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Questions about tongues remain some of the most controversial that can be raised in the Christian world.
Trust me. Since writing my two earlier posts about tongues over the last few weeks, I have been told I have
succumbed to rank emotionalism, that I am blatantly following paganism, that I am promoting heresy, and
(my personal favorite) that I am espousing a belief that is "the logical equivalent of the claim that the
moon is made of cheese." To my knowledge, each of the people who have made such accusations have
refused to actually read anything I wrote about tongues, (one of them blatantly telling me that nothing I
wrote was worth reading) which seems odd to me, since it's hard to make legitimate accusations against
someone's beliefs when you refuse to even try to understand what they believe. But this is apparently the
landscape to be expected when one wades into questions about this gift. I am quite happy to continue to
seek to be biblical in my thinking, regardless of what people think of me, and the Bible has things to say
about this gift. 

We took up in two full blog posts the question of what the gift of tongues was in the Bible, asking here,
"Do tongues have an evangelistic purpose?" and, "Are tongues a tool to enable cross-cultural
communication?" In a second post, here, we set out an argument (building largely on the first post) that
the gift of tongues in the NT was the Spirit-prompted ability to praise God in prayer, praise, and
thanksgiving in a language not known to the speaker. We sketched out the possibility that it could in some
cases be in a known human language unlearned by the speaker, or in other cases in an angelic dialect, a
new language created uniquely for that speaker, or something else we can't exactly grasp. We suggested
that the biblical data hints that it was not always (and probably not normally) a known human language
(though we should admit that the biblical data at this point is not as clear as we all would like, and not as
clear as some pretend). 

We also briefly walked through I Cor. 13 here, zooming in especially on verses 8-13 and the question of
what that passage might say about when the gifts cease. Naturally, that post touched on tongues as well. I
highly recommend reading it first, since you will need a good sense of the overall flow of the chapter, and
of this paragraph, to make sense of the more technical questions in this post. 

Is The Gift Of Tongues Unique?
One issue we did not touch on there is the occasional claim that Paul has intentionally set tongues
uniquely apart in I Cor. 13:8-13. And for some of my friends, this is a legitimate question, and an important
one. The question is what, if any, exegetical significance there is to the fact that of the three gifts that Paul
uses as examples, he says that prophecy and knowledge will "be abolished," using καταργέω (in the
active voice), but tongues will "cease," using παύω (in the middle voice). Three factors might suggest that
tongues is seen differently than other gifts by Paul here;

First, Paul uses a different verb to refer to the cessation of tongues than he does for prophecy and
knowledge.
Second, the verb for the cessation of tongues is in the middle voice rather than the passive verbs
about prophecy/knowledge.
Third, when he continues the logic of his examples in verse 9, he mentions prophecy and knowing,
but doesn't specifically mention tongues again.

Varied Voices And Varying Verbs
The most complex of these three factors relate to the voice of the verbs. We are acquainted with active
and passive voice in English, but have no real category by which to understand the middle voice in Greek.
Students often make the mistake of forcing all uses of the middle voice into a single mold, and often this
mold is to suggest that the middle voice basically has a reflexive meaning. That is, the subject of the verb
acts on itself. So our verb might in such a case be translated as, "if there are tongues, they will cease on
their own." Or maybe even, "Tongues will cause themself to cease."

Another common category that has long been suggested is that of deponency. That is, a verb that is
middle only in form, but not in meaning. Dan Wallace points out that, "The dominant opinion among NT
scholars today" is that the change in verbs is stylistic because the middle voice here is a deponent. The
tight connection between these two issues seems too strongly assumed to me (the notion of the change in
verbs being stylistic does not seem to me to depend upon the verb being a deponent). But in any case, he
offers three arguments why he is not convinced, and suggests instead a direct or indirect middle;

First, if παύσονται is deponent, then the second principal part (future form) should not occur in the
active voice in Hellenistic Greek. But it does, and it does so frequently. Hence, the verb cannot be
considered deponent. Second, sometimes Luke 8:24 is brought into the discussion: Jesus rebuked the
wind and sea and they ceased (ἐπαύσαντο, aorist middle) from their turbulence. The argument is
that inanimate objects cannot cease of their own accord; therefore, the middle of παύω is equivalent
to a passive. But this is a misunderstanding of the literary features of the passage: If the wind and sea
cannot cease voluntarily, why does Jesus rebuke them? And why do the disciples speak of the wind
and sea as having obeyed Jesus? The elements are personified in Luke 8 and their ceasing from
turbulence is therefore presented as volitional obedience to Jesus. If anything, Luke 8:24 supports the
indirect middle view. Third, the idea of a deponent verb is that it is middle in form, but active in
meaning. But παύσονται is surrounded by passives in 1 Cor 13:8, not actives. The real force of παύω
in the middle is intransitive, while in the active it is transitive. In the active it has the force of stopping
some other object; in the middle, it ceases from its own activity.

In sum, the deponent view is based on some faulty assumptions as to the labeling of παύσονται as
deponent, the parallel in Luke 8:24, and even the meaning of deponency. Paul seems to be making a
point that is more than stylistic in his shift in verbs.
(Greek Grammar beyond the Basics, 422–423)

He has sometimes been cited as arguing that the difference in voice shows that tongues was to cease
before the eschaton. But that is not actually what he claims. He is much more nuanced when he merely
suggests that, "It may be significant that with reference to prophecy and knowledge, Paul used a different
verb (καταργέω) and put it in the passive voice..." and notes that, "The implication may [emphasis his] be
that tongues were to have 'died out' of their own before the perfect comes." 

It's true that he finds the claim that the verb is deponent faulty, and concludes that, "Paul seems to be
making a point that is more than stylistic in his shift in verbs." Yet he immediately points out, "But this is
not to say that the middle voice in 1 Cor 13:8 proves that tongues already ceased! This verse does not
specifically address when tongues would cease, although it is giving a terminus ad quem: when the perfect
comes" (pg. 423). 

Further, he himself does not see the completion of the canon in view when Paul speaks of the perfect (a
view sometimes joined with the claim that the change in verbs is not stylistic). He rejects the position that
the canon is in view earlier and notes that,

it is difficult to see such a notion in this passage, for this view presupposes that (1) both Paul and the
Corinthians knew that he was writing scripture, and (2) the apostle foresaw the completion of the NT
before the Lord’s return. A more likely view is that “the perfect” refers to the coming of Christ (note
the terminus given in v 12 [τότε] as “face to face,” a personal reference that does not easily comport
with the canon view).
(GGBB, pg.  295)

Ciampa and Rosner review Wallace's argument, but disagree with his conclusion, claiming he has not given
enough consideration to the context. His view (and others like it),

reflects a failure to synthesize the information provided by both grammar and context. The “for” which
introduces vv. 9–10 indicates that those verses explain why the things affirmed in this verse are so.
That is, they explain why (and in the process, when) prophecies, tongues, and knowledge will come to
an end. It should be understood that these three gifts are chosen merely as examples so that what is
said about them is understood to apply to the other spiritual gifts as well. There is nothing about the
middle voice to suggest that tongues would stop or come to an end at any point in time other than
that which is clarified in the following verses—at the final consummation.
(The First Letter To The Corinthians, PNTC, pg. 654)

 
Also on the other side of this question, D. A. Carson has suggested that the most common fallacy related
to the middle voice is the claim that when it is used, the reflexive idea virtually must be in view. He sees
this passage as the prime example of this abuse. Noting that several authors, "have strenuously argued
that the middle verb...is exegetically highly significant," often tying this with a claim that the canon is in
view, and concluding that tongues thus ceased with the completion of the canon, he suggests instead that;

Whatever the merits of this exegesis of 1 Corinthians 13:8–10 (and they are few), it is certainly wrong
to rest so much on the middle verb παύσονται (pausontai). For a start, the middle voice has a wide
range of implications. Sometimes it is deponent (e.g., ἔρχονται [erchontai]); sometimes it is used to
indicate that the action is reflexive; that is, that the subject acts on himself, herself, itself (e.g., Matt.
26:46; 27:5; although this use is uncommon in the New Testament). Sometimes the middle is used
when a subject acts for self (e.g., Mark 10:38, τί αἰτεισθε [ti aiteisthe]—“what you are asking [for
yourselves],” niv). Sometimes the middle voice suggests the subject allows something to be done (e.g.,
Luke 2:5, ἀπογράψασθαι σὺν Μαριάμ [apograpsasthai syn Mariam], “to be enrolled with Mary”).
Occasionally a verb is active in some tenses and middle deponent in others (especially the future);
and at other times the middle voice of a verb with an active voice has a semantic range set
disjunctively over against that of the active voice. One never knows in advance; each middle voice verb
must be examined in its own right.

When we examine the use of the verb παύω (pauo) in the New Testament, we discover that it
regularly appears in middle form. In the active voice, its lexical meaning is “to stop, to cause to stop,
to relieve”; in the middle, either “to stop oneself” (reflexive usage), or “to cease” (i.e., it becomes
equivalent to a deponent with intransitive force). It never unambiguously bears the meaning “to cease
of itself” (i.e., because of something intrinsic in the nature of the subject); and several passages rule
out such overtones as the automatic semantic force of the middle voice form of this verb. For
instance, in Luke 8:24, we read that Jesus rebuked the wind and the raging waters, and they
“subsided” (niv; ἐπαύσαντο [epausanto])—which clearly cannot mean that they ceased because of
something intrinsic to their nature. Something similar can be said of the rioters who “stopped”
(ἐπαύσαντο [epausanto]) beating Paul (Acts 21:32): they did so because they saw the soldiers, not
because of some internal constraint (see also 1 Peter 4:1).
(Exegetical Fallacies, 2nd ed, pg. 75–77)

The Dead Deponent
This whole discussion is complicated slightly by the reality that modern grammarians have begun
to recognize that there actually is no such thing as a deponent verb in the Greek language, (see
Pennington's excellent article here for example). That category has, he claims, been imported from Latin
because of how we struggle as English speakers to grasp the various ways the middle voice can be
used. This might require some slight nuancing in the treatments by both Wallace and Carson (presuming
here that they accept the more recent understandings of Pennington, Porter, and others, which I
suspect they would, though I am not sure). 

But I don't actually think it would change the fundamental question. Simply because a middle voice verb is
not deponent is no argument that it must have a reflexive meaning, as far as I can tell. Further, even if we
demanded a reflexive meaning, this would not demand that Paul is saying that tongues would cease
before prophecy; still less would it demand that tongues have already ceased, (a conclusion that requires
huge leaps if it is to be founded on this passage - see our previous post). In fact, as Carson notes above,
the reflexive meaning is extremely rare in the NT. The famous Grammarian James Moulton argued; 

What has been said of the history of the Middle prepares us for the statement that this voice is quite
inaccurately described by empiric grammarians as essentially reflexive. As a matter of fact, the
proportion of strictly reflexive middles is exceedingly small. In NT we may cite [the word sometimes
translated "hanged himself" in Matt. 27:5] as the clearest example, and a survival from classical Greek.
But even here one may question whether the English intransitive choke is not a truer parallel than the
reflexive hang oneself.
(A Grammar of New Testament Greek: Prolegomena., vol. 1, 155)

That is to say, he thought the reflexive meaning for the middle voice was virtually (if not entirely) absent
in the NT. He goes on to take an example from one list of proposed reflexive middles, I Peter 2:22, which
he sees as quite humorous were we to suggest that the pig in question actually, washes itself. "Certainly, if
the pig’s ablutions are really reflexive rather than passive, sundry current notions need revising." 

Conclusions 
Stanley Porter, in a more up-to-date grammar, without going quite as far as Moulton, suggests that,
"When interpreting a clause that uses the middle voice, one should first think in terms of the idea of the
subject’s participation, involvement, or benefit received in the action. Only if this notion seems not to
describe the meaning should one consider the reflexive or reciprocal uses of the middle voice"
(Fundamentals of New Testament Greek, pg. 122). Thus, even if one demanded that the variation of verbs
by Paul was not stylistic, and that the middle voice of the verb for the cessation of tongues was
exegetically significant, it seems to me that it would still be unlikely that Paul was trying to say by the
distinction in voice that tongues would cease "on their own." Still less could we draw any conclusions from
this small clause about when tongues were to cease.

If we demand some reason for why there is a change in voice (apart from the obvious fact that Paul's
choice of verb that commonly occurs in this voice likely made it natural), and require some exegetical
significance to be found for the middle being used only with the verb for tongues, it might be worth noting
that, as Köstenberger/Merkle/Plummer point out of the middle voice, "Although the reflexive idea is
occasionally found in the NT, most often the middle is used to convey the idea that the subject directly
participates or is involved in the results of the action" (Going Deeper with New Testament Greek: An
Intermediate Study of the Grammar and Syntax of the New Testament, pg. 109). While I think the demand
to find significance in the variation misguided, we might then suggest tentatively that of the three gifts
mentioned, it is tongues alone which, due to its nature as uniquely unintelligible without interpretation (in
contrast to prophecy and knowledge which are immediately intelligible - see our previous posts on tongues
linked to above), is the experience furthest removed from the total intelligibility of the parousia. Thus we
could say it is the gift which is (of the three) most intimately involved in or most sharply affected by the
dramatic change that comes about when it ceases upon the coming of the perfect. This is only a
suggestion, only meant to satisfy a demand (if made) that there must be some stated rationale for the
shift in voice. 

If we ask why Paul doesn't mention tongues again in verse 9, it would seem clear that is because of his
ultimate point. He has already, in a passage meant to set love over all the gifts, limited himself to
mentioning only three as examples of the larger whole listed in chapter 12. He then narrowed his list down
from that initial three (verse 8), to two (verse 9), then finally to one, (knowledge - verse 12). There is no
intent to single out tongues against prophecy and knowledge here (any more than there is to single out
knowledge against prophecy). There is only the avoidance of needless repetition that would have had the
unfortunate result of emphasizing rhetorically by restatement precisely what Paul meant to deemphasize
by argument. In fact, this "waning" of his list of gifts that exemplify the temporary, (from all, to three, to
two, to one) might well be a subtle rhetorical display of his argument that the gifts themselves will wane,
while love will endure. 

As to the change in verbs, demanding that it has some independent meaning here, when nothing in Paul's
language or argument suggest any such thing, seems to me to be little more than a semantic fallacy which,
functionally at least, denies the existence of at least some degree of synonymy common in all languages.
(This would only be the case if significance is demanded by the shift, and a rationale required, disallowing
stylistic explanations). The beauty of Scripture would be sharply diminished if every stylistic variation in
wording by every author was demanded to have exegetical significance, or to point to a new idea, and
linguistic interchangeability of any degree in speech were proclaimed non-existent. After all, the fact that
Luke uses one of our words to describe the wind and storm "ceasing" at the command of Jesus (Luke 8:24),
while Mark in his parallel uses a different word to say that the winds "abated" (κοπάζω, Mark 4:39), would
hardly be pressed to demand that they mean different things. It's possible that "ceased" made Paul's point
quite well, while, "be abolished" (being part of his typical eschatological language) allowed him to connect
this ceasing more explicitly with the parousia. As I see it, no more significance should be extracted from
the verbal change than that. 

David Garland notes that, "Some contend that the
change in verbs is deliberate and meaningful, but it
is more likely that the alteration is only a stylistic
variation. The verb does not mean that it stops of its
own accord..." (1 Corinthians, BECNT, pg. 622, f.n.,
13). Gordon Fee notes that such a contention,
"misses Paul’s concern rather widely. The change of
verbs is purely rhetorical; to make it otherwise is to
elevate to significance something in which Paul
shows no interest at all. Just as one can scarcely
distinguish between “cease” and “pass away” when
used in the same context [in English], neither can
one distinguish between καταργέω and παύω in this context (although the NIV’s choice of “be stilled”
for tongues is felicitous). The middle voice came along with the change of verbs" (NICNT, I Corinthians,
F.N. 375 in the Logos edition). Paul Gardener, in his recent and full treatment, concludes; 

It has been argued by a few others that it implies tongues are different and they, as it were, simply dry
up on their own while the other gifts finish at Christ’s return. But, of course, the text says nothing at
all about when they might cease on their own. A good argument could be made that no one would
even try to speak in tongues when seeing face to face! Yet all this is stretching Paul’s meaning too far.
He is simply saying here that on that future day of the Lord’s coming in glory when all things are
made new, all such “speech” (1:5), whether prophecy, knowledge, or tongues, will become redundant
as all God’s people come “to know” even as God has fully “known” them (v. 12).
(1 Corinthians, ZECNT, pg. 576)

I think these learned voices provide a reliable guide. I have not yet seen any convincing argument that
there is any exegetical significance in any of our three factors listed above, and certainly not any that sets
tongues out as separate in some way from the other gifts Paul lists. 

But I am open to suggestions, and discussion. 
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Will Tongues Cease "On Their Own"?
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