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Abstract: Glossolalia, one of the most researched phenomena of the Christian world, 

can be viewed from three basic perspectives: (1) as a normal expression of known 

languages, but improper for the occasion, violating the accepted diglossia (naturalistic 

model), (2) as a supernatural expression of unlearned human languages (miraculous 

model), and (3) as an enthusiastic expression of inarticulate speech (ecstatic model). 

The biblical pattern seems to fit better into the miraculous model, but could include 

elements of the ecstatic model. For both Luke and Paul, the gift of tongues is an 

inspired intelligible utterance with multiple purposes, revelational/doxological content, 

and one source/origin (the Spirit). After decades of research, the ambiguity of this 

phenomenon still remains. However, a few provisional “certainties” can be outlined: (1) 

the understanding of glossolalia is highly dependent on one’s theological 

presuppositions; (2) the glossolalic phenomenon is not peculiar to Christian 

charismatism; (3) glossolalia has multiple possible sources; (4) modern glossolalia can 

be identified with a learned behavior and bear no intelligible content; (5) glossolalia has 

a communitarian dimension; (6) glossolalia implies an altered state of consciousness; 
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(7) current psychological research on glossolalia seems more objective; (8) glossolalia 

should not be taken as a sign of orthodoxy or higher spiritual status; (10) glossolalia in 

Christian settings should have a minimum of correspondence to the New Testament 

phenomenon. 

 

Keywords: glossolalia, speaking in tongues, diglossia, gift, sign, interpretation of 

tongues, Holy Spirit.

 

Línguas do Céu e da Terra: a variedade de interpretações da glossolalia  

Resumo: A glossolalia, um dos fenômenos mais pesquisados do mundo cristão, pode 

ser vista a partir de três perspectivas básicas: (1) como uma expressão normal de 

línguas conhecidas, mas impróprias para a ocasião, violando a diglossia estabelecida 

(modelo naturalístico), (2) como uma expressão sobrenatural de línguas humanas não 

aprendidas (modelo miraculoso) e (3) como uma expressão entusiástica de fala 

inarticulada (modelo extático). O padrão bíblico parece se encaixar melhor com o 

modelo miraculoso, mas pode incluir elementos do modelo extático. Para Lucas e 

Paulo, o dom de línguas é uma elocução inspirada e inteligível, com múltiplos 

propósitos, conteúdo revelacional/doxológico e uma fonte/origem (o Espírito). Após 

décadas de pesquisa, o fenômeno continua ambíguo, mas algumas “certezas” 

provisórias podem ser esboçadas: (1) a compreensão da glossolalia depende das 

pressuposições teológicas da pessoa; (2) o fenômeno glossolálico não é peculiar ao 

carismatismo cristão; (3) a glossolalia pode ter múltiplas fontes; (4) a glossolalia 

moderna pode ser identificada com um comportamento aprendido e não apresenta 

conteúdo inteligível; (5) a glossolalia tem uma dimensão comunitária; (6) a glossolalia 

implica um estado alterado de consciência; (7) a pesquisa atual sobre a glossolalia 

parece ser mais objetiva; (8) a glossolalia não deve ser considerada um sinal de 

ortodoxia ou status espiritual mais elevado; (10) a glossolalia no ambiente cristão deve 

ter um mínimo de correspondência com o fenômeno descrito no Novo Testamento. 

Palavras-chave: glossolalia, falar em línguas, diglossia, dom, sinal, interpretação de 

línguas, Espírito Santo. 



Introduction

 

Speaking in tongues, or glossolalia, is one of the most controversial and studied gifts in 

the recent history of Christian scholarship.1 Although there are scores of studies on the 

subject,2 I would like to highlight three landmarks in the field: Glossolalia, released in 

1985 by H. Newton Malony and A. Adams Lovekin, which is the most 

comprehensive/authoritative overview from a social and behavioral perspective;3 

Prophecy and Inspired Speech in Early Christianity and its Hellenistic Environment, 
authored in 1997 by Christopher Forbes, which is perhaps the best approach to inspired 

speech available;4 and Speaking in Tongues, recently edited by Mark J. Cartledge, 

which provides a useful multi-disciplinary analysis of the topic.5 

 

Not surprisingly, speaking in tongues has challenged theologians and other scholars for 

a long time. C. S. Lewis confessed that glossolalia was “a stumbling-block” and “an 

embarrassing phenomenon” to him.6 Long ago, Henry Barclay Swete said: “There is no 

historical statement in the New Testament which is more difficult to interpret than St 

Luke’s account of the Pentecostal gift of tongues.”7 Perhaps only the Pauline 

theological statements about the same gift surpass Luke’s account in mystery. 

 

1. Models of interpretation

 

What was the linguistic nature of this New Testament phenomenon? Is the biblical gift 

identical to the phenomenon known today as glossolalia? If the phenomena are 

different, how should one explain glossolalia? 

 

To begin with a working definition, the biblical gift of tongues is a special ability that God 

gives to some believers to express potentially intelligible utterances to communicate the 

gospel, praise God, and/or attest God’s presence. Examples include the apostles (Acts 

2:4), the household of Cornelius (Acts 10:44-48), a group of believers from Ephesus 

(Acts 19:6), the Corinthians (1 Cor 14:26), and Paul (1 Cor 14:18). 
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The Greek expression glossa lalein (literally, “to speak in tongues”) appears in five New 

Testament passages.8 Considering all references or allusions, there is a total of 

approximately 35 instances in the New Testament, with predominance in Pauline 

literature. The simpler expression glossa lalein possibly is an ellipse or abbreviation of 

the more original formula heterais glossais laleo (Acts 2:4) or heteroglossais laleo.9 As 

Roy Harrisville underlines, perhaps “by the time Paul and the author of Acts had put pen 

to paper the terms had become more or less fixed, a possibility which would also 

explain the combination of glossa with lalein, but never with legein.”10  

 

A plethora of commentary interpretations have been offered for the biblical gift of 

tongues.11 The options include tongues as an enthusiastic expression in native 

languages improper for a given setting, and against collective expectation, in a context 

of diglossia;12 the ability to speak real unlearned languages (xenolalia or 

xenoglossia);13 angelic speech;14 “a kind of structured or ordered babbling”;15 

complex speech patterns that “may bear all kinds of cognitive information in some 

coded array”;16 “a piece without fragments from known human languages, having 

linguistic deviations from patterns common to human languages, yet being 

indistinguishable by a naïve listener from a foreign language”;17 “language of the 

unconscious, but language capable of becoming conscious”;18 “prayer without 

concepts, prayer at a deep, noncognitive level”;19 an eschatological Spirit-inspired 

“groaning,” that is, a free, transcendent, and “unclassifiable” response to the free, 

transcendent, and “unclassifiable” Spirit of God;20 a “discourse of resistance,” which 

resists current philosophical categories and defies the powers of the world, a kind of 

linguistic surrealism, a symbol/indicator of a divine reality.21 

 

All these options may be simplified into three: (1) known languages improper for the 

occasion (naturalistic model), (2) previously unlearned human languages (miraculous 

model), and (3) inarticulate speech (ecstatic model). Another possibility is that Luke 

understood the phenomenon as intelligible, while Paul viewed it as unintelligible. 
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Supporters of the naturalistic model argue that the disciples spoke in Aramaic and 

Greek in a context of worship (the feast of Pentecost), so violating the Jewish diglossia. 

In plain terms, diglossia is a kind of bilingualism with a “high” language for formal use 

and a “low” language for day-to-day talks.22 In the context of our study, this concept 

means that Hebrew was an upper or H language, proper for ceremony, liturgy, and 

learning (or the “holy language” of the temple), in the same sense that Latin once was 

the language of the Catholic liturgy. Aramaic and Greek were lower or L languages, 

everyday vernacular. Therefore, from a gentile understanding, we think that the 

disciples spoke in the languages of several nations; but in fact, from a Jewish 
understanding, they spoke in “other tongues” (Acts 2:4) than Hebrew. 

 

This view assumes that Acts 2:9-11 presents a list of nations (geographical areas), not 

of languages, and that there was a small linguistic diversity among the first-century 

Jews of the Diaspora. The Septuagint would be just one evidence that most scattered 

Jews spoke Greek. Besides, Luke includes “Judea” in the list. So, why a language 

miracle? On the other hand, it is argued, the believers of Corinth spoke remote native 

languages, without translation, in the worship setting, violating the Greek as lingua 
franca, which everyone knew.23 

 

Another interpretation related to diglossia has been recently offered by William 

Harmening, an instructor of psychology and criminal law at Lincoln Land Community 

College in Springfield, Illinois.24 Citing Jewish sources, including the Talmud, he argues 

that Hebrew was seen by the Jews as the language of God and the angels. Therefore, 

its use in the worship environment was heavily regulated. The meturgeman, or 

interpreter, was a key element in the liturgy of the synagogue because he 

“translated”/interpreted into the mother tongue of the assembly what was read from the 

scrolls in Hebrew, the holy tongue. The Christian synagogue/church followed the basic 

liturgy of the Jewish synagogue, but in Corinth there were some deviations.25  
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According to Harmening, the linguistic phenomena described in Acts and 1 Corinthians 

are radically different. At Pentecost, in parallel with the giving of the Torah at the Sinai, 

the disciples were given the miraculous power to speak real unlearned languages, in 

order to start the Christian church. In Corinth, the Christian Jews, following the cultic 

traditions of the synagogue, were trying to impose a ritualistic use of the holy language 

(Hebrew) into the Christian assembly. Paul accepts the use of the Jewish tradition, but 

devalues the effectiveness of an enthusiastic recitation of the Scripture in the sacred 

tongue, especially when used without the help of a gifted interpreter and in a non-

ordered way. 

 

After quoting a statement by John Lightfoot (1602-1675) that seems to validate his 

view,26 Harmening observes that “the use of Hebrew would have been confusing to the 

Gentile population in the Church who neither understood the language nor had any 

tradition requiring its use, thus resulting in the problems Paul addresses in his epistle.” 

Therefore, Paul “de-ritualizes the use of Hebrew and pulls away from using the 

language solely for the sake of fulfilling a synagogue requirement.”27 

 

This naturalistic interpretation is ingenious, but does not explain satisfactorily all facts 

stated in the text. For example, in Acts 2:6-12, people from many places wonder how 

Galileans could speak in their (the hearers’) own languages. It seems that their sense of 

wonder did not have to do only with the boldness of the apostles in speaking the things 

of God in common language (rather than Hebrew, the holy language), but with a much 

more spectacular phenomenon, namely, a linguistic miracle. Anyway, it is a welcome 

different exploration. 

 

Conservative Protestant theologians tend to favor the option 2 above (the miraculous 

model).28 Most Adventist theologians also support the miraculous model (so Ellen 

White,29 Gerhard Hasel [see below], Morris Venden,30 and George Rice31), but there 

are defenders of some version of the ecstatic model (so William Richardson [see below] 

and Ivan Blazen32). The authors of the Seventh-day Adventist Commentary support the 
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miraculous model for the phenomenon of Acts, but progressively work with both 

possibilities (the miraculous and the ecstatic models) for the Corinthian phenomenon.33 

 

The early Pentecostals started by explaining their glossolalic experience as a 

miraculous expression of previously unlearned languages (xenolalia), granted by God 

for the evangelization of foreign peoples, but linguistic counter-evidence made them to 

abandon this explanation in favor of the option 3 (ecstatic model).34 Sophisticated 

research made an impossible shift possible. Technology sometimes changes theology! 

So, according to the current mainstream Pentecostal/charismatic interpretation, instead 

of a missiological gift, glossolalia is an ineffable gift for worship or private edification. In 

some way, the focus has been changed from the earth to heaven. 

 

As James Smith puts it, “in the popular imagination, glossolalia is often thought to be a 

quintessentially unmediated, divinely given, ecstatic discourse which bypasses the 

conditions of interpretation – a kind of pure conduit from God, without the static or 

supposed distortion of semiotic mediation.”35 Accordingly, while people do not 

understand the grammar of the s/Spirit, God does. 

 

John Bertone, who sees a reference to glossolalic utterance in Romans 8:26, even for 

“the unlikelihood of silent prayer in antiquity” (people used to pray aloud), comments: 

“Glossolalic speech is the fundamental prerogative of the children of God exercising 

their right of expression through prayer; it is an acknowledgment of their insufficiencies 

and need for reliance upon God, who in turn understands their situation and meets their 

need by praying with them and for them.”36 In this experience, the believer is intimately 

aligned with God and God is emotionally aligned with the believer. 

 

This theology is beautiful. However, does the ecstatic view fit the biblical portrayal of 

glossolalia? For a tentative answer, see the assessment below. A key point to make 

here is that the apostle Paul clearly links tongues with interpretation, aiming at 

communication between utterer and listener. 
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Richardson, in consonance with many modern charismatic scholars, sees a difference 

between the gift in Acts and the gift in Corinth. In Pentecost, according to him, the gift 

was unlearned foreign language, given with two purposes: (1) “to enable the apostles to 

communicate in various dialects” and (2) “to grab the attention of the crowds and 

thereby add credence and credibility to the words of the apostles.”37 In Corinth, the gift 

was a kind of holy enthusiasm, a euphoric experience, that is, unintelligible speech or 

ecstatic utterance.38 He concludes: 

Corinthian glossolalia, the charism that Paul included in his list of gifts, 

and that is nearly hidden behind all the abuses, began as a genuine, 

personal experience of prayer and praise, characterized by surrender of 

the human spirit to the divine Spirit. The result was an emotional feeling 

difficult to put into words. Occasionally, however, it burst forth in rapturous 

vocalizing, not unlike continuous expressions of “hallelujah,” which would 

need “interpretation” before anyone else could fully benefit from the 

reasons behind such enthusiasm.39

Richardson’s reconstruction of Paul’s argument in 1 Corinthians 14 has plausibility, if we 

exegete just the Pauline text. Any Adventist with a charismatic taste certainly will feel 

inclined to appreciate his openness and effort to make sense of such a difficult passage. 

The problem is that there are other variants involved. 

 

From a broader context, and working mainly with linguistic data, Hasel also makes a 

convincing case that the gift in both Acts and 1 Corinthians refers to unlearned foreign 

languages. He argues that in the New Testament the Greek term glossa (“tongues”) 

means either the physical organ of speech or languages; that “there is full and complete 

identity of language in every New Testament passage that treats the subject of 

‘speaking in tongues’”; that the early church fathers and the majority of ancient scholars 

supported the tongues-as-foreign-language view, differently from modern scholars, 

which suggests a reading back into the New Testament; and that there is no use of the 
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expression glossa lalein (“to speak in tongues”) “in non-biblical Greek texts to mean 

glossolalia in the sense of unintelligible speech.” Therefore, Hasel concludes, there is 

just one gift of tongues in the entire New Testament, “which is supported by the same 

terminology, the context of the Holy Spirit's work, and the uniqueness of early Christian 

tongues-speaking,” and such gift is “non-ecstatic in nature.”40 Any conservative 

Adventist will appreciate Hasel’s enterprise. 

 

How should one situate oneself between these two Adventist scholars of the same 

school (Andrews University) holding opposing views? Assuming the risk of dissatisfying 

both parties, I will suggest that these views are not totally irreconcilable. Is it not 

possible to speak a real language through the Spirit and at the same time experience an 

overflow of enthusiasm or some degree of dissociation? Let us look for a biblical 

rationale. 

 

2. Biblical perspectives

 

In Acts, Luke seems to make a deliberate effort41 to present the gift of tongues as 

unlearned foreign languages, but he also allows for an emotional accompaniment. First, 

the sacred historian declares that the Spirit “enabled” the disciples “to speak in other 

tongues” (2:4), which suggests a gift whose source lies not merely on human 

psychology. If their utterance were common or caused through some trance-inducing 

process, it would be difficult to explain the astonishing perceived novelty. 

 

Then, using a hyperbole, Luke states that in Jerusalem there were Jews from “every 

nation under heaven” (vs. 5), a preparatory description for what he will say. In vs. 6, he 

adds that each one in the international and bewildered crowd heard the disciples 

speaking in his “own language” (idia dialekto). Here Luke seems to emphasize again 

the specificity and wideness of the phenomenon. The question of the amazed visitors 

whether the speakers were not all “Galileans” (vs. 7) reinforces the linguistic nature of 

the phenomenon. 

http://cc.msnscache.com/#r40
http://cc.msnscache.com/#3t
http://cc.msnscache.com/#r41


 

To highlight his point, Luke says that the listeners wondered how each one was hearing 

“in his own native language” (vs. 8). This Lukan statement has been used to interpret 

the tongues at Pentecost as a miracle of hearing (akolalia). Luke Timothy Johnson and 

Jenny Everts are modern interpreters, among others, who support this view.42 Yet, the 

whole context, particularly vs. 4, seems to dismiss this interpretation. 

 

Sharpening the focus, Luke then cites a list of countries and peoples that “closely 

resembles that of the regions and peoples of the Persian Empire according to the 

inscription made by Darius I at Behistun.”43 Luke describes an “assembly of Jews in 

Jerusalem regarded as representing ‘every nation under heaven,’ but named for the 

dominions of the King of Persia,” perhaps in order to “represent, not the Dispersion, but 

the Return of the scattered people of God.”44 

 

If this hypothesis is correct, then the so divulged idea that the list of nations in Acts 

represents a reversal of the scattering in the episode of the Tower of Babel (Gen 11:1-

8) loses force. I am not particularly impressed with the Babel case. In spite of the links 

between Genesis 11 and Acts 2 suggested by J. G. Davies and others,45 I find Babel a 

little bit out of context in the account of Pentecost. Of course, it is possible to elaborate 

a theological contrast/connection between Babel and Pentecost, as Frank Macchia 

does so well.46 However, such construal is more theological than exegetical. In this 

sense, while Babel was an arrogant, defiant, idolatrous, monolithic, homogeneous, 

oppressive, excluding, and failed experiment, Pentecost was a humble, submissive, 

worshipful, pluralistic, unifying, liberating, embracing, and successful event.47  

 

I see more plausibility in a connection between the giving of the law to Israel at the Sinai 

and the internalization of the law by the new international Israel at Pentecost. I will not 

discuss the evidences here, but they are strong.48 “Patterned by the first Pentecost, 

when God gave the law on Mount Sinai, the antitypical Pentecost also is marked by a 

scenario of fire, earthquake, and wind.”49 Luke is a Jew/Christian universalizing author. 
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As such, he focuses on the Jews’ response to Christ, especially in the first chapters of 

Acts, as well as on the acceptance of the Gentiles into the covenant. He democratizes 

the identity of God’s people and the experiences of the Spirit, who makes possible the 

obedience to the law.  

 

Finally, in the sequence of Acts 2, Luke observes that the phenomenon was perceived 

by some as a declaration of “the wonders of God,” and compared by others to 

drunkenness, although none knew exactly its meaning (vss. 11-13). This suggests that, 

even being an inspired utterance in foreign languages, the phenomenon may have 

involved a high level of emotion. 

 

The other two occurrences of tongues in Acts, although not marked by external 

phenomena (fire, wind, earthquake), were patterned by that of Pentecost (10:44-47 [cf. 

15:8]; 19:6), probably with a similar emotional involvement (note the praise in 10:46), 

except that in Ephesus the believers also “prophesied” (19:6). If the phenomena in Acts 

10 were different from those of Pentecost, Peter probably would not have considered 

them as a proof of the acceptance of the Gentiles by God. 

 

Accepting the phenomenon in Acts as foreign languages, as the natural reading 

suggests50 and the early Christian writers seem to have understood it,51 what are we 

to do with the phenomenon in Corinth? Are both the same? Must we study them 

separately? Is it legitimate to use the clearer text of Acts to illuminate the more obscure 

text of Corinthians? 

 

First of all, one thing seems logical: if we are to use any source to clarify or establish the 

meaning of tongues in Corinth, the best option is a sacred source that shares some kind 

of identity in terms of phenomenon, community, authorship, and interpretation. Jewish 

people in the first century, as a rule, were zealous for their uniqueness. Even a 

cosmopolitan Paul, with his contextualizing impetus, hardly would violate his religious-

ethnic background, unless directly convinced by God.52 
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Most scholars assume that the Corinthian phenomenon had counterparts in the Greco-

Roman environment.53 Nils I. J. Engelsen, in his research of ancient Greek and 

Hebrew sources, concludes that similar phenomena were known outside the Christian 

circles, but the technical terms glossa or glossais lalein do not appear in pre-Christian 

literature because automatic/inarticulate speech was “envisioned as an inherent feature 

of (ecstatic) prophetic speech,” that is, the phenomenon was considered part of 

divination or prophecy. He writes: “The ecstatic phenomena in Corinth are not as such 

distinctively Christian, but are pan-human. Still there might be essential differences 

because the faith which creates them gives to them its own motivation and intellectual 

frame of reference.”54 However, Christopher Forbes has seriously challenged this 

consensus, arguing that the Christian phenomenon was unique.55 T. M. Crone also has 

shown the improbability of such alleged parallels.56 More recently, Gerald Hovenden 

came to a similar conclusion.57 

 

The phenomenon of tongues in Corinth seems to have been the specific catalyzer of the 

whole discussion about spiritual gifts in 1 Corinthians 12-14, although the overarching 

problem was perhaps of an eschatological nature. The Corinthians apparently had an 

“overrealized” eschatology, as defended by Anthony Thiselton and others.58 They 

probably were influenced in their overall concept of spirituality by their social context. 

 

Corinth, capital of the Roman province of Achaia, was proverbial by its sexual license. 

Destroyed in 146 B.C. and rebuilt in 44 or 46 B.C. by order of Julius Caesar (100-44 

B.C.), it was a sparkling metropolis (for that time) and a competitive center for trade.59 

Temples dedicated to Aphrodite (goddess of love, beauty, and fertility; patroness of the 

sacred prostitutes), Asklepios (god of healing), and Apollo (god of prophecy), among 

other deities, punctuated the landscape of the city. Inserted in an honor-shame oriented 

world, the Corinthians apparently used a series of means to achieve high social status. 

“Corinth was a city where public boasting and self-promotion had become an art form,” 

says Witherington.60 Therefore, reflecting the larger society and a pagan background, 
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the church of Corinth had a series of doctrinal, ethical, and spiritual problems. 

 

For the Corinthians, the gift of tongues probably was a “status indicator.”61 However, 

the specific status conferred by tongue-speaking may have had an internal, Jewish-

Christian origin or influence. Pentecost, showing dramatic phenomena, involving 

apostolic leadership, and receiving eschatological interpretation, must have had a great 

impact on the early church.62 Therefore, the gift of tongues, regarded as an emblematic 

sign of the manifestation of the Spirit, must have incited a showy desire in Corinth—a 

phenomenon not without parallel in the twenty-first century. 

 

To put it in fewer words, the believers of Corinth received the gift of tongues from their 

new Jewish-Christian community, but brought from their Hellenistic background a taste 

and/or motivation to use that gift as a mark of status. While the practice of tongues was 

typically Christian, the exaggerated elitism conferred on it in Corinth was typically 

pagan—not because the pagans necessarily had a similar phenomenon, but because 

the believers of Corinth, like their pagan co-citizens, were immature and valued flashy 

spirituality. 

 

With pastoral sensitivity, Paul tries to create a more balanced view by (1) relativizing the 

gift of tongues as just one gift among many others (chapter 12); (2) encouraging love as 

the supreme way of the life controlled by the Spirit and the real measure of all gifts 

(chapter 13); and (3) stressing the intelligibility of tongues and underscoring the 

utilitarian primacy of prophecy over tongues (chapter 14). 

 

Paul’s arguments about tongues in 1 Corinthians may be interpreted in harmony with 

the Lukan perspective. One may argue that evidence is pointing in another direction. 

This is not necessarily the case. To begin with, Paul may envisage tongues as a 

complex multiform phenomenon.63 “It is possible that there was a continuum of 

experiences that moved from known human languages on one end of the spectrum, 

through several intermediate categories of language structure, to unintelligible 
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vocalizations on the other end.”64 Let us examine some data. 

 

In 13:1, Paul says hypothetically that if he spoke “in the tongues of men and of angels,” 

but had not love, this ability would be meaningless. Here the apostle probably is not 

identifying the gift of tongues as tongues of angels. “This type of conditional clause in 

the Greek language is one that does not speak about reality,” observes Hasel. “Paul 

seems to say with hyperbole that if all linguistic possibilities, including angelic speech, 

were at his disposal and yet he lacked love, it would mean nothing.”65 

 

In 14:2, Paul says that “anyone who speaks in a tongue does not speak to men but to 

God,” and “utters mysteries with his spirit.” An alternative translation for this last clause 

is “speaking mysteries in the Spirit” (RSV). This solution seems better, for the word “his” 

is not in the original Greek text. The word “mysteries” may be taken in the “normal” 

Pauline usage, as something once hidden but now revealed by God, or as a contrast to 

the revelation of prophecy. For Richardson, this verse says that the gift of tongues 

“wasn’t a medium of communication with other humans but rather a medium of 

communication with God”; or, in other words, “the tongues experience had a vertical 

dimension but not a horizontal one.”66 For Hasel, the mystery is due to the absence of 

people who understand the foreign language spoken.67 John Baldwin thinks Hasel’s 

point of view is favored over that of Richardson.68 

 

Tongues really have a vertical dimension, but Paul is trying to restore the horizontal 

one. Prophecy, by its nature, is a vertical phenomenon, which becomes horizontal at the 

moment of communication to other humans. That is, it comes from God to the prophet 

and goes to the listeners in an intelligible way. Tongues, by their nature, are a vertical 

phenomenon, which only become horizontal when interpreted. That is, tongues come 

from God to the speaker, go back to God in form of praise, return to the interpreter, and 

then reach the audience as an intelligible message.69 In Corinth, where the 

phenomenon had become an end in itself, at least for a group, the last part of the 

process was lacking. Yet, with their immature or childish behavior (vs. 20), the 
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Corinthians continued to value tongues above other gifts, love, and community. 

 

With a series of successive remarks in 1 Cor 14, especially in vss. 1-19, Paul seems 

engaged in making clear that tongues must be an intelligible phenomenon. To achieve 

this goal, he establishes two practical conditions: (1) the orderly utterance in the public 

worship of up to three speakers, one at a time, and (2) followed by interpretation (vs. 

27). Therefore, tongues could be a form of praise or prayer with spiritual profit for the 

tongues-speaker (vss. 14-17), but was unprofitable (or, worse, harmful) for the 

community, leading unbelievers to charge the church with madness (vs. 23). If outsiders 

came into their gathering, they would consider them crazy, or mad, or possessed, no 

matter the kind of impression. In this case, tongues would have a negative evangelistic 

impact.70 At least, this gift was an insufficient evangelistic tool.  

 

At one level, the Corinthians had misunderstood the primary purpose of tongues, and 

accordingly were misusing the gift.71 The basic functions/purposes of tongues 

apparently are to magnify God through inspired prayer, to be (historically) a sign to 

unbelievers of a new international covenant, and to reveal inspired content. In Corinth, 

these purposes were incomplete. To meet their elitist/spiritualizing agenda, the 

Corinthians were extolling a lesser function of tongues to the detriment of its higher 

function. With this, we come to the question of tongues as a sign. 

 

3. Tongues as a sign

 

In 1 Corinthians 14:21, Paul, with a rabbinical taste for midrashic interpretation72 and 

apostolical authority to apply Old Testament passages to new contexts, appeals to 

Isaiah 28:11, 12 (echoing the covenantal curse of Deuteronomy 28:49-50) in order to 

make his point that tongues, especially uninterpreted, are not designed to dominate the 

corporate worship. He says that tongues are a sign for unbelievers. In what sense are 

tongues a sign? There are multiple interpretations.73 
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In my view, at Pentecost, in a Jewish context, tongues were implicitly (1) a sign of 

judgment for the unbelieving Israel, indicating that the kingdom was being given to 

people of all nations; (2) a sign of opportunity to the world, attesting that Jesus was the 

Messiah, now enthroned in heaven, and that God was speaking through the apostles; 

and (3) a sign of blessing for the church, evidencing that God was empowering the 

believers to extol God’s salvation and to preach Christ.74 In other words, tongues as 

witnessed in its historical setting, outside the worship space, were a sign, either 

negative or positive, primarily for virtual “unbelieving” believers (Jews), secondarily for 

potential “believing” unbelievers (Jews and/or Gentiles), and tertiarily for real “believing” 

believers (followers). 

 

Independently, Blaine Charette also has advanced the argument that “the Pentecost 

language event,” as an eschatological event centered in Jesus, signals at the same time 

blessing (for the obedient, those who accept God’s salvation) and judgment (for the 

disobedient, those who refuse to accept God’s offer). The aspect of judgment is implied 

in Luke’s reference to “tongues as of fire” (Acts 2:3) in the Pentecost narrative.75 

 

But what kind of sign were tongues in Corinth, in a Gentile context? It is possible that 

Paul, in order to restrict the Corinthians, and having their “own point of view in mind”76 

(to correct it), was remitting them to the primary historical roles of tongues at 

Pentecost.77 Paul seems to be saying: “God used tongues in a context of attestation of 

his new people before unbelievers; now you are using tongues in a context of exhibition 

before believers.” In some way, the remembrance of tongues as a sign for unbelievers, 

parallel to (or contradistinct of) prophecy as a sign for believers, was just one more 

theological/rhetorical device in the Pauline repertoire to make the triple point that the 

believers of Corinth should have a more realistic view of tongues, that prophecy is more 

profitable than tongues, and that public worship should be developed in an 

intelligible/orderly/edifying way.78  

 

There are, however, other plausible solutions. One is offered by Joop Smit, who 
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considers irrelevant the original context of the quotation of Isaiah, and applies it “not to 

the glossolalists among the believers, but to the ecstatic speakers, present everywhere 

in the Hellenistic surroundings.” The correct rendition of vs. 22 in the form of a definition, 

in this case, would be: “So the tongues, regarded as a sign of recognition, are not 

proper to the believers, but to the unbelievers.” Smit concludes: “The thesis is simple: 

faced with ecstatic speakers the ordinary observer does not think of believers, but of 

unbelievers.”79 A problem with this hypothesis is that it assumes (1) the Corinthian 

phenomenon had a Hellenistic background and (2) a highly negative view of tongues, 

which seems to go beyond Paul’s appraisal of the gift. 

 

Another possible solution is presented by Robert Gladstone, who, promising to tie 

together all strands of the text, suggests this alternative translation to vs. 22: “Therefore 

tongues are a sign, not resulting in believers, but resulting in unbelievers; But prophecy 

[is a sign], not resulting in unbelievers, but resulting in believers.” With their “infatuation 

with tongues,” the Corinthians thought this gift would impress and convert unbelievers, 

but Paul warns them that they were not truly considering the perspective of the 

outsiders.80 

 

More recently, Stephen Chester wrote a fine article, trying to solve the puzzle of 1 

Corinthians 14:23 by ascribing a positive reaction to the outsider (a non-expert) in face 

of the glossolalic manifestation. For him, the verb maineste—traditionally understood in 

a negative sense and diversely translated as “you are mad” (JB, KJV, REB, RSV), “you 

are out of your mind” (NRSV, NVI), “you are crazy” (GNB)—should be understood in a 

positive sense and is best translated as “you are inspired.” Tongues would be “a sign for 

unbelievers in the straightforward sense that they alert the outsider to the presence of 

divine activity among the Corinthian believers.” Instead of alienation or repulsion, the 

exclamation of the outsider would be recognition of “divine madness” among the 

Corinthians.81 

 

Chester defends that Paul’s citation of Isaiah 28:11-12 (in 1 Corinthians 14:21) possibly 
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applies either to the outsiders or to the insiders. In the first case, Paul’s statement in 

14:22 that tongues are a sign for “unbelievers” would mean that tongues indicate divine 

presence to the outsiders, but do not cause their conversion. Therefore, tongues are in 

fact a sign, “but not a sufficient one.” In the second case, Paul’s statement would mean 

that the Corinthians were being childish for valuing tongues over prophecy, and (as in 

Isaiah 28) “God could then only speak” to them “using the babble of baby talk” (of 

uninterpreted tongues).82 No doubt, Chester’s hypothesis deserves serious attention. 

 

No matter one’s view of Paul’s statement about sign, one has to recognize that the 

apostle emphasizes the importance of interpretation and intelligibility. If we accept that 

the gift of tongues was a supernatural ability to speak in foreign unlearned languages 

during a somewhat ecstatic state, what can we say about the gift of interpreting 

tongues? 

 

One’s understanding of the “interpretation of tongues” (hermeneia glosson) in 1 

Corinthians (12, 14) depends on one’s understanding of the term “tongues.” What one 

thinks of the nature of the gift of tongues will determine what one thinks the gift of 

interpretation of tongues is. There are two basic interpretations: (1) to translate the 

inspired content to another language and (2) to put the unintelligent glossolalia into 

intelligible words or to bring it to articulate expression.83 Although both views are 

possible, the “normal” use of the verbs hermeneuo and diermeneuo is in the linguistic 

sense of translation or interpretation.84 

 

Based on this, I would say that the gift of tongues-interpretation is a special ability that 

God gives to some believers to make sense in vernacular language of the content of 

inspired speech given through the gift of tongues. Although there are no biblical specific 

examples of tongues-interpreters, the gift certainly was known.85

4. The assessment of glossolalia

http://cc.msnscache.com/#r82
http://cc.msnscache.com/#r83
http://cc.msnscache.com/#r84
http://cc.msnscache.com/#r85
http://cc.msnscache.com/#5t


So far, the general conclusion is that for both Luke and Paul the gift of tongues an 

inspired intelligible utterance with multiple purposes, revelational/doxological content, 

and one source/origin (the Spirit). It is possible, as Forbes argues, that Luke, unlike 

Paul, “conceives of glossolalia as a subspecies within the broader category of 

‘prophecy,’ rather than as a separate, though related, phenomenon.”86 Yet both are 

speaking of the same phenomenon, although in diverse contexts, and with different 

purposes. 

 

Given this fact, what could we say about modern glossolalia? After decades of 

research, the ambiguity of this phenomenon still remains. However, a few provisional 

“certainties” can be outlined. 

 

First, Christian understanding of glossolalia is highly dependent on one’s theological 

presuppositions. Traditional Protestant theologians tend to see the biblical phenomenon 

as real languages and the modern phenomenon as gibberish,87 which causes them to 

oppose the modern experience. Pentecostal/charismatic theologians tend to see both 

Corinthian and contemporary phenomena as unintelligible utterances. 

 

 Second, the glossolalic phenomenon is not peculiar to, or exclusive of, 

Pentecostalism/charismatism. Anthropologist L. Carlyle May documented cases among 

several twentieth-century non-Christian cultures.88 The respected Pentecostal scholar 

Russell Splitter recognizes: “Whatever its origin, glossolalia is a human phenomenon, 

not limited to Christianity nor even to religious behavior.”89 Splitter mentions dramatic 

glossolalia, when actors, using their talents in television comedies, “spontaneously 

initiate a language, then put the punch line in the vernacular”; spiritualistic glossolalia, 

practiced by mediums and firstly studied by psychologists; pathological glossolalia, 

which “result of such causes as organic neurological damage, effects of drugs, or 

psychotic disorders”; and pagan glossolalia, both ancient and modern.90 For someone 

concerned with biblical identity, this fact should suggest caution. 
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Third, glossolalia has three possible sources: (1) the Holy Spirit (divine origin), (2) the 

speakers (human origin), or (3) Satan (demonic origin).91 Options 2 and 3 certainly 

could be mixed. The question is: Can options 1 and 2 be mixed likewise? Might the Holy 

Spirit take a human-initiated phenomenon and transform it into a gift of praise to God? 

Biblically, no one can dare to say with assurance “yes” or “no,” although in some way 

every charismatic phenomenon is a confluence of divine and human elements. 

 

Fourth, modern glossolalia, rightly or wrongly associated with the biblical gift of 

tongues,92 has been almost beyond doubt identified with a learned behavior,93 bearing 

no intelligible or meaningful content. According to Malony and Lovekin, “it can with 

certainty be stated that there has been little or no confirmation of the claims that 

glossolalists have spoken in modern languages currently being spoken.”94 Noted 

linguists have pointed out that glossolalia lacks the basic linguistic features. William 

Samarin writes: “When the full apparatus of linguistic science comes to bear on 

glossolalia, this turns out to be only a facade of language—although at times a very 

good one indeed.”95 Glossolalics “have not tried to produce lexicons, nor do they feel a 

need to do so”; “they do not know what their speeches mean, and they trust God to 

interpret the meaning through the insight He gives to another person.”96 

 

Fifth, glossolalia has a communitarian dimension. “Public religious glossolalia typically 

occurs in an environment of shared expectations. The presence of God is assumed, 

and the power of the Holy Spirit to speak through individuals is taken for granted.” Yet, it 

must be noted, there are “individual differences among those who desire to become 

glossolalic”; not all who seek to speak in tongues receive this ability, probably due to 

personality traits.97 That the cultural environment provides the socio-religious-

psychological “rules” for the glossolalic experience seems beyond doubt. 

 

Sixth, glossolalia implies an extraordinary or altered state of consciousness,98 which 

may have diverse psychological/anthropological interpretations. Felicitas Goodman, 

noted for her cross-cultural research, has assumed that glossolalia involves a complex 
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state of trance.99 According to Malony and Lovekin, trance (“the phenomenon observed 

from the outside,” “defined observationally”) and possession (“the experience reported 

from the inside,” “typically defined personally and culturally”) are the two words that 

have been applied to the glossolalic state.100 John Kildahl sees a similarity between 

glossolalia and hypnosis in that either experience can be induced by an authority 

figure.101 

 

Seventh, psychological research on glossolalia seems to be more objective today than it 

was in the past. William Kay says: “Early research on glossolalia was almost uniformly 

hostile, though with honourable exceptions, and this must reflect the value systems 

inherent within early psychology. . . . More recent investigation has been friendly, 

theologically informed and deliberately interdisciplinary.”102 Hopefully, there is less bias 

now. So, it is important to look for recent research, in order to correct eventual 

conceptual distortions inherited from various sources. 

 

Eighth, glossolalia should not be seen as an isolated phenomenon. “Recent research on 

glossolalia has been concerned with wider theological contexts, whether these are 

related to churches, theological symbols, ministerial functions, congregational growth or 

healing.”103 It is important to discover what the role of glossolalia is in a community of 

faith and whether it has a positive or negative impact on personal/collective spirituality.  

 

Ninth, glossolalia, regardless of its nature, should not be taken as a sign of orthodoxy or 

higher spiritual status. Who dares to deny today that the glossolalic Corinthians were 

immature, carnal, and almost heretic? For Bloesch, “tongues should be related to the 

childhood of faith or to new beginnings in faith,” appearing “when we try to integrate 

past memories embedded in the unconscious with the new vision.”104 Classical 

Pentecostal understanding of tongues as a/the sign of Spirit-baptism has been 

challenged by sound exegesis.105 Moreover, Paul answers this question with another 

question: “Do all speak in tongues?” (1 Cor 12:30). The logical answer is “no.” If the gift 

is given only to some (vs. 10), how can it be a sign for all? Paul, evidently, does not 
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consider the gift of tongues as normative for all believers.106 

 

 Finally, glossolalia in Christian settings should have at least a minimum of 

correspondence to the New Testament phenomenon. Hasel rightly says: “If any 

contemporary glossolalia is to be identified with the New Testament gift of tongues-

speaking, then it will have to be demonstrated that it matches the New Testament 

definition and specifications for ‘speaking in tongues,’ including its source, its purpose, 

its nature, its orderliness, its outreach design and so on.”107 

 

When evaluating an ambiguous phenomenon like glossolalia, one should be careful to 

avoid two pitfalls: (1) to accept it uncritically and (2) to reject it prejudicedly. The more 

ambiguous a phenomenon, the more one needs discernment. 

 

For a long time, charismatics have spoken in tongues, and they certainly will continue to 

speak. Likewise, for a long time, researchers have spoken on tongues, and they 

probably will continue to speak. Speaking “in” or “on,” let the speakers speak intelligibly 

and with love, as Paul would advise.108 There are different kinds of tongues and 

varieties of interpretations, but the goal is the same—to make sense of the sounds of 

glossolalia. 
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