
The Spiritual Gift of Tongues 

Throughout the history of the church, no spiritual gift has occasioned as 
much continual controversy as the gift of tongues. Many solutions have been 
offered to the problem of the nature of this gift, but everyone has some 
difficulties. A full discussion of the problem can be afforded only in works which 
deal with this one subject. However, within the limited sphere of the present 
study, the problem can be stated, the nature of speaking in tongues be 
examined, and the arguments for concluding that this gift was temporary be set 
forth. 

 

(1) The Problem Stated. 

The starting point in the examination of the doctrine of speaking in tongues is 
the account of Pentecost (Acts 2:1–13). According to the Scriptures, attendant 
to the filling of the Holy Spirit (Acts 2:4), all the considerable company gathered 
together on that day in Christian fellowship, “began to speak with other tongues, 
as the Spirit gave them utterance.” This phenomenon amazed unbelievers who 
flocked to the scene. They confessed to hearing everyone in his language (Acts 
2:8–11), and in their own language the wonderful works of God were extolled. 
Some accounted for this as an expression of drunkenness, but Peter refuted this 
by contending it was a predicted sign of the outpouring of the Spirit, quoting Joel 
2:29, “And on my servants and on my hand maidens I will pour out in those days 
of my Spirit; and they shall prophesy” (Acts 2:18). 

The Scriptural account definitely states they spoke with other tongues 
(human languages, not unintelligible languages of angels)  [      ν ἑτέρ  ς 
γ ώσσ  ς]. In addition to this definite statement, there is the confirming evidence 
that they were heard and understood in various languages. All naturalistic 
explanations must be dismissed. It is clearly a supernatural work of God, 
designed to be a sign of His power attending the events of Pentecost. 

In Acts 10:46, in connection with the conversion of Cornelius and his house, 
a second instance of speaking in tongues occurs. While Peter was bringing the 
Gospel to them, the Spirit fell upon them and “they heard them speak with 
tongues, and magnify God.” Attending the formal extension of the Gospel to the 
gentiles, speaking with tongues is repeated, as if linking this event definitely with 
Pentecost. Peter evidently refers to this when, in reciting the event, he states, 
“And as I began to speak, the Holy Ghost fell on them, as on us at the 
beginning” (Acts 11:15). 

A third important passage is found in Acts 19:6. Paul had discovered some 
disciples of John the Baptist who had never heard the Gospel of Grace and, 



accordingly, had not turned in faith to Christ. Following their baptism, Paul laid 
his hands upon them, and “the Holy Ghost came on them; and they spake with 
tongues, and prophesied.”  

The three instances in Acts constitute the only Scriptural reference to tongues 
in the New Testament except for the Corinthian Church as described in 1 
Corinthians (12:10, 28, 30; 14:1–40). The passages in Acts do not explain 
the gift of tongues, nor is there any evidence in Acts that the act of speaking in 
tongues was ever repeated by those who had part in these three instances. 
Outside of 1 Corinthians there is no exposition of the doctrine in any of the 
epistles. Accordingly, it is the problem of the doctrine of tongues to examine the 
instances in Acts for clues as to the nature of the gift, and to determine its 
regulation and extent from the 1 Corinthian passages. 

Before attempting to reach conclusions in the doctrine, note must 
be taken of the attempts to solve the problem by various simple 
expedients. Liberal theologians have tried to solve the problem by placing a late 
date on the book of Acts and inventing a theory that these references are textual 
interpolations. There is, of course, no scholarship to support this view beyond 
wishful thinking. 

There has been a tendency on the part of some writers in all classes of 
theology to claim a distinction between Acts 2 and the 1 Corinthian passages. 
While it is allowed by some that in Acts 2 speaking in tongues consisted in 
utterances in foreign languages which could be understood naturally by those 
acquainted with them, it is claimed that in 1 Corinthians speaking in tongues 
consisted in ecstatic utterances in which human language was not used, the 
strange sounds issuing forth from the tongue being interpreted by others who 
had the gift of interpretation. Accordingly Thayer defines speaking in tongues in 
1 Corinthians as “the gift of men who, rapt in an ecstasy and no longer quite 
masters of their own reason and consciousness, pour forth their glowing spiritual 
emotions in strange utterances, rugged, dark, disconnected, quite unfitted to 
instruct or to influence the minds of others: Acts x.46; xix.6; 1 Co. xii.30; 
xiii.1; xiv.2, 4–6, 13, 18, 23, 27, 39.”10 

In an attempt to repudiate the excesses of the modern tongues movement, it 
has served the purpose of some writers to minimize the gift of tongues and to 
deny to it the reality of an unknown language. Some, like Thayer, extend this 
only to the 1 Corinthian passage. Others include the passages in Acts as being 
simply ecstatic utterances which included some foreign words. Any view which 
denies that speaking in tongues used actual languages is difficult to 
harmonize with the Scriptural concept of a spiritual gift. By its nature, a 

                                                 

10 10. Op. cit., in. loc. 



spiritual gift had reality, and being supernatural, needs no naturalistic 
explanation. The phenomenon of speaking in tongues was accepted by believers 
as a work of the Holy Spirit. All attempts to relate speaking with tongues with the 
ravings of heathen mystics and soothsayers as some do must be rejected as, in 
effect, an attack on the accuracy of the Scriptural revelation. 

There are good reasons for believing that Thayer’s position, illustrating the 
viewpoint of moderate opposition to considering all Scriptural references to 
tongues as essentially one, is based on an inadequate conception of the gift. By 
the express statement of Acts 11:15, the phenomenon of speaking in tongues 
in Caesarea was similar to the experience at Pentecost. If these two instances 
are essentially the same, Acts 19 would follow. It would be, certainly, arbitrary 
and strained exegesis to make a distinction when none is made in the text. 

The use of identical terms in reference to speaking with tongues in Acts and 
in 1 Corinthians leaves no foundation for a distinction. In all passages, the same 
vocabulary is used:    έω and γ ω σσ , in various grammatical constructions. On 
the basis of the Greek and the statement of the text no distinction is found. The 
appeal to psychology is at best an a priori argument based on presumption. 

Some have ignored the problem of Acts and attempted to solve the 
statements of 1 Corinthians by making all references to tongues a reference to 
the Hebrew language-i.e., an unknown language to the Corinthians. There is no 
basis for this in the text, nor does it warrant the designation a spiritual gift, if it 
concerns a language known to the speakers by natural means. 

The only safe principle to follow in discerning the doctrine of speaking in 
tongues is to assume that basically the gift is the same in its various references. 
Distinctions there are, as will be noted, but in each case speaking in tongues is 
real, not simply apparent; supernatural, not natural; a work of the Spirit, not a 
product of psychology or education; and a sign given particularly for 
unbelievers. 

The problem of whether the gift of tongues was temporary for the apostolic 
period or permanent throughout the dispensation must be settled on the basis of 
1 Corinthians alone. This problem becomes simpler if first the real character of 
speaking in tongues is determined. An examination of all the facts will 
substantiate the doctrine that speaking in tongues is not normal for the entire 
present age. 

 

(2) Speaking in Tongues in Acts. 

Previous discussion of the three notable passages in Acts (2:4; 10:46; 
19:6) has shown a unity in vocabulary, binding the instances together. It is 



evident that all are real, as proved both by the direct statement of Scripture, and 
the confirming evidence of those who heard them. All must have been 
supernatural in character, a work of the Holy Spirit. It remains to note that all the 
instances have their significance revealed in their character as signs. 

On the day of Pentecost, all the full-orbed work of the Spirit now enjoyed by 
believers came into being. In addition to the full reality of regeneration, believers 
were baptized into the body of Christ, indwelt by the Spirit, sealed unto the day 
of redemption, and filled with the Spirit. On the day of Pentecost the Church as 
the body of Christ began by the act of baptism. It is evident that some outward 
display of the fullness of the Spirit was fitting. In the providence of God, the 
ability to speak with tongues was given as a confirmation that God had wrought 
in them and as a token of the ultimate universal extension of the Gospel to all 
nations. 

In the preaching of the Gospel to Cornelius, a further important step was 
taken. The Gospel had been preached to gentiles before, but it was now being 
revealed that gentiles could accept the Gospel on the same basis as the Jews: 
they had equal privilege. This was the truth which was impressed upon Peter. 
Accordingly, God saw fit to endow the occasion with a display of divine power 
which reproduced to some extent the phenomena of speaking with tongues 
manifested at Pentecost. An outward token was needed, and God provided it. 

The third instance in Acts 19:6 offers another instance in which an outward 
sign was needed. The sign was needed not only to convince unbelievers, but also 
to confirm the faith of the believers who only then had come to know Him of 
whom John spake. 

The question has been raised whether these instances of speaking in tongues 
ever had repetition. In each case, the phenomenon was present only at the 
beginning of the Christian experience. The Acts is silent on any other similar 
instances. It is apparent from this that speaking in tongues was by no means a 
test of either salvation or spirituality in the early church. Its presence in genuine 
form was a testimony to the reality of salvation, but it was not indispensable, and 
was in fact, rare. Only in the Corinthian church, in the midst of heathen 
wickedness and idolatry, did God apparently bestow the gift in abundance. It is 
possible that a distinction obtained between speaking with tongues as an initial 
testimony to salvation and the gift of tongues as an abiding gift to be enjoyed 
through Christian experience. The experience of Cornelius, however, is expressly 
designated a gift (Acts 11:17), and there is no Scriptural basis for the 
distinction, though it may have existed. 

 

 



(3) Speaking in Tongues in 1 Corinthians. 

The occasion for the exposition of the subject of spiritual gifts in 1 Corinthians 
may have had its rise in the difficulties within the church which the epistle 
reveals. In any case, the exposition is full on all the important gifts. The subject 
is introduced with a full account of the spiritual gifts of the body of Christ and the 
believer’s place in that body. No mention is made of speaking in tongues until 1 
Corinthians 12:28, where it is mentioned last in a list which is clearly arranged 
in order of importance. In chapter 13, the important revelation is given that gifts 
are worthless except as used in love born of the Holy Spirit. Twice the subject of 
tongues is mentioned: first, tongues are declared to be a “sounding brass, or a 
tinkling cymbal” unless used in love (vs. 1); second, tongues with prophecy and 
knowledge are said to be temporary, “whether there be tongues, they shall 
cease” (vs. 8). The entire chapter which follows deals more or less with the 
problem of tongues and prophecy in the church. In chapter fourteen, a number 
of important points are made.  First, tongues are declared inferior to prophecy as 
a means of edification, exhortation, and comfort (1 Cor 14:1–12). Their 
inferiority lies in the fact that no one could understand them. In later discussion, 
Paul states that five words with understanding are of more benefit than ten 
thousand words in a tongue (1 Cor 14:19). 

Second, tongues should not be used in the assembly unless an interpreter is 
present (1 Cor 14:13–20). While the Corinthians are permitted to pray in an 
unknown tongue in private, Paul indicates that prayer with understanding is 
better (1 Cor 14:15). 

Third, tongues are declared to be a sign to unbelievers, and not intended 
primarily for the edification of believers (1 Cor 14:21–22). Speaking in tongues 
will fail to convince unbelievers, however, unless there is order (vs. 23), but even 
here prophecy is the greater gift leading to faith and worship (vss. 24, 25). 

Fourth, tongues as well as the gift of prophecy should be regulated and used 
only when it will result in edification of the church (vss. 26–38). Only two or 
three are to be permitted to speak in a tongue, and then only if an interpreter be 
present (vss. 27, 28). Women are not to be permitted to speak as a prophet or in 
tongues in the church (vs. 34, 35). He exhorts them, “Let all things be done 
decently and in order.” It is evident that these rules, if applied, would remove 
from the modern tongues movements their unscriptural and injurious practices. 

Fifth, speaking in tongues must, on the one hand, be not forbidden, but, on 
the other hand, the gift of prophecy was much superior and to be coveted (vs. 
39). 

 

 



(4) Speaking in Tongues a Temporary Gift. 

It is, of course, impossible for anyone to prove experimentally that 
speaking in tongues cannot occur today. It may be demonstrated, however, 
that speaking in tongues is not essential to God’s purpose now, and that there 
are good reasons to believe that most if not all the phenomena which are 
advanced as proof of modern speaking in tongues is either psychological or 
demonic activity. A most convincing argument is the history of the tongues 
movement with its excesses and its obvious evil characteristics. Some earnest 
Christians, however, are numbered among those claiming to speak in 
tongues, and in the nature of the case it is not possible to examine the 
experience of everyone. The evils of the tongues movement have not arisen 
from the belief in speaking in tongues, but rather in the neglect of the 
Scriptures in their teaching on the subject, their regulation of the gift, and 
the modern false doctrine of tongues itself. 

Three important lines of argument substantiate the claim that speaking in 
tongues was a temporary gift. First, by its character as a sign, tongues are no 
longer needed. Isaiah predicted, “With stammering lips and another tongue will 
he speak to this people” (Isa 28:11; cf. 1 Cor 14:21). The fulfillment being 
fully established, there is no further need of the sign. Second, some other 
spiritual gifts are temporary, as illustrated in the gift of apostleship, the gift of 
prophecy, the gift of miracles, and the gift of healing. It was apparently God’s 
purpose to withdraw the unusual phenomena which attended the early church. 

Third, it is predicted that tongues would cease (1 Cor 13:8). In view of the 
fact that tongues as mentioned in the context refers to the gift of tongues, it is 
reasonable to conclude that the same reference is here. On the basis of both 
inference and specific reference, the gift of tongues is revealed to be a 
temporary provision of God for the apostolic period. 

 

(5) The Danger of Abuse of the Doctrine. 

It is apparent from 1 Corinthians that speaking with tongues by its very 
nature is peculiarly liable to abuse. With this in view, certain facts may be 
restated in conclusion. First, speaking in tongues is the least of all spiritual gifts. 
It was, therefore, not to be exalted as an evidence of great spiritual power or 
usefulness. The prominence given to it by certain sects is quite apart from the 
Scriptures. Second, speaking in tongues was in no sense a test of salvation. By 
its very nature as a gift, it is clear that not all Christians possessed it even in 
apostolic times. The total lack of reference outside of Acts and 1 Corinthians 
must presume that it was non-essential. If tongues were essential even as an 
outward sign of inward salvation, it is inconceivable that it should not be given a 



prominent place in the plan of salvation. It is significant that neither the Gospel 
of John nor Romans mentions it. 

Third, the gift of speaking in tongues was no indication of spirituality. Of all 
the churches to whom Paul wrote, the Corinthian church manifested the most 
carnality and gross sin, yet speaking in tongues was more in evidence here than 
in the other churches. It is a matter of history that the tongues movement has 
not led in holiness of living, but rather has been guilty of all manner of excesses. 
Many godly men and women through the centuries have been entirely aloof from 
any experience of speaking in tongues. 

Fourth, speaking in tongues is not inseparable from baptism of the Spirit. 
According to 1 Corinthians 12:13, every Christian is baptized by the Spirit, but 
it is obvious that all Christians do not speak in tongues. The attempt to make 
speaking in tongues a necessary condition for baptism of the Spirit is one of 
many evils attending abuse of the Scriptural doctrine. 

 

The Gift of Interpreting Tongues. 

In connection with the bestowal of the gift of speaking in tongues upon some 
in the early church, there was need for others to interpret what was spoken. It is 
possible that in some cases speaking in tongues became the vehicle for 
revelation, though it is sharply distinguished from prophecy. It consisted mostly 
in ecstatic ascriptions of adoration and worship. The gift of interpreting tongues 
(1 Cor 12:10; 14:26–28) was simply the divinely-wrought ability to translate 
the speech of those speaking in tongues. If speaking in tongues is no longer 
existent in the church today, it is clear that the gift of interpreting tongues has 
likewise passed from the present purpose of God. 

     
Acts 2:1-21 

2 When the day of Pentecost came, they were all together in one place. 2 

Suddenly a sound like the blowing of a violent wind came from heaven and filled 
the whole house where they were sitting. 3 They saw what seemed to be tongues of 
fire that separated and came to rest on each of them. 4 All of them were filled with 
the Holy Spirit and began to speak in other tonguesa as the Spirit enabled them.  

5 Now there were staying in Jerusalem God-fearing Jews from every nation under 
heaven. 6 When they heard this sound, a crowd came together in bewilderment, 
because each one heard them speaking in his own language. 7 Utterly amazed, they 
asked: "Are not all these men who are speaking Galileans? 8 Then how is it that each 
of us hears them in his own native language? 9 Parthians, Medes and Elamites; 
residents of Mesopotamia, Judea and Cappadocia, Pontus and Asia, 10 Phrygia and 
Pamphylia, Egypt and the parts of Libya near Cyrene; visitors from Rome 11 (both 
Jews and converts to Judaism); Cretans and Arabs — we hear them declaring the 



wonders of God in our own tongues!" 12 Amazed and perplexed, they asked one 
another, "What does this mean?"  

13 Some, however, made fun of them and said, "They have had too much wine."b  

14 Then Peter stood up with the Eleven, raised his voice and addressed the 
crowd: "Fellow Jews and all of you who live in Jerusalem, let me explain this to 
you; listen carefully to what I say. 15 These men are not drunk, as you suppose. It's 
only nine in the morning! 16 No, this is what was spoken by the prophet Joel:  

17 "'In the last days, God says, I will pour out my Spirit on all people. Your sons and 
daughters will prophesy, your young men will see visions, your old men will 
dream dreams.  18 Even on my servants, both men and women, I will pour out my 
Spirit in those days, and they will prophesy.  19 I will show wonders in the heaven 
above and signs on the earth below, blood and fire and billows of smoke.  20 The 
sun will be turned to darkness and the moon to blood before the coming of the 
great and glorious day of the Lord.  21 And everyone who calls on the name of 
the Lord will be saved.'c  

     
Acts 10:44-46 

44 While Peter was still speaking these words, the Holy Spirit came on all who 
heard the message. 45 The circumcised believers who had come with Peter were 
astonished that the gift of the Holy Spirit had been poured out even on the 
Gentiles. 46 For they heard them speaking in tonguesb and praising God. 

     
Acts 19:6-7 

6 When Paul placed his hands on them, the Holy Spirit came on them, and they 
spoke in tonguesc and prophesied. 7 There were about twelve men in all.  

     
1 Cor 14 

14 Follow the way of love and eagerly desire spiritual gifts, especially the gift of 

prophecy. 2 For anyone who speaks in a tonguea does not speak to men but to God. 
Indeed, no one understands him; he utters mysteries with his spirit.b  3 But 
everyone who prophesies speaks to men for their strengthening, encouragement 
and comfort. 4 He who speaks in a tongue edifies himself, but he who prophesies 
edifies the church. 5 I would like every one of you to speak in tongues,c but I would 
rather have you prophesy. He who prophesies is greater than one who speaks in 
tongues,d unless he interprets, so that the church may be edified.  

6 Now, brothers, if I come to you and speak in tongues, what good will I be to 
you, unless I bring you some revelation or knowledge or prophecy or word of 
instruction? 7 Even in the case of lifeless things that make sounds, such as the flute 
or harp, how will anyone know what tune is being played unless there is a 
distinction in the notes? 8 Again, if the trumpet does not sound a clear call, who 
will get ready for battle? 9 So it is with you. Unless you speak intelligible words with 
your tongue, how will anyone know what you are saying? You will just be speaking 



into the air. 10 Undoubtedly there are all sorts of languages in the world, yet none 
of them is without meaning. 11 If then I do not grasp the meaning of what someone 
is saying, I am a foreigner to the speaker, and he is a foreigner to me. 12 So it is 
with you. Since you are eager to have spiritual gifts, try to excel in gifts that build 
up the church.  

13 For this reason anyone who speaks in a tongue should pray that he may 
interpret what he says. 14 For if I pray in a tongue, my spirit prays, but my mind is 
unfruitful. 15 So what shall I do? I will pray with my spirit, but I will also pray with 
my mind; I will sing with my spirit, but I will also sing with my mind. 16 If you are 
praising God with your spirit, how can one who finds himself among those who do 
not understande say "Amen" to your thanksgiving, since he does not know what you 
are saying? 17 You may be giving thanks well enough, but the other man is not 
edified.  

18 I thank God that I speak in tongues more than all of you. 19 But in the church I 
would rather speak five intelligible words to instruct others than ten thousand 
words in a tongue.  

20 Brothers, stop thinking like children. In regard to evil be infants, but in your 
thinking be adults. 21 In the Law it is written: 

"Through men of strange tongues and through the lips of foreigners I will speak to 
this people, but even then they will not listen to me,"f  says the Lord.  
22 Tongues, then, are a sign, not for believers but for unbelievers; prophecy, 

however, is for believers, not for unbelievers. 23 So if the whole church comes 
together and everyone speaks in tongues, and some who do not understandg or 
some unbelievers come in, will they not say that you are out of your mind? 24 But if 
an unbeliever or someone who does not understandh comes in while everybody is 
prophesying, he will be convinced by all that he is a sinner and will be judged by 
all, 25 and the secrets of his heart will be laid bare. So he will fall down and 
worship God, exclaiming, "God is really among you!"  

26 What then shall we say, brothers? When you come together, everyone has a 
hymn, or a word of instruction, a revelation, a tongue or an interpretation. All of 
these must be done for the strengthening of the church. 27 If anyone speaks in a 
tongue, two — or at the most three — should speak, one at a time, and someone 
must interpret. 28 If there is no interpreter, the speaker should keep quiet in the 
church and speak to himself and God.  

29 Two or three prophets should speak, and the others should weigh carefully 
what is said. 30 And if a revelation comes to someone who is sitting down, the first 
speaker should stop. 31 For you can all prophesy in turn so that everyone may be 
instructed and encouraged. 32 The spirits of prophets are subject to the control of 
prophets. 33 For God is not a God of disorder but of peace. 

As in all the congregations of the saints, 34 women should remain silent in the 
churches. They are not allowed to speak, but must be in submission, as the Law 
says. 35 If they want to inquire about something, they should ask their own 
husbands at home; for it is disgraceful for a woman to speak in the church.  



36 Did the word of God originate with you? Or are you the only people it has 
reached? 37 If anybody thinks he is a prophet or spiritually gifted, let him 
acknowledge that what I am writing to you is the Lord's command. 38 If he ignores 
this, he himself will be ignored.i  

39 Therefore, my brothers, be eager to prophesy, and do not forbid speaking in 
tongues. 40 But everything should be done in a fitting and orderly way.  

 

     
1 Cor 13:8-13 

8 Love never fails. But where there are prophecies, they will cease; where there 
are tongues, they will be stilled; where there is knowledge, it will pass away. 9 For 
we know in part and we prophesy in part, 10 but when perfection comes, the 
imperfect disappears. 11 When I was a child, I talked like a child, I thought like a 
child, I reasoned like a child. When I became a man, I put childish ways behind me. 
12 Now we see but a poor reflection as in a mirror; then we shall see face to face. 
Now I know in part; then I shall know fully, even as I am fully known. 13 And now 
these three remain: faith, hope and love. But the greatest of these is love.  


