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ALDAN UNION CHURCH 

 POSITION PAPER ON THE SIGN GIFTS 
 

INTRODUCTION 
 

1. There is no question of the validity of the gift of speaking in tongues and other sign gifts in New 

Testament times.  For example speaking in tongues is mentioned in 2 books of the Bible – in Acts 2, 10, 

19; and 1 Cor. 12-14.   

2. The big questions we need to ask are,  “Should believers be speaking in tongues?  Is the gift of tongues 

for today?   Is the spiritual gift of healing still to be sought?”  Our answer from the Scriptures is “NO.  

The gifts of healing and tongues are not for today.”   

3. Four categories in the study of spiritual gifts: 

a. Gifted people – Eph. 4:11; 12:18 

b. Speaking gifts – 1 Pet. 4:10-11 

c. Serving gifts – 1 Pet. 4:10-11 

d. Sign gifts – Temporary (Heb. 2:4; 2 Cor. 12:12).  

I. CONTRASTING THE GIFTS OF PROPHECY AND TONGUES (1 Cor. 14:1- 5) 

A. Paul begins by saying in effect, “Don’t forget what I’ve been saying about love.”  “Follow the way of 

love.”  The word “follow” here means “to pursue” (dioko), to hunt or chase after with intensity.  In fact 

sometimes it is translated, “to persecute.”  At the same time love is being intensely pursued, eagerly desire 

spiritual gifts. 

B. But especially desire the gift of prophecy.  Paul repeated that theme several times.   

1. V. 1 – especially the gift of prophecy. 

2. V. 5 – Even more to prophesy 

3. V. 5 – The who prophesies is greater than the one who speaks in tongues. 

4. V. 12 – From what he has said, that leaves out tongues. 

C. Why would he say that?  Why is the gift of prophecy far preferred to that of tongues speaking? 

1. Part of the reason is to restore a proper balance.  The Corinthian believers seemed to major in 

speaking in tongues, giving it far more importance than it deserved.  There was an imbalance. 

2. In v. 2 he states that tongues is not understandable.  Prophecy is.   

a. Tongues speaking speaks to God, not to men.  Why? Because men don’t understand what 

is being said.  Tongues speaking is falling on deaf ears.  What is said is a mystery.  This 

doesn’t imply a special prayer language to God.  It says only God can understand. 

b. But everyone who prophesies speaks to men for their strengthening, encouragement, and 

comfort. 

3. Tongues is self-edifying; prophecy is body edifying (14:4).  It is edifying, not in the sense of the 

mind but the emotions.  It is a boost to one’s ego. But it can be self-centered, selfish.  

4. He who prophesies is greater than one who speaks in tongues, unless he interprets, so that the 

church may be edified.  

II. ILLUSTRATIONS (14:6-11) 

A. Verse 6 - Paul uses himself in a hypothetical situation.  “If I come to you speaking in tongues, what good 

will I be to you, how will I benefit you unless I bring you some revelation or knowledge or prophecy or 

teaching” (i.e. something intelligible, something understandable).  The clear implication is that he would be 

no good to them.     
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B. Verse 7 – Musical instruments need to make distinctions in the notes so a tune can be recognized.  These 

distinctions have to do with intervals in the notes, the timing, harmonization, etc.   

C. Verse 8 - The trumpet has to have a clear call, it must be understandable, in order to rouse the troops for 

battle.     

D. The point of the illustrations is made in v. 9 – “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.”    

E. Verses 10-11 – another illustration.  1 Corinthians 14:10-11
 
– “There are doubtless many different 

languages in the world, and none is without meaning, 
11

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.”  The first part of v. 12 makes the point 

once again, “So with yourselves.”   

F. Paul’s conclusion is given in v. 12.  “So with yourselves, since you are eager for manifestations of the 

Spirit, strive to excel in building up the church.”  

1.  In context here, that would not include tongues speaking; it would include prophecy. 

2. Speaking in tongues was not all the Corinthians had it cracked up to be.  They were majoring in a 

minor; they were fascinated by the showiness of a more visible gift; they were unbalanced in their 

use of the gift.  They needed to put things into the right perspective. 

III. IS SPEAKING IN TONGUES FOR TODAY? 

A. Is speaking in tongues for today?   

B. Here are the reasons why we say no. 

1. Because speaking in tongues was a temporary sign gift.  It had a special purpose for the time of the 

apostles that is no longer necessary. 

a. The gifts of speaking in tongues, miracles, and healings are all sign gifts that ended with 

the apostles.  They were used to authenticate the ministry of the apostles.  They validated 

the men and the message they brought.  They lent credibility to the incredible – to the 

message that Jesus Christ had risen from the grave and that salvation could be obtained by 

faith and trust in His Name. 

(1) Acts 2:32-36 – What was being seen and heard (v. 33) authenticated Peter’s 

message in v. 36.  Tongues did the same thing in Acts 10 and 19. 

(2) 2 Cor. 12:12 – “The signs of a true apostle were performed among you with utmost 

patience, with signs and wonders and mighty works.” 

(3) Hebrews 2:3-4
 
– “how shall we escape if we neglect such a great salvation? It was 

declared at first by the Lord, and it was attested to us by those who heard, 
4
while 

God also bore witness by signs and wonders and various miracles and by gifts of 

the Holy Spirit distributed according to his will.” 

(4) Eph. 2:20 – “built on the foundation of the apostles and prophets, Christ Jesus 

himself being the cornerstone.”  The apostles were men especially called and 

gifted by God for the purpose of laying the foundation of the church.  You only lay 

a foundation once.  Their gift, the gift of apostleship was a temporary one.  The 

gift of apostleship was temporary and that gift was attested by other special gifts.  

When the apostles were no longer there, there was no need for the sign gifts to 

authenticate their ministry. 

2. Speaking in tongues was also a sign gift in another sense.  It was a sign to unbelieving Israel of 

judgment because of their unbelief. 

a. 1 Cor. 14:21-22 makes this clear. 

b. “This people” in v. 21 refers to the Jews.  Isaiah 28:11-12 is quoted here.  It is an obvious 

reference to unbelieving Jews. 
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c. 1 Cor. 1:22 says, “For Jews demand signs.” 

d. Jewish leaders came to Jesus and said, “Master we would see a sign from You.”  Jesus 

said, “An evil and adulterous generation seeks after a sign.” 

e. In Isaiah 28:11-12 we read of a time when Isaiah warned the leaders of Judah that they 

would be judged for their wickedness.   They mocked him.   

f. God promised judgment on them – a judgment that would be brought by a foreign country: 

the Assyrians.  That judgment was to be accompanied by the sign of foreign languages.  

They wouldn’t listen to God when He plainly spoke in their own language.  He would get 

their attention by another language.   

g. The Jews understood that these foreign languages were always signs of judgments.   

(1) Tower of Babel 

(2)  Deuteronomy 28:49 – “The Lord will bring a nation against you from far away, 

from the end of the earth, swooping down like the eagle, a nation whose language 

you do not understand,” 

(3) Jeremiah 5:15 – “Behold, I am bringing against you a nation from afar, O house of 

Israel, declares the Lord.  It is an enduring nation; it is an ancient nation, a nation 

whose language you do not know, nor can you understand what they say.”  The 

sacking of Jerusalem in 70 AD by the Roman Titus led to spreading the Jews all 

over the world.  No longer would there be one language. 

(4) Tongues had become a sign of God’s removal of national blessing on Israel. 

(5) The important point here is that tongues was always a sign to unbelieving Jews, 

not to believers.   Its use for the unbelieving Jews was not necessary after 70 AD 

when Israel was laid aside in God’s dealing with them as a nation. 

h. In both uses as a sign – for the credibility of the apostles and as a sign of judgment to 

Israel, the purpose was served in the first century. 

3. Because we are told that tongues will cease (1 Cor. 13:8).  Tongues will stop before prophecy and 

knowledge are acted upon by the perfection coming (v. 10).  Tongues will fade out on their own.  

That happened. 

a. History records that tongues ceased. 

b. Cleon Rogers in Bib. Sac., April, 1965, p. 143, “The Gift of Tongues in the Post-Apostlic 

Church.”  After examining the testimony of the early Christian leaders whose ministry 

represents practically every area of the Roman empire from approximately AD 100 to 400, 

it appears that the miraculous gifts of the 1
st
 century died out and were no longer needed to 

establish Christianity.  Furthermore, it is very evident that even if the gift were in 

existence, in spite of all the testimony to the contrary, it was neither widespread nor the 

normal Christian experience.  The only clear reference to anything resembling the 

phenomena is connected with the heretic Montanus. . .All the evidence points to the truth 

of Paul’s prophecy when he says, “tongues will be stilled.” 

 

IV.    FURTHER BIBLE STUDY CONVINCES US THAT EVEN MORE THAN TONGUES STOPPED DURING THE  

         APOSTOLIC PERIOD.  The other authenticating sign gifts were also temporary. 
 

A. The last recorded miracle in the New Testament took place in Acts 28 when Paul was used of God to heal 

Publius’ father.  This was in AD 58. 

B. There is no other evidence of miraculous gifts from that date to AD 95 or 96 when John completed the 

book of Revelation.   
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1. From a point in time in Acts 5:15-16, when people carried the sick into the streets to be healed 

when Peter’s shadow fell on them – when touching a handkerchief of an apostle brought healing – 

and when people from the cities were flocking to the apostles and all were being healed – until the 

apostolic period drew to a close, we find healings conspicuously not occurring.  There were four 

individuals who could have used a good healing. 

a) What happened to Paul’s thorn in the flesh? 

b) Why didn’t someone heal Timothy’s weak stomach? 

c) How did they let Epaphroditus become ill and almost die?  [But God had mercy on him.] 

d) 2 Tim. 4:20 – “Erastus stayed in Corinth, and I left Trophimus who was ill at Miletus.” 

2. The temporary sign gifts were already gone.  

3. That explains why the temporary sign gifts are only mentioned in 1 Corinthians, one of the earliest 

NT epistles, but not in Ephesians and Romans, both of which discuss gifts at some length. 

a) Paul wrote 13 other epistles and never mentioned tongues.   

b) Peter, James, John, and Jude never mentioned tongues in their epistles. 

  

C. But what about today?  There is confusion today about faith healing.  Some well-intentioned Christians 

teach that the biblical gift of healing still exists today.   There is teaching that God does not want any 

Christian sick for any reason.  When Jesus died He took away our sickness.  It shows a lack of faith in God 

to use medicine or seek a doctor’s help. 

 

D. These well-intentioned Christians are confusing themselves and others.  With no lack of love to those who 

disagree, we will ask for the real gift of healing to please stand up.   

 

E. Acts 3:1-11 is filled with principles of divine healing at that time. 

 

F. Does God still heal?  Absolutely – God heals in His own way and time, in answer to prayer for His glory  

James 5:13-15 tells us that God still heals.   

 

G. But sometimes He chooses not to heal us.  Why?  For His reasons; not because of a lack of faith. 

 

V.   TONGUES SPEAKING IS NOT THE BIBLICAL GIFT OF TONGUES.  Even if you contend that there is a need for    

tongues speaking today, what is going on is in violation of the Scriptures.  Even during the apostolic age, the exercise 

of tongues was to be greatly limited and controlled.  Here are some of these limitations: 

 

C. Tongues in the New Testament referred to known languages – both in Acts and 1 Corinthians.  Why is it 

important that they were known languages? 
 

1.  Because tongues which are ecstatic utterances or gibberish don’t need the Holy Spirit. 

2.  Anyone can spout syllables at a rapid pace that make no sense. 

3.  Not just anyone can speak a foreign language he has never learned. 

4.  Most of us can’t even speak a foreign language we’ve learned. 

5.  Being able to instantly communicate in a foreign language is a gift of the Holy Spirit. 

6.  The mystery religions were well known in Corinth in the first century.  They made wide use of tongues       

– gibberish, ecstatic babblings.  Not only were the pagans of that time, but Buddhists, Muslims, Hindus, 

Jews, occultists, and you name it have spoken and continue to speak in tongues – but not languages. 

7.  Williams Samarin, Professor of Linguistics at the University of Toronto, has been quoted extensively by 

writers who have examined these issues.  He has written the following: “Over a period of five years, I 
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have observed old-fashioned Pentecostals and neo-Pentecostals.  I have been in small meetings in 

private homes as well as in mammoth public meetings.  I have seen such different cultural settings as 

are found among Puerto Ricans of the Bronx, the snake handlers of the Appalachians and the Russian 

Molokans of LA.  I have interviewed tongues speakers, and tape recorded and analyzed countless 

samples of tongues.  In every case, glossalalia turns out to be linguistic nonsense.  In spite of superficial 

similarities, glossalalia is fundamentally not language.” 

8.  Can we prove biblically that tongues always refers to known languages?  Observe the following: 

 9.  The usual meaning of the word for tongue (glossa), used 50 times in the NT, is a word which signifies a     

language used by inhabitants of the world.  The only exception is used when the word refers to the   

physical organ in our mouths (14 times) and the flame of fire in Acts 2. 

10.  The word glossa is used in Acts 2 and in Acts 10 and in Acts 19.  In Acts 11 Peter identifies the gift 

Acts 10 involving Cornelius as the same as that which occurred at Pentecost. 

11.  The same thing is true in the Septuagint, the Old Testament in the Greek language of that time.  The 30  

times glossa is used is in this same way. 

12.  It is important that what is referred to in Acts is the same as what is referred to in 1 Cor.  Some think 

that by the time Corinthians was written, things had changed significantly from the time Acts was 

written.  NOT SO! 

13.  1 Corinthians (55 AD) was written before Acts was written.  Some have the erroneous concept that 1 

Corinthians was written long after Acts and represents ideas that were more advanced.  When Luke 

wrote about the tongues experience of Pentecost and later as Paul’s companion, he would have known 

about the tongues at Corinth, and he would have been familiar with Paul’s letter to the Corinthians 6 

years before he wrote Acts. 

14.  “To speak” means to converse intelligibly.  The same Greek word is used every time speaking in 

tongues is mentioned. 

15.  “To interpret” means “to translate.”  The NIV has it right (Acts 9:36).  The name “Tabitha” is the 

Aramaic word for “gazelle”.  The name “Dorcas” is the Greek word for “gazelle.”  Luke has translated 

the word from Aramaic into Greek.  The verse should read, “being translated”, rather than “being 

interpreted.”  You cannot translate ecstatic speech or babble. 

16.  The tongues in 1 Cor. 14:21-22 are real languages, foreign languages. 

17.   In Acts 2, Luke takes pain to be sure that we understand that by “tongues” he means real languages.  

This is by use of another word – not just glossa but a word for “dialects” in 2:6.  This clearly involves 

tongues. 

18.  Conclusion: All the NT references to the gift of tongues concern the same phenomenon.  In every case 

it was the miraculous ability to speak an unlearned foreign language.  This is not the tongues of today. 

 

D. Tongues was a lesser gift.  How can anyone justify the great deal of attention given to it in some circles 

today?  It is a major preoccupation to many, given importance that in no way is ever given to it in the Bible, 

even when we allow the need for it. 

 

E. Tongues was inferior to prophecy. 

 

F. Tongues were being used for selfish ego-building. 

 

G. Tongues was never intended for all believers – not even all spiritual believers.  In 1 Cor. 12:30 the Greek 

text demands a “NO” answer.  Not all spoke in tongues and not all were supposed to speak in tongues.  

That is the point of vv. 14-30 in 1 Cor. 12.  Each member has his own gift. 

 

H. Tongues were not an indication of spiritual maturity.  The church was full of babies in Christ (3:1).  In 

14:19-20 Paul uses the same word to describe those who were overemphasizing tongues speaking. 
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I. Tongues were harmful if there were no translation.  Not only were they useless, they were actually 

harmful to the church (14:11 and 14:23).  This would be so harmful, that in 14:28 silence was to be the rule 

if there were no interpreter. 

 

J. No more than 3 were supposed to speak in tongues on any one occasion.  Two would be even better 

(14:27). 

 

K. When tongues was okay, only one was to speak at a time (14:27).   

 

L. Women were not to speak in tongues in the churches (14:34).   

 

CONCLUSION:   

A.   If we limit today’s tongues speaking by what we have just seen from the Scriptures, how much would be left?   

1.  How much tongues speaking today is using foreign languages?   

2.  How many of those in the tongues movement recognize that speaking in tongues is a lesser gift? 

3.  It’s not for everyone? It’s not for private or selfish use? 

4.  It’s for the benefit of the church, though primarily a sign for unbelievers? 

5.  Has nothing to do with spiritual maturity, the filling of the Holy Spirit, or the baptism of the Holy Spirit? 

6.  Can be harmful if there is no translator? 

7.  Is limited to no more than 3 on one occasion? 

8.  Is to be done by one at a time? 

9.  Is not to involve women? 

10.  Is not done for God’s benefit? 

 

                B.  TWO CONCLUSIONS  

1. Tongues are not for today. 
 

2. What is passing for tongues today is not the biblical gift of tongues.  It is something else and it has gotten 

out of control. 
 

              C.  If speaking in tongues today is not the biblical gift, what is it? 

 

1. Some is demonic; some is learned behavior; some is fraud; some is an emotional or psychological 

phenomenon; some is an auto-hypnotic state. 
 

2. How do you explain 1 Cor. 14:39 – “Do not forbid speaking in tongues.”  That was written in 55 AD 

when tongues had not yet ceased. 
 

3. Why spend so much time on this subject?  Why not in love ignore this difference between our charismatic  

brothers and sisters and us?  There is too much confusion and too much division where this truth is not 

properly taught. 
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