Miracles Part 5 C
The Gift of Tongues – Gossolalia 



Introduction
The disputed longer ending of Mark’s Gospel (Mk 16:9–20) records Jesus’ promise to the eleven that speaking in tongues would be among the supernatural signs accompanying their ministry (Mk 16:15–20). Apart from this passage, the only certain references to xenoglossia in the New Testament are found in the writings of Luke (Acts 2:4; 10:46; 19:6) and Paul (1 Cor 12–14). These texts have become the central focus of discussion and debate concerning the modern tongues movement.

The Day of Pentecost (Acts 2)
The first recorded occurrence of speaking in tongues in the New Testament is found in Acts 2, where Luke recounts the events which took place on the first Pentecost following the Lord’s resurrection. In obedience to Jesus’ command, the apostles had gathered in Jerusalem in anticipation of receiving the “power from on high” promised by Jesus (Lk 24:49; Acts 1:8). In Acts 2:1-3 we have a description of the scene in which the twelve apostles experienced what Scripture identifies as baptism of the Holy Spirit (Matt 3:11; Acts1:5; 11:15). The text continues: “And they were all filled with the Holy Spirit and began to speak (laleō) with other (heteros) tongues, (glōssa)  as the Spirit was giving them utterance” (Acts 2:4).
The account continues by describing the perplexity of those in Jerusalem who witnessed the event: “Now there were Jews living in Jerusalem, devout men from every nation under heaven. And when this sound occurred, the crowd came together and was bewildered because each one of them was hearing them speak (laleō) in his own language (dialektos)” (Acts 2:5–6). In astonishment they asked, “Are not all these who are speaking (laleō) Galileans? And how is it that we each hear them in our own language (dialektos) to which we were born—Parthians and Medes and Elamites, and residents of Mesopotamia, Judea and Cappadocia, Pontus and Asia, Phrygia and Pamphylia, Egypt and the districts of Libya around Cyrene, and visitors from Rome, both Jews and proselytes, Cretans and Arabs—we hear them in our own tongues (glōssa), speaking (laleō) of the mighty deeds of God” (Acts 2:7–12).
The Analytical Greek New Testament (AGNT) lists four possible meanings for glōssa and cites Acts 2:4 as an example of “foreign languages not learned through natural means by the speaker.” The Theological Dictionary of the New Testament gives Acts 2:11 as an instance of glōssa meaning “language.” Regarding dialektos, AGNT defines it as “the form of speech characteristic of a nation or region—dialect, language, way of speaking.” Given the context, the conclusion is unavoidable: the gift of tongues in Acts 2 was the divinely given ability of the twelve Galileans to speak in the native languages of Parthians, Medes, Elamites, and others (Acts 2:9–11)—languages they had never learned. The hearers were not amazed because the apostles spoke unintelligible sounds; rather, they were astonished because they heard them speaking in their own native languages “to which they were born” (Acts 2:8), proclaiming “the mighty deeds of God” (Acts 2:11).
Curiously, despite all evidence to the contrary, some have appealed to the mocking words of those present— “They are full of sweet wine” (Acts 2:13)—to argue that the air on that day was filled with inarticulate, incoherent sounds resembling no human language. This is a futile attempt to interpret the Pentecost event as a manifestation of glossolalia. In response, we need only point out that the enemies of Jesus and the apostles repeatedly refused to recognize God’s hand in the astonishing miracles performed by His servants (Matt 12:24; Mark 3:22; Luke 11:15; John 11:47–53; Acts 3:1–10; 4:14–16, 21). A kinder suggestion is that, since no single individual present could have understood all the languages being spoken, some were simply baffled by the sound of unfamiliar tongues. Either way, there is no avoiding the conclusion that the apostles praised God in dialects native to Parthians, Medes, Elamites, and others—but foreign to themselves

Acts 10:46 and 19:6
It is also clear that Acts 2 provides the key to understanding tongues in Acts 10:46 and 19:6. Summarizing the events at the house of Cornelius to his Jewish brethren, Peter explains that as he began to speak, “the Holy Spirit fell upon them [Cornelius and his household], just as He did upon us [the twelve] at the beginning” (Acts 11:15). Peter identifies this as the baptism of the Holy Spirit (Acts 11:16) and describes it as “the same gift” that had been granted to the apostles (Acts 11:17; 15:8). Moreover, in Acts 2:4, 10:46, and 19:6, the verb laleō is combined with the same form of glōssa, supporting the conclusion that the same phenomenon is being described in all three cases—the ability to speak in languages foreign to the speaker. We have every reason to believe that Luke’s writings are marked by terminological consistency

Acts and the Corinthian correspondence
We turn to Paul’s discussion of tongues in 1 Corinthians 12-14 with this important comment by R. C. H. Lenski: 
Since the promise regarding ‘tongues’ ... was first fulfilled at Pentecost in Jerusalem and shortly thereafter at Caesarea, Acts 10:44, etc.; 15:8,  and since this phenomenon did not appear in Corinth  for a number of years after these first occurrences, we must ask whether a difference exists between the tongue spoken and Jerusalem and in  Caesarea and those spoken in Corinth. The answer is that they are the same.  As the promise is one, so the fulfilment is one regardless of the place where the fulfilment occurs… Luke’s description as given in the Acts is decisive for what Paul writes in Corinthians. (The Interpretation of St. Paul's First and Second Epistles to the Corinthians). 
The argument that Paul’s discussion of glōssa should be interpreted through the lens of Luke’s treatment in Acts lies at the heart of the debate over the nature of tongues in the New Testament. Within the modern tongues movement, there is a widespread belief that while Luke describes authentic human languages, Paul’s instructions include guidance for the exercise of glossolalia within the assembly. Lenski observes that “some seek to determine what happened in Corinth and then either reconcile Luke’s account with what they think occurred at Corinth or posit two different gifts of tongues.” He contends that “this method of approach is unsatisfactory,” adding, “Luke is the one who fully describes what the tongues are, while Paul takes for granted that his readers know what they are and therefore offers no description.
In his Strange Fire John F. MacArthur also addresses the argument that “the gift in 1 Corinthians 12-14 is categorically different from that of Acts” He writes: 
A simple word study effectively makes that point, since both passages use the same terminology to describe the miraculous gift. In Acts, Luke uses laleo (“to speak”) in combination with glossa (“tongues”) four different times (Acts 2:4, 11; 10:46; 19:6). In 1 Corinthians 12–14, Paul uses forms of that same combination thirteen times (1 Cor. 12:30; 13:1; 14:2, 4, 5 [2x], 6, 13, 18, 19, 21, 27, 39). 
He follows up with this observation:
These linguistic parallels carry added significance when we consider that Luke was Paul’s traveling companion and close associate, even writing under Paul’s apostolic authority. Because he penned the book of Acts around AD 60, roughly five years after Paul wrote his first epistle to the Corinthians, Luke would have been well aware of their confusion regarding the gift of languages. Certainly, Luke would not have wanted to add to that confusion. Thus, he would not have used the exact same terminology in Acts as Paul did in 1 Corinthians unless what had happened at Pentecost was identical to the authentic gift Paul described in his epistle.
It is important to keep Luke’s account in view when studying Paul’s discussion of the miraculous gifts in 1 Corinthians, for the apostle’s treatment of this subject is challenging. Chrysostom begins his exposition of 1 Corinthians 12 with the admission, “This whole place is very obscure.” He continues, “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” (Homily 29). The scholar Charles Hodge likewise acknowledged these difficulties but added, “Though there are difficulties attending any view of the gift in question, arising from our ignorance, those connected with the common interpretation (xenoglossia—Rex) are incomparably less than those which beset any of the modern conjectures (glossolalia—Rex).” In his Commentary on the First Epistle to the Corinthians, Hodge demonstrates that this is indeed the case.
Adding to the difficulty is the fact that our translations are sometimes unhelpful. For example, in 1 Corinthians 14, the KJV inserts the word “unknown” before glōssa on six occasions. Unfortunately, some translations are even more misleading. The New English Bible renders this term as “language of ecstasy,” “ecstatic utterance,” “tongues of ecstasy,” and similar expressions. In his Systematic Theology, Wayne Grudem notes another complication introduced by certain translations. Grudem observes, “In the New Testament passages where speaking in tongues is discussed, the meaning ‘languages’ is certainly in view.” He adds:
It is unfortunate, therefore, that English translations have continued to use the phrase “speaking in tongues,” which is an expression not otherwise used in ordinary English, and which gives the impression of a strange experience, something completely foreign to ordinary human life. But if English translations were to use the expression “speaking in languages,” it would not seem nearly as strange, and would give the reader a sense much closer to what first century Greek speaking readers would have heard in the phrase when they read it in Acts or 1 Corinthians. 
Again, we can avoid much confusion by letting Luke’s account of the Pentecost event inform our study of Paul’s corrective instructions to the Corinthian church. 

Tongue speaking at Corinth
It seems evident that chapters 7–16 of 1 Corinthians contain Paul’s responses to a number of questions from the brethren at Corinth. Chapter 7:1 begins, “Now concerning the things about which you wrote: ‘It is good for a man not to touch a woman.’” The recurring phrase “Now concerning” signals that Paul is addressing specific issues raised by the believers: 7:25, “Now concerning virgins…”; 12:1, “Now concerning spiritual gifts…”; and 16:1, “Now concerning the collection for the saints….” Our focus is the apostle’s response to the questions about spiritual gifts (12:1–14:4). It is also likely that Paul was aware the spiritual gifts were being misused in the assemblies.
In chapter 12, Paul lists various gifts, emphasizing that they come from one divine source and must be exercised for the common good. Chapter 13 contains the beloved “hymn to love,” where Paul insists that even the greatest supernatural endowments are worthless without love. Chapter 14 then provides practical guidelines for the exercise of spiritual gifts within the assembly, emphasizing the need for edification and orderliness.
Although sometimes challenging, Paul’s arguments in this section strongly support the view that he is addressing issues related to xenoglossic language in the assembly. For example, he tells his brethren that “tongues are for a sign, not to those who believe, but to unbelievers” (1 Cor 14:22). Barnes notes that “the power of speaking foreign languages … is a miracle designed to convince them of the truth of the Christian religion.” There is nothing miraculous about garbled speech.
In this context the previous verse is also helpful to our case. Here Paul invokes the words of Isaiah: 
In the Law it is written:
“With other 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.”
Lenski observes, “In this connection we may note that Paul’s parallel between the foreign language of the Assyrians and the tongues spoken in Corinth rests on the fact that the latter were likewise foreign human languages.”
Earlier (vv. 10–12), Paul had illustrated the need for edifying language in the assembly by pointing out that those who cannot communicate because of a language barrier are barbarians to one another. Once again, Lenski’s comment is on point: “The very term ‘barbarian’ settles the point regarding the ‘voice’ that is used in speaking a foreign language, and thus also in the analogous case when a member of the church similarly uses his voice in speaking with tongues (foreign human languages).” Paul’s statement that “there are a great many kinds of languages in the world” (v. 10) further indicates that ordinary human languages are under discussion.
At the heart of Paul’s message to the Corinthians is his insistence that the assembly must be edified by any practice that takes place there (vv. 4, 5, 12, 17, 19, 26). For this reason, he insists that tongues must be interpreted, and “the fact that Paul calls for the interpretation of tongues in 1 Corinthians 14:13, 26–28 argues convincingly for objective and cognitive meaning, i.e., intrinsically propositional linguistic material that is subject to normal translation procedures” (“Tongues—Are They for Today?” Mark A. Snoeberger, Detroit Baptist Seminary Journal 14 ). Professor Snoeberger further contends that the need for an interpreter makes it clear that “tongues are coherent, contain intrinsically propositional meaning, and can be translated by normal linguistic conventions.” He adds, “Any proposed expression of tongues that falls short of these criteria does not qualify as a biblical expression of tongues.”
Conclusion
Paul’s discussion of miraculous gifts in 1 Corinthians is challenging because, as Chrysostom observed, the gifts had ceased. However, Chrysostom was clear that “the gift was called the gift of tongues because he could all at once speak various languages” (Homily 35). We cannot, within this study, examine every disputed point arising from the text—such as Paul’s reference to “tongues of angels” (1 Cor 13:1), which is most likely hyperbolic language. It is important to emphasize that nothing in Paul’s discussion is incompatible with our position. Hopefully, our examination has shown that, despite the occasional obscurity of Paul’s language, the evidence indicates that the gift of tongues in the New Testament was the ability to speak in authentic languages unknown to the speaker.
There is no reason to doubt the sincerity of many who are caught up in the modern tongues-speaking movement, but it is nevertheless a serious matter to attribute to God messages that did not originate with His Holy Spirit. As we have seen, tongue speakers within the Catholic Charismatic Movement, the Mormon Church, the Faith Movement, and numerous other groups all claim to speak under the direction of the Spirit. Since God is not the author of confusion, this alone should be sufficient to prompt modern-day tongue speakers to re-evaluate their position in light of Scripture.
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