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An Introduction to the Spiritual Gift of Tongues
Few gifts have been more confusing to people 
than the gift of tongues. But like any gift, it’s 
just that: a gift. And it is complete arrogance 
to refuse a gift, especially one that comes 
from the Creator of the universe. Just because 
we don’t understand it does not mean that we 
shouldn’t press into it for God’s gifts are 
created for the good and benefit of all.

There are many different things you may have 
already been taught about tongues. Perhaps 

you’ve been told that they don’t exist. 
Perhaps you’ve been taught that they died out 
with the Apostles. Perhaps the gift has been 
shoved down your throat by well-meaning 
Christians and you never wanted to come in 
contact with it again. Perhaps you’ve been 
told that you weren’t a Christian or that you 
didn’t have the Holy Spirit if you couldn’t 
speak in tongues. Perhaps the whole thing has 
just left a bitter taste in your mouth.

That being said, let’s take a look at it together 
and come to terms with its power. Again, 
there’s a lot of confusion around this gift and 
so we should really come to understand it 
Biblically. And at the same time, it’s a good 
idea to just get used to the confusion. The 
more we embrace it, the more we’ll learn. But 
if we close our minds off to it because it’s 
confusing or because of a bitter taste, 
chances are we’ll never learn to move in the 
power of this gift.
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Important Points:

1. Mark 16:15-20
‣To n g u e s i s a s i g n / g i f t t h a t 
accompanies the followers of Jesus.
‣Tongues is listed with other gifts and 
is not highlighted or singled out.

2. Acts 2:1-13
‣Tongues are accompanied by other 
phenomena.
‣They spoke as the Spirit enabled 
them.
‣These languages were known 
languages that the speakers did not 
know.
‣All 120 spoke in tongues, not just the 
apostles.
‣The content of their speech was about 
the wonder of God.
‣The crowd was amazed, perplexed 
and mocks them for being drunk.
‣The tongues were not necessarily 
evangelistic though Peter preached an 
evangelistic message after everyone 
had spoken in tongues.

3. Acts 10:39-48
‣They were heard speaking in tongues 
and praising God.
‣We don’t know if this was a human 
language or not.
‣Tongues were not necessar i ly 
evangelistic. They were more of a 
testament to those speaking in it that 
the Spirit had come on them.
‣No interpretation of tongues is 
mentioned.
‣Tongues served as evidence that the 
Gentiles received the Holy Spirit just 
like the Jewish believers, becoming a 
pivotal point in Christian history.

4. Acts 19:1-7
‣When Paul laid hands on them, the 
Holy Spirit came on them and they 
spoke in tongues and prophesied.
‣No one knows the language and no 
i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s o f t o n g u e s i s 
mentioned.
‣Tongues are not being used for 
evangelism.
‣Tongues were accompanied by 
prophecy.

Mark 16:15-20
He said to them, "Go into all the world and preach the gospel to all creation. Whoever believes 
and is baptized will be saved, but whoever does not believe will be condemned. And these signs 
will accompany those who believe: In my name they will drive out demons; they will speak in new 
tongues; they will pick up snakes with their hands; and when they drink deadly poison, it will not 
hurt them at all; they will place their hands on sick people, and they will get well."

After the Lord Jesus had spoken to them, he was taken up into heaven and he sat at the right 
hand of God. Then the disciples went out and preached everywhere, and the Lord worked with 
them and confirmed his word by the signs that accompanied it. 

Acts 2:1-13
When the day of Pentecost came, they were all together in one place. Suddenly a sound like the 
blowing of a violent wind came from heaven and filled the whole house where they were sitting. 
They saw what seemed to be tongues of fire that separated and came to rest on each of them. 
All of them were filled with the Holy Spirit and began to speak in other tongues as the Spirit 
enabled them. 

Now there were staying in Jerusalem God-fearing Jews from every nation under heaven. When 
they heard this sound, a crowd came together in bewilderment, because each one heard their 
own language being spoken. Utterly amazed, they asked: "Aren't all these who are speaking 
Galileans? Then how is it that each of us hears them in our native language? Parthians, Medes 
and Elamites; residents of Mesopotamia, Judea and Cappadocia, Pontus and Asia, Phrygia and 
Pamphylia, Egypt and the parts of Libya near Cyrene; visitors from Rome (both Jews and 
converts to Judaism); Cretans and Arabs—we hear them declaring the wonders of God in our 
own tongues!" Amazed and perplexed, they asked one another, "What does this mean?" Some, 
however, made fun of them and said, "They have had too much wine." 

Acts 10:39-48
"We are witnesses of everything he did in the country of the Jews and in Jerusalem. They killed 
him by hanging him on a cross, but God raised him from the dead on the third day and caused 
him to be seen. He was not seen by all the people, but by witnesses whom God had already 
chosen—by us who ate and drank with him after he rose from the dead. He commanded us to 
preach to the people and to testify that he is the one whom God appointed as judge of the living 
and the dead. All the prophets testify about him that everyone who believes in him receives 
forgiveness of sins through his name." 

While Peter was still speaking these words, the Holy Spirit came on all who heard the message. 
The circumcised believers who had come with Peter were astonished that the gift of the Holy 
Spirit had been poured out even on Gentiles. For they heard them speaking in tongues and 
praising God. Then Peter said, "Surely no one can stand in the way of their being baptized with 
water. They have received the Holy Spirit just as we have." So he ordered that they be baptized 
in the name of Jesus Christ. Then they asked Peter to stay with them for a few days.

Acts 19:1-7
While Apollos was at Corinth, Paul took the road through the interior and arrived at Ephesus. 
There he found some disciples and asked them, "Did you receive the Holy Spirit when you 
believed?" They answered, "No, we have not even heard that there is a Holy Spirit." 

So Paul asked, "Then what baptism did you receive?" "John's baptism," they replied. Paul said, 
"John's baptism was a baptism of repentance. He told the people to believe in the one coming 
after him, that is, in Jesus." On hearing this, they were baptized in the name of the Lord Jesus. 
When Paul placed his hands on them, the Holy Spirit came on them, and they spoke in tongues 
and prophesied. There were about twelve men in all. 



Important Points:

1. 1 Corinthians 12:4-11
‣Paul makes tongues out to be a gift of 
the Holy Spirit.
‣The context of tongues is use in the 
body of Christ for the common good.
‣Tongues is listed as a gift of the Spirit, 
not the gift of the Spirit. There are 
other gifts as well and this isn’t made 
out to be the greatest.
‣Tongues will not cease until the 
second coming of Christ.

2. 1 Corinthians 12:27-31
‣Paul says that there are speaking in 
different kinds of tongues.
‣A rhetorical question is asked that 
implies that not all speak in tongues.

1 Corinthians 14:1-25
‣Paul spoke in tongues more than any 
of those he was scolding.
‣Speaking in tongues is speaking to 
God.
‣No one understands tongues.
‣Paul does not just tell them to stop 
speaking in tongues because they’re 
abusing it, he tells them to bring it to a 
balance (you wouldn’t refuse sex  
within the context of marriage because 
others use it incorrectly).
‣Whatever Paul meant by decently 
and in order, it involved tongues, 
prophecy, and revelation.

1 Corinthians 12:4-11
There are different kinds of gifts, but the same Spirit distributes them. There are different kinds of 
service, but the same Lord. There are different kinds of working, but in all of them and in 
everyone it is the same God at work. 

Now to each one the manifestation of the Spirit is given for the common good. To one there is 
given through the Spirit a message of wisdom, to another a message of knowledge by means of 
the same Spirit, to another faith by the same Spirit, to another gifts of healing by that one Spirit, 
to another miraculous powers, to another prophecy, to another distinguishing between spirits, to 
another speaking in different kinds of tongues, and to still another the interpretation of tongues. 
All these are the work of one and the same Spirit, and he distributes them to each one, just as he 
determines. 

1 Corinthians 12:27-31
Now you are the body of Christ, and each one of you is a part of it. And God has placed in the 
church first of all apostles, second prophets, third teachers, then miracles, then gifts of healing, of 
helping, of guidance, and of different kinds of tongues. Are all apostles? Are all prophets? Are 
all teachers? Do all work miracles? Do all have gifts of healing? Do all speak in tongues? Do all 
interpret? Now eagerly desire the greater gifts. And yet I will show you the most excellent way.

1 Corinthians 14:1-25
Pursue love, and earnestly desire the spiritual gifts, especially that you may prophesy. For one 
who speaks in a tongue speaks not to men but to God; for no one understands him, but he utters 
mysteries in the Spirit. On the other hand, the one who prophesies speaks to people for their 
upbuilding and encouragement and consolation. The one who speaks in a tongue builds up 
himself, but the one who prophesies builds up the church. Now I want you all to speak in 
tongues, but even more to prophesy. The one who prophesies is greater than the one who speaks 
in tongues, unless someone interprets, so that the church may be built up.

Now, brothers, if I come to you speaking in tongues, how will I benefit you unless I bring you 
some revelation or knowledge or prophecy or teaching? If even lifeless instruments, such as the 
flute or the harp, do not give distinct notes, how will anyone know what is played? And if the 
bugle gives an indistinct sound, who will get ready for battle? So with yourselves, if with your 
tongue you utter speech that is not intelligible, how will anyone know what is said? For you will 
be speaking into the air. There are doubtless many different languages in the world, and none is 
without meaning, but if I do not know the meaning of the language, I will be a foreigner to the 
speaker and the speaker a foreigner to me. So with yourselves, since you are eager for 
manifestations of the Spirit, strive to excel in building up the church.

Therefore, one who speaks in a tongue should pray for the power to interpret. For if I pray in a 
tongue, my spirit prays but my mind is unfruitful. What am I to do? I will pray with my spirit, but I 
will pray with my mind also; I will sing praise with my spirit, but I will sing with my mind also. 
Otherwise, if you give thanks with your spirit, how can anyone in the position of an outsider say 
"Amen" to your thanksgiving when he does not know what you are saying? For you may be 
giving thanks well enough, but the other person is not being built up. I thank God that I speak in 
tongues more than all of you. Nevertheless, in church I would rather speak five words with my 
mind in order to instruct others, than ten thousand words in a tongue.

Brothers, do not be children in your thinking. Be infants in evil, but in your thinking be mature. In 
the Law it is written, "By people of strange tongues and by the lips of foreigners will I speak to 
this people, and even then they will not listen to me, says the Lord." Thus tongues are a sign not 
for believers but for unbelievers, while prophecy is a sign not for unbelievers but for believers. If, 
therefore, the whole church comes together and all speak in tongues, and outsiders or 
unbelievers enter, will they not say that you are out of your minds? But if all prophesy, and an 
unbeliever or outsider enters, he is convicted by all, he is called to account by all, the secrets of 
his heart are disclosed, and so, falling on his face, he will worship God and declare that God is 
really among you.



Q&A
What language is tongues?

W h y a r e s o m e p e o p l e 
Christians for a long time 
before they begin to speak in 
tongues?

Are tongues evangelical?

What is being spoken when 
speaking in tongues?

How do I speak in tongues?

When should I speak in 
tongues?

THOUGHT #1 THOUGHT #2 THOUGHT #3Q&A
What language is tongues?

W h y a r e s o m e p e o p l e 
Christians for a long time 
before they begin to speak in 
tongues?

Are tongues evangelical?

What is being spoken when 
speaking in tongues?

How do I speak in tongues?

When should I speak in 
tongues?

A human language. Research 
has shown that it has a similar 
flow to our own languages.

An ange l i c o r sp i r i t ua l 
language.

Gibberish.

Q&A
What language is tongues?

W h y a r e s o m e p e o p l e 
Christians for a long time 
before they begin to speak in 
tongues?

Are tongues evangelical?

What is being spoken when 
speaking in tongues?

How do I speak in tongues?

When should I speak in 
tongues?

They may not have been 
taught that tongues still exist 
today and when they find out 
they may move in the gift.

They may be releasing or 
activating something that they 
a l r eady po s s e s s ed and 
weren’t aware of it.

They’re being filled by the 
Holy Spirit and encountering 
God in a deeper dimension.

Q&A
What language is tongues?

W h y a r e s o m e p e o p l e 
Christians for a long time 
before they begin to speak in 
tongues?

Are tongues evangelical?

What is being spoken when 
speaking in tongues?

How do I speak in tongues?

When should I speak in 
tongues?

Speaking in tongues seemed 
to be evangelical during 
Pentecost as a bunch of 
people who looked drunk 
were speaking perfect foreign 
languages. In this case it was 
evangelical, but this does not 
appear to be the typical 
experience of tongues.

Throughout the Bible, people 
spoke in tongues without 
anyone having a clue as to 
what they were saying. That's 
hardly evangelical. Outsiders 
think a Christian speaking in 
tongues is just total nonsense. 
A Chr i s t ian speaking in 
tongues may not be the cause 
for their salvation.

Q&A
What language is tongues?

W h y a r e s o m e p e o p l e 
Christians for a long time 
before they begin to speak in 
tongues?

Are tongues evangelical?

What is being spoken when 
speaking in tongues?

How do I speak in tongues?

When should I speak in 
tongues?

P r a i s e t o G o d . D u r i n g 
Pentecost everyone heard 
God being praised in their 
own languages which gives 
y o u s o m e w h a t o f a n 
interpretation as to what's 
going on.

Author Don Nori seems to 
think that tongues is the Spirit 
praying on behalf of you 
when you don't know how or 
what to pray. 

Q&A
What language is tongues?

W h y a r e s o m e p e o p l e 
Christians for a long time 
before they begin to speak in 
tongues?

Are tongues evangelical?

What is being spoken when 
speaking in tongues?

How do I speak in tongues?

When should I speak in 
tongues?

This may sound like an odd 
suggestion, but just try. It feels 
so silly to speak nonsense that 
a lot of people never even 
give it a shot. But attempting 
to do so may help activate it in 
you. And here's a question: if 
tongues is just gibberish to us 
anyways, would God see our 
attempt to speak in tongues as 
worship even if we weren’t 
truly speaking in them? It does 
show faith on our behalf to 
worship Him in such a way.

Have faith. Many other gifts 
present us with some kind of 
visual experience to trust in 
while many times this one 
requires trust and faith that 
we’re speaking something real 
and powerful.

Ask God for the gif t or 
someone to pray for you to 
receive it. Many have heard 
the stories of Pentecostals 
holding them down until they 
speak in tongues. Even if it’s 
not a pleasant story, people 
have received the gift in this 
way. Many Christians have 
been baptized by the Holy 
Spirit and have received the 
gif t in that moment. That 
requires a good amount of 
faith on the person praying for 
someone to receive it.

Q&A
What language is tongues?

W h y a r e s o m e p e o p l e 
Christians for a long time 
before they begin to speak in 
tongues?

Are tongues evangelical?

What is being spoken when 
speaking in tongues?

How do I speak in tongues?

When should I speak in 
tongues? Between you and God in your 

own personal prayer life.
When you’re prophesying 
over someone. If you don’t 
have the words, pray in 
tongues and see if God gives 
you something to pray into 
them.

S ing ing in tongues i s a 
beautiful sound to hear. The 
Bible makes a correlation 
between tongues and praise so 
tongues fits well in worship.



Frank Bartleman’s Experience:
On the afternoon of August 16, at Eighth and Maple, the Spirit manifested Himself through me in tongues. There 
were seven of us present at the time. It was a weekday. After a time of testimony and praise, with everything quiet, 
I was softly walking the floor, praising God in my spirit. All at once I seemed to hear in my soul (not with my 
natural ears), a rich voice speaking in a language I did not know. I have later heard something similar to it in 
India. It seemed to envelop and fully satisfy the pent-up praises in my being.

In a few moments I found myself, seemingly without volition on my part, enunciating the same sounds with my own 
vocal organs. It was an exact continuation of the same expression that I had heard in my soul a few moments 
before. It seemed a perfect language. I was almost like an outside listener. I was fully yielded to God and simply 
carried by His will, as on a divine stream. I could have hindered the expression but would not have done so for 
worlds. A heaven of conscious bliss accompanied it. It must be experienced to be appreciated. There was no effort 
made to speak on my part and not the least possible struggle. The experience was most sacred, the Holy Spirit 
playing on my vocal chords, as on      an Aeolian harp. The whole utterance was complete surprise to me. I had 
never really been solicitous to speak in tongues. Because I could not understand it with my natural mind, I had 
rather feared it. (76)

...

God deals with no two individuals alike. I was not really seeking the baptism when I got it. And in fact, I never 
actually sought it as a definite experience. I wanted to be yielded fully to God, but beyond that I had no real 
definite expectation or desire. I wanted more of Him, that was all. (78)

LIARDON, ROBERTS, AND FRANK BARTLEMAN. FRANK BARTLEMAN’S AZUSA STREET: INCLUDES FEATURE 
ARTICLES FROM THE APOSTOLIC FAITH NEWSPAPER. SHIPPENSBURG, PA: DESTINY IMAGE, 2006.

Other Thoughts and Whatnot
A Great Gift of Faith
Tongues is often thought of as an entry point into spiritual 
gifts, especially as many Pentecostals have highlighted it in 
that way. And what better place to start? Spiritual gifts take 
great amounts of faith to operate in—especially tongues. 
People will think you’re crazy. Even if you actually speak in 
authentic God-given tongues, they’ll still think you’re insane. 
They’ll question you every time you do so. Heck, you’ll 
probably question yourself! Again, tongues is a language in 
which the speaker typically does not know what he or she 
saying. If you want to develop the faith to move into greater 
gifts, tongues will build that in an incredibly unique way.

Spirit Baptism and Tongues 
Many people have heard stories of Pentecostals holding 
people in place until they speak in tongues as evidence of the 
baptism of the Holy Spirit. It's important to note that tongues 
is a normal  experience of the Holy Spirit, but not a normative 

experience connected to baptism in the Holy Spirit. There are 
some people who have made major impacts on this world for 
Christ without ever speaking in tongues. It’s hard to make the 
case that tongues will happen to every single Christian, while 
this gift is a normal gift used in the early church and often still 
today.

Don’t Be a Noob
Some people seem to speak in tongues to try to look high and 
mighty. They speak it because they have the gift and want to 
show it off to others who many not. Tongues is a form of 
worship. It's between you and God.

If you get on a stage and speak in tongues for ten minutes 
with no interpretation, you were probably trying to show off 
your gift more than you were really trying to worship or edify 
someone. You had the right spiritual words to use but the 
wrong motivation in doing so.


