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1 CORINTHIANS 12:7,8,10 

 

“The Holy Spirit displays God’s power through each of us as a means of helping the 

entire church. To one person the Spirit gives the ability to... speak in languages he never 

learned; and others, who do not know the language either, are given power to understand 

and. interpret what he is saying.” 

(Living Bible) 

 

WHAT ABOUT “TONGUES”? 

 

 

Perhaps there is no issue so controversial and divisive in evangelical Christianity today as 

that of speaking in tongues. Some Christians believe that the Charismatic Movement is the 

greatest blessing that has been visited upon the Church in 1800 years. Some fundamentalists, on 

the other hand, would say that it is Satanic in origin; while still others hold that it was a “sign” 

which God gave to people in those early days, a visible demonstration to unbelievers of the 

presence and power of God at work in the world through the death and resurrection of our Lord. 

Jesus Christ; and. that when the Gospel message was authenticated in this miraculous way, the 

“sign,” the gift of tongues, ended once for all. 

 

I must confess that I have a much more benign attitude toward the Charismatic Movement 

than I used to have, because I have seen so many people whose Christian lives have been 

enriched through this gift. One cannot help but note that many of the largest congregations in this 

country, alive with the presence and power of God, are Pentecostal in their teaching and practice. 

 

I believe that God can use both charismatics and non-charismatics to advance His 

Kingdom; and since those who speak in tongues so obviously love the Lord, we must therefore 

give attention to the words of Jesus when He said to His disciples, “Whoever is not against us is 

for us” (Mark 9:10). 

 

I think of two outstanding congregations in the San Fernando Valley of California, near 

Los Angeles. Grace Community Church of Panorama City is pastored by John MacArthur who 

strongly opposes the Charismatic Movement. He writes, “After seven years of studying the 

question and reading all sides of the issue, and discussing it with charismatics as well as non-

charismatics, I am convinced beyond any reasonable doubt that tongues ceased in the Apostolic 

Age, and that when they stopped, they stopped for good.” A short distance from Grace Church is 

The Church of the Way where Pastor Jack Hayford will often give a message in tongues and. 

then interpret it for the edification of his congregation. Now the interesting thing is that John 

MacArthur preaches to 5,000 people each Sunday morning, and Jack Hayford. preaches to 

3,000! Both churches have members who dearly love Jesus Christ, and who are growing in their 

faith, which simply goes to prove that God, by His Spirit, functions as He sees fit, for the up—

building of His Kingdom. 

 



Dr. Tony Campolo, Professor of Sociology at Eastern College in suburban Philadelphia, 

and a great witness for Christ in our generation, tells of how, several years ago, while touring a 

Latin American country, he came upon a mountain village which in many ways demonstrated the 

worst that can happen to a demoralized, economically depressed community in a Third World 

nation. Unemployment was rampant; family life was threatened. by the infidelity of men trying 

to prove their manhood; alcoholism was an omnipresent problem; and dishonesty was a way of 

life. 

 

Some years later he visited that same village and was amazed to see the miraculous 

changes that had taken place. There was an industrious spirit among the people. Some of them 

had organized a coffee cooperative, and coffee growers were earning almost twice as much as 

before. The local saloon was no longer the center of village life. The dilapidated local school had 

been completely renovated, and there was an entirely different atmosphere in the village, as the 

people gave evidence that they had experienced a spiritual rebirth. 

 

When Dr. Campolo asked about the changes, a local fundamentalist missionary told him in 

a disgruntled way that the changes were largely the result of the leadership of the Catholic priest. 

“He got mixed up with some Pentecostals down in the capital city,” the missionary explained. 

“When he came back to the village, he started to talk to people about getting saved and being 

filled with the Holy Spirit, and it wasn’t long before he had half this town speaking in tongues.” 

 

Dr. Campolo then asked him if there had been any negative consequences that followed 

this Pentecostal renewal. “Oh,” responded the missionary, “there were improvements in the way 

people lived. A lot turned from immorality and became industrious. But don’t you see -- that’s 

the way Satan works! He’s got these people so far into the Charismatic Movement that they think 

they are experiencing true Christianity!” 

 

Now I have never spoken in tongues, nor felt any inclination so to do, but surely that 

missionary’s attitude was a very dangerous one. It reminds us of the Pharisees who witnessed our 

Lord’s healing ministry and then concluded, “It is by Beelzebub, the prince of demons, that this 

fellow drives out demons (Matthew 12:24), to which Jesus replied, “If Satan drives out Satan, he 

is divided against himself... but if I drive out demons by the Spirit of God, then the Kingdom of 

God has come upon you” (verses 26,28). 

 

How could that missionary think that Satan would cast out Satan? How could this 

otherwise godly man be so entrenched in his theological presuppositions that the obvious work 

of God was not clear to him? So, we must be extremely careful in our assessment of the 

Charismatic Movement lest we fly in the face of God. Surely to classify all tongues-speaking 

today as spurious is a denial of the right of the sovereign Holy Spirit to endow His servants with 

whatever gift He pleases. 

 

To put the matter in perspective, let me remind. you that tongue-speaking is never 

mentioned in the Gospels, and our Lord did not speak in tongues. This gift is mentioned only 

three times in the Book of Acts, in only one of the 21 New Testament letters, and. never in the 

Book of Revelation; and the Apostle Paul, who admits to speaking in tongues himself, indicates 

that this gift is possibly the least important of all the gifts of the Spirit (see 1 Corinthian 14, 



especially verses 1,2; 18,19). Nevertheless, it is a gift, and I can find no verse in the New 

Testament that tells me that the gift has been withdrawn, any more than the gift of healing has 

been withdrawn. 

 

As you know, the word “Pentecostal” derives from the experience on the Day of Pentecost 

when the 120 believers, gathered in Jerusalem, received the infilling of the Holy Spirit and spoke 

in languages they had never learned. The Jewish Feast of Pentecost was an annual thanksgiving 

for the barley harvest, and multitudes of devout Jews from many countries had gathered in 

Jerusalem to give thanks to God. Imagine their amazement when they heard these 120 followers 

of Jesus praising God and declaring His wonders in their own native languages. It was a “sign” 

to them that God was on the march; and when Peter then proceeded to preach his famous sermon 

in Aramaic, which most of them understood, 3,000 were soundly converted, as Jesus was 

presented to them as their only Savior. 

 

That figure of 3,000 is significant. The Day of Pentecost was also reckoned by the Jews to 

be the anniversary of the giving of the Commandments to Moses on Mount Sinai. Now you 

remember that when Moses was up on the mountain receiving the Commandments from God, his 

fellow Israelites, in the valley below, fell into idolatry and made for themselves a golden calf and 

worshipped it. When Moses came down, bearing the tables of the Law in his hands, and saw 

what happened, he was infuriated. He destroyed this horrible idol, and the judgment of God came 

upon the people so that 3,000 of them died on that day (Exodus 30:28). Now contrast that terrible 

day with the Day of Pentecost when 3,000 souls were saved; and you realize that God is saying 

to us, “My law condemns and spells death; but the coming of the Spirit saves, and spells life,” 

because the Spirit enables us to embrace Christ as He is freely offered in the Gospel. 

 

So, the primary purpose of tongues-speaking in the early Church was to be a sign to 

unbelievers that God had done a new thing, that He had come in saving power in the Person of 

the God-Man, Jesus Christ, by Whose death and resurrection salvation was assured to all who 

would. believe in Him. 

 

Think of a modern counterpart. I heard recently about a group of Pentecostal believers in a 

remote Guatemalan village. A severe drought had devastated the area and the village was on the 

verge of extinction. The Christians prayed and God spoke to the group through a message in 

tongues. The interpreter said that God was telling them to go up on a hill which was owned by a 

Christian and dig a well. It seemed to be one of the most illogical places to do it, but they 

obeyed, even in the face of the ridicule of the unbelievers in the village. The ridicule changed to 

astonishment, however, when they struck an abundant supply of water, and the entire village was 

saved. Many unbelievers also were saved. when they saw such evidence of the power and 

goodness of God. Maybe that is what Paul had in mind when he wrote, “Tongues, then, are a 

sign, not for believers but for unbelievers” (1 Corinthians 14:22). 

 

However, the gift surfaced in the early Church to be used for purposes of edification. In 

writing to the church at Corinth, Paul told them that in a worship service, not more than three 

people should speak in a tongue, and one at a time; and each such message must be interpreted 

so that everyone might be edified. Only three might speak. You see, they didn’t enjoy long 

services in those days either! This procedure is followed in Pentecostal Churches today. 



 

Paul continues, “And. if there is no interpreter, the speaker should keep quiet in the church 

and speak to himself and to God” (1 Corinthians 14:28); that is to say, he should confine himself 

to the private exercise of his gift. Now, this “speaking to himself and to God” brings up an aspect 

of tongues-speaking which is a source of great blessing to many charismatics today. It is what 

they call their “prayer language.” I am going to describe this prayer language by quoting Dr. 

Robert Tuttle, a professor at Fuller Theological Seminary and a United Methodist minister. His 

gift is private tongues. He says, “There are times in my devotional life when I can no longer find 

words to express my ‘innards’ ... At that point, I allow the Holy Spirit to pray through me in a 

language that I did not learn... It is a marvelous gift.” Pentecostals tell me that this prayer 

language is mainly a vehicle through which they praise God. Their hearts are so filled with love 

and gratitude to God that they burst the bonds of their native language and extol the Lord in an 

unknown tongue to their edification and growth in grace. 

 

So, I think we should accept tongues-speaking as a genuine New Testament gift. After all, 

Paul ended his discussion on the subject by saying, “My brothers, be eager to prophecy, but do 

not forbid speaking in tongues” (1 Corinthians 14:39). Dr. A. W. Tozer set a positive example 

for his own Christian and Missionary Alliance denomination when he offered the following four-

word motto regarding tongues: “Seek not; forbid not.” That is to say, don’t seek the gift if you 

don’t have it, but don’t forbid the use of it in those who do have it. Even though we may believe 

the gift served its major purpose in apostolic days, we dare not put a straitjacket on the Holy 

Spirit to confine Him within the limits of our traditional mold. The Spirit can and does bestow 

His gifts when and where He wills. 

 

Dr. Peter Wagner asks, “Does every congregation need every gift?” And his answer is this: 

“It must be remembered that the Body of Christ is universal, with many local manifestations. 

Spiritual gifts are given to the Body universal, and therefore certain ones may or may not be 

found in any particular local part of the Body. This explains why, for example, a local church or 

even an entire denomination may not have been given the gift of tongues, while other parts of the 

Body might have it.” 

 

Let me, in conclusion, throw out a few words of caution as we speak about tongues, and as 

we try to assess the Charismatic Movement. 

 

1. Tongues are not the sign of baptism in the Spirit. Some charismatics hold that unless a 

person speaks in tongues he has not received the baptism of the Spirit. This, as you may well 

imagine, can stir up pride and division in a church. Many of God’s choicest saints, perhaps the 

vast majority, have never spoken in tongues, so they would be relegated to the ranks of second-

class Christians — people like St. Augustine, Luther, Calvin, Wesley, Whitefield, Jonathan 

Edwards, Spurgeon, Moody and Billy Graham. 

 

Isn’t it significant that it is in the very section in 1 Corinthians where Paul deals with 

spiritual gifts (1 Corinthians 12-14) that he makes it clear that all believers have been baptized in 

the Spirit? Here is what he says, “For 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” (1 Corinthians 

12:13). When you receive Christ, you receive the Spirit also. Since all Christians have been 



baptized in the Spirit, but not all speak in tongues, tongues cannot, therefore, be the sign of 

baptism in the Spirit. 

 

Nowhere in Scripture are believers commanded to seek the baptism of the Spirit or to 

speak in tongues. At regeneration, every believer is baptized in the Spirit into the Body of Christ. 

Why search, then, for what they have already received at their new birth? For a Christian to ask 

for the Spirit’s baptism is like a married man asking his wife to marry him! But do remember -- 

though the baptism of the Spirit is a once-for-all experience, the infilling of the Spirit is 

something which must be continuous in the life of the believer; and that is why Paul exhorts us in 

Ephesians 5:18 to “Keep on being filled with the Spirit.” 

 

So, there is one baptism, but many fillings. 

 

However, as in a marriage relationship, so the preservation of unity in the Body of Christ 

means that both those who use tongues and those who do not, are responsible to keep the unity of 

the Spirit. The eminent theologian Dr. Clark Pinnock describes the problem precisely. He writes: 

 

It is commonly charged that the new Pentecostals breeds division in the Church… 

Undoubtedly some of the blame may be attributed to the movement for failing to show that 

all its emphases are unequivocally biblical, But the greater problem lies with the non-

Pentecostal evangelicals themselves. We have not taken the movement seriously as a work 

of the Spirit of God. At best, we have tolerated new Pentecostals in our churches; at worst, 

driven them out. We have not exercised. mature Christian leadership in this matter. It is 

high time that evangelical leaders begin to think about how to integrate the charismatic 

movement into the life of the Church, and stop treating its members as spiritual lepers. 

 

And that is sage advice. 

 

2.  Tongues are not the sure sign of spirituality or Christian maturity. It is possible to 

have this gift while living a carnal life. The Corinthian church, which majored in tongues-

speaking, was marked by immorality of many kinds, and those people caused Paul more 

headaches and heartaches than any other church! 

 

The mark of true spirituality is not tongues-speaking but fruit-bearing. Not the sound of 

unknown languages, but the beauty of a consistent life is what counts. As one person put it, “I 

don’t care how high a man jumps, or how loud he hollers, if, when he lands on the ground, he 

walks straight!” 

 

3. If you don’t have the gift of tongues, don’t worry about it. Don’t think of yourself as a 

second-class Christian. Thank God for the gifts you have. Paul writes, “All do not speak with 

tongues, do they?... But try your best to have the greater gifts” (1 Corinthians 12:30,31); and he 

singles out “love” as the gift par excellence. No Christian should feel threatened because he has 

not spoken in tongues, so long as he is growing in grace and exhibiting the fruit of the Spirit in 

character and. witness. 

 

Being truly spiritual is simply being true to Christ by living a life of total obedience to His 



will day by day and moment by moment. We gain our victories slowly and painfully, for there is 

no shortcut to a holy life. Just remember these four affirmations, for they are the secret of a truly 

godly life: 

 

a. What I give He takes; 

b. What He takes He cleanses; 

c. What He cleanses He fills; 

d. And what He fills He uses. 

 

 

 

 

AMEN. 


