
 
 

TToonngguueess  aanndd  IInntteerrpprreettaattiioonn  

In 1 Cor 14:14 and 15, we find the central explanatory verse for tongues and 
interpretation in the spirit:  

"If I pray in tongues, my spirit prays, but my mind is unfruitful. What shall I say then? I 
shall pray in the Spirit and I shall pray also with my mind; and I shall sing in the Spirit, 
and I shall sing also with my mind."  

  

A Literal Teaching 

Over the years many have sought to interpret these words as if they contained hidden 
mysteries or contradictions. The main problem is that anything involving ‘tongues’ is an 
extremely sensitive area and therefore churches and church organisations have drawn 
some clear lines in the sand that shall not be crossed! 

You say, surely there is a clear scriptural position on tongues and spiritual gifts? Well my 
reply is that if it was that easy it would have happened long ago! There are many view 
points, some literal, some not, some anti-tongues, some historical only, and on it goes. I 
prefer one of the more literal stances myself, but I suppose that is because like Paul, I 
speak in tongues often. I suppose if I did not speak it, I would take one of the anti tongue 
positions.  

To state my position and reason for this article, I believe that the prayer in the Spirit 
referred to in the opening verse is prayer in tongues, and singing in the Spirit is singing 
in tongues. I say that an interpretation of a prayer in tongues is just that - - a prayer 
response, not a prophesy, on the basis of the plainly stated scripture 'I shall pray in the 
Spirit and I shall pray also with my mind’. I know it normally happens the other way 
around, that is someone gives a tongue (spiritual prayer language to God) and another 
person gives an interpretation that sounds just like a prophesy in return (God speaking 
to us), well that is what normally happens isn't it?   

I would like to say this started as word based revelation, but it wasn't. A few years after 
becoming a Christian, I experienced a church that actually treated tongues as a prayer 
language and interpreted it in prayer form. You see, most people have a theology that 
says there are 2 types of tongues or at least 2 main ways to use tongues. The first way 
to use it is as a prayer language, but when using it as spiritual gift they say it possible to 
also use it as another form of prophesy with interpretation. However, I visited this church 
a number of times, and discovered a whole new and very simple way of interpreting 
these tongues scriptures. Suddenly there was no need to make any exceptions to using 
tongues as a prayer language. It seemed such a natural way of interpreting these 
Corinthians passages, and of course it goes without saying that this large church was 
perfectly happy operating with this interpretation.  



Ultimately, for me it all hinged on what to do with the perceived problem of 1,000's of 
people around the world that think they are right and of course are still giving tongues 
that are interpreted as a prophesy? There are a few ways of approaching this, but one of 
them is to ask whose problem is it? That is, if there is an interpretation of scripture that 
makes sense, that actually works, and removes a possible issue of a prayer language 
being used in the opposite way to prayer, whose problem is that? Of course the answer 
is that it's our problem, not God's. You see God is never confused and still understands 
what we are trying to say. Unfortunately those around us are not always that 
accommodating. 

One church I was in humoured me and did the interpretation as a prayer. Those 
receiving these interpretations told me that in the end, it was all a matter of what you 
expected to receive, and perhaps how you expect to express the interpretation. Anyway 
they assured me that changing from a prophetic response to a prayer response was not 
difficult and you soon got used to it. In fact they said that having made the mental 
adjustment it was actually easier to do it that way, less stress involved in saying it, and it 
made sense. Once people knew what would happen, anyone that actually had a 
prophesy would give it as a prophesy. There was no confusion at all, in fact it took the 
pressure off. It only goes to show that we are all creatures of habit. 

The very term praying in the Spirit, should (you would think) tell us we are praying to 
God in our spiritual language. I happen to think that an interpretation of a prayer to God 
should be a prayer to God. Yes I know that this article is disturbing some people deeply, 
but please think about it. Why should the interpretation of us talking to God, be God 
talking to us? Does that make sense? Normally that is called a prophesy, not a prayer. 
You may well have done it the other way round for 20 years. I did it the other way round 
myself for 2 years, but does that make it right? It may make it difficult to understand or 
receive this teaching, but even if you read through that scripture thirty times or more, 
there is no logical reason or theological way of interpreting a prayer to God in tongues, 
into anything other than a prayer to God in an understandable language. It is easy to just 
follow what everyone else does, but that does not mean it is the best option. 

In the Bible prayer has always been people talking to God, it may take many forms but it 
remains prayer; and prophesy has always been God talking to us. I can't think of any 
scriptural exceptions to these basic principles, so why start here? The fact that the first 
person to use the gifts of the Spirit often releases other people to also use them by way 
of receiving prophesy, word of knowledge, a tongue, etc, should not surprise us. In fact 
we should pray for and expect the Holy Spirit to use any spiritual opening to full 
advantage and give other gifts to those present.   

  

The Same Person Gives Both 

‘I shall pray in the Spirit and I shall pray also with my mind; and I shall sing in the Spirit, 
and I shall sing also with my mind.'  

In this verse we have a prayer or song in a tongue followed by a prayer or song in 
an understandable language, and I note that the same person is providing both. 
You see the simplicity of it, it was not meant to be difficult. Paul is trying to spell out just 
how simple it should be. If the same person provides both it also removes the difficulty of 
interpreting the tongue. Many people find public prophecy difficult, and defer to the 



recognised or usual prophets hence the difficult and embarrassing silences that can 
follow a tongue. However with a little boldness everybody can pray publicly! As I like to 
explain - having done the difficult and sometimes embarrassing part of speaking the 
tongue out loud to God, why not keep going and do the easy part; pray out the thing on 
your heart to God. 

Another point could be made here. Paul refers to prophesy as a gift to be more desired 
than tongues. This statement makes much more sense if the interpretation component is 
a prayer to God, rather than another form of prophesy from God to people. The way it is 
usually done it is more or less the same as the standard church prophesy, and therefore 
not really a prayer at all. 

One of the practical and sometimes embarrassing difficulties with giving prophetic 
response to a tongue, is that people sometimes speak forcefully and even aim the 
tongue directly at the congregation. Obviously if we are praying we should be focusing 
on, and praying to God, not talking forcibly at people. I do not believe that Paul ever did 
or encouraged this. These chapters are of course all referring to the same overall issues 
of removing confusion and encouraging spiritual gifts, and spiritual ministry in and out of 
the church, and need to be read as a whole. It is ironic is it not, that these words in 
Corinthians were written to deal with incorrect use of the gifts of the Spirit. What seemed 
crystal clear to Paul about using the gifts in private and worship has had Christians 
arguing, denying, miss-reading and disagreeing ever since.  

- Sad isn't it? - 

At the risk of repeating myself, if God is really inspiring someone to give a prophetic 
word then the receiver should simply give it as a prophesy. There is no need to confuse 
people, no need to call it something else, and no need to hope someone else will do for 
you (as an interpretation). In general there is not enough prophesy in the church of 
today. 

Final Comment 
There is another confusion that occasionally arises, perhaps from a similar 
misunderstanding. I have from time to time heard people using tongues in connection 
with deliverance ministry. Unfortunately some people, perhaps without knowing it, have 
direct their tongue at the person/spirit. The spirit may well be afraid of the fact that you 
are speaking in tongues, but unlike God it can not understand what you are saying and 
of course it does not have to obey something it does not understand. In this case, a 
positive result will only be forthcoming if God accepts that you were actually praying and 
answers your prayer by enlightening your mind on what you are required to do. In other 
words, we may as well remove the confusion and direct our tongue prayers to God in the 
first place. 

  

Two or Three at Most? 

While your minds are spinning from that stick of dynamite, here is another one. Many 
years ago I had the pleasure of visiting a lively 500 person fellowship over a period of 
four or five years. This is the same church that operated a version of the above scriptural 
prayer response method. This church also had one extra and rather brilliant 



interpretation. As I heard it happening with my own ears, it suddenly hit me as a 
revelation that they were doing exactly, and I mean exactly what Paul said. 

Paul refers to the problem of people giving too many tongues in church. By this I surmise 
that enthusiasm was running rife and there were so many spiritual language prayers that 
the leaders and others were having trouble squeezing some intelligible words into the 
service. Since there are very few tongue prayers in church these days is hard to imagine 
the chaos that this must have been causing. No doubt Paul himself was very surprised 
that his advice to use the spiritual gifts and build each other up had been taken to such 
an extreme. To this Paul offers the sound advice of not more than two or three!  

We are used to hearing this limit of 2 or 3. But wait a minute, notice the wording here, it 
says not more than two or three and let one interpret. Of course, you say that is what we 
do! Well, for few year I thought so too. Imagine then my mind whirling away when I 
actually heard for the first time, three tongues in row, that's right, three tongues, one 
after the other from different people perfectly dove-tailing together and then only one 
interpretation (that is one inspired prayer!) that covered them all at the end. It was a 
revelation, I had trouble wiping the smile off my face, and I felt like laughing because it 
sounded so right. I just thought to myself, why didn't I see it before, it's so obvious! All 
the more so because I heard it happen with total correctness and boldness. When you 
think about it, it also makes sense, because the original problem was that no one was 
interpreting! 

Also, since this is what the verse literally says, it means that there is no limit on how 
many times this can be repeated because the problem of how to squeeze in the 
interpretation has been solved. Yes that's right, Paul did not say how many times you 
could do this in a meeting. Of course I'm sure he was hoping they would take the hint 
and only do it once, but he did not actually say that, instead he encouraged them to be 
more balanced and eagerly desire to prophesy! 

For all those now suffering from disturbed brain syndrome, I apologise. I could suggest 
you take a few Aspirin, go to bed and try to forget what I just said.  

But it's probably too late to do that now, isn't it? 
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