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GIFTS OF THE SPIRIT SERIES – TONGUES 

“Is the Gift of Tongues for Today? – Part I” (Acts 1:5; 2:1-21) 

Within Christendom today there are two distinct groups – the cessationists and the non-
cessationists. The non-cessationists are made up mainly of the Charismatic Movement, who 
believe that the miraculous gifts of the Spirit that were present in the apostolic days are also 
present in the church today. The cessationists believe that these have now ceased.  
 What is not in dispute is that these miraculous sign gifts of the Spirit did exist at the time 
of the apostles, “And they went forth, and preached every where, the Lord working with them, and confirming 
the word with signs following. Amen.” (Mark 16:20; cf. Acts 14:23) Both cessationists and non-
cessationists believe that. Also what is not in dispute is that the Holy Spirit is actively working in 
the Church today. For instance, providence is just as much the power and presence of God as 
was the gift of tongues on the Day of Pentecost. It is not some kind of “second division” class 
of God’s intervention and power. Dr Alan Cairns explains, 
 

Cessationism does not imply that God has removed His power and activity from the 
church. It teaches that He has ceased using sign miracles. But He still answers prayer. He 
still fills His people by the power of the Spirit to equip them for His service. He still 
gives them power over Satan and his devices. In the act of regeneration He still exercises 
His sovereign power directly upon the soul of man, without the use of any human means 
in the proper sense of the word. He still heals in answer to prayer, according to His will. 
He still sends revival. These are not merely natural events. They all depend entirely on 
the exercise of God’s power in a direct and sovereign manner. Cessationism recognizes 
this. Its great concern is that we do not accept counterfeits of the NT charismata and fail 
to enjoy the real working of His power available to His church today.  
 

NOTE OF CAUTION 
 
There are things claimed in the name of the Spirit of God that we are not to believe as being 
from God, “Beloved, believe not every spirit, but try the spirits whether they are of God: because many false 
prophets are gone out into the world” (1 John 4:1; cf. 1 Thess. 5:21). Those who claim to speak in 
tongues today often argue that it edifies them and makes them feel closer to God. Most, 
doubtless, are sincere but sincerity is not the ultimate test of whether something is true. 
Experience tells us that most people who believe in other religions are sincere in their beliefs also. 

Personal religious experiences also fail to provide an adequate test for establishing the 
truth of a phenomenon like tongues speaking. This is because the power to speak in tongues is a 
phenomenon found today in various sub-Christian cults and non-Christian religions. Indeed, 
even demon-possessed people can speak in tongues! That doesn’t automatically invalidate the 
modern tongues movement but it does warn us that what is called tongues today is not an 
exclusively Christian phenomenon.   

Clearly both sides cannot be right. These supernatural gifts either exist today or they 
do not. Ultimately, the only objective way to test the claims of modern day tongues speakers, like 
the Charismatics, is not by sincerity, experience or feelings but by the Word of God, “To the law 
and to the testimony: if they speak not according to this word, it is because there is no light in them.” (Isa. 8:20) 
The Bible reigns supreme over experience, sincerity or subjective feelings.  
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CLAIMED GIFT OF TONGUES TODAY 

 
One of the supernatural gifts of the Spirit that non-cessationists claim is restored to the church is 
the gift of tongues. A typical example is City Harvest Church in Singapore, which states on their 
website: 
 

We believe that the baptism in the Holy Spirit is a real and distinct experience at, or 
subsequent, to salvation, with the Bible evidence of speaking in other tongues as the 
Holy Spirit gives utterance. It is the “promise of the Father” fulfilled on the Day of 
Pentecost, which empowers believers to become effective witnesses for the risen Christ. 
This Spirit baptism opens the door for us to enter into God's supernatural realm of signs, 
wonders and mighty miracles. 

 
Now, we must note that they link the experience of what they call “baptism in the Holy Spirit” 
with what happened on the “Day of Pentecost.” This they claim “empowers believers to become 
effective witnesses for the risen Christ.” However, just because a person says they have the 
supernatural gift of tongues today doesn’t mean they have it! As the Bible demands that every 
believer, “believe not every spirit, but try the spirits whether they are of God” (1 John 4:1), let us test these 
claimed experiences by the Scripture. It is not a question of whether they have had an experience 
but does their experience match up with Scripture.  
 

WHAT SAITH THE SCRIPTURE? 
 
If Charismatics, like City Harvest, want to claim that the tongues they speak are identical to the 
tongues of the Day of Pentecost in Acts 2, then we need to understand what happened on that 
day when, “And they were all filled with the Holy Ghost, and began to speak with other tongues, as the Spirit 
gave them utterance.” (Acts 2:4) There are a number of important points to note about the Day of 
Pentecost: 
 
(1) In the OT, the Spirit of God can be seen “coming upon” people like Gideon and, especially, 
Samson (Judges 6:34; 14:6) and “filling” people with wisdom and power (Exod. 31:3; 35:31; 
Micah 3:8) and being “in” believers (Isa. 63:11; Eze. 2:2; 36:27; Dan. 6:3;1 Pet 1:11). When we 
are saved the Holy Spirit wells up within us (Rom. 8:9) and gives us eternal life (John 4:14) and 
we receive the seal of the Holy Spirit (Eph. 1:13). The Holy Spirit also baptizes us into the Body 
of Christ (Rom. 6:3). The Baptism by the Spirit is the baptism, which makes us one with Christ 
at the point of salvation, 

 
For by one Spirit are we all baptized into one body, whether we be Jews or 
Gentiles, whether we be bond or free; and have been all made to drink into one 
Spirit (1 Cor. 12:13). 

 
So if a charismatic questions whether you have been baptized by the Holy Spirit, you can answer 
in the affirmative based on the teaching of God’s word. If that were not true, you could not be a 
Christian! 
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The disciples were already believers in Acts 1. So, the baptism “with the Holy Ghost” 
mentioned in Acts 1:5, “For John truly baptized with water; but ye shall be baptized with the Holy Ghost 
not many days hence” is not this act of conversion which is a singular experience only but refers 
to a “baptismal filling” where the Holy Spirit is poured out upon the saint in power. This fullness 
or filling of the Spirit is a repeatable experience of filling for service. Dr Jeffrey Khoo 
explains,  
 

The “baptism” of the Holy Spirit in Acts 2 was technically not the “baptism” but the 
“filling” of the Spirit. Acts 2:4 tells us that they were “filled” with the Holy Spirit. The 
“baptism” of Acts 1:5 is defined as “filling” in Acts 2:4. This is understandable because 
the meaning of the Greek baptizo is broad. Baptizo can mean “to dip,” “to sprinkle,” “to 
immerse,” “to cleanse,” “to wash,” “to fill,” etc. How exactly a word is used is 
determined by its context. In this case, “baptism” means “filling.” What the Apostles 
experienced at Pentecost was not the baptism of the Spirit as commonly understood (i.e., 
the baptism that occurs at conversion), but the filling of the Spirit. This baptismal filling 
of the Spirit was not for salvation, but for service. It gave them the ability to preach the 
gospel in other languages.  

 
(2) Acts 2 must be interpreted in light of Acts 1:5 where Christ promised His disciples would be 
baptised with the Holy Ghost, “For John truly baptized with water; but ye shall be baptized with the Holy 
Ghost not many days hence.” They were not promised to be “baptised in  the Holy Ghost” on 
the Day of Pentecost! There is no such thing as a “baptism in the Holy Ghost” in the Bible. 
God has revealed Himself in the Bible in words. Hence words are important and we must not re-
define terms.  

Christ explicitly promised in Acts 1:5 that, “ye shall be baptized with the Holy Ghost not many 
days hence.” Despite some attempts to argue this away (mainly by Baptists who want to avoid the 
linking of baptizo with pouring of Acts 2:17-18), Christ said what He meant and meant what He 
said and fulfilled what He said He would do! This promise was fully fulfilled by a baptismal 
filling through the “pouring” of the Holy Spirit upon believers on the Day of Pentecost, “And on 
my servants and on my handmaidens I will pour out in those days of my Spirit; and they shall prophesy” (Acts 
2:18; cf. Acts 10:45; 11:15).  

This promised baptism “with the Holy Spirit” (Acts 1:5) at Pentecost was for the purpose 
of power to witness, “But ye shall receive power, after that the Holy Ghost is come upon you: and ye shall be 
witnesses unto me both in Jerusalem, and in all Judaea, and in Samaria, and unto the uttermost part of the 
earth” (Acts 1:8). It was not for personal edification in a “private prayer language” or for “ecstatic 
unrecognisable utterances” but so that the disciples could bear witness to Jesus Christ. 
Immediately, we see that the consequences were the salvation of 3,000 souls, which then led to 
the strengthening of the church in doctrine, prayer, fellowship, giving, unity, worship, and 
evangelism (Acts 2:41-47).  

Is that the consequences of the modern tongues movement today? Do we see the church 
transformed? There were 120 people in the Upper Room and within a few days all of Jerusalem 
had heard about them. Within a few years they impacted the Roman Empire. We can see the 
spiritual fruits of the Reformation and the Singapore Pentecost through John Sung but where are 
the transformed societies and churches emerging from the “charismatic pentecosts”? All around 
us societies are waxing worse and worse. Sin is abounding while groups like charismatics 
maintain that we are experiencing another Pentecost! 
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(3) The tongues spoken by the disciples in Acts 2:4 at Pentecost were a divinely bestowed 
supernatural ability to speak in known human languages. This was not native to the speaker nor 
had the speaker learned it. These tongues were known languages of the respective nationalities 
present at the temple that day, as the passage explicitly says, “every man heard them speak in his own 
language” (Acts 2:6). Here the word “language” is the translation of dialekto from which our word 
“dialect” comes. This was a real miracle that amazed the hearers who recognised these sounds as 
real, known languages, “And how hear we every man in our own tongue, wherein we were born?” (Acts 2:8). 
At least 16 known languages were listed, 
 

Parthians, and Medes, and Elamites, and the dwellers in Mesopotamia, and in 
Judaea, and Cappadocia, in Pontus, and Asia, Phrygia, and Pamphylia, in Egypt, 
and in the parts of Libya about Cyrene, and strangers of Rome, Jews and 
proselytes, Cretes and Arabians, we do hear them speak in our tongues the 
wonderful works of God. (Acts 2:9-11) 

 
While the languages differed, the content of these utterances was the same of the “wonderful works 
of God” (Acts 2:11). Peter explained that this preaching or prophesying with known languages 
was a fulfillment of biblical prophecy from the OT, “But this is that which was spoken by the prophet 
Joel; And it shall come to pass in the last days, saith God, I will pour out of my Spirit upon all flesh: and your 
sons and your daughters shall prophesy, and your young men shall see visions, and your old men shall dream 
dreams” (Acts 2:16-17).  

These tongues were clearly not a private prayer language, angelic languages or 
ecstatic unrecognisable utterances. The NT tongues were a supernatural gift to speak 
meaningful, translatable, known languages. They were certainly not some kind of mystical, non-
cognitive experience, which bypass the mind. Any bypassing of the mind is thoroughly unbiblical 
(Mark 12:30; John 4:23; 1 Cor. 14:10) and surrenders a person’s faculties to dangerous and evil 
influences. God wants us to worship Him with our minds! The early church recognised biblical 
tongues were known languages. For instance, John Chrysostom (347-407AD) explained, 

 
And as in the time of building the tower the one tongue was divided into many; so then 
the many tongues frequently met in one man, and the same person used to discourse 
both in the Persian, and the Roman, and the Indian, and many other tongues, 
the Spirit sounding within him: and the gift was called the gift of tongues because he 
could all at once speak various languages. (John Chrysostom, Homilies on First 
Corinthians 35.1) 

 
Augustine of Hippo (354 – 430 AD) concurs with this view, 
 

At the Church’s beginning the Holy Spirit fell upon the believers, and they spoke with 
tongues unlearnt, as the Spirit gave them utterance. It was a sign, fitted to the time: all the 
world's tongues were a fitting signification of the Holy Spirit, because the gospel of God 
was to have its course through every tongue in all parts of the earth. The sign was given, 
and then passed away. We no longer expect that those upon whom the hand is laid, that 
they may receive the Holy Spirit, will speak with tongues.  
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If genuine tongues speaking were truly existent today, it would be supernatural 
manifestations of other known languages. However, the “tongues” spoken at charismatic 
churches are not known languages. Neither the speaker nor the hearer understands what is being 
uttered. Indeed, charismatics state their non-linguistic “tongues” means to speak in a “private 
prayer language” or “angelic languages “ or “ecstatic utterances.” Frankly, that is just a 
euphemistic term for gibberish. Our God is not the author of such confusion in worship (1 Cor. 
14:33, 40). Modern tongues have none of the characteristics of real languages as defined by Acts 
2. By any objective standard they fall short of the gift of tongues described in the NT. Whatever 
they are, they are not the tongues of Acts 2! 

There are some Pentecostals today (mainly of the older, conservative tradition) that claim 
that they do witness odd occasions of real, known languages being spoken in their services. Dr 
Alan Cairns points out, 

 
Now I am aware that some Pentecostal theologians insist that it is the gift of foreign 
languages and that anything else is a corruption of the Pentecostal gift. I wish they were 
right, but I feel they are wrong. It is very interesting that these people who say, “Here is 
an evidence of somebody speaking what was a foreign language” that they pick out this 
instance or that instance or the other instance. But listen. If this were the gift of the New 
Testament this would be the overwhelming experience. You wouldn’t have to pick 
looking for a needle in a haystack to try and find some evidence somewhere of 
somebody speaking in a foreign language. It would abound at every hand as it was in the 
New Testament.  

 
(4) These tongues in Acts 2 were not induced, earned or even learned behaviour. Indeed, there is 
no mention of the disciples asking for them. They were only able to speak “as the Spirit gave them 
utterance” (Acts 2:4). All of the spectacular phenomena were manifestations completely under the 
will and control of a sovereign God. Unlike the charismatic tongues, these tongues in Acts 2 
could not be turned on and shut down at the will of the speaker. Nor could these be taught or 
induced by any man. In the modern tongues speaking movement, they have all kinds of rules and 
regulations to dictate how you “get the gift” and how to use it.  
 
(5) This initial outpouring or baptismal filling of the Spirit at Pentecost was marked by three 
symbolic phenomena – (i) sound from heaven like a rushing wind (ii) cloven tongues resembling 
fire (iii) ability to speak tongues of known languages (Acts 2:2-4). By their own admission, not 
one of these three phenomena is present today in modern tongues experiences. Modern tongues 
speakers have to study Greek and Hebrew at seminary and foreign languages at linguistics 
schools before embarking on foreign mission fields! There is no implication in Acts 2 that these 
phenomena would be part of every Christian’s experience. Indeed, in the apostolic days, there is 
no evidence that all Christians spoke in tongues (Neither Jesus Christ nor John the Baptist spoke 
in tongues but both were filled with the Holy Ghost!).  

The tongues on the Day of Pentecost were merely an incidental sign testifying of the 
corporate pouring out of the Holy Spirit, which fulfilled a Scriptural promise for that singular 
event (cf. Joel 2:28; Acts 2:16). That tongues were a speaking gift sign is made crystal clear, “And 
these signs shall follow them that believe; In my name shall they cast out devils; they shall speak with new tongues” 
(Mark 16:17). Paul reveals that it was sign for unbelievers “Wherefore tongues are for a sign, not to them 
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that believe, but to them that believe not” (1 Cor. 14:22) rather than a sign a person has “got the 
baptism” or that for personal edification. 

Nowhere in the rest of Acts were all of these promised manifestations repeated in the 
lives of these same individuals. Indeed, the emphasis is now on the power of the Spirit to allow 
them to boldly bear witness to Christ, 
 

And now, Lord, behold their threatenings: and grant unto thy servants, that with 
all boldness they may speak thy word, By stretching forth thine hand to heal; and 
that signs and wonders may be done by the name of thy holy child Jesus. And 
when they had prayed, the place was shaken where they were assembled together; 
and they were all filled with the Holy Ghost, and they spake the word of God with 
boldness. (Acts 4:29-31) 

 
It should be noted that this group included those who were filled with the Holy Ghost on the 
Day of Pentecost in Acts 2. It also should be noted that the Greek verb pletho that is translated 
“filled” in Acts 4:31 is the same one that is translated “filled” in Acts 2:4. There is no indication 
here that they spoke in other tongues, that there were flaming tongues of fire or sounds from 
heaven like a rushing wind. There is no private prayer language or babbling in gibberish! Those 
signs were unique to the Day of Pentecost. But the filling of the Holy Spirit is a daily and 
repeatable experience.  

One of the tragic side-effects of the arguments over tongues is that Bible-believing 
churches have downplayed the doctrine of the Holy Spirit. Many today in seeking to distance 
themselves from the modern tongues movement have distanced themselves also from the power 
of the Holy Spirit. Prior to the rise of Pentecostalism, men like Wesley, Spurgeon, FB Meyer, 
Andrew Murray, Campbell Morgan, DL Moody etc. repeatedly emphasized the need for 
believers to continually seek the filling of the Holy Spirit for power in service. We need to preach 
and practice this today.  

There is such a thing as an outpouring of the Holy Ghost in power on His people. All of 
us should crave more of this in our lives and in our churches. There is nothing unbiblical in 
praying for an infilling, an outpouring or even a baptismal filling of the Holy Ghost every 
day. Indeed, every Christian should. Why do we need to keep seeking a re-filling? Because as 
DL Moody observed, “we tend to leak.” God has provided us an inexhaustible, free, readily 
available source of power to live the Christian life. Don’t allow the devil to divert you from 
seeking the power of God’s Spirit.  

 
Lord, send us revival!  

Let it begin now in me!  
Gladly dethroning each rival,  
Yield I my heart unto Thee. 

 
 


