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There are many people in today’s religious society who are enamored with the idea of speaking in tongues. Some teach that one of the signs that you are saved is that God gives you the ability to speak in tongues. Others teach that speaking in tongues is simply a line of direct communication between them and God by which the Holy Spirit makes their requests and needs known to the Father. Regardless of the reason, there are many today who believe that not only is it possible for man to speak in miraculous tongues today, but that it happens all the time. 

The Bible speaks very clearly concerning what the first century ability to speak in tongues was. However, the Biblical depiction is not a thirty-second cousin to what man claims to see today when it comes to this miraculous gift. Most people who believe in speaking in tongues will tell you that it is a language which cannot be understood by anyone but God. As a matter of fact, many will claim that they do not even know what they are stating when they speak in tongues! They are simply trusting that God will be able to figure it out. These beliefs concerning this aspect of miraculous gifts breeds a great deal of confusion in the religious world, both concerning the ability to perform the gift itself and the use of such a gift as God intended it. Therefore, let us examine what the Bible teaches concerning this controversial topic. 

Unlike the “tongues” of today, the first century ability to speak in tongues could be understood by all present. On the day of Pentecost, the apostles “were all filled with the Holy Ghost and began to speak with other tongues, as the Spirit gave them utterance” (Acts 2:4). If this were all that was stated concerning this particular event it might possibly give credence to the “spiritual tongues” used today. However, verse six further explains the “tongues” which were being used. As the apostles began to speak, “the multitude came together, and were confounded, because that every man heard them speak in his own language” (Acts 2:6). They were then all amazed because all of the apostles are from Galilee, yet these men all heard them speaking in the languages of the areas in which they were born (Acts 2:7-8). Therefore, on the day of Pentecost, the apostles were not speaking in unknown tongues that no man could understand. Instead they were speaking in the native languages of everyone gathered at that time. What made this miraculous in nature was that these were languages they had never studied!

An understanding of the things which transpired on the day of Pentecost also gives us a better understanding of what Paul was seeking to impart to the Corinthians in I Corinthians 14:1-5. There he writes: “Follow after charity, and desire spiritual gifts, but rather that ye may prophesy. For he that speaketh in an unknown tongue speaketh not unto men, but unto God: for no man understandeth him; howbeit in the spirit he speaketh mysteries. But he that prophesieth speaketh unto men to edification, and exhortation, and comfort. He that speaketh in an unknown tongue edifieth himself; but he that prophesieth edifieth the church. I would that ye all spake with tongues, but rather that ye prophesied: for greater is he that prophesieth than he that speaketh with tongues, except he interpret, that the church may receive edifying.”

The church at Corinth spoke one language. Therefore the ability to speak in tongues would require that a man speak in a language other than one they were already using and understood! This would be of no benefit to the people since they couldn’t understand what was being said anyway! Thus it would be more profitable to have prophesying than tongues because that could edify the congregation!

However, the final piece to the puzzle of understanding tongues is found in I Corinthians 13:8-12. Paul states there that when that which is perfect is come the ability to do such things as speak in tongues will be done away. That which is perfect (The complete revelation of God) has come and therefore there is no more need for this miraculous gift today. It is for this reason the “tongues” of today are not similar to the ones in Scripture, the ones in Scripture were done away in the first century, all that remains are man’s inventions. 

