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1 Corinthians 12:7-11 and 14:6-19
Speaking in tongues
We continue today looking at the gifts of the Spirit.  The Greek word that Paul wrote is today used to refer to a birthday present.  Something that is given and not simply taken. I am not going to go through every gift that has been listed in Corinthians, and we must remember that this is not an exhaustive list.
It is important to remember the context in which Paul is writing the letter.  He is writing to a group of Christians that met together in Corinth.  They were attempting to follow Jesus faithfully in the first Century context.
Corinth was a very important place at the time with a lot of trade routes that meant that different nationalities, cultures and classes of people were attracted to be there.  Extremely wealthy, extremely poor.  Greek philosophy met and mixed with different religions and their rituals.
I think we can see that Paul is concentrating on some of the gifts that we would see as supernatural rather than the ordinary.  It was because of the context.  Profound philosophical thoughts surrounded everyone and rituals that induced and celebrated feelings of ecstasy.
And status was everything in the surrounding culture.  Habits that they were finding difficult to break and confront.
It appears that some of this was infiltrating when the Christians assembled and gathered.  Paul is writing about orderly worship so that Jesus was above everything and His voice should be centre to the gatherings.
It also stresses that all that is done is for the benefit of God and His kingdom to grow.  The term “manifestation of the Spirit” could mean that which the Spirit makes known, or that which makes the Spirit known.  A subtle difference and to be honest doesn’t matter too much.  We can get too tied up in interpreting the detail that we miss the point of the whole.  Basically, the gifts are to be made public and open and it is through the Holy Spirit that the gifts are given and to be used to edify and build up the church – that is the people.
And God will use all people who follow and are committed to seeking Him.  This is not dependent on intellect or status.  It is for all people who pray, worship and desire to know Jesus more and to make Jesus known.  Oh, that is the tagline for this church.  So it applies to all of us here today.  We will not all be given every gift at every time and situation, but we are all available for any of the gifts to be given.  We just need to ensure that we share what we are given.  To build up the whole church and not for self-ego.
Paul expands upon the gift of speaking in tongues.  Perhaps we consider this to be speaking in the tongue of another nation, like the Pentecost account in Acts when the disciples began speaking in languages that those around them understood.  And that has happened in modern times.
But that seems unlikely to be what Paul is meaning in this text.  It seems more like a language that is unknown to any person or people.  A heavenly language.
Often this heavenly language is to build up only the person speaking it.  When I have spoken in tongues I have not been given interpretation of the words, but there is an internal feeling.  For me, it bypasses the need for words when praying and allows me to come before Jesus without my agenda being first and foremost.  It gives me a sense of peace, a breath, to bypass my own sense of impotency in any situation and to lay “me” down and allow the Spirit to speak and guide.
If I were to suddenly begin speaking in tongues loudly in the service it would not be of public benefit.  Unless I felt strongly that it should be shared out loud, and then someone should be able to give interpretation.  If not, it is not going to edify the church and I should continue quietly in conversation with God alone.  The worst-case scenario would be that I used it to show how blessed I am by Jesus to everyone else.  A sign of status.
Paul also warns against this in our singing.  There is a song that is played on the radio that has a time of the singer going off in tongues.  To me that is not appropriate.  There is a place for leading by example, but we are warned in this passage to be careful and discerning.
Despite the warnings Paul is not disparaging about the gift.  He gives the example of instruments being played.  If a melody is played with a mixture of notes and harmony it will speak to people and move them emotionally.  However, if it is just an aimless jangle it means nothing to anyone else.  It may help the person playing to learn notes and intonation, but it does not build up the whole.
For those in the church who gabbled on unintelligibly, Paul is saying that unless any speech is understood it is pointless in that context and to continue shows a wrong motivation.
Paul also states that speaking in tongues must be allied to mind and intellect.  Again, seeking the reason behind the gift and not just using it as an excuse to be in an ecstatic state.  Our first desire must be in relation to the Spirit.
If you pray for the gift of tongues and you begin “babbling” how do you know it is of the Holy Spirit?  You should feel something.  As I say, if no-one gives an interpretation of exact meaning of words, there should be an inner interpretation.  It should not simply make you feel special – it should give you a sense of something spiritual – such as peace, or joy – that brings you closer to the Holy Spirit and prepares you for hearing Him.
A bit like a song that you play for the meaning of the words as opposed to just a happy tune that has words that make no sense or are actually offensive.
Paul is also mindful of visitors to an assembly.  Just as it would be today for someone who came in and heard us all babbling away, louder and louder so we are above everyone else, how would anyone feel?  We would be seen as weird and would not be able to translate or explain to anyone anything of depth. Pointless!
If you feel that you are given this gift then speak out what you think you have been given.  It may take a bit of time and trying it out.  It can appear as an odd gift but if it is of the Holy Spirit then it will have an effect.  Even if it is just to give you time to breathe to give you clarity before conversing with the Spirit in a place of expectancy and calm.


