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Tongues in the Church Fathers

Francis Gumerlock

INTRODUCTION

rZ—he purpose of this article is to show how early Christian

interpreters of the Bible understood the gift of tongues.
After briefly describing a modern erroneous notion of
tongues, a dossier of citations from early Christian writers,

some in English translation here for the first time, will be pro-

vided. These citations, along with two accounts of alleged

tongues miracles from the early church, will show that

ancient Christians understood that the biblical gift of tongues

was a miracle involving intelligible human languages.

UNINTELLIGIBLE LANGUAGE?

One of the most common misunderstandings about the
gift of tongues is that the miracle is an ability to speak a prayer
language of which only God knows the meaning. This “ecstat-
ic speech,” made up of sounds and syllables uttered by the
mouth, completely bypasses the understanding, being unin-
telligible even to the recipient. This gift, proponents say, is a
means by which a person can communicate the innermost
groanings of his spirit to God's Spirit (cf. Romans 8:26). It is
sometimes equated with “the tongues of angels” that Paul
spoke of in 1 Corinthians 13:1, but the locus classicus to sup-
port this view of tongues is, “For one who speaks in a tongue
speaks not to men but to God; for no one understands him,
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but he utters mysteries in the Spirit” (1 Corinthians 14:2).

It is not the purpose of this article to give a thorough bib-
lical refutation of this misunderstanding of tongues, but a few
brief comments are in order. Romans 8:26 cannot refer to the
gift of tongues because the passage speaks of unutterable
(alaletois) groanings, or groanings which the KJV says “cannot
be uttered.” Furthermore, when 1 Corinthians 14:2 is inter-
preted in the context of its chapter, it yields a completely
opposite meaning than that of unintelligible speech. Paul’s
whole argument is that tongues were not a means for private
edification, but a gift to be used for communicating doctrinal
content to others.

A PROPER UNDERSTANDING OF TONGUES

The gift of tongues, according to a proper understanding
of Scripture, was a supernatural deposit into the mind of the
recipient of a human language or languages that the recipient
had not previously learned in the natural manner such as
through enculturation or study. The new language or lan-
guages that the person received were intelligible human lan-
guages spoken by other people somewhere in the inhabited
world. Consequently, the content of the gospel could be com-
municated in that language, either to those who understood
that language or to those not conversant in that language by
means of an interpreter.

This understanding of the gift is clearly shown in Luke's.

description of the tongues miracle in the Acts of the Apostles.

And how hear we every man in our own tongue, wherein we
were born? Parthians, and Medes and Elamites and residents of
Mesopotamia, Judea and Cappadocia, Pontus and Asia, Phrygia
and Pamphylia, Egypt and the parts of Libya belonging to
Cyrene, and visitors from Rome, both Jews and proselytes, Cre-
tans and Arabians—we hear them telling in our own tongues the
mighty works of God (Acts 2:8-11).

Clearly the apostles were speaking in the languages of the
various nations listed.
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TONGUES ACCORDING TO THE CHURCH FATHERS

The view that the gift of tongues involves unintelligible
speech is a novel teaching, having arisen less than a century
ago in Pentecostal circles. In fact, the earliest Pentecostals at
the beginning of the twentieth century believed that the gift
involved intelligible languages such as Chinese and Hindi.
However, when they discovered that Chinese and Indian peo-
ple could not understand the “tongues,” they, by necessity,
had to change their understanding of the gift to unintelligible
speech.!

The early church had no such concept of the gift of
tongues as unintelligible speech. The understanding of the
church Fathers was that the gift mentioned in both Acts and
Corinthians involved the supernatural ability to speak the
languages of other nations. Below are citations from ancient
Christian writers, which show that they interpreted the bibli-
cal gift of tongues as a miracle involving intelligible human
languages.

ORIGEN (d. 253), COMMENTARY ON 1 CORINTHIANS

[On “Therefore one who speaks in a tongue should pray
for the power to interpret” (1 Corinthians 14:13)]: If the one
who speaks in tongues does not have the power to interpret
them, others will not understand, but he will know what he was
moved by the Spirit to say. When this is understood by others as
well, there will be fruit from it. Here, as elsewhere, we are
taught to seek the common good of the church.?

HILARY OF POITIERS (359), ON THE TRINITY

The phrase “Spirit of God” denotes also the Paraclete Spir-
it, and that not only on the testimony of prophets but also of
apostles, when it is said: This is that which was spoken through
the Prophet, It shall come to pass on the last day, saith the Lord, I
will pour out of My Spirit upon all flesh, and their sons and their
daughters shall prophesy. And we learn that all this prophecy
was fulfilled in the case of the apostles, when, after sending of
the Holy Spirit, they all spake with the tongues of the Gentiles.3
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EUSEBIUS OF EMESA (d. 359)

But when he [God] gave literary ability to ignorant men
so that they could write gospels, giving the ability to write he
also gave the Roman tongue to Galileans, and the languages of
the world to his apostles, for the teaching and admonition and
exhortation of the nations of the world.+

CYRIL OF JERUSALEM (d. 387), |
CATECHETICAL LECTURES

John and the rest of the apostles spake every tongue of those
of Gentile extraction. . . . What teacher can be found so great as
to teach men all at once things which they have not learned?
So many years are they in learning by grammar and other arts
to speak only Greek well; nor yet do all speak this equally
well; the Rhetoritician perhaps succeeds in speaking well; and
the Grammarian sometimes not well; and the skilful Gram-
marian is ignorant of the subjects of philosophy. But the Holy
Spirit taught them many languages at once, languages which
all their life they never knew. This is in truth vast wisdom, this
is power divine. What a contrast of their long ignorance in
time past to their sudden, complete and varied and unaccus-
tomed exercise of these languages.>

FILASTRIUS (d. 397), BOOK OF DIVERSE HERESIES

[T]he knowledge of languages which offending men lost
twenty-seven hundred years earlier the Lord conferred again
through the Holy Spirit at the time of the blessed apostles
after his ascension without any effort upon those who
believed, as it is written in the Acts of the Apostles. For it is the
power of angels to know the languages of all men; but
through faith in Christ without any effort the knowledge of
them all was passed on to believers.6

PSEUDO-CONSTANTIUS (405),
COMMENTARY ON PAUL'S EPISTLES

“For the one who prophesies speaks edification and
exhortation and consolation to people. The one who speaks
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in a tongue edifies only himself. But the one who prophesies
edifies the church. I want you all to speak in tongues, but even
more that you would prophesy. For the one who prophesies is
greater than the one who speaks in a tongue, unless it is inter-
preted so that the church may receive edification” (1
Corinthians 14:3-5). He says, ‘If I shall come to you and shall
speak to you' in the Syrian or Persian language ‘what good is
that to you’ who do not understand?”?

GAUDENTIUS (d. 410), SERMONS

For being filled with the Holy Spirit they were speaking
with the tongues of the various nations.

JOHN CHRYSOSTOM (d. 407),
HOMILIES ON 1 CORINTHIANS

[On 1 Corinthians 14:1-3] Wherefore then did the apos-
tles receive it [the gift of tongues] before the rest? Because they
were to go abroad everywhere. 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 per-
son 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 diverse languages.?

RUFINUS OF AQUILEIA (d. 412),
COMMENTARY ON THE APOSTLES’ CREED

They [the apostles] were thus enabled to speak a variety of
different languages, with the result that they found no nation
strange to them, and no foreign speech beyond their powers of
comprehension.10

PELAGIUS (414), LETTER TO DEMETRIAS

The Holy Spirit fills the soul, like air coming into musical
pipes, and the finger of God touches the hearts of his saints
like the strings of a harp. When he was poured forth upon the
apostles and the community of believers on the day of Pente-
cost, as he had promised by the Lord, why was it that the Holy



128 TONGUES IN THE CHURCH FATHERS

Spirit appeared in the form of fiery tongues and caused those
over whom he rested to speak with the tongues of all nations?1t
But “the Spirit was not yet given”; that is, with that abun-
dance -of spiritual grace which enabled those assembled
together to speak in every language, and thus announce before-
hand in the language of every nation the church of the future:
and so by this spiritual grace it was that the nations were gath-
ered into congregations, sins were pardoned far and wide, and
thousands of thousands were reconciled unto God.12

AUGUSTINE, SERMONS ON THE LITURGICAL SEASONS

All the people present [in the Upper Room] had learned
one language. The Holy Spirit came, they were filled with it,
they began to speak with the different languages of all nations
which they didn't know, and hadn’t learned. . . . The fact, I mean,
that small church was speaking with the tongues of all
nations, what else can it signify but that this great church from
the rising of the sun to its setting (Psalm 113:3) is speaking with
the tongues of all nations?13

JULIAN OF ECCLANUM (d. 450), COMMENTARY ON JOEL

“I will pour out my Spirit on all flesh, and your sons and
your daughters will prophesy” (Joel 2:28). For since the apos-
tles had received the knowledge of languages by a miracle, the
teacher of the church [Peter] showed this predicted outpour-
ing of the Spirit, and called the knowledge of languages
“prophecy.”14

LEO THE GREAT (d. 461), SERMON 75

For as the apostles’ story testifies: “while the days of Pen-
tecost were fulfilled and all the disciples were together in the
same place, there occurred suddenly from heaven a sound as
of a violent wind coming, and filled the whole house where
they were sitting. And there appeared to them divided
tongues as of fire, and it sat upon each one of them. And they
were all filled with the Holy Spirit, and began to speak with
other tongues, as the Holy Spirit gave them utterance.” Oh!
how swift are the words of wisdom, and where God is the
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Master, how quickly is what is taught, learnt. No interpretation
is required for understanding, no practice for using, no time for
studying, but the Spirit of God blowing where he wills, the lan-
guages peculiar to each nation became common property in the
mouth of the church.1

THEODORET OF CYRUS (d. 466),
COMMENTARY ON 1 CORINTHIANS

“To another the interpretation of words” (1 Corinthians
12:10). This also was a spiritual gift. For often a person who
knew only the Greek language, after discoursing with another
in the language of Scythia and Thrace, brought an interpretation
to the hearers.16

“For one who speaks in a tongue, speaks not to people,
but to God: for no one hears. But in the Spirit he speaks mys-
teries” (1 Corinthians 14:2). . .. For it was given to preachers,
because of the diverse languages of people, so that one who was
going to the people of India might bring the divine preaching in the
language used by them. And again, when discoursing with Per-
sians, and with: Scythians, and Romans, and Egyptians, they would
preach the evangelical doctrine in the languages used by each.1?

JACOB OF SERUGH (5TH CENTURY),
HOMILY 17 ON THE SUNDAY OF PENTECOST

O Upper Room, your story is exalted even more than
Babel;

Because without any writing all tongues are distributed in
you.

The Spirit made you as a school for the sons of the light

And they have learned from you the speech of the nations
and their tongues. . . .

For, on the great feast when all the nations were gathered

The tongues resounded from the Upper Room with new
voices.

The Greeks and the Alans heard their own tongues
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Simply from the disciples who had multiplied among the
Jews. ...

In the language of the region he spoke to them so that it
should become known

That he himself is the teacher, master and the Lord of the
region. ...

The Good News of the Son was sent by all sorts of tongues

To the peoples of the earth who had proceeded from
Babel.18

CASSIODORUS (d. 580), COMMENTARY ON ACTS

[On Acts 2:1-13] With the coming of the Holy Spirit, and
with all sitting in that house, fire from heaven appeared upon
their heads and they spoke the languages of various nations.1?

GREGORY THE GREAT (d. 603),
HOMILIES ON THE GOSPELS

[Interpreting Acts 2:3] The Holy Spirit appeared in
tongues of fire over the disciples, and gave them the knowledge
of all languages.20

GREGORY THE GREAT, MORALIA ON JOB

There are some who, when they hear of the wonderful
works of the apostles, that having received the Holy Spirit,
they raised the dead with a word, cast out demons from the
obsessed, removed infirmity with their shadow, preached by
prophesying things to come, and speaking in the language of
every nation, preached the only-begotten Word of God,
because they do not see these powers in the church now,
believe that heavenly grace has already been withdrawn from
the church, not knowing that they should believe what is writ-
ten: “A Helper in times of tribulation” (Psalm 9:9).21

TWO ANCIENT ACCOUNTS OF TONGUES MIRACLES

For as much as some have claimed that Christians in the
patristic period were charismatic,22 in all of the post-biblical
literature of the early church I have found only two clear
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descriptions of a post-apostolic miracle of the gift of tongues.
These stories were written by Palladius and Gregory the Great
respectively.

Twenty-first century Christians are not in a position to be
able to verify whether or not these miracles actually had
occurred. However, in both cases the author does not say that |
he himself witnessed the miracle. The second-and third-hand
nature of the accounts creates suspicion concerning their
veracity. Nevertheless, important information can be gathered
from the accounts, namely, the way that these church fathers
understood the gift of tongues. According to both accounts,
the miracle of the gift of tongues involved a reception of intel-
ligible human languages that the recipient had never learned
beforehand in the natural manner.

PALLADIUS (420), BOOK OF PARADISE

On the Gift of Tongues Which Pachomius Received: And
it came to pass that, when the blessed Pachomius was visiting
the brethren in their cells, and was correcting the thoughts of
each one of them, he was obliged to visit a certain Roman,
who was a nobleman of high rank, and who knew the Greek
language very well. Now therefore, having come to this great
man, so that he might exhort him with words which would be
beneficial to him, and might learn the motions of his heart,
the blessed man spake unto him in the Egyptian tongue, but
the brother did not know what the blessed man said. And
because the blessed man did not know how to speak Greek,
Rabba was obliged to call some brother who would be able to
interpret to each of them the things which were said by the
other. Now when the brother came to interpret the Greek he
did not wish to declare to Rabba through others the defects of
his heart, and he spoke unto him thus: “After God, I wish
thee, and thee alone, to know the wickedness of my heart, and
I do not desire to declare them unto thee through others, for I
do not wish that any man except thee should hear them.” And
when Rabba heard these words he commanded the brother
who had come to interpret to depart, and because Rabba was
unable to speak to the Greek brother the words which he
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wished to say to him about help and redemption, for he knew
nothing whatsoever of the Greek language, he made a sign to
him with his hands to remain until he came [back] to him.
Then Rabba left him, and went to pray by himself, and he
stretched out his hands toward heaven, and prayed to God,
saying, “O Lord, Thou Mighty One, Who sustaineth the uni-
verse, if I am not able to benefit the children of men whom
Thou doest send unto me from the ends of the earth, because
I am not acquainted with their languages, what need is there
for them to come? But if Thou wishest them to be saved here
through me, give me, O Lord, Thou Star of all creation, the
power to know their languages so that I may be able to set their
souls in “the straight way.” And when he had prayed for more
than three hours and had entreated God to grant him this
knowledge, suddenly there was sent from heaven into his
right hand something which was like unto a letter written on
paper, and when he had read it, he learned immediately how
to speak all tongues, and he sent up praise to the Father, and
to the Son, and to the Holy Ghost. And he came with great joy
to that brother, and began to talk to him-in both Greek and Latin
with such fluency that when the brother heard him, he saith
that Rabbi corrected him, as was right, and appointed to him
the penance which was suitable to his defects, and he com-
mitted him to the Lord, and went forth from him.23

GREGORY THE GREAT, DIALOGUES

After entering my monastery, he [Ammonius; a monk of
Gregory's monastery] told me of an event that occurred during
the terrible plague which devastated Rome in the days of the
patrician Narses. The attorney, Valerian, had a servant in his
home by the name of Armentarius, a boy of unusual simplicity
and humility. When the plague struck this household, the boy
was one of its first victims and death carried him off in a short
time. But he quickly returned to life and asked to see his mas-
ter. “I have been in heaven,” he said, “and have found out what
members of this household are going to die.” After mention-
ing some of them by name, he told his master not to fear
because he was not to die at this time. “But,” he continued, “to
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prove to you that I am speaking the truth and that I really was
in heaven, I must tell you that I received the power of speaking
all languages. You were aware of my complete ignorance of
Greek. But I shall speak Greek to you now and you will realize
that I received the gift of tongues from heaven.”

Then his master spoke to him in Greek, and all were
astonished to hear the boy answer in the same language. Nars-
es’ sword-bearer, a Bulgarian, lived in the same house. So he,
too, was brought to the sickbed to speak to the boy in Bulgari-
an. Though born and raised in Italy, the boy answered the
sword-bearer in his own language, as if he were his fellow
countryman. All were amazed. Having tried the boy’s ability
in these two languages of which he had been completely
ignorant before, the family was now convinced that the boy
could speak all languages even though he was not able to
prove his powers to the full at this time. He remained alive for
two days. On the third day, through an unknown judgment of
God, he died in a frenzy, biting his hands and arms. All those
whose death he had foretold were taken one by one, while the
Test of the household was spared.2+

CONCLUSION

Christians are divided over many questions concerning
the gift of tongues. One of the most controversial is whether
God intended the gift to be temporary or whether he contin-
ues to grace his church with tongues today.25 Another often
debated issue is the purpose for which tongues were given,
whether to signal coming judgment on unbelievers, to facili-
tate the spreading of the gospel to all nations, to edify individ-
ual Christians in their prayer lives, or to serve as proof of Spir-
it baptism.26 However, before the questions of “why” tongues
were given and for what time period they were intended are
answered, the more fundamental question of “what” the gift
is should be settled.

Over forty years ago, Kenneth Welliver wrote a doctoral
dissertation on the patristic interpretations of Acts 2. He cor-
rectly concluded that for the church fathers, Pentecost

‘brought “a gift of remarkable understanding of and ability to
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use languages previously unknown,” a miraculous power of
speech that enabled the apostles to preach the gospel
throughout the world.?? In harmony with Scripture, the earli-
est interpreters of the New Testament understood the gift of
tongues as a supernatural enablement to intelligibly speak
another human language.
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K/Erery day we should consider what we have done that day
and night. If we have sinned, we must stop. But if we haven't,
we must not be proud.

ATHANASIUS

: 7Ve‘ither do the churches in Germany believe any different-

ly, nor those in Spain, nor among the Celts, not in the east,
nor in Egypt, nor in Libya, nor in Jerusalem. But just as the
sun is one and the same all over the world, so also the light,
the proclamation of truth shines forth everywhere.

IRENAEUS (APPROX. A.D. 200)

you did not first learn the Lord’s Prayer and after that the
reed; but first the Creed, from which you should know what
to believe, and afterward the Lord’s Prayer, from which you
should know whom to invoke. The Creed outlines the articles
of faith, whereas the Lord’s Prayer tells you how to address
your petitions because it is the man of faith that has his
prayers heard.

ST. AUGUSTINE,
THE LORD'S PRAYER EXPLAINED



