular and supernatural things happened on the Day of Pentecost
when the Holy Spirit came on the 120 disciples who at the command of Christ were
tarrying in praise and prayer. “A sound from heaven as of a rushing mighty wind!”
“Divided tongues as of fire!” But what literally arrested the outsiders was the gift of
tongues (Acts 2:1-12).

God had reserved this supernatural enablement of speaking in unknown
languages for His new covenant people. The other gifts like Wisdom, Knowledge,
Faith, Healings, Miracles, Prophecy, Discernment, etc., had been in operation in
some measure even in the old testament times (1 Cor 12:7-10). Dispensationally
speaking, God was “with” His people under the Old Covenant, but He is “in” them
under the New Covenant (Jn 14:17). He had been moving into a deeper fellowship
with them. One vital avenue of fellowship is communication. Praise God for the gift
of tongues to communicate with Him in the spirit realm.

The Day of Pentecost was the fiftieth day after the Sabbath of Passover week
(Lev 23:15,16). In the Christian calendar it is the fiftieth day from the day of
Resurrection. Pentecost was also called the Feast of Weeks (Dt 16:10), or the Feast
of Harvest (Ex 23:16). The Feast of Weeks was the second of the three principal
harvest festivals requiring the attendance of the godly Jews at the Temple
(Ex 23:14-17; 34:18-23). Joachim Jeremias in Jerusalem in the Time of Jesus
points out, “At the great Jewish feasts as many as 1,80,000 came to worship, and
1,20,000 to 1,50,000 of these might be pilgrims from other countries speaking other
languages as their native tongue.” From Acts 2:9,10 it can be inferred that the
onlookers of the Upper Room incident had represented atleast fourteen different
language groups. What a miracle that the Galilean disciples, most of them
“uneducated and untrained,” were able to speak intelligible languages “unknown” to
them! (Acts 4:13; 2:7,8).
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Let’s not dare to despise or undermine the miracle element in whatever manner
or measure the gift of tongues is manifested! It’s God the Holy Spirit enabling His
people to speak out in tongues as an inspired utterance (Acts 2:4). Gifts as they
originate from God are perfect at the source. “Every good gift and every perfect gift
is from above, and comes down from the Father of Lights, with whom there is no
variation or shadow of  turning” (Js 1:17). But because gifts are manifest through
imperfect human beings, at the operational level every gift is imperfect. Paul
confessed, “We know in part and we prophesy in part” (1 Cor 13:9).

The Day of Pentecost on which the Holy Spirit was sent from Heaven was
unique. There can be only one Day of Christmas, only one Day of Crucifixion, only
one Day of Resurrection and only one Day of Ascension. These cannot be repeated.
In the same way, historically speaking, we cannot have another Pentecost. The Day
being so unique, the manifestation as well as the effect of the gift of tongues on that
day also were unique. The languages spoken by the disciples were understandable
to “each” of the thousands of pilgrims who had crowded around the upper room.
Expecting the same effect today everytime and questioning the genuineness of the
gift otherwise is simply bias and prejudice. When Peter preached on the Day of
Pentecost, three thousand people were converted and baptised the same day. There
seemed to be no backsliding also! Luke reports that they “continued steadfastly”
(Acts 2:42). How do we compare this to our evangelistic preaching today? Just
because we don’t have thousands of baptisms regularly in our meetings, should we
decry our preachings and devalue them?

God did not bestow the gift of tongues to evangelize people. Tongues at Pentecost
simply attracted the people. But it was Peter’s clearcut and well-outlined sermon in
his own language which convicted them and brought them to repentance and faith
(Acts 2:40,41). Also in the Great Commission passage of Mark’s Gospel, Jesus did
not command His disciples to evangelize people through tongues. Rather He
predicted that the evangelised and believing people would speak in tongues
(Mk 16:15-17).

?

“Do all speak with tongues?
Do all interpret?”

(1 Cor 12:30)

This is perhaps the most important question in this series. If we can find a
satisfactory answer to this question, most of the issues shrouding the tongues
controversy can be settled.

The obvious answer to Paul’s question here is “no!” Then why do conservative
Pentecostals around the world insist that everyone should speak in tongues? It is
because of the inference they have made from the four or five incidents of reception
of the Holy Spirit by individuals or groups recorded in the Book of Acts. From Acts
2:4 it is clear that all of the 120 who were filled with the Spirit began to speak with
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other tongues. Paul who got filled with the Spirit through the ministry of Ananias
testified later, while writing to the Corinthians, that he had received this enablement
to speak in tongues (1 Cor 14:18). The non- Jewish worshippers who had gathered
at the residence of Cornelius spoke in tongues when the Holy Spirit fell on them
(Acts 10:44-46). The twelve disciples of John the Baptist at Ephesus spoke with
tongues when Paul laid hands on them for receiving the Holy Spirit (Acts 19:1-7).

On the basis of these incidents, we can normally expect a person to speak in
tongues while he receives the Holy Spirit in His baptismal power. But we should not
build a doctrine from incidents alone. We cannot dogmatically insist that speaking
in tongues is “the” evidence of being filled with the Holy Spirit. The Scriptures point
out so many other manifestations also, like praise (Acts 10:46), prophecy (19:6),
visions (7:55; 2:17), a spontaneous shout of “Jesus is Lord!” (1 Cor 12:3), a crying
out of “Abba, Father!” (Rom 8:15), a powerful proclamation of the Word (Acts 4:31; 1:8), and
so on. And there’s no specific mention of tongues when the believers in Samaria
received the Holy Spirit. No doubt there was a visible evidence because we read that
Simon the sorcerer “saw” it. But it’s difficult to ascertain that it was an audible sign
(Acts 8:17,18).

If a believer does not speak in tongues I do not rush to judge that he is not filled
with the Holy Spirit. Rather I would encourage him to seek the Lord for this
wonderful enablement for the following reasons.  Tongues is the only gift among
the nine listed in 1 Cor 12:7-10 which primarily addresses God in its operation. The
others are enablements to minister to men.  In one sense I consider speaking in
tongues as a preparation or warming up before moving into the operation of the
other gifts (Acts 19:6; 1 Cor 14:18,19). Edification of ourselves prepares us to minister
for the edification of others (Lk 22:32). This has been the testimony of many. This
may be why tongues are mentioned at the bottom of the list of gifts as the bottom
of a ladder, something like a starter. In the same way, self-control or self-denial, as
a basic to the other virtues, is mentioned as the last item in the fruit list
(Gal 5:22,23).  The mouth expression is an usual outflow of a heart experience.
“Out of the abundance of the heart the mouth speaks” (Mt 12:34b,35). Mouth
confession is demanded following heart faith for salvation (Rom 10:9,10). Peter’s
sermon of defence of the Pentecostal experience of the disciples included an
interesting quotation from David, “My heart rejoiced, and my tongue was glad”
(Acts 2:26; Psa 16:8-11).

The apostle’s question, “Do all speak with tongues?”, opens up another
understanding if studied closely in its context. This is one of the seven questions
he raises in this passage (1 Cor 12:29,30) —

“Are all apostles?” No! But the word “apostle” means a messenger who is sent
forth. In a sense, all Christians are supposed to be Gospel messengers!

“Are all prophets?” No! But “prophecy” in its broad sense is any Spirit-inspired
utterance of a message from God. All Christians have “the spirit of prophecy” to
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share “the testimony of Jesus” (Rev 19:10). Paul has indicated the possibility of all
believers prophesying (1 Cor 14:5a,24a).

“Are all teachers?” No! But though not on a large scale, each Christian has a
responsibility to teach others the basics of discipleship (Mt 28:20; Heb 5:12).

“Are all workers of miracles?” No! But does God never perform miracles in
answer to prayers of ordinary believers?

“Do all have gifts of healings?” No! But does not God heal believers when they
pray for one another? (Js 5:16). In fact James encourages every believer to expect
the prayer power as Elijah experienced (v17)!

Next comes the tongues question! “Do all speak with tongues?”

Continuing the strain of the above argument, the gift of tongues operates at two
different levels — one, the private devotional level, and the other, the public
ministerial level. Whereas the first level can be desired by every believer, the second
one is distributed by God for the common good at His own sovereign will and choice.
We will study this in detail under the next question.

?

“If I come to you speaking with tongues,
what shall I profit you unless I speak to you

either by revelation, by knowledge, by prophesying,
or by teaching?”

(1 Cor 14:6)

While explaining the difference between the gift of tongues and the gift
of prophecy, Paul also spotted out the differences between the private and
the public use of tongues. He testified, “I speak with tongues more than you
all” (1 Cor 14:18). This does not mean that he had known more languages
than the Corinthian believers. We must bear in mind that the apostle was
discussing in these chapters about gifts, ministries and activities functioning
in the supernatural power of the trinitarian God, and not about natural
talents and abilities (12:1,4-7).

There was an utter confusion in the Corinthian Church over the
“understanding” and the practice of spiritual gifts, especially tongues and
prophesying. The gift of tongues became a toy in the hands of those believers
and they were playing with it like babies in the worship services. Paul therefore
admonished them, “Brothers, do not be children in understanding; however, in
malice be babes, but in understanding be mature” (14:20). He was introducing
to them certain regulatory measures for the optimum good of everyone in the
assembly. At the same time he wanted to ensure that no one thought that Paul
had not had the gift of tongues and that was why he had been bringing
restrictions. So he confessed that he spoke in tongues “more” than all of them!
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In no uncertain terms Paul has forbidden the use of tongues in public
without interpretation. “If there is no interpreter, let him speak to himself and
to God” (14:28). It is possible to pray with lip movements but without voice, like
Hannah (1 Sam 1:13). We cannot quote the historical narratives in Acts and
justify our public use of tongues. In Acts the Church was just being formed. It
was a transition from Judaism to Christianity. The pastoral and doctrinal
Epistles had not yet been written. In the years that followed, the Spirit of Truth
guided the Church into all truth through the foundational ministers of apostles
and prophets (Jn 16:13; Eph 2:19,10). Paul concludes the three chapters on
spiritual gifts (1 Cor 12,13,14) with this assertion: “If anyone thinks himself to
be a prophet or spiritual, let him acknowledge that the things which I write to
you are the commandments of the Lord. But if anyone is ignorant, let him be
ignorant” (14:37,38).

We may have no problem in accepting the restrictions for the use of tongues in
public without interpretation in its ministerial dimension (14:27,28). But how about
a situation in which all the believers desire and agree to raise their voices of praise
together to God in tongues? Is this corporate use of tongues in worship outrightly
condemned in the Scriptures? No! (14:39). However, with the church worship
services becoming more and more evangelistic these days, we need to give serious
attention to Paul’s concern voiced in 1 Cor 14:23, “If the whole church comes
together in one place, and all speak with tongues, and there come in those who are
uninformed or unbelievers, will they not say that you are insane?” It is of course
not easy to break a long-cherished tradition overnight. But what the Bible teaches
is more important than what we think about any practice.

In any case we must totally avoid screaming in tongues by one or two from the
congregation suppressing the voices of others and disturbing their concentration, or
shouting aloud in uninterpreted tongues over microphones. We may think we are
impressing others, but we don’t realize how indecent and unseemly such behaviour
is in the church. Each believer needs to undergo a course on how to conduct
himself in the house of God (1 Tim 3:15).

?

“If I pray in a tongue, my spirit prays,
but my mind is unfruitful.

So what shall I do?”
(1 Cor 14:14,15a)

David Pytches in his book, Spiritual Gifts in the Local Church, defines the gift of
tongues as “spontaneous inspired utterance by the Holy Spirit, where the normal
voice organs are used, but the conscious mind plays no part. The languages spoken
or sung are entirely unlearned by the speaker.”

Coming from a high Anglican background, I have been speaking in tongues since
1963 when I was baptized with the Holy Spirit in a non-Pentecostal student group.
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I join Paul to thank God for this beautiful gift. The benefits I derive from speaking
in tongues are numerous—

 First of all, speaking in tongues empowers my prayer life. Under normal
prayer, my mind articulates my needs to God. But when I pray in tongues, my mind
is bypassed and my spirit is dominant (1 Cor 14:14). I experience a striking release
in prayer from my mind or intellect which is subject to limitations. There are times
when I don’t know what to pray for in a given situation. And there are occasions
when I do not find enough and appropriate words to express my anguish. In such
instances I find praying in tongues quite uplifting. I believe that praying in tongues
is one aspect of the Holy Spirit’s help in our prayer life explained in Rom 8:26, “The
Spirit also helps in our weaknesses. For we do not know what we should pray for
as we ought, but the Spirit Himself makes intercession for us with groanings which
cannot be uttered.”

 Speaking in tongues enhances my personal praise and private worship. I am
enabled to give thanks “well” (1 Cor 14:17a). God is Spirit and we are called to
worship Him in spirit and in truth (Jn 4:24). When I praise God in tongues I realize
that my soul magnifies the Lord and my spirit rejoices in my Saviour (Lk 1:46,47).
I also find myself often moving into singing in tongues either in known tunes or new
ones (1 Cor 14:15b). Singing and making melody in our hearts to the Lord in the
Spirit is an experience more exciting than the kicks of liquor (Eph 5:18,19).

 Thirdly, speaking in tongues helps me express my innermost thoughts and
feelings in a language which God hears and understands. This is what the Bible
states as speaking mysteries in the Spirit (1 Cor 14:2b). That is, mysterious things
not understood by my mind. Not all of our feelings and longings can be verbalised.
After a time of speaking in tongues I often feel that I have poured out my heart
confidentially before someone who really cares and understands. What a relief and
rest! Tongues are also a vehicle of God’s Spirit speaking to my spirit (1 Cor 14:28;
2 Sam 23:2).

 Next, when I speak in tongues I edify myself (1 Cor 14:4a). I feel built up in
my faith, deepened in my love, and strengthened in my hope, after a season of
praying in tongues (Jude 20,21). I shall continue to speak in tongues until I am
made perfect or He who is perfect returns. Tongues and even the need for further
knowledge will cease then! (1 Cor 13:8-10). Though the mind is bypassed by the
spirit during the exercise of tongues, I find my mind quite refreshed after it. There
were several occasions during my student days when I resorted to speaking in
tongues quietly and briefly when I got confused over a particular problem in the
examination paper. I invariably came out afresh to answer the paper better. Today
I find speaking in tongues helpful in critical situations in my ministerial
responsibilities.

 In the passage under study, Paul unequivocally says that when he prays in
tongues his spirit prays but his mind is unfruitful. Therefore after praying in his
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spirit he moves on to praying with his mind intelligently in languages known to him.
“I will pray with my spirit, and I will also pray with my mind. I will sing with my
spirit, and I will also sing with my mind” (14:15). Who would not desire this two-
dimensional prayer and praise?

Speaking in tongues enables me maintain a spirit of prayer even while driving,
travelling or jogging, because this form of prayer doesn’t actively engage my mind.
Some people testify that they find themselves whispering in tongues when they
awake at night hours (SS 5:2a)

When the Holy Spirit is at work within a believer, there’s no place for a
counterfeit gift to curse Jesus or blaspheme Him (1 Cor 12:3). Paul gives this
assurance right at the beginning of the gifts chapters! In the Corinthian church
there were many who had come from pagan worship. So such a reassurance was
in place! Compare this with a similar assurance of Jesus concerning the gift of the
Holy Spirit with three illustrations! (Lk 11:11-13).

?
“Unless you speak intelligible words with your tongue,

how will anyone know what you are saying?
You will just be speaking into the air!”

(1 Cor 14:9)

The apostle’s main concern in these chapters of the first Epistle was to make the
Corinthian believers grasp the central purpose of the gifts of the Spirit, namely
edification of the body of Christ. He stated it clearly as, “Since you are zealous for
spiritual gifts, let it be for the edification of the church that you seek to excel”
(14:12). Personal benefits of the gifts are secondary. Of all the gifts, the gift of
tongues is perhaps more vulnerable for abuse and misuse because of its dual nature
of benefitting the speaker as well as the hearers.

The gift of tongues may manifest in so many different ways. (“varieties of
tongues” — 1 Cor 12:28). If may be the speaking of earthly languages unknown to
the speaker, or the languages of angels, or the utterance of inexpressible mysteries
and groanings, or melodies of thanksgiving, praise and joy, and so on and so forth.
Some say that the tongues spoken in Acts are totally different from those referred
to in Corinthians. This is very unlikely because both Luke the author of Acts and
Paul that of the Corinthian Epistles had worked together closely in missionary
travels. It cannot be that the phenomenon, described by the two writers in identical
terms, would be dissimilar. The manifestations may be different and so also the
purpose, but the essence of the gift is the same.

What Jesus promised as “baptism with the Holy Spirit” (Acts 1:5) or “endument
with power from on High” (Lk 24:49) was reported by Luke as “being filled with Holy
Spirit” (2:4) or “receiving of the Holy Spirit” (8:15-17; 10:47; 19:2). The Biblical
authors under the superintendence of the Holy Spirit were free to choose words
from their vocabulary and background to write the Scriptures. When various names

- - 8

- 7 -



are given to an experience our understanding of it is broadened. In the same
way, what Jesus promised as “new tongues” (Mk 16:17) is reported by Luke as
“other tongues” (Acts 2:4) or simply as “tongues” (10:46; 19:6), and by Paul as
“different kinds of tongues” (1 Cor 12:10) or simply as “tongues” (12:30; 13:8;
14:5,39) or “a tongue” (14:2,4,13,14). The variations are just meant to give us
different perspectives of the same phenomenon. Pigeonholing them serves no
useful purpose.

Next comes the question of interpretation. Interpretation of tongues is as
much a supramental operation of the Spirit as speaking in tongues. No human
ability is required here. Both operate in a realm beyond human mind. When
tongues are addressed to God in private, they need not be interpreted. It is an
intimate communication between God and the speaker in the Spirit (1 Cor 14:2,28).
If tongues are used in public as an utterance of prayer or praise or a revelation,
they must be interpreted. The speaker may ask God to enable himself to
interpret or look for an interpreter (14:13,27,28). If no interpretation comes
through, he must not continue his tongues in that gathering, for the simple
reason that the church is not edified and he is wasting others’ time. Even if
there’s interpretation, Paul does not allow for more than three short speeches in
tongues in a single gathering. As exciting as it may be, overoccupation with the
exercise of this gift is discouraged. “If the whole body were an ear, where would
the sense of smell be?” (1 Cor 12:17b). No one should say that he is not able
to control himself and throw the blame on the Holy Spirit. “The spirits of the
prophets are subject to the prophets” (14:32). No gift operates without human
cooperation. God is not the author of any disorderliness in His church (vv 33,40).
Even on the Day of Pentecost the disciples were able to stop speaking in tongues
so that Peter could give his sermon to the assembled crowd.

What about tongues serving as a sign to unbelievers? (1 Cor 14:21,22). The
quotation from Isaiah concerning “stammering lips and another tongue” confuses
many Christians. The people of Judah had refused to listen to God’s prophets
when He had offered His “rest and refreshing,” so they were to be hardened in
their unbelief by the tongues of the foreign invaders. God would speak to His
people through the alien tongue of the Assyrians as a divine judgment. The
unsaved outsiders of the Corinthian Church were in the habit of accusing the
tongues speakers of being “insane” (14:23c). Tongues without interpretation
could only be a sign of God’s displeasure with their unbelief whereas prophecy
could disclose the secrets of their hearts and bring some of them to repentance.
Isa 28:11 is used by Paul only as a parallel between his day and that of ancient
Israel and not as a prophecy.

One wonders why the apostle suddenly brings in here the subject of
women’s participation in the church gathering. The NIV Study Bible gives a
helpful explanation: “Paul was not against women praying and prophesying
in public worship (1 Cor 11:5). In 1 Cor 14:34,35, he was discussing
primarily the disruption of worship by women who became involved in noisy
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discussions surrounding tongue-speaking and prophecy. Instead of publicly
clamouring for explanations, the wives were to discuss matters with their
husbands at home.”

?
“Did the Word of God come originally from you?

Or was it to you only that it reached?”
(1 Cor 14:36)

This is the last question the apostle throws in his discussion of spiritual gifts
in 1 Corinthians 12,13&14.

It is on the issue of the gifts of the Spirit, especially the gift of tongues, that
the Church of Jesus Christ is divided as Non-pentecostals and Pentecostals. God
is mightily at work in both the communities. Each has its strengths and
weaknesses. In the absolute sense, no group is better than the other. Both need
to learn so much from each other. The Non-pentecostals charge the Pentecostals
as having no proper theology. The Pentecostals criticize the Non-pentecostals as
being low in spirituality. Let the first group repent of its intellectual pride and
the other of its spiritual arrogance. Otherwise Christ will still be wounded in the
house of His friends (Zech 13:6). Neither the sterile rationality of some modern
churches nor the sheer emotionalism of some churches in other traditions is
Scriptural. The Biblical view of worship engages the whole person.

Some of what I have written in this treatise may upset a certain section of
the Pentecostal world. But why don’t we allow for “the removal of those things
that are being shaken...that the things which cannot be shaken may remain?”
(Heb 12:27). Let’s ask ourselves the same questions Paul asked the Charismatic
Corinthians two millennia ago. “Did the word of God come originally from us?
Or was it to us only that it reached?” We are greatly indebted to the Non-
pentecostal theologians for their monumental contribution in the field of Biblical
research. Show me one leading Pentecostal pastor or preacher who does not use
Non-pentecostal commentaries and notes! Pentecostals and Non-pentecostals
are like two hands in the Body of Christ. “One hand alone does not clap,” says
an Arab proverb!

At Babel God shattered the people into various language groups because they
sought self-glory (Gen 11:4). At Pentecost He united the peoples of various
languages in order to show forth His glory (Acts 2:11b). The “restoration of all
things” includes the final restoration of “a pure language” that we may worship
and serve the Lord “with one accord” (Acts 3:21; Zeph 3:9; Rev 7:9,10). As
coworkers with God it is our awsome responsibility to desist from any activity
or attitude that may counteract His purposes.

David Pawson, an outstanding Bible Teacher of our times, in his book, The
Fourth Wave, has made wise comments: “Tongues are not everything; tongues
are not nothing... Charismatics are prone to make too much of tongues, and
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Evangelicals are inclined to make too little. One stream tends to use the gift too
much in public, the other shrinks from even using it in private. Both need to
recover attitudes and action which reflect the Biblical balance.”

As a Chrismatic, I would say that the responsibility of the Charismatics is
greater than that of the Non-charismatics in bringing about a practical and spiritual
unity, not an official and organisational union, between the two groups. I must lay
aside all the objectionable and questionable practices in the charismatic group out
of consideration for my non-charismatic brothers and sisters. What is the use of
tongues without love? (1 Cor 13:1). May the Lord grant me the spirit that prevailed
behind the solution of the circumcision problem discussed in the Jerusalem council.
Let everyone who understands this language say, “Amen!”
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