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Preface  

Helping the next generation of Bible Teachers  

 

 

 

Do your best to present yourself to God as one approved, a 

workman who does not need to be ashamed and who 

correctly handles the word of truth.  (2 Tim 2:15)  

 

These words were written to a young Teacher of Godôs word.  

They are a reminder of the awesome privilege, responsibility, and 

accountability that comes with such a divine calling.  Being a 

Teacher is Godôs gift to a man, but what kind of Teacher he 

becomes is his gift to God.  And God tells all Teachers something o f 

what He is expecting in the verse above.  

First, the Teacher is to ñpresent ò himself ñto God ò when he 

teaches.  When we teach it is not only humans that are listening, 

but Heaven as well, and God is our most important audience.  We 

can be concerned with w hat people will think of our teaching, but 

we need to be much, much more concerned with what God will 

think.  

And Godôs expectations can significantly differ from those of 

humans.  People often expect eloquence and entertainment, God 

expects accuracy, ñcorr ectly ò interpreting, teaching, and applying 

Godôs word for Godôs people.  There is nothing in all the world more 

important than this because to do otherwise is to misunderstand, 

misrepresent, and eventually disobey the Author.   

As in all human endeavors, not even God expects perfection, but 

He certainly demands that we do our ñbest .ò  We need to 

remember that we do all of this under the watchful eye of the 

Author Himself, and will one Day be either ñapproved ò or 

ñashamed ò regarding how careful and diligent we were in working 

to understand, teach, and apply His word ñcorrectly .ò 

This book is offered as a help in obeying the Apostleôs command 

for those who have, or desire to have, the great responsibility of 

teaching Godôs word to His people.  It is part of a series of books 

written under the title of Knowing Our God :  Advanced Exegetical 

Theology.   

These books are advanced  in that they are an in -depth, 

scholarly study of very specific and often difficult theological topics.   

They are uniquely exegetical  in that there is a special emphasis 

on interpreting the Scriptures applicable to the topic.  While  many 
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systematic theologies would not re quire much of a Scripture index,   

a large percentage  of the current 5000 pages of Knowing Our God is 

commentary on S cripture.  

Finally, these books are theology , because it is in such an 

endeavor that we bring the pieces of Godôs word into a harmonious 

whole in order to produce the full truth of Scripture.  We believe 

Advanced Exegetical Theology  is a great need in equi pping Pastors 

today to defend the faith for this and future generations.  

Ezra the priest, of course, is our example, of whom it is written: 

ñthe gracious hand of his God was on him.  For Ezra had 

devoted himself to the study and observance of the Law of 

th e LORD , and to teaching its decrees and laws in Israel ò 

(Ezra 7:9 -10).  Obeying Godôs word was obviously important to 

Ezra, but so was being ñdevoted . . . to the study ò of Godôs word, 

all so that he could be ñteaching ò it to Godôs people.  It is our hope 

that this book will help you do just that.  

Finally, a few practical points.  First, while we are not aware of 

anything in it that would be contrary to the historical, Evangelical 

Christian faith, if you encounter something that differs from the 

beliefs of your Pastor(s), please discuss it with them if it causes 

serious questions for you.  We desire to respect the pastoral 

authority God has in your life as much as possible.  

Secondly, studying Godôs word is best pursued in community 

with spiritual peers, and we encourage you to read this with others 

and discuss the Gauging Your Grasp  questions usually at the end 

of a chapter.  

Thirdly, we make an effort to make an organized study of Godôs 

word not just theological but practical as well.  So prayerfully 

conside r the sections entitled Pastoral Practices  along the way.  

Fourth, as you read you will notice several references to other 

writings.  This reflects the fact that this book is an excerpt from a 

larger production entitled Knowing Our God .  The entire collection of 

books on systematic theology that are currently available can be 

found at www.trainingtimothys.org.   

Finally, we would appreciate the reader visiting the site and 

emailing us any feedback on this book, including concerns, 

comme nts, and any proposed corrections.  We too wish to study 

Godôs word in community, and that community includes you. 

 

Pastor Kurt Jurgensmeier  

New Life Community Church, Cedar Rapids, IA  

Training Timothys at www.trainingtimothys.org
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Primary Points  

¶ Glossaism (cf. Gk. glossais ñlanguagesò) refers to the modern 

ñtonguesò movement which promotes and practices either a 

public or private variety of obscure speech or prayer thought 

to be a spiritual gift of the Holy Spirit.  

¶ Hundreds of millions  of Christians claim that this gift of 

tongues is a special, more intimate way to pray, a source of 

the most intense spiritual edification, and therefore every 

Christian can and should possess it.  

¶ Glossaism has rejected the beliefs that the Christian Churc h 

had universally held for over 1600 years on this issue.   

¶ The issues are rather complex and not only include the need 

to accurately interpret the modern ñtonguesò experience, but 

also to accurately interpret some of the most obscure 

passages of Scripture . 

¶ Glossaism  is claiming that the spirituality of hundreds of 

millions of Christians now and throughout over 1600 years of 

Church history is rather pathetic and deficient.  

¶ The debate regarding glossaism  is worth careful study 

because either hundreds of millions of Christians holding to 

historic Christianity need to be passionately pursuing, 

seeking, and learning this gift with all their heart in order to 

communicate with and experience God in a greater way, or 

hundreds of millions of Christia ns in glossaism need to 

humbly and courageously repent in order to avoid continuing 

to sin against God.  Those are precisely the options if an 

honest assessment is given to what both sides of the debate 

are claiming.  

¶ MacArthur: ñIt seems that the Charismatic movement has 

separated the Christian community into the spiritual ñhavesò 

and ñhave-nots.ò   

¶ Christ Himself condemned the mindless practice of modern 

ñtongues prayingò when He commanded us not to ñkeep on 

babbling like pagans ò ñwhen you pray ò (Matt 6:7). 

¶ The modern version of ñtongues speakingò as an obscure 

ñprayer languageò is practiced in many non-Christian 

environments including by contemporary cults, witch doctors, 

fortune tellers, Buddhists, and New Agers.  
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A)  Defining the Tongues Debate  

 

ñSpeaking in tonguesò simply means speaking in languages.  But 

it has come to refer to a phenomenon that is a well -established 

practice in thousands of Christian fellowships all over the world.  

Congregations in charismaticism  1 are best known for it, with one of  

its foremost theologians, Max Turner, Director of Research at 

London Bible College, referring to the gift of tongues as ña 

distinctive mark of their spirituality.ò 2  However, there are also 

other groups of Christians within the Lutheran, Methodist, 

Evang elical Free,  3 and especially Roman Catholic churches who 

promote ñspeaking in tonguesò as well.  

  There is some difficulty in succinctly defining the practice of 

ñspeaking in tonguesò as it is observed today.  As Thomas Edgar, 

Professor of New Testament at Capital Bible Seminary puts it: 

ñCharismatics hold a veritable tangle of different opinions on the 

nature and practice of tongues speaking.  They agree only that the 

gift is available today.ò 4 

The phenomenon of ñspeaking in tonguesò (languages) is often 

referred to as glossolalia . 5  This term is based on the Greek glossa 

(ñtongueò) and glossais (ñlanguagesò).  Accordingly, we refer to the 

phenomenon throughout KOG as glossaism and its practitioners as 

glossaists .   

  Glossaism is understood today as two distinct types.  The 

ñpublicò variety is usually manifested in a church service in which 

one or several people utter obscure speech that is thought to 

contain direct, divine revelation from God.  At times an 

ñinterpretationò may be given, but often it is not.  While this was 

the original practice of tongues speaking practiced by the founders 

of glossaism  throughout most of the twentieth century, a ñprivateò 

variety has become more popular in recent decades.  This type is 

understoo d to be more of a ñprivate prayer language,ò and 

manifests itself in the same type of incoherent ñspeech.ò   

Dr. Edgar explains:  

Although the Pentecostal movement originally stressed the use 

of tongues in the public assembly, many [ glossaists ] today 

stress  the private or devotional use of the gift of tongues. . . .  

This makes it much more acceptable to many individuals.  This 

also avoids the numerous biblical restrictions placed upon the 

use of tongues in the assembly (1 Cor. 14), which restrictions, 

if th ey are observed, make it impossible to emphasize the gift 

of tongues. . . .  This private use of tongues, therefore, has 

made much greater penetration into the non -Pentecostal 

churches than the older mainline Pentecostal approach was 

able to do. 6 
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In summa ry, we can say that glossaists believe that the real gift 

of tongues manifests itself in incoherent speech or prayer for public 

or private edification.  Therefore, we can also say that glossaism 

has rejected the beliefs that the Christian Church had univer sally 

held for over 1600 years on this issue.  Essentially every early 

Church Father, Roman Catholic, Reformer, and Evangelical up to 

the early 1900ôs believed that the gift of tongues was the 

miraculous ability to speak in a foreign human language for the  

purpose of authenticating new divine revelation, and that it had 

completely ceased from the early history of the Church. 7 

There is obviously a great difference in how glossaism  and 

historic Christianity have interpreted Scripture on this issue.  In 

fact,  the views are so incompatible that both cannot be true.  For 

this reason alone, anyone in Christian leadership needs to have a 

competent understanding of the debate regarding the biblical gift of 

tongues.  Along these lines, D. A. Carson, Professor of New  

Testament at Trinity, writes:  

In the whole range of contemporary Christian theology and 

personal experience, few topics are currently more important 

than those associated with what is now commonly called ñthe 

Charismatic movement.ò . . .  Whatever their theological 

commitments, young clergy will wrestle with questions raised 

by the Charismatic movement as frequently and in some 

instances as painfully as anything else that comes their way. 8 

 

 

B)  The Difficulties & Importance of the Tongues 

Debate  
 

While we believe the Bible has a clear teaching on the gift of 

tongues that can be understood and taught, we recognize the 

difficulties in doing so.  First of all, the issues are rather complex 

and not only include the need to accurately interpret the modern 

ñtonguesò experience, but also to accurately interpret some of the 

most obscure passages of Scripture.  This explains why godly and 

good men have come down on several different sides of the issue.  

Accordingly, what H. Wayne House, Distinguished Professor of 

Biblical and Theological Studies at Faith Seminary  wrote several 

years ago is still true today:  

Of all the controversial subjects discussed in Christian circles, 

probably few have received more attention than the subject of 

tongues.  Though the material wr itten on this subject is enormous, 

much confusion pervades the issue. 9   

Secondly, ñtonguesò is practiced by many friends we hold near 

and dear, and to question their experience can obviously strain the 
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valuable relationships we enjoy with them.  A third reason we may 

hesitate to enter a debate regarding the ñtonguesò issue is that it is 

never attractive, nor easy, to critique others, knowing that the 

weight of our own errors and erroneous beliefs could sink a 

battleship.  No Christian is perfect in their interpretation or practice 

of Scripture.  In addition, it must be admitted that many Christians 

who practice ñtonguesò excel other Christians who do not, in even 

more important areas such as love for God and others, evangelistic 

zeal, and consistent obedie nce to Godôs word.  

While the demand of exceptionally careful study, the risk of 

offending friends, and the difficulty of critiquing exemplary 

Christians all persuade us not to enter a debate on ñtongues,ò there 

are additional compelling reasons to do so, even beyond Godôs 

desire that we interpret His word accurately.  

First, the claims of glossaists  are intimidating.  The suggestion is 

clear:  If you are not believing and experiencing what they are, you 

are missing out on a world -wide blessing of the Holy S pirit.  In 

general, glossaists  believe that speaking and/or praying in 

ñtonguesò is a particularly divine spiritual experience that God 

wants all Christians to enjoy, and if they are not, they are spiritually 

deficient, and possibly living outside of Godôs will for them.  

Accordingly, one of glossaismôs foremost theologians, J. Rodman 

Williams, writes in the well regarded Evangelical Dictionary of 

Theology :  

The essential [ glossaistôs] claim about glossolalia is that it is 

the vehicle of communication par e xcellence between man and 

God. . . .  [ glossaists ] frequently state that in tongues there is 

a fulfillment of the intense desire to offer total  praise to God. . 

. .  Such prayer is [uniquely] identified with praying in the 

[Holy] Spirit or with the [Holy] Spirit [cf. Jude 1:20] 10    

 

Dr. Williams not only implies that tongues is the method by 

which we can ñoffer total  praise to God,ò but goes on to suggest 

that ñsinging in tonguesò is to be considered the ñapex of worship,ò 

as compared with the ñmore usual [kind of] singing.ò 11  

Likewise, C. Samuel Storms, Professor of Theology at Wheaton 

College, is typical in describing his practice of ñtongues prayerò 

when he writes:  

I want to conclude this discussion of [the validity of] tongues 

on a personal note by simply saying that I have found this gift 

to be profoundly helpful in my prayer life .  It has served only 

to deepen my intimacy with the Lord Jesus Christ and to 

enhance my zeal and joy in worship. 12  
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Along the same lines, the very influential Anglican theologian 

Michael Green, a foremost leader of charismaticism writes:  

[T]he gift of tongues opens a new dimension to a man's 

prayer life.  He actually longs to pray whereas before it had 

been an effort.  Time seems unimportant, and it will be 

nothing out of the way for him to spend an hour or two in 

communion with his Lord.  Today, the gift of tongues produces 

precisely the same effect; a genuine liberty  in prayer.  

Second, tongues enables a man to praise God at a depth 

unknown previously. . . .   Perhaps Paul's references to singing 

spiritual songs to the Lord (Eph. 5: 19, Col. 3: 16) allude to 

singing in tongues; certainly this is a most beautiful and 

harmonious phenomenon, and elates the soul in worship to a 

remarkable degree.   

But whether the singing is in tongues or no, it is an 

undeniable fact that when men receive this gift of tongues 

they find themselves free to praise and thank and adore and 

glori fy their heavenly Father as never before.  In charismatic 

prayer meetings praise is usually the dominant element; in the 

run -of - the -mill evangelical prayer meeting this is not normally 

the case. . . . .  

Third, tongues edifies the individual (I Cor. 14:4).  This is 

not surprising, if it releases the inhibitions which keep us from 

prayer and praise of God. . . . .  [I]t is one of the ways of 

growth in the Christian life for those who have been given this 

gift.  Tongues is given, like the other manifestations of the 

Spirit, for our profit. . . .   

[T]ongues is a valuable gift for private edification.  It can 

bring a profound sense of the presence of God, and lead, as a 

result, to a release from tension and worry, and a deepening 

of love and trust.  As the Holy Spirit leads the believer in such 

prayer, there is often a deep sense of being in harmony with 

God. . . .  Many people find it a real help in bearing physical 

pain or mental distress. . . .    

Perhaps one of its most important uses is in spiritual 

warfare.   When there is an oppressive sense of evil present, 

when a ministry of deliverance is being engaged in; then 

prayer in tongues proves to be a powerful instrument for the 

Lord the Spirit to use.  In Ephesians 6:18 Paul concludes his 

description of the armo ur a Christian needs to wear against 

satanic attack with the injunction to 'pray at all times in the 

Spirit'.  This includes praying at the inspiration of the Spirit in 

words we understand and in words we do not. 13  
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The big question is obvious:  What Chri stian would not want to 

ñprofoundlyò improve their ñprayer life,ò such that ñTime seems 

unimportant, and it will be nothing out of the way . . . to spend an 

hour or two in communion with [the] Lord,ò to ñdeepenò their 

ñintimacy with the Lord Jesus Christ and to enhanceò their ñzeal and 

joy in worship,ò to find ñreal help in bearing physical pain or mental 

distress,ò to  experience ñthe vehicle of communication par 

excellence between man and God,ò by which ñtotal praise,ò ñpraying 

in the Spirit,ò and the ñapex of worshipò can be accomplished, and 

to have a ñpowerful instrument for the Lord the Spirit to useò for 

ñspiritual warfare . . . when there is an oppressive sense of evil 

presentò?   

And how are those who do not  practice ñspeakingò or ñpraying in 

tongue sò supposed to feel about their own relatively normal prayer 

and devotional life?  If what glossaism claims is indeed what God 

intended to provide through the gift of tongues, and it is available 

to all as they say, then we should all be desperately seekin g it!  And 

if we cannot get it, we should be deeply disappointed to miss out on 

such a great spiritual blessing.   

Simply put, glossaism  is claiming that the spirituality of 

hundreds of millions of Christians now and throughout over 1600 

years of Church hi story is rather pathetic and deficient. . . . which 

makes one wonder why the Apostle Paul told the Corinthians to 

ñeagerly desire the greater gifts ò (12:31) and clearly deny 

tongues was one of them.  

Are the rest of us really missing something that God inte nds for 

us to have?  The claims of glossaism  understandably cause even the 

most mature believers to question their own spirituality.  The well -

known Bible teacher John MacArthur reflects this concern well when 

he says:  ñIt seems that the Charismatic movement has separated 

the Christian community into the spiritual ñhavesò and ñhave-nots.ò  

He then goes on to freely admit:  

Although I have devoted my life to preaching sound biblical 

doctrine that centers on the work of the Holy Spirit in every 

believerôs life, I must confess that by the Charismaticsô 

definition, I am among the ñhave-nots.ò  And I admit to having 

asked myself, Are all those people who are supposedly having 

all those amazing experiences for real?  Could it be that Iôm 

missing out on what God is  doing?  Are my Charismatic 

brothers and sisters reaching a higher level in their walk with 

Christ?  14  

 

Anyone who loves God had better have an answer to that question.  

In addition to the clear assertions that tongues is a superior 

method of prayer, worship , and spiritual edification, it is common 
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for Pentecostal brethren in particular to insist that ñspeaking in 

tonguesò is the only legitimate sign of a Christian being ñbaptized,ò 

or in full possession of the Holy Spirit. 15   Accordingly, Stanley M. 

Horton, Distinguished Professor of Bible and Theology Emeritus at 

the Assemblies of God Theological Seminary claims: ñThe baptism 

of believers in the Holy Ghost is witnessed by the initial physical 

sign of speaking with other tongues as the Spirit of God gives the m 

utterance.ò 16   Likewise, another well - regarded Pentecostal 

professor, William W. Menzies, states that the belief that tongues 

speaking is the sign of Spirit baptism, is also the unique factor that 

makes one a Pentecostal. 17    

This is obviously a very ser ious claim, and several years ago the 

influential British preacher, D. M. Lloyd -Jones (1899 -1981) shared 

some of its harm when he wrote:  

When people are told that unless they speak in tongues they 

have not been baptized with the Holy Spirit, many who have 

been baptized with the Holy Spirit are made to feel very 

unhappy.  They say, 'But I have never spoken in tongues, and 

I am told that because of that, I have never been baptized 

with the Spirit.'  But they had thought that they were, they 

had every reason f or thinking that they were, and thus they 

are made unhappy. . . .   

But still more serious is the fact that having been made 

unhappy in this way by this false teaching, they then, of 

course, become much more open than they were before to 

psychological pres sure, let alone the influence of evil spirits.  

They are so anxious to have this 'essential' evidence that they 

do everything they can to speak in tongues and, of course, 

after a while some of them begin to do so.  But the question 

is-- what has made them d o so?   

Others remain unhappy and miserable, which is quite wrong 

and false.  It is all due to this one teaching.  It is to fly in the 

face of the Scriptures and the history of the church to say that 

unless a man has spoken in tongues, he has never been 

baptized with the Holy Spirit. 18   

 

We see then that it is not only those outside of glossaism who 

are intimidated by its claims, but perhaps especially those inside of 

it.  George Gardiner, a Pastor and former glossaist  who left the 

Pentecostal movement rela tes the possibly tragic emotional and 

psychological consequences of this movement:  

Such experiences not only give Satan an opening he is quick 

to exploit, they can be psychologically damaging. . . .  

[ glossaist ] writers are constantly warning tongues -speak ers 

that they will suffer a letdown.  This is ascribed to the devil 
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and the reader is urged to get refilled as soon as possible. . . .  

So the seeker for experiences goes back through the ritual 

again and again, but begins to discover something; ecstatic 

experience, like drug -addiction, requires larger and larger 

doses to satisfy.   Sometimes the bizarre is introduced. . . .   

Eventually there is a crisis and a decision is made; he will sit 

in the back seats and be a spectator, ñfake it,ò or go on in the 

hope that everything will eventually be as it was.  The most 

tragic decision is to quit and in the quitting abandon all things  

spiritual as fraudulent.  The spectators are frustrated, the 

fakers suffer guilt, the hoping are pitiable and the quitters are 

a tragedy.  No, such movements are not harmless! 19  

 

If the claim that one does not fully possess the Holy Spirit if 

they do not have the gift of tongues were not bad enough, others in 

glossaism would have us doubt our salvation if we do not possess 

the gift.  Accordingly, on the website of Spirit & Truth Fellowship 

International we read in answer to the question, ñWhy should I 

speak in tongues?ò: 

No doubt that is a question that has been asked by millions of 

Christians  through the centuries [no, actually just the last 

one], and we believe that knowing the answer is vital for 

maximizing the quality of one's life as a follower of the Lord 

Jesus Christ.  Why?  The primary reason, as a study of 

Scripture will clearly show, is: speaking in tongues is the only 

absolute proof a Christian has that he is born again and 

guaranteed a parking place in Paradise, i.e., everlasting life (2 

Cor. 1:2 1, 22; Eph. 1:13, 14; 1 John 3:24).  Speaking in 

tongues is the only valid external, tangible evidence in the 

senses realm that the internal, intangible gift of the holy spirit 

was shed abroad in one's heart at the moment of his new 

birth. 20    

 

Obviously, then, the debate concerning the biblical nature of the 

gift of tongues is a vital and important one in contemporary 

Christianity.  Many millions of Christians claim it is the proof of 

whether or not one has been baptized with the Holy Spirit.  

Hundreds of millions  of Christians claim that the gift of tongues is a 

special, more intimate way to pray, a source of the most intense 

spiritual edification, and therefore every Christian can and should 

possess this gift.  Therefore, if glossaism is right on this poi nt, and 

historic Christianity is wrong, then hundreds of millions  of Christians 

have unnecessarily failed to fully experience the Holy Spirit, are 

unfortunately praying in an inferior way, and missing out on one of 

the most valuable spiritual gifts and exp eriences available today.  
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On the other hand  . . . . . If glossaism has been wrong about the 

gift of tongues, and the historic view of the Church has been correct 

all along, then hundreds of millions of Christians are living in deep 

deception regarding their spirituality.  Accordingly, hundreds of 

millions of Christians have unnecessarily and illegitimately boasted 

of a gift they do not have, faked that they do, intimidated others to 

as well, misrepres ented God, and expended a lot of energy on 

something the Apostle Paul said left the ñmind . . . unfruitful  

[ akarpos : useless, barren]ò (1 Cor 14:14), something that, as we 

have demonstrated elsewhere, is not Christian, but rather 

dangerous. 21     

Which is w hy we have argued as well that Christ Himself 

condemned the mindless practice of modern ñtongues prayingò 

when He commanded us not to ñkeep on babbling like pagans ò 

ñwhen you pray ò (Matt 6:7). 22   Praying in gibberish is precisely 

what occurred in the Greek  mystery religions of Christôs day, 

occurred as well in the Corinthian church, continues to occur around 

the world in many non -Christian and even occultic environments 

today, and all of which is absolutely indistinguishable from the 

ñtongues prayerò practiced in modern glossaism .   

Because most Christians only observe the modern version of 

tongues in a church setting, it is erroneously assumed that it is a 

uniquely Christian practice.  On the contrary, professional linguists 

have observed ñtongues speakingò and ñtongues prayerò all over 

the world in many different environments, including demonic ones.  

ñTonguesò as practiced in glossaism is also practiced by 

contemporary cults, witch doctors, fortune tellers, Buddhists, and 

New Agers.  Accordingly, we read i n the secular standard reference 

work Encyclopedia of Religion :  

Glossolalia (from the Greek glosse, ñtongue, language,ò and 

lalein , ñto talkò) is a nonordinary speech behavior that is 

institutionalized as a religious ritual in numerous Western and 

non -West ern religious communities.  Its worldwide distribution  

attests to its antiquity, as does its mention in ancient 

documents. . . .  There are references to it in the [Hindu] 

Vedas (c. 1000 BC), in Patanjaliôs Yoga Sutras , and in Tibetan 

Tantric writings.  Tr aces of it can be found in the litanies 

(dhikrs ) of some orders of the Islamic Sufi mystics. . . .  

[Tongues speaking] occurred in some of the ancient Greek 

religions and in various primitive religions . . . .  Paul urged 

restraint in the practice . . . sin ce such a spectacular spiritual 

gift could be abused.  Edification, as opposed to personal 

satisfaction, was set as the test of acceptable glossolalia.  If 

the meaning could not be disclosed, Paul regarded it with 

suspicion. . . .   
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In the circumpolar regi on, many shamans [witch doctors], 

among the Intuit [Eskimo] . . . use their religious ritualôs 

secret languages that consist of a mixture of nonsense 

syllables. . . .  [T]hese secret trance dialects are taught by the 

master shamans to their neophytes. . . .  From Africa we have 

reports of a secret religious trance language used exclusively 

by women. . . .    

When speaking in tongues . . . if the pronouncement is in 

nonsense syllables, as, for instance, among Christians 

speaking in tongues or among the nomad ic, reindeer -hunting 

Chukchi of Siberia, an ñinterpretationò may be provided. . . .   

The case of Anneliese Michel brings up the question of what 

kinds of religious experience are commonly expressed by 

glossolalia.  In her case, the experience was that of [demonic] 

possession, and glossolalia was the voice, the ñlanguage,ò of 

the demons that she reported were possessing her.   

Possession is one of the most frequent ritual occasions for 

the use of glossolalia.   In possession, an entity from the 

sacred dimens ion of reality is experienced as penetrating the 

respective person . . . for instance, those of the dead of the 

Trobriand Islanders, ancestral spirits in Africa, and various 

spirits in Haitian Voodoo ðhave pronounced personality traits 

that are expressed in  glossolalia. . . .   

Communication by glossolalia is instituted not only with 

unfriendly beings, of course.  On a tape recording made in 

Borneo a female healer can be heard calling her helping spirit 

[and this is a friendly  being?].  In the zar cult of Et hiopia, the 

shamans [essentially witch doctors] talk to the zars [spirits] in 

a ñsecret language.ò  The shamans of the Semai of Malaysia 

use glossolalia to invite the ñnephews of the godsò to a feast, 

and the Yanomamo Indians of Amazonia chant while in a 

t rance to their hekura demons, calling them to come live in 

their chests. 23   

 

Obviously, then, what can be observed in many churches 

around the world, can also be witnessed in a variety of non -

Christian contexts as well.  Which makes it all the more important 

to distinguish the common and ancient pagan practice of praying in 

a spontaneous, obscure, meaningless ñtongue,ò from the biblical gift 

of miraculously speaking in known human languages.  

Indeed, the debate regarding glossaism  is worth careful stu dy 

because either hundreds of millions of Christians holding to historic 

Christianity need to be passionately pursuing, seeking, and learning 

this gift with all their heart in order to communicate with and 

experience God in a greater way, or hundreds of mi llions of 
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Christians in glossaism need to humbly and courageously repent in 

order to avoid continuing to sin against God.  Those are precisely 

the options if an honest assessment is given to what both sides of 

the debate are claiming.   

Most will understandably say we have crossed a line to call 

glossaism a sin against God.  We say this because claiming to have 

a spiritual gift you do not have is lying .  Claiming a more intimate 

relationship with God because of a spiritual gift you do not  have is 

arrogant.  Imposing the need for this gift on others is selfish.  

Praying to God in a way that He does not condone, and which Jesus 

would seem to have even condemned is sinful. 24  

In the next several chapters of Knowing Our God we hope to 

answer th e following questions, among others.  Did God intend the 

gift of tongues to accomplish all of what modern practitioners claim, 

and is it doing so today?  If tongues is such a wonderful gift  from 

God, then why is it almost exclusively confined to only certa in kinds 

of churches and denominations?  Is the modern version of tongues 

the same as that described in Scripture?  Did Jesus condemn the 

modern version of tongues?  Does the Bible contain a clear and 

authoritative teaching on the issue of tongues?   

This last question is an important one.  How else are we going 

to know whether hundreds of millions of those following historic 

Christianity actually need to seek the gift of tongues, or whether 

the hundreds of millions of Christians committed to glossaism need  

to renounce and repent of it?   

All of which makes it surprising that even the rightly and highly 

respected Pentecostal NT scholar Gordon Fee would write:  

The question as to whether the "speaking in tongues" in 

contemporary Pentecostal and charismatic com munities is the 

same in kind as that in the Pauline churches [i.e. described in 

the Bible] is moot -and probably somewhat irrelevant.  There is 

simply no way to know.  As an experienced phenomenon 

[today], it is analogous to theirs [how does he know that?],  

meaning that it is understood to be a supernatural activity of 

the Spirit which functions in many of the same ways [how do 

they know that?], and for many of its practitioners has value 

similar to that described by Paul. 25  

 

 On the contrary, it is confiden tly (although not arrogantly) 

asserted here that the Bible does  provide clear teaching on the 

issue of the spiritual gift of tongues.  It is additionally suggested 

that our friends in glossaism  have misinterpreted both the Bible and 

their experience in thi s matter.  More than that, there is nothing 

more foundational to the history, doctrine, and unique practice and 

spirituality of the ñcharismaticò and ñPentecostalò movements than 
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ñpraying in tongues.ò  If this is in fact unbiblical, then all of the 

claims to a unique history, doctrine, and spirituality in these 

movements is a sham.  If their foundational experience and 

understanding of ñtonguesò was and is unbiblical, why would we 

trust them on their views of healing or the gift of prophecy?  Thes 

are admit tedly serious claims on our part, but we desire to speak 

the truth in love (cf. Eph 4:15), and leave it to the reader to decide 

if we have succeeded in both.  

Our discussion regarding the gift of tongues will begin in the 

next two chapters by discussing the  biblical characteristics of the 

gift, most clearly described in Acts, and reflected in 1 Corinthians as 

well.  In subsequent chapters, we take on the difficult task of 

correctly interpreting 1 Corinthians 14, and will discuss various 

other passages of Scr ipture that glossaism claims pertain to the gift 

of tongues.  Then in chapter 12.13 we will document the historical 

cessation of the gift of tongues and offer some legitimate and even 

alarming explanations for the modern version.  Read the following 

and st udy carefully on one of the most important and difficult 

theological topics of our day.  

 

 

Pastoral Practices  

 

¶ Have you sufficiently protected your flock from the possible 

intimidation of the modern ñtonguesò movement?  While a study 

as in depth as what is provided in this section of Knowing Our 

God may not be necessary, some teaching on the biblical and 

historical truth regarding this controversy should be provided so 

that our people know what gifts of the Holy Spirit really look like 

and can see a sobering  example of how fraud and deceit can 

enter the Church.  

 

¶ If you come to the same conclusions regarding the modern 

ñtonguesò phenomenon as we do, what should be your response 

to those who visit your church from churches which are a part of 

this movement.  Fi rst, we recommend being up front on your 

churchôs website about your position on this issue.  You can 

graciously but firmly let people know that they will not have the 

freedom to exercise their ñgiftò in your congregation.  For those 

whose identity has bec ome wrapped up in this issue, this will be 

helpful to them, and it is very unlikely that you could persuade 

them otherwise.   

 

¶ As for those who have come from ñtonguesò practicing churches, 

but for whom it is not a big issue, there is more opportunity to 
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help them in this area.  Perhaps they are very discouraged in 

their faith because of all the unbiblical expectations that have 

been placed upon them from such churches.  Be a church that 

truly lives in the power of the Holy Spirit and teach them 

likewise.  

 

 

 

 

Extras & Endnotes  

 

 

Devotion to Dad  

Our Father, we thank you for giving us your written Word by which 

we may navigate through all the deception and false teaching that 

has infiltrated your people.  Give us humility, grace, and courage to 

understand your  Word, and teach it with love on even topics as 

difficult as ñtongues.ò  And we pray for our brothers and sisters in 

Christ who have been deceived, disillusions, and spiritually 

damaged because of unbiblical teaching and practice on this issue.  

May you re store them and renew them in their understanding of 

what intimate prayer with you is really like, and what the ministry, 

gifts, and power of the Holy Spirit really are.  Amen.  

 

 

Gauging Your Grasp  

 

1)  What do we mean by glossaism and why do we use this term?  

 

2)  What two forms does the phenomenon of ñspeaking in tonguesò 

manifest itself today?  

 

3)  How is this different from how the gift was viewed throughout 

Church history?  

 

4)  Why do we claim that a study of the gift of tongues is worth 

careful debate?  Do you agree or disagree and why?  

 

5)  What are the two options in the debate over tongues that we 

suggest?  Do you agree or disagree and why?  

 

6)  What does John MacArthur mean when he says: ñIt seems that 

the Charismatic movement has separated the Christian 

community into t he spiritual ñhavesò and ñhave-nots.ò   
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Publications & Particulars  
                                                           
1 By modern charismaticism we are primarily referring to what is commonly 
labeled the ñcharismaticò movement that began with the Pentecostals in 
the early 1900ôs, spread into denominational churches in the 1960ôs and 
70ôs, and has merged with what is referred to as the Third Wave 
churches today.  Pentecostal churches include Assembly of God, Church 

of God, Open Bible, Apostolic, Foursquare Gospel, and Full Gospel.  Third 
Wave churches include Vineyard and a variety of independen t 
congregations.  
We thank God for all He has done through the ñcharismaticò movement, 

and for the dear Christian brothers and sisters who would claim 
membership in it.  However, throughout Knowing Our God (KOG) we 

refrain from referring to this movement as  ñcharismatic,ò because this 
erroneously implies a uniqueness and even superiority in Christian grace 
(charis ), and by further implication, a superior possession or experience 
of the Holy Spirit.  

Surely no right -minded ñcharismaticò would desire to claim such a 
superiority over their Christian brothers and sisters, especially since they 
cannot demonstrate one.  Biblically speaking, being ñled by the Spirit ,ò 

experiencing His power, and living ñnot under law ò but by ñgrace  
[ charis ]ò is most clearly manifested in the ñfruit of the Spirit ò which the 

Apostle Paul describes as ñlove, joy, peace, patience, kindness, 
goodness, faithfulness, gentleness and self - control ò (Gal 5:4, 18, 
22 -3). ñCharismaticò Christians in general are not superior in these 
virtues of love and holiness compared to other Christians, and these 
virtues are the real essence of Christian charisma , making all obedient 

Christians true ñcharismatics,ò not just a particular sect.  
In fact, the greatest and most important uniqueness of charismatic  

churches over other authentic Christian churches is not their love or 
holiness, but rather an emphasis on, and practice of: 1) emotional 
worship, 2) speaking and/ or praying in an incoherent tongue, 3) claims to 
direct divine revelation through spiritual gifts such as prophecy, and 4) 

claims to a greater abundance of miracles in general through the gifts of 
healing and miracle working.   

Therefore, throughout KOG we  use the terms emotionalism (see 
chapters 4.8 -11), glossaism   (Gr. glossa: ñtongue,ò see Book 12: The 
Truth About Tongues ), prophetism (see Book 9: Godôs Prophets), and 
super -supernaturalism  (see chapters 10.14 -16) to refer to these 
distinctives respective ly, while recognizing that they may exist elsewhere 

as well.  Accordingly, we believe this allows us to address the areas of 
concern we have regarding the movement, and avoid speaking critically 
of the movement as a whole, which has many good, although not  unique, 
attributes as well.  

Likewise, we refrain from referring to those Christians who would differ 
from ñcharismaticsò as ñnon-charismatics,ò erroneously implying again 
that the latter is somehow lacking in grace.  Rather, those who oppose 

the sometimes bizarre worship of emotional ism , the obscure utterances 
of glossaism , the extra -biblical revelations of prophetism , and the 
miracle -a-minute mindset of super -supernaturalism are better labeled as 
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historicists .  This reflects the fact that for at least 1600  years of Church 
history, th e great majority belief and practice of Godôs people was 
opposed to all of the uniquenesses that the ñcharismaticò movement 
claims today .   

It is a historical fact that miraculous gifts such as healing, tongues, and 
prophecy ceased functioning in the churc h in the fourth century.  
Accordingly, the very few people since then who have promoted bizarre 

forms of worship, obscure utterances in prayer, claims to extra -biblical 
revelation, and miracle working abilities, were always thought to be 
deceived and dange rous, and not accepted as biblical Christians.  What 

those in charismaticism  also refuse to admit, or take seriously enough, is 
that the modern versions of the miraculous gifts being claimed do not 
match the attributes of their biblical counterparts.  For a great deal of 

discussion on these matters see the books in this Volume 2  of KOG.  

2 Max Turner, The Holy Spirit and Spiritual Gifts (Hendrickson, 1998), 303  

3 Doug Bannister, a prominent E -Free pastor claims to practice tongues and 
promotes it in his book , The Word and Power Church (Zondervan, 1999).  

4 Thomas R. Edgar, Satisfied by the Promise of the Spirit (Kregel 
Resources, 1996), 120.  If we only had one book to recommend on the 
topic of the miraculous gifts this one would be it.  

5 Glossolalia  is the te chnical term for the spontaneous, obscure, and 
incoherent utterances observed particularly in religious settings from 
ancient history, to the modern times, and throughout the world.  It is 
derived from the Greek words glossa (tongue, language), and lalos  
(speak), and literally means ñlanguage speaking.ò  However, professional 
linguists agree that modern glossolalia is not a real human language (see 
chapter 12.2).   

Accordingly, while glossolalia is an apt term for the incoherent 
utterances occurring in the modern tongues movement, xenolalia 
(derived from the Greek zenos: ñforeignò), is commonly used to refer to 

the supernatural ability to speak in a foreign human language which you 
have not learned naturally, and is therefore a better technical term for 
the biblical gift of tongues  

6 Edgar, 165.  

7 See discussion of the cessation of the gift of tongues in the early Church 
see section 12.13.B -C. 

8 D. A. Carson, Showing the Spirit: A Theological Exposition of 1 
Corinthians 12 -14 (Baker, 1987), 11.  

9 H. Wayne Hou se, ñTongues and the Mystery Religions at Corinth,ò BSac  

140, [1983], 134.  

10  J. Rodman Williams, ñCharismatic Movement,ò in the Evangelical 
Dictionary of Theology  (EDT), Walter Elwell, ed., (Baker, 1984), 206.  
Underlining added.  

11  Ibid. 207.  
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12  C. Samuel S torms, ñA Third Wave View,ò in Are Miraculous Gifts for 

Today? , Wayne Grudem ed. (Zondervan, 1996), 222.  

13  Michael Green, I Believe in the Holy Spirit (Eerdmans, 2004), 198 -200.  

14  John MacArthur, Charismatic Chaos (Zondervan, 1992), 21 -22, italics in 
origi nal.  

15  Accordingly, Presbyterian theologian Donald Bloesch writes:  
A second hallmark of Pentecostalism is its emphasis on glossolalia as 

the confirmatory sign of the gift of the Spirit.  Yet even here there 
are noteworthy differences among Pentecostals.  S ome contend that 

speaking in tongues constitutes the evidence of Spirit baptism and 
others that it is only an evidence or even a possible evidence. . . .  At 
the same time, one cannot deny that original or classical 
Pentecostalism assigns a prominent role to speaking in tongues and 

that the experience of Spirit baptism is commonly assumed to be a 
glossolalic experience. ( The Holy Spirit  [InterVarsity, 2000], 190.  

16  Stanley M. Horton and William W. Menzies, Bible Doctrines:  A 
Pentecostal Perspective (Logion  Press, 1999), 134.  

17  William Menzies, Anointed to Serve  (Gospel Publishing House, 1971), 9.  

18  D. M. Lloyd -Jones, The Sovereign Spirit:  Discerning the Gifts Spirit 
(Harold Shaw, 1985), 145 -6.  

19  George E. Gardiner, The Corinthian Catastrophe (Kregel, 1974) , 55.  

20  See online at http://www.truthortradition.com/modules.php?name= 
News&file=article&sid =83.  

21  For further discussion on the unbiblical nature of not praying with our 
mind see section 3.18.A.4.  

22  For further discussion of what we perceive as Christôs condemnation of 
the modern version of tongues see section 12.11.C.  

23  Encyclopedia of Religion , ñGlossolalia,ò Mircea Eliade ed., 16 vols. 
(Macmillan, 1987), V:562 -565. (underlining added for emphasis).  
Edgar claims that the 14th edition of the Encyclopaedia Britannica 
also describes some obviously demonically controlled instances of 
tongues speaking  (219).  

24  Obviously our claim that Jesus condemned the pagan practice of praying 

in unintelligible gibberish needs support which we offer in section  12.11.C  

25  Gordon Fee, Godôs Empowering Presence (Hendrickson, 1994), 890 n. 
17.  
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Chapter 12.2  

The Biblical Gift of Tongues Was 

A Real Human Language  

Not Gibberish  
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Primary Points  

¶ Acts provides the clearest description of  the real gift of tongues, 

which describes it as the miraculous ability to speak a real 

human language, primarily as a sign to Jews of new divine 

revelation.  

¶ This agrees perfectly with Paulôs most definitive statement on 

the nature of the gift of tongues i n 1 Corinthians: ñTongues, 

then, are a sign, not for believers but for  unbelievers ò (v. 

22).  

¶ Anyone who wishes to interpret the gift of tongues as anything 

other than the miraculous ability to speak in a real human 

foreign language has over 1900 years of u niversal agreement in 

the Church against them.   

¶ It has been proven conclusively that the contemporary use of 

ñtonguesò does not have anything to do with human languages.   

¶ When the Apostle writes, ñanyone who speaks in [an 

unknown] tongue does not speak t o men. . . .  Indeed, no 

one understands him; he utters mysteries with his spirit ò 

(v. 2), he is not introducing a second version of the gift of 

tongues, different from that described in Acts.  Rather, he is 

simply referring to an obscure utterance made in  the assembly 

by someone claiming it to be inspired by the Holy Spirit, which 

the Apostle required to be tested by miraculous interpretation, or 

otherwise those who wanted to speak it were to ñkeep quiet ò (1 

Cor 14:28) because it was not a real spiritual g ift.  

¶ The idea that the real gift of tongues is the language of Angels 

seems unlikely for several reasons.   

¶ It is ironic that charismaticism depends so much on the Acts of 

the Apostles for its doctrines and practices, but on the issue of 

tongues, has com pletely rejected its teaching.  
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A)  The Biblical Evidence  
 

We begin our study by discussing several characteristics of the 

gift of tongues as it is described in Scripture.  The first time the gift 

is recorded in Scripture is in Acts 2:1 -11.  This passage is  also the 

clearest description of the gift of tongues and the best place to start 

in order to understand what it is.  The phenomenon is recorded as 

occurring two other times in Acts (cf. 10:44 -46; 19:1 -6).  It is not 

until the Apostle Paulôs first letter to the Corinthians that we 

encounter the gift of tongues again where he mentions the spiritual 

gift of ñspeaking in different kinds of tongues ò (1 Cor 12:10, 

28), and its accompanying gift of ñthe interpretation of tongues ò 

(12:10, 28).  It is in 1 Corinthi ans 12 -14 that Paul gives some 

rather extensive teaching on the gift of tongues.  From these 

passages in Acts and in 1 Corinthians we will discover several 

biblical attributes of how and why the gift of tongues operated in 

the early Church.  

First, we will begin with Acts 2:1 -11 where Luke records:  

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 tongues 

[ glossais : ñlanguagesò] as the Spirit [miraculously] enabled 

them.  

Now there we re 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 [dialektƬ: ñhuman languageò].  7  

Utterly amazed, they as ked: ñAre not all these men who 

are speaking Galileans?  8  Then how is it that each of us 

hears them in his own native language  [dialektƬ] ?  9  

Parthians, Medes and Elamites; residents of 

Mesopotamia, Judea and Cappadocia, Pontus and Asia,  
10  Phrygia and P amphylia, Egypt and the parts of Libya 

near Cyrene; visitors from Rome  11  (both Jews and 

converts to Judaism); Cretans and Arabs ðwe hear them 

declaring the wonders of God in our own tongues! 

[ glossais : ñlanguagesò]ò (Acts 2:1 -11)  

 

In the first occurrence of tongues recorded in the NT, it is 

evident that the Apostles were miraculously speaking in real foreign 
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human languages.   By foreign, we do not mean inhuman, but a real 

known human language spoken by humans somewhere on the 

Earth.  Accordingly, the Apost les were recognized as ñGalileans ò 

(v. 7) who naturally would not know the languages of ñJews from 

every nation under Heaven ò (v. 5).  Yet all of these Jews heard 

the Apostles ñspeaking in his own [foreign human] language 

[dialektƬ]ò (v. 6).  There is no doubt here that the spiritual gift of 

tongues was the miraculous ability to speak in foreign human 

languages. 1   

Lukeôs use of the Greek words dialektos  (ñlanguage ò) and 

glossais (ñtongues ò) are intentional, and are obviously 

synonymous in the passage (cf.  vs. 6,11).  Dialektos is always used 

in the NT to refer to a human language or dialect (cf. Acts 1:19, 

2:6, 8; 21:40; 22:2; 26:14).  glossais 2 (ñtongues ò) is used in 

three different ways in the NT, as Vineôs Expository Dictionary 

relates:  

Is used of (1)  the ñtongues . . . as of fireò which appeared at 

Pentecost; . . . [2] ña [human] language,ò . . . seven times in 

the Apocalypse, . . . [3] the supernatural gift of speaking in 

another language without it having been learned. 3   

 

Johnôs consistent references to ñtongues ò in the Revelation to 

refer to human languages is particularly clear.  For example he 

writes: ñAfter this I looked and there before me was a great 

multitude that no one could count, from every nation, tribe, 

people and [real human] language  [glossƬn]ò (7:9; cf. 5:9; 

10:11; 11:9; 13:7; 14:6; 17:15).  Also, the word group glossais is 

used in the Greek OT (LXX) to refer to real human language (cf. Isa 

28:11; 66:18; Ezek 3:5; Zech 8:23). There is no doubt that the 

word glossais  refers to real hu man languages.  

It is significant then that throughout Acts, Luke uses this same 

Greek word to refer to the gift of tongues.  In Acts 10, when the 

first Gentiles are regenerated, we read that the Apostle Peter and 

those accompanying him, ñheard them speakin g in tongues 

[ glossais : ñreal human languagesò] and praising God ò (v. 46).  

Accordingly, when the Apostle is later describing this incident as 

proof to the Jerusalem church that Gentiles can be saved, he says , 

ñthe Holy Spirit fell upon them, just as He did upon us at the 

beginning ò (Acts 11:15) and he insisted that ñGod therefore 

gave to them the same gift as He gave to us ò (11:17).  The 

Apostle is obviously specifically referring to the gift of the Holy 

Spirit Himself, and not tongues, but his language le aves little doubt 

that the reception of the Spirit at the house of Cornelius was 

manifested in the ability to miraculously speak in real, although 

foreign, human languages just as it had been at Pentecost. 4 
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In the third and final occurrence of tongues rec orded by Luke in 

Acts 19, we read, ñWhen Paul placed his hands on [some new 

converts] , the Holy Spirit came on them, and they spoke in 

tongues [ glossais ] and prophesied ò (v. 6).  Luke again uses the 

same Greek word to describe the phenomenon and there is n o 

reason to think that it differed from the previous occurrences.  In 

addition, those present knew the new believers had ñprophesied ò 

and therefore understood what the tongues -speakers were saying 

with no need of translation, which certainly argues that th e 

utterance was in a real human language.  

Lukeôs use of glossais to refer to the gift of tongues is reflected 

in Mark 16:17 as well where we read: ñAnd these signs will 

accompany those who believe:  In My name they will drive 

out demons; they will speak i n new tongues  [ glossais ].ò  This 

is a clear reference to the gift of tongues and the word for real 

human languages is used.  

It is evident too that authentic, Holy Spirit empowered tongues 

speaking in the Corinthian church was human languages.  Like 

Luke, t he Apostle Paul invariably uses glossias to refer to speaking 

in tongues, including his first mention of it: ñTo one there is given 

through the Spirit . . . speaking in different kinds of tongues 

[ glossais : ñreal human languagesò], and to still another the  

interpretation [ ermeneia ] of tongues [ glossais : ñreal human 

languagesò]ò (12:8, 10).  In 13:1, in a list of Christian spiritual gifts 

he describes the gift of tongues as ñthe tongues [ glossais : ñreal 

human languagesò] of men .ò 

In the context of speaking in tongues, the Apostle speaks of 

human languages throughout 1 Corinthians 14.  When referring to 

the gift in 14:21 he says, ñIn the Law it is written: "Through 

men of strange tongues [ heteroglossois : ñreal, although foreign 

huma n languagesò] and through the lips of foreigners I will 

speak to this people. ò 5  Here, the Apostle is clearly relating the 

concept of ñtongues ò to the speech of ñforeigners .ò   

Likewise, the Apostle writes in this chapter concerning tongues:  

Unless you s peak intelligible words with your tongue 

[ glossa ] , how will anyone know what you are saying?  

You will just be speaking into the air.  Undoubtedly 

there are all sorts of [real human] languages [phƬnƬn]  in 

the world, yet none of them is without meaning.  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. (1 Cor 14:9 -11).   
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While the Apostle does not use glossais here, he is certainly relating 

the idea of real human languages to the phe nomenon of the gift of 

tongues. 6  

Additional evidence that the Apostle expected an utterance 

given through the gift of tongues to be in the form of a real human 

language is his insistence that someone must ñinterpret ò 

(diermeneuo ; cf. 1 Cor 14:8, 13, 27) the tongues utterance.  Vineôs 

says the word is a ñstrengthened form of hermeneuo ,ò 7  which 

invariably in the NT means to translate real human words (cf. John 

1:38, 42; 9:7; Heb 7:2).  Diermeneuo is also clearly used to mean 

the translation of real human language in Acts 9:36 where we read, 

ñIn Joppa there was a disciple named Tabitha (which, when 

translated [ diermeneuo ] , is Dorcas) .ò   

Accordingly, the New Bible Dictionary agrees that, ñA definite 

linguistic form is suggested by the Greek words for óto interpret,ô 

which elsewhere in the NT, except Luke 24:27, always mean óto 

translate.ôò 8  Therefore, when diermeneuo  is not used to describe 

the exposition of Scripture (as in  Luke 24:27), it simply means ñto 

translate what has been spoken or written in a [real human] foreign 

language into the vernacular.ò 9   The interpretation that the 

Apostle speaks of is clearly one of translation , not exposition , and 

therefore, he expects the gift of tongues to involve real human 

languages. 10  

Finally, it is clear that the Jewish bystanders in Acts 2 believed 

that the gift of tongues was a miracle.  The only way this could be 

recognized in the Apostleôs speech was if the tongues involved real 

human languages that could be understood.  Speaking in an 

unlearned foreign human language would be recognized as such a 

miracle and that is precisely what the gift was.  On the other hand, 

mere gibberish in something other than a real human language 

wou ld not have been considered a miracle.  

It is ironic that charismaticism 11  depends so much on the Acts 

of the Apostles for its doctrines and practices, but on the issue of 

tongues, has completely rejected its teaching.  We should be 

extremely wary of a movement that picks and chooses from 

Scripture what it wants to believe and practice based on desires 

that obviously have little to do with pleasing God.  

 

 

B)  The Historical Evidence  
 

It is because of such clear biblical evidence that the gift of 

tongues was the miraculous ability to speak in a foreign human 

language which the speaker did not know, that the first 

Pentecostals in America believed the same.  Perhaps the most 
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foundational historical event for modern Pentecostalism was the 

ñtongues speakingò that began with the ministry of Charles Parham 

(1873 -1929), the recognized father of glossaism .  He described the 

first occurrence of what he considered to be the gift of tongues as a 

woman who ñbegan speaking the Chinese language.ò 12    

Accordingly, Parham once said:  

One need only receive the baptism with the Holy Spirit 

[manifested by the gift of tongues] and he could go to the 

farthest corners of the world and preach to the natives in 

languages unknown to the speaker. 13    

 

Not surprisingly, Pentecostal his torian Vinson Synan relates that 

when Parhamôs teaching was put to the test by missionary Alfred 

Garr in India ñit ended in failure.ò 14   The founder of glossaism  was 

correct, of course, to claim that the real gift of tongues was the 

miraculous ability to s peak in foreign human languages unknown to 

the speaker. However, we believe he was wrong to think any one 

he knew actually had the gift.  

Why the original members of glossaism  believed differently than 

their modern counterparts is something that, to our kno wledge, has 

never been specifically addressed by them.  At the very least, 

contemporary glossaists  have to claim that the founders of their 

movement misunderstood the biblical gift of tongues.  On the 

contrary, they correctly understood that it was the mir aculous 

ability to speak a real foreign human language.  It is modern 

glossaism  that has redefined the gift in order to conform to the non -

miraculous, pagan version it practices.   

The early Pentecostalsô view of the gift of tongues was simply a 

reflection  of what the Bible teaches and how the Church had 

historically viewed the gift since its inception.  Accordingly, Irenaeus 

(c. 180), the second century Church Father in the West, writes 

concerning those in his day:  

who possess prophetic gifts, and who thr ough the Spirit speak 

all kinds of [real human] languages, and bring to light for the 

general benefit the hidden things of men, and declare the 

mysteries of God. 15  

 

Likewise, in the Eastern Church, Origen (c. 185 -254) referenced 

the gift of tongues several  times in his works.  Cecil M. Robeck, 

Professor of Church History at Fuller, shows conclusively that the 

third century Church leader believed the gift of tongues was the 

miraculous ability to speak in real foreign human languages when 

he writes:  

Origen ar gued that [Paulôs reference to speaking in tongues] 

was a reference to the fact that Paul had received the gift of 
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speaking in the languages of all nations.  Such a statement 

may show that Origen's position on the subject of speaking in 

tongues came as a r esult of interpreting 1 Corinthians in light 

of Luke's account of Pentecost [as it should]. . . .  

Such a definition for speaking in tongues, then, carries with 

it the implicit understanding that the gift of interpretation of 

tongues involves mere translat ion. This idea comes clear in 

another of Origen's works in which he notes that tongues 

cease when the speaker in tongues finds someone with whom 

s/he is able to converse (cf. Homily on Exodus  13.2). 16    

 

Along the same lines, the fourth century Church leader in the 

West, St. Augustine (354 -430):  

With a view to this fellowship they to whom He first came 

spake with the tongues of all nations.  Because as by tongues 

the fellowship of mankind is more closely united; so it behoved 

that this fellowship of the sons of God and members of Christ 

which was to be among all nations should be signified by the 

tongues [real human languages] of all nations; that as at that 

time he was known to have received the Holy Ghos t, who 

spake with the tongues of all nations. 17  

 

Augustineôs contemporary in the East, Chrysostom (ca. 349-

407), said in his teaching on 1 Corinthians that the gift of tongues 

was intended to reverse the effects of the judgment at the Tower of 

Babel and th at, ñthe gift was called the gift of tongues because he 

could all at once speak divers [real human] languages.ò 18    

Thomas Aquinas (1225 ï1274) likewise wrote:  

Christ's first disciples were chosen by Him in order that they 

might disperse throughout the whol e world, and preach His 

faith everywhere, according to  Mat. 28:19,  "Going . . . teach 

ye all nations." Now it was not fitting that they who were 

being sent to teach others should need to be taught by others, 

either as to how they should speak to other peop le, or as to 

how they were to understand those who spoke to them; and 

all the more seeing that those who were being sent were of 

one nation, that of Judea . . .   

Moreover those who were being sent were poor and 

powerless; nor at the outset could they have  easily found 

someone to interpret their words faithfully to others, or to 

explain what others said to them, especially as they were sent 

to unbelievers.  Consequently it was necessary, in this respect, 

that God should provide them with the gift of tongues ; in 

order that, as the diversity of tongues was brought upon the 

nations when they fell away to idolatry, according to  Gn. 11, 
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so when the nations were to be recalled to the worship of one 

God a remedy to this diversity might be applied by the gift of 

ton gues. 19  

 

Likewise, Aquinas wrote in his commentary on 1 Corinthians:  

But the faculty of speaking persuasively consists in being able 

to speak intelligibly to others. This can be prevented in two 

ways: in one way by a diversity of dialects. Against this is 

applied the remedy signified by what he says: ñto another is 

given various kinds of tongues ,ò namely, in order that he be 

able to speak in diverse languages, so that he will be 

understood by all, as it says of the apostles in Ac (2:4) that 

they spoke in va rious languages. 20    

 

In fact, anyone who wishes to interpret the gift of tongues as 

anything other than the miraculous ability to speak in a real human 

foreign language has over 1900 years of universal agreement in the 

Church against them.  We know of no early Church Fathers, 

medieval Church leaders, or Reformers who had any other view of 

the issue, and ones like Irenaeus, Origen, Chrysostom, Augustine, 

Jerome, Theodore, Cyril, Theodoret, Aquinas, Photius, Erasmus, 

Calvin, 21  Luther, and Hodge held this vie w. 22    

The latter theologian, reflected the essential universal consensus 

of not only the 19 th  century in which he lived, but all previous 

centuries of Christianity when he described the biblical gift of 

tongues as:  

the ability to speak in [real human] lan guages primarily 

unknown to the speakers.  The nature of this gift is 

determined by the account given in Acts 2:4 -11. 23   

 

 It is only with the relatively recent need in glossaism to validate 

their nonmiraculous, obscure, and pagan version of the gift of 

to ngues that anything otherwise has been claimed by Christians.  

 

 

C)  Answering Modern Arguments to the Contrary  
 

The fact that both Scripture and Church history presents the gift 

of tongues as consisting of real human languages in order to exhibit 

a miracle, creates what would seem to be an insurmountable 

obstacle to glossaists  who wish to label their practice as ñbiblical.ò  

The reason is that it has been proven conclusively that the 

contemporary use of ñtonguesò does not have anything to do with 

hum an languages.  Accordingly, the eminent theologian J. I. Packer, 

Professor of Systematic Theology at Regent agrees:  
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As for the tongues spoken for two generations in Pentecostal 

churches and nowadays by millions of [ glossaists ] also, 

linguists, sociologist s, doctors, psychologists, and pastors have 

studied them firsthand with some thoroughness . . .  Whatever 

[ glossaists ] may believe to the contrary, glossolalia is not [real 

human] language in the ordinary sense. 24    

 

Likewise, the pro -Charismatic H. Newton  Malony, Professor of 

Psychology at Fuller Theological Seminary, admits in an article in 

the Journal of the American Scientific Affiliation  that, ñno research 

has proven these utterances to be understandable in the syntax or 

semantics of any extant [real h uman] language.ò 25   Would this 

have been the conclusion at the first occurrence of tongues 

recorded in Acts 2?   

Along the same lines, NT scholar D. A. Carson writes:  

To my knowledge there is universal agreement among 

linguists who have taped and analyzed thousands of examples 

of modern tongues -speaking that the contemporary 

phenomenon is not any human language. 26    

 

This is a significant admission on Dr. Carsonôs part, who is 

generally supportive of glossaist  doctrine, because he also writes:  

I register my  conviction that what Luke describes at Pentecost 

are real, known, human languages. . . .  On balance, then, the 

evidence favors the view that Paul thought the gift of tongues 

was a gift of real languages, that is, languages that were 

cognitive [containing  meaning to a human].  Moreover, if he 

knew of the details of Pentecost (a currently unpopular opinion 

in the scholarly world, but in my view eminently defensible), 

his understanding of tongues must have been shaped to some 

extent by that event. 27  

 

Here th en is the undeniable fact:  The biblical gift of tongues 

was the ability to miraculously speak in a real foreign human 

language in its recorded occurrences in the book of Acts, and this is 

an attribute reflected elsewhere in Scripture as well.  Yet no one 

today can find a trace of such a thing happening, even though 

millions want to claim to possess the gift.  In other words, no one 

today can duplicate what occurred in the book of Acts, and yet 

many want to claim the same gift.  

This is why, as with other mi raculous biblical gifts, glossaism 

has redefined the gift of tongues into something non -miraculous 

and which they can  duplicate, such as a ñprivate prayer language.ò  

Accordingly, the glossaist  Dr. Turner says:  
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Not surprisingly, many [ glossaist ]  leaders have acknowledged 

that the evidence at present is against the view that tongues 

are usually miracles of xenolalia (human languages). 28    

 

They were in the early Church Dr. Turner, and in the claim of 

Charles Parham, the founder of the modern tongue s movement, 

and if they are not now then the phenomenon needs to be labeled 

something other than the biblical gift of tongues.   

Understandably, theologians of glossaism have attempted to 

argue that the gift was not the miraculous ability to speak in a rea l 

foreign human language.  For example, Wayne Grudem, Research 

Professor of Bible  and Theology at Phoenix Seminary, rejects the 

Greek meaning of glossais when he writes in his popular Systematic 

Theology :  

Some have objected that since glossa  . . . in Greek (outside 

the New Testament) refers to known human languages, it 

must refer to known [human] languages in the New 

Testament as well.  But this objection is not convincing, since 

there was no other  word in Greek better suited to refer to this 

phenomenon. 29  

 

First, Dr. Grudem is suggesting that we assume the Apostle 

himself had redefined the commonly held understanding of glossais 

in his own day.  Was this the habit of NT writers?  Imagine if we 

just  widely assumed that the Greek of the NT did not reflect the 

meanings of common ( koinƉ)  Greek spoken by the people of the 

day?  Dr. Grudemôs suggestion sets a dangerous precedence that he 

would follow perhaps nowhere else in the Bible.   

Secondly, his clai m that ñthere was no other word in Greek 

better suited to refer toò the unrecognizable utterances occurring in 

the Corinthian congregation is simply not true.  The Greek word 

phƬnƉ meant ñan audible sound made by a living creature, and 

covered the whole ra nge of animal noises or human sounds.ò 30    

If, in fact, as Dr. Grudem suggest, that the gift of tongues was 

incoherent utterances, phƬnƉ would have been an excellent word 

for the NT writers to use.  Likewise, the word rhƉma meant, ñword, 

utterance,ò and is also well suited to the idea that modern tongues 

is a divinely inspired expression.  But the NT writers consistently 

use glossais because it means real human languages, not just 

utterances.  

Elsewhere, Dr. Grudem says that the Apostle c annot be 

speaking of human language when referring to the gift of tongues 

because he consistently says that a tongue utterance will not be 

understood (cf. 1 Cor 14:2, 16, 23). 31   However, this does nothing 

to prove that the utterance is not in a real forei gn  human language.  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bible
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If it was, and no native speaker was present, then it still would not 

be understood.  The Apostle makes it obvious in 1 Corinthians 14 

that the reason that something spoken through the authentic gift of 

tongues is not understood, is due  to the fact that the utterance is 

not miraculously translated , not that it comes in the form of 

something that is not a real human language.  

In addition, Dr. Grudem quotes from the 1929 commentary on 

Corinthians from the respected NT scholars Archibald Ro bertson and 

Alfred Plummer who claim that when the Apostle says, ñI thank 

God that I speak in tongues more than you all ò (1 Cor. 14:18), 

it is: ñstrong evidence that Tongues are not foreign languages.ò  Dr. 

Grudem goes on to write:  

If they were known forei gn languages that foreigners could 

understand, as at Pentecost, why would Paul speak more than 

all the Corinthians in private , where no one would understand, 

rather than in church where foreign visitors could understand?  
32   

 

Why indeed?  Dr. Grudem would have us assume that the 

Apostle practiced his gift ñin privateò when the Apostle says nothing 

of the sort.  The reason that he miraculously spoke in foreign 

languages more than the Corinthians was because its purpose was 

to authenticate new divine revelati on, which, of course, was a large 

part of his apostolic ministry.  Paulôs miraculous speaking in foreign 

languages was never ñin private,ò as Grudem would have us 

assume, but rather, in public  for others to witness and recognize as 

miraculous.  

Of course, t he strongest biblical evidence that the gift of 

tongues was not a foreign human language is the Apostleôs 

statement in 1 Corinthians that, ñanyone who speaks in a 

tongue does not speak to men. . . .  Indeed, no one 

understands him; he utters mysteries with  his spirit ò (v. 2).  

This statement will occupy a large part of the next chapter and is 

admittedly difficult to interpret. 33   Why would the Apostle describe 

speaking in a ñtongueò as something completely different than the 

way the gift of tongues operated  in Acts 2?   

There are two possible answers.  One, the Apostle is introducing 

an entirely different kind of the biblical gift of tongues, a second 

version from that which is recorded in Acts and which manifested 

itself in non -miraculous gibberish.  Howeve r, even if this is the 

case, modern glossaism  has no explanation for why they cannot 

duplicate the miraculous version described in Acts.   

Another explanation of the Apostleôs reference to a ñtongue ò 

(glossa , the first time the phenomenon is referred to in the singular, 

rather than the plural glossais ñtonguesò) is that he is distinguishing 
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it from the real gift of tongues, because neither he nor anyone else 

could assume that an obscure, uninterpreted utteran ce was the gift 

of tongues!  Was he, (or we) to assume that anyone who utters 

gibberish in the Christian assembly is doing so by the Holy Spirit 

and possesses the biblical gift of tongues?   

As we will argue elsewhere, the Apostleôs hesitancy to 

automatica lly label such utterances in an ñunknown tongueò as the 

authentic gift of tongues is understandable because praying in 

incoherent gibberish to look and feel spiritual was a common 

practice in the temples of the Greek mystery religions popular in 

Corinth at  the time.   

Therefore, when the Apostle writes, ñanyone who speaks in 

[an unknown] tongue does not speak to men. . . .  Indeed, no 

one understands him; he utters mysteries with his spirit ò (v. 

2), he is not introducing a second version of the gift of tong ues, 

different from that described in Acts.  Rather, he is simply referring 

to an obscure utterance made in the assembly by someone claiming 

it to be inspired by the Holy Spirit, which the Apostle required to be 

tested by miraculous interpretation, or othe rwise those who wanted 

to speak it were to ñkeep quiet ò (1 Cor 14:28). 

Finally, on the topic of the gift of tongues involving human 

languages, some have claimed that the Apostleôs reference to 

speaking ñin the tongues of . . . Angels ò (1 Cor 13:1) refers to 

the gift of tongues.  Even the rather liberal Baptist NT scholar, J. D. 

G. Dunn, has written: ñIn short, the most obvious conclusion is that 

Paul thought of glossolalia as speaking the language(s) of heaven.ò 
34   Likewise, the Pentecostal NT scholar Gordo n Fee writes:  

Our most likely entre into Paul's understanding [of tongues] is 

to be found in his description of the phenomenon in I Cor 13:1 

as "the tongues of Angels" [not Acts?!].  The context virtually 

demands that this phrase refers to glossolalia.  Th e more 

difficult matter is its close conjunction with "the tongues of 

people."  Most likely this refers to two kinds of glossolalia: 

human speech, inspired of the Spirit but unknown to the 

speaker or hearers, and angelic speech, inspired of the Spirit 

to s peak in the heavenly dialect.  The historical context in 

general suggests that the latter is what the Corinthians 

understood glossolalia to be, and that therefore they 

considered it one of the evidences of their having already 

achieved something of their f uture heavenly status. 35  

 

First, let us notice that Dr. Fee has now added a third, 

supposedly legitimate, variety of the gift of tongues.  In addition to 

how it operated at Pentecost as a miraculous ability to speak real 

foreign human languages, a fact whi ch Dr. Fee seems to completely 
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ignore, he claims that the Apostle is introducing ñtwo [additional] 

kinds of glossolalia: human speech. . . unknown to the hearers 

[contra Acts], and angelic speech [definitely contra Acts].ò 

Nonetheless, the idea that the re al gift of tongues is the 

language of Angels seems unlikely for several reasons.  First of all, 

is this how the gift worked in Acts?  One of the most important 

rules of accurate Bible interpretation is to use the clear passages to 

interpret the unclear one s.  Glossaism continually violates this and 

we are surprised that such a respected exegete as Dr. Fee would 

provide one of the best examples of this error.   

If we want to be true to Godôs word instead of our agendas, we 

had better find a way to understand  the Apostleôs reference to ñthe 

tongues of . . . Angels ò that does not contradict what we know of 

the real gift of tongues elsewhere in the NT, including Paulôs 

statement a few verses later that,   ñTongues . . . are a sign . . . 

for unbelievers ò (14:22).  ñAngelic speech,ò as Dr. Fee calls it, 

would have absolutely nothing to do with the first and clearest 

description we have of the gift of tongues in Acts, and it would not 

be a ñsign ò of anything to ñunbelievers .ò 

Secondly, even if the Apostle is referri ng to a real language that 

Angels use, it is used by Angels and is contrasted in the same 

sentence with ñthe tongues of men. ò  To interpret the language of 

Angels as something humans would use totally misses the Apostleôs 

distinction between the two.  

Thir dly, it is not clear at all that an angelic language even exists.  

We notice in the next verse that the Apostle mentions something 

that is clearly impossible and intended to be hyperbole: ñIf I have 

the gift of prophecy and can fathom [ eido : understand]  al l  

mysteries and all  knowledge . . . ò (1 Cor 13:2).  Such human 

knowledge does not exist, even with the supernatural gift of 

prophecy.  The clearest interpretation of these phrases would be 

that even if  a human could do the impossible (speak in some 

angeli c language or know everything), but they did it without love, 

it is useless.  In addition, we have no other reference to such a 

thing in the Scriptures and Angels are always portrayed as speaking 

in a language that humans readily understood. 36     

Finally, the glossaistôs insistence that their ñprivate prayer 

languageò is ñan angelic languageò may have more to do with the 

occult and outright heresy than Christianity. The Encyclopedia of 

Occultism and Parapsychology  states that historically, the ones who 

have  emphasized an ñangel languageò have been occultists.  37  

Therefore, we reject the efforts of glossaism to ignore the clear 

biblical evidence in the book of Acts and elsewhere in the NT that 

the gift of speaking in tongues ( glossais : ñreal human languagesò) 

was the miraculous ability to speak in a foreign human language 
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that the speaker did not know, and rather to claim that the gift is 

the non -miraculous ability to pray in gibberish or the languages of 

Angels. 38  

 

 

 

 

Extras & Endnotes  
 

 

A Devotion to Dad  

 

Our Father in Heaven, we sometimes grow weary of all the ways 

that Your word gets twisted.  While the truth can be explained in a 

paragraph, it requires pages to refute error.  Give us the grace and 

patience necessary to ñhold firmly to the trustworthy mes sage 

as it has been taught, so that [we] can encourage others by 

sound doctrine and refute those who oppose it (Tit 1:9), even 

on an issue like speaking in tongues.  

 

 

Gauging Your Grasp  

 

1)  Where in Scripture do we claim is the clearest description of the 

rea l gift of tongues?  What are some characteristics of it there?  

What definition of the gift could be concluded from this first 

occurrence of the gift?  

 

2)  What are some examples in Scripture of the gift of tongues 

being used as a miraculous sign gift of new d ivine revelation to 

Jews?  How does this relate to the Apostleôs definition of the gift 

in 1 Corinthians 14:22?  

 

3)  How has the Church viewed the gift of tongues up until the 

popularity of the Pentecostal movement?  What does this say 

about its modern redefinition?  

 

4)  What evidence is there that the modern version of the gift of 

tongues has nothing to do with a real human language as it did 

in Acts?  How does this affect the modern claim to the gift?  

 

5)  Why do we reject the idea that the real gift of tongue s is the 

language of Angels?  
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6)  Why do we claim that on the issue of the gift of tongues, 

charismaticism ironically abandons Acts as a source of their 

doctrine and practice?  

 

 

Recommended Reading  

 

¶ The rest of Book 12 of Knowing Our God  for a fuller biblical 

refutation of glossaist claims.  

 

¶ Thomas R. Edgar, Satisfied by the Promise of the Spirit (Kregel 

Resources, 1996).  If we only had one book to recommend on the 

topic of the miraculous gifts of the Spirit this one would be it.  

 

¶ Are Miraculous Gifts for Toda y?, Wayne Grudem ed. (Zondervan, 

1996).  A good description and comparison of four views on the 

miraculous spiritual gifts.  Presents several issues that must be 

addressed in correctly teaching on this subject, and brings up 

several questions that we attem pt to answer in this section of 

KOG.  

 

 

Publications & Particulars  

 
                                                           
1 However, some Charismatic theologians, including it would seem J. 

Rodman Williams, support the idea that the tongues phenomenon in Acts 

2 was a gift of hearing  something in a foreign language, rather than 
speaking it (cf. ñCharismatic Movementò in Evangelical Dictionary of 
Theology (EDT), Walter Elwell ed. [Baker, 1984], 206; see also L. T. 

Johnson, ñTongues, Gift of,ò Anchor Bible Dictionary , David Noel 
Freedman ed., 8 vols.   (Doubleday, 1992), VI:597; Anthony Thiselton, 
The First Epistle to the Corinthians  [Eerdmans, 2000], 977 -8).  Such a 
position would seem to completely ignore the clear statement in Acts 2:4 

that the Apostles, ñbegan to speak in other tongues [ glossais : 
ñlanguagesò] as the Spirit [miraculously] enabled them  [not the 
hearers] .ò 

The New Bible Dictionary  (NBD) adds:  
Although it is generally agreed that Luke intended the phrase óto speak in 
other tonguesô [in Acts 2] to mean that the disciples spoke in foreign 

languages, some have seen in v. 8 evidence of a miracle of hearing 

performed on the audience.  Many rejected this view on the ground 
that it transfers the miracle from the disciples to the unconverted 
multitude.  It also overlooks the fact that speaking i n tongues began 
before there was any audience (v. 4; cf .  v. 6). (J. I. Packer, et al.  
eds., 3rd ed., (Inter -Varsity, 1996), 1195).  

On this point Dr. Carson adds:  
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It goes beyond the text to argue that this was a miracle of hearing 
rather than one of speec h.  For Lukeôs purpose is to associate the 
descent of the Spirit with the Spiritôs activity among the believers , 
not to postulate a miracle of the Spirit among those who were still 
unbelievers ò (Showing the Spirit: A Theological Exposition of 1 
Corinthians  12 -14  [Baker, 1987], 138).   

More eloquently, glossaists Max Turner writes:  

We may not seriously doubt that Luke attributed the fundamental 
charisma in this process to the activity of God in the one hundred and 
twenty believers. He would not wish to suggest that the apostolic 

band merely prattled incomprehensibly, while God worked the yet 
greater miracle of interpretation of tongues in the unbelievers. ( The 
Holy Spirit and Spiritual Gifts  [Hendrickson, 1998], 223)  

In addition, it would seem best to conclude that each of the tongues 
speakers in Acts 2 spoke in a number of different languages at different 
times (instead of simultaneously) throughout this event because ñJews 
from every nation under heaven . . . heard t hem speaking in their 
own language ò (2:5-6).  In other words, the Apostle John who was 
certainly present, may have been ñdeclaring the wonders of God ò (v. 
11) for several minutes and during that time shifted from language to 

language.  This would easily ex plain how so many different nationalities 

may have heard the speaking in their own language without it being ña 
miracle of hearing.ò 
Finally, the Apostleôs mention of a gift of ñinterpretation of tongues ò 

(1 Cor 12:10, 30), and his insistence that a potent ial utterance being 
made with the gift would also need interpretation if native speakers were 
not present, all argue against the idea that the miracle of the gift of 

tongues was inherent in the hearers.  

2 Glossa , the singular form is also used in Scripture  to refer to the physical 
human tongue.  

3 Vineôs Expository Dictionary of New Testament Words (Thomas Nelson, 

1996), 636.  

4 The fact that some of the audience at Pentecost, ñmade fun of them 

[the Apostles speaking in foreign languages] and said, "They have  had 
too much wine ò (Acts 2:13), provides no support for suggesting that 
their speech did not have meaning or was not in actual human 
languages.  All it means is that the tongues utterances were not in the 
language of all of those present.  In other words,  a Russian who had 
never heard Spanish may indeed think that a Spanish speaker was drunk, 
and vice versa.  It is probable, in fact, that the mockers were locals who 

did not speak the dialects that the others did.  

5 The New International Dictionary of New T estament Theology (NIDNTT) 
states that ñthe quotation in 1 Cor. 14:21 from Isa. 28:11 f. (en 
heteroglossois, by people of foreign tongues), éoriginally referred to a 
foreign human language, [and] is applied by Paul to the glossolaliaò 
(Colin Brown, ed., 4 vols., [Zondervan, 1986], 3:1079 -80).  
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6 While the Greek word phƬnƬn often means human languages, it more 

generally refers to sounds of any kind.  The view that he has human 
languages in mind, as reflected in most modern translations, is supported 
by the fa ct that the Apostleôs illustration involves communication with 
foreign people.  

All of this would seem to refute the opinion of Thomas W. Gillespie, 
President and Professor of New Testament at Princeton Theological 

Seminary who denies that the Apostle meant  human languages by 
glossais , and that ñPaul coined the technical term ñtonguesò ad hoc  in 
order to deal with the situation in Corinthò (The First Theologians:  A 

Study in Early Christian Prophecy  [Eerdmans, 1994], 160).  
Forbesô claim that ñA computerized search of the Thesaurus Linguae 

Graecae  failed to produce a single case of the use of the termsò 

(Prophecy and Inspired Speech in Early Christianity And Its Hellenistic 
Environment Prophecy , [J. C. B. Mohr, 1995], 45) is unconvincing.  Just 
because no ref erence to the exact phrase ñspeaking in tonguesò can be 
found, does not mean that Luke and Paul did not derive their description 
of the gift of tongues from the commonly understood meaning of 
ñtongues (glossais )ò as human languages at the time.  

Accordingl y, Dr. House concludes ñthe very phrase glossais lalein , óto 

speak with tonguesô was not invented by the New Testament writers, but 

borrowed from ordinary speechò (139).    

7 Vineôs, 330.  

8 NBD , 1196  

9 J. H. Thayer, Greek -English Lexicon of the New Testament (Zondervan, 
1962), 250.  

10  A foremost opponent of this view of the interpretation of tongues is 

Anthony Thiselton who largely bases his case on instances in the writings 
of Philo and Josephus, but even still admits  that diermeneuo ñmeans to 
translate only when the context clearly relates to translationò (976), and 

that clearly includes the context of the use of glossais  throughout the NT.  
For a more in depth refutation of Dr. Thiseltonôs thesis see especially 
Forbe s, 65 -72 and Turner, 227 -9.  

11  For a definition of charismaticism see endnote in chapter 12.1.   

12  Kenneth A. Curtis et al. , The 100 Most Important Events in Christian 
History (Baker, 1998), 178.  

13  Vinson Synan, The  Holiness -Pentecostal Movement in the United States 
(Eerdmans, 1971) , 111.  

14  Ibid., 103.  

15  Irenaeus, Against Heresies , Book II, ch. 23, Book V. ch. 6.1, online at 

ccel.org.  

16  Cecil M. Robeck, ñOrigenôs Treatment of the Charismataò in Charismatic 
Experience s in History , Cecil M. Robeck Jr. ed. (Hendrickson, 1985), 119.  
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17  Augustine, Sermon 21.8 , online at ccel.org  

18  Chrysostom, Homily on 1 Corinthians , 35.  Cf. ch. 29, online at ccel.org.  

19  Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologica , Q. 176, Art. 1; online at 
www.newadvent.org/summa  

20  Thomas Aquinas, 1 Corinthians , para. 729; online at 
http://www.aquinas.avemaria.edu/Aquinas -Corinthians.pd  

21  For example, Calvin writes in his commentary on 1 Corinthians 12:10:  

There was a difference between the knowledge of tong ues, and the 

interpretation  of them, for those who were endowed with the former 
were, in many cases, not acquainted with the language of the nation  
with which they had to deal. The interpreters  rendered foreign 
tongues into the native language. These endowments they did not at 
that time acquire by labor or study, but were put in possession of 

them by a wonderful revelation of the Spirit. (online at 
www.ccel.org.)  

22  Dr. Thiselton reluctantly admi ts that the historical view of the Church has 
been that the gift of tongues involved real human languages, but claims 
it is only because of the erroneous view of Church that the ñinterpretation 

of tonguesò referred to translating languages (cf. 974-8).  On  the 
contrary, we have offered proof that this was indeed the case and the 

historical view of the Church was correct on this as well.  In addition, Dr. 
Thiselton only assumes these writers throughout history based their 
conclusions on the error he suggests , and he completely ignores the clear 
evidence in Acts that no doubt Church leaders have historically respected, 
which is something Dr. Thiselton does not.  

23  Charles Hodge, Commentary on the First Epistle to the Corinthians  First 
Epistle , Electronic Editio n STEP Files CD -ROM (Findex.Com, 2003), 248.  

Dr. Hodge went on to write something that should be seriously 
considered today:  

Those who depart from the common interpretation of the gift of 
tongues, differ indefinitely among themselves as to its true nature.  
Some . . . say that the word means the tongue as the physical organ 
of utterance; and to speak  with the tongue  is to speak in a state of 

excitement in which the understanding and will do not control the 
tongue, which is moved by the Spirit to utter sounds  which are as 
unintelligible to the speaker as to others.  But this interpretation . . . 
is irreconcilable with the account in Acts.  Besides it degrades the gift 
into a mere frenzy. . . . .  

It is unnecessary to continue this enumeration of conjectures; w hat 
has already been said would be out of place if the opinions referred to 

had not found favor in England [e.g. Irvingites] and in our own 
country.  The arguments against the common view of the nature of 
the gift of tongues, (apart from the exegetical dif ficulties with which it 
is thought to be encumbered,) are not such as to make much 
impression upon minds accustomed to reverence the Scriptures ( in 
loc 1 Cor 12:10).  
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24  J. I. Packer, Keep in Step With the Spirit (Revell, 1984) , 209 -210.  

25  H. Newton Malony , ñDebunking Myths about Glossolaliaò in 
Charismatic Experiences in History , Cecil M. Robeck Jr. ed. 
(Hendrickson, 1985), 103.  

26  Carson, Spirit , 83.     

27  Ibid., 80 -81, 83.  

28  Turner, 309.   

29  Wayne Grudem, Systematic Theology (Zondervan, 1994), 1072.  

30  NID NTT, III:113.  

31  Grudem, 1072.  

32  Ibid. note 43, (underlining added for emphasis).  

33  For further comment on 1 Cor 14:2 see chapter 12.9.  

34  James D. G. Dunn, Jesus and the Spirit  (Westminster Press, 1975), 244.  

35  Gordon Fee, Godôs Empowering Presence:  The Holy Spirit in the Letters 
of Pau (Hendrickson, 1994), 890.  

36  Dr. Feeôs reliance on the extra-biblical Jewish writing of The Testament of 
Job to claim that humans could speak a real angelic language is 
unconvincing at best, and the text he cites for his proo f could even be 
described as ñspookyò (The First Epistle to the Corinthians  (NICNT ) 
[Eerdmans, 1987], 630).  

37  Encyclopedia of Occultism and Parapsychology , ed. Melton, J. Gordon, 
4th ed., 2 vols., (Gale Research, 1996), 1425.  

38  Regarding the view that the gift of tongues involved real human 
languages, Dr. Thiselton notes that, ñIn more recent scholarship 

advocates for this view include J. G. Davies ("Pentecost and Glossolalia," 
228 -31), S. Tugwell (ñDid You Receive the Spirit,ò 9), R. H. Gundry 
("'Ecstatic Utterance' (NEB)?" 299 -307), and Christopher Forbes 

(Prophecy , 51 -65).  
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Primary Points  

¶ Because the biblical gift of tongues enabled someone to speak 

in a foreign human language they did not know, it was a 

miracle of God.   

¶ The biblical gift of tongues amazed people, convincing them 

that God was changing His covenant with humanity.  The 

modern version doesnôt amaze anyone.  This is one more 

example of charismaticismôs habit of diluting the miraculous 

nature of the biblical gi fts in order to conform them to their 

modern experience, all because they cannot match the biblical 

gifts.   

¶ We would suggest that the gift of tongues always 

accompanied new divine revelation and/or revolutionary 

changes in divine modes of operation, inclu ding the Gospelôs 

expanding scope to the Gentiles.   

¶ It is significant that the first occurrence of this gift in the early 

Church involved specifically ñGod - fearing Jews  from every 

nation .ò 

¶ ñTongues served well to show that God was moving from the 

single n ation of Israel to all the nations.ò   

¶ Notice that the Apostle Paulôs clearest and most definitive 

statement concerning the gift of tongues is that it is ña 

[miraculous] sign . . . for unbelievers ò (1 Cor 14:22). 

¶ It is both ironic and sad that a spiritual gift with the divine 

purpose of bringing Godôs people together (i.e. Jews and 

Gentiles), has been perverted into a pagan form that has split 

many Christians and churches.  

¶ The gift of tongues contained meaningful speech and the 

Apostle Paul expected meaning ful content, which is why he 

demanded interpretation.  

¶ However, for several reasons, tongues was not a significant 

source of divine revelation.  

¶ We have no record in the NT of anyone miraculously speaking 

in a foreign language, at length, in order to commun icate and 

explain the Gospel.   
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A)  Tongues Was a Miracle  
 

Because the biblical gift of tongues enabled someone to speak in 

a foreign human language they did not know, it was a miracle of 

God.  In Acts 2 we read that the ñSpirit [miraculously] enabled ò 

the Apostles ñto speak in other tongues ò (v. 4), and if it was not 

miraculous, why would the Spirit be needed?  Because the gift was 

an easily recognized miracle, Luke records that, ña crowd came 

together in bewilderment, because each one heard them 

speak ing in his own language ò and they were ñutterly amazed ò 

(v. 6).   

Likewise in Acts 10, after the Apostle Peter had preached the 

Gospel to the first Gentile converts, we read:  

The circumcised believers  [Jews] who had come with 

Peter were astonished  that the  gift of the Holy Spirit 

had been poured out even on the Gentiles.  For they 

heard them speaking in tongues [ glossais : ñreal though 

human foreign languagesò]. (vs. 45-6)  

  

The Jewish Christians who accompanied the Apostle would not have 

been ñastonished ò with mere gibberish, but by a miracle of real 

human language.   

We see the same in Acts 11.  Here Peter is trying to prove to 

suspicious Jews that non -Jews can be saved too.  As his only 

defense, the Apostle reports, ñAs I began to speak, the Holy 

Spirit ca me on them as He had come on us at the beginning ò 

(v. 15).  How did he know this, and why would it impress his critics?  

It was because ñthe Holy Spirit came on ò those Gentiles in an 

obviously miraculous way, evidenced by their ability to speak in real 

for eign human languages they did not know, just as the Apostles 

had at Pentecost.  There is no other answer.   

Perhaps these new converts spoke in Hebrew or Aramaic which 

the Apostle and the Jews accompanying him would recognize, while 

it would be unlikely th at such Gentiles would know.  Regardless, 

mere gibberish or a ñprayer languageò would not have convinced 

anyone of anything.  As a result of the powerful miracle enabled by 

the gift of tongues, the Apostleôs critics ñhad no further 

objections and praised G od, saying, óSo then, God has 

granted even the Gentiles repentance unto life ôò (v. 18).   

Whatever the modern version of tongues is, it does not have 

this authenticating miraculous effect.  This is perhaps the clearest 

difference between the effect of the biblical tongues phenomena 

and the modern one.  The latter doesnôt amaze anyone.  This is 

because it is not a miracle, like the biblical gift of tongues was.  

Speaking in an unlearned foreign human language would be 
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recognized as such a miracle.  On the ot her hand, the modern 

redefinition of the gift as primarily a ñprivate prayer languageò is no 

miracle at all.  This is simply one more example of charismaticismôs 
1habit of diluting the miraculous nature of the biblical gifts in order 

to conform them to the ir modern experience, all because they 

cannot match the biblical gifts.       

 

 

B)  Tongues was a Miraculous Sign Especially to 

Jews to Authenticate New Divine Revelation  
 

 

B.1)  Biblical evidence  

 

The miracle gift of tongues was a sign gift , and like the others, it 

occurred in order to supernaturally authenticate new divine 

revelation. 2  Accordingly, in Mark 16 we read: ñthese signs 

[sƉmeia]  will accompany those who believe:  In My name 

they will drive out demons; they will [miraculously] speak in 

new tongues [ glossais ]ò (Mark 16:17).  These ñsigns ò were no 

doubt understood to be for the purpose of divinely authenticating 

ñthose who believe ò and were spreading the Gospel. 3  

We would suggest that the gift of tongues always accompanied 

new d ivine revelation and/or revolutionary changes in divine modes 

of operation, obviously including the Gospelôs message, but also the 

Gospelôs expanding scope to the Gentiles.  Accordingly, shortly after 

its first occurrence, the Apostle proclaims new divine revelation to 

the Jews present, if not the whole Jewish nation, when he says, ñlet 

all Israel be assured of this: God has made this Jesus, Whom 

you crucified, both Lord and Christ ò (v. 36).  He commanded 

them to ñRepent and be baptized, every one of you, i n the 

name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your sins ò and he 

promised them, ñyou will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit ò (v. 

38).  The Apostleôs whole message contained previously unrevealed 

divine truth that needed to be miraculously authenticate d to these 

Jews, and thus God provided the miraculous sign of giving the 

Apostles the ability to speak in real foreign human languages they 

did not know.   

It is significant that the first occurrence of this gift in the early 

Church involved specifically ñGod - fearing Jews  from every 

nation ò (2:5).  In its first occurrence it obviously has a special 

relationship and purpose with the Jews.  Accordingly, this purpose 

of authenticating new divine revelation or revolutionary divine 

operation to the Jews is refle cted in the other occurrences of the 

miraculous sign gift  of tongues recorded in Acts.  



12.3:  Tongues Was Miraculous & Meaningful  53  

In Acts 10, the Gospel of Jesus Christ is being officially 

introduced for the first time to the Gentiles by the Apostle Peter.  

Luke records:  

While Peter was still spea king these words, the Holy 

Spirit came on all who heard the message.  45  The 

circumcised believers [Jews] 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  tongues [ glossais : ñreal foreign human 

languages] and [coherently and miraculously] praising God.  

Then Peter said,  47  ñCan anyone keep these people 

from being baptized with water?  They have received 

the Holy Spirit just as we have [and are saved!] .ò  48  So 

he ordered that they [the non -Jews] be baptized in the 

name of Jesus Christ  [and for the first time ever , be 

included with the Jews as the chosen people of God] . (Acts 

10:44 -48)  

 

The gift of miraculously speaking in real foreign human 

languages was gra nted as a miraculous sign especially for the 

ñcircumcised [Jewish] believers who had come with Peter ò 

(10:45).  This was indeed a unique and monumental event that 

warranted such a supernatural occurrence.  God was revealing that 

salvation was not only for the Jews but for the Gentiles as well and 

He was confirming such a revolutionary truth with this occurrence of 

miraculously speaking in real human foreign languages.   

The importance of the gift of tongues in confirming new 

revelation to the Jews is especi ally evident in the Apostleôs defense 

regarding the authenticity of the Gentile conversions in Acts 11.  

Luke records:  

The Apostles and the brothers throughout Judea heard 

that the Gentiles also had received the word of God.  2  

So when Peter went up to Je rusalem, the circumcised 

believers criticized him  3  and said, ñYou went into the 

house of uncircumcised men and ate with them.ò  Peter 

began and explained everything to them precisely as it 

had happened . . . .  

ñAs I began to speak, the Holy Spirit came on them as 

He had come on us at the beginning [at Pentecost] . . . .  17  

So if God gave them the same gift as He gave us, who 

believed in the Lord Jesus Christ, who was I to think 

that I could oppose God?ò  When they heard this, they 

had no further objections and praised God, saying, ñSo 

then, God has granted even the Gentiles repentance 

unto life.ò (Acts 11:1 -4, 15 -18)  
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Some Christian Jews were openly and remarkably critical of any 

non -Jews being eligible for the sa lvation offered in the New 

Covenant (v. 2).  What ultimately convinced these Jews of this 

unprecedented event is the miracles that surrounded it, including 

these Gentiles miraculously speaking in real human foreign 

languages just as the Apostles had at Pen tecost (cf. v. 15).    This 

miraculous sign was no doubt necessary to prove to the Apostleôs 

peers (and the Apostle himself) that the Gentiles had indeed been 

included into the people of God (cf. v. 18).  

Accordingly, O. Palmer Robertson comments in the Westminster 

Theological Journal :  ñTongues served well to show that God was 

moving from the single nation of Israel to all the nations.ò 4  John 

MacArthur agrees:  

Tongues were intended as a sign to unbelieving Israel.  They 

signified that God had begun a new  work that encompassed 

the Gentiles.  The Lord would now speak to all nations in all 

languages.  The barriers were down.  And so the gift of 

languages symbolized not only the curse of God on a 

disobedient nation, but also the blessing of God on the whole 

world.  Tongues were therefore a [miraculous] sign of 

transition between the Old and New Covenants. 5  

 

In Acts 19, it would seem we have another instance of tongues 

occurring in the context of God confirming new divine truth in the 

presence of Jewish unbelievers.  Some argue that the followers of 

John the Baptist encountered here by the Apostle Paul on his arrival 

to Ephesus were already Christians because they are referred to as 

ñdisciples ò (19:1).  However, NT scholar I. Howard Marshall states 

the ob vious:  

These men can hardly have been Christians since they had not 

received the gift of the Spirit.  It is safe to say that the New 

Testament does not recognize the possibility of being a 

Christian apart from possession of the Spirit (Jn. 3:5; Acts 

11:17;  Rom. 8:9; 1 Cor. 12:3; Gal. 3:2; 1 Thes. 1:5f; Tit. 

3:5; Heb. 6:4; 1 Pet. 1:2; 1 Jn. 3:24; 4:13). 6   

 

It can be further suggested that they were Jews, as descriptions 

of John the Baptistôs ministry clearly depict it as something 

essentially Jewish. 7  But even if these ñdisciples ò themselves were 

not Jewish, it is clear that this episode was another important event 

that needed authentication for Jews in general.  It was important 

for Jews to understand that being a follower of John the Baptist was 

no long er sufficient, and that the One Who was to baptize them 

with the Holy Spirit and really save them had come (cf. John 1:29 -

34).  This was again a revolutionary truth to many Jews and the 
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miraculous occurrence of speaking in real foreign human languages 

prov ided the necessary proof that God was changing the means of 

His relationship with them.  

Accordingly, a point of clarification may be needed here in 

defining exactly what kind of new divine revelation was 

authenticated by the gift of tongues.  More accurate ly, as we have 

said above, it authenticated unprecedented revelation and/or  

revolutionary changes in divine modes of operation, obviously 

including the Gospelôs message, but also the Gospelôs expanding 

scope to the Gentiles.  Accordingly, Grant Osborne, Pr ofessor of 

New Testament at Trinity, writes the gift of tongues, ñauthenticated 

the addition of new groups to the church,ò 8 and subsequently to 

salvation under the New Covenant, something especially important 

for the Jews.  

Contrary to what glossaism clai ms, the Apostle describes the gift 

of tongues in 1 Corinthians 14 precisely as it operated in Acts:  a 

sign to Jewish unbelievers.  In the most definitive statement on the 

nature and purpose of biblical tongues in Scripture , the Apostle 

writes:  

In the [Je wish] Law it is written: "Through men of 

strange tongues and through the lips of foreigners I will 

speak [in foreign human languages] to this people [the 

Jews] , but even then they [the Jews] will not listen to 

Me," says the Lord.  Tongues, then, are a [mir aculous] 

sign  [ simeion ] , not for believers but for [Jewish]  

unbelievers . . . .  So if the whole church comes together 

and everyone speaks in tongues, and some who do not 

understand or some [Corinthian -Greek] unbelievers come 

in, will they not say that you are out of your mind? ò 

(14:21 -23)  

 

Notice that the Apostle Paulôs clearest and most definitive 

statement concerning the gift of tongues is that it is ña [miraculous] 

sign . . . for unbelievers ò (v. 22). 9  If we take the NTôs use of the 

word ñsign ò into consideration, the most likely reference here is to 

the authenticating ñmiraculous  signs and wonders ò that ñthe 

Apostles performed ò (Acts 5:12), with speaking in tongues being 

one of them (cf. Mark 16:17, 20; John 2:11, 23; 3:2; 4:48; 6:2, 

26; 7:31; 9:16; 11 :47; 12:37; 20:30; Acts 2:22, 43; 4:30; 6:8; 

7:36; 8:6, 13; 14:3; 15:12; Rom 15:19; 1 Cor 1:22; Heb 2:4).  In 

fact, the Apostle had told the Corinthians earlier in the letter that 

ñJews demand miraculous signs  [ simeia ]ò (1:22) in order to be 

persuaded of s piritual truths.  The gift of tongues was one of the 

ñmiraculous signs ò that God provided, and this would seem the 
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clearest understanding of the Apostleôs statement, ñTongues . . . 

are a [miraculous] sign . . . for unbelievers .ò  

The Apostleôs clear statement clearly contradicts the glossaist 

Dr. Turner who claims, ñPaul does not explicitly say why God has 

given the gift of tongues.ò 10   On the contrary, we claimed in the 

first chapter that the Bibleôs teaching on the gift of tongues was 

sufficiently clear t o refute the views of glossaism and the Apostleôs 

statement here is both exceptionally clear and devastating for the 

modern tongues movement.  There certainly is no doubt that at 

least the Apostle  intended to ñexplicitly say why God has given the 

gift of t ongues,ò and if we do not recognize that or properly 

interpret him, it is not the Apostleôs fault. 11  

  Accordingly, we would ask, when is the gift of tongues ever 

used today as ña [miraculous] sign . . . for unbelievers ò in 

modern glossaism ?  Let us think particularly about the popular 

notion that the gift of tongues is to be a private prayer language.  

That is simply incompatible with the Apostle Paulôs definitive 

statement that, ñTongues  . . . are  a [miraculous] sign . . .  for 

unbelievers .ò  First, the Apostle is clearly implying it is a 

miraculous sign, and modern ñtongues prayerò in particular is not 

even claimed to be a miracle.  Secondly, the Apostle says the gift of 

tongues was intended to communicate something to unbelievers , 

which is also squarely a t odds with how both the private and public 

versions of tongues are used today in glossaism .  

The typical response by glossaist teachers  to the Apostleôs 

statement is to conveniently assume that by the gift of ñtongues ò 

he only has in mind the kind of obscure utterances that occur 

today, instead of the miracle of speaking coherently in a foreign 

human language as it is described in Acts.  Then it is claimed that 

such gibberish would somehow be a sign communicating divin e 

judgment to unbelievers. 12   For example, Dr. Fee comments on 1 

Corinthians 14:22:  

[I]n the public gathering uninterpreted tongues function as a 

sign for unbelievers. . . .  Because tongues are unintelligible 

[were they in Acts 2?], unbelievers receive no  revelation from 

God [they did in Acts 2]; they cannot thereby be brought to 

faith [they were in Acts 2].  Thus by their response of seeing 

the work of the Spirit as madness, they are destined for divine 

judgment. 13  

 

Likewise, Dr. Grudem remarks concerning  Paulôs statement that 

ñtongues . . . are a sign . . . for unbelievers ò: 

Here Paul uses the word ñsignò to mean ñsign of Godôs 

attitude ò (whether positive or negative).  Tongues that are not 
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understood by outsiders are certainly a negative signðas sign 

of judgment. 14  

 

First, it must be asked, how could ñuninterpreted,ò 

ñunintelligible,ò and non-revelational speech be a sign to anyone of 

anything and deserving divine judgment?  Only the biblical version 

of tongues as described in Acts would operate as a sign , not the 

modern version.  If it was a sign of judgment to unbelievers, it 

certainly didnôt work in the Corinthian assembly this way because 

the Apostle anticipates they will mock those speaking in tongues 

telling them, ñyou are out of your mind ò (v. 23).  So much for 

the feeling of being divinely judged.   

In fact, it is not only unbelievers who would be perfectly right to 

tell a group of gibberish speaking people,  ñyou are out of your 

mind ,ò (v. 23), but believers would be perfectly right to do the 

same.  No one, believer or unbeliever would ever be expected or 

obligated to believe that such gibberish was divine, and this is 

precisely the point the Apostle is making.   

Secondly, what glossaist are essentially claiming is that the gift 

of tongues has the sa me effect on an unbeliever as ñprophesying ò 

by which:  

he will be convinced by all that he is a sinner and will be 

judged by all, and the secrets of his heart will be laid 

bare.  So he will fall down and worship God, exclaiming, 

ñGod is really among you!ò (1 Cor 14:24)  

 

However, the Apostle teaches just the opposite, that the gift of 

prophecy  will work as a sign of divine judgment, not tongues as 

glossaist claim.  

Accordingly, Dr. Turner admits concerning the Apostle 

statement that ñtongues . . . are a sign . . . for unbelievers ò: 

This would almost [why almost?] make sense as a 

straightforward statement if Paul had Lucan Pentecostal 

xenolalia [supernaturally speaking multiple human languages] 

as his model.  We would then approach the claim that Paul 

thought o f xenolalia as a convincing sign -gift. 15  

 

Unfortunately, Dr. Turner goes on to deny this and apparently, with 

many others, ignores what seems obvious in order to avoid the 

devastating consequences that taking the Apostle at face value 

would have on modern glossaism .  

At this point, it must be asked that if the biblical gift of 

ñtongues . . . are a sign . . . for unbelievers ò (1 Cor 14:22), as it 

was in Acts, why did the Apostle say:  
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So if the whole church comes together and everyone 

speaks in tongues, and s ome who do not understand or 

some [Corinthian -Greek] unbelievers come in, will they 

not say that you are out of your mind?  (1 Cor 14:23)  

 

The reason is obviously because the demographic setting in the 

Corinthian church would have been completely different from that 

at Pentecost.  The latter was a very unique situation making the gift 

of tongues particularly effective.  Luke says that because of the 

Feast of Pentecost, there were ñJews  from every nation ò in 

Jerusalem (Acts 2:5).   

Accordingly, because the re al gift of tongues was the miraculous 

ability to speak in multiple foreign human languages it was effective 

in the hearing of people, ñfrom every nation .ò  However, in 

Corinth, most people would have almost exclusively spoken only 

Greek, instead of a myria d of foreign languages, and the ability to 

miraculously speak in a foreign language would be ineffective.  Even 

if one did speak in a foreign language that these Greeks had never 

heard, it would sound weird.   

One is reminded again of what happened at Pent ecost.  While 

the ñJews from every nation ò (Acts 2:5) said, ñwe hear them 

[miraculously] declaring the wonders of God in our own 

tongues! [ glossais : ñreal human languagesò] . . . ñSome . . . 

made fun of them and said, ñThey have had too much wine.ôò 

(2:11,  13).   

The obvious reason that some recognized the miracle of tongues 

and others thought it was gibberish was that the latter didnôt know 

the foreign languages being spoken, and perhaps only spoke 

Aramaic or Hebrew.  This is precisely why the rather exclu sively 

Greek Corinthian unbelievers would have thought the tongues 

speaking was gibberish as well, they would not know foreign 

language being miraculously spoken.  

The other reason that the real gift of tongues would not be 

effective in Corinth was because it was especially intended to be a 

miraculous sign to unbelieving Jews.  Accordingly, the Apostleôs 

immediate quote concerning ñstrange tongues ò (v. 21) is taken 

from something originally written to Jews and recorded in the 

Hebrew Scriptures.  The Apostle is quoting from Isaiah 28:11 -12 

where God is warning unbelieving Jews  of the coming Assyrian 

army who would speak to them in a foreign language.  In fact, in 

the Isaiah passage, the occurrence of the Jews being communicated 

to in foreign languages would be  a miraculous fulfillment of a 

prophecy, and an authenticating sign that God was indeed speaking 

to them.  
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In addition, the Apostle had already reminded the Corinthians in 

this very letter  that, ñJews demand miraculous signs and 

Greeks [like most of the Co rinthians]  look for wisdom ò (cf. 1:22).  

Likewise, the obviously Jewish author of Hebrews noted the 

significance of authenticating miraculous signs for the Jews when he 

wrote of the revolutionary New Covenant revelation:  

This salvation, which was first ann ounced by the Lord, 

was confirmed to us  [Jews] by those who heard Him.  

God also testified to it by signs, wonders and various 

miracles, and gifts of the Holy Spirit  [no doubt including 

the gift of tongues] distributed according to His will  (Heb 

2:3 -4)  

 

It  would seem then that the Apostle is reminding the primarily 

Greek Corinthians that the purpose of the gift of tongues is 

primarily ña sign . . . for [Jewish] unbelievers , not even Greek 

unbelievers. 16   While the biblical gift of tongues as it clearly 

oper ated in Acts did act as the ñmiraculous signs ò that the Apostle 

says the ñJews demand ò (1 Cor 1:22), the modern version of the 

gift is not a miraculous sign of anything.  

All of this explains why the Apostle says that ñsome who do 

not understand [ideƬtai 17]ò will not be effected by the gift of 

tongues.  Paul does not specify what they donôt understand, but we 

have pointed out at least two obvious issues.  If a person did ñnot 

understand ò the foreign human language being miraculously 

spoken through the gift,  or was a Greek who did ñnot understand ò 

the especially Jewish significance of the gift, then indeed it would 

have no effect.  Such a reminder would serve the Apostleôs 

purposes here, which is to help the ñtongues hungryò Corinthians 

put even the real gift  into proper perspective.  In a primarily Gentile 

context, the real gift of tongues would be unexpected and 

misunderstood. 18  

 

 

B.2)  Historical evidence  

 

Not surprisingly, the view that the gift of tongues operated as a 

miraculous sign to authenticate new divine revelation and/or divine 

operation, has been the historical view of the Church.  Accordingly, 

the great Augustine wrote concerning the gift:  

In the earliest time, ñthe Holy Ghost fell upon them that 

believed; and they spoke with tongues,ò which they had not 

learned, ñas the Spirit gave them utterance.ò  These were the 

Sign adapted to the time  [of new divine revelation].  For there 

behooved to be that betokening of the Holy Spirit in all tongues, 
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to show that the Gospel of God was to run through all t ongues 

over the whole earth.  That thing was done for a betokening, 

and it passed away.  19    

 

We suggest it passed away because the New Testament revelation 

no longer needed to be miraculously authenticated.  

Likewise, Augustineôs counterpart in the East, Chrysostom (347 -

407), commenting on Paulôs statement that ñTongues . . . are a 

sign . . . for unbelievers ò wrote something that outright denies 

the claims of modern glossaism :  

[N]or is [speaking in a] tongue any way useful to believers; for 

its only work is to astonish [unbelievers]. . . [thus] the word 

ñsignò 20  

 

More recent authors have reflected the biblical evidence above 

that it was a miraculous sign gift  particularly for the Jews.  Zane 

Hodges, Professor of New Testament at Dallas Theological Seminary 

comments:  

Tongues were given as a sign to the Jewish people only, from 

which it follows that the average heathen visitor to the 

[Corinthian] Christian assembly (far more likely to be a Gentile 

than a hostile Jew) would be exposed to a phenomenon never 

inten ded for him in the first place. 21  

 

Likewise, Merrill F. Unger (1909 -1980), the well known and 

respected author of Ungerôs Bible Dictionary writes:  

The supernatural phenomenon [of the gift of tongues] was a 

tangible demonstration to them that some aspect of  the new 

age of grace was being graphically impressed upon them.  The 

Apostle Paul himself declared, "The Jews require a sign" (1 

Cor. 1:22).  And little wonder in the instance of the change -

over from the legal or Mosaic age to the new age of grace!   

The transition from a long era of almost fifteen centuries in 

which they had endured the rigorous disciplines of 

dispensational childhood to bring them to Christ that they 

might be saved by faith (Gal. 3:23 -29) was so earth -

shattering in their case that they r equired full proof that it was 

really God's doing.  God, knowing their predicament, 

graciously gave the Jews an unmistakable sign. 22  

 

As well, the Roman Catholic scholar of early Christianity, Luke 

Timothy Johnson, Professor of New Testament and Christian Origins 

at Emory University, writes:  

As a result [of the gift of tongues], this [Christian] sect [of 

Judaism] had a legitimate if not compelling claim to be 
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considered as the authentic people of God, the rightful heir of 

the biblical tradition.  In short, by enlivening their hearts and 

by liberating their tongues, this gift of the Holy Spirit made 

clear to all that prophecy was alive and that Jesus was alive as 

well. 23  

 

So it would seem clear from both Acts and 1 Corinthians that 

the biblical gift of tongues was intended to be a miraculous sign gift  

especially to Jews, to authenticate the New Covenant revelation 

coming through the Scripture gifts  of the NT Apostles and Pr ophets.  

This again would argue against its use as a private prayer language.   

In addition, it is both ironic and sad that a spiritual gift with the 

divine purpose of bringing Godôs people together (i.e. Jews and 

Gentiles), has been perverted into a pagan  form that has split many 

Christians and churches.  

 

 

C)  Tongues  Produced Meaningful, Although Not 

Significant, Speech  
 

 

C.1)  Only enough speech to demonstrate a miracle was 

sufficient  
 

In Acts 2  some of those hearing the disciples speak in tongues 

heard them ñdeclaring the wonders of God in [their]  own 

tongues ò (v. 11).  Therefore, it is clear that what the Apostles 

spoke with their gift of tongues contained meaningful speech.  In 

Acts 10, Peter and his companions heard the new Gentile believers 

ñspeaking with tongues and exalting God ò (v. 46), obviously 

meaning that the tongues speech contained meaningful content.   

In the third and final occurrence of miraculously speaking in 

foreign languages r ecorded by Luke we find the same thing.  He 

records that in the presence of Paul, some Ephesian converts  

ñbegan speaking with tongues and prophesied ò (Acts 19:6).  

Again, it would have been impossible for those listening to know 

that the tongues speakers w ere prophesying unless their speech 

was understood to have meaningful content. 24   

The Apostle Paul also expected an authentic utterance through 

the gift of tongues to contain meaningful content.  This is obviously 

one reason that he demanded that such an u tterance be translated, 

and if it was, he expected it to contain edifying content (cf. 1 Cor 

14:5).  Secondly, the Apostle states in 14:10: ñUndoubtedly there 

are all sorts of languages in the world, yet none of them is 

without meaning. ò  What else could this be, but a reminder to the 
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Corinthians that anything legitimately spoken by a human contains 

some meaningful content?  

Also, the Apostle teaches throughout 1 Corinthians 12 -14 that 

one of the ways to tell the difference between the real gift and a 

fake g ift of tongues is in the content  of what is being communicated 

through the utterance.  Which was another reason he demanded 

such an utterance to be translated in order to ensure it contained 

Christian content.  As will be demonstrated in a subsequent 

chapt er, one of the Apostleôs desires in this epistle is to help the 

Corinthians distinguish authentic manifestations of the spiritual gifts 

from counterfeit ones.   

Accordingly, the Apostle expected meaningful human speech to 

be a part of the exercise of any s peaking spiritual gift, tongues 

included.  This was because all spiritual gifts are intended to edify 

people, and understanding and meaning are essential to any human 

spiritual edification.  

Of course, this too is denied by glossaism , which claims that 

spir itual edification can occur even if there is no meaningful content 

to a tongues utterance.  In fact, the Apostle Paul denies this can be 

the case for others throughout 1 Corinthians 14.  As discussed 

further elsewhere, our mind and reason play  a critical G od-ordained 

part in God pleasing whole -hearted worship  and real spiritual 

edification. 25    

Although it is clear that the Apostle expected an authentic 

Christian tongues utterance to contain something meaningful that 

could be translated, evaluated, and edif ying, we might ask whether 

he expected tongues to be a significant source of divine revelation.  

The answer would seem to be ñnoò for the following reasons.   

First of all, he states in this very chapter that, ñtongues are for 

a [miraculous] sign [not reve lation]  . . . to unbelievers . . . 

prophecy, however, is for believers  [and divine revelation]ò (1 

Cor 14:22).  Throughout the whole chapter the Apostle makes it 

clear that the gift of prophecy is superior to tongues and one of the 

reasons would seem to be  that it is a much better source of divine 

revelation.   

Secondly, the only tongues utterances we have quoted in 

Scripture are relatively short and ambiguously described as ñthe 

wonders of God ò (Acts 2:11), ñpraising God ò (Acts 10:46), and 

ñprophesying ò (Acts 19:6), and rather impossible to evaluate for 

new divine revelation.  

Thirdly, the Apostleôs insistence that tongues utterances be 

interpreted may not so much be for the sake of their contents , as 

much as a necessary step in revealing an authentic Chris tian 

tongues utterance as a miracle  of speaking something with meaning 

in a foreign language that the speaker does not know.  In other 



12.3:  Tongues Was Miraculous & Meaningful  63  

words, the content of an authentic tongues utterance only needed 

enough meaningful speech to demonstrate a miracle, not 

necessarily provide an abundance of new divine revelation.  

Still, some may be confused by the Apostleôs statement that: 

But now, brethren, [even] if I come to you speaking in 

tongues, what shall I profit you, unless I [ also ] speak to 

you either by way of re velation or [the gift] of [divine] 

knowledge or [the gift] of prophecy or [the gift] of 

teaching?  (1 Cor 14:6)   

 

The suggested additions to the verse are provided in an attempt 

to offer clarification.  It would seem obvious that the Apostle is not 

implying that the ñrevelation . . . or [divine] knowledge or . . . 

prophecy or . . . teaching ò would come in the form of tongues, 

but rather that the person would also  exercise other gifts so that 

the congregation would be edified by them.   At least three  of these 

forms of instruction are gifts themselves that have been explicitly 

mentioned in this very section, and all of which are superior to 

tongues, and would be hindered by the use of tongues.   

What the Apostle is saying is that even if he came and sp oke 

through the gift of tongues, it would be far better if instead, he 

exercised the other spiritual gifts he lists to ensure that there would 

be edifying revelation.   

Accordingly, tongues is clearly distinguished from gifts of 

revelation when the Apostle  writes, ñWhen you come together, 

everyone has a hymn, or a word of instruction, a revelation, 

a tongue or an interpretation ò (v. 26).  Therefore, ña tongue ò is 

distinguished from ña revelation ,ò partly because even the 

authentic gift is an authenticating sign gift , not a revelatory 

Scripture gift  like prophecy.  

 

 

C.2)  Not intended to communicate the Gospel  
 

Along the same lines, some believe that the gift of tongues was 

used in the early Church to communicate the Gospel to unbelievers.  

This is understan dable in light of the fact that the Gospel bore 

ñfruit ò ñall over the world ò (Col 1:6).  In addition, Paul, the 

missionary extraordinaire, had told the Corinthians, ñI speak in 

tongues more than all of you ò (1 Cor 14:18).  A statement that 

some interpret a s saying that he used it in communicating the 

Gospel in the foreign lands he visited, so that he would not have to 

naturally learn their native languages.  Those who argue this view 

claim that this is one reason that the gift of tongues needs to 

operate to day.  
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There are obvious problems with this view, however.  First of all, 

proponents of it are in the difficult situation of arguing from biblical 

silence, not evidence, as we have no record in the NT of anyone 

miraculously speaking in a foreign language, at  length, in order to 

communicate and explain the Gospel.  As noted above, the content 

of the authentic tongues utterances are ambiguously described as 

ñthe wonders of God ò (Acts 2:11), ñpraising God ò (Acts 10:46), 

and ñprophesying ò (Acts 19:6).  There is no proof here that the 

utterances contained the Gospel, or any other significant revelation.  

Most expositors agree also that the Apostle Peter did not preach the 

Gospel simultaneously in several foreign languages at Pentecost, 

but rather spoke in Aramaic o r Hebrew, all of which the visitors to 

Jerusalem would have probably understood.   

As far as the Apostle Paul is concerned, there is no indication in 

the Gospel presentations recorded that he did it with the gift of 

tongues.  It is to be remembered that Gr eek was the universal 

language of virtually the entire known world.  Wherever it wasnôt, 

the Gospel could be translated just as it is today.  Which is why, for 

example, early Church history records that John Mark was the 

Apostle Peterôs interpreter, and which probably explains why the 

Apostle Paul said he considered him so ñhelpful to me in my 

ministry ò (2 Tim. 4:11). 26   Even the Apostles apparently needed 

interpreters and translators.  

Also, as the Apostle Paul reminded the Corinthians, the sign gift  

of ton gues was really for 1st century Jews, not 20th century 

Africans or South Americans.  And even so, we have numerous 

instances recorded in Acts when the gift was  operating in the early 

Church, where the Gospel is preached in even Jewish synagogues, 

and the t ongues phenomenon does not  occur.  If it had, it is best to 

assume it would have been recorded.  All in all, there is no reason 

to assume that the gift worked then, or needs to work today, to 

communicate the Gospel.  

 

 

 

 

Extras & Endnotes  
 

 

Devotion to Dad  

 

Father, we rejoice that You have expanded Your covenant to all 

nations, and we are thankful that you miraculously authenticated 

this monumental change, not only by changed lives, but the miracle 
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of tongues.  Help us preserve this gift as a miracle of the early 

Church to authenticate this monumental event, and we regret it has 

been diluted to some kind of prayer language.  

 

 

Gauging Your Grasp  

 

1)  What biblical evidence do we have that the gift of tongues was a 

miracle of God?  

   

2)  What do we claim was Godôs purpose for the gift of tongues?  

What biblical evidence do we provide for this?  Do you agree or 

disagree and why?  

 

3)  What do we claim is the most clear and definitive biblical 

statement on the purpose of the gift of tongues?  Do you agree 

or disagree?  How doe s this impact the claims of glossaists ?  

 

4)  What biblical evidence do we provide to claim that the gift of 

tongues contained meaningful speech?  How does this affect the 

claims of glossaists ?  

 

5)  Why do we claim that the gift of tongues was not a significant 

source of divine revelation?  

 

6)  Why do we suggest that the gift of tongues was not used to 

communicate the Gospel in foreign lands?  Do you agree?  

Would we expect it to be given for this purpose today?  

 

 

Publications & Particulars  

 
                                                           
1 For a definition of charismaticism see endnote in chapter 12.1.  

2 For further discussion of the nature of sign gifts see section 10.5.A.3.  

3 Mark 16:17 -18 supports the fact that tongues were a part of the early 
Churchôs experience, but it says nothing about the abundance or duration 
of the phenomenon.  Any argument from this text must also take into 
consideration that most conservative NT scho lars do not consider these 

verses to be Scripture.  Finally, if glossaists  wish to use this passage to 

support their claim that speaking in tongues and healing is to be the 
common practice among Christians today, then what of the ability to 
handle poisonou s snakes and to drink poison without harm?  Why arenôt 
they practicing these ñpoisonò gifts today just as ardently as the others?  
For further discussion of Mark 16:17 -18 see section 11.3.C.  
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4 O. Palmer Robertson, ñTongues:  Sign of Covenantal Curse and Blessing,ò 

The Westminster Theological Journal 38 (Fall 1975 -Spring 1976), 53.  

5 John MacArthur, MacArthurôs New Testament Commentary, Electronic 
Edition STEP Files CD -ROM (Parsons Technology, 1997), in loc. 1 Cor 
12:10.  

6 I. Howard Marshall, Acts  (TNTC), (E erdmans, 1980), 305.  Marshall goes 
on to explain that these men may have been disciples of John the Baptist 

as they knew something of Johnôs teaching, although John taught about 
the Spirit (cf. Matt 3:11; John 1:33) of which these men were ignorant.  

Regardless, they clearly were not born again believers in Jesus Christ.  

7 For evidence that John the Baptistôs disciples were primarily Jews see 
Luke 1:16, 76 -77.  

8 Grant R. Osborne, ñTongues, Speaking inò Evangelical Dictionary of 

Theology (EDT), Walter Elwe ll ed. (Baker, 1984), 1101.  
However, Dr. Osborne makes the confusing statement that the 
authentication provided by the gift of tongues was, ñnot for the sake of 
non -Christians but rather for the sake of the Jewish Christians in 
Jerusalemò (Ibid.).  Dr. Osborne would seem only partly right.   

The Jews in Acts 2 were unbelievers when the gift had its 

authenticating effect on them.  In addition, the Apostle Paul clearly says 

that ñTongues . . . are a sign . . . for unbelievers ò (1 Cor 14:22).  
While the Jewish  Christians in Acts 11 that Dr. Osborne refers to were 
Christians, there is a sense in which they were ñunbelievers.ò  They did 
not believe that non -Jews could get saved, and therefore, the gift of 
tongues operated in a sense as an authenticating sign to J ewish 
unbelievers as described in this section.  

9 While the Apostle Paul no doubt intends 14:22 to be a clear and definitive 

statement of what the gift of tongues is, many commentators find it, ñto 
be one of the most difficult versesò in the entire epistle (Thiselton, 1122).  

The statement that the gift of ñtongues  [is] a sign . . . for 
unbelievers ò and therefore applicable to unbelievers, not believers, is 
clear enough in the book of Acts.  The unnecessary confusion comes 
when trying to apply such a statem ent to the modern, pagan, private 

prayer language version.   
Accordingly, Dr. Thiselton offers four different views of how the gift of 

tongues could be a sign to unbelievers, and remarkably never includes a 
view that involves seeing them in light of Acts, which would apply a 
foundational rule of biblical interpretation.  

Along these lines, J. B. Phillips was apparently so confused about the 
gift of tongues, that in his New Testament in Modern English translation 

he writes, ñtongues are a sign of Godôs power, not for those who are 
unbelievers  but to those who already believe,ò completely distorting the 
Apostleôs statement. 

10  Max Turner, The Holy Spirit and Spiritual Gifts  (Hendrickson, 1998), 229.  
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11  For example, B. C. Johanson  argues that verse 22 is actually a rhetorical 

question and something that the Corinthians were stating about the gift 
of tongues (ñTongues, A Sign for Unbelievers?:  A Structural and 
Exegetical Study of 1 Corinthians xiv. 20 -25,ò NTS 25 (1979), 193ff.).  
This completely dismisses how the whole argument from v. 21 -25 is held 
together in the Greek and is clearly the words of Paul, including the quote 
from Isaiah.  

12  Cf. Wayne Grudem, Systematic Theology (Zondervan, 1998), 1075.  See 
also Christopher Forbes, Prophecy and Inspired Speech in Early 
Christianity And Its Hellenistic Environment Prophecy , (J. C. B. Mohr, 

1995), 180; and Turner, 230.  

13  Gordon Fee, The First Epistle to the Corinthians  (NICNT ) (Eerdmans, 
1987),  682.   

14  Grudem, 1075.  

15  Turner, 230.  

16  Mr.  Forbes seems wrong to assume, ñPaul cites Isaiah 28:11 with very 
little regard for the nuances of the contextò (180).  On the contrary, 
some have pointed out that Isaiah 28 is not the only passage in the OT 

which deals with the significance of foreign ton gues to the Jews.  When 
tongues occur in the OT, an important pattern becomes evident:    

1) God has a message for the people, 2) The people refuse to listen to 
God, 3) God causes tongues to be heard as a sign of judgment, and 4) 
Dispersion follows.  This pattern is demonstrated in Genesis: 1) 9:11,7;  
2) 11:4;  3) 11:7;  4) 11:8; Deuteronomy 28: 1) 1;  2) 15;  3) 49;  4) 
64 -65; Jeremiah:  1) 4:1;  2) 5:3;  3) 5:15;  4) 5:19, and Isaiah 28:  1) 
12a;  2) 12b;  3) 11;  4) 13.   

Accordingly, many have pointed out that the Apostleôs reference to 

Isaiah 28 in 1 Corinthians 14 reflects the perspective that tongues was a 
negative sign to the Jews, a sign of judgment.  Sinclair B. Ferguson 

writes:  
For Paul, tongues serve partly as the sign of God's judgment on his 
covenant people.  What marks the reversal of Babel and indicates 
the universality of the new covenant also signals judgment on the 

covenant people for the rejection of Christ.  Babylon reversed is, in 
another sense, Jerusalem judged ('their loss means riche s for the 
Gentiles', Rom. 11:12).  The use of languages other than the 
common covenant tongue is a sign of divine hostility. ( The Holy 
Spirit  [Intervarsity, 1996], 213).  

Likewise, Dr. Carson writes:  
[W]hen God speaks through strange tongues and the lips o f 

foreigners to unbelievers . . . it is a sign of his judgment upon them. . 
. .  It may have been that some believers in Corinth were justifying 
their undiscriminating overemphasis on tongues by extolling their 
virtue as a witness to unbelievers, as a sign  to them of Godôs 
powerful presence in the life of the church.  [This certainly would 
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have been the reason for its practice among the pagan mystery cults 
popular in Corinth].   

Paul replies, in effect: Yes, you are partly right.  Tongues are a sign 
for unb elievers.  But if you examine how the Scriptures describe the 
relationship between unbelievers and ñstrangeò (e.g., foreign and 
unknown) tongues, you discover that they constitute a negative sign.  
They are a sign of Godôs commitment to bring judgment (Sho wing 

the Spirit: A Theological Exposition of 1 Corinthians 12 -14  [Baker, 
1987],  113 -14).  
See also O. P. Robertson, ñTongues:  Sign of the Covenantal Curse and 

Blessing,ò Westminster Theological Journal 38 (1975), 45 -53.  For an 
attempted rebuttal of these views see Wayne Grudem, The Gift of 
Prophecy in 1 Corinthians  (Washington, 1972), 185 -201.  

Human reason and language is the Creatorôs ordained means of 
communication, whether with Him, or other humans.  It should not be 
forgotten that when God said in refe rence to our ancestors, ñCome let 
us go down and confuse their language so they will not 
understand each other ò (Gen 11:7) that it was a means of divine 
judgment.   

All of this again brings a great deal of suspicion and some alarm 

regarding the modern ñtonguesò movement.  Glossaists claim that 

speaking obscure gibberish apart from their minds is a sign of Godôs 
blessing.  On the contrary, biblically speaking, it is th e sign of divine 
disapproval, and Godôs judgment may include the fact that He leaves 
them in their deceived state.  

17  There is a great deal of literature on the meaning of ideƬtai in 1 
Corinthians 14:23.  Dr. Fee succinctly describes the main issues and 

tra nslates it as a ñperson taking the place of the unlearnedò representing 
all the rest in the community who at any time must listen to the 
uninterpreted tongues without understanding.  This, after all, is the 
Apostle's concern throughout the argument.ò (Firs t Corinthians , 673).  
This also accords well with the general meaning of the NIV translation 

suggesting these people simply would ñnot understandò either the foreign 

language or the purpose & meaning of the gift.  

18  None of this is to say there were no Jewish Christians in the Corinthian 
church as we read that ñCrispus, the synagogue ruler, and his entire 
household believed in the Lord ò (Acts 18:8).  Nonetheless, it would 
seem the Corinthian congregation was overwhel mingly Greek, not Jewish.  
Accordingly, the NT scholar Leon Morris writes:  
We do not ever read of very many Jewish converts at Corinth [in Acts 

18]. . . .  1 Corinthians supports Acts in this, because there are very 
few Jewish names mentioned here (nor are  there many in 2 

Corinthians) (ñCorinthians, the First Epistle to the,ò International 
Standard Bible Encyclopedia  ( ISBE ), Geoffrey W. Bromiley ed., 4 
vols. [Eerdmans, 1988], 1:776).   
Indeed, even though Paul ñreasoned in the synagogue ò at Corinth 

(Acts 18 :4), ñthe Jews opposed Paul and became abusive ò to which 
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he responded, ñFrom now on I will go to the Gentiles ò (v. 6).  
Accordingly, Merrill F. Unger comments:  

It would be extremely unlikely that even a few unsaved Jews would 
be among those attending such  an early (Gentile) church service.  
The religious or dispensational barrier was too great for them to 
hurdle.  The tongues, accordingly, were pointless as far as a sign to 
unsaved Gentiles and offensive to them because of the confusion 

created ( NT Teachin g on Tongues  [Kregel, 1971], 117).  
The Corinthian church was indeed essentially a Gentile Greek church, 

Dr. Morris noting that because it was a Roman colony it had a substantial 

Gentile element and that ñthe NT links many Latin names [of people] with 
Corin thò (ISBE , 1:775; See Rom. 16:21ff., 1 Cor. 16:17, and Acts 
18:7f.).   

19  Augustine, Ten Homilies on the First Epistle of John , VI. 10, online at 
ccel.org.  

20  Chrysostom, 1 Corinthians Homily , 36.  online at ccel.org.  

21  Zane C. Hodges, ñThe Purpose of Tongues,ò Bibliotheca Sacra , CXX (July -
September, 1963), 227.   

22  Unger, 75 -6.  

23  L. T. Johnson, Religious Experience in Earliest Christianity: A Missing 

Dimension in New Testament Studies (Augsburg Fortress, 1998), 125.  

24  It  could be argued that ñexalting God ò and ñprophesying ò were 
separate acts from ñspeaking in tongues ò and that they were done in a 
human language with meaningful content while the tongues speech was 
not.  However, the first occurrence of tongues described i n Acts 2:11 
says, ñwe hear them declaring the wonders of God in our own 
tongues! ,ò clearly describing the content of the tongues to be human 

language and containing meaningful speech.  It would seem best to 
conclude that the content of the tongues in Acts 10 and 19 were similar, 

and Luke gives us no reason to think otherwise, using the Greek glossais 
to describe the phenomenon in every instance.  

25  For further discussion of the minds necessary part in any spiritual 
edification see chapter 12.11.  

26  Eusebius, Ecclesiastical History Church History , trans.  G. A. Williamson, 
ed. Andrew Louth, (Penguin Books, 1989), Book III, ch. 39, sec. 15.  
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Primary Points  

¶ Because the Corinthians valued tongues so highly, the Apostle 

exposed the relatively minor value of even the real gift 

tongues in several ways.  

¶ It is true  that tongues accompanied the initial reception of the 

Holy Spirit in several cases recorded in Acts.  However, this 

phenomenon is not included in several other stories of people 

initially receiving the Spirit in Acts, and it would be wrong to 

assume it oc curred when nothing else is said in the entire NT 

concerning it.  Accordingly, when the Apostle Paul speaks 

rather extensively on the topic of being baptized in the Spirit, 

he mentions nothing about speaking in tongues.  

¶ Paul stated clearly that not all the  Corinthians should even be 

expected to have the gift of tongues.  The Pentecostals have 

no good answer for that fact.  Even more so, the Apostle 

makes it very clear in this very chapter  that all the Corinthian 

believers had been baptized in the Spirit  

¶ The Apostle Paul says several things in 1 Corinthians 14 that 

implies he expected the gift of tongues to be relatively rare.   

¶ The Apostleôs statement that, ñI speak in tongues more 

than all of you [combined ]ò (14:18) is additional evidence 

of the giftôs scarcity.  

¶ The reason for its scarcity is that the gift had a very narrow 

and temporary purpose:  It was a miraculous sign gift  

intended to authenticate new divine revelation to the Jews.   

¶ It is safe to say that tongues speaking is a much bigger deal 

today  than it was in the early Church, with the exception of 

Corinth.  And it was the hubbub there for bad reasons, not 

good ones, which unfortunately would seem to be the case 

today.  

¶ Some today suggest that one can ñlearnò to speak in tongues 

and ñclassesò are given in order to instruct people on how to 

receive the ñgift.ò   

¶ Is this how we would expect to receive any other real spiritual 

gift of the Holy Spirit?  Is it learning a ñtrickò? 
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A)  Tongues was a Relatively Minor Gift in the 
Early Church  

 

 

A.1)  Th e Apostle devalued it  

 

The Apostleôs letters to the Corinthians reveal that they had an 

unhealthy interest in evaluating one anotherôs spirituality, and a 

concern with their own spiritual ñrankò in the assembly.  This is why 

he specifically reminded them t hat true spirituality is manifested in 

love which ñdoes not envy . . .  does not boast . . . is not 

proud ò (1 Cor 13:4).   

More specifically, it will be demonstrated in a subsequent 

chapter that many of those in the Corinthian church had been 

converted fro m the Greek mystery religions in which spontaneous, 

obscure utterances like modern ñtonguesò was thought to give a 

person a particularly high spiritual ranking.  1  The Apostle addresses 

this problem by exposing the relatively minor value of even the real 

gift tongues in several ways.  

First, he lists some spiritual gifts in order of importance three 

times, and intentionally places the gift of tongues last in every list 

(cf. 1 Cor 12:8 -10, 28, 30).  Accordingly, D. A. Carson comments:  

The gift of tongues (and its correlative, the gift of 

interpretation of tongues, where it is present) is always last.  

When I compare the New Testament lists of the Apostles I 

cannot he lp but notice that although there is some reordering 

of the entries from list to list, Judas Iscariot is always last 

(except of course in Acts 1:13, where he is simply omitted).   

In light of the sustained downplaying of tongues in [1 Cor] 

chapter 14, the least that can be said is that even if Paul does 

not consider tongues to be the least of the spiritual gifts on 

some absolute scale, it is highly likely he makes it the last 

entry in each list in 1 Corinthians because his readers were far 

too prone to exal t this one gift. 2  

 

Even Bishop Michael Green, a foremost leader of glossaism 

admits regarding the Apostleôs treatment of the gift of tongues in 1 

Corinthians:  

[T]he Apostle was most unwilling to concur with the 

Corinthians' estimate of it as the best and most valuable of the 

gifts of the Spirit.  It is perhaps not accidental that every time 

he mentions tongues and their interpretation, they come last 

on his list , not first, as the Corinthians would undoubtedly 

have rated them. . . .  [I]t is the lowest of the charismata . . . .  
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Be careful not to regard this gift as the mark of super -

spirituality on your own part, something that sets you apart. 3 

 

Really?  This is  a rather amazing contradiction on Dr. Greenôs 

part, compared to the glowing benefits he claims for the modern 

version of ñtonguesò today, as quoted in chapter 12.1.   Among 

other things, he said:  

[T]he gift of tongues opens a new dimension to a man's 

pray er life.  He actually longs to pray whereas before it had 

been an effort. . . .  [T]ongues enables a man to praise God at 

a depth unknown previously. . . . elates the soul in worship to 

a remarkable degree . . . .  [I]t is an undeniable fact that 

when men receive this gift of tongues they find themselves 

free to praise and thank and adore and glorify their heavenly 

Father as never before.  In charismatic prayer meetings praise 

is usually the dominant element; in the run -of - the -mill 

evangelical prayer meetin g this is not normally the case. . . .  

Tongues edifies the individual . . . releases the inhibitions 

which keep us from prayer and praise of God. . . . .  It can 

bring a profound sense of the presence of God, and lead, as a 

result, to a release from tensi on and worry, and a deepening 

of love and trust.  As the Holy Spirit leads the believer in such 

prayer, there is often a deep sense of being in harmony with 

God. . . .  Many people find it a real help in bearing physical 

pain or mental distress. . . .  

Perh aps one of its most important uses is in spiritual 

warfare.  When there is an oppressive sense of evil present, 

when a ministry of deliverance is being engaged in; then 

prayer in tongues proves to be a powerful instrument for the 

Lord the Spirit to use.  4 

 

Which is it Bishop Green?  Is the gift of tongues ñthe lowest of 

the charismata ò as you rightly interpret Paul, or is it all the amazing 

things you claim.  It would seem silly and dishonest to say it is 

both.  

Another way in which the Apostle communicates  the secondary 

nature of the gift of tongues is to repeat the superiority of the gift 

of prophecy throughout 1 Corinthians 14.  Miraculously speaking in 

foreign languages with interpretation can  deliver new divine 

revelation like prophecy, but it requires a second step of 

interpretation, which is at least one reason Paul tells them ñI would 

rather have you prophesy ò than ñspeak in tongues ò (1 Cor 

14:5).   

The superiority of the gift of prophecy over tongues is also 

communicated in his reminder that ñTongues  . . . are a sign, not 
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for believers but for unbelievers; prophecy, however, is for 

believers, not for unbelievers ò (14:22).  This is important, 

because the Apostle clearly valued the gifts that edified believers, 

as he tells them, ñSince you are eager to have spiritual gifts, 

try to excel in gifts that build up the church ò (14:12).  Paul 

was obviously not talking about the gift of tongues, as its ability to 

edify the church was limited compared to prophecy.  And the 

Apostle certainly is not talking about b eing zealous for a ñprivate 

prayer languageò that only edifies the self (14:4).   

Therefore, the Pentecostal theologian J. Rodman Williams is 

wrong to claim that the Apostle is suggesting in 1 Corinthians 14 

that ñpraising and thanking God in tonguesò has ñhigh value,ò when, 

in fact, the Apostle says ñthe  other man is not edified ò (v. 17). 5  

Unlike glossaism , the Apostle believed that real spiritual gifts 

operated in love and for ñthe common good ò (1 Cor 12:7), and if 

something didnôt, it not only wasnôt great, it wasnôt even a gift of 

the Spirit.   

It can also be suggested that the reason the Apostle chooses 

prophecy to compare with tongues is that he desires prophecy to 

virtually replace the Corinthiansô use of tongues.  He makes it clear 

that there is no thing even the authentic gift of miraculously 

speaking in foreign languages can do for Gentile believers that the 

gift of prophecy canôt do better.  This is even true of effecting 

unbelievers, as the operation of prophecy in their congregation 

would have a n even greater effect, convincing them, "God is really 

among you!"  (14:25), rather than the appearance of madness that 

would come with the use of tongues.  

An additional thing the Apostle does to address those who were 

conceited about their gift of tongues  was to remind them that it is 

the Holy Spirit that sovereignly distributes the gifts ñjust as He 

determines ò (1 Cor 12:11).  There is no room for pride here 

regarding what gift a person may have because it is just that, a gift!  

Accordingly, the Apostle e nds chapter 12 with some very important 

rhetorical questions:  

Are all Apostles?  Are all prophets?  Are all teachers?  

Do all work miracles?  Do all have gifts of healing?  Do 

all speak in tongues?  Do all interpret?  (12:29 -30).   

 

The answer that Paul obv iously anticipates is ñNo.ò  So the Apostle 

did not even expect everyone to speak in tongues. 6 

Finally, in answer to the claim in glossaism that tongues was 

such a valuable gift in the early Church, we would mention the 

relative scarcity of its mention in  the NT.  If it was so much a part 

of the lives of early Christians we would expect to see it discussed 

and even encouraged more in the NT or other early Christian 
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documents.  It is not.  It is only mentioned as a matter of early 

Church history in Mark and  Acts, and mentioned in 1 Corinthians 

only because the Corinthians were exaggerating its value.  

Therefore, its mention here only serves to again illustrate its 

relative unimportance.  All of which we would expect for a gift that 

was primarily given to mir aculously authenticate new divine 

revelation to the Jews.  

Along these lines, Reformed scholar Sinclair Ferguson writes:  

Of course, arguments from silence are slippery; but this 

broader silence, especially in the Pastoral Letters, which were 

clearly written  to regulate post -apostolic church life, does 

seem to be eloquent of a shift in orientation which had already 

taken place from the immediacy of tongues and their 

interpretation to the teaching of the apostolic tradition (cf. I 

Tim. 1:10 -11; 3:9; 4:6; 6:3; 2 Tim. 1:13; 2:15; 3:10 -  4:5; 

Tit. 1:9; 2:1). It is particularly noteworthy that the Pastoral 

Letters do not anticipate the necessity of regulating the 

exercise of such gifts as prophecy and speaking in tongues. 7 

 

The scarcity of the use of the gift of t ongues in early Christian 

worship is further evidenced by descriptions of early Christian 

services.  For example, Justin Martyr (c. 150) wrote:  

And on the day called Sunday, all who live in the cities or in 

the country gather together in one place,  and the memoirs of 

the apostles or the writings of the prophets are read, as long 

as time permits.  Then, when the reader has ceased, the 

president verbally instructs, and exhorts to the imitation of 

these good things.  Then we all rise together and pray,  and, as 

we before said, when our prayer is ended, bread and wine and 

water are brought, and the president in like manner offers 

prayers and thanksgivings, according to his ability, and the 

people assent, saying Amen [so it is obviously coherent 

prayer]. 8  

 

If tongues was so vital and common in early Christian worship 

services, we would expect it in Justinôs description of such a service, 

but there is no mention of tongues here or any of the other things 

that charismaticism in particular deems so necessary  to a ñspirit-

filledò service. 
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A.2)  Pentecostals are wrong to make it a required sign of 

Spirit baptism  

 

The above also highlights the unbiblical nature of the high praise 

and great emphasis that tongues receives in glossaism , some of 

which was descri bed in chapter 12.1.  We think particularly of the 

Pentecostalôs insistence that tongues demonstrates the baptism of 

the Spirit, or a special, second blessing of the Spirit.  A full 

discussion of the NT teaching regarding the baptism of the Holy 

Spirit is beyond the scope of this study, but it is enough now to 

point out that such teaching disregards the biblical fact that all 

believers receive the Holy Spirit at the time of conversion (cf. Eph 

1:13 -14).   

It is true that tongues accompanied the initial rece ption of the 

Holy Spirit in several cases recorded in Acts (cf. 2:4; 10:44 -46; 

19:6 -7).  However, this phenomenon is not included in several 

other stories of people initially receiving the Spirit in Acts (cf. 2:38 -

41; 8:14 -17; 9:17 -18; 13:52), and it would  be wrong to assume it 

occurred when nothing else is said in the entire NT concerning it.  

Accordingly, when the Apostle Paul speaks rather extensively on the 

topic of being baptized in the Spirit, he mentions nothing about 

speaking in tongues (cf. Rom 6:1 -11 and Col 2:11ff.)  

If a few occurrences of something in Acts is going to be the 

basis on which we develop doctrine and impose requirements on 

Godôs people then why do we no longer cast lots in order to choose 

leaders (cf. 1:26)?  Why doesnôt the Spirit consistently manifest 

Himself in flames of fire and the sound of a rushing wind loud 

enough to draw thousands of people (cf. 2:1 -6)?  Christians do not 

worship today in Jewish temples (cf. 2:46; 3:1) or live communally 

(cf. 4:32 -35).  If someone desires to obtain Christian doctrine and 

practice from something solely mentioned in a book describing a 

unique and transitional period in Godôs plan, then at least they 

should be consistent.    

In addition, the Apostle makes it clear in his discussion of 

tongues in 1 Corinthians that it has nothing to do with the baptism 

of the Holy Spirit.  He stated clearly that not all the Corinthians 

should even be expected to have the gift of tongues (cf. 12:11, 30).  

The Pentecostals have no good answer for that fact.  Even mor e so, 

the Apostle makes it very clear in this very chapter  that all the 

Corinthian believers had been baptized in the Spirit  when he tells 

them: ñFor we were all baptized by one Spirit  into one body --

whether Jews or Greeks, slave or free -- and we were all  

given the one Spirit to drink " (1 Cor 12:13).   

Finally, we note that the Apostle tells the Corinthians to 

ñeagerly desire the greater  gifts ò (12:31), and his insistence 
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that such gifts are those that edify the church, clearly suggests he 

certainly didnôt think tongues was one of them.  

This has been the historical teaching of the Church as evidenced 

by the following from Augustine (354 ï430) :  

When we laid the hand on these infants, did each one of you 

look to see whether they would speak with tongues, and, 

when he saw that they did not speak with tongues, was any of 

you so wrong -minded as to say, ñThese have not received the 

Holy Ghost.ò . . .  If then the witness of the presence of the 

Holy Ghost be not now given through these miracles, by what 

is it given,  by what does one get to know that he has received 

the Holy Ghost?  Let him question his own heart.  If he love 

his brother, the Spirit of God dwelleth in him. 9 

How then, brethren, because he that is baptized in Christ, 

and believes on Him, does not speak  now in the tongues of all 

nations, are we not to believe that he has received the Holy 

Ghost?  God forbid that our heart should be tempted by this 

faithlessness. . . .  Since, therefore, the Holy Ghost is even 

now received by men, some one may say, why is  it that no 

man speaks in the tongues of all nations?  Because the Church 

itself now speaks in the tongues of all nations. 10  

Why then is the Holy Spirit given now in such wise, that no 

one to whom it is given speaks with divers tongues, except 

because that  miracle then prefigured that all nations of the 

earth should believe, and that thus the gospel should be found 

to be in every tongue? 11  

 

Heresy always hurts, and the claim that only tongues speakers 

have been baptized with the Holy Spirit is no exception.   This 

teaching has caused a good deal of injury and disappointment to 

many of Godôs people who look for a ñsecond experienceò to elevate 

them to some supposed higher level of spirituality.  Such insistence 

on the need to speak in tongues would also seem t o make a 

mockery of the spirituality of many great Christian men and women 

in the past who did not speak in tongues, not to mention the many 

who do not today.  
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B)  Tongues was Relatively Rare in the Early 
Church  

 

 

B.1)  Paul used it more than all the Corinthians combined  

 

The rarity of the gift of tongues in the early Church is obviously 

related to our discussion above regarding it being a relatively minor 

spiritual gift in the early Church.  This rarity is evidenced in several 

ways.   

First, in 30 som e years of the Churchôs earliest and most 

miraculous existence, tongues speaking is only recorded by the 

careful historian Luke three times.  It receives a brief mention in 

Mark along with other miraculous gifts, and then we read of it in 1 

Corinthians onl y because its pagan counterfeit is disrupting and 

misleading the saints in Corinth. 12   Still, the Apostleôs intention is 

clearly not to encourage even the use of the authentic gift, but 

rather to downplay its exaggeration and correct its counterfeiting in 

Corinth.   

Secondly, the Apostle Paul says several things in 1 Corinthians 

14 that implies he expected the gift to be relatively rare.  In verse 

17 he commands that no more than ñtwo or at the most three ò 

should exercise it in any one given meeting.  Surel y his intention 

was not to ñquench the Spirit ò (1 Thess 5:19 NASB), as he 

himself had forbid such a thing.  The fact is, because of its rather 

extreme rarity, the Apostle didnôt expect more than ñtwo or at the 

most three ò to have the gift of tongues.   

Also, it would seem that the Apostleôs statement that, ñI speak 

in tongues more than all of you [combined 13]ò (14:18) is 

additional evidence of the giftôs scarcity.  The fact that the Apostle 

could confidently and truthfully claim that he exercised the 

authen tic gift of tongues more than the whole Corinthian 

congregation combined, illustrates that he knew the authentic gift 

was not being exercised very much there. 14   This clearly implies 

several things.   

First, the Apostle knew that most of the tongue utteran ces in 

the Corinthian congregation were not the authentic Christian gift, 

but the pagan variety practiced in the mystery religions of the day 

which we will discuss further in a subsequent chapter.  Secondly, 

the Apostleôs words seem incompatible with the notion of a ñprayer 

languageò that anyone can engage in.   

Thirdly, the Apostle knew that because of the scarcity of the 

gift, even if he only exercised it infrequently, it would still be more 

than what could be produced by the combined Corinthian 

congregat ion.  This argument is further strengthened by the fact 
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that we have no recorded instance of the Apostle ever speaking in 

tongues.  Likewise, as we pointed out earlier, John Mark was valued 

by both the Apostles Paul and Peter as a language interpreter in 

their ministries. 15  

 

 

B.2)  Scarcity in Church history  

 

This scarcity of the gift of tongues in the apostolic Church 

continued in the subsequent history of the Church, as discussed 

further elsewhere. 16   For example, the use of ñtonguesò among the 

Montanists  (ca. 170) was condemned as heretical and they were 

excommunicated from the Christian churches of the time.  Bishop 

Hilary of Poitiers (c. 315 -367) wrote in his treatise On the Trinity :  

The gift of the Spirit is manifest . . . where there is . . . the gif t 

of healings . . . or by the working of miracles . . . or by 

prophecy . . . or by discerning of spirits . . . or by kinds of 

tongues, that the speaking in tongues may be bestowed as a 

sign of the gift of the Holy Spirit; or by the interpretation of 

tongue s. . . .  

Verily how rare and hard to attain are such spiritual gifts!  17  

 

While he obviously admitted the existence of these gifts in the 

Church, he certainly did not think they were common.  

By the end of the fourth century, the consensus of the early 

Church was that the biblical gift of tongues was something that 

occurred in the remote past.  Accordingly,  Dr. E. G. Hinson, a 

Professor of Church History, did a thorough study of the tongues 

phenomena and concluded:  

Glossolalia has not enjoyed wide curre ncy until recent times.  

The first sixteen centuries of its history were lean ones indeed.  

Although we find several references in the early Fathers, they 

leave us in little doubt about the apparent insignificance of 

tongues in their day. . . .   

Then, if the first five centuries were lean, the next were 

starvation years for the practice in Western Christendom and 

doubtful ones in Eastern Christendom.  The few scattered 

references to it are dubious in themselves and made even 

more dubious by the characteris tic credulity [gullibility] of the 

Middle Ages. 18  

 

The reason for its scarcity is, again, obvious.  The gift had a 

very narrow and temporary purpose:  It was a miraculous sign gift  

intended to authenticate new divine revelation to the Jews.  Such a 

gift wo uld understandably only be needed in relatively rare 
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occasions, and Lukeôs account of it in Acts reflects this.  The NT 

witness and Church history both substantiate the view reflected by 

Drs. Robertson and Plummer in their highly regarded commentary 

on 1 C orinthians, that speaking in tongues ñwere to a large extent 

abnormal and transitory [not being] part of the regular 

development of the Christian church.ò 19    

Not surprisingly, glossaists  attempt to suggest the gift of 

tongues operated in the early Church to the degree it is claimed to 

operate among them today.  This, in spite of the fact, that there 

would seem to be a decreasing regularity of those claiming to 

exercise the gift of tongues even in glossaism .  Walter J. 

Hollenweger, a recognized expert on th e history of Pentecostalism, 

wrote in 1997 that a study of the frequency of tongues concluded 

that, ñonly 35% of all members of Pentecostal churches have 

practiced the gift [of tongues] either initially or as an ongoing 

experience.ò 20  

Nonetheless, Pentecos tal scholar Gordon Fee suggests that 

when the Apostle told the Romans ñthe Spirit Himself intercedes 

for us with groans that words cannot express ò (Rom 8:26) 

that the Apostle was describing the gift of tongues and implying it 

was the common practice of Chr istians in that day.  He goes on to 

write:  

What needs to be addressed, finally, is whether "praying in 

tongues" was as common a phenomenon in the early churches 

as this interpretation implies, since the assumption is that this 

is how the Romans would have understood [Paulôs statement]. 

. . .   

This is moot, of course, but silence about it in the other 

Pauline letters, at least in the language of "speaking in 

tongues," counts for little; few NT scholars, one needs to be 

reminded, would believe that the Lord' s Table was celebrated 

in the Pauline churches were it not for the abuse of it in 

Corinth.  This text [Rom 8:26] seems to suggest the same was 

generally true about speaking in tongues, namely, that it was 

the common, everyday experience of the early church es to 

pray in this manner, which we learn about chiefly because it 

was abused in the gatherings of God's people in Corinth.  

That Paul prayed in this way more than even the Corinthians 

indicates that this was a regular part of his own personal 

spirituality ; it is difficult to imagine, given the otherwise 

generally phenomenological approach to the presence of the 

Spirit described throughout the NT, that he was alone in this in 

the early church. 21  
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We will deal with the proper interpretation of Romans 8:26 

elsewhere, but suffice it to say here that Dr. Fee is on very shaky 

ground to claim so much about the statement.  Secondly, he is 

wrong to suggest that there is little evidence to ñbelieve that the 

Lord's Table was celebrated in the Pauline churches were it not for 

the abuse of it in Corinth.ò  Along the same lines, the glossaist Dr. 

Storms writes, ñthe Lordôs Supper is [only] explicitly mentioned in 

the [NT] letters only in 1 Corinthians.  Surely no one would 

conclude that it was infrequently observed or obs olete.ò 22   On the 

contrary, the Lordôs Supper is commanded in all four Gospels, which 

makes it certain it was practiced faithfully in the NT Church, and 

this very thing is evidenced in second and third century Christian 

literature.  None of these is true o f the gift of tongues.  

 Finally, contrary to Dr. Fee, we have already noted that the 

Apostleôs claim that he exercised the real gift of tongues more than 

all the Corinthians combined is a clear reflection of its great rarity, 

not its regularity.  And as w e discuss further elsewhere, Dr. Fee is 

simply assuming that the gift of tongues operated in the Apostleôs 

life as, ña regular part of his own personal spirituality.ò  While this 

reflects what he is trying to prove, it is contradictory to the biblical 

attr ibutes of the gift of tongues as most clearly described in the 

book of Acts and 1 Corinthians 14:22.  

Accordingly, it is safe to say that tongues speaking is a much 

bigger deal today than it was in the early Church, with the 

exception of Corinth.  And it wa s the hubbub there for bad reasons, 

not good ones, which unfortunately would seem to be the case 

today.  

 

 

C)  Tongues was a Spiritual Gift, Not a Learned 
Human Skill  

 

Some today suggest that one can ñlearnò to speak in tongues.  

Accordingly, ñclassesò are regularly held in churches in order to 

instruct people on how to receive the ñgift.ò  A typical seminar 

designed to instruct people how to ñgetò the supposed gift of 

tongues may include ñjumpstartingò the people emotionally by 

getting them to shout prayers and praise.  Sample syllables are 

suggested to practice on, and students are encouraged to repeat 

ñfunny little sounds.ò  When gibberish comes out, possibly because 

the student is reluctant to disappoint his or her ñteacher,ò it is 

claimed that the student has received the gift of tongues or even 

the Holy Spirit.  For an example of someone attempting to teach his 

listeners to speak in tongues see online at 

http://www.y outube.com/watch?v=ezab0vRXpXM.  
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Accordingly, George Gardiner, an ex -Pentecostal minister who 

spent 22 years in glossaism , has written:  

Give me any group of people who will do what I say, who will 

go through the ritual and do it with sincerity, and, in a ma tter 

of time, I will have them all speaking in ecstatic speech. 23  

 

Likewise, regarding one rather famous couple in glossaism we 

read:  

For Dennis and Rita Bennett . . . the initial experience of 

glossolalia should always be cultivated so that the first 

"ut terances" grow, ultimately, into a "language" for prayer:  

ñIf it were true that most believers only prayed in tongues 

once, at the time of receiving the Holy Spirit, and perhaps 

never again, or very rarely, it would be of paramount 

importance to be sure th at those first utterances were 

totally inspired by the Spirit, and not human effort [Amen].  

We are teaching, however, what we know to be true, that 

these first efforts at obeying the Spirit  [!?] are only the 

beginning.  It doesn't matter if the first soun ds are just 

"priming the pump," for the real flow will assuredly come. . 

. .  Keep on with those sounds.  Offer them to God. . . .  As 

you do, they will develop and grow into a fully developed 

language.ò 24  

 

This is worse than silly.  It is an offensive fra ud in Godôs own house.   

The respected NT scholar F. F. Bruce (1910 -1990) notes the 

medical reason that anyone can learn the modern version of 

tongues when he writes:  

Utterance in languages not normally used by the speakers 

[occurs] as a result of appropri ate stimulation of what since 

1861 has been known as 'Broca's area', the centre for 

articulate speech in the third frontal convolution of the 

dominant cerebral hemisphere. 25  

 

O.K.  In other words, the brain is capable of producing such 

gibberish.  

Likewise,  in his well known study on the tongues phenomenon, 

the highly respected linguist W. J. Samarin concluded:  

[I]t has already been established that no special power needs 

to take over a person's vocal organs; all of us are equipped 

with everything we need to  produce glossolalia. . . .  

Glossolalia is not a supernatural phenomenon. . . .  It is 

similar to many other kinds of speech humans produce in 

more or less normal circumstances, in more or less normal 
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psychological states.  In fact, anybody can produce gl ossolalia 

if he is uninhibited and if he discovers what the 'trick' is. 26  

 

Is this how we would expect to receive any other real spiritual gift 

of the Holy Spirit?  Is it learning a ñtrickò?   

This kind of thing is not new, however.  Many years ago, the 

Church leader Irenaeus (c. 170) in his book Against Heresies , wrote 

of a false apostle named Markus who deceived people into receiving 

spiritual gifts in much the same way.  Irenaeus wrote:  

It appears probable enough that this man possesses a 

demon as his familiar spirit, by means of whom he seems able 

to prophesy, and also enables as many as he counts worthy to 

be partakers of his Charis [gift] themselves to prophesy.  He 

devotes himself esp ecially to women, and those such as are 

well -bred, and elegantly attired, and of great wealth, whom he 

frequently seeks to draw after him, by addressing them in 

such seductive words as these:  

ñI am eager to make thee a partaker of my Charis . . .  

Receive  first from me and by me [the gift of] Charis. . . .  

Behold Charis has descended upon thee; open thy mouth and 

prophesy.ò   

On the woman replying, ñI have never at any time 

prophesied, nor do I know how to prophesy;ò then engaging, 

for the second time, in  certain invocations, so as to astound 

his deluded victim, he says to her, ñOpen thy mouth, speak 

whatsoever occurs to thee, and thou shalt prophesy.ò  She 

then, vainly puffed up and elated by these words, and greatly 

excited in soul by the expectation tha t it is herself who is to 

prophesy, her heart beating violently, reaches the requisite 

pitch of audacity, and idly as well as impudently utters some 

nonsense as it happens to occur to her, such as might be 

expected from one heated by an empty spirit.   

Hen ceforth she reckons herself a prophetess, and expresses 

her thanks to Marcus for having imparted to her of his own 

Charis.  She then makes the effort to reward him, not only by 

the gift of her possessions (in which way he has collected a 

very large fortune ), but also by yielding up to him her person, 

desiring in every way to be united to him, that she may 

become altogether one with him. 27  

 

The parallels to what occurs in many ñChristianò settings today 

is obvious, and it is just as obvious that the early Christians 

condemned such a practice.  

The spiritual gift of tongues was not known in the early Church 

as something that should or could be learned.  Accordingly, the fifth 
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century Church leader, Bishop The odoret (393 -466) wrote in his 

Commentary on the First Epistle to the Corinthians :  

In former times those who accepted the divine preaching and 

who were baptized for their salvation were given visible signs 

of the grace of the Holy Spirit at work in them.  Some spoke in 

tongues which they did not know and which nobody had 

taught them , while others performed miracles or prophesied. 
28  

 

Likewise, we have already quoted Augustine as saying: ñIn the 

earliest time, óthe Holy Ghost fell upon them that believed; and they 

spoke with tongues,ô which they had not learned , óas the Spirit gave 

them utterance.ôò 29    

The bottom line is that an authentic gift of the Holy Spirit is not 

received or imparted by learning it.  On the contrary, the Apostle 

wrote they, ñare the work  of one and the same Spirit, and He 

gives them to each one, just as He determines. ò (1 Cor 

12:11), not as we will or work.  Nor is it up to us to choose what 

gift we have, as in the context of the distribution of spiritual gifts, 

the Apostle says, ñGod has  arranged the parts in the body, 

every one of them, just as He wanted them to be ò (12:18).  

Accordingly, it is obvious that those who are recorded as speaking 

in tongues in the book of Acts did not learn their gift.  It is doubtful 

they even knew such a gi ft was available.  

The Greek word charisma  used to describe spiritual gifts is also 

used to describe salvation (e.g. Rom 6:23).  We can do nothing to 

humanly acquire salvation, it is wholly a work of God and the same 

is true of spiritual gifts.  This is no t to say that the spiritual gifts we 

have received cannot be developed further by our effort.  But the 

initial granting and distribution of them is solely the sovereign work 

of the Holy Spirit.  The gift of tongues was supernatural, something 

humans could not produce themselves, contrary to what is 

suggested by the instruction received in glossaism .   

The fact that tongues, or any other authentic spiritual gift, is 

given according to the Spiritôs sovereign choice also argues against 

the common encouragement  to ñseek afterò the gift of tongues.  

Again, like any work of Godôs grace, ñIt does not . . . depend on 

man's desire or effort ò (Rom 9:16).  Any references in 1 

Corinthians that could be interpreted as saying such a thing, needs 

to be understood in a corp orate sense, not an individual one.   

Therefore, when the Apostle says, ñeagerly desire spiritual 

gifts, especially the gift of prophecy ò (1 Cor 14:1) he is telling 

the Corinthians to desire that someone in their congregation will 

have the gift of prophecy , not that they should all seek to have it 

themselves.  The glossaist  perspective on individually seeking 
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tongues reflects the kind of unbiblical individualism that both the 

Corinthians and many Christians suffer from today, and which the 

Apostle was atte mpting to correct in this passage, especially in his 

analogy of the body (cf. 1 Cor 12:11 -31). 30   

The fact that you can ñlearnò the modern version of tongues is 

yet one more indication that it does not match the biblical attributes 

of the gift of tongues.  Along these lines, the following from D. M. 

Lloyd -Jones (1899 ï1981), although written several years ago, is 

still very appropriate and insightful, and worth its length.  Although 

he was actually quite open to the continuing occurrence of the 

miraculous gi fts, he wrote:  

[Regarding] the phenomenon of speaking with tongues . . . 

one cannot help noticing that this only tends to appear when it 

is talked or preached about, or when it is suggested in some 

shape or form.  There is a most interesting piece of evide nce 

on this very matter.   

Some of you may remember a book published several years 

back called This is That .  It was an account of the remarkable 

revival that broke out in the Congo.  (Incidentally one cannot 

but feel that God blessed those people at that time in that way 

because of what happened to them afterwards.  Revivals often 

come like that to prepare people.  It was given in Korea in 

exactly the same way.)   

This book tells how this great revival broke out, but there 

was no manifestation of speaking in tongues except in stations 

where the subject had already been mentioned and dealt with.  

In stations where the people had never heard about speaking 

in tongues, there was no speaking in tongues.  This fact was 

confirmed to me by one of the men most invo lved in the 

revival, Mr. Ivor Davies.  He confirmed that tongues only 

appeared where they were spoken about.  

Surely our suspicions should already be aroused.  Or put it 

another way.  If we find that people tend to speak in tongues 

only as the result of con tact with a particular person, preacher 

or teacher, our suspicions should once more be aroused, 

because you again have this possibility of suggestion and 

hypnotic power. . . .  If you find this particular phenomenon 

only occurring as the result of some sug gestion or teaching or 

as the result of the activities of certain particular individuals, 

then you are fully entitled to be cautious and even suspicious.  

It is in the sovereignty of the Spirit and he can give and 

withhold as he pleases.  But obviously, if  the suggestion is 

made that all who have the baptism of the Spirit must speak 

in tongues and this is repeated and repeated, it is not 
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surprising that people begin to speak in tongues.  But the 

question then arises as to what they are doing. . . .  

[W]hen  I read something like this [about ñlearningò how to 

speak in tongues] (as I do so often in various journals) I am in 

an entirely different position.  This is the teaching: 'Do you 

want to speak in tongues?  'Very well,' they say, 'this is what 

you have go t to do; surrender your jaw and your tongue - let 

them go.'  This is no laughing matter, my friends, the thing is 

too serious.  There are people being led astray by such 

teaching today.  'Then,' they continue, 'then begin to utter 

sounds, any sort of sound, it doesn't matter whether it has 

sense or meaning or not; utter any sound that offers itself to 

you and go on doing that.  And if you keep on doing it you will 

find yourself speaking in tongues.'   

And the simple answer is you probably will, but it will ha ve 

nothing to do with the Holy Spirit.  I do not hesitate to say 

that.  Where is there any suggestion whatsoever that we have 

to do things like this in the New Testament? . . .  Now I am 

not querying their motives; I know they are honest, and that 

their mo tives are good; what I am saying is that they are not 

only unscriptural, they are also putting themselves into the 

hands not only of the psychologists but perhaps even of evil 

spirits.  

You must do nothing at all.  The Spirit gives these gifts 

'severally to  every man as he will'.  That is the statement: 'All 

these worketh that one and the selfsame Spirit, dividing to 

every man severally as he will' ( I Cor 12:11).  If I am going 

to give somebody a gift, I do not want any help from them.  

But that is what peo ple are being taught to do at the present 

time, as if the Holy Spirit cannot decide, and cannot do it in 

and of himself.  He does not need your help!  The moment you 

begin to try to induce a gift you are acting psychologically; 

indeed, as I have said, you may be handing yourself over to 

evil spirits. 31   

 

It is our hope that the warnings of this great Bible scholar will 

be taken more seriously by sincere Christians in our own day.  
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Extras & Endnotes  

 

 

Devotion to Dad  

 

Our Father in Heaven, we pray for our brothers and sisters who 

have been duped by false teachers about the baptism of Your Spirit.  

We are concerned about how such a lie would affect their 

relationship with You and ask You to set them free from it and 

expo se the fraud of those teaching such harmful lies.  

 

 

Gauging Your Grasp  

 

1)  What are several ways the Paul implied the relatively minor 

value of even the real gift tongues in 1 Corinthians 12 -14?  

 

2)  What biblical and historical evidence do we provide to support  

our claim that the Pentecostal teaching on the baptism of the 

Holy Spirit is a harmful lie?  Do you agree or disagree and why?  

 

3)  What are some ways that Paul implied the scarcity of the real 

gift tongues in 1 Corinthians 12 -14?  

 

4)  Why would the real gift of tongues be so rare?  

 

5)  What are the problems with claiming that the gift of tongues can 

be learned?  
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Chapter 12.5  

The Biblical Gift of Tongues Was 
Controlled  

Not Pagan Ecstatic Prayer  

 

   

  

Table of Topics  

A)  The Lord Had Commands for How Tongues Was to be 

Used in the Church     

A.1)  Only ñtwo-- or at the most three ðshould speak, one at 

a timeò 

A.2)  ñIf anyone speaks in a tongue someone must interpretò 

A.3)  If a translation was not available, the would be ñtongue 

speakerò was to remain silent 

A.4)  Women are not to speak in tongues at all in church  

A.5)  It was sin against God to violate these commands & 

leader s allowing this should be ignored  

B)  Modern Tongue Speaking Matches An Ancient Pagan 

Practice, Not the Biblical Gift     

Extras & Endnotes       
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Primary Points  

¶ The Apostle gave at least four things about tongues that were 

ñthe Lordôs command,ò and all of them are consistently 

violated in glossaism today.  

¶ The Apostle said, ñIf anyone speaks in a tongue, two -- or 

at the most three -- should speak, one at a time ò and 

modern glossaists  continually sin against ñthe Lordôs 

command ò by violating it.  

¶ Uninterpreted utterances in a tongue can be heard often in 

their meetings and there is no explanation given for why they 

feel they can violate ñthe Lordôs commandò regarding this. 

¶ The inability to produce authentic interpretations of modern 

tongue utterance s is one of the clearest evidences that these 

modern manifestations are not the real thing.   

¶ Even if we allow the modern redefinition of tongues for the 

sake of discussion, the Apostleôs rules would dictate a silent  

ñprayer language,ò heard by absolutely no one, and not the 

audible ñprayerò practiced today.  

¶ The Apostleôs instruction intentionally makes illegitimate 

tongue speaking a meaningless exercise in the hope that it 

will be abandoned.  

¶ The prohibition of women uttering tongues audibly and 

publicly is clear.  

¶ The important question arises:  If modern tongues is  not 

biblical tongues, then what is it?  Unfortunately, while the 

modern version of tongues does not match its biblical 

counterpart, it perfectly matches the pagan version practiced 

for centuries by all kinds of pagan religions.    
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A)  The Lord had Comm ands for How Tongues was 
to be Used in the Church  

 

In the context of how the gift of tongues was to operate in a 

church service, the Apostle Paul writes near the end of 1 

Corinthians 14:  

If anyone speaks in a tongue, two -- or at the most 

three -- should speak , one at a time, and someone must 

interpret.  If there is no interpreter, the speaker should 

keep quiet in the church. . . . 1   

As in all the congregations of the saints,  2 women 

should remain silent in the churches.  They are not 

allowed to speak [in ton gues, or otherwise in the assembly] , 

but must be in submission, as the Law says.  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.  

Did the word of God originate w ith you?  Or are you 

the only people it has reached?  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.  If he 

ignores this, he himself will be  ignored.  (1 Cor 14:27 -28, 

33 -5, 36 -8)  

 

There is no doubt that the above rules apply to the use of the 

gift of tongues in the church, that they are ñthe Lordôs 

command ,ò and that all of them are consistently violated in 

glossaism today.  Accordingly, one should view a typical church 

service attended by glossaists by clicking on the available link 

(http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bkf7DpnnNck) a nd notice how 

many of these biblical commands are treated with contempt.  Even 

if glossaist s want to insist they possess the biblical gift of tongues 

today, they must admit that they often do not use it in a biblical 

way.  In what follows, we will discuss each of the instructions that 

are ñthe Lordôs commandò concerning the biblical gift of tongues.  

 

 

A.1)  Only ñtwo-- or at the most three ðshould speak, one at a 

timeò (v. 27)  

 

One will notice in the linked video clip above that virtually 

everyone in the service is making obscure, meaningless utterances.  

While we do not believe this is the biblica l gift of tongues, even 

those who would claim it is, must admit that it is being used in an 

unbiblical way.  The Apostle said, ñIf anyone speaks in a tongue, 
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two -- or at the most three -- should speak, one at a time ò (v. 

27).  The Apostle intended that would -be tongue speakers speak 

ñone at a time ò and only ñtwo or at the most three ò in any one 

meeting.  What typically occurs is many more than three speaking 

simultaneously.  There is not much more to say except this rule is a 

clear biblical command and the mod ern glossaists  continually sin 

against ñthe Lordôs commandò by violating it.  

 

 

A.2)  ñIf anyone speaks in a tongue ñsomeone must 

interpretò (v. 28)  

 

The second biblical command in this passage, which is 

commonly disregarded, is the Apostleôs insistence for an utterance 

in an unknown tongue to be interpreted.  There is no such 

interpretation occurring in the above video clip of glossaists , and 

again, th is is very typical in glossaism today.  Uninterpreted 

utterances in a tongue can be heard often in their meetings and 

there is no explanation given for why they feel they can violate ñthe 

Lordôs commandò regarding this.  

Still, some have recognized the nee d for tongues utterances to 

be interpreted into something meaningful for others if it is to be 

legitimate and such interpretations are commonly attempted.  

However, the inability to produce authentic interpretations of 

modern tongue utterances is one of th e clearest evidences that 

these modern manifestations are not the real thing.  There has 

been little, if any, evidence that modern glossaists  possess the gift 

of tongues interpretation, which may explain why they normally do 

not attempt interpretations.  T he absence of a gift of interpretation 

has been proven repeatedly in a number of studies.   

Accordingly, J. I. Packer, who is quite sympathetic to Glossaism , 

nonetheless writes:  

Uncertainty peaks, as it seems to me, in connection with the 

[contemporary ver sion of the] interpretation of tongues.  By 

interpretation I mean the announcing of the message content 

that (so it is claimed) a glossolalic utterance has expressed. . . 

.  Interpretations prove to be as stereotyped, vague, and 

uninformative as they are s pontaneous, fluent, and confident.  

Weird mistakes are made.  Kildahl tells how the Lordôs Prayer 

in an African dialect was interpreted as a word on the Second 

Coming. 3 

 

Dr. Douglas Judisch, former Professor of Biblical Studies at 

Concordia Theological Se minary points out that:  
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Paul A. Qualben, M. D., in an impartial lecture delivered at 

Concordia Theological Seminary . . . based on years of 

scientific research, stated and demonstrated from tape 

recordings that although [ Glossaists ] who claim the gift of 

interpretation were consistently willing to ñinterpretò his tapes 

of ñutterances in tonguesò by other [glossaists ], no two 

ñinterpretationsò of the same utterance agreed. 4 

 

Even the pro -glossaism  D. A. Carson would also seem to be 

aware of the extensive r esearch that has been conducted on 

glossaistsô claims of the gift of interpretation and says:  

Two people with the [supposed] gift of interpretation have on 

occasion been asked to interpret the same recorded tongues 

message and the resulting different and c onflicting 

interpretations have been justified on the grounds that God 

gives different interpretations to different people.  That is 

preposterous . . . because it would force us to conclude that 

there is no univocal, cognitive [conveying information to be 

understood] content to the tongues themselves. . . .  [T]hese 

distortions of interpretation are sufficiently frequent, and the 

interpretations themselves so commonly pedestrian, that at 

some point the gift of tongues must, in some cases , also be 

called int o question. 5 

 

Remember that the spiritual gift of tongues interpretation was 

intended to be readily recognized as a supernatural spiritual gift, 

resulting in a miraculous authenticating sign for unbelievers (cf. 1 

Cor 14:22 ).  It was not learned or a result of simply being a native 

speaker, but rather the supernatural  ability to translate an 

utterance in a foreign language that neither the interpreter nor the 

speaker naturally knew.  The fact that it was to be miraculous, 

demands that there would be one, accurate, verifiable, 

interpretation of the tongues utterance.   

The contradictory and inaccurate interpretations of tongues 

today are not miracles, and unless glossaists  can produce such a 

miracle, they cannot claim to posse ss the real gift of interpreting 

tongues.  And it would seem certain that if the gift of miraculously 

interpreting  tongues is not operating, then the gift of miraculously 

speaking  in tongues is not functioning either.  

One additional suggestion could be made.  If our friends in 

glossaism wish to claim that the gift of tongues interpretation is 

operating today, then there should be no objection in their 

assemblies to having two people independently and accurately 

interpre t a tongues utterance.  However, this would seem to be 

something that glossaist  assemblies will not do, and, it is 
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suggested, cannot do, because this spiritual gift is no longer 

operating.  

Some have pointed to the fact that interpretation was needed in 

Cor inth, but not in the accounts in Acts, and have suggested this is 

evidence that the authentic gift operated differently in Corinth.  

However, we have already noted elsewhere that the Greek 

Corinthian church was no doubt primarily locals speaking only the 

native language, whereas in Acts there were ñJews from every 

nation ò (Acts 2:5). 6  Therefore, the need for interpretation in 

Corinth, as opposed to Acts, is found in the differing audiences, not 

some supposedly different gift of tongues. 7  

Finally, it cou ld be asked what the Apostle meant when he 

suggested that an interpretation of an incoherent utterance, given 

by the speaker themselves (cf. 14:5, 13) or by ñoneò interpreter 

(14:27), could be verified as a supernatural gift of the Holy Spirit 

and act as a n effective deterrent to counterfeit tongues speaking?  

In other words, if an individual were in the habit of interpreting his 

own utterances or only one other person always offered an 

interpretation of the utterance, it would seem there would have 

been op portunity for fraud.   

The fact that the Apostle does not specify rules that would more 

effectively eliminate the possibility of fraud is admittedly curious.  It 

could be suggested that fraudulent interpreters may be exposed in 

much the same way they are t oday when something is knowingly 

spoken in a foreign language and it is misinterpreted, or when two 

interpretations do not agree.  In addition, it would seem that the 

Apostle had confidence that no authentic Christian would 

consistently be a part of such f raud.  The NT is full of commands 

not to lie (cf. Eph 4:25, Col 3:9, 1 Tim. 1:10, 13), and even teaches 

that no true Christian will be gripped by this sin enough that they 

might be called ñliars ,ò for such people are damned to Hell (cf. Rev 

21:8, 27; 22:15 ).  

 

 

A.3)  If a translation was not available, the would be ñtongue 

speakerò was to remain silent (v. 28)  

 

The third clear command of the Lord that modern glossaism  

consistently violates is the fact that, ñIf there is no interpreter, 

the [tongue]  speaker s hould keep quiet [sigatƉ]  in the church 

and speak to himself ò (v. 28).  Again, in the video clip above, no 

interpretations are being given, and apparently no one is keeping 

quiet.  Even if we allow the modern redefinition of tongues for the 

sake of discuss ion, the Apostleôs rules would dictate a silent  ñprayer 
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language,ò heard by absolutely no one, and not the audible ñprayerò 

practiced today.   

In addition, the Greek indicates clearly that the would -be tongue 

speaker should not speak, and then  see if their  utterance is 

translated into the native language.  Rather, they were to ñremain 

silent ,ò until they knew with certainty that a translation was 

available, rather than starting to speak and then ñbecome silent.ò 8  

In other words, no one could speak publicl y in tongues unless they 

knew for certain ahead of time that either they or someone else 

would accurately and honestly translate the utterance into the 

native language.  

Someone might ask how the tongue speaker was to know ahead 

of time that an authentic, m iraculous, and meaningful translation 

would be present?  First, the Apostle indicated that the tongue 

speaker may possess the translation themselves (v. 13), and if so, 

they were to know what the meaning of their utterance was before 

they spoke it.  If oth ers were to translate the obscure utterance, 

then, evidently there were recognized people who consistently 

demonstrated the gift of accurately and miraculously translating 

authentic tongues utterances.   

The Apostle Paul expected the Corinthian Christians to know 

who had the gift of interpretation and to ensure that such a person 

was present before any public tongues utterance was allowed in the 

assembly. 9  This again, of course, argues against the common 

practice of audibly speaking in an obscure tongue a nd ñhopingò 

someone interprets.  Or the idea that the person who has the gift of 

interpretation may unknowingly and often change, so that it is 

impossible to be sure it is present.  

The divine command for interpretation of a tongue utterance in 

the assembl y of believers severely limited the gift, especially 

compared to prophecy which had no such prior requirements.  And 

this was precisely the effect the Apostle desired.  He knew that if 

the real gift of tongues was not present, then the real gift of 

interpr etation would not be either.  And if it wasnôt, and the 

Corinthians obeyed his rules, no tongues speaking would be heard.  

The Apostleôs insistence that would-be tongues speakers ñkeep 

quiet ò and confine their utterance to themselves, in the absence of 

int erpretation, reveals his God -given genius.   

As we will demonstrate in a subsequent chapter, in 1 

Corinthians 12 -14 the Apostle is attempting to diplomatically 

eliminate from the Christian church service, the popular practice in 

the Greek mystery religions  of praying or speaking in a 

spontaneous, obscure utterance. 10   His instruction accomplishes 

this wonderfully.  If illegitimate tongue speakers were forced to 

quietly keep their garbled utterances to themselves, the pagan 
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version of tongue speaking would e ssentially stop altogether.  It is 

no doubt an empty exercise for a tongue speaker to mindlessly 

ñspeak to himself ò (v. 28) silently , in their mind, in meaningless 

syllables that he does not understand.   

If one doubts our perspective, then try right now t o obey the 

Apostleôs command.  Speak or pray silently in your mind to yourself 

in meaningless gibberish and see how edifying, spiritual, or 

wonderful it feels.  One only needs to imagine such a thing to 

expect that those doing so would eventually abandon t he practice 

altogether. 11  

It is suggested this is precisely why so many glossaists refuse to 

obey the Apostleôs rules.  ñThe Lordôs commandò (v. 37) here is a 

silent  communication to oneself in meaningless syllables, not to be 

heard by even someone listeni ng nearby.  Even the uninterpreted, 

quiet mumbling that commonly occurs in meetings of supposed 

tongues prayers and speakers is a violation to ñremain silent ò (v. 

28).  There is little doubt that the source of the ñgood feelingsò and 

ñpsychological releaseò claimed to come with modern tongues 

speaking is in the physical and audible expression  of these 

utterances, not in their content.   

Again, the Apostleôs instruction intentionally makes illegitimate 

tongue speaking a meaningless exercise in the hope, it would seem, 

that it will be abandoned.  No doubt the same is true today.  If 

modern Glossaists  actually obeyed ñthe Lordôs commandò 

con cerning tongues speaking, many of them too would recognize 

the meaninglessness of the pagan variety they practice and 

rightfully abandon it.  

 

 

A.4)  Women are not to speak in tongues at all in church (v. 

33 -35)  

 

Although the biblical roles of women in the church are beyond 

the scope of this topic, 12  the prohibition of women uttering tongues 

audibly and publicly is clear.  NT scholar H. Wayne House notes 

that:  

Women had an important place in the mystery cults, espe cially 

in the emotional and vocal realm.  This was especially true in 

the Dionysian cult.  Livy in his History of Rome  wrote that the 

majority of Dionysian worshipers were women. . . .   This 

aspect of the pagan cult could be what Paul was counteracting 

in  1 Corinthians 14:33b ï36. 13  

 

Accordingly, immediately after the Apostle Paul describes rules 

for practicing the gift of tongues in the congregation, he states:  



12.5:  Tongues Was Controlled  101  

As in all the congregations of the saints,  women should 

remain silent in the churches.  They are  not allowed to 

speak [in tongues, or otherwise in the assembly] , but must 

be in submission, as the Law says.  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.  (v . 33 -5)  

 

This clear divine command is, of course, violated consistently in 

glossaism , and is demonstrated in the video clip above as well.  

Why would Christian women insist on doing something that the 

Apostle Paul called ñdisgraceful ò?  We have no record in Scripture 

of a woman receiving the gift of tongues, yet it is estimated that 

75% of those claiming it today are females.  

The fact that Glossaists really have no answer for their violation 

of this biblical command is demonstrated by the common 

suggestion among them that this statement of the Apostleôs is not 

Scripture, but was added later by a copyist. 14   With all due respect, 

this seems a rather desperate way in which to justify what the 

Apostle Paul called ñdisgraceful .ò 

 

 

A.5)  It was sin against God to  violate these commands & 

leaders allowing this should be ignored (vs. 36 -8)  

 

In verses 36 -38 the Apostle of Jesus Christ writes:  

Did the word of God originate with you?  Or are you the 

only people it has reached?  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.  If he 

ignores this, he himself will be ignored.    

 

There is some debate regarding whether the Apostle meant in 

the passage above that the offender would be ignore d by God, or 

the Corinthians.  In light of the fact that he is battling false leaders 

in the Corinthian congregation who are obviously promoting and 

allowing these practices, it would seem that the Apostle is clearly 

referring to them.  He wants the Corint hians to choose.  Are they 

going to follow leaders who allow and even encourage pagan 

practices that are contrary to Godôs word, or will they ignore such 

leaders?  It is suggested that these Scriptures would seem to 

present the same choice to our glossaist s friends today.  

It would seem at this point, the Apostle is momentarily taking 

off the kid gloves with these Christians.  He knows what a difficult 

thing it will be for some of them to follow rules that will curb 
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something they are fond of, and maybe for some, even addicted to.  

So he shoots straight with them and tells them that this issue is not 

in the realm of his personal wishes, nor is it a minor, secondary 

suggestion just to make things better in Corinth.  God Himself 

despises the idolatrous, counter feiting, meaningless, self -edifying 

practice of praying in a pagan tongue, and He wants it stopped.  

And it is again, an alarming thing to witness how consistently and 

casually our glossaist  brethren allow Godôs rules for the practice to 

be violated.   

Accordingly, Dr. Unger wrote something several years ago that 

would seem to continue to be true today:  

The Apostle, therefore, inquires of the Corinthians (with 

something of sarcastic indignation) whether they are the 

source from whence God's Word came, or wh ether they 

consider themselves its sole recipients, that they should set 

themselves above the other churches and above him.   

The same spirit of arrogant pride against sound Bible 

teaching is widely manifest in charismatic movements today.  

Being unscriptu ral, the movement tends to engender the same 

spirit of insubordination to the Word.  Many promoters of the 

revival of glossolalia today act as if the Word of God originated 

with them or that they are its sole recipients.  It is common 

for these assemblies to set themselves above other sound 

churches and above apostolic regulation.  They tend to pride 

themselves in thinking they have so much more truth and 

power than churches that do not practice tongues.  Conceit is 

one of the common sad results of glossola lic error.  It is often 

coupled with a spirit of defiance of plain scriptural regulations 

of doctrine and conduct. 15  

 

If modern glossaists do not wish to be thought of as taking the 

Scriptures lightly, they can start right here, proving otherwise.  Is it 

a sin to violate ñthe Lordôs commandò concerning the use of 

tongues in the church?  The Apostle had hinted at the sinfulness of 

what was occurring regarding tongues earlier in the passage when 

he told the Corinthians, ñBrothers . . . in regard to evil be 

in fants [i.e. innocent]ò (14:20).  The issue of tongues, then, was 

not just a matter of worship style, but a matter of sin, and it is 

today as well.  
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Pastoral Practices  

 

¶ If you are leading a church that does believe tongues is  

abundantly operating today, are you enforcing the Apostleôs 

rules for their use?  Are you willing to endure the consequences 

of curbing the use of ñtonguesò in your church, especially in 

regards to those who may not agree and for whom the practice 

has bec ome more important than following Scripture?  

Remember, you are first and foremost a servant of the King, 

and the rules above are ñthe Lordôs commandò (1 Cor 14:37).  

And we believe that if these rules are enforced, that any fake 

tongues in your congregati on will be eliminated, and any real 

gift will surface, which is precisely what the Apostle intended.  

 

 

B)  Modern Tongue Speaking Matches An Ancient 

Pagan Practice, Not the Biblical Gift  
 

In essence, then, the gift of tongues was the God -given ability 

to m iraculously speak in a real foreign human language for the 

purpose of supernaturally authenticating new divine revelation 

particularly to the Jews.  This description of the gift of tongues is 

admittedly somewhat cumbersome, but it summarizes the 

characteri stics found in the Bible for the gift.  Accordingly, it is clear 

that the modern version of tongues does not reflect these biblical 

attributes, and subsequently, is not biblical, and therefore not even 

Christian, regardless of all the wonderful feelings it s practitioners 

claim.  

Because the biblical gift involved real, although foreign human 

languages, it was referred to in the early Church as the gift of 

ñtonguesò (glossais ) which meant that very thing.  Even the first of 

the modern ñtongues speakersò in the early twentieth century 

believed this.  Yet the modern version of tongues has nothing to do 

with human languages as the biblical version did, and therefore it is 

to be rejected.  

Because the biblical gift of tongues was the ability to speak in a 

real fore ign human language that the person did not know, it was 

readily recognized as a miracle.  There is nothing miraculous about 

the modern version of tongues, and as discussed further elsewhere, 

it is indistinguishable from the incoherent and emotional ñtongue 

speakingò and praying practiced by all sorts of non-Christian, and 

even occultic religions around the world.  16  

Because the biblical gift of tongues was a miracle, it was 

intended by God to be another form of miraculous authentication of 
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messengers of new divine revelation.  Because the modern version 

can easily be faked it authenticates nothing.  

Because the biblical gift of tongues was the miraculous ability to 

speak in a real human language, it contained meaningful content 

that could be translated if nece ssary.  The modern version of 

ñspeaking in a tongueò has no meaning to anyone, being merely an 

exercise of the vocal cords, but not the mind.  

Because the biblical gift of tongues contained meaningful 

content, it was to be miraculously translated if no one  present knew 

the foreign human language spoken.  The modern version is 

constantly uttered in public assemblies with no translation even 

attempted, let alone a miraculous one actually demonstrated.  

Nonetheless, ñtongues speakers,ò including women, publicly ñspeakò 

anyway, in direct violation of ñthe Lordôs commandò (1 Cor 

14:37) to be ñquiet ò (v. 28).  

Because the biblical gift of tongues was a sign gift  specifically for 

the Jews, it was a relatively minor gift for the early Church, the 

Apostle Paul listin g it last in three separate lists, and the post -

apostolic Church testifying universally that the gift had ceased in 

the second century.  The modern version is extolled as a 

superlative, if not absolutely necessary spiritual experience for all 

Christians, b ecoming a measuring stick for spirituality, and ignoring 

the fact that God never intended all Christians to receive the gift.  

Because the biblical gift of tongues was a miraculous sign gift it 

was also rare, the Apostle Paul confidently claiming that he 

ex ercised it more than all the Corinthians combined .  No doubt he 

would say the same today to any other tongues congregation 

because the real gift is not being exercised.   

Because the biblical gift of tongues was truly a gift, it was 

sovereignly given to in dividuals by the Holy Spirit.  Anyone can 

obtain the modern version through coaching, peer pressure, 

practice, and faking it.  

All of the above characteristics are biblical, but none of them 

can be demonstrated by the modern ñtonguesò phenomenon 

occurring i n the Church today, whether it be the public, audible, 

version, or the ñprivate prayerò version.  There simply is no warrant 

for some to attach a biblical name to something that clearly is not 

biblical.   

The important question arises:  If modern tongues i s not biblical 

tongues, then what is it?  Unfortunately, while the modern version 

of tongues does not match its biblical counterpart, it perfectly 

matches the pagan version practiced for centuries by all kinds of 

religions.  In particular, speaking and/or praying in incoherent 

speech was a common occurrence in the Greek mystery religions 
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practiced in Corinth.  Accordingly, commenting on 1 Corinthians 

12:2 the New Bible Dictionary  says:  

Gentile converts [in Corinth] may have come directly from 

paganism. . . .  Ecstasy, including speaking in tongues, was a 

common phenomenon in Graeco -Oriential religions, and this 

may help account for the Corinthiansô misuse of Christian 

spiritual gifts, an d possibly for the ecstatically -produced 

blasphemy of 1 Cor. 12:2f. 17    

 

Likewise, it is worth repeating the quote from the rather secular 

Encyclopedia of Religion  which states:  

Glossolalia (from the Greek glosse, ñtongue, language,ò and 

lalein , ñto talkò) is a nonordinary speech behavior that is 

institutionalized as a religious ritual in numerous Western and 

non -Western religious communities.  Its worldwide distribution  

attests to its antiquity, as does its mention in ancient 

documents. . . .  There are references to it in the [Hindu] 

Vedas (c. 1000 BC), in Patanjaliôs Yoga Sutras , and in Tibetan 

Tantric writings.  Traces of it can be found in the litanies 

(dhikrs ) of some orders of the Islamic Sufi mystics. . . .   

[Tongues speaking] occurred i n some of the ancient Greek 

religions and in various primitive religions . . . .  Paul urged 

restraint in the practice . . . since such a spectacular spiritual 

gift could be abused.  Edification, as opposed to personal 

satisfaction, was set as the test of a cceptable glossolalia.  If 

the meaning could not be disclosed, Paul regarded it with 

suspicion.ò 18  

 

With such information at hand, we have a very good explanation 

for the non -biblical version of tongues being practiced today.  It is 

nothing more than the s ame non -miraculous, self - centered, 

meaningless speech that has been uttered for millennia in all types 

of religions.  More specifically, muttering prayers and utterances in 

gibberish was highly prized in Corinth as a sign of spirituality.   

Therefore, as w e demonstrate in a subsequent chapter, careful 

study of 1 Corinthians 12 -14 will reveal that the Apostle was 

actually distinguishing between 1) the pagan variety of speaking in 

a tongue  (singular) that was incoherent, meaningless, meant for 

selfish exaltat ion, and useless to anyone, and 2) the real gift of 

tongues (plural) that had meaningful content, could be translated, 

and was a miraculous sign to unbelievers.   

So while it can be demonstrated that modern versions of 

tongues speaking do not reflect the b iblical variety, it does resemble 

the pagan variety.  J. I. Packer concludes the same and asks, and 

answers, the very same question we have:  
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Can charismatic glossolalia, which is frequently a learned skill 

and technique, which lacks language structure, and  which its 

own practitioners regard as mainly for private use, be 

convincingly equated with the tongues of 1 Corinthians 12 -14, 

which were for public use, which were a ñsignò to unbelievers, 

and which Paul thought about as a language, conveying 

meaning and  therefore capable of being interpreted? . . .  

Surely not. 19  

 

 

 

 

Extras & Endnotes  

 

 

A Devotion to Dad  

 

Our Father in Heaven, we ask that you would help tongues speaking 

congregations recognize how they are violating Your word, that they 

would repent, and honor You in this.  May You set more and more 

people free from the lie about tongues today, and be glori fied as a 

result.  

 

Gauging Your Grasp  

 

1)  What are some of ñthe Lordôs command[s]ò (1 Cor 14:37) 

that are habitually violated in churches that practice the modern 

version of ñtonguesò? 

 

2)  What are the reasons we claim that if the rules for tongues were 

followed in a congregation, most would -be tongue speakers 

would practice a silent ñprayer languageò that would probably be 

abandoned?  Do you agree or disagree and why?   

 

3)  We claim that the A postleôs prohibition of women speaking in 

the public assembly applies to uttering a tongue.  Do you agree 

or disagree and why?   

 

4)  We claim that the modern version of tongues does not match its 

biblical characteristics.  Do you agree or disagree and why?   

 

5)  We claim the modern version of tongues mimics a widespread 

and ancient practice in non -Christian religious environments.  

Do you agree or disagree and why?   
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Publications & Particulars  

 
                                                           
1 The full statement here has the Apostle saying that the tongues speaker 
is to ñspeak to himself and to God ò (v. 2).  We argue elsewhere that 
he is simply being diplomatic, because neither he nor the tongue speaker 

could possibly know whether their meaningless tongue utterance was 
addressed to God.  Accordingly, a few verses later the Apostle describes 
the same people as ñJust speaking into the air ò (v. 9).  For further 
discussion on verse 14:2 see chapter 12.9.  

2 There is a great deal of debate concerning whether the Apostle meant ñas 

in all the churches ò to apply to ñGod is not a God of disorder but of 
peace ò stated before it, or does it apply to what follows: ñwomen 

should remain silent in the churches .ò  The clearest answer is that it 
doesnôt matter.  Of course God is a God of peace in all the churches.  And 
the universal application of womenôs silence in the assemblies does not 
depend on the phrase that precedes it, for the Apostle says again that 
this is the way it is to be ñin [all] the churches .ò   

3 J. I. Packer, Keep in Step With the Spirit (Revell, 1984) , 212.  

4 Douglas Judisch, An Evaluation of Claims to the Charismatic Gifts (Baker , 

1978), 15.  

5 Showing the Spirit: A Theological Exposition of 1 Corinthians 12 -14  
(Baker, 1987), 87 (emphasis in the original).  

6 Regarding the claim that the Greek Corinthian church was primarily locals 
speaking only the native language, and therefore ne eding interpretation, 
whereas in Acts there were ñJews from every nation ò (Acts 2:5), see 

section 12.3.B.1  

7 Accordingly, Dr. Ferguson notes:  
The difference between Pentecost and Corinth lies in the fact that 
those who heard tongues in Jerusalem already possessed the key for 

their interpretation: they understood the foreign languages since they 
were their native tongues (Acts 2:11); no translati on was required.  
By contrast, in Corinth it was necessary for an interpreter to speak. 

But there is no reason for thinking that there was any essential 
difference between the nature of the tongues spoken in the two 
contexts ( The Holy Spirit  [Intervarsity,  1996], 214).  

Likewise, Robert H. Gundry remarks:  
Without the translation the tongue might appear to be meaningless 
gibberish.  The effectiveness of glossolalia as an authenticating 

[sign]. . . depended on its difference from the ecstatic gobbledegook 

in H ellenistic religion!  On the other hand, the amazement factor on 
the day of Pentecost consisted in the recognition by non -Palestinians 
of their native languages as they were being spoken by Galileans who 
ordinarily could not have spoken them. ("Ecstatic Ut terance,ò JTS 17 
(1966): 303)  
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8 Dr. Thiselton notes the Apostleôs use of the present imperative sigatƉ 
ñwhich is best translated let them [singular]  remain silent (in contrast 
to become silent )ò  (The First Epistle to the Corinthians  [Eerdmans, 
2000], 1139 ).  

9 Accordingly, even the Pentecostal Dr. Fee writes, ñOnly when someone 
known to be gifted with interpretation is present may it be exercised in 
the assembly.ò  (The First Epistle to the Corinthians  (NICNT ) [Eerdmans, 

1987], 692).  

10  Regarding our claim t hat the Apostle is attempting to diplomatically 

eliminate from the Christian church service, the popular practice in the 
Greek mystery religions of praying or speaking in a spontaneous, obscure 
utterance see chapter 12.7  

11  Accordingly, Dr. House writes:  

Paul gave the previous safeguards so that the spurious tongues 
would fall away, since they would be recognized as false by not 
agreeing with the guidelines he set.  The true gift of tongues would 
then properly operate in alignment with the other gifts of t he Spirit 
and edify the body of Christ (H. Wayne House, ñTongues and the 
Mystery Religions at Corinthò Bibliotheca Sacra , 140, [1983], 146 -7).   

12  For further discussion of women prophesying see section 9.7.F.  

13  House, 141.  

14  For example, Dr. Fee remarkabl y and conveniently claims that the verses 
prohibiting women from speaking in the assembly here are not even 
Scripture:  

On the whole, therefore, the case against [the authenticity of] these 
verses is so strong, and finding a viable solution to their meaning  so 
difficult, that is seems best to view them as an interpolation [human 

addition to the original text]. . . .  Thus, in keeping with the textual 
questions, the exegesis of the text itself leads to the conclusion that 

it is not authentic.  If so, then it is certainly not binding on Christians .  
If not, the considerable doubts as to its authenticity ought to serve as 
a caution against using it as an eternal prohibition ( First Corinthians , 
708).  

The very respected, although Pentecostal NT scholar devotes no less 
than 10 pages to this argument in his well regarded commentary on I 
Corinthians.  Let it first be said that Dr. Fee is one of very, very few who 
has ñconsiderable doubts as to its authenticity,ò and his arguments are 
not worth pursuing here in detail.   An important part of Dr. Feeôs 
exegesis relies on the assumption that the Apostleôs mention of female 
prophesying in 1 Corinthians 11:5 was allowed to happen in the public 

assembly.  There is no need to assume this as the Apostle immediately 
addresses ab uses of the Lordôs Supper which commonly occurred in 
homes.  For further discussion see section 9.7.F.  

A succinct answer to the textual issues is given by D. A. Carson, 
Douglas Moo, and Leon Morris who comment:  
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In I Corinthians, the view that 14:34 -35 is a gloss [human addition to 
the inspired text] was very much a minority position, until Fee 
defended it in his recent commentary.  Fee's stature as a textual 
critic has served to make this view more acceptable.  T he fact 
remains that although some [manuscripts] place verses 34 -25 after 
verse 40, not one [manuscript] omits it; and despite Fee, convincing 
reasons can be given not only as to why a minority of [manuscripts] 

transposed this passage to the end of verse 4 0, but also as to how it 
should be understood within the context [of I Cor 14]". ( Introduction 
to the New Testament  [Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1992], 283; cf. 

Thiselton, 1148 -50 and D. A. Carson in Recovering Biblical Manhood 
& Womanhood:  A Response to  Evangelical Feminism , John Piper and 
Wayne Grudem, eds. [Crossway, 1991], 140 -53).   

15  Merrill F. Unger, NT Teaching on Tongues  (Kregel, 1971), 128  

16  For further discussion of the demonic nature of modern glossaism see 
section 12.14.D.  

17  New Bible Dictionary,  J. I. Packer et al.  eds., 3rd ed., (Intervarsity, 
1996), 225 -226.  However, it is suggested that the Apostle probably was 
not describing an actual ñecstatically-produced blasphemyò in 1 Cor 12:3.  
Again, it is suggested that the Apostleôs concern is obscure utterances of 

which the content is unknown.  He simply wants the Corinthians to 
recognize that such a thing could happen and that not every spiritual 
looking manifestation is holy.  

18  Encyclopedia of Religion , Mircea Eliade ed., 16 vols., (Mac millan, 1987), 
Vol. 5, 562 -563.   

19  Packer, Spirit , 207.  



  



  

Book 12  

The Truth About Tongues  

Part II  

Understanding  

1 Corinthians 14  

 

 
 

Ë  12.6:  Tongues & the Contexts of 1  113  

Corinthians 14:   Luke & Paul Were United  

in Their Understanding     
 

É 12.7:  Tongues & the Religious Context  135  

of 1 Corinthians 14:   Obscure Utterances  

in the Pagan Mystery Religions    

 

Ë  12.8:  Tongues & the Greek Text of  169  
1 Corinthians 14:   Not Everything Spiritual  

is Holy     

 

Ë  12.9:  Is There a ñSuper Prayerò Gift?:  185  
Understanding 1 Corinthians  14:2 & 28  

 

Ë  12.10:  Was the Gift of Tongues Meant to   203  
be Self -edifying?:  Understanding 1  

Corinthians  14:4        



  

É 12.11:  Did the Apostles & Christ Teach   221  

Mindless Prayer?:   Understanding 1  

Corinthians  14:14 -15    

 

Ë  12.12:  Answering More Questions About  241  

Tongues   



12.6 :   Context of 1 Cor 14  113  

 
Chapter 12.6  

 

Tongues & the Context of 1 
Corinthians 14  

 

Luke & Paul Were United in Their Understanding  
  

 

  

Table of Topics  

A)  The Importance &  Difficulty of Properly Interpreting 1 

Corinthians 14    

B)  The Biblical Context :   The book of Acts     

B.1)  Interpret Obscure Scripture with Clear  

B.2)  2 Types of Tongues in 1 Cor 14  

B.3)  Luke & Paul Were United in Their Understanding  

C)  The Moral Context :   Sinfulness and selfishness     

D)  The Relational Context :   A deteriorating relationship     

Extras & Endnotes     



12.6 :   Context of 1 Cor 14  114  

  

Primary Points  

¶ One of the things that has fueled the debate over tongues is that 

1 Corinthians 14 is among the most difficult passages in the 

entire NT to understand.  

¶ Unfortunately, it would seem the best Bible scholars have 

neglected the contexts and Greek text of the passage.  

¶ Interpreting biblical passages in isolation without considering 

what the rest of the Bible sa ys is what cults do, not sincere 

Christians.   

¶ Two different ñtonguesò phenomena are being described in Acts 

and 1 Corinthians 14.  One a miraculous sign to unbelievers of 

real human language, and the other an incoherent, self -edifying, 

private ñprayerò language.  Either the Apostle is introducing an 

additional gift of tongues not described in Acts or he is exposing 

a counterfeit version.  

¶ Even within 1 Cor 14 itself there are two kinds of tongues being 

described.   

¶ One of the things that glossaist  must prov e is that Luke and Paul 

had completely different understandings of what the gift of 

tongues really was.   

¶ While there are many attributes of the gift of tongues that Luke 

and the Apostle agree on, none of them are reflected in the 

modern version of tongues .  

¶ Not only did Paul write 1 Cor with the historical understanding of 

the events in Acts in mind, but Luke wrote Acts with the 

problems in Corinth in mind.  

¶ The Corinthian church was filled with the most worldly, immoral, 

immature, selfish, independent peopl e we encounter in the NT.  

¶ The Apostle repeatedly denounced the warned the Corinthians 

because they were so self - centered  and egocentric .  Now, 

convince yourself that when the Apostle says four sentences 

later, ñHe who speaks in a tongue edifies himself ò (1 4:4) 

that he means this is a good  thing, something he really wants 

the puffed up, conceited, self - centered, and ego -centric 

Corinthians to hotly pursue, as so many interpret this passage 

today.  



12.6 :   Context of 1 Cor 14  115  

A)  The Importance & Difficulty of Properly 
Interpreting 1 C orinthians 14  

 
For some, simply demonstrating that the modern version of the 

gift of tongues does not comply with the biblical characteristics 

discussed in the previous chapters is sufficiently convincing.  

However, some may argue that several suggestions have been 

made in these arguments without sufficient biblical support.  Were  

most of the references the Apostle made to the tongues 

phenomenon in 1 Corinthians 14 only referring to incoherent 

utterances that were identical to a pagan form of tongues speaking?  

Did  Luke and Paul share the same understanding of what the gift of 

tongues was?   

What did the Apostle mean when he wrote:  

Anyone who speaks in a tongue does not speak to men 

but to God.  Indeed, no one understands him; he utters 

mysteries with his spirit (14 :2) . . . .  He who speaks in a 

tongue edifies himself (v. 4) . . . .  I would like every one 

of you to speak in tongues (v. 5) . . . .  For if I pray in a 

tongue, my spirit prays (v. 14) . . . .  I thank God that I 

speak in tongues more than all of you  (v. 18 ) . . . .  If 

there is no interpreter, the speaker should keep quiet in 

the church and speak to himself and God (v. 28) . . . .  Do 

not forbid speaking in tongues.  (v. 39)  

 

These obviously are the verses that our glossaist  1 brothers and 

sisters have turned to for biblical support of their ñprivate prayer 

languageò version of the gift of speaking in tongues.  It is these 

verses that are used today to legitimize a new and additional gift of 

speaking in tongues that is entirely different from how it is 

describe d in Acts.  And it is these verses that we must accurately 

interpret, and not simply ignore, if we are to make an entirely 

biblical case for claiming that modern glossaism  is not biblical.   

One of the things that has obviously fueled the debate over 

these  verses is the fact that they are among the most difficult in the 

entire NT to understand. 2  Accordingly, even the great early 

Christian teacher Chrysostom admitted around the year 400:  

This whole place [1 Cor 12 -14] is very obscure: but the 

obscurity is produced by our ignorance of the facts referred to 

and by their cessation, being such as then used to occur but 

now no longer take place. 3   

 

The historical cessation of the biblical gift of tongues that 

Chrysostom speaks of will be discussed further in a  subsequent 

chapter, but even this great exegete admitted the passage of 
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Scripture we are discussing here is ñvery obscure.ò  It will be 

argued that even modern expositors of no less stature and ability 

than Wayne Grudem, D. A. Carson, and Gordon Fee would  seem to 

have erred in their interpretation of 1 Corinthians 12 -14.   

For example, Dr. Grudem interprets the above statements from 

1 Corinthians 14 as follows:  

Prayer in tongues in a private setting is another form of 

prayer to God. . . .  Paul [sees] pray er in tongues as an 

additional means of fellowship directly with God. . . .  

Speaking in tongues is primarily speech directed toward God. . 

. .  Speaking in tongues is simply another activity that occurs 

in the unseen spiritual realm, an activity we believ e is effective 

because Scripture tells us it is, not because we can 

comprehend it with our minds. . . .  Paul . . . gives legitimacy 

to the practice of singing in tongues. . . .   

However much Paul warns against using tongues without 

interpretation in chur ch , he certainly views it positively and 

encourages it in private . . . .   [Paulôs conclusion] is not (as 

some would argue) that Christians should decide not to use 

the gift or decide that it has no value when used privately. . . .   

[W]e would certainly e xpect that edification would follow 

[tongues speaking], even though the speakerôs mind does not 

understand what is being said . . . just as prayer and worship 

in general edify us as we engage in them, so this kind of 

prayer and worship edifies us too, acco rding to Paul. . . .   

[In reference to the possibility of counterfeit tongues] First, 

it must be said that this is not Paulôs concern, even in the city 

of Corinth where many had come from pagan temple worship 

and where Paul had clearly said that ñwhat pagans sacrifice 

they offer to demons and not to Godò . . . .  He gives no 

warning that they should beware of demonic counterfeit or 

even think that this would be a possibility when they use this 

gift. . . . This fear, then, is not one that Paul seemed troubl ed 

by.  He simply encouraged believers to pray in tongues and 

said that if they did so they would be edifying themselves. 4 

 

Likewise, Dr. Carson interprets Paulôs statement that: ñI thank 

God, I speak in tongues more than you all ò (14:18) and says: 

There is no stronger defense of the private use of tongues. . . 

.  [T]he only possible conclusion is that Paul exercised his 

remarkable tongues gift in private . 5 

 

In the same vein, Dr. Fee comments on 14:4, ñHe who speaks 

in a tongue edifies himself ò and says, ñThe edifying of oneself is 

not self - centeredness, but the personal edifying of the believer that 
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comes through private prayer and praise.ò 6  Then for verse 5, (ñI 

would like every one of you to speak in tongues ò), Dr. Fee 

suggests that the Apostle ñcould wish all experienced the edification 

that came from such a gift of the Spirit.ò 7    

On the surface, these interpretations seem plausible, and they 

are made by some of the most conservative, Evangelical, scholarly, 

and influential Christian men, tea ching some of the most influential 

Christian leaders of tomorrow, at some of the most conservative, 

Evangelical, scholarly, and influential Christian institutions of our 

day.  In essence, these godly, gifted, and widely recognized 

scholars claim that Godôs word teaches us that we should all wish 

that we could experience ñthe edification that [comes] from such a 

gift of the Spirit.ò 8    

How can we convincingly claim to those we  teach that such 

deservedly respected men are wrong, if we do not have a more 

biblical answer to their claims than the simple fact, ñwe havenôt 

experienced itò?  And that is precisely why many Christians do not 

practice the modern version of the gift of tongues.  Not because of 

a conviction on what the Bible says, but because of their 

experience, or lack of it.  And so the historicist ,  who holds to the 

centuries - long understanding of the gift of tongues, is on no better 

biblical ground than the glossaist .   So how do we biblically instead 

of experientially answer the claims of glossaist  theologians and 

expositors today?  It is humbly hoped, that at least in some small 

measure, the following discussion may provide an adequate answer.  

It is suggested here that these gifted expositors, and many 

others who share their core value of accurately  interpreting 

Scripture, are mistaken on this issue because they have, 

remarkably and regrettably, not practiced what they preach.  It 

would seem they have, in fact, neglected or misapplied the very 

things that they are among the foremost experts in, regar ding the 

interpretation of the NT, and more specifically 1 Corinthians 14.  

These are the biblical context, the religious context, the moral 

context, and the Greek text of this passage of Scripture.   

This chapter of Scripture cannot be understood without an 

understanding of these four interpretive keys which will enable us 

to understand the ñproblemò verses in 1 Corinthians 14 better, 

without having to conclude that there were (and supposedly is now) 

two legitimate gifts of tongues speaking operating in Co rinth.   

On the contrary, we believe that giving proper recognition of 

these issues will lead the open -minded reader to the conclusion that 

the Apostle is referring to an illegitimate pagan variety of ñtongue 

prayerò in 1 Corinthians 14, rather than introducing a entirely 

different and non -miraculous variety from that described in Acts.  
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Therefore, we would suggest the same regarding the variety of 

ñtongue prayerò popularly practiced in glossaism today.  

As demonstrated in previous chapters, the real and bib lical gift 

of tongues was the miraculous ability to speak a real although 

foreign human language, particularly as a sign to the Jews of new 

divine revelation.  The modern idea of a private, self -edifying, 

incoherent prayer language as supported by Drs. Gru dem, Carson, 

Fee and hundreds of millions of glossaists  is unbiblical, and here we 

offer further proof of that.  

 

 

Pastoral Practices  

 

¶ The following is a fairly detailed commentary on 1 Corinthians 

12 -14.  We believe it represents the kind of careful study that is 

sometimes necessary for anyone responsible for teaching Godôs 

word.  It is hoped that it will demonstrate several important 

rules of properly interpreting Scripture.  The Apostle motivates 

us for such difficult study when he writes: ñDo your best t o 

present yourself to God as one approved, a workman who 

does not need to be ashamed and who correctly handles 

the word of truth ò (2 Tim 2:15). 

 

 

B)  The Biblical Context:   The book of Acts  

 

 

B.1)  Interpret Obscure Scripture with Clear  

 

By and large, it would seem most people interpret the tongues 

phenomena in 1 Corinthians 14 without reconciling it with its 

descriptions in Acts.  This is a violation of a foundational rule of 

biblical interpretation.  Interpreting biblical passages in iso lation 

without considering what the rest of the Bible says is what cults do, 

not sincere Christians.   

Another fundamental rule of understanding the Bible is that 

passages of Scripture which have a clearer meaning are to be used 

to interpret those that are  more obscure.  If this rule were applied 

to the tongues issue, most would agree the meaning of Acts 2 is 

much more straightforward than 1 Corinthians 14.  Therefore, if we 

want the whole truth on tongues, rather than a half truth, Acts 2 

should strongly i nfluence our interpretation of 1 Corinthians 14. 9  

 



12.6 :   Context of 1 Cor 14  119  

 

B.2)  2 Types of Tongues in 1 Corinthians 14  

 

The difficulty of reconciling the descriptions of the tongues 

phenomena in these passages is that they seem to be describing 

two different things.  For exam ple, in Acts, the Apostles spoke in 

foreign human languages and those who heard them said, ñeach of 

us hears [and understands] them in his own native language ò 

(2:8).  However, in 1 Corinthians 14 the Apostle says, ñanyone  

who speaks in a tongue does not speak to men . . .  Indeed, 

no one understands him ò (14:2) and ñHe who speaks in a 

tongue edifies himself (v. 4).  Luke clearly describes the tongues 

phenomenon as miraculous, public, and containing meaningful 

content.  But  the Apostle, at times, seems to describe it as 

mysterious, private, and empty of cognitive content.   

Even within 1 Corinthians 14 itself there are obviously two kinds 

of tongues speaking being described.  In contrast to the private, 

meaningless, supposed ly self -edifying utterances described above, 

the Apostle later says, ñTongues . . . are a (public, miraculous) 

sign . . . for unbelievers ò (v. 22).  It would seem impossible to 

suggest that a private, unintelligible ñprayerò in a tongue could be a 

miraculo us ñsign . . . for  unbelievers .ò  Rather, this description 

clearly fits how it operated in Acts.  

It is clear then that two different tongues phenomena are being 

described in Acts and 1 Corinthians 14.  Ignoring this difference 

leads many good men to interp ret every reference to the 

phenomenon in 1 Corinthians 14 as the real gift of tongues and 

thereby greatly confusing an understanding of the gift. 10  

How then do we reconcile these two conflicting descriptions of 

the tongues phenomenon between Acts and 1 Cor inthians 14, and 

within the latter itself?  

First, few deny that the description of tongues given in Acts is a 

description of the authentic biblical gift of speaking in tongues.  But 

what of the descriptions in Corinthians (and of the modern version 

of tong ues, for that matter) of a tongue speaking which is not 

directed to men at all, is not understood by anyone, and has no 

cognitive content?   

It would seem that there are two options:  1) The descriptions in 

1 Corinthians describe an additional  biblical gif t of tongues which 

differs greatly from the version Luke is describing, or 2) The 

descriptions in 1 Corinthians describe something that is not  the 

biblical gift of speaking in tongues, but rather a counterfeit version 

of the gift. 11  

Contemporary ñtongueò speakers are obviously interested in 

proving option 1 because their experience is significantly different 
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than how the gift of tongues operated in Acts.  If, in fact, two 

legitimate types of the authentic gift of tongues are described in the 

Scriptures, the n our glossaist  friends can find descriptions in 1 

Corinthians to validate their experiences.  If, however, it can be 

demonstrated that the authentic gift operated the same in both Acts 

and Corinth, then the glossaist  position is indefensible.  

 

 

B.3)  Luke  & Paul Were United in Their Understanding of the 

Gift of Tongues  

 

One of the things that would have to be proven in order for the 

glossaist  perspective to have merit is that Luke and Paul had 

completely different understandings of what the gift of tongues  

really was.  However, this is highly unlikely for several reasons.   

First, we have noted in the previous chapters several examples 

where Luke and Paul perfectly agree on the biblical attributes of the 

gift.  Perhaps the clearest example is the Apostleôs most definitive 

statement on the issue in which he states that the gift of ñtongues 

. . . are a (miraculous) sign . . . for unbelievers ò (1 Cor 14:22).  

We have demonstrated that this is generally how the gift operated 

in Acts as well. 12    

Likewise, both L uke and the Apostle state that the genuine gift 

involves real human languages (cf. Acts 2:6; 1 Cor 14:9 -11, 21), 

both using the Greek word glossais to describe it.  In addition, the 

gift of tongues is portrayed in both Acts and 1 Corinthians as 

containing meaningful content (cf. Acts 2:11; 1 Cor 14:5), and 

being a sovereign gift of the Holy Spirit (cf. Acts 2:4; 1 Cor 12:11, 

29 -30).  While Luke and the Apostle agree on these attributes of 

the gift of tongues, none of them are reflected in the modern 

version  of tongues .  

Secondly, it would be difficult to believe that the Apostle was 

completely unaware of how the gift operated in Jerusalem at 

Pentecost as Luke describes it in Acts 2, or with the Gentile 

believers in Acts 10.  It is highly likely, in fact, that  he was at least 

in Jerusalem when the first tongues manifestation occurred and 

may have witnessed it personally.   

In addition, there is no doubt that when Paul writes the 

Corinthians concerning tongues, the occurrence of tongues he 

personally witnessed i n Ephesus is fresh in his mind  (cf. Acts 19:1 -

7).  This is important, as it seems obvious that Luke portrays the 

tongues  in Ephesus as being the same as the tongues  that occurred 

at Pentecost in Acts 2, and with Peter in Acts 10, using the Greek 

word gloss ais to refer to them.   
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The agreement between Luke and the Apostle on the issue of 

tongues may be even more instructive when we remember that 

Luke wrote Acts several years after the Apostle wrote 1 Corinthians. 
13   Even though Luke describes the first occur rences of the gift of 

tongues in Acts, the Apostleôs letter to the Corinthians was several 

years prior to Luke writing Acts.  It was the Apostle then who first 

used glossais (ñtonguesò i.e. human languages) to describe this gift, 

and this is no doubt why L uke used the same word.   

Luke was a close acquaintance of the Apostleôs, personally 

accompanying him from Paulôs second missionary journey to the 

end of the Apostleôs life (cf. 2 Tim 4:11).  Because Luke was such a 

close, personal companion of the Apostle ôs even during the very 

time that Paul wrote to the Corinthians , it is more than reasonable 

to assume Luke was familiar with the tongues situation in Corinth, 

and even the Apostleôs letter to them. 14   Therefore, not only did 

Paul certainly write 1 Corinthi ans with the historical understanding 

of the events in Acts in mind, but Luke wrote Acts with the 

problems in Corinth in mind.  

The fact that the Apostle does not go into great detail clearly 

defining what  the authentic gift of tongues is, strongly suggests  

that at least some of the Corinthians also knew of the events 

recorded in Acts, and how the gift had operated then.  Therefore, it 

is understandable why they needed little additional information 

about the gift of tongues.  Accordingly, glossais  (ñlanguagesò) was 

apparently the widely recognized term for the phenomenon that had 

occurred in the early Church and this is precisely the term the 

Apostle uses in 1 Corinthians.   

It seems obvious that if the Apostle did, in fact, desire to teach 

that the nature an d purpose of the gift of tongues had significantly 

changed from that which occurred in the earliest days of the 

Church, he would have at least used a different term in 1 

Corinthians to refer to this ñnewò or additional version of the 

phenomenon.  Instead o f using ñspeaking  in tongues ( glossais : 

human languages),ò therefore identifying it with the glossais  known 

to have occurred in the early days of the Church, he might have 

used ñthe gift of secret prayer ò instead.  He does no such thing 

because he had no intention of redefining the gift of miraculously 

speaking in foreign human languages, but rather desired to 

preserve it from being confused with its pagan counterfeit operating 

in Corinth.  

Again, for our  glossaist  friends to find biblical support for the 

ñprivate prayer languageò version of speaking in tongues, they need 

to prove that the genuine gift in Corinth operated differently from 

the miraculous public speaking gift that is described in Acts.  This  is 
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precisely what the glossaist  theologian Wayne Grudem attempts to 

do when he writes:  

[W]e must realize that I Corinthians 14 is Paul's general 

instruction based on a wide experience of tongues -speaking in 

many different churches, whereas Acts 2 simply d escribes one 

unique event at a significant turning point in the history of 

redemption (Acts 2 is historical narrative while I Cor 14 is 

doctrinal instruction).  Therefore it would seem appropriate to 

take I Corinthians 14 as the passage that most closely 

describes the ordinary experience of New Testament churches, 

and to take Paul's instructions there as the standard by which 

God intends churches to regulate the use of this gift. 15    

 

First, Dr. Grudem is wrong to assume that there was ña wide 

experience of  tongues -speaking in many different churches,ò as if to 

further suggest that the real gift operated differently among those 

churches.  Secondly, he is right to warn us about carelessly using 

ñhistorical narrativeò concerning unique events as found in Acts to 

form our doctrinal conclusions.  As we discuss elsewhere, the 

charismaticism that Dr. Grudem defends is almost wholly founded 

on this very error.  16    

Thirdly, if Dr. Grudem wishes to ñtake 1 Corinthians 14 as the 

passage that most closely describesò the biblical gift of tongues, 

what does he do with Paulôs clearest doctrinal statement on the gift 

that ñtongues . . . are  a sign . . . for unbelievers ò (14:22), 

which is completely incompatible with the private prayer practice he 

seeks to support.   

Finally,  while Dr. Grudem certainly has the freedom to claim 

that Acts 2 does not ñcloselyò describe the gift of tongues, most 

people without a personal agenda will agree that Lukeôs description 

of the phenomena is the best place to start in order to truly 

underst and this issue. 17    

For these reasons, and those given above, glossaist  are wrong 

to set aside so easily the biblical descriptions of the first 

occurrences of the gift of tongues in Church history, apparently only 

because they contradict their modern pract ice of them.  We believe 

Dr. Carson, who is quite supportive of glossaist  doctrine, is more 

accurate and honest on this point when he writes:  

I register my conviction that what Luke describes at Pentecost 

are real, known, human languages. . . .  On balance , then, the 

evidence favors the view that Paul thought the gift of tongues 

was a gift of real languages, that is, languages that were 

cognitive.  Moreover, if he knew of the details of Pentecost (a 

currently unpopular opinion in the scholarly world, but in  my 
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view eminently defensible), his understanding of tongues must 

have been shaped to some extent by that event. 18  

 

Not to mention the fact, as we have argued above, that Luke 

undoubtedly knew about the situation in Corinth when he wrote 

Acts.  For all of these reasons, it is ill -advised to set Paul against his 

long time ministry partner Luke on the issue of the gift of tongues, 

suggesting they had completely different understandings of the gift.  

On the contrary, both believed it to be the miraculous abili ty to 

speak in a foreign human language as a sign to unbelieving Jews of 

new divine revelation, and if we are going to interpret 1 Corinthians 

14 correctly, this fact must be fully respected instead of 

conveniently ignored.  

Now that we have some background  to the relationship between 

Acts and 1 Corinthians regarding the gift of tongues, it is important 

to understand the situation in Corinth when the Apostle wrote his 

letter.  There are three things in particular about the Corinthians 

that shape his letter t o them, including chapters 12 -14.  We will 

briefly cover two of these contexts here and the third in the next 

chapter.  

 

 

C)  The Moral Context:  Sinfulness and selfishness  
 

No doubt, even a cursory reading of this letter reveals a church 

filled with the most worldly, immoral, immature, selfish, 

independent people we encounter in the NT.  Because they were so 

worldly  and immature the Apostle says:  

Brothers, I could not address  you as spiritual but as 

worldly -- mere infants in Christ. . . .  You are still worldly 

(3:1 -3).  

 

I do not want you to be ignorant  (12:1) [but you are].  

 

Brothers, stop acting like children  (14:20).  

 

Because they were so immoral  and depraved  the Corinthian s 

had told the Apostle, ñEverything is permissible ò (10:23), but the 

Apostle told them:  

It is actually reported that there is sexual immorality 

among you, and of a kind that does not occur even 

among pagans: A man has his father's wife.  And you 

are proud!   Shouldn't you rather have been filled with 

grief and have put out of your fellowship the man who 

did this?  (5:1 -2)  
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The body is not meant for sexual immorality  (6:13).  

 

Shall  [you] then take the members of Christ and unite 

them with a prostitute?  Never!  (6:15)  

 

Flee from sexual immorality (6:18).  

 

[L]ove . . . does not delight in evil  (13:6).  

 

Because of the sinful behavior in the Corinthian church, the 

Apostle would seem to have even doubted that many of them were 

saved, exhorting them in the co nclusion of his second letter:  

Examine yourselves to see whether you are in the faith; 

test yourselves.  Do you not realize that Christ Jesus is 

in you ðunless, of course, you fail the test? (2 Cor 13:5)  

 

Because the Corinthians were so puffed up and conceited  the 

Apostle writes them:  

For who makes you different from anyone else?  What 

do you have that you did not receive? And if you did 

receive it, why do you boast as though you did not?  

(4:7).  

 

Some of you have become arrogant  [ physioo ] (4:18).  

 

You are proud!  (5:2).  

 

Your boasting is not good  (5:6).  

 

Knowledge puffs up [the self], but love builds [others] 

(8:1).  

 

Whatever you do, do it all for the glory of God [instead of 

their own glory]. (10:31)  

 

Love . . . does not envy, it does not boast, it is n ot proud 

(13:4).  

 

Did the word of God originate with you?  Or are you the 

only people it has reached? ò (14:36). 

 

Accordingly, NT scholar Leon Morris points out regarding the 

Greek word physioo  ñto be puffed up:ò 
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occurs six times in this letter, once in Col ossians, and nowhere 

else in the New Testament.  Evidently Paul regarded it as 

particularly appropriate in the case of the Corinthians.  They, 

more than others, were addicted to the sin of pride. 19  

 

Because the Corinthians were so self - centered  and egocent ric 

the Apostle warned and exhorted them:  

 

Knowledge puffs up [the self], but love builds [others] 

(8:1).  

 

Be careful . . . that the exercise of your freedom does 

not become a stumbling block to the weak  (8:9).  

 

Though I am free and belong to no man, I make myself 

a slave to everyone  (9:19).  

 

Nobody should seek his own good , but the good of 

others (10:23 -24).  

 

I try to please everybody in every way.  For I am not 

seeking my own good  but the good of many. . . .  Follow 

my example as I follow the example o f Christ  (10:33 -

11:1).  

 

When you come together . . . [to]  eat, each of you goes 

ahead without waiting for anybody else.  One remains 

hungry, another gets drunk. . . .  Do you despise the 

church of God and humiliate those who have nothing?  

What shall I say  to you?  Shall I praise you for this? 

Certainly not!  (11:20 -22).  

 

Now to each one the manifestation of the Spirit [i.e. 

spiritual gift] is given for the common good  [not your own 

edification]  (12:7).  

 

Examine yourselves to see whether you are in the faith  

(2 Cor 13:5), [because you certainly are not acting like you 

are saved].   

 

Now I will show you the most excellent way. . . .  Love 

is  [2 things]. . . .  Love . . . does not [2 more things] . . . .  

Love . . . is not [4 more things, including self - seeking ] .  . . .  

Love does not [2 more things]. . . .  Love does [1 more 
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thing]. . . .  Love . . . always [does 5 more things] . . . .  

[T]he greatest of [everything] is love (12:31 -  13:4 -7, 13).  

 

Follow the way of love [as you] eagerly desire spiritual 

gifts  (14:1) . 

 

Now, convince yourself that when the Apostle says four 

sentences later, ñHe who speaks in a tongue edifies himself ò 

(14:4) that he means this is a good  thing, something he really 

wants the puffed up, conceited, self - centered, and ego -centric 

Corinthians  to hotly pursue, religiously practice, and universally 

exalt as ña wonderful gift from Godò as so many interpret this 

passage today.   

If our glossaist  friends wish to claim that God  has bestowed 

their self -edifying spiritual gift of ñprivate prayer language,ò it would 

seem they need to find biblical (not merely experiential) support 

elsewhere.  In any other context the Apostleôs statement concerning 

self edification could possibly be interpreted as a spiritual habit that 

he not only constantly practiced h imself, but wished others would 

too.  But  this surely is not what the Apostle means in this letter of 

tactful rebuke, to this intensely self - centered people, in a passage 

about spiritual gifts intended solely ñfor the common good ,ò not 

your own good (12:7) .   

And the Apostle is not done.  The very last instruction he gives 

them in this letter is, ñDo everything  in love ò (16:13-14) and he 

is not talking about love for yourself.  In addition, we would note 

other Pauline Scriptures that would make it difficult  to believe that 

the Apostle of love could ever advocate a self - centered edification 

that did nothing for others, as is the case with the modern version 

of tongues.  For example, he told the Philippian Christians, ñDo 

nothing out of selfish ambition or vai n conceit ò (2:3), and to 

the Romans he had written:  

We [should not] please ourselves.  Each of us should 

please our neighbor for his good, to build him up.  For 

even Christ did not please Himself. (Rom 15:1 -3)  

 

How could some of the best scholars of the land claim that the 

Apostle ñcould wish all experienced the [self] edification that came 

from such a gift of the Spirit,ò 20  and ñthe only possible conclusion is 

that Paul exercised his remarkable tongues gift in p rivate  [to build 

up himself],ò 21  and ñhowever much Paul warns against using 

tongues without interpretation in church , he certainly views it 

positively and encourages it in private [for himself] . . . Paul . . . 

encouraged believers to pray in tongues and s aid that if they did so 

they would be edifying themselves.ò 22    
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The idea of self -edification may be interpreted as a positive 

thing in the modern American Church, but it is absolutely clear that 

the Apostle did not view it as a positive thing in the Corint hian 

church.  So why are we so fearful of telling glossaist  that some of 

their beliefs and practices are more Corinthian than Christian?  Why 

are some of our best Bible scholars laboring so hard to find biblical 

support for such a self - centered practice as  modern tongues?  Is it 

because it is so popular?   

Nonetheless, it is simply sin (unintentional sin most likely, but 

sin nonetheless) against the Author of the truth to misrepresent His 

words in order to justify something we just want to do .  It is not 

merely a ñculturalò difference, or just another way to worship God.  

It is something that in this very verse used to validate it, God 

condemns it, and just as surely as He does any other act of 

selfishness.   

Accordingly, the words of the eminent theologian and Bible 

scholar Charles Hodge (1797 ï 1878) regarding any authentic 

spiritual gift needs to be seriously considered by all sincere 

Christians:  

They are not designed exclusively or mainly for the benefit, 

much less for the gratification of their recipient s; but for the 

good of the church.  Just as the power of vision is not for the 

benefit of the eye, but for the man.  When, therefore, the gifts 

of God, natural or supernatural, are perverted as means of 

self -exaltation or aggrandizement, it is a sin agains t their 

giver, as well as against those for whose benefit they were 

intended. 23  

 

We register our conviction here before God that the modern 

self - centered practice of praying in a tongue is sinful, and as we will 

argue in a subsequent chapter, Jesus Christ Himself condemned it 

when He commanded, ñwhen you pray, do not keep on 

babbling like pagans ò (Matt 6:7) do in obscure, meaningless 

utterances in their temples. 24  

 

 

D)  The Relational Context:   A deteriorating 
relationship   

 

Commentators agree that the rela tionship between the Apostle 

and the Corinthians was strained and confrontational.  1 

Corinthians, in fact, is written in the midst of the decaying 

relationship between them.  The interaction between the Apostle 

and this church ñstretched over several years [and] was a very 
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complex affair.ò 25   Accordingly, Dr. Fee describes the strained 

relationship as follows:  

The historical situation  in Corinth was one of conflict 

between the church and its founder .  This is not to deny that 

the church was experiencing i nternal strife, but it is to argue 

that the greater problem of ñdivisionò was between Paul and 

some in the community who were leading the church as a 

whole into an anti -Pauline view of things. . . .   

[A couple years after founding the church Paul writes] ñthe 

Previous Letterò . . .  It is clear from 1 Corinthians 5 that the 

Corinthians themselves have misunderstood the letter; it 

seems more than likely that they have in fact disregarded it 

(see 5:9 -11).  That leads then to our 1 Corinthians. . . .   

Given the combative nature of so much of his response, it 

seems highly likely that in their letter they have taken 

considerable exception to several of his positions and/or 

prohibitions.  Paulôs difficulties in writing this letter are 

twofold:  On the one hand, he must reassert his authority in a 

situation where it has severely eroded. . . .  On the other 

hand, he must convince them to change both their theology 

and their behavior to conform to his. . . .  The situation is not 

good; the relationship between Paul and the church is visibly 

deteriorating. 26  

 

In this letter, then, it becomes clear that that many of the 

Corinthians despise the Apostleôs authority, but love audibly 

speaking in spontaneous, obscure utterances in the public assembly 

as was practiced in th e pagan temples in the city.  It is only shortly 

after they receive this letter that the Apostle will make his ñpainfulò 

visit in which he is publicly and rudely rejected by some in this 

church.  When he writes 1 Corinthians he knows this is where things 

m ay be headed.   

So it should not surprise us that the Apostle words things 

carefully in order not to unnecessarily offend the ñtongues hungryò 

Corinthians.  Especially when he knows he has probably already 

offended them in rebuking them for the numerous an d much more 

sinful matters he has already addressed.  Which do you think the 

Apostle was more concerned about:  their fornication with pagan  

temple prostitutes , or their useless practice of directing pagan  

tongue prayer to God?   

The immensely popular pagan tongue habit is not really the 

issue that the Apostle wants to expend whatever clout he may 

have, in order to impress upon them what a serious mistake it may 

be.  He just gives rules that will exclude it from effecting the 

churc hôs meetings and that could be expected to help them 
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recognize what a meaningless exercise it is, all in the hope that 

they would decide to abandon the practice themselves.  Have you 

ever had to persuade a drifting, rebellious teenager to stop several 

diff erent, bad, and even sinful habits all in one meeting?  The 

Apostle is nearing the end of just such a ñmeeting,ò and he wants to 

be as winsome as possible.  

So when he says, ñI wish that you all spoke in tongues ò 

(14:5), he is not so much expressing an arde nt desire for a Jewish 

sign gift in this Greek church.  And he certainly is not speaking of 

the pagan variety of ñtongue prayerò that was practiced then in 

Corinth and copied in glossaist  churches today.  Rather, as Dr. 

Packer reasonably suggests ñhe wanted leverage for making his 

point about necessary restraint in the next verse.ò 27  and 

throughout the letter.  Some of the Corinthians were likely to be 

greatly offended by the Apostleôs devaluation of, and strict 

guidelines for, tongue speaking.  No doubt, a ll of 1 Corinthians, and 

especially this section, is a model of persuasive communication.  

 

 

 

 

Extras & Endnotes  

 

 

A Devotion to Dad  

 

Our Father, we confess that interpreting Your Word is difficult at 

times.  But we know we honor You  when we put forth the hard work 

and thinking that is necessary to properly understand a passage like 

1 Corinthians 14.  Thank you that you intend for it to be 

understood.  And as we endeavor to d o our best to present 

ourselves to You as one approved, a wo rkman who does not need 

to be ashamed and who correctly handles the word of truth (2 Tim 

2:15) , let us remember that the Lordôs servant must not quarrel; 

instead, he must be kind to everyone, able to teach, not resentful.  

Those who oppose him he must gent ly instruct, in the hope that 

You will grant them repentance leading them to a knowledge of the 

truth, and that they will come to their senses and escape from the 

trap of the devil, who has taken them captive to do his will (2 Tim 

2:24 -26).  
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Gauging You r Grasp  

 

1)  What are some reasons that 1 Corinthians 14 requires special 

study?  

 

2)  What are some things that are at stake in properly interpreting 

1 Corinthians 14?  

 

3)  What are the two different ñtonguesò phenomena we suggest 

are being described in Acts and 1 Corinthians 14?  Note 

differences and verse references.  

 

4)  What is your conclusion as to these two different phenomena?  

 

5)  Why do we claim that Luke in Acts and Paul in 1 Cor had the 

identical understanding of what the real gift of tongues was?  Do 

you agree or disagree and why?  

 

6)  What attributes of the gift of tongues did Luke and Paul 

obviously agree on?  Why is it significant that none of these 

attributes are reflected in the modern version of tongues?  

 

7)  Why do we claim that Paulôs statement: ñHe who speaks i n a 

tongue edifies himself ò (14:4), is a rebuke to stop something 

rather than an encouragement to pursue something?  Do you 

agree or disagree and why?  
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1 Glossaists and glossaism are the terms we use to refer to the modern 
tongues movement, based on the Greek word for ñtongueò (glossa ) and 
ñlanguagesò (glossais ).  

2 Accordingly, Anthony Thiselton rem arks in his commentary, ñHardly any 
statement about chs. 12 and 14 remains uncontroversialò (The First 
Epistle to the Corinthians  [Eerdmans, 2000], 902.  

3 Chrysostom, Homily on 1 Corinthians , 29.1; online at www.ccel.org.  

4 Wayne Grudem, Systematic Theology (Zondervan, 1994), 1070 -1078.  

5 D. A. Carson, Showing the Spirit: A Theological Exposition of 1 
Corinthians 12 -14 (Baker, 1987), 105  (italics in the original).  

6 Gordon Fee, The First Epistle to the Corinthians  (NICNT ) (Eerdmans, 
1987) , 657.  

7 Ibid., 658.  

8 Ibid.  

9 Contra Max Turner who writes, ñ[It] is wrong [to give] exclusive place, or 
even primary place, to the function of tongues stated in the long ending 
of Mark and implied in Acts 2.  In doing this [a person] almost certainly 

misrepresents Paul.ò (The Holy Spirit and Spiritual Gifts [Hendrickson, 
1998], 303.233).  Dr. Turner dismisses the Apostleôs clear statement that 
ñTongues . . . are a sign . . . for unbelievers ò (1 Cor 14:22) 

10  The failure to recognize the two distinct phenom enon being described in 
Acts and 1 Corinthians 14 flaws many even non -glossaists commentaries, 
including those by the usual astute Charles Hodge ( Commentary on the 
First Epistle to the Corinthians , Electronic Edition STEP Files CD -ROM 
[Findex.Com, 2003]) a nd D. A. Carson ( Showing the Spirit ).  

11  Dr. Thiselton erroneously makes the matter even more complex by 
suggesting the Apostle believed there were a multitude of legitimate 

forms of the gift of tongues.  He writes, ñToo much literature seeks to 
identify glossolalia as ñone thingò when Paul specifically takes pains to 
refer to different speciesò (970).   
He bases this on the Apostleôs reference to the gift as ñspeaking in 

different kinds [genƉ] of tongues  [ glossais ]ò (1 Cor 12:10).  He 
misleadingly translate s this as ñspecies of tongues,ò conveniently leaving 

glossais untranslated, which invariably means human languages.  
Therefore, this gives the impression that the Apostle is speaking of 
different forms of the gift of tongues, and obscuring the point that h e is 
speaking of different kinds of human languages as demonstrated in Acts 

2, and the common understanding of the meaning of glossais .   
In fact, it would seem the Apostle makes reference to the multiple 

kinds of human languages later in the text when he remarks, 

ñUndoubtedly there are all sorts of [human] languages in the 
world, yet none of them is without meaning ò (1 Cor 14:10).   
In the end, we do not believe that Dr. Thiseltonôs incomplete translation 

and novel interpretation of 1 Corinthians 12:10  provides any support to 
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pit Luke and Paul (and the Bible!) against one another, and claim that 
there were conflicting, contradictory, and yet equally legitimate views of 
the gift in the early Church.  

12  Regarding the evidence in Acts that the gift of tong ues operated as a 
miraculous sign gift as Paul himself described it in 1 Corinthians 14:22 
see section 12.3.B  

13  Most NT scholars date 1 Corinthians in the early to mid 50ôs and Acts in 

the early 60ôs.  For a succinct discussion of the matter see D. A. Carson, 
Douglas Moo, and Leon Morris, Introduction to the New Testament 

(Zondervan, 1992), 190 -94.  

14  Irenaeus (c. 180) writes in a chapter of Against Heresies entitled, ñIf Paul 
Had Known Any Mysteries Unrevealed to the Other Apostles, Luke, His 
Constant Compa nion and Fellow -Traveller, Could Not Have Been Ignorant 

of Them; Neither Could the Truth Have Possibly Lain Hid from Him, 
Through Whom Alone We Learn Many and Most Important Particulars of 
the Gospel History,ò the following: 

But that this Luke was insepara ble from Paul, and his fellow -
labourer in the Gospel, he himself clearly evinces [in Acts], not as a 
matter of boasting, but as bound to do so by the truth itself. . . .  As 
Luke was present at all these occurrences, he carefully noted them 

down in writing , so that he cannot be convicted of falsehood or 
boastfulness.  

That he was not merely a follower, but also a fellow - labourer of the 
apostles, but especially of Paul, Paul has himself declared also in the 
Epistles, saying: "Demas hath forsaken me, . . . an d is departed unto 
Thessalonica; Crescens to Galatia, Titus to Dalmatia.  Only Luke is 
with me.ò From this he shows that he was always attached to and 

inseparable from him. (III. 14.1; online at www.ccel.org).  

15  Grudem, 1072  

16  For further discussion of the  fact that charismaticism improperly assumes 
that everything the Apostles experienced is for our time as well see 
section 11.3.B.  

17  Dr. Turner is similarly wrong on this issue, claiming that the tongues 

phenomenon at ñPentecost was rather the exception than the rule in the 
New Testament.ò  Nonetheless, he seems to both admit his desire to 
conform Scripture to modern experience and contradict himself when he 
writes:  

On the whole Paul considers 'tongues speech' a gift mainly for private 
worship -  and what Luk e has to say elsewhere in Acts is also tolerant 
of this view.  Here the New Testament understanding matches the 

present -day phenomenon. . . . . But there are still problems involved 
in identifying the New Testament phenomenon with today's 'tongues 
speech.'   Paul's language more naturally suggests he was thinking of 
xenolalia (miraculously speaking in foreign human languages). (313)  
First, we would object to the claim that Lukeôs descriptions of tongues 

reflects an obscure, meaningless utterance offered in p rayer.  Secondly, 
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we sense a desire here to ensure that ñthe New Testament . . . matches 
the present -day phenomenonò instead of requiring present day practices 
to conform to the clear teaching of Scripture.  Thirdly, at least Dr. Turner 
admits the ñmore naturalò understanding of the Apostle, particularly at 1 
Corinthians 14:22, contradicts that of Dr. Turner and modern glossaism . 

18  Carson, 80 -81, 83  

19  Fee, First  Corinthians , 75.  

20  Ibid., 658.  

21  Carson, 105  (italics in the original).  

22  Grudem, 1078.  

23  Charles  Hodge, First Corinthians , 1 Cor 12:7.  

24  For further discussion of what we see as Christôs condemnation of the 
modern tongues practice see section 12.11.C.  

25  Colin Kruse, 2 Corinthians, TNTC, (Intervarsity, 1987), 18.  Kruse 
provides a general outl ine of Paulôs interaction with the Corinthians that is 
in agreement with most commentators (18 -25).  See also Leon Morris, 1 
Corinthians (Eerdmans, 1985), 25; and Carson, Moo, Morris, 

Introduction , 264 -267.   
The New Bible Dictionary  (NBD) would seem to be  understating things 
when it summarizes the above by saying, ñ1 Corinthians is the longest 

pastoral document in the NT and gives clues as to how difficult pastoral 
issues should be handled.ò (J. I. Packer, et al.  eds., 3rd ed., [Intervarsity, 
1996], 1162).  

26  Fee, First Corinthians , 6 -10, (Italics in the original).  

27  J. I. Packer, Keep in Step With the Spirit  (Revell, 1984) , 208.  
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Chapter 12.7  

  Tongues & the Religious Context  

of 1 Corinthians 14    

Obscure Utterances in the Pagan Mystery 

Religions     
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Primary Points  

¶ One of the things that has fueled the debate over tongues is that 

1 Corinthians 14 is among the most difficult passages in  the 

entire NT to understand.  

¶ Unfortunately, it would seem the best Bible scholars have 

neglected the contexts and Greek text of the passage.  

¶ Interpreting biblical passages in isolation without considering 

what the rest of the Bible says is what cults do, not sincere 

Christians.   

¶ Two different ñtonguesò phenomena are being described in Acts 

and 1 Corinthians 14.  One a miraculous sign to unbelievers of 

real human language, and the other an incoherent, self -edifying, 

private ñprayerò language.  Either the Apostle is introducing an 

additional gift of tongues not described in Acts or he is exposing 

a counterfeit version.  

¶ Even within 1 Cor 14 itself there are two kinds of tongues being 

described.   

¶ One of the things that glossaist  must prove is that Luke and P aul 

had completely different understandings of what the gift of 

tongues really was.   

¶ While there are many attributes of the gift of tongues that Luke 

and the Apostle agree on, none of them are reflected in the 

modern version of tongues .  

¶ Not only did Paul write 1 Cor with the historical understanding of 

the events in Acts in mind, but Luke wrote Acts with the 

problems in Corinth in mind.  

¶ The Corinthian church was filled with the most worldly, immoral, 

immature, selfish, independent people we encounter in the NT.  

¶ The Apostle repeatedly denounced the warned the Corinthians 

because they were so self - centered  and egocentric .  Now, 

convince yourself that when the Apostle says four sentences 

later, ñHe who speaks in a tongue edifies himself ò (14: 4) 

that he means this is a good  thing, something he really wants 

the puffed up, conceited, self - centered, and ego -centric 

Corinthians to hotly pursue, as so many interpret this passage 
today.  
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A)  Tongue Utterances in Ancient Religions, 
Corinth, and World - wide Today  

 

It is vitally important to understand the popular religious 

practices occurring in Corinth at the time the Apostle wrote his 

letter.  More specifically, what the Apostle describes in 1 

Corinthians 14 as a spontaneous, obscure, meaningless utte rance 

was commonly observed in the temple worship of the Greek 

mystery religions operating in abundance at the time.  This is a 

critical key to determining what the Apostle is referring to when he 

describes a phenomenon in the Corinthian church that merely  

mimics the gift of tongues described in Acts and confirmed by the 

Apostle himself as a miraculous ñsign . . . to unbelievers ò 

(14:22).  This is perhaps the most important context that 

expositors have ignored, and therefore misinterpreted this passage.   

As noted in the previous chapter, it is clear that the Apostle is 

describing two different phenomena in Acts and 1 Corinthians 14 

and that there are two primary understandings of what the non -

miraculous phenomenon is: 1) An additional and legitimate version  

of the biblical gift of tongues, but which differs completely from 

that described in Acts, or 2) a pagan counterfeit of tongues widely 

practiced in mystery temples in Corinth in the first century and 

throughout the world today.  The fact that a spontaneou s, obscure, 

and meaningless ñtongueò utterance was a popular sign of 

spirituality in the Greek mystery religions from which many of the 

Corinthian Christians had no doubt come out of, is a decisive factor 

in favor of option 2.  

Concerning these Greek myster y religions we read in the 

secular reference The  Encyclopedia Britannica :  

Mystery religions were secret cults of the Greek -Roman world 

that offered to individuals a way to feel religious experiences 

not provided by the official public religion. . . .  The mystery 

religions reached their peak of popularity in the first three 

centuries A.D.  At that time an individual could choose among 

many religions of this type. . . .  Christianity [and the 

Corinthian Church] originated during the time . . . at which 

the m ysteries reached their height of popularity. 1 

 

We have a great deal of evidence that the Greek mystery 

religions were particularly popular in Corinth.  Accordingly, the 

Pentecostal NT scholar Gordon Fee writes:   

The religious expression of Corinth was as  diverse as its 

population.  Pausanias [2 nd  c. Greek historian] describes at 

least 26 sacred places . . . devoted to the ñmany godsò (the 
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Roman -Greek pantheon) and ñmany lordsò (the mystery cults) 

mentioned by Paul in 1 Cor. 8:5. 2 

 

The popular Bible teach er John MacArthur agrees and makes 

some of the same conclusions we will below:  

In Corinth paganism was spelled with a capital P. . . .  One of 

the greatest threats of all was the continuing influence from 

pagan mystery religions that they had formerly practiced.  For 

over a thousand years these religions had dominated that part 

of th e world. . . .  Several pagan practices were especially 

influential in the church at Corinth. . . .  New Testament 

Corinth was filled with priests, priestesses, religious 

prostitutes, soothsayers, and diviners of the mystery religions 

who claimed to repres ent a god or gods and to have 

supernatural powers that proved their claims.  Unbelievably, 

some of their dramatic and bizarre practices were mimicked in 

the church. 3  

 

The reason that the presence of Greek mystery temples in 

Corinth is important to our in terpretation of 1 Corinthians 12 -14 is 

because an obscure, spontaneous, meaningless ñtongueò utterance 

was considered a mark of divine inspiration and spirituality in these 

pagan places of worship.   

Accordingly, Raymond F. Collins, in his well regarded 

commentary on 1 Corinthians remarks:   

The Corinthiansô Greco-Roman culture widely assumed that 

religious experience was involuntary and irrational.  Ecstatic 

experience was a matter beyond human control; it was a 

matter of being driven by a divine force. 4 

 

Along these lines, many scholars have found evidence of 

modern glossaism in ancient pagan worship.  Christopher Forbes 

quotes descriptions of such worship before and around the first 

century including:  

In such [incoherent] words the Cumaean  Sibyl [priestess] 

chants from the shrine her dread enigmas . . . wrapping truth 

in darkness. . . .  [Then] the frenzy ceased and the raving lips 

were hushed. . . .  In the account of Appius Claudius' visit to 

Delphi [a shrine of the ancient Greek mystery religions] [we 

read of the prophetess] . . . wild frenzy overflowed through 

her foaming lips; she groaned and uttered loud inarticulate 

cries  with panting breath. 5 
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Such a practice persisted into the second century, as the early 

Church critic Celsus descr ibed pagan mystery religion worship when 

he wrote (c. 170):  

There are many who, although of no name, with the greatest 

facility and on the slightest occasion, whether within or 

without temples, assume the motions and gestures of inspired 

persons . . .  [wh o speak] strange, fanatical, and quite 

unintelligible words, of which no rational person can find the 

meaning: for so dark are they, as to have no meaning at all . 6 

 

Accordingly, Grant R. Osborne, Professor of NT at Trinity 

confirms the consensus of modern  scholarship that:  

In the ancient world, pagan prophets were commonly 

associated with ecstatic utterances, trances, and frenzied 

behavior. . . .  In the hellenistic [ancient Greek] world the 

prophetess of Delphi and the Sibylline priestess spoke in an 

unkn own or unintelligible speech .  Moreover, the Dionysian 

rites contained a trancelike state as well as glossolalia 

[incoherent speech 7]. 8 

 

Along the same lines, NT scholar J. D. G. Dunn relates:  

What Celsus (and Lucian) understood as the nonsense 

[speech] born of madness was accepted at the level of 

Volksreligion  [popular religion] as the sure sign that a prophet 

was genuinely inspired by the god for whom he spoke.  By 

lifting the prophet to this high level of ecstasy, the deity 

thereby authenticated the me ssage delivered previously in 

understandable language.  Put simply, among the common 

people [obscure, meaningless] "tongues" was recognized as 

the divine legitimation of prophecy in the Hellenistic age. 9  

 

Accordingly, we read in the New Bible Dictionary :  

Gentile converts [in Corinth] may have come directly from 

paganism. . . .  Ecstasy, including speaking in glossolalia, was 

a common phenomenon in Graeco -Oriential religions, and this 

may help account for the Corinthiansô misuse of Christian 

spiritual gift s. 10    

 

Likewise, regarding the context of 1 Corinthians 12 -14, the New 

International Dictionary of New Testament Theology states, ñPaul is 

obviously aware of the existence of mystic and ecstatic 

manifestations in Hellenism.ò 11  

These more recent references  support those made by earlier 

commentators such as Robert Gromacki, who in his landmark study 

entitled The Modern Tongues Movement , adds:  
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[A] carnal concept [of spirituality in the Corinthian church] 

was no doubt a remnant of their unsaved idolatrous day s 

when ecstatic [incoherent] utterances made by a pagan priest 

or priestess under the control of a false god were considered 

to be the pinnacle of a religious experience. 12  

 

Finally, Joseph Dillow, in his book, Speaking in Tongues , 

summarized the religious  context of Corinth and its implications on 

the issue at hand:  

Corinth was an extremely immoral city, full of pagan 

superstition and idol worship.  In the heathen worship there of 

the goddess of Diana the use of gibberish, or unintelligible 

language, was common. . . .  [Tongue utterances] had an 

important place in this pagan worship.  The words were 

believed to be revealed by a god or spirit to the priest or 

devotee. . . .  Through this the worshiper believed that he was 

having a privileged, intimate conta ct with his god not possible 

when he spoke to it in his native language. . . .   

Kittel [in the highly regarded Theological Dictionary of the 

New Testament ] mentions the ñmuttering of words or sounds 

without interconnection of meaningò as part of the idol 

worship at Corinth, and notes that it occurred commonly in 

the cults of various other Greek gods and goddesses as well. . 

. . 13    

Pagan tribes all over the world have been speaking in 

[tongue utterances] for centuries.  The similarities between 

their pract ice and that of the tongues movement is striking.  

At its root the movement is simply a merger of Christianity 

with paganism . . . the practice of the Corinthians paralleled 

their involvement in the Greek mystery religions prior to 

becoming Christians.  Th e same battle that Paul fought in 

Corinth is being raised again.  14  

 

Dillowôs point that ñtongueò utterances as found in glossaism 

are found in pagan religions all over the world is an important point 

regarding the true nature of the modern phenomenon.    Along 

these lines we quoted some of the following in a previous chapter 

from the Encyclopedia of Religion  under the entry ñGlossolalia,ò 

which is the technical term for tongues speaking in general:  

Glossolalia (from the Greek glosse, ñtongue, language,ò and 

lalein , ñto talkò) is a nonordinary speech behavior that is 

institutionalized as a religious ritual in numerous Western and 

non -Western religious communities.  Its worldwide distribution  

attests to its antiquity, as does its menti on in ancient 

documents. . . .  There are references to it in the [Hindu] 
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Vedas (c. 1000 BC), in Patanjaliôs Yoga Sutras , and in Tibetan 

Tantric writings.  Traces of it can be found in the litanies 

(dhikrs ) of some orders of the Islamic Sufi mystics. . . .   

[Tongues speaking] occurred in some of the ancient Greek 

religions and in various primitive religions . . . .  Paul urged 

restraint in the practice . . . since such a spectacular spiritual 

gift could be abused.  Edification, as opposed to personal 

satisfa ction, was set as the test of acceptable glossolalia.  If 

the meaning could not be disclosed, Paul regarded it with 

suspicion. . . .   

In the circumpolar region, many shamans [witch doctors], 

among the Intuit [Eskimo] . . . use their religious ritualôs 

secret languages that consist of a mixture of nonsense 

syllables. . . .  [T]hese secret trance dialects are taught by the 

master shamans to their neophytes. . . .  From Africa we have 

reports of a secret religious trance language used exclusively 

by women. . . .    

When speaking in tongues . . . if the pronouncement is in 

nonsense syllables, as, for instance, among Christians 

speaking in tongues or among the nomadic, reindeer -hunting 

Chukchi of Siberia, an ñinterpretationò may be provided. . . .   

The case of Anneliese Michel brings up the question of what 

kinds of religious experience are commonly expressed by 

glossolalia.  In her case, the experience was that of [demonic] 

possession, and glossolalia was the voice, the ñlanguage,ò of 

the demons that she report ed were possessing her.   

Possession is one of the most frequent ritual occasions for 

the use of glossolalia.   In possession, an entity from the 

sacred dimension of reality is experienced as penetrating the 

respective person . . . for instance, those of th e dead of the 

Trobriand Islanders, ancestral spirits in Africa, and various 

spirits in Haitian Voodoo ðhave pronounced personality traits 

that are expressed in glossolalia. . . .   

Communication by glossolalia is instituted not only with 

unfriendly beings, of course.  On a tape recording made in 

Borneo a female healer can be heard calling her helping spirit 

[and this is a friendly  being?].  In the zar cult of Ethiopia, the 

shamans [essentially witch doctors] talk to the zars [spirits] in 

a ñsecret language.ò  The shamans of the Semai of Malaysia 

use glossolalia to invite the ñnephews of the godsò to a feast, 

and the Yanomamo Indians of Amazonia chant while in a 

trance to their hekura demons, calling them to come live in 

their chestsò 15   

Obviously, then, it is  imperative that careful discernment is 

exercised in evaluating modern glossaism , as their version of the 
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gift is indistinguishable from the ancient and world -wide pagan 

variety. 16  

 

 

B)  The Apostleôs Concern of Pagan & Even 
Demonic Influences in the Corinthian Church  

 

When the Apostle writes to this church, in this city, his obvious 

concern regarding pagan, and even demonic influence in the 

Corinthian church, is to be expected and it is obvious.  In fact, we 

know for certain that some of those in the church were indeed 

involved in demonic worship practices.   

Accordingly, the Apostle tells them:   

[M] y dear friends, flee from idolatry.   . . .  Do not those 

[of you] who eat the [pagan religious] sacrifices 

participate in the [pagan religious] altar?  Do I mean then 

that a sacrifice offered to an idol is anything, or that an 

idol is anything?  No, but the sacrifices of pagans are 

offered to demons , not to God, and I do not want you to 

be participants with demons .  You cannot drink the cup 

of the Lord and t he cup of demons too; you cannot have 

a part in both the Lordôs table and the table of demons. 

(1 Cor 10:14 -16, 18 -22).  

 

Either ignorance or a refusal to recognize the non -Christian 

elements in pagan worship led the Corinthians to ñbe participants 

with demons .ò  However, it would seem they were not only 

practicing such things outside  of the church, but perhaps in the 

Christian assembly as well.  Nonetheless, it would seem that 

spontaneous, obscure utterances, like those practiced in the pagan 

mystery tem ples is a concern of both the Corinthians and the 

Apostle.  This is precisely what prompts the Apostleôs introduction 

to 1 Corinthians 12 -14:  

Now concerning [ pneumatikon : ñspiritual manifestationsò 
17 ] , brethren, I do not want you to be unaware.  You 

know t hat when you were pagans, you were 

[ apagomenoi : ñcarried awayò] to the dumb [and demonic] 

idols, however you were led.  Therefore I make known 

to you, that no one speaking by the Spirit of God says, 

ñJesus is accursedò; 18  and no one can say, ñJesus is 

Lord ,ò except by the Holy Spirit (12:1 -3).   

    

Let us remember at this point that evidently the Corinthians had 

written the Apostle a letter with questions that he is responding to.  

Therefore, his statement in 7:1, ñNow concerning the matters 
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you wrote abou t  . . .ò sets the background for possibly the entire 

letter, but certainly for chapters 12 -14.  Undoubtedly, then, the 

Corinthians had written concerning the presence of obscure, 

spontaneous utterances occurring in their assembly, and wondered 

if it was a ñspiritualò (i.e. pneumatikos ) thing, and particularly of 

the Holy  Spirit.   

Along these lines, D. A. Carson points out that there is evidence 

to suggest that there were those in Corinth who wanted to ban the 

practice of speaking in tongues altogether because of its apparent 

connection to pagan worship in their city:    

At the end of the discussion [in 1 Cor. 12 -14], Paul can 

write, ñDo not forbid speaking in tonguesò (14:39)ðwhich 

surely suggests that is what some would have preferred. . . .  

Their skepticism, it may be, arose from their own pagan 

backgrounds ( . . . the majority o f Corinthian believers 

emerged from paganism . . . ), just as the pagan backgrounds 

of certain people made them uneasy about eating food that 

had been offered to idols (1 Cor. 8). . . .   

F. W. Grosheide in his Commentary of the First Epistle to the 

Corint hians  suggests that some Corinthian believers were 

worried that some of the utterances spoken in obscure 

tongues might actually be blasphemous statements, possibly 

unrecognized even by the speakers. 19  

 

Therefore, one of the more important interpretive keys  to 

understanding 1 Corinthians 12 -14 is the fact that the Apostle was 

concerned that the pagan variety of tongues was operating in the 

church, and he wanted to abolish it, while preserving the real gift if 

it were present .  Therefore, the Apostleôs purpose in chapters 12 -14 

is to help the Corinthians determine whether something occurring 

among them is of the Holy Spirit or not.  

He begins by reminding them that many of the Corinthians had 

experienced an abandonment of self - control in the worship 

practices o f the pagan mystery religions in which they had been 

ñcarried away [ apagomenoi ]ò (12:2) in emotional and even 

demonic worship.  Apagomenoi is a strong word, often implying a 

rather forceful leading. 20   Accordingly, the influential early Church 

leader Chrys ostom (c. 349 -407) taught concerning this passage:  

Now what he means is this: ñIn the idol-temples,ò saith he, ñif 

any were at any time possessed by an unclean [demonic] 

spirit and began to divine [speak], even as one dragged away, 

so was he drawn by that [demonic] spirit in chains; knowing 

nothing of the things which he utters.  For this is peculiar to 

the [pagan] soothsayer, to be beside himself, to be under 
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compulsion, to be pushed, to be dragged, to be hailed as a 

madman. 21  

 

This same perspective is ref lected in modern scholarship as 

well.  The respected NT scholar C. K. Barrett says the Apostleôs 

wording in 1 Corinthians 12:1 -3:  

suggests moments of ecstasy experienced in heathen religion, 

when a human being is (or is believed to be) possessed by a 

super natural. . . .  Paul himself in this verse appears to think 

of demons as ravishing those who take part in heathen 

worship . . . neither Paul nor his readers doubted that there 

were other spirits capable of inspiring ecstatic speech. 22  

 

Dr. David Aune, a re cognized expert on first century pagan and 

Christian worship likewise writes:  

A careful examination of the context shows that when Paul 

referred to the pagan background of the Corinthian Christians 

in I Cor. 12:2, he was in all probability referring to pa gan 

religious experiences of possession trance. 23  

 

In agreement, Frederick Dale Bruner describes the mindless, 

ecstatic worship that the Apostle feared was occurring in Corinth:  

The very characteristic of the Corinthiansô heathen past, 

[Paul] argues, was the sense of being overpowered and 

carried away by spiritual forces. . . .  ñThere is no doubt at 

all,ò Schrenk comments, ñthat Paul intends to say here, The 

truly spiritual is no t marked by a being swept away . . . that 

was precisely the characteristic of your previous fanatical 

religion.ò   

It is important to notice that Paul places this valuation of the 

spiritually ñsweepingò at the very outset of his treatment of 

ñspiritual thingsò in Corinth.  As the superscripture to his 

essay in chapters twelve to fourteen Paul has written:  Seizure 

is not necessarily Christian or paramountly spiritual.  24  

 

On the contrary, seizure in such settings is often demonically 

empowered, and it is bec ause some in the Corinthian assembly 

were acting and worshipping as they did in the pagan temples they 

had come from, that Paul reminds them of their previous and 

current demonic worship practices. 25   Accordingly, the Pentecostal 

expositor Dr. Fee agrees a nd writes concerning 1 Corinthians 12:1 -

3:  

It seems probable that what is in view is their former 

experience of ñecstasyò or ñinspired utterancesò as pagans. . . 

.  He has also argued earlier that the mute idols represent 
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demons (10:20 -21) ðwho can and do s peak through their 

devotees.  Most likely, therefore, he is reminding them of 

what they well know, that in some of the cults, ñinspired 

utterancesò were part of the worship. . . .   

If so, then [Paulôs] concern is to establish early on, as v. 3 

seems to co rroborate, that it is not ñinspired speechò as such 

that is evidence of the Spirit.  They had already known that 

phenomenon as pagans.  Rather, what counts is the 

intelligible and Christian content  of such utterances. 26  

 

Along the same lines, NT scholar H.  Wayne House relates:  

With the ecstacism of Dionysianism [a popular Greek 

mystery religion] and the emphasis on tongues -speaking and 

oracles in the religion of Apollo, it is not surprising that some 

of the Corinthians carried these pagan ideas in the churc h at 

Corinth, especially the practice of glossolalia for which both of 

these religions are known (though the Dionysian cult did not 

include interpretation of the glossolalia as did that of Apollo). . 

. .   

In their pagan past the spirit would enable them t o come 

into contact with the supernatural and to experience an 

oneness with the god in the state of ecstasy.  These same 

attitudes existed among believers at Corinth.  They had 

difficulty in accepting the fact that an idol (behind whom was 

a demon) was not hing and that meat sacrificed to an idol was 

just meat (1 Cor 8:1 ï7). . . .   

Also 1 Corinthians 12:1 ï3 demonstrates that they were not 

distinguishing the difference between speaking by the Spirit of 

God and speaking by means of the [demon] in their previo us 

pagan worship, by whom they were led to false worship. 27  

 

Along the same lines, even the ardent glossaist leader Michael 

Green is willing to admit:  

Paul is clear that some of his Corinthian friends speak in 

tongues that are not at all given by the Holy Spirit but are a 

relic of the demonic influences upon them in their pagan days. 

. . .  He also realized, as many Pentecostals do [do they?], 

that there is a demonic counterfeit to tongues speaking.  In 

the Corinthian assembly men were saying 'a curse on Je sus' 

and were using the tongues of their old pagan days which 

they had learned in idol worship.  Tongues, in fact, is a 

phenomenon which is widely disseminated and is observable 

in many cultures, ancient and modern.  It is no exclusive 

mark of the possessi on of the Holy Spirit. 28  
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In light of the evidence then, the view of the glossaist  

theologian Wayne Grudem, regarding the Apostleôs concern of 

pagan and even demonic worship practices occurring in the 

Corinthian congregation, seems misguided when he writes:  

First, it must be said that this is not Paulôs concern, even in 

the city of Cori nth where many had come from pagan temple 

worship and where Paul had clearly said that ñwhat pagans 

sacrifice they offer to demons and not to Godò . . . .  He gives 

no warning that they should beware of demonic counterfeit or 

even think that this would be a possibility when they use this 

gift. . . .  This fear, then, is not one that Paul seemed troubled 

by. 29  

 

On the contrary, neither the Apostle, nor we should assume, 

like Dr. Grudem would have us do, that just because something 

happens in a Christian chur ch that it cannot be demonically 

controlled and inspired.  Especially when the practice is identical to 

that practiced in demonic environments then and now. 30   We will 

say it again, not everything spiritual is holy.  

In view of what weôve learned about the religious context of 1 

Corinthians 12:1 -3, a paraphrase of it may be helpful at this point.  

Essentially, the Apostle introduces this section by saying:   

 

Some have written me a question concerning some of the 

spiritual manifestations ( pneumatikon ) that a re occurring in 

your public worship.  Evidently, some of the things that you 

used to practice in the temples of the pagan mystery religions 

are occurring in your own worship services, like making 

utterances in a language no one can understand.   

For those of you who automatically think they are from God, 

I donôt want you to be so naµve, because, if you will 

remember, some of the things that looked spiritual when you 

worshipped in the pagan temples were actually demonic.  So 

an incoherent utterance cannot au tomatically be accepted as 

coming from the Holy Spirit.   

The only way you can really tell is by the content of the 

utterance because you can be sure that if they are saying 

ñJesus be cursedò it is not coming from the Holy Spirit.  But if 

they are saying ñJesus is Lordò then you know the utterance is 

coming from the Holy Spirit.  And let me tell you some other 

things that will help you discern if something that looks 

spiritual is pagan/demonic or Christian. . . .  
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As we will discuss further below, the Apost le goes on to give 

instructions regarding real manifestations of the Holy Spirit so that 

the Corinthians can discern such things.  

Additional evidence that the Apostle is concerned with pagan 

and even demonic influences in the worship of the Corinthians is his 

mention of ña noisy gong or a clanging cymbal ò (13:1).  This is 

most likely an allusion to musical instruments that were well 

recognized as being used in the temples of the Greek mystery 

religions.  Accordingly, Dr. Fee acknowledges the connection and 

explains a ñclanging cymbal ò refers to: 

an instrument expressly associated with the pagan cults. . . .  

In particular with the cult of Cybele, where some of the more 

bizarre forms of ñecstasyò also occurred. . . .  Perhaps, then, 

this is an illusion to 12: 2 and their former associations with 

such cults.  To speak in tongues as they were doing . . . 

makes one sound like the empty, hollow noises of pagan 

worship. 31   

 

Likewise, Dr. House writes regarding the mention of these 

particular musical instruments in t he context of correcting 

Corinthian worship:  

This may be an allusion to the use of these instruments in the 

mystery cults.  These instruments were used to produce the 

ecstatic condition that provided the emotional intoxication 

needed to experience the sacramental celebration. 32  

 

This is why the Apost le specifically contrasted ñlove ,ò which is the 

emblem and proof of the Christian religion, with emotionalism , 33  

which is an obvious symbol of pagan religion.  

Secondly, when the Apostle remarks to the Corinthians that, 

ñanyone who speaks in a tongue does not speak to men . . . 

he utters mysteries [ musteria ]  with his  spirit [not the Holy 

Spirit 34]ò (14:2), it would certainly seem to be a reference to 

pagan mystery religion.  This is, in fact, how these religious cults 

deri ved their name.  Along these lines, Dr. House explains:  

The term mystery  is used in the New Testament but with a 

different force. . . .  In the New Testament it refers to the 

things of God that could not be known by man except through 

revelation from God.   The revelation given of these things by 

the Holy Spirit is not obscure but clear and is given to be 

communication to Godôs people (1 Cor 2:1ï16).  It is not 

given privately in unknown words.   

In heathen religions this word referred to the hidden secrets  

of the gods which only the initiated could know.  Those 

initiated into such mysteries claimed to have contact with the 
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spirit world through emotional excitement, revelations, the 

working of miracles and the speaking of unknown words 

revealed by the spirit s.  In the New Testament Church every 

Christian is initiated. 35   

 

This sounds eerily similar to the environment promoted in 

modern glossaism  whose participants claim a unique contact with 

God through the mysterious, although incoherent utterances of 

their ñprayer language.ò  It was such a practice that those in the 

mystery religions separated themselves from others as having a 

superior experience with their gods.  

Likewise, The NT scholar Glenn W. Barker, Professor of Christian 

Origins at Fuller, says the fo llowing regarding the Apostleôs 

sometimes ñcustomizedò use of the word ñmystery.ò 

It is well known that Paul selected certain words out of the 

general flow of language, knowing something of their 

backgrounds, and used them for his own purposes. . . . Withi n 

the context of religious terminology . . . mysteria . . .  is 

applied mostly to the mysteries, a religious phenomenon of 

ancient Greece. . . .  The Hellenistic mysteries and the 

Christian mystery differ significantly.  The content of the 

Hellenistic myst ery had to be carefully hidden lest it fall into 

unworthy hands.  In the Christian mystery the revelation is 

freely proclaimed to the whole world. 36    

 

Accordingly, we see several important differences between a 

ñmysteryò in paganism and in Christianity.  In the latter, a mystery 

is to be revealed and preached for the benefit of all the people.  In 

this very letter, for example, the Apostle tells the Corinthians, ñI 

tell you a mystery ò (15:51; cf. Rom 11:25; 16:25; Eph 1:9; 3:3, 

4, 6, 9; 5:32; 6:19; Col 1:2 6, 27; 2:2; 4:3; 1 Tim 3:16; Rev 

1:20).  On the other hand, in pagan religions a ñmysteryò was to be 

rather secret and withheld from the masses.  This difference 

between a pagan and Christian ñmysteryò in regards to the gift of 

tongues is illustrated in wh at would seem to be the earliest mention 

of the gift of tongues outside of the NT in early Christian literature.  

Irenaeus, Bishop of Lyons, writes (c. 180):  

We do also hear many brethren in the church, who possess 

prophetic gifts, and who through the Spir it speak all kinds of 

languages, and bring to light for the general benefit the 

hidden things of men, and declare the mysteries of God. 37  

  

The early Church understood what modern glossaists do not.  

Declaring ñthe mysteries of Godò and making them understandable 

to others is a hallmark of the Christian religion.  Uttering a 
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ñmysteryò in incoherent gibberish that no one can understand and 

for merely private ñedificationò is a hallmark of pagan religion and 

has no place amongst Christians.  

Therefore, when th e Apostle remarks to the Corinthians that, 

ñanyone who speaks in a tongue does not speak to men . . . 

he utters mysteries with his spirit ò (14:2) we should take 

notice.  And one of the things we should notice is that the Apostle 

says the person merely does  it with ñhis [human] spirit ò not the 

Holy Spirit. 38   And we know that he is not talking about the gift of 

tongues described throughout the book of Acts and 1 Corinthians 

14:22 as a miraculous sign to unbelievers.   

In addition, the Apostleôs description of this other ñtongueò 

phenomenon as an obscure utterance of ñmysteries ò is definitely 

not a Christian thing, which becomes clear if one will study how this 

word is used in the Scripture references above.  Rather, the 

Apostleôs statement would seem to be a reference to one of the 

primary practices occurring in the Greek mystery temples scattered 

throughout the city of Corinth. 39  

Along the same lines, in chapter 14, the Apostleôs description of 

how a Corinthian unbeliever would react to seeing all the Corinthian 

believers speaking in a tongue is significant. 40   The Apostle says 

the Corinthian visitors will ñsay that you are mad  [ ma inesthe ]ò 

(14:23 NASB).  The Greek word here means more than just ñcrazyò 

as we might interpret it.  In the context of religious worship at the 

time, it was used in Greek literature as a technical term referring to 

the ecstatic state of worshipers in the G reek mystery religions.  

Accordingly, the New International Dictionary of New Testament 

Theology notes:  

mainesthai is the technical term of the cult of Dionysus and of 

the inspired ñmanticò divination, the best known of which were 

the Sibyls [prophets] in the grip of divine power. . . .  The use 

of mainesthai [in 1 Cor 14] reminds us of the madness in 

[Greek mystery religions] in which a man is carried away in 

mania  . . . into an ecstasy caused by the deity. 41  

 

As the Pentecostal Dr. Fee puts it, ñThe response of the 

unbeliever to the communityôs collective speaking in tongues is to 

equate the Christian gathering with the mania that attended some 

of the mystery cults.ò 42   Likewise, Luke Timothy Johnson, a 

recognized expert on early Christian and pagan worshi p practices, 

comments on this verse, ñIn context, this can only mean óyou are 

prophesying the way all other cults do, in a frenzy.ò 43   Elsewhere 

he writes:  

Paul's concerns are explicit.  The first is his worry that the 

form of glossolalia  might be mistaken for the mantic prophecy 
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prevalent in Greco -Roman culture.  His caution in I Cor 12:1 

that ta pneumatika  drew them away to idolatry when they 

were pagans, and his conclusion in 14:23 that outsiders would 

assume that an assembly of glossal alists "are raving as mantic 

prophets rave" both point in this direction. . . .  His concern 

here is a variation of the command in I John 4:1 to "test the 

spirits to see if they are from God." 44  

 

Likewise, in spite of numerous objections from glossaists , M ax 

Turner, Director of Research at London Bible College, and a 

supporter of glossaism , notes that our perspective is the majority 

view in modern NT scholarship:  

The mainstream New Testament contributions [regarding the 

gift of tongues] are largely interest ed in the religious 

'background' to the New Testament phenomenon, and 

particularly in the question of why tongues appears only to 

have surfaced as a live congregational issue' in Corinth, and 

how Paul responded to it.  Here the consensus view is that 

gloss olalia [i.e. the real gift of tongues] was not common in 

the church, and that it is best understood against the more 

general, especially hellenistic, phenomena of ecstatic (and so 

unintelligible) speech. 45  

 

Therefore, the incoherent, self -edifying version of ñtonguesò 

described in 1 Corinthians 14, and which differs from the 

description of the real gift in Acts and 1 Corinthians 14:22, is best 

understood as the counterfeit tongues practice common in the 

temples of the Greek mystery religions of the time, an d which was 

often thought to be demonically inspired.  

 

 

C)  The Apostleôs Desire to Abolish Pagan Tongue 

Utterances & Preserve the Gift of Tongues  
 

There is little doubt then that when the Apostle receives 

questions concerning ecstatic and incoherent utter ances in the 

Corinthian assembly that he responds, knowing that such a thing is 

also being practiced throughout the city in the pagan temples.  One 

of the problems, of course, is that the authentic gift of miraculously 

speaking in foreign human languages c ould be difficult to 

distinguish from its pagan counterfeit consisting of obscure 

utterances.  If someone were not present who naturally understood 

the foreign human language that an authentic Christian tongues 

utterance occurred in (as in Acts 2), it soun ded exactly like the 



12.7:  Religious Context of 1 Cor 14  151  

incoherent, seemingly repetitious syllables uttered by those 

attending pagan temples.   

In other words, it would be like a person speaking Russian to 

another who only speaks English.  There may be meaningful 

content in the Russianôs speech, but that meaning is lost without 

interpretation, and until it is interpreted the Englishman cannot be 

sure that the Russian is saying anything at all.  Or, in fact, the 

Russian may be cursing the Englishman.  

At this point, it is important to clearly state again a very 

common misconception that obscures a proper understanding of 

both the Corinthian tongues and the contemporary version.  Not all 

tongues are, or ever have been, Christian.   Because many 

Christians have only encountered the tongues phenome non in the 

Bible or a Christian setting, it is widely assumed that tongues are 

essentially a Christian phenomenon.  The excerpt from the 

Encyclopedia of Religion quoted above proves that the modern 

version of tongues is a world -wide, non -Christian phenomen on, just 

as it was in Corinth.   

Nonetheless, because of the faulty assumption that ñpraying in 

a tongueò is only a Christian thing, it is natural to interpret any 

reference to it in the Scriptures as a reference only to the Christian 

variety, when in fact , it may be referring to the pagan variety 

common in the days of the Roman world.  

Therefore in 1 Corinthians 12 -14 the Apostle has in mind these 

obscure utterances being spoken in the Corinthian assembly which 

he generically refers to as speaking in ña tongue.ò  As far as he or 

any Corinthian knows, some of those utterances are the Christian 

variety of tongues manifested in miraculously speaking foreign 

human languages.   

However, at least some, and possibly most of the incoherent 

utterances occurring in the Corinthian assembly were the common, 

meaningless Greek mystery religion practice of ñpraying in a 

tongue.ò  Obviously, neither the Apostle, nor some of the 

Corinthian leadership wanted pagan, and perhaps demonic 

practices occurring in the church.  We a re reminded of Godôs 

command to His people long ago: ññDo not worship the LORD 

your God in the way these pagan peoples worship their 

gods ò (Deut 12:4 NLT).   

Accordingly, C. Fred Dickason, former Chairman of the 

Department of Theology at Moody Bible Instit ute comments:  

The Corinthians [and the Church today!] were . . . naive and 

presumptuous.  They supposed all miraculous tongues were of 

God.  Paul reminded them that they should have been aware 

of demonically induced tongues, having observed them while 

in t heir former pagan life.  This supernatural phenomenon is 
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well known today among pagan religionists. . . .  Paul 

concentrated on their error in overemphasis on the gift of 

tongues, which caused neglect of the greater edifying gifts 

and gave Satan the occasi on to infiltrate these believers with 

a demonic counterfeit. 46  

 

That the Corinthian church in particular lacked the discernment 

Dr. Dickason speaks of, is illustrated by the fact that the Apostle 

Paul used the word anakrino (ñto examine, investigate, 

disti nguishò) ten times in his writings, and every one of them was 

in 1 Corinthians.  Accordingly, the Apostle gives several instructions 

to both help the Corinthians discern real manifestations of the Holy 

Spirit, and to abolish those that were not.  

First, as noted above, he gives a very straight forward criteria 

by which to test the source of an utterance in the assembly at the 

beginning of this section:  

Now concerning [ pneumatikon : ñspiritual manifestationsò 
47 ] , brethren, I do not want you to be unaware. . .  .  

Therefore I make known to you, that no one speaking 

by the Spirit of God says, ñJesus is accursed;ò and no 

one can say, ñJesus is Lord,ò except by the Holy Spirit 

(12:1 -3).   

 

Here, the Apostle lays down a very important criteria by which 

spontaneous u tterances in the Christian assembly need to be 

tested:  What is its content?  This is the reason for his insistence 

throughout chapter 14 that all obscure utterances either be 

interpreted for coherent, edifying Christian content, or the would -

be speaker sh ould ñkeep quiet ò (v. 28). 

Secondly, the Apostle speaks to the selfishness inherent in 

pagan worship, in order to distinguish it from the Christian kind.  

Professor House writes:  

Ecstatic religion by its very nature is self -oriented.  Christians 

were to us e their Christian ȐŬȍǿůȉŬŰŬ [ charismata , ñgiftsò] for 

the common good [1 Cor 12:7], but the pagans were totally 

concerned about their own personal experience, an attitude 

also prevalent among Corinthian Christians. 48  

 

Accordingly, in the context of instru ctions for corporate worship, 

the Apostle tells them that any, ñmanifestation of the [Holy] 

Spirit is given for the common good ò (1 Cor 12:7), not merely 

for some self -edifying purpose as claimed by glossaists today.  

Then in chapter 13 he tells the Corint hians that even with the 

greatest spiritual powers imaginable, like speaking the language of 

Angels, understanding all mysteries, and moving mountains, if love 
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for others does not motivate and empower them then they are 

useless, non -Christian, unholy fakes  (cf. 13:1 -3).  He adds that 

ñLove ò or any legitimate manifestation of the Holy Spirit ñis not 

self - seeking ò (13:5).   

Likewise, in his introduction to chapter 14 he tells them that as 

they ñeagerly desire spiritual ò manifestations in the assembly, 

that th ey must ñFollow the way of love ò (14:1).  This would 

occur by specifically practicing spiritual gifts that edify others (cf. 

14:3 -6, 19).  Such instructions were intended to combat the fact 

that, as Dr. House says, ñpagans were totally concerned about their 

own personal experience.ò  This is why a few sentences after the 

Apostle writes that others -oriented love must be followed in the 

worship service (14:1), he addresses the kind of incoherent tongue 

speech practiced in the pagan temples and says, ñHe who s peaks 

in [that kind of] a tongue edifies himself ò (14:4), which had 

nothing to do with the Christian religion but everything to do with 

the pagan kind.  

The third way in which the Apostle distinguishes the pagan 

practice of ñpraying in a tongueò from the Christian gift of tongues 

was to note that not all would have the gift, and in fact, probably 

very few.  In the pagan temples, it was quite common for eve ryone 

to be making obscure, spontaneous utterances in the worship 

service. 49   Therefore, the Apostle points out that not all Christians 

will even possess the real gift of tongues (cf. 12:17 -18, 30), that 

he used the real gift more than all the Corinthians combined 

(14:18), and that in any one worship service, only ñtwo ðor at the 

most three ò (14:27) would-be tongue speakers should speak.  

Fourth, the Apostle repeatedly insists on the interpretation of 

utterances in the Christian assembly in order to expose th e fake 

practice of praying in an obscure, meaningless tongue.  Along these 

lines, F. F. Bruce (1910 -1990) comments:  

Greece had long experience of the utterances of the Pythian 

prophetess at Delphi and the enthusiastic invocations of the 

votaries of Dionysu s.  Hence Paul insists that it is not the 

phenomenon of ñtonguesò or prophesying in itself that gives 

evidence of the presence and activity of the Holy Spirit, but 

the actual content of the utterances. 50  

 

Again, it is suggested that in 1 Corinthians 12 -14,  the Apostle 

desires to eliminate the pagan variety of tongue utterances in the 

assembly, while preserving the miraculous Christian variety that is 

ña sign . . . for unbelievers ò (1 Cor 14:22) if, and when, it is 

present.  Therefore, the Apostleôs repeated insistence for 

interpretation provides additional interpretive keys to 

understanding 1 Corinthians 14.   
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More specifically: 1) for the Apostle, there are only two kinds of 

tongue utterances, interpreted  and uninterpreted , 2) the only 

tongue utterance that  the Apostle is willing to accept as being the 

authentic gift of tongues is that which can be, and is miraculously 

interpreted , and 3) all uninterpreted utterances were to be politely 

dismissed as a possible pagan counterfeit which were not to be 

allowed t o operate in the church.  The Apostle is not willing to 

assume these uninterpreted utterances are manifestations of the 

authentic gift, and he does not want the Corinthians assuming so 

either.  

The Apostle knew that the real gift of tongues produced 

meaning ful content that was to be communicated to all of those 

present.  On the other hand, he also knew that the pagan variety of 

a ñtongueò utterance had no meaningful content and therefore, 

could not sincerely even be interpreted.  Insisting on honest 

interpre tation of obscure utterances in the congregation would 

preserve the real gift if it were present and eliminate the 

meaningless pagan variety.  

In addition, the Apostleôs insistence that would-be tongues 

speakers ñshould  keep quiet in the church ò (14:28) and confine 

their utterance to themselves in the absence of interpretation 

reveals his God -given genius, and if obeyed, would accomplish all 

of his goals in this passage.  This instruction would: 1) 

diplomatically eliminate a pagan counterfeit tongue operatin g in the 

church service, gently putting illegitimate tongue speakers in their 

place, 2) satisfy the Corinthians who were concerned about pagan 

and demonic influence in the assembly (cf. 12:1 -3), and 3) 

preserve the authentic gift if it was present.  

If ille gitimate tongues speakers were forced to keep their 

garbled utterances to themselves, the pagan tongue speaking 

would essentially stop altogether.  It is no doubt an empty exercise 

for a tongue speaker to mindlessly ñspeak to himself ò silently  in 

meaningle ss syllables that he does not understand.  One only 

needs to imagine such a thing to expect that those doing so would 

eventually abandon the practice altogether.   

In fact, we would seem to have good evidence that the 

Apostleôs strategy worked.  When Clement of Rome (died c. 99) 

writes another letter of correction to the Corinthians some forty 

years after the Apostleôs letter, there is no mention whatsoever of 

the ñtongueò phenomenon. 

A fifth way in which the Apostle distinguishes between the 

authentic Chri stian gift of tongues and the pagan practice of 

ñpraying in a tongueò is to expose the mindless nature of the latter.  

Therefore, he tells the Corinthians:  
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I will pray with my [human] spirit,  but I will also [at the 

same time 51 ] pray with my mind; I will sing with my 

[human] spirit, but I will also [at the same time] sing with 

my mind  (14:15).    

 

This is because if he prays with only his human ñspiritò (i.e. 

emotions) like the pagans, ñmy mind is unfruitful  (akarpos : 

unproductive, barren)ò (14:14), which i s not a good or Christian 

thing, but a pagan thing.  We notice again that the Apostle 

describes this practice as merely occurring in the human ñspirit ,ò 

not the Holy Spirit. 52   While pagan worship involved only the 

personôs ñspirit ,ò (i.e. emotions), the only legitimate way for a 

Christian to pray and sing was with both the ñspirit ò and the mind 

(i.e. understanding). 53    

Accordingly, the Apostle Peter commanded this when he wrote, 

ñbe of sound judgment [sƬphronƉsate]  and sober [nƉpsate] 

spirit for the purpo se of prayer ò (1 Pet 4:7 NASB).  The Apostle 

Paul is essentially saying, ñI would do something better than 

mindlessly, uselessly, and selfishly just pray or sing with my spirit 

like the pagans do, I will also pray and sing with my mind so I and 

others know  what Iôm praying and singing!ò 

A sixth, and very clear statement the Apostle makes in 1 

Corinthians 12 -14 to distinguish the pagan practice of ñpraying in a 

tongueò from the authentic Christian gift of tongues was to affirm 

emphatically that the gift of ñTongues . . . are a [miraculous] sign 

. . . for unbelievers ò (14:22), just as they are described in Acts.  

Obviously, the pagan variety which was merely incoherent 

gibberish would not impress unbelievers as a sign of anything God 

would be doing.  

Seventh, because pagan worshippers who seemed to be the 

most ecstatic  were considered to be the most spiritual, the Apostle 

insisted on  self - control in the Christian service.  Dr. House explains:  

Contemporary descriptions take note of the fact that such 

self - control was totally lacking in the orgianistic ecstasies of 

the mystery cults.  Hence, these safeguards would protect the 

church by distinguishing the counterfeit from the genuine 

manifestations of the Holy Spirit. . . .  In the pagan glossolalia 

[tongue speaking], no thought was given to the harmony of 

participants in group worship.  Only the individual experience 

was important.  Paul  wrote that unity is a sign of the Spiritôs 

activity. 54    

 

Therefore, the Apostle instructed that no more than two or 

three people with the real Christian gift of tongues were to speak in 

the service, and then only one at a time (cf. 14:27).  If anyone 
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wer e to prophesy they were not to do so in an uncontrollable frenzy 

like the heathen prophets but with self ñcontrol ò (14:32).  

Likewise, because pagan worship services tended to be chaotic and 

disorderly the Apostle reminded the Corinthians that ñGod is not a 

God of disorder but of peace ,ò and that ñwomen should 

remain silent in the churches ò (14:33-34).  

There are some obvious applications here for the situation we 

have today.  Spontaneous, obscure, and meaningless utterances 

occur in non -Christian religious worship all over the world, some of 

which are in obviously demonic environments.  If the Apostle was 

concerned with pagan and/or demonic influence in the Corinthian 

congregation, it would seem understandable some would have the 

same concern for glossaist  congregations today.   

Therefore, we readily see the danger of redefining the gift of 

tongues into something that is not to be understood by others.  The 

authenticity of the utterance can only be determined by its content, 

and the glossaist  redefinition con veniently removes the ability to 

confirm that its source is the Holy Spirit.  Therefore, we, like the 

Apostle Paul, have no reason to believe such utterances are of the 

Holy Spirit at all, and elsewhere we suggest several alternative 

explanations for the p henomenon today. 55   

 

  

 

 

Extras & Endnotes  

 

 

Gauging Your Grasp  

 

1)  What is the ñreligious contextò of 1 Corinthians 12-14?   

 

2)  What evidence in the text do we suggest reflects Paulôs concern 

about the influence of pagan mystery religion practices?  

 

3)  What were  the several reasons the Apostle wanted obscure 

utterances in the assembly to be interpreted?  

 

4)  What is the significance of the fact that what the Apostle 

describes in 1 Corinthians 14 as a spontaneous, obscure, 

meaningless utterance, was commonly observed in the temple 

worship of the Greek mystery religions operating in abundance 
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at the time?  How do we suggest this should affect our 

interpretation of it?  Do you agree or disagree and why?  

 

5)  How would the faulty assumption that ñpraying in a tongueò is 

only  a Christian thing obscure a correct understanding of its 

mention in 1 Corinthians 12 -14?  

 

6)  In what ways are the Corinthiansô lack of discernment illustrated 

in 1 Corinthians?  

 

7)  What is our three point basic outline of 1 Corinthians 14.   Do 

you agree or disagree and why?  
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understandings of inspired speec h and criteria for distinguishing 
between authentic and evil sources of "spiritual" influences [cf. E. E. 
Ellis, "Spiritual Gifts" and "Christ and Spirit in I Cor," in Prophecy and 
Hermeneutic , esp. 25 and 70 -71; cf. 25 -44 and 63 -71].  

Again, in our view t he pre -Christian and Christian frameworks 
constitute comparative frames of reference within which respective 
criteria for what it means to be [ pneumatikos ] operate.  Each of 

these views may offer nuances of the contrast, but Forbes rightly 
questions whethe r all of the weight can be placed on the modern 
consensus view.  

For all of his support of Dr. Forbes, then, in the end, Dr. Thiselton 
seems to agree with ñthe modern consensus viewò that documents 
describing the religious practices in the Greek mystery rel igions do 

indeed have a bearing on properly interpreting 1 Corinthians 12 -14.  
 Perhaps Dr. Forbes is correct in pointing out that at least some of the 

examples that J. Behm used from ancient Greek sources in his very 
influential article on glossais (tongue s) in the highly regarded Theological 
Dictionary New Testament Theology  are questionable, and that, in fact, 
other examples used of ñinspired utterancesò in pagan religious rites may 
not have been speaking in a spontaneous and obscure tongue.   

In particul ar, his point that prophecies in the Greek mystery cults were 

most often given in plain, understandable language, is well taken.  In 
addition, we appreciate Dr. Forbesô support against particularly liberal 
German scholars from the ñhistory of religions schoolò who claim that the 
early Church derived its understanding of the gift of tongues from Greek 
religious cults.   

Finally, we agree with both Dr. Forbes and Robert H. Gundry that, 

ñChristian glossolalia was [not] phenomenologically similar to inspired 
speech in Hellenistic religion.ò (Prophecy , 19).  The former involved real 
human languages, and the latter was merely gibberish.  This is why we 
think the Apostle is intentionally trying to distinguish the two phenomena 
in 1 Corinthians 12 -14.   

Therefore, D r. Forbes would seem wrong to discount the value that 

descriptions of Greek mystery religious practices have on an 
interpretation of this passage, when he says, ñthe [pagan] phenomena 
themselves can be shown to be substantially different from glossolalia a s 
it was understood and/or practiced within early Christianityò (170).  Of 
course, but the pagan practices very well resemble the spontaneous, 
obscure, self -centered utterances that the Apostle labels an unknown 
tongue.  

Dr. Forbes has two main objections t o the scholarly consensus on the 
nature of spontaneous, obscure utterances in the pagan mystery 
religions:  1)  Many of the sources are either sometime before or after 

the first century, and 2)  the interpretation of obscure utterances in the 
descriptions of ancient pagan worship is wrong ( Prophecy , 169 -70).  

Regarding his first concern, sources for everything pertaining to Greek 
life in the first century, let alone secret religious rights, is relatively 

scarce in the period ñfrom about 50 A.D. to 150 A.D,ò which Dr. Forbes 
wishes to base his conclusions on.  Simply put, there is relatively little 
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non -Christian literature on anything during this period.  Therefore, 
scholars often and legitimately conclude from a few references in such 
literature that a phenom enon was popular enough to surface in the 
relatively few historical documents we possess.  

Nevertheless, the reference above from Lucan (c. 39 -65 A. D.) of a 
prophetess who ñuttered loud inarticulate criesò is from the first century 
and Origenôs (c. 220) testimony to the same thing supports the 

consensus that this kind of thing persisted through the early history of 
the Church.  Likewise, much of the material from which the debated 
conclusions are made is dated as early as the second century, and it is 

not i rrational, as Dr. Forbes suggests, to conclude that similar 
phenomena occurred in the first century.  Scholars, in fact, obtain much 
of what they infer regarding first century life from historical documents 

dated in the second century.  This is again, beca use any  documents 
dating from the first century are relatively very rare.   
Finally, even Dr. Forbes admits that there is at least one ñpre-Christian 
Hellenisticò description of ñinspired speech of a prophet/mantis as 
resembling a foreign languageò (116).  We think there are plenty more, 
but even if there were one in such literature, Dr. Forbesô denial of any 
relationship between such phenomena and the obscure, supposedly 

spiritual ñtongueò speech in Corinth is far too confident.   

Therefore, his claim that  ñbetween the middle of the first and the end 
of the second century A.D. several fairly basic changes occurred in 
beliefs related to our area of interestò is much more debatable then he 
lets on and is severely weakened when his ñcentralò argument concerns a 
supposed ñwidespread rise in the credibility of the miraculous, and an 
increasing fascination with occult and ecstatic phenomena, especially as 

evidence of divine powersò (2).   
First, there would seem to be an intentional disregard for Origenôs 

testimon y in the second century, of which there is no evidence of the 
bias Dr. Forbes suggests.  Secondly, we fear Dr. Forbesô conclusion is 
based merely on the existence of more documents  in the second and 

third centuries (and therefore more references to such th ings), compared 

to the first, rather than an actual change in religious tastes among pagan 
religions.  It is precisely because of the paucity of documents in the first 
century describing practices in the Greek mystery religions, that nobody 
can postulate a ny change occurring in the second century.   

Thirdly, even if the supposed changes Dr. Forbes lists were real, it does 
nothing to disprove the scholarly consensus that spontaneous, obscure 
utterances like those described by the Apostle in 1 Corinthians 14 were 

popular among first century practitioners in the Greek mystery religions, 
including those in Corinth.  This is undoubtedly the case in documents 
leading up to the first century, and those in the second and third 

centuries.  
We would also object to Dr. Forbesô claim that scholars have 

misinterpreted references to obscure, spontaneous utterances in ancient 
Greek mystery religions.  In fact, his own interpretations strike us as 

biased in order to prove his point.   
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For example, we have already quoted Celsu s in the second century 
describing ñinspired personsò in the pagan religions who ñadded strange, 
fanatical, and quite unintelligible words, of which no rational person can 
find the meaning: for so dark are they, as to have no meaning at all.ò  
Celsus is be lieved to have written this around 175 A.D., which, in our 
opinion, given the nature of ancient historical documents, makes it a 
valuable source of information as to what would have been occurring in 

the first century.   
Nonetheless, Dr. Forbesô bias regarding a statement interpreted by 

most scholars as describing the very thing he wishes to deny is 

evidenced by his claim 1) that Origen possibly ñworked over the material 
he presents, thus making it unreliable,ò and 2) ñthe passage of the 
Contra Celsum from which this understanding is drawn is quite clearly 

the most violently polemical part of Celsus' portrayal of the "prophets," 
being loaded with emotive terminology.  It is thus the most likely to be 
distortedò (25).  It is, of course, convenient for Dr. Forbes to suggest 
that both Origen and Celsus ñdistortedò their reporting so that they 
cannot be entered as evidence in the debate, but we think most readers 
would agree that he is perhaps the one who is attempting to distort 
things at times.  

Likewise, Dr. Fo rbes quotes from Dio Chrysostom (c. 40 -120 A. D.), 

who certainly wrote in or closely after the first century, regarding the 
ñheavenly languagesò spoken by inspired people in the mystery cults: 
Do you think Apollo speaks Attic or Doric?  Or that man and god s have 

the same language?  Yet the difference is so great that . . . from this 
it naturally follows that the oracles are obscure. ( Discourse  10.23).  

This would clearly seem to be a reference to obscure ñinspiredò speech 

of a prophetic ñoracle.ò  Nonetheless, Dr. Forbes claims without 
justification and unreasonably that the obscurity is not in the ñheavenly 
language,ò but remains after it has been ñtranslated from the divine 
language into the normal human languageò (115) of the ñinspiredò 
person.  Again, this is both unsubstantiated and unreasonable.  

Although other examples could be given where Dr. Forbes employs an 

unnecessary bias, and goes against the consensus of modern 
scholarship, (cf. 127 -128, incl. n. 7; 130; 132; 157; 161; 162 -3), one 
more may suffice.  Dr. Forbes quotes the Church Father Clement of 
Alexandria (c. 150 -216) who writes that:  

Plato attributes a dialect also to the gods, forming this conjecture 
mainly from dreams and oracles  [of Greek prophets], and 
especially from demoniacs, who do not speak their own language 

or dialect, but that of the demons who have taken possession of 
them. ( Stromata , 1.21)  

Dr. Forbes denies the evidence here of a ñtongue likeò phenomenon 

and writes, ñNothing here suggests oracles spoke in óother tongues,ò 
human, divine, or angelic/demonicò (115).  Yet, that is precisely what 
Plato is describing.  

While Dr. Thiselton has apparently been convinced against modern 

scholarship, most have not.  Dr. Carson who quotes other portions of Dr. 
Forbesô work, still concludes that some of the Corinthiansô skepticism 
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toward the tongues phenomenon in their church, ñarose from their own 
pagan backgroundsò (Showing the Spirit: A Theological Exposition of 1 
Corinthians 12 -14  [Baker, 1987], 26).   

David Aune, perhaps the most respected scholar on the subject, also 
confirms that, ñIt must be recognized that unintelligible utterances were 
often part of prophetic speech in the ancient worldò (Prophecy in Early 
Christianity and th e Mediterranean World [Eerdmans, 1983], 199).  Dr. 

Aune also argues like we have that in 1 Corinthians 12:2 Paul ñwas in all 
probability referring to pagan religious experiences of possession trance.ò 
(195; see also 42, note 221; 72, note 133; and 257.   

See also Grant R. Osborne, Evangelical Dictionary of Theology .  For 
earlier in -depth studies of the issues involved see N. I. J. Engelsen, 
Glossolalia and Other Forms of Inspired Speech According to 1 

Corinthians 12 -14 , unpublished thesis, Yale, 1970 and T.  W. Gillespie, ñA 
Pattern of Prophetic Speech in First Corinthians,ò JBL, vol. 97, no. 1, 
1978.  

It can also be mentioned that Dr. Forbes completely ignores the fact 
that a tongue phenomenon of obscure, spontaneous utterances exists 
worldwide today in very ancient and non -Christian religions.  
Finally, we also disagree with Dr. Forbesô exegesis of 1 Corinthians 12-

14 in which he fails to recognize the contexts described here in KOG and 

concludes that the gift of tongues was both  miraculously speaking foreign 
human languages with inspired content (63) and ñinspired prayerò (57).  
In his words, he claims, ñ[We] are forced to recognize that Paul viewed 
glossolalia as being capable of supporting a variety of functions, differing 
primarily according to the context within which it was exercisedò (98).  
We believe this is clearly refuted in Book 2.6.  

17  ñGiftsò is normally supplied here by translators even though charisma  is 
not in the Greek text.  Pneumatikon  which is the Greek word here is 
much better translated as ñspiritual thingsò or ñmanifestationsò, as the 
RSV does in 14:12.  A fuller discussion of this important interpretive key 
to 1 Corinthians 12 -14 is provided in section 12.8.A.  

18  NT scholar J. D. G. Dunn comments on 12:3:  

It would be difficult to deny that t his verse provides one particular 
rule of thumb for evaluating spiritual utterances.  It is quite likely, 
though many disagree, that during the Corinthian worship some 
member(s) of the assembly had cried out under inspiration, 'Jesus be 
cursed!' (234).  

19  Carson, Spirit , 18, 26, 30.  

20  For example, apagomenoi  is used repeatedly to describe how Christ was 

forcefully led around by the Roman soldiers on the day of His crucifixion.  

Accordingly, we read, ñThey bound Him, led Him away [apƉgagon]  
and handed Him over to Pilate, the governor. . . .  Then they led 
Him away [apƉgagon]  to crucify Him. (Matt 27:2, 31; cf. Matt 26:57; 
Mark 14:44, 53; 15:16; Luke 23:26; 13:15; John 19:16).  Therefore, its 
use in 1 Corinthians 12:2 implies significant demon ic influence.  
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21  Chrysostom, Homily on 1 Corinthians , 29; online at www.ccel.org  

22  C. K. Barrett, The First Epistle to the Corinthians (BNTC) (Hendrickson, 
2000), 278 -279.  Raymond F. Collins in his well regarded commentary 
agrees and says:  
More likely the  phrase is one that had been spoken by non -Christians in 

Corinth. . . .  The Christian presumption is that such a curse was 
uttered under demonic influence (446).  

23  Aune, 257.  

24  Frederick Dale Bruner, A Theology of the Holy Spirit  (Eerdmans, 1970), 

286 -87.  

25  We would suggest that Dr. Grudemôs claim that the Apostle is talking 
about being physically ñcarriedò to the idol temples, instead of being 
emotionally carried away in idol worship, as typically occurs in the 

Glossaist  worship he seeks to defend, reveals an unfortunate bias (cf. 
The Gift of Prophecy in 1 Corinthians , 162 -64), and Dr. Thiselton is right 
to label it ñnovelò and ñcannot readily be proven.ò (912) 

For a great deal more discussion regarding the pagan emotiona lism 
common in much of the worship practices of charismaticism see chapters 
4.10 -11.  

26  Fee,  577 -578 (italics in the original).  

27  H. Wayne House, ñTongues and the Mystery Religions at Corinth,ò BSac  
140, [1983], 138, 140 -1.  

28  Michael Green, I Believe in the  Holy Spirit (Eerdmans, 2004), 205, 207  

29  Grudem, 1077 -78.  

30  It would seem that Dr. Grudem completely ignores both the contexts 
and Greek text of the Scriptures he speaks of, aspects that we will 
discuss further in this chapter and the next, but will addre ss here in his 

writing.   
Dr. Grudemôs interpretation of 1 Corinthians 12:1-3 here is misleading.  

It is true that if  someone is truly speaking by the Holy Spirit, we need 
not be concerned about the nature of the utterance.  But Dr. Grudem 
blindly assumes that the Apostle thought every incoherent utterance 
spoken in the Corinthian assembly could only be by the Spirit of God.  An 

assumption that both the pagan religious context and the Greek text (the 
use of pneumatika  esp.; see below at section F) convincingly argue 
against.  

Dr. Grudem will not allow for any possibility of demonic influence in the 
Corinthian situation, n or in the tongues phenomenon today.  Yet, it is 

interesting to note what he writes in an earlier section of his Systematic 
Theology concerning demonic influence in a Christianôs life: 

If we ask how much demonic influence can come into the life of a 
genuine  Christian, it is hard to give an answer in the abstract.  We 
are simply asking how abnormal a Christianôs life can become, 
especially if that person does not know about or make use of the 
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weapons of spiritual warfare that are available to Christians, pers ists 
in some kinds of sin that give entrance to demonic activity , and is 
outside the reach of any ministry that is accustomed to giving 
spiritual help against demonic attack or influence.  It would seem 
that in such cases the degree of demonic attack or in fluence in a 
Christianôs life could be quite strong.  It would not be correct to say 
there can be no such influence because the person is a Christian 

(424).  
It is suggested here and demonstrated elsewhere that glossaic  

practices could very well suffice fo r persistence ñin some kinds of sin that 

give entrance to demonic activity.ò  This is in light of Christôs words 
condemning meaningless, incoherent, pagan - like babbling as a form of 
prayer (Matt 6:7 -9; cf. 12.11.C), the Apostle Paulôs words condemning 

mind less prayer (1 Cor 14:14 -15; cf. section 12.11.A); speaking a 
tongue utterance that will not be interpreted (14:27 -28; cf. section 
12.9.A); and women publicly speaking in a tongue at all (14:33 -34; cf. 
section 12.5.A.4); all of these being against ñthe Lor dôs commandò 
(14:37); and becoming sin if violated.  Nevertheless, Dr. Grudem 
continues in his defense of modern tongues:  

Some books have given accounts of Christians who say they spoke 

in tongues for a time and then found that there was a demon within 

the m who was empowering this speech, and the demon was cast out.  
But this is just another example of a case where experience is to be 
subject to Scripture and tested by Scripture, and the teaching of 
Scripture should not be subject to experience.  We must be  careful 
that we not let such reports of experiences cause us to adopt a 
different position than Scripture itself on this issue.   

Specifically, if [if indeed] 1 Cor. 12 -14 views tongues as a good gift 
from the Holy Spirit that is valuable for [self] edifi cation and for the 
good of the church, and if Paul can say, ñI want you all to speak in 
tonguesò (1 Cor. 14:5), then interpretations of contemporary 
experiences that, in effect, say, ñI want you all to be afraid of 

tonguesò go contrary to the emphasis of the New Testament.  

Again, Dr. Grudem completely ignores the religious context of 1 
Corinthians 12 -14 in which not all spiritual manifestations in the 
Corinthians assembly are from the Holy Spirit.  Secondly, he does not 
notice the Apostleôs intentional switching back and forth from ña tongueò 
to a ñtonguesò to differentiate between the real and the counterfeit 
version (cf. section F below).   

Therefore, as discussed more thoroughly elsewhere, when the Apostle 

says he wishes all of them to speak in ñtonguesò (glossais ), he is 
obviously not  talking about the incoherent, self -edifying, pagan glosse , 
but the authentic gift of glossais that he says is a Sign gift for Jewish 

unbelievers (14:21 -22; cf. section 12.3.B).  Therefore, Paulôs statement 
needs to be understood in this context, and is not an enthusiastic 
encouragement to blindly and hotly pursue a practice that resembled 
what the pagan cults were doing in that day, in that city, as it would 

seem Grudem would have his readers believe.   
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In summary, we mi ght take comfort in Dr. Grudemôs reassurances that 
we never  need to be afraid of a demonic counterfeit tongues in a 
Christian assembly if his interpretation of these biblical texts were more 
accurate.  

31  Fee, 632, and n. 30.  See also NIDNTT , 3:76, 112 and Barrett, 300.  

32  House, 141  

33  For a full discussion of the phenomena of emotionalism and how it 

relates to glossaism see chapters 4.11.   

34  Contrary to the glossaistôs insistence that only the Holy Spirit is involved 
in the phenomena being described in 1 Cor inthians 14, the Apostle often 
references merely the human spirit in this passage (cf. 14:2; 14 -16) 
when describing what is occurring.  For further discussion see section 
12.9.A.  

35  House, 141.   See also Mark Harding, ñChurch and Gentile Cults in 
Corinthò Grace Theological Journal  10:2 (Fall 1989), 216 -19.  

36  Glenn W. Barker, ñMystery,ò in the International Standard Bible 
Encyclopedia ( ISBE ) Geoffrey W. Bromiley ed., 4 vols., (Eerdmans, 
1988), 3:451.  

37  Irenaeus, Against Heresies , Book II, ch. 23, Book V. ch.  6.1; online at 
www.ccel.org.  

38  See endnote above  

39  Christopher Forbes denies this, but surprisingly ignores the great 
difference between the Christian and pagan view of a religious ñmysteryò 
and therefore draws the conclusion that the Apostle could only be 
speaking of the Christian view of ñmysteryò here (96 -7).  For further 
discussion of 1 Corinthians 14:2 see chapter 12.9.  

40  For modern examples of tongue speaking showing up in embarrassing 

public media see section 4.11.D.  

41  J. Schattenmann, ñEcstasyò in NIDNTT , 1:529.  Some have claimed that 
the response  of these hypothetical Corinthian unbelievers is best 
described as perplexity because they would never have been exposed to 
such a phenomenon, thus proving that tongues were not practiced in 
pagan temples at the time.   

This ignores a good deal of evidence  to the contrary.  Their accusation 
of ñmadnessò refers directly to what these unbelievers would have 
witnessed in a pagan temple when speaking in a tongue was occurring.  
For additional examples of mainesthai  (madness) being used to describe 

ancient Greek  worship practices see Fee, n. 55, 685 and NIDNTT , 1:528.  
L. T. Johnson agrees with our interpretation as well (see Religious 
Experience in Earliest Christianity: A Missing Dimension in New 

Testament Studies  [Augsburg Fortress, 1998], 115).  

42  Fee,  685  
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43  L. T. Johnson, ñTongues, Gift ofò Anchor Bible Dictionary , David Noel 

Freedman ed. 8 vols. (Doubleday, 1992), I:598  

44  Johnson, Experience , 126.  Not surprisingly, Dr. Forbes goes against a 
face value reading of much of 1 st  and 2 nd  century Greek religious 
li terature:  

I suggest further that in Paul's view the "unbelievers" in question 
would describe glossolalia as "raving", not because it was familiar to 

them as a sign of divine inspiration, but precisely because it was not.  
As a thoroughly strange and inexpl icable phenomenon, it would 
probably be interpreted by them as evidence of some form of divine 

activity.  As such it might be frightening, off -putting, or merely 
strange. (174)  

This appears to be a biased view in order to support his thesis as 

described ab ove.  

45  Turner, 221  

46  C. Fred Dickason, Demon Possession & the Christian (Crossway Books, 
1987), 126.  

47  ñGiftsò is normally supplied here by translators even though charisma  is 
not in the Greek text.  Pneumatikon  which is the Greek word here is 

much better translated as ñspiritual thingsò or ñmanifestationsò, as the 

RSV does in 14:12.  A fuller discussion of this important interpretive key 
to 1 Corinthians 12 -14 will be provided below.  

48  House, 141.  

49  Regarding a time somewhat later, Dr. Forbes reports:  
The use of drums, cymbals and flutes is a recurrent theme in the 

orgiastic worship of Cybele, as is frenzied shouting. . . .  That various 
forms of shouting, along with violent physical activity, were 

characteristic  of Dionysian worship in [the early centuries A.D.] is 
amply attested in our sources. . . .  [A]n abnormal state of mind [for] 

participants in Dionysian rituals . . . is normally assumed . . . [and] a 
feature of the rituals, and . . . this state is accompa nied by violent 
physical activity and/or shouting.   

Several very clear statements of this are to be found in Latin 

literature of the first century B.C.  The best known of these is the 
account given by Livy of the "Bacchanalian Conspiracy" of 187 -6 B.C.  
Livy writes as follows:  

[I]nitiatory rites which at first were imparted to a few, then 
began to be generally known among men and women. . . .  
[A]mid the howlings and the crash of drums and cymbals no cry 
could be heard. . . .  Men, as if insane, with fanat ical tossings of 

their bodies, would utter prophecies. . . .  [T]here are men very 
like the women, debauched and debauchers, fanatical, with 
senses dulled by . . . noise and shouts at night.  

A pattern is clearly evident here. The features that are consider ed 
characteristic of the cults of Dionysus and Cybele are outbursts of 
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shouting, the music of cymbals, drums and flutes, and frenzied 
dancing, sometimes also accompanied by frenzied cries (124).  

50  F. F. Bruce, Paul:  Apostle of the Heart Set Free (Eerdmans,  2000) , 260.  

51  Dr. Thiselton notes:  
Paul argues equally against uncritical "enthusiasm," uncritical 
"renewal" traditions, or uncritical mysticism on one side and against 
gnostics, theological theorists, or any who seek to intellectualize 

Christian faith into a mere belief system on the other .  Christians are 
confronted not by an either ... or ... but by a both ... and.  

He adds that the BAGD interprets the Greek of the latter half of v. 15: 
ñsing praise in spiritual ecstasy and in full possession of one's mental 
faculties.ò (1111). 

52  See endn ote above  

53  For further discussion of the fact that praying without understanding is 
unbiblical see chapter 12.11.  

54  House, 146.  

55  For several alternative and alarming explanations for the tongues 
phenomenon today see chapter 12.14.  
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Primary Points  

¶ The use of pneumatikon  indicates Paul is reffering to simply 

ñspiritual manifestations,ò not Christian spiritual gifts.   

¶ This same word can be used to refer to evil spiritual 

manifestations not of the Holy Spirit (cf. Eph 6:12).  

¶ It is a mistake to assume that a reference to a spiritual 

manifestation in this passage is automatically referring to an 

authentic Christian charisma (gift).  

¶ The real gift of tongues is referred to with the Greek plural 

glossais (ñtongues ò) everywhere else in the NT, implying that 

ña tongue ò is something different. 

¶ When the Apostle has something suspicious or negative to say 

about the phenomena occurring in Corinth, he uses the 

singular ña tongue ò throughout 1 Corinthians 14.  On the 

other hand, ever y time the Apostle has something clearly 

positive to say, he uses the plural term ñtongues .ò   

¶ There are obviously two different tongues phenomena being 

addressed in 1 Corinthians 14.  Therefore, in the Apostleôs 

desire to contrast the pagan tongue prayer from the Christian 

gift of tongues, he not only repeatedly describes them 

differently, but uses different Greek terms to refer to them.  

¶ Whenever we encounter glosse in this chapter, it needs to be 

interpreted as an ñunknownò tongue utterance, and cannot be 

interpreted automatically or necessarily as the authentic 

Christian gift of tongues.  

¶ An ñunknownò tongue in 1 Corinthians 14 simply means that 

because it was not yet interpreted, it was impossible to 

discern if it was the mere gibberish of pagan tongue p rayer, 

or the miraculous and meaningful speech in a real human 

language that was the Christian gift of tongues.  

¶ Careful study of 1 Corinthians 14 reveals  1) The Greek 

singular glosse (ña tongue ò) can always  be interpreted as an 

incoherent tongue utterance that may either be pagan or 

Christian, but is ñunknownò until it is miraculously interpreted, 
1 and 2) The plural Greek glossais , (ñtonguesò) can always  be 

interpreted as the authentic Christian gift of mir aculously 

speaking in foreign human languages, but which may not 
have the intended effect if not also miraculously interpreted.  
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A) Not all Spiritual Manifestations are Holy :  The 
unknown pneumatika  vs. the authentic charismata   

 

In our view, the biblical,  moral, and religious contexts of 1 

Corinthians 14 suggest that the Apostle is attempting to weed out 

of the Corinthian congregation a pagan worship practice that 

mimicked the gift of tongues.  Accordingly, there are several ways 

that he differentiates bet ween what he knows is the real gift and 

incoherent utterances which have an unknown source and purpose.  

Another way in which he makes this distinction is revealed in a 

close study of the Greek text.  

The Apostle introduces 1 Corinthians 12 -14 with the foll owing 

phrase: ñNow concerning spiritual gifts [ pneumatikon ] , 

brethren, I do not want you to be unaware ò (12:1 NASB).  The 

NASB translation puts ñgifts ò in italics reflecting the fact that ñgiftsò 

are not in the Greek text, a fact overlooked by most modern 

translations.  Pneumatikon , the word the Apostle uses here, is very 

significant to understanding this section of Scripture.  It literally 

means ñthe spiritualsò or ñspiritual things.ò 1  Accordingly, the 

NIDNTT says this word:  

conveys the sense of belonging to the realm of spirit/Spirit, of 

the essence or nature of spirit/Spirit, embodying or manifesting  

spirit/Spirit.  Within the NT it is almost exclu sively a Pauline 

word; . . . 15 out of the 24 Pauline occurrences are in 1 Cor. 2 

 

Therefore, the Apostleôs use of this word in 12:1 tells us that he 

is now turning his attention to ñspiritual manifestationsò in the 

assembly, not simply Christian spiritual  gifts.  The Apostle is not 

necessarily opposed to pneumatikon , or spiritual manifestations in 

the assembly, and, in fact, says prophecy is a good pneumatikon  

(cf. 14:1, 14:12).  But this same word can be used to refer to evil 

spiritual manifestations, whi ch have nothing to do with the Holy 

Spirit.  For example, the Apostle writes the Ephesians:  

For our struggle is not against flesh and blood, but 

against the rulers, against the authorities, against the 

powers of this dark world and against the spiritual 

[ pneumatika ] forces of evil in the heavenly realms . (Eph 

6:12)  

 

The Apostleôs use of the ambiguous pneumatikon in his 

introduction to 1 Corinthians 12 -14 , again, reflects the fact that 

spontaneous, obscure utterances were occurring in the Corinthian 

assembly, and because they resembled precisely what was being 

practiced and even demonically inspired in nearby pagan temples, 

some Corinthians were wondering how they could tell the 
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difference.  Accordingly, the NIDNTT  makes a very important 

observation:  

The Corinthian situation and the way in which Paul 

introduces the subject of 1 Cor. 12 -14 strongly suggest that 

ñthe spirituals [ñpneumatikon ò] is the word preferred by many 

Corinthians, emphasizing perhaps thereby the more ecstatic 

character of their spirituality.   

The use of pneumatika in Eph. 6:12 in reference to evil 

spirits confirms that pneumatika has a more ambiguous 

meaning than charismata in Paulôs mind and, underlines again 

the ambiguous nature of ñspiritual thingsò [pneumatikon ] 

which necessitates that discernment and evaluation (1 Cor. 

2:13 -15; 14:37) which the Corinthians [and the Church 

today!] so evidently lacked (14:12). 3 

 

More to the point, L. T. Johnson writes:  

He [Paul] begins by reminding them that there is a 

difference between ta pneumatika , which can refer to any sort 

of ñspiritual phenomenon,ò and ta charismata , the term Paul 

uses for the gifts given by the Holy Spirit.  He does not deny 

the reality of ta pneumatika  but stresses their ambiguity.  

When they were still pagans, such impulses led them away 

into [demonic] idolatry (12:1 -2).  Ecstasy is not self - validating 

but must be tested by its results. . . .   

Thus . . . every charism given by [the Holy] Spirit must 

serve the upbuilding of the community.  Each part of the body 

should work for the common good rather than for the benefit 

of individuals. [i.e. a pneumatika that builds up the self 

instead of others fails the test and is exposed a s not being a 

charisma ]. . . .   

Paulôs evaluation of glossolalia is best summarized by [1 

Cor.] 14:20 -25.  He reverses the glossolalistsô claim [that 

tongues are a sign of spirituality for believers] by suggesting 

that tongues are far from an unambiguous sign of belief:  they 

can mean anything, and can come from anywhere.  4 

 

Raymond F. Collins, in his highly regarded commentary on 1 

Corinthians, also notices the significant difference between these 

terms and the way that the Apostle is using them:  

The cho ice of "gifts" ( charismata ) in v. 4 as a term to 

identify spiritual realities functions as a theological corrective 

to "spiritual phenomena" ( pneumatika , v. 1), a term that 

highlights the ecstatic and the extraordinary.  One of Paul's 

basic strategies [in 1 Corinthians] is "redefinition."  In 12:4 he 

employs the strategy with great advantage, underscoring the 
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idea that authentic spiritual phenomena are gifts, charisms. . . 

.   

Paul's choice of "gifts" ( charismata ; cf. 1:7; 7:7; 12:4, 9,28, 

30, 31) to descri be the spiritual phenomena ( pneumatika ) 

about which he will write is jarring.  The new term provides a 

theological corrective to the popular Corinthian notion of 

spiritual phenomena.  Instead of accentuating the ecstatic 

nature of the phenomena Paul draws attention to the fact that 

authentic  spiritual realities are gifts. . . .   

The relatively new term "charism" is one to which Paul 

provides his own personal nuance, that is, a charism is a gift 

of the Spirit to someone within the community for the sake of 

building up the community as the body of Christ [Whereas the 

Corinthian pneumatikon , like the pagan version of tongue 

speech edified the self]. 5 

 

Therefore, it is a mistake to assume that every time the Apostle 

refers to a spiritual manifestation in this passage, that he is 

automatically referring to an authentic Christian charisma (gift). 6  

This too is a vital and common mistake made in interpreti ng this 

passage.  It is not specifically, or only Holy Spirit empowered gifts 

that he is concerned about in this section, but rather distinguishing 

the nature of spiritual manifestations in a public worship service.   

This is why the Apostle does not addre ss all the different 

spiritual gifts here, but primarily the ñshowyò ones that the 

Corinthians thought (because of their pagan background) were 

marks of heightened spirituality.  So we enter 1 Corinthians 14 

knowing that not every public spiritual manifest ation ( pneumatika ) 

even in a Christian assembly is holy.  The same attitude is in great 

need today.  

The Apostle goes on in the rest of chapter 12 to describe some 

of the authentic manifestations of the Holy Spirit.  It will be noticed 

that he intentionally  switches to the use of charisma here and does 

not describe them as pneumatika  (cf. 12:4, 9, 28, 30, 31).  

Charisma is the NT term for authentic spiritual gifts, not 

pneumatika  (cf. Rom 12:6; 1 Pet 4:10).  The Apostleôs change in 

terms is intentional and s ignificant.   

Accordingly, as L. T. Johnson had written above, ñHe [Paul] 

begins by reminding them that there is a difference between  

pneumatika , which can refer to any sort of ñspiritual phenomenon,ò 

and charismata , the term Paul uses for the gifts given by the Holy 

Spirit.ò  
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B)  Not All ñTonguesò are Christian:  the unknown 
glosse  vs. the Christian glossais  

 

Many NT scholars have recognized the fact that the Apostle is 

attempting to distinguish unknown spiritual manifestations and 

authentic Christian o nes in 1 Corinthians 12 -14 by using the terms 

pneumatikon and charisma respectively.  What is not as commonly 

recognized is that he would seem to be intending the same 

throughout chapter 14 with a conspicuous changing back and forth 

between ña tongue ò (glo sse, singular in the Greek), and ñtongues ò 

(glossais , plural in the Greek).   

In fact, it is rather surprising to us why so few even ask the 

question as to why the Apostle conspicuously alternates the terms.  

His use of ña tongue [ glosse]ò is conspicuous because the real gift 

of tongues is referred to with the Greek plural glossais (ñtongues ò) 

everywhere else in the NT, implying that ña tongue ò is something 

different.  

For example, we read in Mark 16:17 ñAnd these signs will 

accompany those who believe:  In My name they will drive 

out demons; they will speak in new tongues .ò  This is a clear 

reference to the real gift of speaking in foreign human languages 

and the plural ñtongues  (glossais )ò is used.   

Likewise, when the gift of tongues is referred to in Acts, without 

exception the plural Greek glossais is used.  Its first occurrence is 

described as follows: ñAll of them were filled with the Holy 

Spirit and began to speak in other tongues [ glossais : 

ñlanguagesò] as the Spirit [miraculously] enabled them ò (Acts 

2:4).  Accordingly, those hearing it exclaimed, ñwe hear them 

declaring the wonders of God in our own tongues! [ glossais ]ò 

(Acts 2:11).   

Here we see the reason that the real gift was referred to as  

ñtongues [ glossais ]ò in the plural.  The real gift was the miraculous 

ability to speak foreign human languages the speaker did not know.  

Accordingly, in its second occurrence, Luke records that the 

disciples heard the first Gentile Christians, ñspeaking in tongues 

[ glossais ] and praising God ò (Acts 10:46).  In the final reference 

to the gift of tongues in Acts, Luke records that some unsaved 

disciples of John the Baptist, ñspoke in tongues [ glossais ] and 

prophesied ò (Acts 19:6).   

Therefore, we are not su rprised that when we turn to 1 

Corinthians, that the first five times the Apostle speaks of the 

tongues phenomenon in question, he is clearly speaking of the 

Christian variety and he only uses the plural form of ñtongues ò 

(glossais ) to do so.  In 12:10 he describes the authentic Christian 

gift as ñspeaking in different kinds of tongues  [ glossais , 
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plural].ò  In 12:28 he labels the gift, ñspeaking in different kinds 

of tongues [ glossais ],ò again using the plural form.  In 12:30 he is 

again clearly referring t o the gift and asks, ñAll do not speak in 

tongues [ glossais ] do they? ò  In 13:1, he again refers to the 

Christian gift as being able to ñspeak in the tongues [ glossais ] of 

men .ò  And in 13:8, when he says, ñwhere there are tongues 

[ glossais ] , they will be stilled ò he is again referring to the 

Christian gift.  

Therefore, we should take special notice when we come to 1 

Corinthians 14 and the Apostle writes:  

Anyone who speaks in a tongue  [ glosse ; singular]  does 

not speak to men. . . .  Indeed, no one understand s him; 

he utters mysteries with his spirit [not the Holy Spirit] . . . 

.  He who speaks in a tongue  [ glosse ; singular] edifies 

himself .  (1 Cor 14:2 -3)  

 

What we should notice is that the Apostle is obviously no longer 

speaking about the authentic Christian gift of tongues.  This is not 

only because the ñtongue ò phenomena he speaks of has 

completely different attributes than the biblical gift of tongues, but 

because he has conspicuously switched to a different Greek term to 

refer to this phenomena.  

More speci fically, when the Apostle has something suspicious or 

negative to say about the phenomena occurring in Corinth, he uses 

the singular ña tongue ò throughout 1 Corinthians 14.  On the other 

hand, every time the Apostle has something clearly positive to say, 

he uses the plural term ñtongues .ò   

Accordingly, the Apostle says, ñAnyone who speaks in (an 

ñunknown,ò possibly pagan) tongue [ glosse ]  . . . no one 

understands him (v. 2)  . . . [and he]  edifies himself ò (v. 4), and 

his ñmind is unfruitful ò (v. 14).  But then he says, ñI thank God I 

speak in tongues [ glossais , the authentic Christian gift] more 

than all of you ò (v. 18).  Is the Apostle saying he thanks God that 

he habitually practices a self -edifying and mindless pattern of 

speech that no one understands?  Not at all.  The Greek term glosse 

throughout the passage never automatically refers to the Christian 

gift, but an ñunknownò utterance that may be the pagan practice of 

obscure, meaningless utterances.  

This point is supported by the fact that in 1 Corinth ians 14, 

when the biblical gift of tongues is clearly and unreservedly 

mentioned in the most positive terms, the Apostle returns to the 

Greek term glossais  which he used in chapters 12 -13 and which 

Luke used throughout Acts.  In 14:5 he says, ñI wish that you all 

spoke in tongues [ glossais ],ò and in 14:18 he says, ñI thank God 

that I speak in tongues [ glossais ]  more than all of you .ò  In a 
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clear reference to the gift in 14:21, he quotes Isaiah using 

ñtongues [ glossais ]ò in the Greek plural.   

Likewise, in 1 4:22 he makes the most definitive statement in 

the whole passage regarding the authentic gift and says, ñTongues 

[ glossais ] are a sign . . . for unbelievers ò again using the Greek 

plural.  Likewise, in 14:39 he says, ñdo not forbid to speak in 

tongues  [ glo ssais],ò obviously referring to the authentic Christian 

gift.  

However, when the Apostle says something apprehensive or 

even negative about spontaneous utterances in the assembly, it 

would seem he turns to the singular glosse ña tongue .ò  

Accordingly, the A postle says in 14:2, ñAnyone who speaks in 

tongue [ glosse ] does not speak to men [unlike how the gift 

operated in Acts]  . . . no one understands him; he utters 

mysteries [like the pagans do] with his spirit  [ Not the Holy 

Spirit].   

In 14:4 he says ñHe who speaks in a tongue [ glosse ] edifies 

himself ò unlike any Christian spiritual gift is to operate.  In 14:9 

Paul points out if someone speaks in a tongue that does not have 

ñintelligible words ò they ñwill  just  be speaking to the air .ò   

Because no one can kno w the contents or source of an 

incoherent utterance, nor does it edify anybody, in 14:13 the 

Apostle says, ñanyone who speaks in a tongue should pray 

that he may interpret .ò  In 14:14 he says, ñIf I pray in a 

tongue [ glosse ] my mind is unfruitful , which is  not good, and 

therefore it is something Paul will not do, but rather, he says, ñI 

will  [at the same time] also pray with my mind .ò  We note as 

well that the Holy Spirit is never mentioned in conjunction with the 

ñtongueò phenomenon, but always merely the human spirit (cf. 

14:2, 14).  

Additional reasons for believing that the Apostle, 1) introduces 

the term ña tongue [ glosse],ò and 2) intentionally differentiates it 

from ñtongues ò [glossais ] are the following.  First of all, it is 

important to keep in mind t he religious context of the Apostleôs 

discussion of tongues.  He and the Corinthians are well aware of the 

common practice in the pagan temples of publicly uttering obscure 

speech as a way of demonstrating spirituality.   

If we accept the probability that this pagan variety of prayer 

was occurring in the Corinthian assembly then we can be sure that 

the Apostle would desire to identify and exclude it in some way.  It 

is suggested here that he does this by referring to the authentic 

Christian gift invariably with the plural ñtongues ò [glossais ] and to 

everything else with the singular ña tongue  [ glosse].ò   

Secondly, it has already been pointed out that there are 

obviously two different tongues phenomena being addressed in 1 
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Corinthians 14.  In verse 2 the Apo stle says, ñanyone who speaks 

in a tongue (glosse, singular, ñunknownò possibly pagan variety) 

does not speak to men. . . .  Indeed, no one understands 

him .ò  But then a few verses later the Apostle says, ñTongues 

(glossais , plural, Christian variety)  . . . are a (miraculous public) 

sign . . . for unbeliever ò (v. 22).  It would seem impossible to 

suggest that a private ñprayerò in an incoherent tongue could be a 

miraculous ñsign . . . for  unbelievers .ò  Therefore, in the Apostleôs 

desire to contrast the pag an tongue prayer from the Christian gift of 

tongues, he not only repeatedly describes them differently, but uses 

different Greek terms to refer to them.  

More specifically, it is suggested that whenever we encounter 

glosse in this chapter, it needs to be i nterpreted as an ñunknownò 

tongue utterance, and cannot be interpreted automatically or 

necessarily as the authentic Christian gift of tongues.  The term 

ñunknown tongueò comes from the KJV.  Its translators apparently 

recognized the significance of these two different terms and 

translated glosse  as ñan unknown tongue ò (italics in translation) 

and glossais , simply as ñtongues ò or languages throughout 1 

Corinthians 14. 7  An ñunknownò tongue in 1 Corinthians 14 simply 

means that because it was not yet interp reted, it was impossible to 

discern if it was the mere gibberish of pagan tongue prayer, or the 

miraculous and meaningful speech in a real human language that 

was the Christian gift of tongues.  

It should not surprise us that the plural glossais would refe r to 

the authentic gift of tongues and glosse would not.  As 

demonstrated elsewhere, the gift of speaking in tongues clearly 

involved the ability to speak in many different human languages (cf. 

Acts 2:5 -12). 8  However, obscure sounds that have no 

ñdistinc tion ò (1 Cor 14:7), are unrecognizable (14:8), not 

ñintelligible ò (14:9), and not human language at all, could not be 

distinguished into different languages (tongues) and could be 

lumped together as a single ñtongueò because it all sounds the 

same.  

It is s uggested here then that careful study of 1 Corinthians 14 

reveals  1) The Greek singular glosse (ña tongue ò) can always  be 

interpreted as an incoherent tongue utterance that may either be 

pagan or Christian, but is ñunknownò until it is miraculously 

interpreted, 9 and 2) The plural Greek glossais , (ñtonguesò) can 

always  be interpreted as the authentic Christian gift of mir aculously 

speaking in foreign human languages, but which may not have the 

intended effect if not also miraculously interpreted.  This will be 

demonstrated in the following chapters.  

It should be repeated here that glosse (singular ñtongue ò) 

cannot be assum ed to always be referring necessarily to only pagan 
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tongues, but simply unknown tongues.  For example, Dr. MacArthur 

says, ñApparently the apostle used the singular form to indicate the 

counterfeited gift and the plural to indicate the true.ò 10   The latter  

part of his statement is true, but the first part regarding glosse  is 

perhaps too simplistic.  

Throughout 1 Corinthians 14 the Apostle recognizes that even 

something uttered in ñan unknown tongueò may turn out to be 

coming from the true gift, and recogniz ed as such, after a 

legitimate and miraculous interpretation is given and the utterance 

is found to contain meaningful Christian content.  For example, we 

read in 1 Corinthians 14:26 -28:  

When you assemble, each one has a psalm, has a 

teaching, has a revelation, has a [unknown]  tongue [that 

needs interpretation to know what it is] , has an 

interpretation.  Let all things be done for edification.  If 

anyone speaks in a [unknown] tongue, it sh ould be by 

two or at the most three, and each in turn, and one 

must interpret ; but if there is no interpreter, he must 

keep silent in the church.  (NASB)  

 

This is because neither Paul nor the Corinthians can know the 

source of the unknown tongue utterance u nless it is interpreted.  

Accordingly, even here the singular glosse refers to an unknown 

utterance that may pagan or Christian, and must be interpreted to 

know.  Otherwise, the Apostle did not want the utterance spoken, 

because no one could know what the utterance was.  

Nonetheless, even though the Apostleôs use of glosse ñunknown 

tongueò cannot be automatically interpreted as the pagan variety, it 

is significant that the Apostleôs descriptions of such utterances in 

ñan unknown tongueò (glosse ) often descri be the obscure, self -

centered pagan variety of tongue prayer that the Corinthians were 

accustomed to.  Unfortunately, however, the absence of 

interpretation would also leave an authentic utterance of the gift of 

tongues under the same suspicion as the paga n tongues.  

Additionally, it will be pointed out in the next chapter that none 

of the references to an unknown ñtongue ò in 1 Corinthians 14 were 

intended by the Apostle to legitimize the obscure, private, self -

centered, and empty variety of pagan ñtongue prayer,ò as a 

legitimate additional variety of the miraculous, public, and 

meaningful gift of tongues that operated in Acts as ña sign . . . for 

unbelievers ò (1 Cor 14:22).     

In essence, then, it will be demonstrated that the verses that 

our glossaist  brot hers and sisters habitually use to support their 

version of tongues is actually referring to a practice of pagan 

ñtongue prayer,ò not Christian tongues.  And it is not surprising, 
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then, that todayôs phenomenon does not reflect the attributes of the 

authent ic gift of miraculously speaking in real human foreign 

languages, but rather the obscure, self - centered, meaningless 

utterances practiced by pagans both then and today. 11   

At this point we offer the following excerpt of 1 Corinthians 14 

from the NASB. 12   Remember it is written to a church filled with 

people who have been converted out of pagan worship, some of 

whom had probably experienced the pagan practice of ñtongue 

prayer,ò and no doubt were continuing to do so in the Corinthian 

church.  We take the lib erty of inserting ñunknownò at every 

reference to glosse,  ña tongue ò in the singular.  

Additionally, it is suggested that you interpret every reference to 

ñtongues ò plural as the authentic gift of miraculously speaking in 

human foreign languages.  No doubt  such an exercise will clarify the 

passage, and the following study as well.  Hopefully it will be 

abundantly clear that the Apostle is not  intending to introduce or 

legitimize a new or additional gift of tongues, especially one that 

was precisely like the  pagan variety practiced in Corinth.  His 

purpose is to eliminate, or at least sideline the pagan practice of 

ñtongue prayer,ò while leaving room for the Christian sign gift of 

miraculously speaking in real human foreign languages to operate if 

and when it  is present.  He accomplishes this by demanding 

miraculous and legitimate interpretation of any utterance in an 

ñunknownò tongue. 

 
1Pursue love, yet desire earnestly spiritual  gifts,  but 

especially that you may prophesy.   2For one who speaks in a 

[unknown]  tongue does not speak to men but to [ God 
13

] ; for 

no one understands, but in  his  spirit he speaks mysteries.   

3But one who prophesies speaks to men for edification and 

exhortation and consolation.   4One who speaks in a [unknown]  

tongue edifies himself; but  one who prophesies edifies the 

church.   5Now I wish that you all spoke in [the gift of] 

tongues, but  even  more that you would prophesy; and 

greater is one who prophesies than one who speaks in [the 

gift of] tongues, unless he interprets, so that the churc h may 

receive edifying.  
6But now, brethren, if I come to you speaking in [the gift 

of] tongues, what will I profit you unless I speak to you 

either by way of revelation or of knowledge or of prophecy 

or of teaching?   7Yet  even  lifeless things, either flute  or harp, 

in producing a sound, if they do not produce a distinction in 

the tones, how will it be known what is played on the flute or 

on the harp?   8For if the bugle produces an indistinct sound, 

who will prepare himself for battle?   9So also you, unless you 
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utter by the tongue speech that is clear, how will it be 

known what is spoken?  For you will be speaking into the 

air.   

10 There are, perhaps, a great many kinds of languages in 

the world, and no  kind  is without meaning.   11 If then I do not 

know the mea ning of the language, I will be to the one who 

speaks a barbarian, and the one who speaks will be a 

barbarian to me.   12 So also you, since you are zealous of 

spiritual  gifts,  seek to abound for the edification of the 

church.  
13 Therefore let one who speaks in a [unknown]  tongue pray 

that he may interpret.   14 For if I pray in a [unknown]  tongue, 

my spirit prays, but my mind is unfruitful.   15 What is  the 

outcome  then? I will pray with the spirit and I will pray with 

the mind also; I will sing with the spirit and I will sing with 

the mind also.   16 Otherwise if you bless in the spirit  only,  

how will the one who fills the place of the ungifted say the 

ñAmenò at your giving of thanks, since he does not know 

what you are saying?   17 For y ou are giving thanks well 

enough, but the other person is not edified.   18 I thank God, I 

speak in [the gift of] tongues more than you all;   19 however, in 

the church I desire to speak five words with my mind so that 

I may instruct others also, rather than t en thousand words 

in a [unknown]  tongue.  
20 Brethren, do not be children in your thinking; yet in evil 

be infants, but in your thinking be mature.   21 In the Law it is 

written, ñBY MEN OF STRANGE TON GUES AND BY THE LIPS  OF 

STRANGERS I  WILL SPEAK TO THIS P EOP LE,  AND EVEN SO THEY WIL L NOT 

LISTEN TO ME,ò says the Lord.  22 So then [the gift of] tongues 

are for a sign, not to those who believe but to unbelievers; 

but prophecy  is for a sign , not to unbelievers but to those 

who believe.    

23 Therefore if the whole ch urch assembles together and 

all speak in [the gift of] tongues, and ungifted men or 

unbelievers enter, will they not say that you are mad?   24 But 

if all prophesy, and an unbeliever or an ungifted man enters, 

he is convicted by all, he is called to account by all;   25 the 

secrets of his heart are disclosed; and so he will fall on his 

face and worship God, declaring that God is certainly among 

you.  
26 What is  the outcome  then, brethren? When you 

assemble, each one has a psalm, has a teaching, has a 

revelation, has a [unknown]  tongue, has an interpretation. Let 

all things be done for edification.   27 If anyone speaks in a 

[unknown]  tongue,  it should be  by two or at the most  three, 
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and  each  in turn, and one must interpret;   28 but if there is no 

interpreter, he must keep silent in the church; and let him 

speak to himself and to God.   29 Let two or three prophets 

speak, and let the others pass judgment.   30 But if a 

revelation is  made to another who is seated, the first one 

must keep silent.   31 For you can all prophesy one by one, so 

that all may learn and all may be exhorted;   32 and the spirits 

of prophets are subject to prophets;   33 for God is not  a God  of 

confusion but of peace , as in all the churches of the saints.  
34 The women are to keep silent in the churches; for they 

are not permitted to speak, but are to subject themselves, 

just as the Law also says.   35 If they desire to learn anything, 

let them ask their own husbands at h ome; for it is improper 

for a woman to speak in church.   36 Was it from you that the 

word of God  first  went forth?  Or has it come to you only?  
37 If anyone thinks he is a prophet or spiritual, let him 

recognize that the things which I write to you are the L ordôs 

commandment.   38 But if anyone does not recognize  this , he  is 

not recognized.  
39 Therefore, my brethren, desire earnestly to prophesy, 

and do not forbid to speak in [the gift of] tongues.   40 But all 

things must be done properly and in an orderly manner . 

 

 

 

 

Extras & Endnotes  

 

 

Gauging Your Grasp  

 

8)  What did we claim was the significance of the use of pneumatika  

and charismata  throughout 1 Corinthians 12 -14?  Do you agree 

or disagree and why?  

 

9)  What did we claim was the significance of the use of ñtongues 

[ glossais ] and  ñtongue [ glossa],ò throughout 1 Corinthians 12-

14?  Do you agree or disagree and why?  
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Publications & Particulars  
                                                           
1 There is admittedly some disagreement here as to whether the Apostle 
intended the word to mean ñspiritual thingsò (neuter form) or ñspiritual 
peopleò (masculine form).  The context allows for either and the 
difference has some bearing on the meaning of th e whole passage.   

Gordon Fee says:  

The certain use of the neuter plural [ñthingsò] in 14:1 in the 
imperative ñBe zealous for [spiritual things] . . . has caused most 
commentators to opt for [the neuter form, ñthingsò instead of 
ñpeopleò in 12:1]. . . .  If so, then both here and in 14:1 the better 

translation might be ñthe things of the Spirit,ò which would refer to 
spiritual manifestations ò (The First Epistle to the Corinthians  (NICNT ) 

(Eerdmans, 1987),  576, underlining added).   
Further proof is that it is certainly in the neuter form in 14:12 which 

refers directly back to 12:1.  Finally, the NIDNTT  also lists it as a neuter 
noun here in 12:1.   

However, although the primary thrust of the word here would seem to 
be ñspiritual manifestations,ò obviously those manifestations come 
through people.  As Dr. Collins comments:  

The parallelism with 12:4 and 14:1 suggests that it is preferable to take 
pneumatikon  as connoting spiritual phenomena [rather than people].  

The difference between the two understandings is relatively minor.  
People of the Spirit participate in spiritual phenomena ( New 
International Dictionary of New Testament Theology (NIDNTT ), Colin 
Bro wn, ed., 4 vols., (Zondervan, 1986), 447)  

2 NIDNTT, 3:706.  We believe Dr. MacArthur errs when he says, ñExcept in 

Ephesians 6:12, the word spiritual [pneumatika] is always used in the 
New Testament of that which is in some way related to the Holy Spiritò (1 
Corinthians , 282).  This would not seem true, and in 1 Corinthians. 12 -14 
Paul does not make such an assumption.  

3 NIDNTT , 3:707 (underlining added for emphasis).  

4 L. T. Johnson Religious Experience in Earliest Christianity: A Missing 

Dimension in New Testament Studies  [Augsburg Fortress, 1998], 121 -2.  
It is unfortunate that while Dr. Johnson recognizes the differentiation 
between pneumatika and charismata , he misses the distinction between 
glossa and glossais , resulting, it would seem, in some unneces sary 
confusion on his part (Ibid.).  

5 Raymond F. Collins, 1 Corinthians  (Sacra Pagina, 1999), 450, 452, n. 4.  
Underlining added.   

6 Another indication that pneumatikon and charisma may not be 

synonymous in the Apostleôs mind is the fact that he uses them side by 
side in Romans 1:11 when he writes: ñI long to see you so that I may 
impart to you some spiritual [ pneumatikon ] gift [ charisma ] to make 
you strong ò.  If the words meant the exact same thing to the Apostle, or 
if pneumatikon automatically referred to spiritual gifts, the addition of 
charisma here would seem redundant.   
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7 With the exception of 14:26.  

8 For discussion of the fact that the real gift of tongues involved real human 
languages see chapter 12.2.  

9 The only exception in 1 Corinthians 14 to ña tongue ò referring to an 
obscure utterance with an unknown source would seem to be v. 9 where 
it refers to a personôs physical tongue.  

10  John MacArthur, 1 Corinthians (Moody Press, 1984), 373.  

11  Thomas Edgar goes to great length to prove that even the obscure 

ñtongueò mentioned in 1 Corinthians 14 is the real gift of tongues and 
therefore a real human language (139 -150).  Thus, his conclusion, ñThere 
is only one kind of tongues in the New Testame nt, the miraculous ability 
to speak in foreign human languagesò (Satisfied by the Promise of the 
Spirit [Kregel, 1996], 150).   

Once again, not even the Apostle Paul would have presumed or could 
have known that an unknown, uninterpreted tongue utterance wa s a real 
human language and therefore the real gift, especially in the religious 
context of the day.  Therefore, the lack of distinction between the 
unknown tongue ( glosse ) and the gift of tongues ( glossais )  makes Dr. 
Edgarôs interpretation of 1 Corinthians 12 -14 rather incomplete, often 

confusing, and overall misguided in our opinion.  This is perhaps our 

greatest critique of Dr. Edgarôs otherwise very good book.  
Perhaps Dr. Edgar is motivated by the fact that the practice of ñpraying 
in a tongueò in the Greek mystery religions, has been used by liberal 
scholars to attack the Bible.  Accordingly, Joseph Dillow writes:  

It is important to note that the ecstatic utterance view came with the 
advent of the denial of the supernatural and the higher criticism 
against the Bible in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.  The 

critics attempted to identify the tongues speaking of I Corinthians 14 
totally with the psychological pagan tongue speaking of the mystery 
religions.  Their motivations were to remove the sup ernatural out of 

the Bible. ( Speaking in Tongues  [Zondervan, 1975],15)  
Contrary to liberal scholars we do not believe that the biblical gift was 

the same as the pagan practice, but was in fact miraculous.   

The widely recognized NT Greek expert Spiros Zodh iates says much in 
agreement with our view of 1 Corinthians 14 in his book, Speaking in 
Tongues and Public Worship:  An Exegetical Commentary on First 
Corinthians Fourteen (AMG, 1998).  This includes one of the few who 
recognize the importance of the Apost leôs alternating use of glossa and 
glossais (cf. 69).  However, the book is rather surfacy, and rarely 
sufficiently defends its points particularly against the complex arguments 

of contemporary glossaism . 

12  The NAS, NIV, KJV, NKJV, PME, and RSV translation s also accurately 
reflect the distinction between glosse and glossais .  However, the way in 
which several modern translations interpret the Greek in 1 Corinthians 14 
is very unfortunate and misleading.  The NLT, for example, uses the 
plural ñtonguesò throughout, mistranslating the singular glosse , and 
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resulting in, ñif your gift (not in the Gk.) is the ability to speak in 
tongues (sing. Gk. glosse )  you will be talking to God and not to 
people ò (v. 2) and ñA person who speaks in tongues (sing. Gk. 
glosse )  is  strengthened personally in the Lord ò (14:4; cf. v. 13, 14).   

The Jerusalem Bible also takes the liberty of erroneously translating the 
sing. Gk. glosse as ñthe gift of tongues .ò  The popular Message 
paraphrase puts it: ñIf you praise him in the private l anguage of 

tongues  (sing. Gk. glosse ) God understands you but no one else 
does, for you are sharing intimacies just between you and him ò 
(v. 2) and ñThe one who prays using a private ñprayer languageò 

(glosse )  certainly gets a lot out of it . . . ò   
Althou gh we know differently, one might assume some glossaist  

conspiracy on the part of these translators by virtue of the glowing terms 

used to describe a Greek word ( glosse ) that 1st century inhabitants of 
Corinth simply understood as potentially incoherent gi bberish commonly 
practiced in their pagan temples.  It should be remembered that these 
quotes are not the opinion of some commentator but, rather, what many 
Christians are reading for Scripture.  This is not to condemn these 
translations entirely as they a re very helpful in some cases.  This is just 
not one of them.  The CEV, NCV, and TEV contain the same inaccuracies.  

13  We recognize that the Apostleôs statement that the unknown tongue 

utterance is ñto God ò (v. 2, 28) strongly suggests a different kind of gift 
of tongues than described in Acts and by the Apostle in verse 22.  Before 
drawing any conclusions about such statements, we would encourage the 
reader to consider our explanation of these statements in the next 
chapter 12.9.  
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Primary Points  

¶ The only reason the Apostle says those who utter something in 

an incoherent tongue do so to God is, as he says, ñbecause no 

one  [else] understands ò and only God knows what it is (14:2). 

¶ This is supported by the Apostleôs statement a few verses later 

that those who pray in an incoherent tongue ñwill just be 

speaking to the air ò (v. 9). 

¶ No one could know if such an utterance was to God because 

those listening do ñnot know what you are saying ò (v. 17), or 

to whom you are saying it.  

¶ We would ask why does God need to hear ñmysteries ò from a 

human?  

¶ It is revealing that the Apostle says that the speaker of an 

incoherent utterance does it merely ñin his spirit ,ò (v.2) instead 

of the Holy Spirit.   

¶ In fact, while glossaists  wish to continually insert a mention of 

the Holy  Spirit in 1 Corinthians 14, the Apostle never  does, 

always intentionally speaking of the human seat of emotion in 

regards to speaking in an unknown tongue.  

¶ Whatever ñpraying in a tongueò is, its uninterpreted version is 

very inferior in spiritual v alue to speaking edifying words to 

people.  Would the Apostle really be so down on an intimate 

form of prayer to God?  Not likely.   

¶ Perhaps the real reason the Apostle says that a meaningless 

utterance in a tongue is ñto God ,ò is to remind them that God 

will hold them accountable for such utterances, even the empty 

praise of a tongue.  Which is unfortunate because no one can 

know what is even in such prayers.  The Apostle is warning them 

that God will know if they are faking some kind of spiritual gift 

the y really donôt possess. 

¶ Glossaists  make the demeaning and divisive claim from their 

interpretation of 1 Corinthians 14 that they alone have a gift 

from God that enables them to pursue fellowship with the 

Father, and spiritual edification and power in a way  that other 

Christians cannot.  
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1 Corinthians 14 is one of the most difficult passages in the NT 

to interpret.  Hopefully, the points made in the previous chapters 

will help us in correctly understanding it.  At this point it is 

necessary to revisit some  of the verses in this passage that are not 

only difficult to understand, but that are commonly used in 

glossaism  for biblical justification of a ñprivate prayer languageò 

version of the gift of speaking in tongues.   

Such a view was practically unheard of  for at least 1900 years of 

Christianity.  Nonetheless, the Evangelical Free pastor and ardent 

glossaist Doug Bannister has written, ñI am personally indebted to 

the charismatic movement for dusting off I Corinthians 12 -14.ò 1  

On the contrary, we believe a great deal of proof texting has 

occurred in order to justify the tongues phenomenon that has arisen 

relatively very recently in Church history, and in the process, the 

passage has been horribly obscured.  We hope the following will 

bring clarity to this passage of Scripture.  

 

 

A)  Biblical Problems with Praying in a Tongue  
 

In 1 Corinthians 14:1 -2 the Apostle writes:  

Pursue love, yet desire earnestly [pneumatika: ñspiritual 

things] ,  but especially that you may prophesy.  For [gar 

ñbecauseò] one who [lalƬn: ñutters somethingò 2]  in [an 

unknown]  tongue [glosse] does not speak to men but to 

God; for [gar ñbecauseò] no one understands, but in  his  

spirit he speaks mysteries.   

 

Obviously, many have supported their practice of a ñprivate 

prayer languageò with this statement.  However, it is important to 

remember what we have learned in the previous chapters from the 

contexts and the Greek text of 1 Corinthians 14.   

First of all, we notice that for the first time in this letter the 

Apostle has switched from the use of glossais, which invariably 

describes the gift of tongues, to glosse, which, as demonstrated 

elsewhere, refers to the ñunknownò tongue being spoken in the 

Corinthian c ongregation. 3  It is the ñunknownò utterance that 

sounds no different from the pagan variety of praying in a ñtongueò 

common in the Corinthian mystery religions, but which may be 

revealed as an utterance produced by the gift of tongues if it is 

miraculous ly interpreted.  In fact, the Apostle clearly describes this 

utterance of a ñtongue ò as ñunknownò when he says, ñno one 

understands ò it and the person is uttering ñmysteries .ò  It is 

indeed ñunknown.ò  
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Secondly, why does the Apostle say it is spoken ñto Go d?ò 4  He 

clearly tells us in this very verse.  The only reason the Apostle gives 

for saying that such an utterance is to God is because only the 

omnipotent God knows what the obscure utterance is.  It is that 

simple.  The Apostleôs use of gar (ñbecauseò) here is significant in 

that it is ña conjunction used to express cause, explanation.ò 5  

Therefore, it becomes obvious that the Apostle himself is explaining 

that an incoherent utterance spoken in an ñunknownò ñtongue ò is 

ñto God because  [and only because]  no one [else] understands ò 

what the person is saying.  He never intended to say more than 

that. 6   

This view is clearly supported when a few verses later the 

Apostle makes an almost identical statement and says:  ñUnless 

you speak intelligible words with  your tongue, how will 

anyone know what you are saying?  You will just be 

speaking to the air ò (v. 9).  Here, the Apostle does not add the 

idea that an obscure utterance is ñto God ò as he did in verse 2.  In 

verse 9, he simply says that such a thing is lik e ñspeaking to the 

air .ò   

Accordingly, John Calvin (1509 -1564) commented on the ñone 

who [utters something]  in [an unknown]  tongue ò as one who, 

ñpreaches to himself and to the walls.ò 7  This parallel statement in 

verse 9 concerning the effect of an incoherent utterance should cast 

some doubt on the glossaists ô insistence that the Apostle is talking 

about a meaningful private prayer language to God in verse 2, for 

he certainly is not in verse 9.   

We recognize that glossaists  will understandably insist we are 

not making enough of the statement in verse 2 that the utterance 

in a tongue is ñto God ,ò but neither do they give proper value to 

the Apostleôs description of the very same thing in verse 9 as 

merely ñspeaking to the air .ò  At least we are attempting to 

reconcile these two statements, whereas we have never read an 

explanation, or even a recognition within glossaism  of the Apostleôs 

description of praying in a tongue in verse 9.  

Thir dly, it is far too much to assume that an obscure utterance 

is necessarily a prayer to God.  Throughout Scripture, the authentic 

Christian gift of tongues is described as speaking in tongues, not 

praying in a tongue.  And again, it is ñto God ò only because He is 

the only one who would know what it is.  We repeat, there is no 

way the Apostle, or any human, could know with absolute certainty, 

that the obscure utterance they were hearing was a prayer directed 

to God.  The Apostle admits this a few verses later  when he says:  

If you are praising [ñGodò is not in the Greek and only an 

assumption!  8] [only]  with your  spirit [not the Holy Spirit, 

and in an unknown tongue] , how can one who finds 
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himself among those who do not understand say 

ñAmenò to your thanksgiving, since he does not know 

what you are saying  [or to whom youôre saying it]?  You 

may  be giving thanks well enough, but the other man is 

not edified . (14:16 -17)  

 

 The NIVôs insertion of ñGod ò is erroneous and misleading, again 

because no one could know th is because the utterance is not 

understood.  The NIVôs insertion of ñmay ò is important and should 

not go unnoticed (cf. RSV, NRSV, ESV, NCV).  While it is not in the 

Greek text, it would seem demanded by the context.  If someone 

ñdoes not know what you are  saying ò then there is no possible 

way that any human could know that the utterance was a prayer to 

God.  Here is where glossaist teachers consistently contradict 

themselves.  For example, we had earlier quoted Gordon Fee 

stating in reference to 1 Corinthi ans 12:1 -3:    

Most likely, therefore, he [the Apostle] is reminding them of 

what they well know, that in some of the [pagan mystery] 

cults, ñinspired utterancesò were part of the worship. . . .  If 

so, then [the Apostleôs] concern is to establish early on, as v. 

3 seems to corroborate, that it is not ñinspired speechò as such 

that is evidence of the Spirit .  They had already known that 

phenomenon as pagans.  Rather, what counts is the intelligible 

and Christian content of such utterances . 9 

 

Here, the Pent ecostal expositor is rightly expressing the fact 

that the source of any incoherent utterance can only be known by 

the ñcontent of such utterances.ò  Yet, when this gifted scholar 

comments on 1 Corinthians 14:2, he would seem to completely 

forget this truth  and merely assumes what he wants, but cannot 

honestly do so.  He writes:  

The content of such utterances [that ñno one understands ò] 

is ñmysteriesò spoken ñby the [Holy] Spirit.ò . . .  [I]t carries 

here the sense of that which lies outside the understandi ng, 

both for the speaker and the hearer. 10  

 

Likewise, Dr. Feeôs translation of 1 Corinthians 14:16 is, ñYou, to 

be sure, are giving thanks well enoughò is too presumptuous.  While 

he rightly admits with the Apostle in 12:1 -3 that no human can 

know if somet hing is of the Holy Spirit apart from its ñintelligible 

and Christian content,ò he denies the need for such a thing here, 

erroneously assuming that the obscure utterance is from the Holy 

Spirit.  

Fourth, we notice that the Apostle says this person that utte rs 

something in an unknown tongue ñspeaks mysteries [mysteria].ò  
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We have demonstrated elsewhere that this is a bad thing, not a 

good thing. 11   Not only because this would seem to be a direct 

reference to practices in the pagan mystery religions, but becau se a 

ñsecretò and unspoken mystery as described here is not Christian.  

ñMysteries ò in a Christian context were to be proclaimed to others 

for their benefit, such as through the gift of prophecy.  To withhold 

a mystery, as was done in the pagan cults, and similarly by one 

who speaks in an unknown tongue was a pagan practice, not a 

Christian one.   

Someone might object that the Apostle says these ñmysteries ò 

are spoken to the Christian God and therefore does not have a 

pagan or negative connotation.  We would  ask why does God need 

to hear ñmysteries ò from a human?  Is the human revealing 

something to God?  Mysteries were from God to a person, and the 

Corinthians knew that.  It would seem to be yet another way that 

the Apostle is communicating the uselessness and absurdity of such 

a practice, and relating it to the worship found in the Greek mystery 

religions.  

Fifth, the fact that the Apostle says in 14:2 that the speaker of 

the incoherent utterance does it merely ñin his spirit ,ò instead of 

the Holy Spirit, is intentional on his part and revealing.  In fact, 

while glossaists  wish to continually insert a mention of the Holy 

Spirit in 1 Corinthians 14, the Apostle never does, always 

intentionally speaking of the human seat of emotion in regards to 

speaking in an unknown tongue (cf. 14:2, 14, 15, 32). 12    

The Greek word  here in 14:2 for ñspirit ò is the common pneuma 

which can either be translated with a small ñsò or a capital ñSò 

depending, again, on the context.  The NASB, NIV, KJV, NKJV, PME, 

and JB translate it ñspirit,ò whereas what could be termed the 

ñlooserò translations (TLB, NLT, CEV, NCV, TEV) have it ñSpirit.ò  It 

would seem certain that in verse 2 ñspirit ò is the most likely 

translation based on the Apostleôs parallel statement in verse 14 

that ñif I pray in [an ñunknownò] tongue [glosse] my  [mou] spirit  

[pneu ma] prays. ò  The Greek text there leaves no doubt that an 

utterance in glosse is merely by the personôs spirit, not the Holy 

Spirit.   

It should be recognized that the human spirit is often 

distinguished from the Holy Spirit in Scripture (cf. Rom 8:16; 

12:11; 1 Cor 2:11; 5:3 -5; 7:34; 14:14 -16, 32; 16:18; 2 Cor 2:13; 

7:1, 13; Gal 6:18; Eph 4:23; Phil 4:23; 1 Thess 5:23; 2 Tim 4:23; 

Plmn 1:25).  13   Therefore, there is no reason to interpret the 

Apostleôs references to ñhis spirit ò (1 Cor 14:2) and ñmy spiri tò 

(14:14 -16) as referring to the Holy Spirit.  14   These are references 

to the human spirit.  
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Thus, the respected Bible scholar Albert Barnes (1798 ï1870) 

wrote concerning 1 Corinthians 14:2:  

The word spirit here ( pneuma ) has been variously 

understood.  Some have understood it of the Holy Spirit ðthe 

Spirit by which Paul says he was actuated.  Others of the 

ñspiritual gift,ò or that spiritual influence by which he was 

endowed.  Others of the mind itself.   

But it is probab le that the word ñspiritò refers to the ñwill;ò or 

to the mind, as the seat of the affections and emotions; that 

is, to the heart, desires, or intentions.  The word ñspiritò is 

often used in the Scriptures as the seat of the affections, and 

emotions, and p assions of various kinds; see  Matt. 5:3, 

ñBlessed are the poor in spirit;ò Luke 10:21, ñJesus rejoiced in 

spirit.ò So it is the seat of ardor or fervor Luke 1:17;  Acts 

18:25;  Rom. 12:11; of grief or indignation;  Mark 3:12;  John 

11:33;  13:21;  Acts 17:16. It  refers also to feelings, 

disposition, or temper of mind, in  Luke 9:55;  Rom. 8:15.  

Here it refers, it seems to me, to the heart, the will, the 

disposition, the feelings, as contradistinguished from the 

understanding. 15  

 

What then is meant in Scripture by the human ñspiritò?.  While 

references to it can refer to various aspects of our ñheart,ò 16   Vineôs 

Expository Dictionary lists a primary one as ñthe sentient element in 

man, that by which he perceives, reflects, feels, desires,ò 17  with 

some uses particula rly including our emotions (cf. Matt 5:3; Luke 

1:47; Acts 17:16).  And this is especially the meaning of the human 

spirit when it is being contrasted with the mind, as it is here.  

Accordingly, Charles Hodge (1797 ï1878) reflected the common 

view of NT scho lars when he wrote:  ñWhen spirit  is to be 

distinguished from the  understanding , it designates the affections 

[i.e. emotional desires].ò 18    

The fact that the Apostle intentionally says those who utter 

something in a ñtongue ò do so merely with their human spirit (i.e. 

emotions) instead of the Holy Spirit should be another clear 

indication that the Apostle is not speaking of the same supernatural 

gift of tongues he had earlier described as a ñmanifestation of the 

[Holy] Spirit ò (12:7), and also as a ñwork of  one and the same 

[Holy] Spirit ò (12:11).  Again, the Apostle will not, and cannot, 

assume that such an ñunknownò utterance is a ñmanifestation ò or 

ñwork ò of the Holy Spirit and neither should we.   

Sixth, one question needing to be asked by those who clai m the 

Apostle Paul is encouraging a ñprivate prayer languageò to God, is 

why wouldnôt such a marvelous practice be at least as great as 

prophecy?  Whatever ñpraying in a tongueò is, its uninterpreted 
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version is very inferior in spiritual value to speaking edifying words 

to people.  Would the Apostle really be so down on an intimate form 

of prayer to God?  Not likely.   

Some may object that the Apostle is saying that prophecy is 

superior only in the assembly, which is the context of 1 Corinthians 

14.  On the  contrary, Paul allows the practice of silently ñpraying in 

a tongueò in the assembly (cf. v. 28), and from the glossaistôs 

perspective, the Apostle is saying such a thing is to be practiced in 

the public assembly, not just privately.  Yet, throughout the 

passage he says time and energy would be better spent in the 

assembly practicing prophecy rather than ñpraying in a tongue.ò  

This, again, is quite odd, if in fact it is a spiritually edifying and 

intimate discourse with God, as glossaist claim.  

The idea o f a  very private, exclusive, superior prayer language 

certainly reflects the values of American individualism, but not 

biblical, others -oriented, communal Christianity.  This, in spite of 

the fact, that in the clearest biblical definition of what the gift was, 

the Apostle tells the individualistic minded Corinthians, ñtongues 

are a [public] sign, not to  [individual] believers, but for 

unbelievers ò (14:22).  And this is precisely how it operated in the 

clearest biblical description we have of the gift (cf. Acts 2:4 -11).   

Contrary to the ñprivate prayer languageò promoted in 

glossaism , Jesus told us to pray communally, addressing God as 

ñOur Father ,ò and asking Him together to ñgive us ,ò ñforgive us ,ò 

and ñlead us .ò  The value of such communal prayer is reflected 

throughout the NT (cf. Matt 18:19 -20; Acts 1:12 -14; 2:42; 4:23 -

31; 12:5; Col 1:9; 4:12 -12; 2 Thess 1:11; 1 Tim 2:8).  For all the 

claims among glossaists  that tongues is the highest form of prayer, 

it is significant that Christ never mentioned it.  

Finally, we suggest there may be another reason that the 

Apostle reminds these Christians that an obscure, meaningless 

utterance is ñto God ò (1 Cor 14:2).  It is to remind them that God 

will hold them accountable for every utterance from their mouth 

and that  all utterances had better be authentic prayer and praise to 

God.  The Apostle is warning them that God will know if they are 

faking some kind of spiritual gift they really donôt possess.  

Accordingly, the following warning from Christ comes to mind:  

[O] ut  of the overflow of the heart the mouth speaks.  

The good man brings good things out of the good stored 

up in him, and the evil man brings evil things out of the 

evil stored up in him [and the empty -minded man brings 

empty things out of the empty -mindednes s in him] .  But I tell 

you that men will have to give account on the day of 

judgment for every [argos: ñuseless, emptyò] word they 

have spoken.  For by your words you will be acquitted, 
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and by your words you will be condemned.  (Matt 12:35 -

36)  

 

It is not ñcarelessò words that Christ is condemning here, as 

many translations erroneously render argos, but rather, ñworthless, 

unfruitful, barrenò 19  utterances that mean nothing.  Therefore, 

when we read that God will hold us accountable for even 

meaningless and b arren utterances to Him, those who pray in a 

meaningless tongue should take notice.   

We are reminded here of the Lordôs rebuke to His people, ñStop 

bringing meaningless offerings!  Your incense [symbolic of 

prayer?] is detestable to Me ò (Isa 1:13).  How can glossaists  

know for sure that the obscure, unintelligible prayers they pray in a 

babble they have merely learned, are not meaningless?  

God says, ñI the LORD  search the heart and examine the 

mind to reward a man according to his conduct ò (Jer 17:10).  

What then does God find in the mind of those who pray in a 

mindless tongue?  Nothing.  And it is not good to come before God 

with empty prayers and praise, which is what empty -minded prayer 

and praise will automatically be.   

The Apostle writes, ñwe must all appear before the 

judgment seat of Christ, that each one may receive what is 

due him for the things done while in the body, whether good 

or bad ò (2 Cor 5:10).  Praying in a meaningless tongue is 

something we do ñin the body ò and it is ñbad ò because it mimics 

ancient and modern practices in pagan religions and offers God an 

empty mind, instead of a worshipful one.  This is precisely why the 

Apostle says in this very passage that he will not pray or sing in a 

mindless, unfruitful tongue, but rather, will pray and praise with his 

spirit and mind so that it is not only meaningful to himself, but to 

God also (cf. v. 14 -15).  

While glossaists  can assume there is something meaningful in 

their meaningless utterances, God knows it is empty and will one 

day expose it as such because ñThere is nothing concealed that 

will not be disclosed, or hidden that will not be made known ò 

(Luke 10:2).  ñThis will take place on the day when God will 

judge menôs secrets through Jesus Christò (Rom 2:16).  If 

those praying meaningle ss, empty things to God do not know it 

now, they will know it on that Day, and we will mourn their loss of 

reward and waste of time, mind, energy, and ñprayerò with them. 

Therefore, if we do not ignore the reason the Apostle gives in 

this very verse, and t he identical description in verse 9, a more 

accurate translation of the Apostleôs statement in 1 Corinthians 

14:2 would be ñone who utters something in the congregation that 
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people canôt understand is just speaking to the air and only God will 

know what it  is.ò 

Unfortunately, our glossaist brothers and sisters read far too 

much into verse 2 that is not there and translate it, ñOne who 

speaks in an incoherent utterance speaks to God because the 

Apostle is introducing a completely different gift of tongues th an 

that described in Acts and which enables a tongue speaker to 

fellowship in a more intimate way with God in a way that other 

Christians cannot.ò  Read that statement again, because it is 

precisely how glossaism  is interpreting the Apostleôs statement.  

The practical and divisive ramifications of such an arrogant claim 

will be discussed next.  

 

 

Pastoral Practices  

 

¶ We see again that the issue of the modern version of tongues is 

not merely a doctrinal one, but a moral one.  If indeed our 

Father does not value empty -minded prayers, which is precisely 

what modern tongues is, then they are indeed at best wasting 

His and their time.  But how dishonoring to our Lord.  Therefore, 

there is some motivation to persuade those in glossaism  of their 

error.  

 

 

B)  Historical Problems with Praying in a Tongue  
 

Church history gives us further proof that our interpretation of 

the above  Scriptures is accurate.  We have no record of any 

respected Church leader ever suggesting that the gift of tongues 

was a private prayer language until the 1900ôs.   

It would seem that the earliest mention of the gift of tongues 

outside of the NT in early Christian literature comes from Irenaeus, 

Bishop of Lyons, who writes (c. 180):  

We do also hear many brethren in the church, who possess 

prophetic gifts, and who through the Spirit speak all kinds of 

languages, and bring to light for the general benefit th e hidden 

things of men, and declare the mysteries of God. 20  

 

Notice that while Irenaeus acknowledges the operation of the 

gift of tongues into the second century, he does not describe it as 

an unintelligible and private prayer language, but as a source of 

divine revelation like prophecy.  

Around the same period, the very influential early Church leader 

Tertullian (c. 160 -225) wrote:  
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[L]et him [the heretic Marcion] produce a psalm, a vision, a 

prayer --  only let it be by the Spirit, in an ecstasy, that is, in  a 

rapture, whenever an interpretation of tongues has occurred 

to him. 21   

 

Again, Tertullian believed the gift of tongues was a source of public 

divine revelation, not a private prayer language.  

Likewise, as discussed further elsewhere, even though the 

second century Montanists were excommunicated from the Church 

for falsely claiming ñcharismaticò gifts, they at least believed that 

the gift of tongues was a source of new divine revelation and never 

spoke of it as a private prayer language. 22   

Finally, as di scussed further elsewhere, it is significant that the 

recognized founder of the modern glossaism  movement, Charles 

Parham, believed the gift was the miraculous ability to speak in a 

foreign human language and never taught that it was a private 

prayer langu age. 23  

 

 

C)  Practical Problems with Praying in a Tongue  
 

Not only have many ignored the many biblical problems with 

interpreting the Apostle as encouraging the pagan practice of 

praying in an obscure, meaningless tongue, but they have also 

ignored the ser ious practical ramifications of such a teaching.  Our 

glossaist friends claim that someone who prays in an incoherent, 

mindless tongue has a gift from God that enables them to pursue 

fellowship and intimacy with God in a way that other Christians 

cannot.  Let us seriously consider the potentially dangerous and 

divisive ramifications of such a teaching, because those advocating 

it, mere practitioners and mighty scholars alike, do not seem to 

seriously consider the dangerous and divisive ramifications of it a t 

all.   

It would be one thing to claim that God would grant a spiritual 

gift especially to you, so that you might serve others in a way those 

without the gift cannot.  And that may be true.  However, it is quite 

another thing to claim, like Professor Stor ms at Wheaton College, 

that God would grant a spiritual gift especially to you in order that 

you can be ñprofoundlyò helped in your ñprayer life,ò deepened in 

your ñintimacy with the Lord Jesus Christ,ò and enhanced in your 

ñzeal and joy in worshipò in a way others without your spiritual gift 

will not be able to. 24    

Let us likewise remember that J. Rodman Williams states in the 

Evangelical Dictionary of Theology that, ñglossolalia is . . . the 

vehicle of communication par excellence between man and God.ò 25   
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There is simply no other way of interpreting this than concluding 

that those who do not have the ñgiftò of ñpraying in a tongueò are 

left with second -rate vehicles of communing with God.  And letôs not 

forget that the Apostle clearly describes tongues as  a gift (cf. 1 Cor 

12:7) that cannot be earned, or learned, but is bestowed by the 

sovereign grace of the Holy Spirit (cf. 12:11).  

This is precisely what John MacArthur meant when he said 

glossaism  has succeeded in dividing ñthe Christian community into 

the spiritual óhavesô and óhave-nots.ôò 26   In giving gifts to his 

Church, God does not put some of his people at a disadvantage in 

relation to our interaction with Him.  Remarkably, glossaists  have 

twisted a portion of Scripture originally written by an Apos tle to 

rebuke the arrogance, false superiority, fake spirituality, and 

divisiveness that pagan practices of worship cause, and they have 

used it to support this very thing.  And they add insult to injury 

when they label their private prayer language as ñpraying in the 

Spirit,ò (cf. Jude 1:20) as Dr. Storms does, implying those who do 

not have the gift of praying in a tongue cannot really pray ñin the 

Spirit,ò or at least not to the degree they do. 

We could ask that if such a wonderful gift of ñsuper prayerò 

exists, why is it nowhere else eluded to in the NT? 27   Why is this 

ñsuper prayer giftò confined to only certain churches?  And, if 

praying with the gift of tongues really does bring such wonderful 

edification to the believer, giving them special powers of  

communication with the Father, why would God withhold it from 

any of His children?  Why hasnôt God granted us this wonderful gift 

of fellowship with our Father?  What are non -glossaists  to think?  

And may those who pray in an unknown tongue never reply th at the 

rest of us do not have this gift because we lack faith or ñopennessò 

to the Spirit of God!  

Finally, wouldnôt we expect the practice of a Holy Spirit-

empowered prayer gift to result in a noticeable superiority in a 

personôs relationship with God and their spiritual maturity, 

compared with those who do not practice such prayer?  And yet, 

this has never been the case.  There were many practicing a tongue 

speech in the Corinthian church, but its lack of spiritual maturity 

and intimacy with God is infamous.   

Likewise, (generally speaking), there is no superiority 

whatsoever in spiritual maturity, int imacy with God, answered 

prayer, or any other dimension of spiritual health in churches 

practicing ñpraying in a tongueò compared to those churches which 

do not.  Glossaists  insist on the spiritual value of praying in a 

tongue, yet ignore the fact that the  godliest Christians throughout 

the Churchôs history never exhibited their practices.   
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Accordingly, Dr. Carson, who otherwise unfortunately supports 

the practice of ñpraying in a tongue,ò is at least willing to admit:  

The great movements of piety and ref ormation that have in 

Godôs mercy occasionally refreshed and renewed the church 

were not demonstrably crippled because their leaders did not, 

say, speak in tongues.  Those who have thoughtfully read the 

devotional and theological literature of the English Puritans will 

not be easily convinced that their spirituality was less deep, 

holy, powerful, Spirit -prompted than what obtains in the 

contemporary Charismatic movement. . . .   

It would be a strange calculus which concluded that a 

modern Charismatic lives on a higher spiritual plane than did, 

say, Augustine, Jonathan Edwards, Count Zinzendorf, or 

Charles Spurgeon, since none of these spoke in tongues. 28  

 

Likewise, Dr. Edgar writes:  

The concept of a special gift for prayer and praise to God 

also seems to vio late basic Christian teaching.  The New 

Testament teaches that every Christian has full access to God 

through Jesus Christ.  This access was obtained for every 

Christian by Christ's death on the cross (John 14:13 -14; Eph. 

2:18; 3:12).  Every Christian is i nstructed to pray continually, 

but there is no implication anywhere in the New Testament 

that certain individuals have greater access to God or greater 

prayer ability.   

To state that a special gift is necessary or better for prayer 

implies that ordinary p rayer is deficient and that those without 

the gift do not have complete access to God the Father.  This 

view of tongues amounts to the allegation that in some 

mystical sense the speaker can better communicate with or 

praise God by speaking apart from his u nderstanding than by 

speaking words which have meaning to him. There needs to 

be some biblical explanation showing why this is better; 

however, none has been produced.   

It is sometimes claimed that prayer in tongues allows 

greater freedom in prayer, but t his can only be due to a 

psychological "letting go" since we are already free in prayer. 

There are no restrictions from God's side; therefore, the only 

restrictions would be in the individual's emotions.  Yet such 

emotional release in prayer apart from rat ionality is not 

biblical prayer.  Biblical prayer is prayer based on knowledge. 
29  

 

Weôll say again that all sincere interpreters of Scripture should 

seriously consider the potentially divisive ramifications of the 
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commonly accepted view of the tongue pheno menon, because those 

advocating it, mere practitioners and scholars alike, do not.  

 

 

Pastoral Practices  

 

¶ Has anyone in your congregation been intimidated by the 

arrogant and unbiblical claims of glossaists  concerning their 

supposed gift of prayer?  Seek them out and comfort and 

instruct them in the fact that their coherent, natural prayers are 

much more pleasing and intimate with God than the incoherent 

gibberish of glossaism  that displeases Him and does no t connect 

to Him at all.  

 

 

 
 

Extras & Endnotes  

 

 

A Devotion to Dad  

 

Our Father, we thank you that it truly is your desire to relate to us 

in prayer and strengthen us spiritually.  And we thank you for the 

biblical means you have provided for these things as exampled by 

our first century brothers and sisters:  ñThey devoted themselves 

to the Apostlesô teaching, to the fellowship, to the breaking 

of bread, and to [coherent, corporate] prayer ò (Acts 2:42).  Let 

us devote ourselves to the same and lead others to do so as well, 

and never allow cheap substitutes for real spiritual edification to 

distract us.  

 

 

Gauging Your Grasp  

 

1)  Why do we claim the Apostle says that glossaists speak to God 

(1 Corinthians 14:2)?  What reasons do we give for this 

interpretation?  Do you agree?  Why or why not?  

 

2)  Why is the glossaistôs interpretation of 1 Corinthians 14:2 both 

divisive and demeaning to the rest of the Body of Christ?  
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Chapter 12.10  

Was the Gift of Tongues Meant to 
be Self - Edifying?  

Understanding 1 Corinthians 14:4  
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Primary Points  

¶ Unless one wishes to claim the Apostle was contradicting 

himself, his commands regarding love leave no room fo r the 

one who ñedifies himself ò to be interpreted as doing 

something that pleases God.   

¶ The Apostleôs statement that ñhe who speaks in a tongue  

edifies himself ,ò is a rebuke of the Corinthiansô selfishness, 

and a reference to what was happening in the tem ple worship 

of Greek mystery religions, not the introduction of a spiritual 

gift for the sole purpose of self -edification.  

¶ We should notice that in this very epistle, the Apostle uses 

oikodomei  ñedifyò in a negative sense.   

¶ A private, self -centered ñsuper prayer languageò is a popular 

pagan practice, but it is not an authentic Holy Spirit -

empowered spiritual gift.   

¶ There is no such thing as an empowerment or gift of the Holy 

Spirit that is exclusively for the good of self, o r to be used 

ñalone with God,ò like ancient pagan and modern versions of 

ñpraying in a tongueò operate.   

¶ There is no evidence whatsoever that praying in a tongue 

spiritually edifies someone, for practitioners are no more 

spiritual than others.  

¶ Never in Ch urch history, did any orthodox branch of 

Christianity ever claim that spiritual edification could occur 

apart from our mental understanding, until modern glossaism .  

¶ Pagans believe that having bodily sensations and feelings 

aroused results in spiritual edif ication, but thereôs no such 

thing in authentic Christianity.  

¶ J. I. Packer: ñ[The truth] that edification presupposes 

[requires] understanding is hard, biblically, to get round [or 

deny]; accepting it, however, would seem to entail the 

conclusion that glos solalia as practiced today cannot edify, 

which is a most unfashionable view to hold.ò 

¶ If in fact praying in an incoherent tongue is so spiritually 

edifying, why are its practitioners no more spiritually 

encouraged or empowered than those who do not?  

¶ If the gift had such wonderful self -edifying spiritual affects for 

Christians, why wouldnôt God grant it to all His children, 
because the Apostle clearly said He would not.  
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A)  The Charge of Self - edification Was a Rebuke to 
the Selfish Corinthians    

 

In  1 Corinthians 14:4 the Apostle says, ñOne who speaks in 

[an ñunknownò] tongue [ glosse ] edifies himself .ò  Wayne Grudem 

reflects the typical glossaist  interpretation of this statement when 

he writes:  

[W]e would certainly expect that edification would follo w 

[speaking in a tongue], even though the speakerôs mind does 

not understand what is being said. . . .  Just as prayer and 

worship [which engages the mind] in general edify us as we 

engage in them, so this kind of prayer and worship [that 

disengages the mi nd] edifies us too, according to the Apostle. 
1   

 

First, such an interpretation ignores the moral context of the 

Apostleôs statement which makes it very unlikely that he is 

advocating a self - centered practice to the selfish Corinthians.  As 

demonstrated i n section 12.6.C, in all the NT, you will not find a 

more detailed description of, and a more challenging call to, a 

selfless love than in the verses immediately preceding the one in 

question.   

In that description the Corinthians had been told that any ki nd 

of utterance without love is simply noise (cf. 13:1), which is why 

the Apostle instructed would -be tongue speakers who were not 

going to love others by edifying them, to ñkeep quiet ò (14:28).  

They had been told that others -oriented love is the necessar y 

attribute of anything claiming to be a work of the Holy Spirit or 

being valuable at all (cf. 13:1 -3).  This is precisely why the Apostle 

says that the ñone who speaks in a tongue ò does so in ñhis  

spirit ,ò not the Holy Spirit (14:2), and that to speak unintelligible 

words which no one understands is uselessly ñspeaking into the 

air ò (14:9), and to ñpray in a tongue ò is to leave the ñmind ò 

barren (14:14).   

If the Corinthians doubted that Christian love is only others -

oriented, the Apostle clearly stated that it is ñnot self - seeking ò 

(13:5).  Accordingly, you will find in 1 Corinthians the most 

consistent, unrelenting verbal attack on selfishness (cf. 1:10, 3:1, 

3; 4:7, 16, 18; 5:6; 8:9; 9:19; 10:23 -24, 31, 33; 11:1, 12:7, 12 -

27, 31, 14:1, 16:13 -14), inclu ding the clear commands: ñLet no 

one  seek his own good ò (10:24) and ñDo everything  in love ò 

(16:13 -14).   

Unless one wishes to claim the Apostle was contradicting 

himself, such commands leave no room for the one who ñedifies 

himself ò to be interpreted as doing something that pleases God.  
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Love is the essential ingredient of anything truly from the Holy 

Spirit, and one thing is for sure, praying in an obscure, meaningless 

tongue has nothing to do with love.  Glossaists can continue to 

presume it builds thems elves up in some way, but they cannot 

claim with the slightest sincerity that such a practice has anything 

to do with Christian love.  

Finally, not more than three sentences before the Apostle says, 

ñhe who speaks in a tongue  edifies himself ,ò the Corinthians 

had read the Apostleôs summary statement on this whole issue: 

ñFollow the way of love ,ò which is always others -oriented, as  you  

ñeagerly desire spiritual gifts ò (14:1).  Why do glossaists seem 

unable to see how incompatible such a statement is with thei r 

interpretation of this passage and their practice of a tongue?  The 

Apostle is essentially saying in 14:1 and 4: ñPursue spiritual 

manifestations that are loving, like prophecy.  Uttering something in 

an unknown tongue is a spiritual manifestation that i s not loving 

because it is self - centered. ò 

With all that said, it would seem presumption to assume that 

the Apostle thinks that when one ñedifies [ oikodomei ] himself ò 

that this is a good thing.  Accordingly, we should notice that in this 

very epistle, the Apostle uses oikodomei ñedifyò in a negative sense.  

NT scholar Thomas Edgar writes:  

There are two possible basic meanings for the expression 

"he that speaks in a tongue edifies himself."  The verb "edify," 

oikodomeo , means "to build up."'  Although this v erb normally 

has a beneficial meaning, in I Corinthians 8:10 the Apostle 

uses the same verb to refer to a negative aspect of building 

up.  He refers to a strong brother who may lead the weaker 

brother to an action which violates his conscience.  This 

build ing up of the weak brother's conscience is not positive 

edification but a negative building up or hardening that results 

in sin.  

The direction of the edification, positive or negative, must be 

derived from the context.  There are several indications that to 

"edify oneself' in I Corinthians 14:4 may have the negative 

connotation to build oneself up in the eyes of others.  One of 

the basic problems the Apostle addresses in the letter to the 

Corinthians is the exaltation or building up of self.  There were 

di visions apparently based on pride and self -glory (1:26 -29; 

3:3 -7, 18, 21).  Statements such as I Corinthians 4:6 -7 make 

it probable that some were puffed up in regard to their gifts, 

particularly the gift of tongues.  Thus, a negative self -

exaltation was o ne of the problems at Corinth. 2 
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Indeed, in the same context as 8:10 where oikodomeo  is used 

in a negative way, the Apostle likewise tells the Corinthians, 

ñKnowledge puffs up, but love builds up ò (8:1).  They obviously 

did have a problem with wanting to puff themselves up, which the 

Apostle states here is absolutely opposed to ñlove ò which ñbuilds 

up ò others.  And so is someone who ñspeaks in a tongue [and 

merely] edifies himself .ò  Both a person who ñpuffs up ò 

themselves and one who ñedifies himself ò are violating the 

essence of Christian love, and therefore, we would suggest that the 

ñedificationò that the Apostle speaks of in 14:2 is synonymous with 

the selfish, arrogant, empty puffing up he speaks of in 8:1 and that 

the Corinthians were obviously gross ly guilty of.   

Accordingly, immediately after, and in the context of these 

instructions about love, it is obvious that when the Apostle says 

ñOne who speaks in a tongue edifies himself ò that this is a 

rebuke , and only the self - centered Christianity that is so prevalent 

today would even allow it to be interpreted otherwise.  It is a fact 

that our Christian ancestors for over 1900 years of Church history 

understood the Apostleôs words as a rebuke of a selfish spiritual 

practice, and our generation should be ashamed for not insisting 

the same.  Instead, unlike millennia of Christian forefathers, we 

have allowed, and even promoted this rebuke of a self - centered 

practice as an apostolic encouragement to hotly pursu e such a 

thing.   

In fact, we would suggest that the difficulty of interpreting this 

text was an intentional sovereign act on the part of God to test His 

people.  Would we let the devil twist this passage in our minds to 

claim a gift we do not have and puf f ourselves up over our brethren 

who do not have it?  Would we seek some sort of self -esteem in an 

experience we ourselves create, desperately wanting to believe it is 

God?  Would we let a deception divide us from our Christian 

brothers?  Perhaps we will k now one Day that the interpretation of 

some Scriptures were a test of our true spirituality.   

Interpreting ñHe who speaks in a tongue edifies himself ò as 

a rebuke not only reflects the contexts (selfishness and pagan 

worship practices), but also a style o f rebuke that the Apostle has 

already used in this letter.  In 11:21 he tells the Corinthians ñWhen 

you eat, each of you goes ahead without waiting for anybody 

else .ò  Imagine then, that we would interpret this as a good thing 

that we should seek more of.  This description of what they were 

doing is not intended to be a commendation of a selfish practice, 

but rather a condemnation of it and 14:4 is likewise.  

If our generation does not understand this as a rebuke, it is 

clear that the Corinthians were to und erstand that authentic 

spiritual gifts granted by the Holy Spirit were inseparable from love 
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for others , and diametrically opposed to self - centered edification.  

Modern readers may interpret the Apostle as saying that there is a 

legitimate and valuable spiritual gift that works privately to edify 

only the self, but it is absolutely certain that the Corinthi ans were 

not to understand the Apostle that way when this letter was first 

read to them in their congregation.  One can easily imagine, in fact, 

that many of them no longer even dared to claim such a ñgiftò 

afterwards, for fear of embarrassment.  

A private,  self -centered ñsuper prayer languageò is a popular 

pagan and modern practice , but it is not  an authentic Holy Spirit -

empowered spiritual gift .  The Holy Spirit gives gifts for public use, 

not private, and for the edification of others, not the self.    

Accordingly, John MacArthur suggests that the Apostle is being 

ñsarcasticò when he charges the tongue speaker with self-centered 

edification:  

His sarcasm can also be seen in [1 Cor.] 4:8 -10, and reaches 

its height in 14:16, ñwas it from you that the word of God first 

went forth?ò . . .  The Apostle here [in 14:4] is referring to the 

supposed  value the Corinthians placed on their self - styled 

tongues -speaking.  The satisfaction many of the believers 

experienced in their abuse of tongues was self -satisfaction, 

which comes from pride - induced emotion, not from spiritual 

edification.  It is an illegitimate self -building, often building up 

nothing more than spiritual pride. 3 

 

 

Pastoral Practices  

 

¶ It is rather easy to critique modern glossaists for their selfish 

tong ues habit, but have we monitored all that occurs in our own 

life and church to ensure that we ñDo everything in love ò (1 

Cor 16:13).  Even legitimate ministries and practices in the 

Church can be done for selfish reasons, and we should learn 

from the rebuk e the Apostle gives to modern glossaists .  

 

 

B)  Real Spiritual Gifts are for the Edification of 
Others     

 

Perhaps the clearest biblical contradiction to the glossaist claim 

that they possess a Christian spiritual gift for the exclusive purpose 

of edifying  themselves is the Apostleôs clear claim that, ñto each 

one the manifestation of the [Holy] Spirit is given for the 

common 4 good ò (1 Cor 12:7).  Simply put, there is no such thing 

as an empowerment or gift of the Holy Spirit that is exclusively for 
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the go od of self, like ancient pagan and modern versions of ñpraying 

in a tongueò operate.  As NT scholar Leon Morris puts it: ñSpiritual 

gifts are incompatible with spiritual selfishness.ò 5  Likewise, 

Frederick Dale Bruner has written, ñIn the Apostle's understanding, 

it appears, you cannot take a gift home with you. 6 

In this very section concerning the nature and purpose of 

authentic gifts from the Holy Spirit, the Apostle gave his analogy of 

the mutually dependent and perfectly united ñbody of Christ ò 

(12:12 -26) which was to leave no room in the Corinthianôs mind for 

a self - centered spiritual gift given only for private  use.  Likewise, 

since all spiritual gifts are given by God for the benefit of others, 

the Apostle had told them, ñsince you are zealous of sp iritual 

[ pneumatikos : things] ,  seek to abound for the edification of the 

church ò (14:12 NASB).  Clearly then, when a person ñspeaks in a 

tongue  [and merely] edifies himself ,ò it is not a good spiritual 

thing to seek.  

Therefore, there is no such thing as a Christian spiritual gift that 

is to be used ñalone with God.ò  Thatôs not what they are for and 

the Apostle never taught such a thing.  This is, of course, true for 

all the other descriptions of spiritual gifts in the  NT as well. 7  The 

Apostle prefaces his description of spiritual gifts in Romans by again 

alluding to the interdependent body analogy he uses in 1 

Corinthians and reminds the Roman Christians in regards to 

spiritual gifts that, ñeach member  [of the body] belongs to all 

the others ò (12:5).  In Ephesians, the Apostle explains that the 

gifts are given, ñfor the equipping of the saints for the work of 

service, to the building up of the body of Christ ò (Eph 4:12), 

not the self.  The Apostle Peter says, ñAs each  one has received 

a special gift, employ it in serving one another ò (1 Pet 4:10), 

not the self.   

Although it is true that the use of oneôs gift will edify them in the 

process, this is merely a by -product of serving God and others.  

There simply is no room  in the NT for claiming that the sole purpose 

of any legitimate gift of the Holy Spirit is to edify yourself.  Does the 

Evangelist evangelize for himself?  Does the Teacher teach for 

himself?  Does the person with the gift of serving serve for their 

own pe rsonal edification?  If they do, their gift certainly is not 

motivated by love, making its use meaningless (cf. 1 Cor 13:1 -3).  

To claim that there is a legitimate spiritual gift given only for the 

edification of self is absurd and unbiblical. 8   

Accordingly, John Calvin correctly comments in reference to 1 

Corinthians 14:4, and expresses the universal belief of the Christian 

church for over 1900 years when he writes:  

He [the Apostle] accordingly shows, from principles already 

assumed, how pervers e a thing this is, inasmuch as it does not 
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at all contribute to the edifying of the Church. . . .  The 

Apostle does, in effect, order away from the common society 

of believers those men of mere show, who look only to 

themselves.  9 

 

Likewise, commenting on spiritual gifts in the analogy of the 

body as the Apostle taught, the New International Dictionary of New 

Testament Theology (NIDNTT ) states the obvious:  

1 Cor. 12 teaches that the church is the body of Christ in 

both reality and function.  It is made a re ality by the presence 

of the Holy Spirit whose gifts are enjoyed and practiced by 

numerous individuals.  But taken by themselves in isolation 

they [spiritual gifts] are without significance.  They have 

significance only in relation to the whole fellowship.  ñTo each 

is given the manifestation of the Spirit for the common goodò. 

. . .  

These manifestations of the Spirit are marked out for the 

Apostle as given (not achieved by man), as expressions of 

divine energy (not human potential), as acts of service whic h 

promote the common good (not for personal edification or 

aggrandizement). 10  

 

Even the Pentecostal seminary professor R. E. Cottle, states the 

obvious, but contradicts his own glossaist  position 11  in his entry 

under ñGifts of Healingò in the International  Standard Bible 

Encyclopedia :  

The charismata of 1 Cor. 12 are literally benefits or graces 

conferred upon certain individual members of the body of 

Christ for the use and benefit of the worshiping Church (v. 7).  

They are not the personal possession of the  members who 

exercise them within the church community.  They are, rather, 

manifestations of the Spirit through Christians who are serving 

the spiritual edification of the Church as a whole (vv. 8 -11). 12  

 

Yet the modern version of the gift of tongues suppo rted by Dr. 

Cottle does not match his own description of a genuine gift of the 

Holy Spirit.  

Finally, in addition to the moral context of selfishness, and the 

biblical view of spiritual gifts, we can apply what we have learned 

from the Apostleôs alternating use of glosse and glossais  and notice 

that the Apostle again uses glosse here in 14:4 to refer simply to 

the incoherent utterances being spoken in the Corinthian church, 

not necessarily the authentic gift of tongues.   
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The usually astute D. A. Carson, how ever, would seem to 

completely ignore both the moral context and the Greek text (if not 

common sense) when he says:  

Some commentators find the notion of self -edification so 

difficult that they interpret this [such that] the Apostle is 

actually rebuking the  tongues -speaker for edifying himself.  

But this scarcely fits the context , when the Apostle goes on to 

encourage tongues -speaking (v. 5), which here must be 

tongues -speaking without  interpretation, and therefore in 

private and for self -edification. 13  

 

First of all, ñthe contextò is not  ñto encourage . . . tongues-

speaking without interpretation, and therefore in private and for 

self -edificationò as Dr. Carson remarkably claims.  The context is a 

diplomatic rebuke , promoting the public, others -oriented, and  only -

authentic gifts of the Holy Spirit, to  the self - centered, contentious, 

puffed up Corinthians, in a city  where ñtongues-speaking without 

interpretation, and therefore in private and for self -edificationò is a 

hotly pursued habit in the local temples o f the Greek mystery 

religions. 14    

Secondly, Dr. Carson ignores the conspicuous switch from the 

glosse in verse 4 that is the common, incoherent, self -edifying, and 

possibly pagan tongue practice the Apostle wants to curb; to the 

glossais in verse 5 that is the miraculous and potentially others -

edifying gift of speaking in foreign languages which the Apostle 

(hypothetically) wishes all the self - centered Corinthians would  do.   

It was demonstrated in a previous chapter that not all of the 

Apostleôs references to the tongues phenomenon in Corinth refer to 

the authentic gift of speaking in tongues, and that this is the 

greatest mistake that Evangelicals and glossaist s alike make when 

interpreting 1 Corinthians 14. 15   And again, none of them ser iously 

consider or discuss the ramifications of claiming that these verses 

teach that God is granting only some  Christians a unique and more 

intimate method of fellowship with Him.  

Finally, Dr. Carson claims that real spiritual edification could 

occur eve n though the glossaist would not understand what they 

are praying.  This ignores the fact that God does not beneficially 

edify us apart from our mind, which is precisely why the Apostle 

insists throughout this passage that the utterances be interpreted 

so that there can be edification.  
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C)  Edification Requires Understanding    
 

 If some deny that the Apostle is rebuking the self - centered 

Corinthian glossaists  for edifying themselves, we would ask, how 

could  meaningless utterances be spiritually edifying anyway?   Dr. 

Fee attempts to answer when he writes:  

The edifying of oneself is not self - centeredness, but the 

personal edifying of the believer that comes through 

[unintelligible] private prayer and praise [ they do not 

understand].  Although one may wonder how "mysteries" that 

are not understood even by the speaker can edify, the answer 

lies in vv. 14 -15 [where the Apostle says praying in a tongue 

leaves the mind barren].  Contrary to the opinion of many, 

spi ritual edification can take place in ways other than through 

the cortex of the brain. 16  

 

While Dr. Fee offers references to psychological studies that 

claim beneficial psychological effects for those who ñpray in a 

tongue,ò he does not answer the question how such a person can 

experience spiritual edification from the Holy Spirit without 

understanding, when the Apostle insists throughout 1 Corinthians 

14 that nobody else can.  While glossaists can claim some sort of 

positive psychological or emotional effec t from uttering sounds they 

donôt understand, the Apostle emphatically insisted that no spiritual 

edification could take place unless the utterances in a tongue were 

interpreted and therefore understood  (cf. 1 Cor 14:5 -17).  

Accordingly, never in Church hi story, did any orthodox branch of 

Christianity ever claim that spiritual edification could occur apart 

from our mental understanding, until modern glossaism .  

Edification simply doesnôt happen in a human apart from our 

understanding.  Emotions and feelings will, but not real spiritual 

edification.  Pagans believe that having bodily sensations and 

feelings aroused results in spiritual edification, but thereôs no such 

thing in authentic Christianity.  Christian edification is whole -

hearted  involving the unders tanding, not the half -hearted 

stimulation that pagans settle for, as we thoroughly discuss 

elsewhere as well. 17   That is what the Apostle believed, and that is 

why he insisted that no real spiritual edification could take place 

unless the utterances in a t ongue were interpreted and therefore 

understood  (cf. 1 Cor 14:5 -17, 26 -28).  

Speaking considerably more reasonably, biblically, and humbly 

than practitioners of ñpraying in a tongueò often do, J. I. Packer 

states the obvious when he writes:   

It is hard to believe that in [1 Cor 14:4] Paul can mean that 

glossolalists [tongue speakers] who do not know what they 
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are saying will edify themselves, when in [the very next] verse 

5 [and throughout the whole chapter!] he denies that the 

listening church can be edifi ed unless it knows what they are 

saying . . .  [The truth] that edification presupposes [requires] 

understanding is hard, biblically, to get round [or deny]; 

accepting it, however, would seem to entail the conclusion 

that glossolalia as practiced today can not edify, which is a 

most unfashionable view to hold. 18  

 

But, we believe, a true view nonetheless.  As we have 

demonstrated elsewhere, God does nothing to or through us except 

through our mind.  That is how He created us. 19   God did not 

create us to be sp iritually edified apart from our reason, because all 

spiritual edification comes from an understanding and belief of the 

truth .  Which is why the Apostle is so repetitive and insistent on the 

need for teaching in the Church throughout the Pastoral Epistles .  It 

is because truth alone  edifies Christians, that the King Himself 

taught the truth, and that the Apostle says the edification of the 

Church comes through truth -giving gifts (cf. Eph 4:11 -15).  

Not only should we understand from Scripture that spiritua l 

edification requires mental understanding, we can know this from 

experience.  Once again, if in fact praying in an incoherent tongue 

is so spiritually edifying, why are its practitioners no more spiritually 

encouraged or empowered than those who do not?  They may be 

more emotional, but everyone knows it would not only be 

unhistorical and inaccurate for tongue practitioners to claim any 

kind of practical spiritual superiority, but grossly arrogant as well.  

If praying in a tongue does what glossaists claim  it does, than it 

would show in lasting, obvious ways.  But it does not.  

Unfortunately, the anti -Christian and pagan idea that anything 

meaningful can occur without the mind is fashionable in our day.  

Accordingly, the very popular NIV  Study Bible is unfortunately 

typical when commenting on 14:4:  

This edification does not involve the mind since the speaker 

does not understand what he has said.  It is a personal 

edification in the area of the emotions, of deepening 

conviction, of fuller commitment and g reater love. 20   

 

This all seems to be a great deal of presumption.  First, it can be 

immediately asked that if the gift had such wonderful self -edifying 

spiritual affects for Christians, why wouldnôt God grant it to all His 

children, because the Apostle cl early said He would not (cf. 1 Cor 

12:30)?  Do those who ñpray in a tongueò have an avenue of 

intimate intercourse with our Father that He denies the rest of us?  
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That is the unavoidable conclusion of glossaism , and it is not only 

unbiblical, but arrogant and offensive.  

Secondly, how can something that ñdoes not involve the mindò 

result in a ñdeepening conviction,ò ñfuller commitment,ò or ñgreater 

loveò of anything?  Do glossaists exhibit a superiority in these  

things?  Obviously not.  Accordingly, Jonathan Edwards (1703 -

1758) stated the obvious:  

There is no other way by which any means of grace 

whatsoever can be of any benefit, but by knowledge. . . .  Men 

. . . receive nothing, when they understand nothing; an d are 

not at all edified, unless some knowledge be conveyed. 21  

 

Edification simply doesnôt happen in a human apart from our 

understanding.  Emotions and feelings will, but not edification.  

Of course the practice of praying in a tongue can affect the 

emotio ns and ego of the user, just as it has for Eskimo witch 

doctors, Haitian voodooists, Amazonian Indians, and Corinthian - like 

pagans who have practiced the same thing the world over for 

centuries. 22   It becomes obvious then that just because a practice 

may g ive us good feelings , it in no way proves that it builds us in a 

spiritual manner, and it cannot because the mind is not engaged.   

Along these lines, surely the words of D. M. Lloyd -Jones (1899 -

1981) need to be heeded:  

Do not be swayed even by the fact th at something . . . 

makes you feel wonderful.  You may say, 'Well now surely 

anything that makes me feel greater love to God must be 

right.'  Robert Baxter, to whom I have already referred in 

connection with the Irvingite movement [an early glossaist  

moveme nt in England], used to say that he had never felt so 

much love, the love of God in his heart, or so much love in 

himself to God as he did at this period.  He was ready to leave 

his wife and family for God's sake.  He was filled with a sense 

of the love of  God, he said, that he had never known before, 

but he came to see that it had all been misleading him.  

So we must not judge even in terms of such feelings.  You 

may say, 'I have never known such love, I have never known 

such peace, I have never known such joy.'  The people who 

belong to the cults will often tell you exactly the same thing.  

So we must not rely upon our own subjective feelings.  Do not 

dismiss them or discount them, but do not rely upon them.  

Do not say, 'I feel this is right, everything in  me says this is 

right, all my Christian spirit.'  It is not enough.  The devil is as 

subtle as that.  Remember our Lord's word ðóIf it were 

possible, they shall deceive the very elect.' 23  
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And indeed, some of ñthe very electò have been deceived when it 

com es to the real meaning of the biblical gift of tongues. 24  

 

 

Pastoral Practices  

 

¶ The fact that any real spiritual edification requires truth to be 

understood with the mind, should affect our ministry.  Ensure 

that the worship music is full of truth, not just emotion.  Appeal 

to the mind in your teaching for the Apostle said we can ñbe 

transformed by the renewing of [our] mind ò (Rom 12:2).  

 

 

 

 

Extras & Endnotes  

 

 

A Devotion to Dad  

 

Our Father in Heaven, thank you for the gift of prayer.  What an 

amazing privilege to talk to God.  Help us to take better advantage 

of it, to cast our cares on You, and wait on You to work in and 

around us in answer to our prayers.  

 

Gauging Your Grasp  

 

1)  What is the ñmoral contextò of 1 Corinthians 14:4?  How do we 

claim this should affect our interpretation of this statement?  Do 

you agree or disagree and why?  

 

2)  What is the meaning of oikodomei  ñedifyò and how do we claim 

this should affect our interpretat ion of 1 Corinthians 14:4?  Do 

you agree or disagree and why?  

 

3)  What are the reasons we give that a private, self - centered 

ñsuper prayer languageò is not an authentic Holy Spirit-

empowered spiritual gift?  Do you agree or disagree and why?  

 

4)  We claim that th ere is no evidence whatsoever that praying in a 

tongue spiritually edifies someone, for practitioners are no more 

spiritual than others.  Do you agree or disagree and why?  
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5)  What is the significance of the fact that never in Church history, 

did any orthodox branch of Christianity ever claim that spiritual 

edification could occur apart from our mental understanding, 

until modern glossaism .  

 

6)  What is a pagan understanding of ñspiritual edificationò?  How 

does this differ from a Christian one?  

 

7)  We ask, ñIf the gift had such wonderful self -edifying spiritual 

affects for Christians, why wouldnôt God grant it to all His 

children, because the Apostle clearly said He would not?ò  How 

would you answer this question?  
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(2:3; 3:8?), there is no such p olemic here -either against Paul's 
enemies who had an inflated view of their own knowledge or by way 
of subtle rebuke to those Philippians who are thought to have wanted 
to surpass their fellow Christians.  His point in using [ uperechƬ] at v. 
7 is quite dif ferent as he seeks to encourage his Christian friends 
about the wonder of God's peace that guards their lives. ( The Epistle 

to the Philippians , ( NIGTC ) [Eerdmans, 1991), 496 -7)  
In addition, any suggestion that peace could come apart from an 

understanding of truth ignores the biblical concept of faith.  For further 
discussion of faith and its relationship to reason see chapters 6.12 -14 and 
for further commentary on Philippians 4:7  see section 14.14.E.4.  
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Chapter 12.11  

Did the Apostles & Christ Teach 
Mindless Prayer?  

Understanding 1 Corinthians 14:14 -15  
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Primary Points  

¶ All will not, and should  not, possess the gift of tongues.  

¶ There are several insurmountable problems with the idea that 

the Apostle is advocating a habit of mindless prayer.  First, it 

violates the clear commands and instructions in Scripture, 

even from J esus, of the need to have our mind engaged in 

any prayer that would be pleasing to God.   

¶ Glossaist do not consider carefully enough how derogatory the 

Apostle is toward those who ñpray in a tongue ò when he 

says their ñmind is unfruitful [ akarpos : ñunproductive, 

barrenò].  

¶ Calvin: ñLet us take notice, that Paul reckons it a great fault if 

the mind is not occupied in prayer.  And these things [should] 

have been perfectly familiar to every mind, had not the devil 

besotted the world to such a degree, as to mak e men believe 

that they pray aright, when they merely make their lips 

move.ò  

¶ The Apostle said he would do something better than ñpray in 

a tongue ,ò which leaves the ñmind . . . unfruitful .ò  That 

was to ñpray with my [human] spirit  [emotions] , but also 

[a t the same time] pray with my mind [understanding]ò 

which excludes the habit of praying in a tongue.  

¶ The Apostle Peter agrees with the Apostle Paul and speaks of 

the vital place of the mind in any Christian prayer saying, ñbe 

clear - minded so that you can p ray ,ò and he certainly 

didnôt mean ñempty-mindedò 

¶ God the Son spoke naturally to God the Father and instructed 

us to do the same, not in the obscure utterances that are 

being exalted today.  

¶ When Jesus condemned ñbabbling like the pagans ò as a 

form of prayer He was specifically referring to praying in an 

unintelligible tongue just like the modern ñtonguesò 

movement promotes and practices today as an extra -spiritual 

form of prayer.   

¶ It is admitted that what is being suggested here is quit e 

serious: praying in obscure gibberish is not just meaningless 
but sinful.   
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A)  The Apostle Paulôs Instruction to Pray With our 
Spirit and  Mind :   1 Cor 14:15  

 

In verses 14 -15 the Apostle tells the Corinthians:  

[A] nyone  who speaks in a tongue should pray that he 

may interpret what he says.   If I pray in a tongue 

[ glosse, ñunknown utteranceò], my spirit [ not Holy Spirit!]  

prays, but my mind is unfruitful [ akarpos : ñunproductive, 

barrenò].  So what shall I do? [And what sh ould Christians 

do?]  I will pray with my spirit, but I will also [at the same 

time] pray with my mind; I will sing with my spirit, but I 

will also [at the same time] sing with my mind.  (14 -15)  

 

Glossaists  interpret the Apostle here as saying that there are  

two kinds of praying and singing, one with the mind and the other 

without.  More specifically, they claim that to ñpray with my 

spirit ò apart from the mind is legitimate and the biblical gift of 

tongues.  Accordingly, Dr. Fee writes:  

[The Corinthiansô] error in understanding permit us to catch a 

glimpse of what otherwise would be unknown, namely, the 

Apostle's own interior life in the Spirit. . . . [W]hat we learn 

here is that his "spirituality" included a continual life of praying 

and singing in the Spiri t - in this case, with glossolalia. . . .  

[Here] we have especially the description of his own prayer life 

in 1 Cor 14:14 -15, that it is of two kinds: praying [only] with 

his mind [or] praying [only] with his S/spirit. 1  

 

Likewise, glossaist NT scholar Mic hael Green writes:  

Perhaps one of the areas of profit that we may need to be 

reminded of in an over -cerebral age is this: [praying in an 

incoherent tongue] allows the human spirit to pray, even when 

the mind is unfruitful because it cannot understand (I Co r. 

14:14).  Many people pray in tongues while driving a car or 

washing up -  their mind can be employed elsewhere.  Clearly, 

therefore, tongues is a valuable gift for private edification.  It 

can bring a profound sense of the presence of God, and lead, 

as a  result, to a release from tension and worry, and a 

deepening of love and trust.  As the Holy Spirit leads the 

believer in such prayer, there is often a deep sense of being in 

harmony with God. 2 

 

There are several insurmountable problems with the idea tha t 

the Apostle is advocating a habit of mindless prayer.  First, it 

violates the clear commands and instructions in Scripture, even 

from Jesus, of the need to have our mind engaged in any prayer 



12.11:  Mindless Prayer?  224  

that would be pleasing to God.  The biblical commands regardin g 

prayer will be discussed further below.  

Secondly, the Apostle prefaces the passage by saying, ñAnyone 

who speaks in a tongue should pray that he may interpret 

what he says ò (v. 13).  We would ask again, if praying in a 

mindless, meaningless way is so val uable, why would the Apostle 

say this?  It is because he knew that it would be better even for the 

tongue speaker to know the meaning of what they were praying, 

because as we argued in the previous chapter, there is no value in 

utterances that are not unde rstood, not to the individual or others. 3   

Thirdly, glossaist too easily dismiss or intentionally ignore the 

significance of the Apostleôs statement that the person who prays 

ñin a tongue ò does it with ñmy spirit ò (i.e. seat of human 

emotions), not the Holy Spirit.  As mentioned previously, the 

Apostle does not mention the Holy Spirit in all of 1 Corinthians 14, 

but rather the human spirit.  It would have been very easy for the 

Apostle to specify the involvement of the Holy Spirit here, but he 

intentional ly does not.  Accordingly, NT scholar Anthony Thiselton 

writes:  

A disastrous move [in 1 Cor 14:14 -15], however, is to 

confuse [ pneuma ] as a noncognitive or "spiritual" human 

capacity, with Spirit as the Holy Spirit of God.  There are at 

least two different reasons.  First, Pauline specialists generally 

agree that Platonic or Idealist notions of the human spirit as a 

point of "divine con tact" are alien to Paul and plainly alien to 

the explicit thrust of I Cor 2:10 -12.   

Second, to read this into 14:15 is to fall into the very trap to 

which the Corinthians and many today fall prey, namely, of 

associating the operation of the Holy Spirit mo re closely with 

noncognitive "spontaneous" phenomena than with a self -

critical reflection upon the word of God as that which 

addresses the understanding and thereby transforms the heart 

(cf. 14:23 -25).  Contrary to his usually more judicious 

assessments Fe e repeats this disastrous confusion explicitly in 

his commentary and in his two more recent volumes: "my 

S/spirit prays." 4 

 

Fourth, glossaist do not consider carefully enough how 

derogatory the Apostle is toward those who ñpray in a tongue ò 

when he says their ñmind is unfruitful [ akarpos : ñunproductive, 

barrenò].  When would being ñunfruitful ò in prayer or singing or 

anything else be a good, Christian thing?  On the contrary, it is a 

bad pagan thing.  

Along these lines, Dr. Edgar remarks:  
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The tongues move ment presupposes that communication with 

the spiritual realm is more direct when it is apart from the 

mind.  Such a concept, though found in various religions, is 

contrary to biblical Christianity. 5 

 

As is often the case, nobody says it better (or harsher  

sometimes) than John Calvin (1509 -1564), even if it was more than 

400 years ago.  Commenting on this very passage (1 Cor 14:14 -

15), Calvin expressed the universal conviction of the Christian 

Church for at least 1900 years when he wrote:  

Let us take notic e, that Paul reckons it a great fault if the mind 

is not occupied in prayer.  And no wonder; for what else do we 

in prayer, but pour out our thoughts and desires before God?  

Farther, as prayer is the spiritual worship of God, what is more 

at variance with  the nature of it, than that it should proceed 

merely from the lips, and not from the inmost soul?  And these 

things [should] have been perfectly familiar to every mind, 

had not the devil besotted the world to such a degree, as to 

make men believe that the y pray aright, when they merely 

make their lips move. 6 

 

Likewise, in a treatise on how to pray, Martin Luther (1483 -

1546) reflected the historical view of prayer when he wrote 

regarding those who do not think about what they are praying: 

ñWhen it is all o ver they do not know what they have done or what 

they talked about,ò 7 which describes ñpraying in a tongueò very 

well.  Luther went on to write:  

But, praise God, it is now clear to me [although apparently not 

to many today] that a person who forgets [or d oesnôt even 

know] what he has said has not prayed well.  In a good prayer 

one fully remembers [and understands] every word and 

thought from the beginning to the end of the prayer. 8 

 

More recently, other commentators on this passage have agreed 

with our co ncerns.  The highly respected British NT scholar C. K. 

Barrett writes concerning the interpretation of 1 Corinthians 14:15:  

The upshot of the matter is that if I pray in a tongue, part, 

and that a most significant part, of my nature remains out of 

action.  This is not good for me, and it is not good for the 

community I ought to serve. 9   

 

Likewise, Dr. MacArthur writes that the answer to the Apostleôs 

question, ñWhat should I do?ò in 14:15 is that: 

there  is no place for mindless ecstatic prayer.  Praying and 

singing with the spirit must be accompanied by praying and 
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singing with the mind also.  It is obvious that edification 

cannot exist apart from the mind.  Spirituality involves more 

than the mind, but it never excludes the mind (cf. Rom. 12:1 -

2; Eph. 4:23; Col. 3:10). 10  

 

Along the same lines, NT scholar Leon Morris interprets this 

passage as follows:  

Anyone who prays in a tongue is not using his mind ( nous ).  

The Christian life is considerably more than  a mental exercise, 

but anyone whose mind is unfruitful is not being true to his 

Christian calling.  This passage is very important for its 

insistence on the rightful place of the intellect.  Notice that this 

is secured without any diminution of spiritual fervour.  Paul is 

not arguing for a barren intellectualism.   

There is a place for the enthusiasm so strikingly exemplified 

in the use of 'tongues'.  But it must be allied to the use of the 

mind, and this 'tongues' by itself does not provide.  Paul 

singles  out two activities specially appropriate in public 

worship: prayer and singing.  Both must be done intelligently, 

with the mind. . . .  Clearly Paul is not looking for unintelligible 

[mindless] prayers. . . 11  

 

Also, D. A. Carson has written:  

What is both surprising and depressing is the sheer 

prayerlessness that characterizes so much of the Western 

church.  It is surprising, because it is out of step with the Bible 

that portrays what Christian living should be; it is depressing, 

because it fre quently coexists with abounding Christian activity 

that somehow seems hollow, frivolous, and superficial.   

Scarcely less disturbing is the enthusiastic praying in some 

circles that overflows with emotional release but is utterly 

uncontrolled by any though tful reflection on the prayers of 

Scripture. 12  

 

Unfortunately, if Dr. Carson is speaking of praying in tongues, 

then we suggest he has little to complain about because in our 

opinion he is partially responsible for giving the practice ñbiblicalò 

support in  his mistaken interpretation of 1 Corinthians 14 in his 

1987 book, Showing the Spirit: A Theological Exposition of 1 

Corinthians 12 -14 .  

Perhaps the best synopsis of what the Apostle is teaching here 

is found in Richard Osterôs commentary: 

In 14:14 -15 Paul enters into specific instruction which, in my 

judgment, makes the most sense when viewed against the 

backdrop of residual pagan thinking among certain converts.  
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Specifically, Paulôs corrective use of the mind/spirit dichotomy 

seemingly assumes a situation  where the tongue speakers are 

relying only on their ñspiritualò component to the neglect of 

their rational self.  Even though there is no such radical 

antithesis between mind and spirit in Pauline anthropology, 

there is apparently such in the thinking and  practice of these 

Corinthian saints.  Accordingly, Paulôs observation about the 

unfruitfulness of the mind of the Corinthian tongue speakers 

during their prayers - in -tongues implies an ñirrationalò 

dimension to their spirituality and piety that Paul finds 

unacceptable. . . .  

This type of ñirrationalò focus in communion with the divine 

was well known in Greco -Roman and Hellenistic Jewish 

materials of antiquity.  E. R. Doddôs classic work entitled The 

Greeks and the Irrational , unfortunately neglected by mos t 

interpreters of 1 Cor 14, shows how widespread and deeply 

rooted the notion of the ñirrationalò was in the pagan concepts 

of prophecy, enthusiasm, and oracular possession.  This is the 

very reason why pagan visitors to the [Corinthian] worship 

service ca n so readily interpret this aberrant tongue speaking 

in light of the pagan oracular experiences and presume a deity 

is also in the midst of these tongue speakers in the church of 

God. 13  

 

Finally, a major mistake glossaist make here is to assume that 

the Ap ostle is advocating two kinds of prayer and singing, one 

which only engages the human ñspiritò and consequently also, a 

type of praying and singing that only engages the mind.  There are 

obviously several problems with this.  First, glossaist must be 

consi stent, and if they are going to claim the Apostle is advocating 

a type of prayer or singing that only engages the ñspiritò and not 

the mind, then they must also admit that he is equally advocating a 

type of prayer or singing that only engages the intellect , and not 

the affections.  Not surprisingly, glossaists never suggest an 

example of only praying or singing with the understanding and not 

our emotions and desires that is equally legitimate.   

What kind of worship would that be, and would the Apostle 

encourage it?  Obviously, it is hard to even conceive of authentic 

Christian worship that excludes the spirit of a person, and even if 

we could conceive of it, we certainly wouldnôt advocate it.  The 

same is true of the idea that authentic Christian prayin g or singing 

could exclude the mind.  As usual, Charismaticism 14  is separating 

what God has joined together. 15    

Nonetheless, the Apostle recognizes that one could pray and 

sing with only the ñspiritò which would seem to be doing so with 
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merely a great deal of subconscious emotion and very little 

conscious understanding.  Which, of course, describes both what 

was occurring in the pagan mystery religion temples of the time and 

in the modern and unbiblical version of the gift of tongues.  

However, and contrary to the claims of Glossaists , the Apostle says 

that praying or singing with only the human spirit is ñunfruitful ò 

(14:14).  

If this is the case, then what kind of prayer and singing is the 

Apostle advocating in 1 Corinthians 14:15?  It is  obvious to anyone 

except those needing to find biblical support for their pagan prayer 

and worship practices.  The Apostle writes:  

So what shall I do [because praying and singing with only 

with my spirit is unfruitful] ?  I will pray with my spirit, but 

I will also [ at the same time ] pray with my mind; I will 

sing with my spirit, but I will also [ at the same time ] sing 

with my mind.  (14 -15)   

 

We are rather perplexed again as we are reminded of Dr. Feeôs 

interpretation that:  

[Here] we have especially the de scription of his [the Apostleôs] 

own prayer life in 1 Cor 14:14 -15, that it is of two kinds: 

praying [only] with his mind [or] praying [only] with his 

S/spirit. 16   

 

Again, Dr. Fee offers no support or examples of why the Apostle 

would ever only pray with h is mind and not his spirit.  

Contrary to glossaism , the Apostle is describing the only 

legitimate way for a Christian to pray, which is with both  the spirit 

(affections, emotions, and desires) and the mind (reason, thinking, 

understanding) simultaneously , j ust as is described throughout the 

rest of the Bible.  He is describing what we have described 

elsewhere as whole -hearted  worship, and singing or praying with 

only the spirit is surely a violation of the Kingôs encouragement to 

worship ñin spirit and in tr uth ò (cf. John 4:21 -24). 17   

Accordingly, Dr. Thiselton writes in his detailed commentary of 

the Greek text:  

Paul argues equally against uncritical "enthusiasm," 

uncritical "renewal" traditions, or uncritical mysticism on one 

side and against gnostics, theo logical theorists, or any who 

seek to intellectualize Christian faith into a mere belief system 

on the other.  Christians are confronted not by an either . . . 

or . . . but by a both . . . and. . . .  

Paul declares that being "spiritual," i.e., of the Holy Spirit, 

occurs "when the Holy Spirit [simultaneously] controls both 

the spirit and the mind."  18  
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Additional scholarly support for the fact that the Apostle is 

advocating prayer and singing that simultaneously engages the 

human spirit and the mind is found i n the authoritative Greek 

lexicon BAGD which interprets the Greek of the latter half of v. 15 

as: ñsing praise . . . in full possession of one's mental faculties.ò 19   

How then can any Christian find any encouragement here to 

pray or sing in an empty state of mind that the Apostle says is 

akarpos , useless and barren (1 Cor 14:14)?  On the contrary, he 

essentially says, ñI would do something better than mindlessly, 

emotionally, uselessly, and selfishly just pray or sing with my spirit 

like the pagans do, I wi ll also pray and sing with my mind so I and 

others know what Iôm praying and singing!ò 

 

 

B)  The Apostle Peterôs Instruction to Pray With 
Our Minds:  1 Pet 4:7  

 

The Apostle Peter agrees with the Apostle Paul on this point and 

speaks of the vital place of the mind in any Christian prayer when 

he writes, ñbe of sound judgment [sƬphronƉsate]  and sober 

[nƉpsate] spirit for the purpose of prayer ò (1 Pet 4:7 NASB).  

The NCV renders it, ñthink clearly and control yourselves so 

you will be able to pray .ò  The NIV translates the Apostle as 

saying, ñbe clear - minded so that you can pray ,ò and he 

cert ainly didnôt mean ñempty-mindedò which describes a great deal 

of the half -hearted  kind of prayer many are advocating today when 

they promote ñpraying in a tongue.ò   

Again, when we understand that the human ñheartò contains our 

reason, desires, and emotion s, we understand that it is not just a 

lack of emotional fervor that results in half -hearted prayer , but a 

neglect of our intellect as well.  When we think particularly of the 

popular practice of ñpraying in a tongue,ò it would seem to be an 

example of hal f-hearted prayer , and the Apostle Peterôs command 

would therefore clearly condemn it.   

Those who claim the Apostle Paul is encouraging ñpraying in a 

tongueò in 1 Corinthians 14 must at least admit that its mindless 

nature violates the Apostle Peterôs command to ñbe of sound 

judgment [sƬphronƉsate] and sober spirit [nƉphate] for the 

purpose of prayer ò (1 Pet 4:7 NASB), and contradicts everything 

else the Bible says about prayer, as the conscious engagement of 

the Christianôs mind is always either clearly commanded or 

presupposed.  Accordingly, NT scholar Paul Achtemeier writes of the 

Greek used in Peterôs statement: 

The verb from which the second imperative is formed [ nƉphƬ] 

means literally the opposite of drunkenness, but is probably 
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used here, as elsewhere  in the NT, in the metaphorical sense 

of remaining alert and in full possession of oneôs ñsound 

mind.ò 20  

 

Curiously, Wayne Grudem in his own commentary on 1 Peter, 

writes:  

Peter's words also imply that prayer based on knowledge 

and mature evaluation of a situation is more effective 

prayer [even than the tongues he advocates?].  Otherwise 

there would be no relationship between being 'sane and 

sober' and one's prayers [You mean like when people pray 

in tongues?]. 21  

 

 

C)  The Kingôs Instruction Not to ñBabble Like 
Pagansò When We Pray:   Matt 6:5 -9  

 

While the Apostle Peterôs instruction above is explicit, we would 

suggest that the Kingôs own instruction on prayer is implicit in 

advocating the place of the mind in prayer.  For example, we read 

in Luke:   

One day  Jesus was praying in a certain place.  When He 

finished, one of His disciples said to Him, "Lord, teach 

us to pray, just as John taught his disciples."  He said to 

them, "When you pray, say [using your mind, of course] : 

"'Father, hallowed be Your Name, Yo ur Kingdom come. . 

.ò  (Luke 11:1-2).   

 

It should be noticed that when Jesus taught the disciples how to 

communicate with God, He told them to use logically based 

propositional statements like, ñOur Father Who is in Heaven ò 

(Matt 6:9) which require logica l and reasonable thought to 

formulate, understand, and express.  

 It is obvious that when the King was praying here, it was not in 

a ñtongueò and when His disciples specifically asked Him to teach 

them how to pray He did not advocate such a practice.  Accordingly, 

there is no mention of the King ever praying in an obscu re tongue, 

including the very intimate and emotional prayers in the Garden of 

Gethsemane, and His ñhigh priestly prayerò recorded in John 17.  

His prayers in both these cases were from God to God .  It would 

seem if there was ever a time for the ñsuper prayer languageò that 

is claimed in glossaism  to be demonstrated, these events would 

have provided the opportunity to validate such a thing.  God the 

Son spoke naturally to God the Father and instructed us to do the 

same, not in the obscure utterances that are  being exalted today.  
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  In fact, the King would seem to have condemned several 

practices particularly in glossaism regarding prayer when He 

taught:  

And when you pray, do not be like the hypocrites, for 

they love to pray standing in the synagogues and on th e 

street corners to be seen by men.   I tell you the truth, 

they have received their reward in full.  But when you 

pray, go into your room, close the door and pray to your 

Father, Who is unseen.  Then your Father, Who sees 

what is done in secret , will rewa rd you.   

And when you pray, do not keep on babbling 

[battalogƉsƉte] like pagans , for they think they will be 

heard because of their many [ polulogia : ñutterancesò].   Do 

not be like them, for your Father knows what you need 

before you ask Him.   ñThis, then, is how you should 

pray:  ñôOur Father in Heaven, hallowed be Your name . . 

. ò (Matt 6:5-9)  

 

When the King speaks of ñsecret ò prayer He obviously is not 

advocating a ñprivate prayer language.ò  However, it would seem 

possible to apply His rebuke to so meone standing in a public 

assembly praying audibly in obscure gibberish just ñto be seen by 

men ò to a great many prayer meetings in glossaism .  

The Kingôs command that ñwhen you pray, do not keep on 

babbling (battalogƉsƉte) like pagans ò would also seem to have 

some relevance to our discussion of modern glossaism .  Obviously 

the King is not condemning meaningful repetition in prayer as is 

exemplified by His own prayers in the Garden of Gethsemene and 

encouraged in His parable of the unjust judge and the wido w (cf. 

Luke 18:1 -8). 22   In addition, Christôs mention of the pagans 

praying with ñmany words ò (polulogia ) can just as well be 

translated ñmuch utterance,ò without the implication that the 

utterances have meaning as real words. 23    

Accordingly, the more imp ortant word to understand is 

ñbabbling ò (battalogƉsƉte).  The Apostle Matthewôs use of such a 

rare word to reflect Christôs meaning is very significant.  Many 

assume that the King was merely referring to repetitive prayer such 

as practiced in Roman Catholi cism by praying through the rosary.  

If this was so, other common Greek words could have been used by 

the Apostle to translate what Christ meant (e.g. palin : ñagainò; cf. 2 

Cor 11:16; 13:2; ñrepeatò in NIV).  However, Christ obviously 

meant to describe a k ind of prayer that was much more than mere 

repetition, but an incoherent ñbabbling .ò 

The Greek battalogƉsƉte is a unique word and only used here in 

the NT.  The well - respected Greek -English Lexicon of the New 
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Testament and Early Christian Literature (BAGD)  defines 

battalogƉsƉte as ñto speak in a way that images the kind of speech 

pattern of one who stammers,  use the same utterances again and 

again,  speak without thinking. ò 24   Accordingly, the NIV ñbabbling ,ò 

which Websterôs defines as: ñto utter meaningless or unintelligible 

soundsò is a very good translation, and a very good description of 

modern glossaism .  25  

It is agreed by most that ñpraying in a tongueò is indeed 

mindless as battalogƉsƉte suggests.  In addition, it is adm itted that 

tongue utterances are meaningless to the speaker, an aspect that is 

captured in the NCV translation of battalogƉsƉte as ñsaying things 

that mean nothing ,ò and the ESV and RSV which reads, ñheap up 

empty phrases .ò  The NASB translates battalogƉsƉte  as 

ñmeaningless repetition ò which linguists around the world would 

confirm perfectly reflects the practice of ñpraying in a tongue.ò 26    

Also, as demonstrated in a previous chapter, praying in an 

incoherent ñtongueò was commonly known to be a frequent practice 

in the Greek mystery religions right at the time when the King lived 

on the Earth. 27   We noted there that we have considerable 

evidence that praying publicly in meaningless, ñbabbling ,ò 

gibberish was thought to be a more spiritual kind of prayer 

pr acticed in the pagan mystery religion temples.   

It seems quite reasonable then to interpret the Kingôs 

condemnation of ñbabbling (battalogƉsƉte) like pagans ò to refer 

to this very thing.  Accordingly, the NLT reads, ñdonôt babble . . . 

as people of other religions do. ò  It is suggested here then that 

a legitimate translation of the Kingôs words would simply be, ñWhen 

you pray, do not make meaningless and incoherent ñbabbleò like 

the pagans do in their temples, for they think they will be heard 

because they  do this a lot.  But when you pray, do it in a 

meaningful, coherent way like óOur Father . . .ò 28    

Accordingly, NT scholar John Stott remarks regarding the Kingôs 

instruction, ñwhen you pray, do not keep on babbling 

(battalogƉsƉte) like pagans ò: 

To sum up , what Jesus forbids his people is any kind of 

prayer with the mouth when the mind is not engaged. . . .  

Jesus intends our minds and hearts to be involved in what we 

are saying.  Then prayer is seen in its true light -not as a 

meaningless repetition of wor ds, nor as a means to our own 

glorification, but as a true communion with our heavenly 

Father. . . .     

Thus Christian prayer is seen in contrast to its non -Christian 

alternatives.  It is God -centered (concerned for God's glory) in 

contrast to the self - centeredness of the Pharisees 

(preoccupied with their own glory).  And it is intelligent 
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(expressive of thoughtful dependence) in contrast to the 

mechanical incantations of the heathen.   

Therefore when we come to God in prayer, we do not come 

hypocritically  like play actors seeking the applause of men, nor 

mechanically like pagan babblers, whose mind is not in their 

mutterings, but thoughtfully, humbly and trustfully like little 

children to their father. 29  

 

While Dr. Stott does not specifically condemn ñpraying in a tongue,ò 

one could hardly describe those who do, any better than those, 

ñwhose mind is not in their mutterings.ò 

Along the same lines, theology Professors Bruce Demarest and 

Gordon Lewis write:  

Many approaches to meditation today under the influen ce of 

Hindu and Buddhist mysticism ask that a person's mind be rid 

of all conceptual thought from any source whatever, including 

propositional revelation.  That may be an appropriate way to 

identify with the impersonal, nonintelligent energy of the 

cosmos,  but it is not an acceptable way to commune with the 

heavenly Father to whom Jesus asked us to pray without vain 

[empty] repetition. 30  

 

It is clear that the Kingôs command to pray coherently with 

understandable content is clearly violated by ñpraying in a tongueò 

that is admittedly incoherent.  It is not the content of the Lordôs 

Prayer that distinguished it from the paganôs prayer, for surely the 

pagans desired many of the same things listed (e.g. daily bread, 

protection from evil, etc.)  No, it was the method of the Lordôs 

Prayer that distinguished it from the pagan practice.  Pagans prayed 

half -heartedly in mindless merely emotional gibb erish 

(battalogƉsƉte).  The King told us to pray whole -heartedly in 

coherent, meaningful, natural speech which requires our mind.   

One could hardly suggest a better description of the pagan 

ñtongueò prayer than that of Gerd Theissen, Professor of New 

Test ament Theology at the University of Heidelberg, who refers to it 

as ñthe language of the unconscious.ò 31   It would seem then that 

the practice of ñpraying in a tongueò resembles the ancient pagan 

practice and violates the Kingôs command because its practitioners: 

1) admit that they do not understand what they are praying in a 

tongue, and 2) according to linguists, the prayer language consists 

of repeating cycles of the same meaningless syllables, and 3) It 

violates the Kingôs clear command to pray coherently and 

meaningfully in natural human language.   

If some still doubt that the Kingôs words apply to praying in 

incoherent utterances, then it is suggested that they imagine 
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themselves on ñthe Mountò that day, sitting in front of Him, when 

He spoke these words:  

When you pray, do not keep on babbling like pagans . . .  

Do not be like them [pagans]  . . .  This, then, is how you 

should pray:  ñOur Father Who is in Heaven . . . (Matt 

6:7 -9)  

 

Now, imagine that immediately after personally hearing these 

words of the King, someone stood up in the crowd and audibly 

uttered a ñprayerò in an incoherent ñtongue.ò  Imagine further that 

afterwards the person explains to the crowd:  ñWhat He just said 

about not ñbabbling like pagans ò really doesnôt include ópraying in 

a tongue.ô  Sure, it obviously resembles what the pagans do in their 

temples, but it can also be a spiritual gift from God, and in fact a 

special and even more spiritual way of  communing with God that 

should be sought by all of Godôs children.ò  Do you think the King 

would be nodding with approval?  Neither do we think He approves 

of it today.  

It is admitted that what is being suggested here is quite serious: 

praying in obscure gibberish is not just meaningless but sinful.  It is 

also admitted that the King did not explicitly use the words ñpraying 

in a tongueò when he condemned ñbabbling like the pagans ò and 

some may understandably object to the above interpretation.  

However, u nderstanding the religious context of His statement, and 

the popularity of ñbabbling ò in a tongue in the Greek mystery 

religions at the very time He said this, provides considerable 

support for our view. 32   Nonetheless, the concepts are clearly 

related eno ugh that one could ask why someone would even want 

to come close to something our Lord seemed so passionately 

against?   

 

 

 

 

Extras & Endnotes  

 

 

Devotion to Dad  

 

Our Father Who is in Heaven, hallowed be Your name.  Your 

Kingdom come, Your  will be done on Earth as it is in Heaven.  Give 

us today our daily bread and forgive us our trespasses, as we 

forgive those who trespass against us.  And lead us not into 

temptation, but deliver us from evil.  
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Gauging Your Grasp  

 

1)  What are several problems  with the idea that the Apostle is 

advocating a habit of mindless prayer in 1 Corinthians 14:14 -

15?  

 

2)  We claim glossaist do not consider carefully enough how 

derogatory the Apostle is toward those who ñpray in a tongue ò 

when he says their ñmind is unfruitf ul [ akarpos : 

ñunproductive, barrenò].  Do you agree or disagree and why? 

 

3)  How do glossaists interpret 1 Corinthians 14:14 -15?  How do we 

interpret it?  Which one do you agree with and why?  

 

4)  What does the Apostle Peter say about prayer that would seem 

to condemn mindless prayer?  

5)  In what ways do we claim that Christ Himself condemned 

mindless prayer?  Do you agree or disagree and why?   

 

6)  We claim that modern ñtongues prayerò is not only meaningless 

but sinful.  Do you agree or disagree and why?   
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Chapter 12.12  

Answering More Questions About 
Tongues  
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Primary Points  

¶ In what would seem to be the unlikelihood that such a gift 

would be granted and miraculously confirmed in this primarily 

Greek congregation, the Apostle does not want it banished.  

¶ As for the general notion that the Apostle is describing the 

practice of ñpraying in a tongueò in Romans 8, there are 

several problems.  

¶ it is again a case of un -Christian arroganc e to suggest that 

glossaists  praying in an incoherent tongue are the only ones 

who, ñpray in the Holy Spirit .ò 

¶ The Apostleôs admonition that we need to ñbe alert ò while we 

ñpray in the Spirit ò teaches us that to pray in a mindless 

tongue is actually the opposite  of ñpraying in the Spirit.ò  

Accordingly, with all the tongue praying that glossaists do, 

have we seen proof that they are significantly more effective 

in ñengaging the enemyò in spiritual warfare than other 

Christians as Dr. Fee claims?  On the con trary, we believe the 
devil merely laughs at such prayer.  




