
Topic: Speaking in Tongues and Spiritual gifts 

 

 
Question: Does speaking in tongues happen today as it did in biblical times?  If so, then 

why don’t you see it in the Lutheran Church?  If not, why not?  Also, how are we to 

understand Christians that are ecstatic about some kind of revelation/joy experienced by 

them that they say proves to them that God’s love is directing their life? 

 

 

Answer: 

 

It is not beyond God to perform miraculous signs and wonders as He did as recorded in the New 

Testament or in the Old.  In Biblical times, God surely did manifest His glory through extraordinary 

events and through that which is unexplainable according to human reason (i.e. Parting of the Red Sea, 

Exodus 14; Manna from heaven, Exodus 16; Jesus walking on the water, Matthew 14:25; Jesus raising 

the dead, John 11:43-45; etc.).  God also, through the Apostles, performed miraculous signs, among them, 

speaking in tongues (i.e. Acts 2:4; also healing, Act 3:6-10; raising the dead, Acts 9:36-42; Casting out 

demons; Acts 16:16-18; other, Acts 19:11-12; etc.). 

 

Still today does God heal and perform the miraculous.  Ordinarily, however, our Lord works through 

means.  God usually works healing through medicine, provides food through labor and preparation 

(Genesis 9:3), and brings one to faith through the hearing of His Holy Word (Romans 10:17).  God also 

provides for our bodily needs through others (See the explanation of the Fourth Petition of the Lord’s 

Prayer in Luther's Small Catechism).   

 

But what about speaking in tongues?  Does this still go on today?  As mentioned above, it is not beyond 

God to work this way.  As He has done before, He is still able to do today, for He is God (Isaiah 46:9).  

But does He with regard to tongue-speaking? 

 

In Holy Scripture, there seem to be two kinds of occurrences of speaking in tongues.  One is the kind of 

tongue-speaking as occurred on the Day of Pentecost (Acts 2:4-11).  Note here how the speaking in 

tongues by the apostles was language that the apostles themselves had not originally known, but that 

others did (i.e. Parthians and Medes, Acts 2:11:  “We hear them speaking in our own tongues the 

wonderful works of God.”).  This kind of speaking in tongues is simply speaking in another language, a 

language that others understand.  

 

To this kind of speaking in tongues, we could say that it certainly does still occur, with this distinction, 

that God, ordinarily, works this kind of speaking in tongues via study of another language.  Thus 

missionaries, for example, generally learn another language that they might communicate the Gospel to 

the people to whom they are sent.  God can work outside of the ordinary, but this is according to His will, 

not our own.  We might also add that this kind of tongue-speaking benefited those who heard ‘the 

wonderful works of God.’ 

 

The other kind of tongue-speaking is that which other people do not understand, but which must be 

interpreted (1 Corinthians 14:27-28.  See also the entire chapter), and which is not beneficial unless there 

be interpretation.  This kind of tongue-speaking is characteristic of some ‘charismatic’ churches and 

others.  To some, this speaking appears as mere babble.  But those speaking claim they are speaking a 

spiritual language to God.  This may or may not be the case.  According to St. Paul, no one ought to speak 

in tongues in the church unless there be at least two or three interpreters (1 Corinthians 14:27).  If there is 

no one to interpret, the tongues ought not ensue. 



Ask the Pastor 

 

Ask the Pastor is a forum for question and discussion on topics of faith and life. 

Speaking in tongues as described in the previous paragraph may still occur today, for it is not beyond God 

to work in this way.  Nevertheless, God’s people are inclined towards God’s Word and His promises.  In 

congregations and churches where emphasis is placed on tongue-speaking (or any other ‘spiritual gift’), 

there may be a de-emphasis on God’s promises through what might be considered the ordinary means 

through which God works, namely, His preached Word and the blessed Sacraments of Holy Baptism and 

the Lord’s Supper.  Any emphasis on gifts not promised to us (speaking in tongues, healing, etc.) 

indicates a moving away from what God has promised and a moving away from the Gospel, the Good 

News of sin’s forgiven in Christ.   

 

Instead of emphasizing that which God has not promised, Christians hold to what God has promised, even 

the forgiveness of sins and life everlasting through faith in Jesus Christ.  Holy Baptism and the Lord’s 

Supper are not mere water and bread and wine.  With the Word and by the Word, these are blessed 

Sacraments through which God gives life and salvation. 

 

It is significant that in the Lord’s sending out of His disciples upon His ascension (i.e. Matthew 28:18-20; 

Luke 24:46-48; Acts 1:8), no mention is made of miraculous healings, speaking in tongues, and the like.  

What is mentioned is the preaching, the witnessing, of the apostles concerning the death and resurrection 

of Jesus, for the remission of sins (Luke 24).  That miraculous signs and wonders accompanied the 

preaching of Christ in their day was the work of God.  But whether or not those miraculous signs and 

wonders accompany the preaching of Christ today is not for us or for His church to determine, but the 

Lord.  To His Word and His Word alone do His people trust and hold fast. 

 

And how do we know whether something is of God or not?  Is it according to God’s Holy Word?  Does it 

point to Christ and His Word and work, or away from it?  Is the emphasis on the ‘gift’ itself, that which is 

done ‘by’ man, or is the emphasis God’s work in Christ? (i.e. Is the emphasis the ability to speak in a 

tongue or salvation in Christ?).  These questions may help determine whether the tongue-speaking is of 

God, or, of the devil.  

 

Also to note is whether one is considered a Christian or somehow lesser of a Christian if they do not 

speak in tongues or have ‘special’ gifts.  To do so is to make a false class of Christians, because a 

Christian is not more or less of a Christian dependent on spiritual gifts.  One is a Christian dependent on 

faith in Christ.  Whether that faith be weak or strong, the one who has faith in Christ for the forgiveness 

of sins is Christian, regardless of what ‘gifts’ one might possess (Romans 10:10-13).  Being Christian is 

dependent on Christ and what He has done, not on what man is able to do or not do. 

 

On what Christ Himself has done, and on the promised gifts of God’s grace through His Son according to 

His Holy Word, therefore, does the Christian place his or her confidence, trust, and assurance.  This does 

not preclude the feelings experienced by the Christian, but Christian experience does not prove God’s 

love, even as St. Paul writes, “God demonstrates His own love toward us, in that while we were still 

sinners, Christ died for us. Much more then, having now been justified by His blood, we shall be saved 

from wrath through Him. For if when we were enemies we were reconciled to God through the death of 

His Son, much more, having been reconciled, we shall be saved by His life. And not only that, but we 

also rejoice in God through our Lord Jesus Christ, through whom we have now received the 

reconciliation” (Romans 5:8-11). 

 

The ‘proof’ of God’s love is not experience or feeling, but God’s revelation in Christ Jesus.  Though as 

Christians we do not deny feeling or emotion, we do deny them as our confidence and assurance of God’s 

grace and favor.  If our joy, emotion, or feeling, becomes ‘the proof’ of God directing His love toward us, 

then we will be sorely lacking that ‘proof’ should the joy pass and the good emotion and feeling fade or 

go in another direction.  But in Christ, through faith, “We have peace with God” (Romans 5:1), wherefore 

we have the blessed assurance of God’s grace and good will towards us. 



Ask the Pastor 

 

Ask the Pastor is a forum for question and discussion on topics of faith and life. 

 

The Smalcald Articles 

VIII. Confession 

 

Accordingly, we should and must constantly maintain that God will not deal 

with us except through his external Word and sacrament. Whatever is attributed to 

the Spirit apart from such Word and sacrament is of the devil. 
11
 For even to 

Moses God wished to appear first through the burning bush and the spoken word,
3
 

and no prophet, whether Elijah or Elisha, received the Spirit without the Ten 

Commandments. 
12
 John the Baptist was not conceived without the preceding 

word of Gabriel, 
13
 nor did he leap in his mother’s womb until Mary spoke.

4
 St. 

Peter says that when the prophets spoke, they did not prophesy by the impulse of 

man but were moved by the Holy Spirit, yet as holy men of God.
5
 But without the 

external Word they were not holy, and the Holy Spirit would not have moved 

them to speak while they were still unholy. They were holy, St. Peter says, 

because the Holy Spirit spoke through them.
1
 

 

 

 

The Formula of Concord 

II. Free Will or Human Powers 

 
50
 To this end, in his boundless kindness and mercy, God provides for the public 

proclamation of his divine, eternal law and the wonderful counsel concerning our 

redemption, namely, the holy and only saving Gospel of his eternal Son, our only 

Saviour and Redeemer, Jesus Christ. Thereby he gathers an eternal church for 

himself out of the human race and works in the hearts of men true repentance and 

knowledge of their sins and true faith in the Son of God, Jesus Christ. And it is 

God’s will to call men to eternal salvation, to draw them to himself, convert them, 

beget them anew, and sanctify them through this means and in no other way — 

namely, through his holy Word (when one hears it preached or reads it)
3
 and the 

sacraments (when they are used according to his Word). 
51
 “For since, in the 

wisdom of God, the world did not know God through wisdom, it pleased God 

through the folly of what we preach to save those who believe” (1 Cor. 1:21). 

“Peter will declare to you a message by which you will be saved, you and your 

household” (Acts 11:14). “Faith comes from what is heard, and what is heard 

comes by the preaching of Christ” (Rom. 10:17). “Sanctify them in the truth; thy 

Word is truth. I pray for those who are to believe in me through their Word” (John 

17:17, 20). Therefore the eternal Father calls out from heaven concerning his 

beloved Son and concerning all who in his name preach repentance and the 

remission of sins, “Listen to him” (Matt. 17:5).
2
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