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What it is 

My sermon title today is rather bold. I honestly don’t believe I can articulate all 
you need to know in one sermon about this or anything else.  However, besides the 
stories in the book of Acts, 1 Corinthians is the only place in the New Testament that 
treats the matter of speaking in tongues in any details. 

Before I continue, I’d like to conduct a brief poll.  I’ll give you a scale of 1-5.  1: I 
have studied or experienced much about speaking in tongues and have well-informed 
opinions on the matter.   5: I have no clue what you’re talking about. 

For those of you on the 1-2 end of the scale, regardless of what your well-
informed opinion is, I ask only for your humility and patience.   

For those of you on the 4-5 end of that scale, here’s a short definition: speaking 
in tongues is the ability to speak in a language you never studied. (The technical term is 
“glossolalia.”)  In other words, by the power of the Holy Spirit, your mouth forms words 
and syllables either directly to God in prayer or to others on God’s behalf. Most often, 
speaking in tongues refers not to any human language but to the language of heaven, 
unintelligible to any human unless the Holy Spirit also gives the interpretation. 

My assumption is that most of my listeners and readers do not speak in tongues.  
It used to be that you’d have to have this experience yourself or go find a group that 
speaks in tongues.  Now you can find it on the Internet.  Here is a brief sample. 

Now let’s turn to 1 Corinthians 14 and learn all you need to know!    

http://corinthtoday.org/sermons/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5SkLKJwzRlU
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All you need to know 

1. It’s not new.  “I would like every one of you to speak in tongues.” (5). 
 

Many of Paul’s readers spoke in tongues, maybe even before they became 
believers in Jesus.  Even before the New Testament was written, Greeks and Romans 
believed that their gods and the angels spoke a different language.  When Paul said, “I 
would like every one of you to speak in tongues,” his readers knew what he was talking 
about.  Some of them considered tongues the greatest of the spiritual gifts. 

In the modern era, the growth of speaking in tongues in America is generally 
traced to a man named Charles Parham and to the Azusa Street Revival he led in 
California in 1906.  He believed in the supernatural gifts of healing and speaking in 
tongues.  Denominations that emerged from that movement were known as 
Pentecostals (from the word Pentecost).  When the movement later spread into the 
Catholic church and other non-Pentecostal denominations, that was called the 
Charismatic movement (from charisma, the Greek word for gifts).  

2. It’s more common than you think.  “I thank God that I speak in tongues more 
than all of you” (18). 

If you think of speaking in tongues as cultish or a sign of mental illness, be 
careful.  You’re talking about our main man (other than Jesus) – the Apostle Paul.  
Maybe that surprises you.  1 Corinthians 12-14 is the only place in his letters where Paul 
makes a direct reference to speaking in tongues, and he may not have done so if the 
Corinthians hadn’t been misusing the gift.  But he and they spoke in tongues. 

In round numbers, one of every ten human beings currently alive is a Pentecostal 
or Charismatic Christian.  According to the Pew Research Center, in three countries – 
Guatemala, Brazil, and Kenya, half or more of the entire population of the country is 
either Pentecostal or charismatic.  In places where Christianity grew rapidly in the 20th 
century, it was mostly among groups that believe in and practice the “sign gifts.”  If you 
like church growth, give credit to speaking in tongues. 

Of Christians in the world today, about one in four, 500-600 million, self-identify 
as Pentecostal or charismatic, second only to Roman Catholics, and twice the number of 
non-charismatic evangelicals.  They cross social strata.  They might be your neighbors or 
may be sitting down the pew from you.  We are family. 

3.  It’s in the Bible.  “Anyone who speaks in a tongue does not speak to people 
but to God” (2). 

Among Christians who do not speak in tongues, there are several categories.  
Some believe that 1 Corinthians 12-14 is not dealing with heavenly languages but 
human languages.  Others believe that speaking in heavenly languages was a gift God 

https://www.pewforum.org/2006/10/05/spirit-and-power/
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gave to establish the church during the apostolic age, but that gift ceased when the 
apostles died.  A variation on that view is that when the Gospel penetrates a new area, 
the Spirit sometimes gives gifts like tongues and miracles and healing to get the church 
established. Finally, there are those of us (and by saying that I include myself in this 
category) that believe the gift of tongues, past and present, is from the Holy Spirit, but 
we ourselves don’t speak in tongues nor do we seek the gift.   

What all of us, no matter our view, need to acknowledge is that this gift is 
biblical.  I personally don’t see how you can read 1 Corinthians 14 and think Paul is 
talking about French or Chinese.  He says in verse 2 that this is about speaking not to 
people but to God.  This gift of ecstatic spiritual speech cannot just be sham. If you’re 
someone who believes and trusts the Bible, you believe people can speak in tongues. 

4. It’s very real and very important to some.  “A person who speaks in tongues is 
strengthened personally” (4, NLT1). 

Not only from his personal experience, but from what he has heard from the 
Corinthians, Paul says there is a valid and potent personal effect on the one who speaks 
in tongues.  Yes, I’m aware that he goes on to contrast this with the greater effect of 
prophecy, because it edifies the whole church.  But don’t miss what he says first: “A 
person who speaks in tongues becomes spiritually stronger.”  From a charismatic 
perspective, why wouldn’t you want to grow spiritually?2  Many (not all) believe this 
Phase 2 (or 3) of a relationship with God.  Phase 1: you’re born again.  Phase 2: you’re 
baptized with the Holy Spirit and enter into a deeper connection through the Spirit. 

I hope it’s a fair analogy, because I very much want to be fair on this subject.  
Runners speak of a “runner’s high,” but I’m sorry, I don’t get it.  Fortunately, Dr. Pete 
Hurley told me about a decade ago that I shouldn’t try to run any more for the sake of 
my knees, but in all my other decades of off-and-on trying to run I don’t think I ever 
even once felt anything resembling a “high.”  It was sheer drudgery. But that doesn’t 
mean I have to diminish someone else’s “runner’s high.”  I can see where it might 
release chemicals in your body that make you feel better and stronger.   

In the same way, I can totally understand that having the Holy Spirit take over 
your spirit can be a beautiful experience.  More importantly, if it results in deeper 
intimacy with God that will strengthen you for whatever happens in your life. 

                                                 
1 I quoted the New Living Translation here because I find verse 5 in the NIV to be one of the most 

awkward uses of what’s called the “singular they” – “Anyone who speaks in a tongue edifies themselves.” 
2 This point came from a YouTube sermon I listened to.  The sermon was biblical and balanced, an 

excellent articulation of the charismatic view.  For a book that articulates the charismatic view, read The 

God I Never Knew, by Robert Morris, recommended to me by a local Pentecostal pastor.  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dcQSOinFx3E
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5. It’s creepy and disturbing to others.  “So if the whole church comes together 
and everyone speaks in tongues, and inquirers or unbelievers come in, will 
they not say that you are out of your mind?”  (23) 

 Paul uses two words here – “inquirers” (idiotes) might be seekers or just 
those uninformed, which may mean they are new to the idea of speaking in tongues, 
and “unbelievers” referring to those who don’t know Christ.  The point of this verse is 
the acknowledgment that this phenomenon, and we could it extend it to other gifts like 
healing and miracles, is not going to connect with everyone.  Not everyone has the gift, 
not everyone seeks the gift, not everyone wants to be in the same room with the gift. 

Some Christians believe and teach that these “sign gifts” expired with the first 
generation of Christians.  This is called “cessationalism.”3  They deeply believe it is 
dangerous to seek or practice or tolerate speaking in tongues.  They offer a number of 
biblical texts to make this point, most commonly 1 Corinthians 13:8, which says that the 
gifts of prophecy, tongues, and knowledge have an end point. 

If you do speak in tongues, you probably already know this – but I need to say it 
for the sake of fair treatment.  Many Christians are deeply suspicious of your integrity or 
even sanity.  And many believe the Bible itself says this gift should not be practiced. 

6. It’s perilous to be either pro or con.  “So what shall I do?” (15) 

When Paul says, “So what shall I do?” he may be expressing his own wrestling 
with the issue.  Maybe he put his pen down and took a few minutes – or a day or two – 
to think and pray before he continued.  Or maybe he knew exactly where he was going, 
but he wanted his readers to grapple at that point.  

He contrasts “spirit” and “mind” in these verses – what we would call emotion 
and intellect.  This dichotomy comes into play not only in matters of faith, but in other 
relationships and contexts.  Some people are more subjective – what they feel is true.  
Others are more objective, and want reasons and graphs.  Paul affirms both-and. 

In the subject at hand, if you go by your feelings and impulses – even if you 
believe it’s the Spirit leading – you are susceptible to thinking that feeling in your gut is 
God is talking to you or through you when it might be your enchilada or even your ego.  
On the other hand, if you subdue your spirit, you risk closing your heart to the Holy 
Spirit himself – who is hardly predictable and controllable.  God communicates to us 
both by his Word (objective) and through the leading of the Holy Spirit (subjective). 

Even today as I speak on this subject I am aware of the hazards.  I don’t speak in 
tongues, not in private or public, and honestly, for most of my ministry I’ve been afraid 
of its misuse or of conflict that would arise with glossolalia. 

                                                 
3 John MacArthur articulates this view in Charismatic Chaos.  Click here for a cessationist sermon. 

http://www.knowyourbiblerecordings.org/getsermon.php?file=1CR23.mp3
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As soon as I say that, I’m so aware that for some in this room – and, more 
importantly, for a large swath of my brothers and sisters in Christ across town and 
around the world, I am devaluing their very real and fervent belief in what God has done 
and, more importantly, what God is still actively doing.  I attended a pastors’ lunch 
earlier this week led by friends whom I know to be from a Pentecostal denomination – 
even though they didn’t emphasize it in deference to those of us who are not.  I loved 
their heart for reaching every home in this community with the Gospel. 

Too much of what I hear on both “sides” of this subject sounds like, “We’ve got 
this one figured out and everyone else needs to listen better to God and join our side.”  
The irony is that even if I affirm everyone from the cessationist to the snake handler as 
my brother in Christ, that makes it sound like I think I’m better or wiser.  The devil has a 
million ways to destroy and divide the church, and this is one of them. 

7. What matters most is love.  “Follow the way of love and eagerly desire gifts 
of the Spirit, especially prophecy” (1). 

It turns out that the most important principle in reference to speaking in tongues 
is in chapter 13, one of the best known and loved chapters in the Bible.  Few people 
know when they hear the first verse, however, what Paul is talking about when he 
begins, “Though I speak with the tongues of men and of angels….”  Now Paul says, 
“Follow the way of love.”  The verb means to pursue, like a hunter tracking prey. 

The Corinthian church was divided about so many issues, most of which could be 
summarized this way: “I like doing it my way, and I’m totally ticked off at those who 
think or do differently.”  It’s clear the culture of the church was a culture of arrogance – 
condescension, opposition, and then separation. 

Paul says in this chapter, “Stop thinking like children” (20).  In other words, 
“You’re being babies.”  It’s not that you need to compromise on everything.  Paul says in 
the next chapter that if you don’t believe in the resurrection, your faith is useless.  But 
not everything is essential.  On most matters in this book, Paul wants the Corinthians to 
be humble enough to say they might be wrong, and might have something to learn.   

Paul is modeling in chapter 14 how to deal in love with issues that divide the 
church.  The issue in this chapter is speaking in tongues.   

Paul says to those who don’t speak in tongues, “Stop thinking like children.  It’s 
not about you.  When you criticize those who speak in tongues, you’re belittling me, 
your apostle. Because my experience is so rich when I speak in tongues, I’d love for all of 
you to join me.  Don’t look down on your brothers and sisters who speak in tongues.” 

To those who do speak in tongues Paul says, “Stop thinking like children.  It’s not 
about you.  Just because this is a deepening spiritual experience for you in private, you 
don’t have to show it off in your gather.  Consider the impact on the unity of the body 
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and on evangelism.  Think about intelligibility.  Can people understand what you say?  
Think about edification.  Does it help anybody else?  If not, keep it to yourself and 
instead prophesy, which everyone can benefit from.  When you speak God’s word 
plainly, people will be encouraged, strengthened, and comforted.” 

In other words, with this gift – and, by extension, any other – use your gift with 
love to build others up.  Or don’t use it because it’s the most loving thing to do.  Love is 
patient and kind and doesn’t puff itself up.  Love keeps honoring and doesn’t keep a 
record of wrongs.  Love isn’t proud, and it always believes the best.  Love never quits.  

Beautiful diversity 

When I was a teenager, I struggled with my faith – with the reality of God and 
the truth of the Gospel.  I went forward at various altar calls trying to do the right thing 
or say the right thing or “really mean it” so that I could know I was saved. On the spirit v. 
mind continuum, I’m almost all “mind.”  If you prefer this terminology, I’m excessively 
left-brained.  The left side of my brain is so much stronger and bigger I get neck aches 
from trying to hold my head up straight.  I never could feel it like some people do, and 
still today my faith lives so much more in my brain than in my heart. 

I still remember exactly where I was sitting on my parents’ bed when no one was 
home talking on the telephone.  (Those were in the days when there were only 
landlines, and we had only two phones – one in the kitchen and one in my parents’ 
room.)  A friend was on the other end of the line telling me what I really needed to 
relieve my doubt was the baptism of the Holy Spirit.  If I would sincerely pray and 
release myself to his control and power, he would fill me and move me and I would be 
completely changed and live in freedom. 

I love stories of those who have had that experience, and I don’t need to take 
anything away from them.  I have no need to pull out my Bible and show them those 
gifts ceased with the apostles.  But neither do I need to pull out my Bible and show my 
cessationist brothers and sisters that the sign gifts are still valid and even valued – that 
they need a second experience of the Holy Spirit to complete their sanctification.   

God in his wisdom has made our bodies unique.  No two people even have the 
same fingerprint.  Likewise, God has not used a cookie cutter to form believers.  The mix 
of experiences and insights and growth trajectories and spiritual gifts is different for 
every person.  By extension, then, God has gifted us with a variety of local churches, 
expressing their emphases and priorities, their worship and learning and service, in very 
different ways.  We don’t need to spend our time correcting other churches.  Our calling 
is to live out as best we can God’s call on this church, and to admit in doing so we 
probably have some significant faults and blind spots.   

Paul’s number one point about speaking in tongues is that love matters more 
than the exercise of this or any gift.  And that’s all you need to know.  Amen. 


