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HOW TO PROPERLY USE TONGUES IN A CORPORATE SETTING 
 

 

INTRODUCTION 
The Apostle Paul spoke of times in church services or corporate meetings when it is best not to speak or pray in 

tongues out loud, but rather to speak or pray quietly to oneself or unto God. He spoke of it as a practical 

expression of edifying others and seeking to excel in love when manifesting spiritual gifts, specifically the gift of 

tongues. It's important to understand that when we are in a public gathering such as a church service or a 

prayer meeting, that we seek not to distract others by drawing attention to ourselves when speaking or praying 

in tongues. In a prayer room setting, we must keep in mind that the public prayer room is like a public living 

room where many different types of personalities are sharing this "living room."  We must not distract others 

from praying but rather show love and consideration to them by how we pray.  

 

“In the law it is written: ‘With men of other tongues and other lips I will speak to this people; and yet, for all 

that, they will not hear Me,’ says the Lord.  Therefore tongues are for a sign, not to those who believe but to 

unbelievers; but prophesying is not for unbelievers but for those who believe. . How is it then, brethren? 

Whenever you come together, each of you has a psalm, has a teaching, has a tongue, has a revelation, has an 

interpretation. Let all things be done for edification.   If anyone speaks in a tongue, let there be two or at the 

most three, each in turn, and let one interpret.   But if there is no interpreter, let him keep silent in church, and 

let him speak to himself and to God.”  1 Corinthians 14:12, 28 

 

 

I.   TWO MAIN WAYS TO EXPRESS THE GIFT OF TONGUES 

 

 Paul describes two main ways to express the gift of tongues, each having a different purpose.  This will 

help us to better understand two statements that Paul makes that seems to contradict each other. In 

one, he says "not all" have the gift of tongues (1 Cor. 12:30), yet he also says and alludes that "all" can 

speak in tongues (1 Cor. 14:5, Mk. 16:17).  

 

 A. Paul asks a rhetorical question, signifying that not every believer has been given the gift of 

tongues for the purpose of edifying the corporate church body (1 Cor. 12:30).  First 

Corinthians 12 is about edifying a corporate body while using and manifesting any of the nine 

gifts of the Holy Spirit.  
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  “But the manifestation of the Spirit is given to each one for the profit of all:  for to one is 

given the word of wisdom through the Spirit, to another the word of knowledge through the 

same Spirit, to another faith by the same Spirit, to another gifts of healings by the same 

Spirit, to another the working of miracles, to another prophecy, to another discerning of 

spirits, to another different kinds of tongues, to another the interpretation of tongues. . .  Do 

all have gifts of healings? Do all speak with tongues? Do all interpret?”                                     

1 Corinthians 12:7-10, 30 

 

 B.   Differing from chapter 12 , First Corinthians 14 speaks about personally edifying oneself while 

speaking in tongues. In studying chapters 12 and 14 of the first book of Corinthians, we 

recognize that there are two main expressions on how the gift of tongues operates and 

benefits.  

 

  “For he who speaks in a tongue does not speak to men but to God, for no one 

understands him; however, in the spirit he speaks mysteries.  But he who prophesies speaks 

edification and exhortation and comfort to men.  He who speaks in a tongue edifies himself, 

but he who prophesies edifies the church.   I wish you all spoke with tongues, but even more 

that you prophesied; for he who prophesies is greater than he who speaks with tongues, 

unless indeed he interprets, that the church may receive edification.”  1 Corinthians 14:2-5 

 

 C.   We see and understand that there is a difference between the gift of Speaking in Tongues 

that is given to a few in the body of Christ and the gift of Praying in Tongues that every 

believer can have to pray in the Spirit (1 Cor. 12:7, 14:2, 4).  

 

 D.   Paul said that he spoke (prayed) in tongues more than anyone. This may sound strange and 

even a bit arrogant after one reads what he said about not speaking out loud in tongues in a 

public setting (1 Cor. 14:18). What he was actually referring to was using one's personal 

prayer language publicly and loudly in a public church service.  

 

  “I thank my God I speak (pray) with tongues more than you all.”   1 Corinthians 14:18 

 

 “. . . yet in the church I would rather speak five words with my understanding, that I may 

teach others also, than ten thousand words in a tongue.”    1 Corinthians 14:19 
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II. WHEN CAN TONGUES BE UTTERED IN A CORPORATE SERVICE 

 

 A.   Paul having distinguished between speaking in tongues to edify the corporate body and 

speaking in tongues to edify oneself goes on to explain how the gift of tongues should be 

used in edifying the church.  Corporate tongues must be coupled with giving understanding 

in order for the body to perceive and agree with what is being said. This is why Paul says we 

should also pray for the interpretation of what we say or sing in tongues. This was very 

important to Paul because he strove to see even the unbeliever receive edification.  

 

  “Therefore let him who speaks in a tongue pray that he may interpret.” 1 Corinthians 14:13 

 

“What is the conclusion then? I will pray with the spirit, and I will also pray with the 

understanding. I will sing with the spirit, and I will also sing with the understanding. 

Otherwise, if you bless with the spirit, how will he who occupies the place of the 

uninformed say “Amen” at your giving of thanks, since he does not understand what you 

say?”   1 Corinthians 14:15-16 

 

 B.    To Paul the proper use of all the gifts was to operate and manifest them in the spirit of love. 

The gifts were not meant to edify the individual ministering the gift but instead it was meant 

to edify those who were in need of the manifestation of the gift. Paul desired to see the 

unlearned and the unbeliever receive edification from the gifts of the Holy Spirit. Paul was 

not a "seeker friendly" leader but he was concerned that the unbeliever might think 

negatively of the church at their first exposure to Christianity. He knew that without 

operating in love, wisdom and self-control, many would think that Christians were crazy and 

out of their mind when manifesting the gifts of the Holy Spirit.   

 

  “Therefore if the whole church comes together in one place, and all speak with tongues, 

and there come in those who are uninformed or unbelievers, will they not say that you are 

out of your mind?”  1 Corinthians 14:23 

 

 C.    Paul gives clear instructions on how the gift of tongues is to be used in a public setting. If 

there is no one to interpret a message in tongues in the meeting, then the one desiring to 

give the message in tongues must refrain himself from doing so. The believer is encouraged 

to pray quietly in tongues to himself and to the Lord rather than publicly speaking aloud the 

message in tongues. Tongues without interpretation of tongues is forbidden in a corporate 

setting.  
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“If anyone speaks in a tongue, let there be two or at the most three, each in turn, and let 

one interpret.  But if there is no interpreter, let him keep silent in church, and let him speak 

to himself and to God.”  1 Corinthians 14:27-28 

 

 

III.    WHAT ABOUT PRAYING OR SINGING IN TONGUES IN A PRAYER MEETING 

 

 A.      Paul's concern and motivation in manifesting the gifts of the Holy Spirit, especially the gift of 

tongues was for the purpose of edifying and showing tender love to all who were in 

attendance.  He especially had in mind those were unlearned and the unbelievers. Church 

services were places where unbelievers were likely to be in attendance either from curiosity 

or by invitation of one of the members.  

 

 
“Even so you, since you are zealous for spiritual gifts, let it be for the edification of the 

church that you seek to excel.   Therefore let him who speaks in a tongue pray that he may 

interpret.  For if I pray in a tongue, my spirit prays, but my understanding is unfruitful. . . 

yet in the church I would rather speak five words with my understanding, that I may teach 

others also, than ten thousand words in a tongue. . . Therefore if the whole church comes 

together in one place, and all speak with tongues, and there come in those who 

are uninformed or unbelievers, will they not say that you are out of your mind?”                              

1 Corinthians 14:12-14, 19, 23 

 

 B.   Does this mean then that it is not proper protocol to have Christian gatherings where 

believers can freely express their praise, adoration and prayers to the Lord with speaking or 

singing in tongues?  I do not believe this was the purpose of why Paul gave the 1 Corinthians 

14 guidelines, which dealt with how the Gift of Tongues were to operate in a public church 

setting. When believers primarily gather together corporately for the purpose of prayer and 

worship, they are not gathering to be edified with knowledge, to receive a revelation or a 

teaching.  That would require that intelligible and understandable language be used while 

the utterance is being given.  

 

 C.   The New Testament does imply that corporate believer gatherings were places where the 

Holy Spirit was manifested in such a way that seemed to contradict the guidelines that Paul 

gave in First Corinthians chapter 14. In each of the three examples below, we see believers 

speaking aloud in tongues, violating the guideline principle of no more than two or three 

speaking out in a corporate church setting and with a required interpretation.  We can  
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   conclude then that  chapter 14 was written to guide the church in administrating the Gifts of 

the Holy Spirit for  the primary purpose of edifying both the believer and the unbeliever.  

However, the gift of tongues in prayer and worship meetings doesn't necessarily need to fit 

within the guidelines needed to allow the gift of Speaking in Tongues in a public setting. 

Tongues in prayer and worship is primarily for the benefit of the believer not the unbeliever. 

Therefore there is no need to place a guideline of limiting its use when believers gather 

together.  

 

  1.    In Acts 2, the 120 disciples all broke out speaking in tongues at the same time and 

in different languages. It's important to note that not everybody understood all 

these multiple languages thereby leaving many uninformed. It's also important to 

see that there were many present who were not believers.  

 

 “And they were all filled with the Holy Spirit and began to speak with other  

 tongues, as the Spirit gave them utterance. . . And when this sound occurred, the 

 multitude came together, and were confused, because everyone heard them  

 speak in his own language. . . So they were all amazed and perplexed, saying to  

 one another, “Whatever could this mean?”    Others mocking said, “They are full 

 of new wine.”  Acts 2:4, 6, 12-13 

 

  2.   In Acts chapter 10 after the preaching of the gospel, the Holy Spirit fell upon the 

Gentiles who were gathered together as the Holy Spirit came upon them and they 

all began to speak in tongues.  

 

   “While Peter was still speaking these words, the Holy Spirit fell upon all those who 

heard the word.  And those of the circumcision who believed were astonished, as 

many as came with Peter, because the gift of the Holy Spirit had been poured out 

on the Gentiles also.  For they heard them speak with tongues and magnify God.”  

Acts 10:44-46 

 

  3.  In Acts chapter 19 Paul finds twelve disciples who after praying with them and 

laying hands on them, they received the Holy Spirit coming upon them. Luke, the 

writer of the book of Acts, goes on to say that they all began to speak in tongues. 

 

   “And when Paul had laid hands on them, the Holy Spirit came upon them, and 

they spoke with tongues and prophesied.  Now the men were about twelve in all.”  

Acts 19:6-7 
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