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The Confusion of Tongues 
— 

William G. Bellshaw 

[William G. Bellshaw, Dean, The San Francisco Conservative Baptist 
Theological Seminary, San Francisco.] 

“The Bible is our only rule of faith and practice.” Such is the historic contention 
of Bible believing Christians. When anything intrudes itself between the Bible and 
the believer, doctrinal error usually results. Neglect of God’s Word often manifests 
itself in a deep hungering for some significant experience to fill that void which 
results from this spiritual vacuum. We are living at a time when in many circles a 
desire for such an experience has led people into error. An experience which seems 
genuine has been thrust into the lives of many Christians causing them to 
misapprehend the message of God’s Word concerning the Holy Spirit’s ministry 
among men. This does not mean that the Christian life is not experiential. But it does 
mean that all of our experiences should be founded upon the solid testimony of God’s 
authoritative Word. 

In the last few years a number of Bible students have been bestowing the gift of 
tongues upon the church. Some even feel that the Holy Spirit has bestowed this gift 
upon them, and that they have spoken in tongues. These events remind us that we 
must again search the Word of God so that neither our practices nor our desires will 
be outside of the limits of the Bible. 

The Place of Tongues in the New Testament 

When investigating any doctrine in the Bible, it is important to observe where the 
information is found, and where it is not found. It is significant to notice any 
indication which might be given in the context concerning the relative importanee of 
the doctrine in comparison with other doctrines of the Word of God. This point is 
especially true with reference to the gift of tongues. Several points clearly indicate the 
place of tongues in the New Testament. 

References to the gift in the New Testament. The gift of 
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tongues is specifically mentioned in only two books of the New Testament. There are 
three passages in Acts which mention this gift (Acts 2:1–13; 10:1—11:18 ; 18:24—
19:7 ). These verses are primarily descriptive in nature. They relate experiences of 
early disciples when tongues were manifested. The second book containing 
references to the gift is 1 Corinthians (1 Cor 12–14 ). These chapters are primarily 
expository in nature. They indicate such things as the relationship of the gifts to the 
body, the atmosphere in which they are to be exercised, and the rules for the exercise 
of the gifts in the church. 
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It is also important to notice that apart from these two books, no other New 
Testament book specifically mentions the gift of tongues. If it were the normal thing 
to expect the manifestation of this gift, certainly Paul would have given instructions 
for its use in such epistles as Ephesians (which deals with the body of Christ), 
Philippians (which deals with the Christian’s walk), and the pastoral Epistles (which 
deal with order in the church). Yet in these books no reference is made to this gift. 
This in itself should give cause for a careful consideration of the place of tongues in 
the church today. 

Lists of the gifts in the New Testament. Two lists of gifts appear in the New 
Testament in which the gift of tongues is included (1 Cor 12:8–10, 28–30). The other 
lists of gifts do not include tongues. In the passage where it is mentioned, as well as 
the gift of interpretation, the gift of tongues is mentioned last. The gifts in the list in 1 
Corinthians 12:28–30 evidently are given in the order of their eminence because of 
the use of first, secondarily, and thirdly. It seems strange, in the light of this 
arrangement, to see the prominence given to this gift in some circles today. 

Comparison of the gifts in the New Testament. An entire chapter in 1 Corinthians 
is devoted to a comparison between two of the gifts mentioned in the lists of gifts. 
Chapter 14 clearly demonstrates the superiority of prophecy over tongues. This 
estimate of tongues validates the conclusion which was drawn from the order in 
which the gifts were listed in chapter 12 . Though tongues is a sovereignly bestowed 
gift of the Holy Spirit (1 Cor 12:11), it was to be kept in its proper place with respect 
to the other spiritual gifts. It is not to be depreciated nor exalted above that position 
which is Biblical. 
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The Nature of Tongues in the New Testament 

The question is often asked: “Are the references to tongues in Acts and 1 
Corinthians similar in nature or are they not?” That is, are there two different kinds of 
tongues referred to in the New Testament? Some respond that the passages in Acts 
speak of known languages, and the references in 1 Corinthians are to ecstatic 
utterances which do not correspond to any known language. Most believe that the 
tongues of Acts were known languages, and the proof for this view is abundant and 
clear (Acts 2:6–11). However, there is a divergence of opinion with regard to 1 
Corinthians. Ample evidence is available to demonstrate that both books refer to the 
same gift, that is, the ability to speak in known languages. 

The words involved. The terminology of 1 Corinthians and Acts is most 
significant, and it should be studied with care. 

The word “unknown.” The sixfold occurrence of the word unknown in 1 
Corinthians 14 (vv. 2, 4, 13, 14, 19, 27 ) is not a part of the original text, but was 
added by a translator hoping to clarify the passages involved. Instead, this insertion 
has caused much misunderstanding. It has led some people to believe that these 
sounds had never been uttered before as intelligible languages. Therefore, when 
reading the text of this chapter , the word unknown should be omitted. 
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The word “tongue.” The uniform usage of the word tongue in the New Testament 
is that which signifies a language used by inhabitants of the world. The only 
exception to this rule is the use of the word to designate the physical organ called the 
tongue. Therefore, there must be some compelling reason to understand this word in 
some other sense than the uniform meaning of the word in the New Testament. Such 
a compelling reason does not exist since exactly the same words to describe this 
phenomenon are used in Acts and 1 Corinthians. Differences in grammatical 
construction do appear, but the basic vocabulary is the same. No qualifying words are 
used to distinguish these references or to show that there is any difference between 
the phenomenon found in Acts and 1 Corinthians. 

The ability involved. It is also reasonable to assume that, if this is a gift of the 
Holy Spirit, it would be something which could not be duplicated by human means at 
the disposal of 
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the early church. If these tongues are ecstatic utterances, they could be duplicated 
fraudulently. Gibberish can be uttered by anyone, and a second person could feign 
interpretation of that unintelligible vocalization. Therefore, it is reasonable that this 
gift would consist of the ability to speak in a foreign language without the opportunity 
to learn that language by ordinary means. This is truly a gift of the Holy Spirit. 

The context involved. The settings in which this gift was exercised lend further 
weight to the viewpoint that these were known languages which were uttered. In Acts 
2 people had come from many foreign countries (Acts 2:5, 9–11). In Acts 10 
Cornelius was a foreigner (Acts 10:1). In Acts 19 Paul was in a foreign country. In 
Corinth Paul’s ministry was to a seaport community which was a melting pot for 
peoples from many parts of the world. It was a city where many languages were 
spoken. Therefore, the ability to speak a foreign tongue without previous 
acquaintance with that language would arrest the attention of these people, and 
commend that message as a supernatural one. 

A recognition of the true nature of the gift of tongues will do much to demonstrate 
the spuriousness of so-called exhibitions of this gift today. 

The Purpose of Tongues in the New Testament 

The heart of this study of the Biblical teaching concerning the gift of tongues 
concerns the divine purpose behind tongues. A detailed and accurate study of the 
Word must be undertaken if one is to guard against error. Why was this gift given to 
some believers? 

The purpose enunciated. The Bible specifically states that the gift of tongues is 
intended to serve as a sign (1 Cor 14:22). The word sign (�������) has a particular 
significance in the New New Testament. Primarily it speaks of a token which has 
behind it a particular message to be conveyed. A clear use of this word is found in 
John 20:30–31. Certain miracles are recorded in John’s Gospel, not because of the 
wonder they produced, but because of the message they taught (v. 31 ). Therefore, the 
gift of tongues was a supernatural bestowment which was to perform a specific 
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function, it was a sign. The object of this specific function of tongues as a sign is 
unbelievers. In particular, Jewish unbelievers (note 
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the “this people” of 1 Cor 14:21). This is demonstrated by verse 21 where the 
background for the pronouncement of verse 22 is found in the Old Testament. 
Probably the passage which Paul had in mind was Isaiah 28:11–12. That there was a 
large number of Jews in Corinth is made evident by a simple reading of Acts 18:1–17, 
which contains the history of the founding of the church at Corinth. 

It is also clear from the Acts of the Apostles that whenever the gift of tongues was 
exercised Jews were present. A careful reading of the passages involved will 
demonstrate this statement. Therefore, one must conclude that the gift of tongues was 
designed to be a sign to unbelieving Jews (cf. 1 Cor 1:22). This statement is not to be 
construed as referring only to unsaved Jews. It would also include Jews who had 
doubts about the message preached by the early disciples concerning Christ and His 
program for this new age. This use of the word translated “believe not” is found in 
John 20:27 (there it is the word “faithless”). 

The purpose explained. The exact message to be conveyed to the unbelieving Jew 
by means of this sign is clearly indicated in both Acts and 1 Corinthians. Before the 
list of gifts is given in 1 Corinthians 12, Paul indicates one of the major problems 
encountered in the city of Corinth. The first three verses of this chapter point out that 
there was a problem in discerning which utterances came from God, and which ones 
did not. The apostle gives them some help in discovering which voices were 
authoritative and which were not. These people did not have a complete New 
Testament before them in order to demonstrate the validity of a message which 
purported to come from God. There needed to be some method by which statements 
could be judged. 

Other statements in chapter 14 confirm the viewpoint that tongues were given to 
authenticate the messenger of God and his message. In verse 21 it is stated that 
speaking with tongues would cause people to hear and believe the word proclaimed, 
but “for all that will they not hear me, saith the Lord.” The authority of Paul’s 
message is reasserted at the end of this chapter (v. 37 ). 

Peter in his sermon delivered at Pentecost makes this fact abundantly clear. In 
Acts 2:32–36 he contends that that “which 
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ye now see and hear” (an evident reference to the tongues of v. 4 ) authenticates 
Peter’s claim that Jesus is the promised Messiah. This is the major thrust of his 
message which the Jews rejected. “Therefore, let all the house of Israel know 
assuredly, that God hath made that same Jesus, whom ye have crucified, both Lord 
and Christ” (Acts 2:36). 

The second occasion when tongues were exhibited in Acts also bears out this 
meaning of the gift. After Peter preached to the ones gathered at Cornelius’ house that 
the Gentiles were objects of God’s salvation as well as the Jews (Acts 10:34–35, 43), 
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“they of the circumcision which believed were astonished, as many as came with 
Peter, because that on the Gentiles also was poured out the gift of the Holy Ghost” 
(Acts 10:45). That this was God’s message is demonstrated by the sign of tongues. 
The tense of the verb heard (v. 46 ) speaks of continuous action in past time. So 
because of the sign, they did not doubt the message, but rather it was authenticated 
before them. 

Much the same situation exists in Acts 19. A new message was being proclaimed 
by Paul to certain disciples of John the Baptizer. To authenticate this message, the gift 
of tongues was experienced (Acts 19:1–17). 

When Paul came to Corinth he proclaimed to the Jews that Jesus was the Messiah 
(Acts 18:5). They considered this to be a blasphemous message, but God 
authenticated it to them by giving to believers in Corinth the gift of tongues. 

The viewpoint expressed in this section is further confirmed by Hebrews 2:4: 
“God also bearing them [the first generation Christians of v. 3 ] witness, both with 
signs and wonders, and with divers miracles, and gifts of the Holy Ghost, according 
to his own will.” The people involved in these signs and gifts of the Holy Spirit are 
clearly indicated by the context. 

Many have suggested that speaking in tongues is a sign of the baptism of the Holy 
Spirit. It is concluded by some that if one does not speak in tongues he has not 
received the baptism of the Holy Spirit. That all the Corinthian believers had received 
the baptism of the Holy Spirit is demonstrated by 1 Corinthians 12:13. However, all 
did not speak with tongues. This is the way the question of 1 Corinthians 12:30 is to 
be 
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understood. Paul phrases the question so as to convey the idea that the expected 
answer to the question is no. This baptism of the Holy Spirit is not a work of the 
Spirit subsequent to the salvation of the believer. Rather it is an act which vitally joins 
the individual to the body of Christ. The conclusion is that if all cannot have the sign, 
then it cannot be a sign of that which is universal among believers. 

The Permanence of Tongues in the New Testament 

There is no question concerning the validity of the gift of tongues. That such a gift 
did exist is evident. However, is this gift still given to believers by the Holy Spirit 
today? Some answer in the affirmative. The evidence of God’s Word is the final 
source of authority. The experience of those who say they have the gift of tongues is 
not the basis of judgment as far as this question is concerned. 

The previous section dealing with the purpose of tongues indicates that this gift is 
a temporary gift. Since the New Testament was not complete, this gift was needed to 
validate the message which was being preached. After the canon of the Bible was 
completed, this gift was no longer necessary. Such is the explicit testimony of 1 
Corinthians 13. The words of verse 9 assert that tongues will cease. When will this 
be? The succeeding verses answer the question. It is important to note that Paul 
places the emphasis in the next verse on the twofold use of the word part. Literally he 
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said, “For in part we are knowing, and in part we are prophesying.” The incomplete 
nature of the revealed Word of God is thus emphasized. But there is a time when it 
will be completed. Paul refers to the finished product as “that which is perfect” (v. 10 
). Though some may refer the word perfect to Christ, this interpretation cannot be 
sustained. This adjective (used as a noun) is in the neuter gender. Therefore, it is a 
reference to the finished (perfect) or completed Word of God. If it referred to Christ, 
it would be in the masculine gender. 

With the completion of the New Testament there no longer was a need for men to 
be used as instrumentalities to give forth God’s authoritative message. This is now 
contained in the written Word. Men now simply proclaim it. The gift of tongues 
authenticating these messages also was no longer necessary. All of the things relating 
to this partial testimony 

BSac 120:478 (Apr 63) p. 152 

will be made idle or rendered inoperative (the literal meaning of “shall be done 
away”). The gift of tongues and related gifts were for the first years of the church’s 
history (v. 11 ), while God was still in the process of revealing His Word to mankind 
(v. 12 ). 

It is not unusual to view some gifts as temporary in nature. The gift of apostleship 
obviously is a temporary gift. No student of the Word would claim to possess the gift 
of apostleship, because it is obvious to all that after the early history of the church, no 
more apostles were chosen. 

The Practice of Tongues in the New Testament 

Certain regulations were given by Paul to control the exercise of the gift of 
tongues. If much of what goes on today under the guise of speaking in tongues were 
compared with this section of Paul’s writings, little would need to be said about the 
validity of it. The principal chapter containing these regulations is 1 Corinthians 14. It 
will be sufficient just to enumerate briefly some of these instructions. 

First, the gift is to be exercised by two or three people, but no more than that 
number. The obvious intention of the last part of this verse (v. 27 ) is to regulate the 
speaking so that no more than one will be speaking at a time. If there is only one 
interpreter, that would preclude two people speaking simultaneously. 

Second, an interpreter must be present when someone is using this gift. By some 
method those who have the gift are to ascertain whether or not an interpreter is in 
attendance at the service. If an interpreter is not present, the speaker is to keep silent 
(v. 28 ). 

Third, women are not to participate in this experience (v. 34 ). This indicates that 
the gift of speaking in tongues was not given to women, since they could never 
exercise it. The interpretation is sometimes given that this verse means a woman is 
not to break into a service and interrupt the proceedings of the meeting. On occasion 
one will teach that the verb speak means to chatter. Such a position is untenable. The 
context in which verse 34 is found eliminates this view. A regulation is given in verse 
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28 which contains exactly the same verbs as are found in verse 34 (“keep silence” and 
“speak”). No one would contend that verse 28 means that the person 
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involved here is not to interrupt the proceedings of the meeting, or to chatter. It can 
only mean absolute silence. 

Because of the abuse of this gift in the church of Corinth, Paul had to set forth 
some particular regulations so as to curb the more enthusiastic members of the 
congregation. Because of a failure to observe these instructions, it is evident that most 
groups which contend they have the gift of tongues have never been given this 
spiritual gift by the Holy Spirit. Certainly He would not bestow it upon those who 
were continually abusing it. 

Conclusion 

It has been the purpose of this study to expound as accurately as possible the 
Biblical teaching concerning the gift of tongues. The position has been that this gift 
was sovereignly bestowed upon the early church for the purpose of authenticating 
their messengers and messages. However, with the completion of the New Testament 
such a sign gift is no longer needed. Therefore, the temporary nature of the gift of 
tongues has been presented as the Scriptural teaching on this topic. 

Other things could be mentioned of a nonexegetical nature which have a definite 
bearing on this subject. The excesses of the tongues movement, their abuses of great 
Biblical truths, their overemphasis of a Scriptural doctrine which has been assigned 
its proper place in the Word, and the pride and presumption which is sometimes the 
hallmark of its adherents are all topics which are relevant areas for investigation. 
However, the final authority is, What does God’s Word teach? Let this be the primary 
standard by which the tongues movement is judged. 
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