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“Defusing the Time Bomb of Tongues”

1 Corinthians 14:1-25

Years ago, when I was in junior high school, I heard someone make a statement that has never left my mind: “Isn’t it weird that the mighty army of the children of God, clothed in righteousness, shielded with faith, girded with truth, shod with the preparation of the gospel of peace, spend the vast majority of their time either shining their armor or fighting one another?” It’s one of those statements that make you chuckle at first, until you think about it and realize how tragically true it is. 
This past week I read two respected Christian scholars admit the same truth:

Evangelical Christians are divided against themselves. At a time when the world is hungering to hear “good news” in the midst of the secular wasteland, an acrimonious debate about the legitimacy of tongues in the Christian life divides our ranks and saps our energies.

I found myself nodding in agreement…and then I noticed when it was written: nearly half a century ago! The controversy about speaking in tongues is nothing new; it has been around a long time. It is not unique to the twenty-first century, or the twentieth century, but in fact this dates all the way back to the first century.

The phenomenon of speaking in tongues was a highlight of the Day of Pentecost in Acts 2, and also seen in several other occasions recorded in the book of Acts. Then the apostle Paul dealt at length with the practice as part of his discussion of spiritual gifts in 1 Corinthians 12-14. 

Michael Green describes the situation as, “Corinth was alive with charismatic Christianity, some of it splendid and some of it wild. They were infatuated with the gift of tongues and had written to Paul about it.”
 From the way Paul writes, it seems that there were some in Corinth who held that tongues was the more important gift, perhaps even that those who spoke in tongues were superior Christians.
 In chapter 12 he identifies speaking in tongues (and the interpretation of tongues) as spiritual gifts; in chapter 14 he goes into detail about these gifts and their place in the local church. In fact, Paul writes more about the gift of tongues than any other gift (with the possible exception of prophecy, also in this chapter). So why is there such controversy?

Scholars are divided as to how to interpret some of what Paul writes. Some Bible commentators and preachers just avoid the controversy. Paul, however, spilled much ink sorting through the Corinthian problem of charismatic confusion, so we need to address the issues he raised with honesty, objectivity, fairness, and balance.

Turn with me to 1 Corinthians 14, and allow me to read verses 1-25 then we will make some observations from the text.

Follow the way of love and eagerly desire spiritual gifts, especially the gift of prophecy. For 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. But everyone who prophesies speaks to men for their strengthening, encouragement and comfort. He who speaks in a tongue edifies himself, but he who prophesies edifies the church. I would like every one of you to speak in tongues, but I would rather have you prophesy. He who prophesies is greater than one who speaks in tongues, unless he interprets, so that the church may be edified.
Now, brothers, if I come to you and speak in tongues, what good will I be to you, unless I bring you some revelation or knowledge or prophecy or word of instruction? Even in the case of lifeless things that make sounds, such as the flute or harp, how will anyone know what tune is being played unless there is a distinction in the notes? Again, if the trumpet does not sound a clear call, who will get ready for battle? So it is with you. Unless you speak intelligible words with your tongue, how will anyone know what you are saying? You will just be speaking into the air. Undoubtedly there are all sorts of languages 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. So it is with you. Since you are eager to have spiritual gifts, try to excel in gifts that build up the church.
For this reason anyone who speaks in a tongue should pray that he may interpret what he says. For if I pray in a tongue, my spirit prays, but my mind is unfruitful. So what shall I do? I will pray with my spirit, but I will also pray with my mind; I will sing with my spirit, but I will also sing with my mind. If you are praising God with your spirit, how can one who finds himself among those who do not understand say “Amen” to your thanksgiving, since he does not know what you are saying? You may be giving thanks well enough, but the other man is not edified. 

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

Brothers, stop thinking like children. In regard to evil be infants, but in your thinking be adults. In the Law it is written: “Through men of strange tongues and through the lips of foreigners I will speak to this people, but even then they will not listen to me,” says the Lord. 

Tongues, then, are a sign, not for believers but for unbelievers; prophecy, however, is for believers, not for unbelievers. So if the whole church comes together and everyone speaks in tongues, and some who do not understand or some unbelievers come in, will they not say that you are out of your mind? But if an unbeliever or someone who does not understand comes in while everybody is prophesying, 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, “God is really among you!” 

The Legitimate Existence of Tongues

The first truth emerging from these verses is the legitimate existence of tongues. Like it or not, Paul does list speaking in tongues and interpreting tongues among the list of spiritual gifts in chapter 12. He did not claim that all tongues-speaking was counterfeit or due to over-emotionalism. He himself spoke in tongues—more than all of them—according to verse 18. He ended this discussion urging them to pursue prophecy, but not prohibit tongues in verse 39 (which we will address later).

Billy Graham, in his book on the Holy Spirit, states, “Indeed, tongues is a gift of the Spirit. Today there are Presbyterians, Baptists, Anglicans, Lutherans, and Methodists, as well as Pentecostals, who speak or have spoken in tongues—or who have not, and do not expect to.”

I mention this because there are many today who do not believe that the gift of tongues exists today. Those who contest the validity of the tongues movement generally do so along the lines suggested in Benjamin Warfield’s Miracles: Yesterday and Today. He argued that miracles, including tongues, were signs designed to authenticate the apostles, and gradually ceased with the passing of that age.
 This is held by some very reputable Christian scholars and preachers today, some of whom I greatly admire.
 But I must respectfully disagree. Rather, as Leslie Flynn writes, “To class all tongues-speaking today as spurious is daring, dangerous, and a denial of the right of the sovereign Spirit to endow His servants with whatever gift He pleases.”

One important question regarding the gift of tongues is what it means. Tongues are referred to several times in Acts, and also in 1 Corinthians 12–14. Some believe that in Acts, tongues seem to refer to a foreign language. The word Pentecostal derives from the experience on the Day of Pentecost in Acts 2 when the 120 spoke in dialects, not their native tongues and not learned through the normal educative process, so that people from many nations heard the message, each in his own language. Since Peter compares the tongues-speaking at Cornelius’ home in Acts 10 with the Pentecost experience, these scholars hold that this instance, as well as when the disciples of John the Baptist at Ephesus spoke in tongues in Acts 19, equate this tongues-speaking with speaking actual languages not previously known by the speakers. These scholars also hold that tongues-speaking in 1 Corinthians 12-14 is of a different nature. These tongues are thought to be ecstatic utterances that do not correspond to any known language.
 Others, however, believe that both Acts and 1 Corinthians refer to speaking in actual languages not known by the speakers or interpreters.

I hold to a third view, that all of the New Testament references to speaking in tongues refers to ecstatic speech, much like the Old Testament practice of “prophesying.” On the Day of Pentecost, the miracle may not have been that the disciples were all speaking known languages, but that the Spirit interpreted their words into the language of each of the listeners. 

At any rate, Paul is not anti-tongues in this chapter. In verse 5 he writes, “I would like every one of you to speak in tongues...” and in verse 18, "I thank God that I speak in tongues more than all of you.” Consistently he refuses to speak disparagingly of this gift.
 Sure, in 1 Corinthians 14 Paul certainly says that prophesying is greater than speaking in tongues. Yet at the same time he says in verse 39, “Do not forbid speaking in tongues.” We must be careful not to put the Holy Spirit into a position where He must work our way. The Holy Spirit is sovereign; He gives His gifts as He wills.
 As Flynn concludes, “Even though we may believe the gift served its major purpose in apostolic days, we dare not try to put a straitjacket on the Holy Spirit to confine Him within the borders of our traditional mold.”
 Tongues are a legitimate spiritual gift.

The Limited Effectiveness of Tongues

Paul also recognizes the limited effectiveness of tongues without interpretation. While speaking in tongues is a legitimate gift of the Spirit, it is only profitable if it is interpreted in the language of the listeners. Otherwise, no one understands it.

Paul passes judgment in verse 4 against the one who improperly exercises the gift of tongues for selfish reasons: “He who speaks in a tongue edifies himself, but he who prophesies edifies the church.” Some have read this as suggesting that speaking in tongues is a gift for self-edification, while prophecy is for corporate edification. It rather seems, however, that Paul is correcting an error of some in the church in Corinth who were using the gift of tongues selfishly rather than selflessly—building themselves up through pride or arrogance rather than seeking to exercise the gift in a way that builds others up. Thus, we might paraphrase 1 Corinthians 14:4 this way: “The one who insists on speaking in a tongue in church without interpretation is selfishly trying to edify himself, but the one who prophesies is properly edifying the church.” Considering that all spiritual gifts are given “for the common good,” including tongues, Paul must mean in 1 Corinthians 14:4 that speaking in tongues for the purpose of self-edification is an illegitimate abuse of the gift.

While Paul did not oppose the ministry of tongues, he did try to put it into a right perspective. The issue was not quantity of words, but quality of communication.
 To illustrate this, Paul uses three analogies in verses 7-9: musical instruments, the battle cry of the bugle, and language itself. If notes played are not distinguished by tone, pitch, and proper rhythm, they are only noises, not music—like the cacophony of sounds one hears as an orchestra tunes up prior to a performance. If the bugler just blows random notes, troops won’t know whether to attack or retreat. Language must be clear and distinct for a message to be understood. Without people present who understand the language—or without a miraculous ability to interpret the language—the meaning of the utterances will not be communicated, and the church will not be built up.
 Tongues on their own, which seem to be what the Corinthians practiced, were limited in their effectiveness.

What about tongues as a prayer language? Paul refers to this as well in verses 13-15. Prayer is central to any Christian endeavor. Paul speaks of prayer in tongues and prayer in ordinary language.
 But he concedes that uninterpreted tongues are of little value, even to the individual speaking in tongues in private.
Paul accuses the Corinthians of acting like children playing with toys. Some of them had the idea that speaking in a tongue is an evidence of spiritual maturity, but Paul taught that it is possible to exercise the gift in an unspiritual and immature manner.
 In fact, over-concentration on tongues is a mark of immaturity.

So while tongues are a legitimate gift, we must acknowledge the following limitations: 

· Tongues are not effective without interpretation

· Tongues are not a sign of the baptism of the Spirit

· Tongues are not a sign of spiritual maturity
· Tongues are not a way to build up a church 

The Lesser Emphasis on Tongues

And so in this chapter we see the lesser emphasis on tongues. The main subject of 1 Corinthians 12-14 is spiritual gifts as a whole; it is not restricted to the single subject of speaking in tongues. Paul emphasizes the gift of tongues in 1 Corinthians 14 not because of its special importance among the spiritual gifts, but because the Corinthians had taken it to improper extremes. Knowing that the Corinthians had been abusing this gift in particular, Paul spends time on this subject not to exalt it, but to show its relative unimportance in relation to other gifts.

In verse 5, Paul recognizes tongues as a spiritual gift and does not condemn or forbid it; but he is eager that his converts should have a proper sense of values. “I want you all to speak with tongues,” he says, “but even more to prophesy.”
 In fact, he goes on to say that the person prophesying is greater than the speaker in tongues. (Perhaps the Corinthians had put it the other way round?) The spectacular character of speaking in tongues seems to have appealed to the Corinthians, but Paul asserts the superiority of prophecy, unless there is interpretation. If tongues are interpreted the hearers are edified, and there is no great difference from prophecy. Both are inspired speech, and both now convey a message to people.
 

“But,” Paul admits in verse 19, “in the church I would rather speak five intelligible words to instruct others than ten thousand words in a tongue.” Normal, spirit-filled proclamation of the truth in simple language everybody can understand is hundreds of times more desirable than speaking in tongues.

Imagine the scene: Someone stands up and speaks words unintelligible to the vast majority—if not all—of those in the assembly. Then another. And another. No interpretation is given. Instead, those who speak in the unknown languages accomplish only one thing: They stand out in the crowd. An unbeliever or visitor, completely unfamiliar with the miracle of tongues, hears nothing but gibberish. He leaves the church in confusion, concluding the people are crazy. In contrast, prophecy not only instructs believers, but it also convicts unbelievers because they can actually understand the words in their own language. This understanding begins a process involving conviction, disclosure, worship, and finally acknowledgement of God’s presence. This applies equally to today’s unbeliever who hears the preaching of God’s Word from the pulpit during a Sunday service.

Paul never directed the Corinthians to seek the gift of tongues. Nor did Paul ever suggest to any other church to seek tongues. Isn’t it revealing that Paul never mentions tongues in any epistle outside Corinthians, where he soft-pedals it and tries to correct its abuses? In writing of the Spirit-controlled life in all his other epistles, Paul completely ignores tongues. We would never have learned that Paul himself spoke in tongues, had he not told us so in rebuking the excesses of this practice. If tongues-speaking were of prime importance, certainly the Spirit would have led Paul to write about it somewhere else. After Acts, only one book mentions tongues—and as a problem. Contrasting the large amount of teaching on the Holy Spirit with the minute amount on tongues, one is led to conclude that tongues are relatively unimportant. For this gift to be singled out for emphasis, and to be the rallying-point of international conventions, seems majoring in the minors.

And since speaking in tongues is the gift of the Holy Spirit, it cannot be divisive in itself. When those who speak in tongues misuse it so that it becomes divisive, it indicates a lack of love. Those who forbid it do the Church a disservice because they appear to contradict the teaching of the apostle Paul. Those believers who do speak in tongues and those who do not should love each other and work for the greater glory of God in the evangelization of the world, remembering one thing: those who do speak in tongues and those who do not will live with each other in eternity.

Is this a gift God has seen fit to give you? Don’t let it be a source of pride or preoccupation. Become grounded in the whole Word of God. And above all, learn what it means to love others, including believers who may not agree with your emphasis.

Is this a gift you do not have? Don’t let it preoccupy you either, and don’t let it be a source of division between you and other believers if at all possible. There may be other believers who have a different emphasis from you, but they are still your brothers and sisters in Christ.

In conclusion, look down to 1 Corinthians 14:39, “Therefore, my brothers, be eager to prophesy, and do not forbid speaking in tongues.” This aptly summarizes Paul's teaching in this chapter, and I believe it provides a balanced approach to this divisive issue in the Christian life and in the local church. 

I grew up in a denomination called the Christian and Missionary Alliance, and they had a simple stand on the gift of tongues: “Seek not, forbid not.”

A. B. Simpson, a Presbyterian minister in New York City, left that church in 1882 to carry on independent evangelistic work. He became a renowned figure in the late-nineteenth-century American healing and “deeper spiritual life” movement. He authored numerous hymns and devotional books. Simpson’s ministry led to the formation of two societies: the Christian Alliance, for home missions work; and the Evangelical Missionary Alliance, for work abroad. These merged in 1897, forming The Christian and Missionary Alliance, or C&MA. When the Assemblies of God was founded, about one-tenth of that constituency resulted from the departure of people from the Christian and Missionary Alliance. The difference was over speaking in tongues. Pentecostals within the C&MA wanted to recognize speaking in tongues as the necessary sign of the infilling of the Holy Spirit subsequent to conversion. Simpson and the majority of the C&MA resisted that doctrine.
 The Alliance stand was summarized by A. W. Tozer in an article in the Alliance Witness of May 1, 1963,

We believe the Scripture teaching to be that the gift of tongues is one of the gifts of the Spirit, and that it may be present in the normal Christian assembly as a sovereign bestowal of the Holy Spirit upon such as he wills. We do not believe that there is any Scriptural evidence for the teaching that speaking in tongues is the sign of having been filled with the Spirit, nor do we believe that it is the plan of God that all Christians should possess the gift of tongues. This gift is one of many gifts and is given to some for the benefit of all. The attitude toward the gift of tongues held by pastor and people should be, “Seek not, forbid not.”

In other words, if you don’t have the gift of tongues, don’t seek it. If someone else does have the gift of tongues, don’t forbid them from using it, as long as it is exercised in a biblical manner, which we will examine in our next study.

If more Christians and churches would take this balanced approach, I believe we could defuse this time bomb of tongues that threatens the unity of the body of Christ. 
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