
We don’t generally need to hear others speaking in a language that we don’t
understand. Indeed, what’s the point? The apostle Paul cautions in 1 Corinthians 14
that when Christians get together, especially with those who don’t yet understand
their ways, they should far prefer speaking intelligibly over speaking in tongues.
How can Christians instruct one another if the language is unintelligible? Paul
writes that Christians should first speak intelligibly but that if anyone does speak in
tongues, another who understands the tongue should interpret.

What, though, does speaking in tongues mean? Not surprisingly, it can mean a few
different things, each of which the Bible demonstrates. First, it can mean speaking
in different languages that some will understand while others will not understand. A
tongue can be simply another human language, like Spanish, German, Korean, or
French. You may know only your native tongue, or you may have learned another
tongue. Yet speaking in tongues can also mean speaking in another language that
one has not learned. Doing so would be extraordinary, miraculous, but not
unprecedented.

But speaking in tongues can also mean speaking in a spiritual language that only
your spirit, the Holy Spirit, and others who hear the Holy Spirit know. Your mind
might not understand, but your spirit understands, and someone else who knows the
Holy Spirit may be able to interpret what your spirit has said to the Spirit, so that
you and others may understand. This form of speaking in tongues may be the form
to which the question and comments above refer. It would indeed sound like
gibberish to anyone who does not have the Spirit and scare them.

The Bible’s most-extraordinary example of believers speaking in tongues under the
Spirit’s influence comes in Acts 2, at what Christians know as Pentecost, after
Jesus’s resurrection. The believers were all in one place when the sound of a roaring
wind came, and flames appeared to descend, resting on each of them. The Holy
Spirit filled each believer and, the account continues, they began to speak in other
tongues as the Spirit enabled them. A crowd of Jews from every nation gathered,
only to hear the believers speaking God’s wonders in the languages of every nation,
to their bewilderment and amazement. Some present mocked the believers, saying
that they were drunk. The disciple Peter addressed the crowd with the gospel, and
thousands accepted baptism as new believers.



On a later occasion, recorded in Acts 10, Peter addressed a crowd at Cornelius’s
house with the good news. Once again, the Holy Spirit came on all who heard Peter,
and they spoke in tongues, or other languages, praising God. Peter had them
baptized as believers. On another occasion, recorded in Acts 19, Paul met a group
of believers at Ephesus who had not yet received the Holy Spirit, having only
received John’s water baptism. Paul baptized them in Jesus’s name. When Paul
placed his hands on them, the Holy Spirit descended on them, and they spoke in
tongues, or other languages, also prophesying.

What, though, is the point of speaking in tongues? How and why does one do so?
The above examples give some clues as to the purpose and occurrence of tongues,
while the apostle Paul further elaborates. Tongues, or speaking in other languages,
are the Spirit’s expression, to praise God. Tongues manifest the Spirit’s presence in
believers. Speaking in tongues is not a skill, an art, or discipline, something that one
chooses to do or not to do, by method, but instead the Spirit’s gift, a gift exercised
to honor God. As the Spirit’s manifestation, tongues, or speaking in other
languages, requires the Spirit’s prompting, even though a believer controls the
occurrence, cooperating with the Spirit.

Paul confirms these inferences in 1 Corinthians 14. He first acknowledges that
speaking in tongues is the Spirit’s gift, one among several others that we should
eagerly desire. Speaking in tongues is not only possible but laudable, worthwhile.
Paul next writes that speaking in tongues, in the spiritual form, is one’s spirit
speaking to God, not to people. Others do not understand because the tongue utters
the Spirit’s mysteries. Paul confirms that although he, too, spoke in tongues, indeed
more than anyone, we should prefer instead to speak intelligibly when with others,
to inform one another. Tongues are not for show but to praise God, one of several
gifts of the Spirit. Tongues may, though, be a sign of something extraordinary, the
Spirit’s presence, for unbelievers.

So, then, what to make of tongues? Is speaking in tongues truly so bewildering as to
be a mark against Christians? Analogies can be misleading, and we should take
tongues exactly as the Bible explains them. On the other hand, one can see that
sometimes people do, in other contexts, get so excited, say at a concert or sporting
event, as to make bewildering noises that only other concertgoers or sports fans



understand. Spiritual tongues are not simple excitement. They come instead under
the Spirit’s influence, when a believer cooperates with the Spirit. Tongues praise
God and inform the Spirit. But still, we shouldn’t regard them as so unusual as to
discourage them or take them as a sign of silliness or immaturity. Many other noises
we make are sillier and less mature than speaking with God.

Adam and Eve walked and talked with God, surely a heavenly language. Although
the Bible doesn’t say, humans may have continued to speak that same language
until God in trinity came down to the Tower of Babel to confuse that language. For
after all, God said then, recorded in Genesis 11, that as one people speaking that
language, nothing would be impossible for them. As the Spirit’s manifestation,
tongues are extraordinarily powerful and precious. Speaking in tongues informs and
strengthens one’s spirit, as part of God’s own armor. Ephesians 6, listing that armor,
says specifically to pray in the Spirit on all occasions with all requests. Desire to
speak in tongues, and you will desire a good thing.

If you are a believer wishing to speak in tongues, then get in God’s word, under the
Spirit’s influence, alone, and let the Spirit take your tongue where the Spirit wishes.
No gift at first seems natural, not preaching, prophesying, prayer, nor
encouragement. Yet if you continue to let your tongue go with the Spirit, then soon
enough, the Spirit’s anointing may take your tongue where only your spirit knows.
Pray in your soul, in ways that your mind understands. But pray, too, in the Spirit,
in tongues, to God and your own spirit. Wear God’s armor, and see God’s presence
manifest in your spirit and soul.


