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THE GIFTS OF THE SPIRIT, PT. 3 
1 CORINTHIANS 14:1-28 

 

Over the past two months, we’ve taken a brief excursus from our study of 1 John to study the work of 

the Holy Spirit.  We did this because in 3:24 it says, “We know by this that He abides in us, by the Spirit 

whom He has given us.”  And then in 4:1 John gives several indicators of how we know the work of the 

Holy Spirit.  As we approached that section, it seemed to me to be a good time to do something I’ve 

wanted to do for many years — preach and teach the doctrine of the Holy Spirit.  There is much 

confusion about His work and ministry, and I thought this would be a good opportunity for us to gain a 

common understanding of His work. 

 

So, over six sermons, we’ve talked about: 

  The identity of the Holy Spirit — His deity and personality 

 The work of the Holy Spirit — to baptize, indwell, and seal all believers 

 The filling of the Holy Spirit — how we can be controlled by and submissive to Him 

 The fruit of the Holy Spirit — what kind of spiritual change He produces in all believers 

 And the last two sermons we talked about the gifts of the Spirit from Romans 12 

 

And today we want to talk about one particular gift of the Spirit about which there is much confusion in 

the church today:  the gift of tongues.   

 

Tongues is one of the gifts known as “foundational gifts” (apostle, prophet, miracles, healing, tongues, 

and interpretation of tongues).  They are gifts that were used in the foundation and establishment of the 

church and their use has ceased today.  We will not take time to look at each of these gifts, but I want to 

use tongues as representative of each of these, since it is the most pervasive of the sign gifts still being 

used today.  The key passage for understanding tongues is 1 Corinthians 14 and so that’s where we will 

go, after first doing a brief historical tour of the gift of tongues. 

 

SPIRITUAL GIFTS ARE GOD’S ENABLEMENT FOR EVERY BELIEVER FOR SPIRITUAL SERVICE IN THE CHURCH. 

THE GIFT OF TONGUES WAS A FOUNDATIONAL, SECONDARY GIFT THAT NO LONGER EXISTS. 

 

Context:  The Historical Background of the Gift of Tongues 
 Biblical history (Acts 2:4-13; Eph. 2:20; Heb. 2:3-4) 
 Church history 

1. The Plea for Using Tongues to EDIFY  (vv. 1-12) 
2. The Plea for Using Tongues INTELLIGIBLY  (vv. 13-19) 
3. The Plea for Using Tongues According to their PURPOSE  (vv. 20-25) 
4. The Plea for Using Tongues ORDERLY  (vv. 26-28) 
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SPIRITUAL GIFTS ARE GOD’S ENABLEMENT FOR EVERY BELIEVER FOR SPIRITUAL SERVICE IN THE CHURCH. 

THE GIFT OF TONGUES WAS A FOUNDATIONAL, SECONDARY GIFT THAT NO LONGER EXISTS. 

 

Context:  The Historical Background of the Gift of Tongues 

 

• Biblical history (Acts 2:4-13; Eph. 2:20; Heb. 2:3-4) 

 The first appearance of tongues is in Acts 2 — this gift and activity are not in the OT or Gospels. 

 The word tongues is used three ways —  

➢ It refers to our physical tongues and as a figure of speech for speaking (e.g., Js. 3) 

➢ It refers to something that is shaped like a tongue (Acts 2:3) 

➢ It refers to languages, which is how it is used in Acts 2:4ff. 

 In Acts 2:4 as a manifestation of the filling (not baptism) of the Spirit of God, the Spirit gave the 

apostles an ability to speak languages they did not know.  We know they were languages because: 

➢ There were Jews who were in Jerusalem at the time — probably for the day of Pentecost 

(which followed the Feast of Firstfruits by 50 days) — who lived all over the world.  When 

they heard the apostles speak, they were confused because the apostles were speaking in 

their languages (v. 6).  These were Galileans — largely uneducated tradesmen who were 

speaking languages of places they’d never been (vv. 9-11).   

➢ In verse 8, they emphasize that they hear the apostles in their own languages (dialects) and 

saying virtually the same thing in v. 11, these foreigners say the apostles are speaking in their 

tongues (languages, cf. also v. 4). 

➢ The Jews in Israel didn’t understand them (v. 13), but the foreigners did.  (Notice also that 

these foreigners were not just confused by hearing their own languages, but they also were 

confused about the message [v. 12] since they’d never heard teaching about the Messiah in 

their native language (v. 11; that’s an important point to remember when we get to 1 Cor. 14.) 

➢ So the tongues in Acts 2 and all through the NT are literal languages, not “ecstatic speech” as 

most who use the gift today suggest it is or some private prayer language (1 Cor. 14:13ff). 

➢ [Aside:  Acts 2:22 indicates the authenticating nature of these gifts, as we will see elsewhere] 

 We hold to a position on these gifts called cessationism, because we believe the use of these 

miraculous gifts ceased after the apostolic era.  Others who believe in these gifts are commonly 

called “charismatics” (from “charisma,” free gift) or now often, “continuationists.”  Two 

passages are helpful in seeing the cessation of these miraculous sign gifts: 

➢ Ephesians 2:20 —  

… The foundation of the church having been built…on the apostles and prophets.  The 

verb there is one of completion; this foundation is complete and finished and since that 

has been done, there is no more need for the position of apostles and prophets. 
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… What the apostles and prophets built was the foundation.  They had a unique role to 

establish the foundational base of the church and since that has been completed, their role 

no longer exists.  [Aside:  virtually no one disputes that the gift of apostle has ceased 

since to be an apostle one had to have seen the resurrected Christ and been personally 

appointed by Christ (Acts 1:22, 24).] 

… Once the revelatory work of the apostles and prophets was completed in establishing the 

church, then their work and gifts also were completed and ceased. 

➢ Hebrews 2:3-4 —  

… Through the NT, there is a general decline of the mention of the sign gifts — Acts 2 (33 

A.D.), Acts 10 (mid-40s A.D.), Acts 19 (early 50s), 1 Cor. 12-14 (55-56 A.D.).  Though 

Paul wrote nine more letters after 1 Corinthians, including Romans and Ephesians, he 

doesn’t mention tongues in any of those letters and in the Pastorals he does not mention 

any of the sign gifts, which is particularly odd if they were essential for church ministry. 

… In Heb. 2:3-4, the writer mentions that the salvation message was spoken by Christ and 

then by the apostles; and the message of the apostles was confirmed through signs, 

wonders, miracles, and by gifts…  Notice that he makes a distinction them (v. 4, apostles 

and their gifts) and us (v. 3, those who did not have the gifts).  So even by the time 

Hebrews is written, there is acknowledgement that the use of these gifts is ending. 

 

 So in summary, the miraculous gifts and tongues were gifts that were given for a season for the 

foundational ministry of the church, but they no longer exist today since the foundation of the 

church has long been completed. 

 

• Church history also affirms that these gifts have ceased. 

 We call ourselves cessationists, and those who believe the gifts still exist call themselves 

continuationists.  However, while they call themselves continuationists, they do not believe that 

these gifts continue today in the same way they did in the NT.  So also are really cessationists. 

 Virtually no one suggests that the gift of apostle still exists in the church today (as mentioned above). 

 While many still believe in prophecy, no one holds to completely true and accurate prophecy: 

 

“No responsible charismatic believes that today’s prophecy is infallible and inerrant revelation from 

God.  There is almost uniform testimony from all sections of the charismatic movement that today’s 

prophecy is impure and will contain elements that are not to be obeyed or trusted.” [Wayne Grudem] 

 

➢ The Biblical response to such a statement would be to declare him a false prophet and put 

him to death (Dt. 13:1-5; 18:20-22). 
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➢ Why was the OT standard so high?  Because God not only speaks the truth, but an omnipotent 

God He is fully capable of assuring that His message is always declared accurately and if the 

message is inaccurate, it denigrates His pure name; someone is attempting to speak for God 

and he has led people astray from God so God dealt with him in a dramatic fashion.  Today’s 

“prophets” suppose a success rate of prophecies in the 25% range and speak of that with pride, 

as if God would be satisfied with 25% truth (and 75% lies). 

 While many practice “tongues” today, most agree that it is not the same as the biblical gift. 

➢ For 1800 years after the completion of the canon, virtually no respected theologian or pastor 

practiced these gifts.  Then in 1901 at a prayer meeting in Topeka, KS Charles Parham laid his 

hands on the head of Agnes Ozman and she reported to receive the gift of tongues and the 

ability to speak and write Chinese.  The excitement about this gift was that it would enable 

churches to send people across the globe to communicate the gospel without having to go to 

language school — “The students of Bethel College do not need to study in the old say to 

learn the languages.  They have them conferred on them miraculously.” [Parham, quoted in 

Strange Fire, 23.]  Yet that isn’t what happened, as even charismatic authors affirm:  “Sadly 

the idea of xenoglossalilic languages [i.e., foreign tongues] would later prove an embarrassing 

failure as Pentecostal workers went off to mission fields with their gift of tongues and found 

their hearers did not understand them.” [Jack Hayford, in Strange Fire, 23.] 

➢ If you survey church history, you will find this consistently to be true:  Chrysostom, 

Augustine, Calvin, Luther, Edwards, Spurgeon and many others denied the use of these gifts 

after the apostolic era. 

 

“…these gifts were distinctly the authentication of the apostles.  They were part of the credentials of the 

apostles as the authoritative agents of God in founding the church.  Their function thus confined them 

distinctively to the apostolic church and they necessarily passed away with it.” [Warfield] 

 

 

• As we have seen in the last century, these gifts have been massively abused.  But the contemporary 

church is not the first to misunderstand and misuse these gifts.  It also happened in the early church; in 

Corinth there were significant perversions of this gift and Paul wrote to correct them (1 Cor. 12-14).   

 In ch. 12 he establishes the correct origin and use of the gifts in general (from the Spirit and for 

all the members to use for the benefit of others, 12:1, 4ff, to build up the body, 12:18-20). 

 In ch. 13 he reminds them of the motive of the gifts (to be used in love and not selfishly, 13:1) 

 In ch. 14 he addresses the abuses of some of these gifts and appeals to them to change with four pleas: 
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1. The Plea for Using Tongues to EDIFY  (vv. 1-12) 

 

• The Corinthian church was involved in a variety of kinds of sinful activities (e.g., 11:18-21).  One 

manifestation of their fleshliness and carnal disobedience was their misuse of tongues: 

 Tongues were being used without interpretation (vv. 1-5) 

 Tongues were being used without order (vv. 6-12) 

• So Paul appealed to them to use their gifts in a way that demonstrated order and a desire to edify 

others (vv. 3, 4, 5). 

 To edify simply means to “promot[e] spiritual growth and development of character of believers, 

by teaching or by example, suggesting such spiritual progress as the result of patient labour.” 

[Vines]  Cf. Eph. 4:12, 16, 29. 

 The way tongues were being used in Corinth resulted in self-exaltation (v. 2) rather than ministry 

to the church body. 

 That’s why Paul says in v. 5 that even if everyone could have the gift of tongues (and they 

couldn’t, 12:30), the church would be better served with the gift of prophecy since prophecy 

addressed the mind and through the truth of the word spoken, the heart and life were changed, 

whereas a tongue spoken without interpretation had no value to those who heard (vv. 2, 11). 

 Even in nature with musical instruments (flute, harp, v. 7), there is no music and worship if the 

tune is indistinct (undefined and unrecognizable). 

 Even with a military call (bugle, v. 8), there is no call to war and battle if the sound is indistinct.   

 And in language (vv. 9-11) there is no communication if the words are indistinct. 

 

• The great danger of every spiritual gift is to use them pridefully to exalt the self; that is particularly 

true of the sign gifts and tongues.   

• Every use of every gift — and particularly of tongues, as Paul has noted — is to be done not to 

minister to one’s self but to serve others so that they are equipped to follow and be more like Christ. 

 

 

2. The Plea for Using Tongues INTELLIGIBLY  (vv. 13-19) 

 

• Evidently there were people who were babbling in Corinthian worship without interpretation (v. 13) 

and Paul reminds them of the result of practicing tongues that way. 

• If there is no interpretation, then the tongue talks, but the mind is unengaged and unfruitful (v. 14).   

 Tongues were given to engage the mind, not the emotion.  If there is no interpretation, what is 

spoken is unintelligible and indiscernible and the mind won’t be fruitful (unproductive, v. 14).   
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 So Paul says that in worship he will pray and sing both with the spirit (his breath, words) and 

with his mind (i.e., all use of tongues will be interpreted).  That way, when the tongues spoken 

are intelligible to the entire body, they can be affirmed by and amen (v. 16, “that’s true!”).   

 If the tongues are not interpreted, they are of no value; they engage the emotion without the mind 

and the will and in Scripture “there is no premium placed on ignorance.” [MacArthur, 1 Cor., 377] 

 Further, “there is no place for mindless ecstatic prayer.…It is obvious that edification cannot 

exist apart form the mind.  Spirituality involves more than the mind, but it never excludes the 

mind (cf. Rom. 12:1-2; Eph. 4:23; Col. 3:10).” [MacArthur, 377.] 

• So there was a place for a biblical use of tongues (v. 18), but much better than tongues spoken 

without interpretation is prophecy — 10,000 words (lit., a myriad) spoken without interpretation are 

of less value than even five words spoken intelligibly by someone with the gift of prophecy. 

• This has been one of the great tragedies of the charismatic movement — it has elevated experience 

over the authority of Scripture and it has exalted emotionalism over truth.   

 

“…the modern charismatic version [of tongues] consists of nonmiraculous, nonsensical gibberish that 

cannot be translated. It is a learned behavior that does not correspond to any form of authentic human 

language. Rather than being a tool to edify the church, contemporary charismatics use the fabrication as 

a private “prayer language” for the purpose of self-gratification. Though they justify their practice 

because it makes them feel closer to God, there is no biblical warrant for such unintelligible babble. It is 

a false spiritual high with no sanctifying value.” [MacArthur, Strange Fire, 154.] 

 

 

3. The Plea for Using Tongues According to their PURPOSE  (vv. 20-25) 

 

• Because the Corinthians were using tongues without edification and intelligibility, he appealed to 

them to become mature — they were childish and immature in their thinking and practices (v. 20). 

• One way that they could become mature was to use tongues with the God-intended purposes. 

• So Paul quotes Isaiah 28 (v. 21) — because the nation of Israel rejected the message of God in the 

prophets (which they understood), they would receive another message by foreign kings that they 

would not understand (fulfilled in the Assyrian captivity of Israel, 2 Kings 17:23ff).  These strange 

tongues indicated the disciplinary action of God against His people. 

 Paul says those foreign Assyrian languages were a sign to unbelieving Israel of the judgment of 

God.  In the same way, tongues are a sign to unbelieving Jews — those who had rejected Christ 

as Messiah, that they needed to repent and turn to Christ.  Hearing the message of the gospel in 

their own language was a sign of the soon judgment of God and the provision of salvation. 

 These tongues also served as a sign to authenticate the true work of an apostle (2 Cor. 12:12). 
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 Further, Paul says, prophecy (something foretelling the future or a message directly revealed by 

God) is for believers — for the purpose of edification (v. 22b).  And he makes his point by 

saying that if the church gathered for worship and tongues were exercised without interpretation, 

unbelievers who happened to be there would say the church was mad (“out of his mind,” v. 23).  

But if an unbeliever came into a service where there was prophecy, he could understand and 

would repent by falling on his face and worshipping God (v. 25).  This is why tongues are 

“secondary” to prophecy (yet today tongues is often and wrongly elevated to the “greatest” gift). 

 

• So in summary, the gift of tongues was a sign to the foreign Jewish unbeliever in a non-church 

situation (so no interpreter was needed) that the message he was hearing was authentic and true (2 

Cor. 12:12; Heb. 2:3-4).  “This is the gospel, believe it.” 

• And when tongues were used in corporate worship, they were to be used with an interpreter to edify 

all those who were there, including unbelievers who might come. 

• This is also a reminder that we can’t just used God’s gifts however we want; we must use all God’s 

gifts God’s way, with God’s purpose and intent. 

 

 

4. The Plea for Using Tongues ORDERLY  (vv. 26-28) 

 

• Even if one suggests that tongues can be used today, then they must be used in the pattern 

established in Scripture.  And that pattern is clear.  When tongues are present in a worship service 

(when they assemble; this was not required for use in evangelizing foreigners, for obvious reasons): 

 The motive had to be edification (to build up) of the other believers, not self-exaltation (v. 26) 

— just as it was with every other form of worship like singing psalms, teaching, and prophecy. 

 Only two or three could speak in tongues in any given service (v. 27).  Paul doesn’t say why, but 

it appears that he says that so that tongues would not become dominant in a service, but that all 

the other components of worship — singing, prayer, reading, and preaching — would continue 

in a balanced way so that all those with gifts could participate (12:6ff). 

 The two or three speakers had to do so in turn (v. 27) — that is not overlapping each other so 

that each one could be heard and authenticated. 

 Each speaker of tongues had to be interpreted (i.e., translated, vv. 27b-28).  If there is no 

translator then the tongues speaker had to be quiet. 

 No speaker could be a woman (v. 34). 

 The point is that there was to be no chaos in the worship but that worship should remain orderly 

for the purpose of edifying others and glorifying God (v. 33).  Chaotic worship is not worship 

but blasphemy.  
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• Paul affirmed to the Corinthians that even though the gifts still existed at that time, they had to be 

practiced in a biblical manner, something that is almost always ignored today.  Those who practice 

these gifts indicate their apathy toward Scripture by flagrantly ignoring these principles.  And if the 

Word of God is being disobeyed, then the Spirit of God is not being honored; He is being grieved.  

And the result is not the work of the Spirit [as Tom Pennington said], but it is the work of the flesh. 

 

 

CONCLUSION:  Why spend all this time on one gift — even if it is aberrant?  Is this discussion too much? 

 

We spend this time on this topic because it is a perversion of what God has said about spiritual growth 

and ministry.  And when the gifts of tongues and prophecy are maximized, then the authority of 

Scripture is minimized.  “…wherever there is a movement preoccupied with ‘fresh’ prophecy, there is 

invariably a corresponding neglect of the Scriptures.” [Strange Fire, 115.]  And to neglect Scripture is to 

suggest that we need something besides what God has given us to grow in Christlikeness and serve Him:   

 

“All Scripture is inspired by God and profitable for teaching, for reproof, for correction, for training in 

righteousness; so that the man of God may be adequate, equipped for every good work.” (2 Tim 3:16–17) 

 

You have been given everything you need for life and godliness. 

 

We do not have less than the Spirit of God than the early church and we do not have less of the Spirit of 

God than we need.  Every believer is indwelt by all the fullness of God and we have everything we need 

to grow and mature spiritually.  While the foundational gifts no longer function in the church, we have 

all the spiritual gifts for individuals in the church and for the church itself to become mature in Christ. 

 

Every believer has been baptized into Christ (it’s not a second act of blessing) and every believer can be 

filled by the Spirit of Christ.  And the way to be filled by the Spirit of Christ, as we discussed a few 

weeks ago is to know the Word of God and be submissive to that Word.  And as you do that, His fruit 

and gifting will be evident in your life. 

 

 

BENEDICTION:  1 Corinthians 16:23-24. 


