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The issue of “speaking in tongues” usually raises controversial and emotionally-packed discussion. The most often considered questions center in whether or not “tongues” in the New Testament were human languages or unknown ecstatic utterances, and whether or not that gift is obtainable today. Though these questions are important, another equally important concern has been overlooked. That concern is whether or not the tongue-speaker in the New Testament understood what he said. Not only will a correct understanding of this problem shed light on the above two questions, but it will greatly aid our evangelistic outreach to the charismatic community.

Modern “tongue-speakers,” from Pat Boone to the individual members of the local congregation, maintain that they cannot understand their gifted speech. If the New Testament supports this claim, then it is possible (though on other grounds impossible) that these tongue speakers are indeed of God. On the other hand, if the tongue speaker of the New Testament did understand their speech, then the gift of the modern “tongue-speaker” is not the New Testament gift. When an individual professes to have the ability to speak in tongues according to the New Testament, but does not understand what he says when the Bible teaches that he should, then there can be no doubt that he does not possess the Biblical gift of tongues. The question, then, is an important one: did the New Testament tongue-speaker understand his own speech?

Yes, He Did

First, the text of 1 Corinthians 14:5 clearly affirms that the speaker had the ability to interpret what he said. The verse reads: “He who prophesies is greater than one who speaks in tongues, unless he interprets, so that the church may be edified.”

In the original, the phrase “one who speaks” is a participle which governs the dependent clause “unless he interprets.” Thus, the one who speaks is the same person as the one who interprets.

In this Paul assumes the speaker’s ability to interpret his message. If the apostle had had a different individual in mind in the second clause tan the speaker, he would have indicated it by the use of an indefinite pronoun (eis, “one”) as in 1 Corinthians 14:27. Thus, according to Paul, the tongue speaker did understand his own message.

Second, 1 Corinthians 14:5 also indicates that if the church is to be edified, the “tongue” would necessarily need to be interpreted. The church could not be edified except it understood what the tongue-speaker was saying. Paul also makes this same point in 1 Corinthians 14:16, 17. There he argues that one who does not know or understand what is said is not edified.

Edification, therefore, implies and presupposes understanding. With this perspective, note carefully the implication of 1 Corinthians 14:4a which reads: “He who speaks in a tongue edifies himself.” If edification implies understanding, and the tongue-speaker edifies himself, then it must be the case that the speaker understood what he said. To contend that he did not understand is, in this context, the same as contending that he was not edified. But he was edified. Therefore, he did understand.
No, He Did Not
There are two major objections to this view, the second being more decisive. First, it is argued that if my thesis is true, then no situation as described by Paul in 1 Corinthians 14:28 can exist. There the apostle forbids speaking in tongues where there is no interpreter. But if the speaker himself can interpret, then a “no interpreter” situation can never exist. In reply, we must ascertain in what the “no interpreter” situation consisted.

As was observed above, in 1 Corinthians 14:27 Paul uses the term eis to indicate that someone other than those who spoke should interpret. 1 Corinthians 14:28, then, addresses itself to a situation where there is no one but the speaker himself to interpret. The injunction does not deny the speaker’s ability to interpret nor does it affirm it, but forbids speaking in tongues where there is no other individual to interpret the message. The wisdom in this is evident. Just as some prophets “judged” those prophets who spake (1 Corinthians 14:29), the tongue-speaker was required to have someone other than himself to interpret so that the translation might be preserved from any mishandling by deceptive men.

Second, it is argued that 1 Corinthians 14:14 denies our thesis. The text reads: “For if I pray in a tongue, my spirit prays, but my mind is unfruitful.” Since his mind is unfruitful, he must not have understood what he said. In reply, we must first notice the Greek term which is translated “mind.” The word is nous. To understand its use here it is necessary to note the use of the term in verses 15-17. Here nous is equated with edification (and, thus, understanding). To have nous is to have edification and to have understanding, the latter being a better translation of the term itself. Paul, then, was arguing that when he prayed in a tongue, his “understanding was unfruitful.” Thus, the apostle is not denying his ability to understand, but affirms it. He writes: “my understanding is unfruitful.”

This brings us to a second point. To whom is Paul’s understanding unfruitful? The preceding two verses provide the answer. In verse 12 the apostle encourages the practice of those gifts which edify or build up the church (i.e. the assembly). Verse 13 argues that this is the reason why “tongues” must be interpreted, so that the assembly might be edified. Verse 14, then, states the reason for verse 13. If one prays in an uninterpreted tongue, then “his understanding is unfruitful.” To whom? To the assembly in which the speaker is praying. Paul’s point is not that the speaker does not understand, but that his own understanding (nous) is unfruitful with respect to the assembly when it is not interpreted.

Conclusion

Thus, the New Testament tongue-speaker understood what he spoke and had the ability to interpret it for others. When, therefore, you are confronted by a charismatic who claims to have spoken in tongues, ask him this question: “Did you understand what you said? If he answers in the negative (as most will), then you can be assured that he does not possess the gift the New Testament describes.

Further, you may also ask him whether or not he was able to control his speaking. If he answer in the negative (as most will), direct him to 1 Corinthians 14:27, 28. There Paul instructs tongue-speakers to control their gift, even to the point of not speaking at all. If a modern “tongue-speaker” neither understands his speech nor is able to control it, then his gift is most certainly not of God.
