God's Master Plan Bible Study

Lesson 26 Addendum – A Closer Look At Speaking In Tongues

God's Master Plan #26 – Speaking In Tongues


There is perhaps no element of the early Apostolic church’s doctrine so hotly denounced by some critics than the infilling of the Holy Spirit with the evidence of speaking in another tongue as the Spirit speaks through a person.  Because the reader will undoubtedly face some of this criticism, it is beneficial to look closer at some of the claims of the skeptics and to see if their criticisms are valid according to scripture, and if their claims are not valid, to understand why that is so.  In this addendum, some of the more common denunciations of receiving the Holy Spirit with the evidence of speaking in other tongues are given and a scriptural and practical answer follows.  

As this study moves through the book of Acts, the scripture narrative will address and refute many so called “objections” so here we will only mention some of the views that not be addressed elsewhere.  Some of the more common arguments attempted to be used by those who refuse to accept speaking in other tongues can be classified into four basic groups:

Speaking in tongues were only for the original Apostolic Church.

This argument comes in many modified forms, all of which are easily debunked by scriptural passages.  Here are some of the more common modifications of this argument:

Receiving the Holy Spirit was an experience only for the Day of Pentecost or only for Jewish people.  

A simple glance through the book of Acts indicates that this is false.  The Samaritans received the infilling of the Holy Spirit in Acts 8:16-18 at a later date, Cornelius’ household, who were Gentiles, received the Holy Spirit in Acts 10:44-47 at a later date, and the believers in Ephesus receive the Holy Spirit in one of Paul’s missionary journeys in Acts 19:1-6.  When Peter said that the Holy Spirit as given on the Day of Pentecost was for “all that are far off” (Acts 2:39), he was referring to people not only distant from the Day of Pentecost in space, but also in time.  Peter also quoted Joel’s prophecy about “in the latter days, says the Lord, I will pour out my Spirit.”  If the Day of Pentecost was “latter days” in God’s timing then certainly we are still in the “latter days” today!  Furthermore, nowhere in scripture does God ever retract His promise of pouring out His Spirit, but instead says that it is for “ones that desire it” (Revelation 22:17).  

Speaking in tongues were only for those whom the original Apostles laid hands upon.

Again, this logic falls to simple scriptural examples.  Ananias prayed for Saul/Paul to receive the Holy Spirit by the laying on of hands (Acts 9:12, 17) and nothing in scripture indicates that Ananias was anything more than a Spirit-filled believer in the local Damascus church.  He certainly was not considered an Apostle.  Furthermore, in the story of Cornelius’ conversion in Acts 10, Peter never laid hands upon anyone, but rather the Spirit fell upon Cornelius’ household and they began to speak in tongues while Peter still preached (Acts 10: 44-47).    

Speaking in tongues was only for while the original Apostles of Jesus Christ were alive.  

History and personal experiences prove this false.  For example, I received the infilling of the Holy Spirit in the 1980s, quite a long time after the Apostles’ deaths!  But church history also speaks against this.  The last living apostle, John, died somewhere just after A.D. 100.  Irenaeus, Bishop of Lyons, (who lived A.D. 130 – 202) wrote about speaking in tongues as evidence of the Spirit and defended the miraculous manifestations of the Spirit against critics
.  From the same period, Justin Martyr wrote “For the prophetical gifts remain with us, even to the present time . . . Now it is possible to see amongst us women and men who possess gifts of the Spirit of God.”
  In our study, we will eventually see how that a witness of receiving the Holy Spirit with the evidence of speaking in other tongues has existed in every time period since the Day of Pentecost!     


Speaking in tongues without an interpreter are useless.

This argument confuses the tongues that are the initial sign of the infilling of the Holy Spirit with the gifts of the Spirit listed in 1 Corinthians 12 and mentioned in chapter 14 of the same book.  When people received the Holy Spirit with the evidence of speaking in other tongues, there were no interpreters because no interpreters were needed (see Acts 2:1-4, 10:44-47; 19:1-6).  An interpreter is only necessary if God is choosing to speak a direct word to a church assembly (see 1 Corinthians 14), a gift that God only uses through men and women who have already received the Holy Spirit with the evidence of speaking in other tongues.  

God uses speaking in tongues for several different reasons beyond speaking to a church worship service through an interpreter.  There are five distinct ways that God uses speaking in tongues among believers:

1. The initial evidence of receiving the Holy Spirit. (Acts 2:1-4; 10:44-47; 19:1-6; John 3:8; Mark 16:17)

2. A “regeneration” or renewing of the initial experience. (Acts 4:31; Titus 3:5)

3. Personal edification of the individual believer or to build up personal faith. (Jude 1:20; 1 Corinthians 14:4, 18) 

4. Intercessory Prayer, when the Spirit of God prays through us for things we do not have common knowledge of (Romans 8:26-27).

5. The spiritual gifts of tongues and interpretation of tongues, for a message from God for the edification of a body of believers.  (1 Corinthians 12:10; 1 Corinthians 14)

So speaking in tongues without an interpreter are not useless, because they are first used by God as the initial evidence that someone has received His Spirit, used to build up the believer’s faith, and used when the believer intercedes for others by the power of the Holy Spirit.  

God does not have to give a natural sign of a spiritual blessing.

That is certainly true, but on the other hand, God is sovereign and can give a natural sign of a spiritual work if He so chooses.  The following scriptures indicate that God has chosen to give speaking in tongues as a visible sign of the invisible entrance of the Spirit of God:

John 3:8 "The wind blows where it wishes and you hear the sound of it, but do not know where it comes from and where it is going; so is everyone who is born of the Spirit."  

Mark 16:17 "These signs will accompany those who have believed: in My name they will cast out demons, they will speak with new tongues;  

Acts 10:45-46 All the circumcised believers who came with Peter were amazed, because the gift of the Holy Spirit had been poured out on the Gentiles also. 46 For they were hearing them speaking with tongues and exalting God. Then Peter answered, 

1 Cor 14:22 So then tongues are for a sign, not to those who believe but to unbelievers; but prophecy is for a sign, not to unbelievers but to those who believe. 

God does not have to explain to us or give a reason why He chooses to give a natural sign of a spiritual work, but that He chose “speaking in tongues” as the sign of the initial infilling of the Holy Spirit does make scriptural sense for several reasons:

1. The tongue seems to be the most difficult member of the body to control. (James 3:1-8)

2. Speaking in tongues symbolize the unity of the church and reverse the process of Babel. (Genesis 11:1-9)

3. Speaking in tongues are a universal sign that works in all nationalities, cultures, and locations.

4. Speaking in tongues provide certainty about one’s experience with God because it signifies the baptism of the Holy Spirit at a certain point in time.     

Speaking in tongues have now ceased.  

This argument in its various forms tries to argue from several verses in 1 Corinthians:

1 Cor 13:8-10 Love never fails; but if there are gifts of prophecy, they will be done away; if there are tongues, they will cease; if there is knowledge, it will be done away. 9 For we know in part and we prophesy in part; 10 but when the perfect comes, the partial will be done away. 

Some people try to use the phrase “when the perfect comes, the partial will be done away” to try to prove that tongues have ceased.  There are two main interpretations that people try to interpolate on the text here.  The first is that:

Some try to say that “the perfect” is the written New Testament and that when it was completed, tongues ceased.  

This argument fails for many reasons, some of which are given below:

1. The spiritual gifts, including tongues, will reside in the church until the second coming of Christ.

1 Cor 1:2 To the church of God which is at Corinth, to those who have been sanctified in Christ Jesus, saints by calling, with all who in every place call on the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, their Lord and ours: 

Paul was writing this book – which contains instruction on the spiritual gifts, including tongues – not just to the church at Corinth but to all “those who have been sanctified in Christ Jesus.”  

1 Cor 1:7-8 so that you are not lacking in any gift, awaiting eagerly the revelation of our Lord Jesus Christ, 8 who will also confirm you to the end, blameless in the day of our Lord Jesus Christ. 

He was writing, “so that you are not lacking in any gift” until the day of Christ’s return!

2. In context, it is more logical to identify “that which is perfect” with the 2nd Coming of Jesus Christ.  The Greek word for “perfect” here is teleion, which is neuter singular, but the Greek language always refers to the Scriptures in the feminine plural.  

3. According to 1 Corinthians 13:8, tongues will cease at the same time that prophecy and knowledge cease.  “Prophecy” is a general word that includes “inspired preaching, praising, and testifying” all things that the church still possesses.  Furthermore, knowledge has not ceased in any meaningful way sense the New Testament was written, and if anything knowledge has exploded in exponential growth since then!

4. The Bible and miracles do not have interchangeable functions.  The Bible presents the promises of the Word of God in written form, but God still performs in miraculous ways to confirm His Word.  

5. The New Testament is God’s Word, but the world is not perfect, believers are not perfect, and life is not perfect.  Perfection will only come at the return of Jesus Christ signaling the beginning of 1,000 years of peace on earth!

6. If tongues ceased upon the completion of the New Testament, then it is difficult to explain exactly how this happened.  Did the tongues just suddenly stop when John penned the final Amen at the end of the Book of Revelation?  Or did they cease when the books were first read out loud?  Or did they cease gradually after a believer read all of the books?  Or some of the books?  

In light of such points, some critics have refined this argument and:

Some try to say that “the perfect” is the canonization of the New Testament by the Catholic Church in the late 4th Century.

This argument fails for the same reasons listed above in points 1, 2, 3, 4 and 5.  But here are some other points to consider:

1. The term “canon” refers to the list of the books of the Bible that are deemed authentic and inspired by God.  The Catholic church did not decide in the late 4th Century which books were canonized, but rather just officially adopted books that had been regarded as scripture from the first apostolic church times.  

The Catholic Church was only in its infant stages at the end of the 4th century, but churches had been using the books that we now consider the New Testament ever since the time of their writing.  The early church fathers – pre Catholic times – had already quoted from every New Testament book in many of their writings and the churches already considered these books scripture.  The Catholic Church's declaration of these books as scripture was simply a stating of what was already established and had no special spiritual significance.  In other words, these books were scripture from the moment that they were written, not just after the early Catholic church decreed them so!  

2. This argument has stemmed from the noticing that as the Catholic Church was formed, there was a decrease of spiritual activities, miraculous events, and speaking in tongues of the churches that adopted the new doctrines and dogmas of the Catholic Church.  We do not deny that certainly with the formation of the Catholic church and the various councils of that church, that the miraculous and supernatural began to wane, but we realize that this was not because God stopped such events, but rather because of the false doctrines and teachings that were introduced during these times led people further from true faith and obedience to God and His Word.  

About the same time that the formations of the Catholic Church officially "canonized" the scriptures, was also the same time that the church forbade people to baptize "in Jesus' name" and that the doctrine of the Trinity was introduced.  In churches that refused these dogmas, history records that miracles and the infilling of the Holy Spirit with the evidence of speaking in tongues continued.  Later, in the Reformation -- from the late 1600s to modern times – as more and more churches have distanced themselves from the man-made traditions of the Catholic Church, there has been an increase in the outpouring of the Holy Spirit with tongues and also of signs and miracles within the church.  Clearly, tongues have not ceased and will not until the 2nd Coming of Christ, which is an event yet to happen!  

� Irenaeus, Against Heresies, 2.32.4


� Justin, Dialogue with Trypho, 82 & 88.
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