
Sermon 147: Romans 12:6-8: The Gift of Tongues: Part Two

OUTLINE

Were tongues languages?
Were tongues mysteries in the Spirit?

INTRODUCTION

As we continue with our look at tongues let me begin with a statement.  The modern day 
phenomenon of tongues that is found in the Charismatic church is not the biblical gift of 
tongues.  We have already seen the faulty foundations that this modern practice is built on 
as we look at how the practice and its teaching began by looking at Charles Parham.  Now 
there are those who agree and say that the gift of tongues therefore is to be distinguished 
from the tongues that is given as an evidence of the baptism of the Spirit.  But we also 
looked at the idea of the Spirit as an evidence of being baptised in the Spirit and saw that 
every Christian is baptised in the Spirit when they believe and there is no evidence of a 
normative second experience with the evidence of speaking in tongues.  

Today we want to continue our look at tongues answering a number of important questions 
from the bible.  1 Cor. 14:1-25 will be our primary text from which we will also reference 
many other verses.  1 Cor. 14 is the longest and most in depth explanation of tongues in the
Bible.  

Were tongues languages?

Let us read 1 Cor. 14:1-2 and then begin to answer our first question, were tongues actual 
languages?  ‘Pursue love, and earnestly desire the spiritual gifts, especially that you may 
prophesy. 2 For one who speaks in a tongue speaks not to men but to God; for no one 
understands him, but he utters mysteries in the Spirit.’  Paul is writing to the Corinthian 
church, a church which stands out as having an unusual manifestation of spiritual gifts, 1:6. 
It is the only letter Paul writes where the gift of tongues is mentioned by Paul.  1 Corinthians
addresses a number of questions asked by the Corinthians.  1 Corinthians 11-14 Paul 
addresses a number of questions related to their worship, head coverings, the Lord’s Supper,
and from 12-14 the gifts with the famous love chapter in 13.  So when Paul says, ‘Pursue 
love,’ this is leading directly from 1 Cor. 13.  It appears as if the Corinthians who are prone 
to divisions are divided not only over following men, over mistreating each other 
inconsiderately with regard to food offered to idols, as well as not waiting for each other at 
the Lord’s Supper, they were also immature and using gifts to cause divisions.  In particular 
it seems that tongues was of special interest.  Paul wants these Corinthians to desire the 
gifts, but not as they have been, he wants them to understand that the gifts are given for 
service not self-promotion.  So love must be the driving force in all their desire to see the 
gifts among them.  This said he also encourages them to desire the gifts.  Paul sees the gifts
as God’s way of serving the body and the means by which we grow.  This is not an 
encouragement to seek out supernatural things for their own sake, but rather any means by 
which we can serve one another in love.  Paul is trying to show them how they should want 
the gifts and gives them an example of how to desire correctly.  He tells them to desire 
prophecy.  Why?  V2 is the answer.  ‘For one who speaks in a tongue speaks not to men but 
to God; for no one understands him, but he utters mysteries in the Spirit.’  V3 clarifies that 
prophesy builds up those who hear but tongues only builds up the person praying.  We 
cannot obey Paul’s command because prophecy is no longer an active gift as it was 



revelational and foundational; we apply his point by putting our energy into those gifts 
which benefit others.  

Let us consider tongues.  Firstly notice how differently Paul speaks about them.  Did you 
notice that he said ‘a tongue’ in the singular and not our usual plural way?  The original 
mention of the gift is ‘various kinds of tongues’ v10, 28.  And since Paul speaks here in the 
singular he is singling out a single language from many in this single utterance.  Go through 
chapter 14 and you will see that he speaks often of a tongue, but when speaking of a group
or a number of languages he employs the plural.  I choose to emphasize this point because 
I want to draw attention to our lack of precision.  We all assume that we know what Paul is 
talking about yet we talk so differently to him.  We default to tongues and it becomes a 
imprecision that hides what Paul is alluding to.

The big question we need to address is this one: are tongues actual languages?  We have 
three options.  Firstly, tongues are literal human languages like Zulu, Maori, Hindi, etc.  
Secondly, that tongues include both languages of men and angels.  This is usually the 
qualifier when we can prove that the language is no known human language.  Thirdly, that 
tongues are a form of ecstatic speech enabled by the Spirit which is not a language in any 
traditional sense but a conveyor of spiritual truth, and interpretation is necessary not merely
translation.  So repetitive phrases are merely vehicles of spiritual information that is not 
conveyed like ordinary speech.  I will argue that the gift of various tongues is literally the 
gift of various human languages not angelic tongues or free verbalizing.

Since 1 Corinthians is Paul’s only letter that mentions this gift we must look at Acts 2:4-11 
for our understanding or this gift.  When we do we see that the word ‘glossa’ which is the 
usual word for language is used to describe the fact that there were many recognizable 
languages spoken on the day of Pentecost.  The same word is used by Paul to describe 
various kinds of tongues in 1 Corinthians.  In other words these were recognizable 
languages.  Now if you are familiar with the KJV, you will have the phrase ‘unknown tongues’
rattling around in your memories, please note that there are 6 times the word unknown is 
used but which is not in the original Greek, this is indicated by it appearing in italics.  I make
this point to highlight that we must not think some strange form of speech is occurring 
different to Acts.  Likewise the word ‘interpret’ in 1 Cor. 14 is the usual word for translate, 
when we translate one language to another.  Some people might think it has broader 
connotations like when we interpret modern art which is something amorphous, the word 
interpret is the usual word for translate.  

This is the most natural reading of the text, yet because it has been proven that the modern
phenomenon is not a known human language it is claimed then that it must be the language
of angels Paul mentions in 1 Cor. 13:1, ‘If I speak in the tongues of men and of angels, but 
have not love, I am a noisy gong or a clanging cymbal.’  Is Paul positively teaching us that 
we will in fact be able to speak in the languages of angels?  I would answer no for these 
reasons.  Firstly, in the context of 1 Cor. 13 Paul is speaking hyperbolically.  He speaks about
knowing all mysteries as a prophet, no one but Christ did.  He speaks of having all faith; 
giving up all we have and even our bodies to be burned.  In each case Paul is trying to say 
that you can have the highest hypothetically possible case of something but without love 
you are nothing.  To press Paul as making a doctrinal statement is pressing him too far.  
Secondly, there is a mention in the Testament of Job 11:27-28, ‘Then did the other daughter
by the name of Amalthea’s Horn (Keren Happukh) gird herself and her mouth spoke in the 
language of those on high; for her heart was transformed, being lifted above the worldly 
things.  She spoke in the dialect of the Cherubim, singing the praise of the Ruler of the 



cosmic powers (virtues) and extolling their (His?) glory.’1  This may be Paul drawing on 
apocryphal phenomenon to make his point.  Sinclair Ferguson suggests that perhaps the 
false teachers who denied the resurrection because they would be like angels also promoted
angel tongues.  Thirdly, in 1 Cor. 14:21 Paul quotes Is. 28:11 to refer to tongues and in 
Isaiah it was the language of the Babylonians not angels.  Fourthly, we see in 1 Cor. 14:22 
that tongues are a sign for unbelievers, in particular for the unbelieving Jews that the 
Messiah had come, it is unsuitable that angelic tongues be seen as the sign, since Pentecost 
marks the day of Gentile salvation beginning.  Fifthly, Pentecost is a reversal of Babel and a 
sign of the gospel for all nations to come.  If 1 Cor. 14 is the same as Acts and Acts is a 
reversal of Babel, then normal languages would be the best explanation for the 
phenomenon not angel tongues.  

Ok you might say, then it is not a traditional language at all, it is ecstatic speech where the 
Spirit is praying in my spirit and the words that come out of my mouth are incidental.  
Interpretation is a communication of what the Spirit is saying and not a translation of the 
noises out of my mouth.  You know you are reaching when you are here.  I remember being
in bible college and this was what the teacher thought could be possible.  I remember losing
my temper in class because of the folly of this point.  Some have suggested on this account 
that the day of Pentecost saw a gift of hearing not of speaking, and that the form of the 
speaking can be seen as incidental.  This position has strengthened in light of modern 
studies on tongues.  J I Packer records in his book Keep in Step with the Spirit how linguists,
sociologists, doctors, psychiatrists and pastors have studied the phenomenon first hand.  He
says, ‘Whatever glossolalists may believe to the contrary, glossolalia is not language in the 
ordinary sense….’2  ‘It is rather, a willed and welcomed vocal event in which, in a context of 
attention to religious realities, the tongues operates within ones mood but apart from one’s 
mind in a way comparable to the fantasy language of children, the scat singing of Louis 
Armstrong, yodelling in the Alps, and warbling under the shower or in the bath.  Dennis 
Bennett, who was a pioneer of charismatic renewal in the Episcopal Church, actually 
identifies childish pseudolanguages with the glossolalic gift and on this basis claims that ‘it is
not unusual to find a person who has been speaking in tongues ever since childhood but 
who did not know the significance of what he or she was doing.’3  Bennett sees this infantile 
jabbering as the gift of tongues.  They are viewed not as languages as at Pentecost but 
something totally different, in fact something everyone has already done and can do; a type 
of free vocalizing.  Packer concludes that the claims of the restorationist, someone who 
believes God is restoring the gifts to the church, that this is the return of the biblical gift of 
tongues is obviously wrong.  

Now some Cessationists who see that this gift has not been restored do leave open the 
possibility for a therapeutic use.  Many will testify to the difference praying in tongues makes
to their state of wellbeing.  Some view a possible place for an emotional ejaculation that 
expresses joy or hope that transcends our western conservatism, but add that there is 
content to the mind in broad terms though the mind is not computing specifics.  I would 
rather say that we should learn to be more expressive and not leave the unbiblical 
impression that their meaningless outbursts are in any way a fulfilment of the gift of 
tongues.  I think we should take Jesus teaching to heart that in prayer we should not heap 
up empty phrases as the Gentiles do, Matt. 6:7; and meaningless repeated phrases is 

1 https://www.scribd.com/document/1251114/Testament-of-Job-Revised-English

2 Pg. 168.
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exactly what this modern phenomenon is.  I agree with something we heard Al Mohler say 
this week, prayer in not therapy, so I cannot advocate an adjusted acceptance, trying to 
somehow redeem an unbiblical practice.  I used to free vocalize and call it tongues, and I 
would have all the perceived psychological benefits.  You can’t help but feel enthused when 
you think God is doing a miracle through you; you can’t help but feel important when you 
are praying an irresistible prayer that God must answer and the devil cannot prevent; I also 
felt a state of euphoria through the changed breathing patterns and strenuous exertions in 
what we perceived were the labour pains of praying in the Spirit before a breakthrough or 
birth happened which was followed by singing in the Spirit.  But I have put all of this away 
as false and self-deceiving.  Was God merciful to me and meet me and even give me deep 
experiences of His love and presence in these times, I would say yes.  But I have also had 
experiences since and will not continue to self-deceive because God is gracious to idiots like 
me.

This emotional aspect is one of the reasons why so many are attached to tongues.  Just 
consider what is happening when in a large church everyone raises their hands to heaven 
and loudly sing and pray and shout their love and praise to God in free vocalizing.  At what 
other time do you do this?  Now there are personalities that are naturally uncomfortable 
with this, but as westerners I hope you can see the appeal of the release and emotional 
euphoria this would create.  The emotions associated with those sorts of events are what 
people authenticate their experiences with.  The liberty, the joy, the perceived reality of God,
the unity with God’s people in praise, all make up the proof for why their experiences must 
be real tongues.  

Are you aware of how deeply impressionable and leadable you all are.  God has made us to 
move as a community, we have a built in radar to learn our cues by imitation.  This basic 
instinct is what guides our teens into copying others they encounter through media, instead 
of their parents, or the godly example in their village.  Packer puts it this way: ‘group beliefs 
shape group expectations, and group expectations shape individual experience.  A group 
with its own teachers and literature can mold the thoughts and experiences of its members 
to a startling degree.  Specifically, when  it is believed that an enhanced sense of God and 
His love to you in Christ and His enabling power (the Spirit’s anointing), accompanied by 
tongues, on the model of the apostle’s experience in Acts 2, is the norm, this experience will
certainly be sought and found.’4  In other words, we can have experiences based on the 
expectations of the group and then interpret those experiences through the lenses of the 
groups beliefs.  We must make sure that we are not being governed by our emotions or the 
beliefs of the group we are a part of, but by what the bible teaches.  I see tongues as real 
human languages and not spiritual free vocalizing.  

Were tongues mysteries in the Spirit?

We continue our look at 1 Cor. 14:2, ‘For one who speaks in a tongue speaks not to men but
to God; for no one understands him, but he utters mysteries in the Spirit.’  Two further 
issues are put to us from this verse.  The first is the nature of tongues as prayer; the second
is the nature of tongues as uttering mysteries.  

We find in our text and in many other references in 1 Cor. 14 that tongues is presented as 
prayer or praise, v14-15.  The reason this is an issue is because there are those who want to
try and make a distinction between a public and evangelistic type of tongues over against 
the private prayer language type.  The distinction is made between the gift of tongues being
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the public type and the private prayer language being the universal evidence of the baptism 
in the Spirit.  We have already shown how this notion of a second baptism is unbiblical.  And
if we look at Acts when people spoke in various tongues we see that they were not 
necessarily evangelistic sermons as opposed to a private prayer language.  Acts 10:46-47, 
‘For they were hearing them speaking in tongues and extolling God. Then Peter declared, 47
"Can anyone withhold water for baptizing these people, who have received the Holy Spirit 
just as we have?"’  Peter compares these God extolling tongues to the way it fell in Acts 2.  
A hard distinction between public evangelistic tongues and private prayer is unsustainable.  
To relegate Acts 2 tongues to mere evangelism is to miss the point of the signs at Pentecost 
and to set up a false contrast between tongues for evangelistic purposes and tongues for 
prayer.  It should be pointed out that Peter preached a sermon which led to the conversion 
of thousands, he preached in the common language of all the people, the evangelism was 
not conducted in tongues.    

Hence as we return to 1 Cor. 14:2 which talks about speaking to God, although it could 
make good sense to take it as ‘you could only be speaking to God as no one else 
understands,’ it makes better sense to understand it as a natural reference to prayer.

A second issue raised is the matter of what Paul means by ‘he utters mysteries in the Spirit.’ 
A first reading might be, ‘he utters things not understood by his hearers in the Spirit.’  In this
understanding mysteries is literally that which is unknown.  However, the notion of mysteries
in Paul is a much deeper and richer notion.  In the NT one often finds the word to have a 
theological significance referring to things once hidden now revealed.  The word mystery 
speaks of what they once were not what they now are.  Paul makes very clear this use of 
mystery as he refers to his unique function as an apostle and his role in revealing the 
mystery of Christ, Eph. 3:1-6, ‘For this reason I, Paul, a prisoner for Christ Jesus on behalf of
you Gentiles--- 2 assuming that you have heard of the stewardship of God's grace that was 
given to me for you, 3 how the mystery was made known to me by revelation, as I have 
written briefly. 4 When you read this, you can perceive my insight into the mystery of Christ,
5 which was not made known to the sons of men in other generations as it has now been 
revealed to his holy apostles and prophets by the Spirit. 6 This mystery is that the Gentiles 
are fellow heirs, members of the same body, and partakers of the promise in Christ Jesus 
through the gospel.’  By this definition we understand Paul to be saying that those who pray 
in tongues are speaking by the Spirit and they are uttering these profound gospel mysteries.
However, the crying shame is that where prophecy makes them understood without 
interpretation tongues does not make them clear to edify, encourage and console.

Here is the point I want to make, tongues is not merely a personal prayer language but an 
inspired means of revealing the mysteries of the gospel by means of prayer and praise.  In 
other words, tongues like prophecy is a Spirit enabled speaking with the same content, but 
unless interpreted tongues is useless to the hearers.  Let me make it clearer, tongues with 
interpretation, because we are declaring mysteries by the Spirit when praying in tongues, it 
is equal to prophecy.  Although tongues are often in the form of praise and prayer this is not
a hindrance to the fact that it is a means of revealing gospel mysteries.  Psalms are 
revelation as well as prayer and praise, there are hymns used by Paul to teach gospel 
mysteries, and the book of Revelation has high praise which reveals the mysteries of the 
gospel.  

Let us explore all the ways that interpreted tongues is said to equal prophecy.  Firstly, it 
should be noted that tongues and prophecy are often tied together, not only in this chapter 
but even as tongues broke out in Acts, 19:6, ‘And when Paul had laid his hands on them, the
Holy Spirit came on them, and they began speaking in tongues and prophesying.’  Secondly, 



we see Peter interpreting the tongues on the day of Pentecost as the fulfilment of the Spirit 
falling on all flesh and enabling sons and daughters to prophesy, 2:17, ‘ "'And in the last 
days it shall be, God declares, that I will pour out my Spirit on all flesh, and your sons and 
your daughters shall prophesy, and your young men shall see visions, and your old men 
shall dream dreams’.  Please note that there is no mention of tongues in Joel 2, but Peter is 
willing to equate them.  This is especially significant as this ability to speak in tongues is 
described in a similar way to prophecy, 2:4, ‘And they were all filled with the Holy Spirit and 
began to speak in other tongues as the Spirit gave them utterance.’  Thirdly, we must not 
miss the content of tongues begin mysteries, the same mysteries that the apostle and 
prophets proclaimed.  And fourthly, in Paul’s explanation of the difference between prophecy
and tongues, 1 Cor. 14:5, ‘Now I want you all to speak in tongues, but even more to 
prophesy. The one who prophesies is greater than the one who speaks in tongues, unless 
someone interprets, so that the church may be built up.’  Here we see that interpreted 
tongues are put on a par with prophecy.  In fact he says the one who prophesies is only 
greater than the one speaking in tongues unless and until the tongue is interpreted then 
their value is the same.  Tongues plus interpretation is revelation by the Spirit.  If this 
parallel holds.  If it is true that tongues with interpretation is a revelation like prophecy then 
this gift of tongues will stand and fall with prophecy.  If prophecy ceases, then tongues 
cease too.  I believe prophecy has ceased and that tongues of this nature have ceased as 
well.  

Sermon 148: Romans 12:6-8: The gift of Tongues: Part Three

OUTLINE

Were tongues understood?
Were tongues a sign?

Were tongues understood?

The next question that comes to us arises from 1 Cor. 14:4, ‘The one who speaks in a 
tongue builds up himself, but the one who prophesies builds up the church.’  Here we are 
faced with a statement, the one who prophesies brings edification to others because they 
understand what is said as opposed to tongues.  Yet we are told that the only person who 
the person who speaks in tongues edifies is himself.  This is no small point.  Let me highlight
its importance.  If Paul is recommending prophecy to tongues on the basis of it being 
understood in order to edify, and the person who speaks in tongues is able to edify himself, 
does this mean that the person who speaks in tongues understands what he is saying?  If 
yes, then this would destroy all notions of tongues which suspend the mind, if no, how can 
Paul say the person edifies himself if in this chapter edification by understanding is the main
reason why prophecy is to be preferred to tongues?  The question we are attempting to 
answer is: did the person who prayed in tongues know what they were saying?  There are 
three main answers to this question.  The first is the Charismatic answer, that the edification
spoken of is the benefit gleaned by the prayer being answered.  In the circles I used to 
move in the notion was of a tank that you fill up each morning.  They agreed that we 
needed to be filled with the Spirit, and instead of viewing this as a putting down of the flesh 
in order to submit to the path of the Spirit of holiness, it was viewed as a filling by a tongues
tank up.  Each morning you get out of bed and pray till you are filled, it often included some
soaking sessions as well, and then you could go into your day with power.  This is the least 
likely interpretation if context means anything.  In the context Paul is not assuming a weird 
view of edification but is speaking about the merits of prophecy over tongues because it is 
understood and therefore able to edify.  The second view is the view held by Charles Hodge 



and others, that in contrast to the ecstatic speech of the pagan religions tongues is not a 
type of demonic possession where the person is a neutral vessel, but rather that the person 
praying does understand what they say.  The edification is limited to themselves because 
only they are understanding.  The immediate objection is this: if they understand then why 
do they need to pray in order to interpret.  The answer is that interpretation is not merely a 
matter of understanding but transmission as well.  I hold to a third view which sees the 
statement about edifying themselves in v4 as a thought that must be read in light of all Paul
is about to say.  It is not an unqualified statement but one that will soon be clarified.      

The key text to answer us is 1 Cor. 14:13-19, so let’s move from v6 and set it up that we 
can look at it.  

Paul is going to lay out some proofs for his point that prophesy is a gift more in line with 
love because it edifies, over tongues, unless tongues is interpreted.  He is going to illustrate 
the need for interpretation in order for tongues to benefit others and be in line with the 
nature of love which seeks to serve others.  V6, ‘Now, brothers, if I come to you speaking in
tongues, how will I benefit you unless I bring you some revelation or knowledge or 
prophecy or teaching?’  Here Paul shows how revelation, knowledge, prophecy and teaching
are all better than an uninterpreted tongue.  He illustrates this from the world of music, v7, 
‘If even lifeless instruments, such as the flute or the harp, do not give distinct notes, how 
will anyone know what is played?’  Remember that Paul is using this illustration to serve the 
point he is trying to make, that tongues without interpretation is not useful.  Some have 
tried to make the case for tongues as gabbering because of the lack of distinct notes 
mentioned, but this is to reemploy Paul illustration for a purpose he did not make it serve.  
The next illustration is from battle, v8, ‘And if the bugle gives an indistinct sound, who will 
get ready for battle?’  The point Paul is making is not about indistinct sounds but 
misunderstood sounds.  Paul makes clear his point in v9, ‘So with yourselves, if with your 
tongue you utter speech that is not intelligible, how will anyone know what is said? For you 
will be speaking into the air.’  Paul’s words, ‘so with yourselves’ draws attention to the fact 
that if the Corinthians have tongues with no interpretation they are not speaking to the 
people, but the air, though also to God.  But Paul’s point is that the point of love which is to 
serve the body is not met.  Paul goes on to show that although one can speak in many 
languages if there is no interpretation we are no better than strangers and foreigners to 
each other, and instead of our union in Christ being given expression it is hindered, v10-11, 
‘There are doubtless many different languages in the world, and none is without meaning, 
11 but if I do not know the meaning of the language, I will be a foreigner to the speaker 
and the speaker a foreigner to me.’  He sees they are eager for gifts and does not 
discourage them, but rather to want them rightly, v12, ‘So with yourselves, since you are 
eager for manifestations of the Spirit, strive to excel in building up the church.’  

This is a very practical point that Paul.  Our gifts are not for ourselves but for others.  We 
should never seek to use our gift for self-promotion, for recognition, to serve a political 
agenda like feminism, but in the spirit of love as God has outlined.  Is this how you view 
your gifts?  Are you in it for others or not?  

We come now to the key text which deals with whether the one who speaks in tongues does
in fact understand what they pray.  Paul begins this section in v13 with the logical conclusion
from the discussion so far.  If you are eager for the spiritual gifts, good, then be eager for 
the gifts that build up the body, and if you are eager for tongues pray for the ability to 
interpret so that the body will be built up.  V13, ‘Therefore, one who speaks in a tongue 
should pray for the power to interpret.’  



I want to lay out the view that says that the person who prays in tongues does in fact 
understand what they say, and how they interpret v13-19.  I am deeply sympathetic to the 
view and wish I could believe it.  It is one of those views that really would make everything 
very simple.  You see if we could prove that those who prayed in tongues did in fact 
understand what they were saying, the modern phenomenon of tongues which is a verbal 
machine gun with a passive mind would be destroyed and everyone would have a clear 
understanding that modern version of tongues could not possibly be the biblical one.  

V14, ‘For if I pray in a tongue, my spirit prays but my mind is unfruitful.’  The keys to this 
view are the views of man and prayer and edification that puts pressure on this verse to see
it a certain way.  Firstly, the separation of spirit and mind is not viewed as a biblical 
distinction.  The obvious way to highlight this point is to ask whether the spirits of righteous 
men made perfect in heaven have minds.  Is this a legitimate separation to make, even a 
possible separation?  To which they answer, no.  Secondly, the notion of prayer is one of 
personally engaging with God with heart, and mind.  Are we really praying if we are not 
thinking?  Thirdly, when Paul say the person who prays edifies himself, in the context 
edification only comes by understanding.  
So they look at this verse and interpret it this way.  ‘When I pray in tongues, I under the 
influence of the Holy Spirit am praying but my mind for the purpose of instructing others is 
unfruitful.’  In other words, my spirit praying is short hand for my understood prayers which 
can edify me because I understand them; and my mind praying is shorthand for a correctly 
translated and relayed communication for the benefit of others.  The unfruitfulness of the 
mind is not his own mind but unfruitful in bringing edification to others.  
V15 is seen as giving examples of praying and singing for one’s own edification and then 
another’s.  
v16 is seen as clarifying Paul’s point, ‘Otherwise, if you give thanks with your spirit, how can 
anyone in the position of an outsider say "Amen" to your thanksgiving when he does not 
know what you are saying?’  Paul does not hint that you don’t understand your own 
thanksgiving, but that another does not.
V19 is seen as really clarifying the way Paul uses praying with the mind, ‘Nevertheless, in 
church I would rather speak five words with my mind in order to instruct others, than ten 
thousand words in a tongue.’  The addition of ‘in order to instruct others’ is Paul point about 
interpreting the text for another’s edification.  As much as I want it to mean this I cannot in 
conscience see it that way. 

My difficulties are these.  Firstly, the interpretation of verse 4 where the one who prays 
edifies himself need not mean that he understands his tongues as he is praying it.  Paul may
very well be giving a general point that needs further qualification.  It appears to me that 
Paul makes quite clear that the only way tongues will benefit the person is if it is 
interpreted.  Paul does not stress the point of interpretation serving personal edification 
because he is arguing the need to pursue gifts which edify others.
Secondly, the sense in which Paul says, ‘my spirit’ and ‘my mind’ have to be made to mean 
very different things under this form of interpretation.  So much so that ‘my mind’ means 
something closer to ‘your mind’  
Thirdly, in order to sustain this view the gift of interpretation has to be added to in order to 
be more than merely translating but also a case of inspired transmission which is not implied
anywhere but must be added without warrant.
My understanding along with others sticks to the simple understanding of the text, that we 
do not understand our own tongues, and so need interpretation for them to edify ourselves 
or others.  The value of this discussion is to exclude the notion of edification that views 
some mechanical view that sees us as a tank needing filling.  



Were tongues a sign?

In the next section v20-25 Paul is going to tell the Corinthians not to be childish in their 
understanding.  But in the context of his discussion he mentions that tongues are a sign for 
unbelievers, in order to better understand the bible’s view of tongues in distinction from the 
modern view we need to put our thoughts to this question, were tongues a sign?  

V20, ‘Brothers, do not be children in your thinking. Be infants in evil, but in your thinking be 
mature.’  Notice Paul’s loving rebuke, he uses a term of endearment, ‘brothers,’ but then tells
them to stop being so childish in their thinking.  They have failed to be mature, a sign of 
maturity is the ability to act responsibly and not to be so self-centred but to serve others.  
The Corinthians it seems are obsessed with the external show of tongues as children do and
have overemphasized it to the detriment of the church.  Paul tells them to be adults in their 
thinking and then gives them a dose of adult education when it comes to tongues. 

V21, ‘In the Law it is written, "By people of strange tongues and by the lips of foreigners will
I speak to this people, and even then they will not listen to me, says the Lord."’  In thinking 
like Adults Paul introduces us to some of the OT teaching on tongues.  Now there is no gift 
of tongues practiced in the OT but there is significance in the presence of other languages in
the congregation of God’s people.  Paul quotes Is. 28:11-12.  And this is in turn a fulfilment 
of Deut. 28:49 which promises the invasion of nations with unknown speech when Israel 
breaks the covenant.  
Paul illuminates his use of the OT in v22, ‘Thus tongues are a sign not for believers but for 
unbelievers, while prophecy is a sign not for unbelievers but for believers.’  Here is what he 
is saying.  In the OT when the people of God were disobedient, a sign to the unbelieving 
Jews that they were under God’s judgement for their sin was the presence of people who 
speak in unknown languages.  In the first place the implication is clear for the Corinthians, 
do you want to create a scenario that repeats the conditions of judgement?  You may think 
it a blessing for everyone to be going crazy speaking in tongues but in the OT this was a 
sign of judgement not blessing.  But we must go further and recognise the redemptive 
historical significance of Pentecost for Israel if this is the case.  If tongues is a sign of God’s 
judgement on Israel what is Pentecost to Israel?  It is the greatest sign of pending 
judgement upon a people who have committed the greatest sin.  They have killed and 
rejected their own Messiah and God will judge Israel; He will destroy the temple, the age of 
the Gentiles has come and the era of the Theocracy is over.  This accounts for that little 
understood verse in Acts 2:40, ‘And with many other words he bore witness and continued 
to exhort them, saying, "Save yourselves from this crooked generation."’  And then we are 
told that 3000 got saved.  Part of what convinced these unbelievers that they needed 
salvation was the presence of the tongues as a sign of God’s wrath upon Israel.  Have we 
been so childish in our thinking that we have failed to recognise this key aspect of tongues? 
When we speak to those who seek tongues as a wonder to captivate the unbeliever’s mind 
do they conceive how the unbelievers in Acts 2 understood it and why it was crucial in 
helping them believe?  Is this OT appreciation for tongues as a sign to unbelievers the 
baseline assumption of the 21st century person that as soon as they see a restoration of 
tongues we can expect a similar response?  Obviously not, we are still childish in our 
understanding.  (In the same way prophecy is a sign for believers, how?  It is the sign that 
the Spirit in fulfilment of Joel is upon us, upon all flesh, the New Covenant has come.)  

A big question that needs answering is this: is God sending tongues as a sign of judgement 
upon Israel today?  It is an unasked question because so many are so childish.  The answer 
is no, and this should help us understand the original import of tongues and why such a 



thing should not be expected to be a widespread phenomenon.  Granted it is not only used 
as a sign of judgement, but it must be understood to also be such a sign.  

Paul wants to show that even though tongues are a sign for unbelievers, that without proper
interpretation they will be useless, and that tongues which is ordinarily used for the church 
can save sinners.  In other words, if it is all about getting souls saved, prophecy is better 
than uninterpreted tongues even though tongues is the traditional sign to confront unbelief. 
V23-25, ‘If, therefore, the whole church comes together and all speak in tongues, and 
outsiders or unbelievers enter, will they not say that you are out of your minds? 24 But if all 
prophesy, and an unbeliever or outsider enters, he is convicted by all, he is called to account
by all, 25 the secrets of his heart are disclosed, and so, falling on his face, he will worship 
God and declare that God is really among you.’

It is time for us to draw dome conclusions and applications:
My overall point in this discussion of tongues has been to clarify that the modern day 
phenomenon of tongues in not what Paul means by the gift of tongues.  
I have also wanted to make very clear that the theological foundations for the modern day 
phenomenon are in error.  So, there is not second baptism with the evidence of speaking in 
tongues.  There is not hard line distinction between public and evangelistic tongues and a 
private prayer language.  There is no weird mechanical view of edification that fills up your 
spirit tank each day.  Tongues were real human languages not gibberish.  Tongues along 
with prophecy were revelatory and the revelatory gifts are part of the foundation of the 
church.  Pentecost is a unique event that had particular redemptive significance and should 
not be seen as a model for repeating.  The church service described in 1 Cor. 14:26-33 
which has prophecy, revelations and tongues is not normative for us today.  

If someone were to begin to speak in tongues in the service I would ask them to stop as at 
least the scripture is clear that without interpretation there should be no tongues.

I would encourage anyone who thinks they have this gift to consider what has been said 
and test the foundational beliefs that led them into this activity.  I have dismantled the 
beliefs that led me to the practice and have had to be honest about the subjective nature of 
the emotional experiences.  I would urge a testing of all things by scripture.  My deepest 
concern is over the effect this teaching has on prayer.  Often instead of recognising that God
sees all my prayers as perfected by the righteousness of Christ I would lean on the tongues 
as a way to pray perfectly.  All my prayers are in His name, by His Spirit and through His 
intercession.  Or out of fear of the devil understanding prayer I would pray in tongues, that 
is living by fear not faith.  

The one question I get asked over and over is this one: what about a missionary who gets 
the gift of preaching the gospel in another language they didn’t previously know and have 
never done since?  Is this possible?  Let me tell you what I am concerned about in 
answering.  If I say yes, and I do.  I believe that God is sovereign and cannot be boxed; He 
is fully able to do such a thing.  I want it to be clear what I am not affirming.  I am not 
affirming that the theology of a second baptism or a repeat of Pentecost is correct.  I want it
to be clear that there is no universal prayer language for every Christian.  I want it to be 
clear that tongues is languages not gibberish.  I want it to be clear that this providential 
miracle is not normative for worship.  If these and many of the other concerns laid out in 
this series are served I have no fear in saying yes.  But I fear to utter an unqualified yes 
because of all the things people might think I am condoning.  I fear that you will not go 
away and be challenged about the wrong you believe but by my answer give you will 
yourself permission to go on believing all sorts of wrong things.           



                                          

                                              

        


