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The Gift of Tongues (#31)

1 Corinthians 12:10

 Let me begin by reminding you that the object of our Bible studies is to 
present the truth of the Scriptures as they relate to the Church of the living 
Lord. And as we come to the subject of "tongues," our position is no different. 
What I want us to do tonight, is to allow the Word of God to speak to us, as the 
Holy Spirit goes about the task of teaching us the Truth.  

The phenomena accompanying the descent of the Spirit on the day of 
Pentecost bore clear witness to the release of a new spiritual power, the 
dawning of a new era. The assembled crowds were confounded by the 
spectacular gift of speaking with other tongues which the Spirit had imparted 
to the waiting disciples. All were greatly impressed by the fact that every man 
heard the disciples speak in his own language. Acts 2:4-7 says, "They were all 
amazed and marveled."  

 
What was "the promise of the Father" that Jesus referred to in Luke 

24:49 and instructed the disciples wait for it in Jerusalem? It was the 
"endowment of power from on high." The gift of tongues, the mighty sound "like a 
rushing mighty wind," and the "cloven tongues as of fire," were all incidental. 
Those three things are all distinct and separable. The evidence of the 
endowment was effectiveness and extensiveness in witness, as seen in  Acts 1:8, 
“But ye shall receive power, after the Holy Spirit is come upon you; and ye shall be 
witnesses unto me both in Jerusalem, and in all Judaea, and in Samaria, and unto 
the uttermost part of the earth." While it is true the filling of the Spirit was 
accompanied by speaking with tongues, this was neither the gift itself, nor its 
most significant evidence.  

It is important to discover that there is a vast difference between the 
"other tongues" of Pentecost and the so-called “unknown tongues" at 
Corinth. Incidentally, the word "unknown" does not occur in the Greek. In 1 
Corinthians 14:2, 4, 13, 14, the word “unknown” is written in italics, which means 
it was not in the original transcripts, but was added by the translators. Therefore, 
the word in the Greek is simply “tongues.” In fact, “other tongues” occurs 
only in Acts 2:4. In Acts 10:46 and 19:6 the rendering is simply "with tongues," 
and in the latter passage, the addition of "and prophesied" would seem to make a 
distinction between ecstatic utterance and plainly spoken teaching.  
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While there may be some similarities, there are some strong contrasts 
between the tongue-speaking at Pentecost and that at Corinth.  Look with me 
as we look at the differences between the two.  

At Pentecost all spoke in tongues, as seen in Acts 2:4, "And they were all 
filled with the Holy Spirit, and began to speak with other tongues, as the Spirit 
gave them utterance." This was not true of the believers at Corinth, as seen in 1 
Corinthians 12:30, "Have all the gifts of healing? Do all speak with tongues? Do 
all interpret?" The obvious answer is “No.” 

At Pentecost the tongues were understood by all, as seen in Acts 2:6, "Now 
when this was noised abroad, the multitude came together, and were confounded, 
because every man heard them speak in his own language." But you will notice that 
at Corinth those tongues were understood by none, as seen in 1 Corinthians 14:2, 
"For he that speaketh in an unknown tongue speaketh not unto men, but unto God; 
for no man understandeth; however, in the spirit he speaketh mysteries."  

At Pentecost they spoke to men, as seen once more in Acts 2:6, "…every 
man heard them speak." But at Corinth they spoke to God, as seen once more in 1 
Corinthians 14:2, "For he that speaketh in an unknown tongue speaketh not unto 
men, but unto God.”  

At Pentecost no interpreter was necessary, as seen again in Acts 2:6 where 
we are told that "every man heard them speak in his own language."  But at 
Corinth tongue-speaking was forbidden if no interpreter was present, as seen in 1 
Corinthians 14:28, "But if there be no interpreter, let him keep silence in the 
church; and let him speak to himself, and to God."  

At Pentecost tongues were a sign or credential to believers, as seen in Acts 
11:15, "And as I began to speak, the Holy Spirit fell on them, as on us at the 
beginning." At Corinth tongues was a sign to unbelievers, as seen in 1 Corinthians 
14:22, "Wherefore, tongues are for a sign, not to them that believe, but to them that 
believe not; but prophesying serveth not for them that believe not, but for them 
who believe."   

At Pentecost strangers were filled with awe and marveled, as seen in Acts 
2:7-8, "And they were all amazed and marveled, saying one to another, Behold, are 
not all these who speak Galileans? And how hear we every man in our own tongue, 
wherein we were born?" At Corinth Paul warned that strangers would say they 
were mad, as seen in 1 Corinthians 14:23, "If, therefore, the whole church be come 
together into one place, and all speak with tongues, and there come in those that 
are unlearned, or unbelievers, will they not say that ye are mad?"  
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At Pentecost there was unity, as seen in Acts 2:1, "And when the day of 
Pentecost was fully come, they were all with one accord in one place." But then we 
are told that at Corinth there was confusion, as seen in 1 Corinthians 14:33, “For 
God is not the author of confusion but of peace, as in all churches of the saints."  

You might be thinking, "Why are you making such a big issue of the 
difference between the ‘tongues’ of Pentecost and those of Corinth?" The answer 
is simple. When the subject of "speaking in tongues" comes up, most people 
will go to the book  of Acts for their theology and understanding. But, since 
there is such a marked difference between these two manifestations of the gift 
of tongues, it is scripturally wrong to build a system of doctrine solely on the 
book of Acts.  

If the "tongues" of 1 Corinthians 14 are not identical with those of Acts 
2, what were they? The Bible teaches that the "other tongues" of Pentecost 
were other than their native tongues. They spoke in languages they had not 
acquired, yet they were real languages which were understood by strangers from 
other lands who knew them. It was not jargon, but intelligible language. After a 
careful study of 1 Corinthians, it would seem that the "tongues" of 1 
Corinthians 14 were ecstatic, vocal utterances, fervent and rapturous religious 
expressions, not necessarily intelligible to speaker or hearer except through 
the gift of interpretation.  

There has been a wide range of preaching and teaching concerning this 
matter of "speaking in tongues," and because of the possible confusion on the 
subject, it is of vital importance that we find for ourselves the biblical answer. 
One school of though maintains that this gift was temporary, to meet special 
conditions in the early days of the Church and before there was a written New 
Testament, and they base their argument on such scriptures as 1 Corinthians 
13:8-10, “Love never faileth; but whether there be prophecies, they shall be done 
away; whether there be tongues, they shall cease; whether there be knowledge, it 
shall vanish away. But we know in part, and we prophesy in part. But when that 
which is perfect is come, then that which is in part shall be done away."  Dr. 
Scofield refers us to 1 John 3:2, which says, "Beloved, now are we the children of 
God, and it doth not yet appear what we shall be, but we know that, when he shall 
appear, we shall be like him; for we shall see him as he is.” When you look  at 1 
Corinthians 13 in its entirety, it is obvious that Paul is making reference to the 
future world, and not to the state of things in the church on earth.  
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It is further argued that in Ephesians 4:8-16, chronologically the latest 
catalogue of gifts, the miracle gifts are omitted. This is tied together with 
Hebrews 2:3-4, "How shall we escape, if we neglect so great salvation, which at 
the first began to be spoken by the Lord, and was confirmed unto us by them that 
heard him, God also bearing them witness, both with signs and wonders, and with 
diverse miracles and gifts of the Holy Spirit, according to his own will." 
Therefore, the argument is that the spiritual "sign gifts" have passed away 
with the early church.   

The only problem is that Paul's response in 1 Corinthians 14:39 is, 
"Wherefore, brethren, covet to prophesy, and forbid not to speak with tongues.” 
And in 1 Corinthians 14:18, he says, “I thank my God, I speak with tongues more 
than you all." And then he says in 1 Corinthians 14:5, "I would that you all spoke 
with tongues..." If speaking in tongues were just a passing thing in the Early 
Church, someone forgot to tell Paul. 

It is true that the gift of tongues has been abused, but that is not an argument 
against its validity so much as a reason for understanding the Word of God and 
correcting the abuses.  

The next question that we must seek to answer is what is the value of 
tongue-speaking? It is necessary for us to see that this gift when bestowed by 
the Spirit had real value, and was necessary to the growth and development of 
the infant Church. 

The fact that the Spirit Himself bestowed the gift is sufficient evidence 
that at least in its divine purity, and when exercised within the divinely 
ordained restrictions, it was neither unnecessary nor useless.  Otherwise there 
would be no explanation or justification for the companion gift of 
interpretation of tongues. 

It is not difficult to see its effectiveness in arousing interest and causing 
wonder and amazement as it did on the Day of Pentecost. Its value as a sign to 
onlookers is also clear. 

Paul states that the speaker "edifieth himself,” as seen in 1 Corinthians 14:4, 
"He that speaketh in an unknown tongue edifieth himself, but he that prophesieth 
edifieth the church." There are many who testify to a sense of release, liberty in 
worship and a new sense of the Lord's nearness and freedom in prayer 
through the experience. Granted that may be true, but it is also true that the 
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same release and joy has come to others through the Spirit’s working, without 
speaking in tongues.  

Others maintain that it imparts a sense of objective assurance that God 
is actually doing something in one’s life. The direct use of the vocal apparatus 
by Someone outside oneself gives it the sense of a supernatural sign. This also 
may be true, but is not the desire for a sign not the mark of spiritual immaturity 
rather than of maturity? Neither our Lord nor Paul encouraged the seeking of a 
sign to strengthen our faith. In fact, walking by faith is presented as a higher 
experience than walking by sense and sight. The supreme sign of the 
supernatural working of God in one’s life is a transformed life expressed in 
selfless and loving service to God and man. "By their fruits ye shall know them," 
was our Lord’s test.  

The fact that the Spirit through Paul hedged the exercise of the gift of 
tongues with certain restraints, indicates that there are limitations on its usefulness 
where these restraints are not observed.  

More than some of the other spiritual gifts, the gift of tongues can lead 
to preoccupation with oneself and subjective experience, rather than serving 
the Church in the highest degree. The Greek wording translated “he edifieth 
himself,” indicates that it may be a selfish experience. 

The gift of tongues also has an inherent tendency to divisiveness, as the 
whole history of movements majoring on this gift reveals. The evidence of the 
Spirit’s working is unity, not division. It is a biblical and historical fact that the 
gift of tongues has been a fruitful source of division both in the local church as 
well as on the Mission field. As was the case in the church at Corinth, it tends 
to create tension between the “haves” and the “have nots.”  And one of the 
problems with the church at Corinth, we simply that the “haves” looked down 
on the “have nots” as second class Christians.  And their attitude was simply 
this, “If you were as spiritual as we are, you too would speak in tongues.” 

Tongue-speaking is only one form of prayer, and is not the most important 
form, since it by-passes the intellect, as seen in 1 Corinthians 14:14, "For if I pray 
in an unknown tongue, my spirit prayeth, but my understanding is unfruitful.” Paul 
continues in 1 Corinthians 14:15 where he stressed the need to pray with 
understanding, "I will pray with the spirit, and I will pray with the understanding 
also…” In 2 Timothy 2:1 he emphasizes the intellect when he uses words like 
“supplications, prayers, intercessions and giving of thanks.”  In all of these the 
intellect is consciously engaged, so don’t try to paint God in a corner.  
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It was Paul’s contention that, because of its spectacular character, 
tongue-speaking leaves its possessor especially vulnerable to spiritual pride, 
and a patronizing attitude towards those who do not have the gift. The 
possession of other gifts, too, can leave one open to this temptation, but this 
gift especially so to those who are spiritually immature. It tends to make its 
possessor a missionary of his own experience.  

Of all the spiritual gifts, I guess to gift of tongues is the one most open to 
counterfeit. Satan delights to imitate and belittle all that is good and holy, and 
pervert it to his own unholy cause. It is a fact that the psychical and spiritual 
realms are very closely inter-related, and it is easy to mistake the one for the other.  

In a world that has sought to remove the emotional from religion, the 
emotional is unduly suppressed. Therefore, if is an open invitation for an 
emotional counterfeit to surface.  

Last of all, we must look at the scriptural rules that govern the use of 
"tongues" in any worship service.  Paul did not question the reality or the 
value of tongues, but he was sensitive to its dangers. 

Look with me as we see the scriptural rules that govern the use of 
tongues in the local church. First of all, like any other spiritual gift, the gift of 
tongues is the sovereign prerogative of the Holy Spirit. Therefore, no gift can be 
demanded or “worked up,” as seen in 1 Corinthians 12:11, "But all these worketh 
that one and the very same Spirit, dividing to every man severally as he will." The 
New International Version says, “All these are the work of one and the same Spirit, 
and he gives them to each one, just as he determines.” The Greek reads something 
like this, “It is the one and only Holy Spirit who distributes these gifts. He alone 
decides which gift each person should have.”  There is not one shred of biblical 
truth for someone to get a book to learn how to speak in tongues!  

Secondly, it is a scriptural fact that not all have the gift of tongues. Paul 
poses this question in 1 Corinthians 12:29-30, “Are all apostles? Are all prophets? 
Are all teachers? Are all workers of miracles? Have all the gifts of healing? Do all 
speak with tongues? Do all interpret?"  The obvious answer here is "No.” In fact, 
the very next verse (30) tells us, "But covet earnestly the best gifts..."  

Thirdly, when the Church has come together, there must never be more 
than two or three people to speak in tongues, and only then with an 
interpreter. Listen to these instructions in 1 Corinthians 14:27-28, "If any man 
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speak in an unknown tongue, let it be by two, or at the most by three, and that by 
course (each in turn - not all at once); and let one interpret. But if there be no 
interpreter, let him keep silence in the church; and let him speak to himself, and to 
God."  

Fourthly, we are to desire earnestly the greater gifts, because all 
spiritual gifts are given to promote peace and harmony, and to maintain the 
unity of the Spirit. Paul continues in 1 Corinthians 14:26, "How is it, then, 
brethren? When ye come together, every one of you hath a psalm, hath a doctrine, 
hath a tongue, hath a revelation, hath an interpretation. Let all things be done unto 
edifying." The New Living Translation says, “Well, my brothers and sisters, let’s 
summarize what I am saying. When you meet, one will sing, another will teach, 
another will tell some special revelation God has given, one will speak in an 
unknown language, while another will interpret what is said. But everything that is 
done must be useful to all and build them up in the Lord.”  

As Christians, we are not to seek the "gift" but the "Giver." Remember, the 
Christian life is not starting with Christ and graduating to something higher 
or better. The Christian life is starting with Christ, staying with Christ, and 
ending up with Christ! 

If you are not saved, why not tonight? 


