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Discernment Student Notes 
Janet Aucoin, Oct 14, 2017 

 
Session One:  Discernment Basics 
Introduction:  John MacArthur definition of discernment: The ability to distinguish truth from 
error. (More accurately…to distinguish truth from half-truth). 
 
Some verses discussing discernment 
1 Thess 5:21-22 Test everything; hold fast what is good. Abstain from every form of evil. 
 

Acts 17:11 Now these were more noble-minded than those in Thessalonica, for they received the 
word with great eagerness, examining the Scriptures daily to see whether these things were so. 
 

Col 2:8 See to it that no one takes you captive through philosophy and empty deception, according 
to the tradition of men, according to the elementary principles of the world, rather than according 
to Christ. 
 

1 John 4:1 Beloved, do not believe every spirit, but test the spirits to see whether they are from 
God, because many false prophets have gone out into the world. 
 

2 Cor 10:5 We are destroying speculations and every lofty thing raised up against the knowledge of 
God, and we are taking every thought captive to the obedience of Christ. 
 

Romans 16:17-18 Now I urge you, brethren, keep your eye on those who cause dissensions and 
hindrances contrary to the teaching which you learned, and turn away from them. For such men 
are slaves, not of our Lord Christ but of their own appetites; and by their smooth and flattering 
speech they deceive the hearts of the unsuspecting. 
 
Some verses on the sad alternative: 
2 Tim 4:3 For the time will come when they will not endure sound doctrine; but wanting to have 
their ears tickled, they will accumulate for themselves teachers in accordance to their own desires. 
 

Titus 1:10-11 For there are many rebellious men, empty talkers and deceivers, especially those of 
the circumcision, who must be silenced because they are upsetting whole families, teaching things 
they should not teach for the sake of sordid gain. 
 

Hebrews 5:11-14 Concerning him (Jesus) we have much to say, and it is hard to explain, since you 
have become dull of hearing. For though by this time you ought to be teachers, you have need 
again for someone to teach you the elementary principles of the oracles of God, and you have 
come to need milk and not solid food. For everyone who partakes only of milk is not accustomed to 
the word of righteousness, for he is an infant. But solid food is for the mature, who because of 
practice have their senses trained to discern good and evil.  
 

Matt 24:4-5 And Jesus answered and said to them, “See to it that no one misleads you. For many 
will come in My name, saying, ‘I am the Christ,’ and will mislead many. 
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Theological Triage  - Some things are more important and serious than others and should be 
treated accordingly. 

First level issues – most central and essential to the Christian faith; those directly related to 
the gospel. (Trinity, atonement, deity and humanity of Jesus, justification by faith alone, 
authority of Scripture – source of truth). Denial of these things represents the abandonment 
of biblical Christianity. 
 
Second level issues – important issues that will form significant boundaries between true 
believers. Frequently determines different denominations among true believers (the mode 
and meaning of baptism, continuation or cessation of the miraculous gifts). We proclaim 
each other brothers and sisters but the doctrinal differences will limit the degree of unity. 
 
Third level issues – true believers may disagree while maintaining close fellowship and 
remaining in the same local church (end times, consuming alcohol, eating out on Sunday, 
how to observe the Sabbath). 

 
 
First Level Beliefs:  The Bible is the inerrant and sufficient word of God! (I Tim 4) Not what makes 
sense to us and not what “works,” and not my experience. 
 

1. We affirm that God is holy. (Lev 11:44) 
He is without sin. He is above us, over us and we are beholden to Him. 
 

2. We affirm that Jesus is God in the flesh. (I John 4:1-3; John 1:1; Heb 1:8) 
Jesus is who should be magnified, exalted, pleased and He is the standard by which I 
determine how I should live. 
 

3. We affirm the substitutionary atonement. (I Peter 3:18) 
The great exchange is the amazing offer of Jesus crediting me with His fully righteous life and 
then taking on Himself my sin. 
 

4. We affirm that we are sinners by nature and by choice. (Eph 2:1; Psalm 51) 
We are not inherently good. We are not just a bit needy of some help to get a bit closer to 
God. We were dead in our sins when Jesus came.  
 

5. We affirm that the means of receiving salvation is faith alone. (Rom 3:28; Eph 2:8-9) 
We did NOTHING to merit or deserve what He did and we are not entitled to anything now. 
We have the privilege of making much of Him not ourselves. 
 

6. We affirm that assurance of salvation comes through resting in the sufficiency of Christ’s 
work in our behalf. (I John 5:11-13; Rom 8; Gal 2:20) 

 

 
Overall summary: Jesus is the central character in my story. NOT me. I now live for Him and for His 
glory; I don’t use Him to make myself famous. It just isn’t about me. Jesus is holy, Jesus gave me His 
Word so I could know Him, Jesus is the hero who sacrificed Himself for me while I was dead in sin 
and yelling at Him on the cross, Jesus did it all…and now it is joyfully ALL about Him.  
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Questions to aid our discernment 
1. What is the source of truth being implied or stated? God’s Word or experience, common 
sense, psychology, etc. 
 
2. Who/what is the focus of the material? Is God/Jesus the focus or man? 

a. Is Jesus the hero of this story?  
b. Am I drawn to Christ?  
c. Is my focus lifted to Him?  
d. Or am I left thinking about how this will make my life easier?  
e. Who is being glorified?  

 
3. What is the view of man being proposed? Is man viewed as basically good or sinful? 

What is man’s purpose according to this author?  
 
4. What is the goal of the author? God’s glory? Man’s happiness?  

What does man need according to this author?  
 
5. Are my thoughts pulled toward the vertical – hope in God, eternal view, supernatural peace 
regardless of circumstances; or horizontal – comfort, ease, no conflict, etc. 
 

 
 
Foundational Questions undergirding our Discernment 
What is my purpose?  
(2 Cor 5:9, Rom 8:29 – to please God, to represent Him, to be conformed to the image of Christ – 
that is what most pleases God – His Son, Luke 3:22: “You are my Son, whom I love; with you I 
am well pleased.”) 

 
What do I need?  
(Forgiveness, restored relationship with God. Created by God for God and to live with God. I 
need a way to God!, I need God’s love and acceptance, I need righteousness because without 
that I cannot see God.) 

 
 
 
Short cut (for use in group discussion time) 
What is the root problem as the author sees it? 
 
What is the root cause? 
 
What is the solution? 
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Session Two:  Practical Applications of Discernment 
Judging that is forbidden –  

• We are forbidden from judging motives. (Matt 18) 

• We are forbidden from judging matters of the conscience. (Rom 14:1-4) 
 
Judging that is commanded –  

• We are commanded to judge / discern actions and stated beliefs only based on the 
standard and authority of the word of God and judged with humility. (I Thess 5:21-22) 

 
Authority of the Word –  

• Old Testament tests of a prophet (Deut 18:21-22; Deut 13:1-3) 

• New Testament warning about using circumstances as source of truth (Acts 28) 
 
When reading or listening to someone, ask yourself these 5 questions: 

1. Is Jesus the hero of this story? 
2. Am I drawn to Christ? 
3. Is my focus lifted to Him? (John 13) 
4. Or am I left thinking about how this will make my life easier? 
5. Who is being glorified? 

 
 
Use the Discernment tool from page 3 to evaluate excerpts from a popular Christian author: 
 
“No husband feels fond feelings of affection and love in his heart when he believes his wife has 
contempt for who he is as a human being.  Ironically, the deepest need of the wife – to feel 
loved – is undermined by her disrespect.” 
 
“How much better is it?  Have we reached some kind of marital nirvana and all is perfect?  We 
still come across to one another at times as unloving or disrespectful.  We still get on the Crazy 
Cycle like everybody else.  But we have made a decision that has changed the course of our 
marriage for the good.  If only my mom and dad could have discovered this.  Sarah and I now 
know how to reduce the number of times we spin on the Crazy Cycle, and we often stop it 
before it gets started.  What is this life changing decision we both have made?  I have decided 
to believe that Sarah does not intend to be disrespectful.  Oh, she can get nasty, but that isn’t 
how she feels in her heart.  I know she respects who I am deep inside.  Sarah has decided to 
believe that I do not intend to be unloving, though I still hurt her at times with my comments 
and attitudes.  She knows that in my heart I love her deeply and would even die for her.” 
 
“He felt deep feelings of love for her, but they came out of his being convinced that she 
respected him and admired him.” 
 
“But I want to remind all husbands that their wives were basically good-willed women.  They 
are only acting critical, contentions, and disrespectful because they are crying out for love.” 
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Extended quote: 

“…I have said, ‘Time out…time out! Sir, let me ask you something, does your wife have 
basic goodwill toward you and others?  Would you entrust the children to her?’ 
 
‘Oh, absolutely.’ 
 
‘Ma’am does he have basic goodwill toward you and others, and would you entrust the 
children to him?’ 
 
‘Of course.’ 
 
‘Then what is going on with you two?  How can two good-willed people treat one 
another this way?’ 
 
The husband and the wife will look at me as if to ask, ‘Why don’t you tell us?  All we 
know is, we fight and fight and fight, and usually we really don’t know why.’ 
 
As I have tried to explain to many couples over the years, a major part of the answer is 
learning how to decode each other’s messages.  Whenever a wife is complaining, 
criticizing, or crying, she is sending her encoded message: ‘I want your love!’ And 
whenever a husband is speaking harshly or sometimes not speaking at all, he is sending 
his encoded message: ‘I want your respect.’” 

 
 

 

Based upon the author’s quotes, what might you ascertain about the author’s view of mankind 
(essentially good? Essentially corrupt? Neutral? Why?)  
 

Based upon the author’s quotes, what might you ascertain about what would make mankind 
(husband or wife) behave correctly? Behave incorrectly?  
 

What is this author’s goal?  
 

Who is the hero of this story? 
 

What would be the result if you applied this to parenting?  
 

Do you believe the author has accurately developed Eph 5:33? Why/Why not?  

 
 
 
 



6 

 

 
Read the excerpt below from the Gospel Coalition Blog and compare this author’s view of 
mankind with the view of mankind implied in the Love and Respect quotes: 
https://www.thegospelcoalition.org/article/6-surprises-every-premarital-counselor-should-
cover  
 
Kimm and I had one premarital session before our wedding. It lasted maybe five minutes, just 
long enough for the well-meaning counselor to hand us a crate of cassettes and urge us to 
listen. We threw them in the trunk. One day, nine months later, he wanted them back. Not a 
problem, since they were right where I left them—in the trunk, unopened and unused.  
 
It’s frightening to think how unprepared we were for marriage. I don’t blame our counselor. I’m 
not sure he had premarital counseling either. But as I reflect back on the last 35 years, there 
have been a few surprises it would have been helpful to know about.  
 
Here are six surprises I believe every pastor or premarital counselor should cover:  
1. The Sin Surprise  
Engagement is like walking through an amusement park with fogged-up glasses. There’s so 
much you don’t see clearly, but who really cares? You’re having fun! Here’s the truth: Your 
fiancé is more sinful than you know. If his or her sin hasn’t already surprised you, get ready: it 
will. I’m not saying your future spouse is hiding something. You just don’t have eyes to see 
what’s there. This is why you should seek counsel from friends, family, and the church before a 
relationship gets serious.  
 
Borrow others’ glasses to look at your loved one through their eyes. Also, be sure to talk about 
the “three P’s” of past sin—patterns, partners, and particulars. Don’t be unnerved by what you 
uncover. Your beloved is a sinner just like you. Remember: Our sin is horrific enough to require 
Christ’s blood to take it away. But God’s grace has power over the “sin eruptions” you couldn’t 
see before your wedding day. Don’t be afraid. The fallenness you uncover becomes a theater 
for displaying Christ’s redemption.  
 
2. The Conflict Surprise  
I thought the early years of marriage were about how Kimm needed to improve. You can guess 
where that led. According to marriage gurus, our early conflicts simply indicated a lack of 
communication skill. But the Bible says, “What causes quarrels and fights among you? Is it not 
your passions at war within you?” (James 4:1–2).  
 
Fights and arguments happen when we don’t get what we desire. My early conflicts with Kimm 
revealed what I craved. I got angry with her, because, well, I had an entitled heart. I wanted 
Kimm to respect me. I thought being respected was some kind of inalienable right grounded in 
both Scripture and the American constitution. But it didn’t take long before I saw how a good 
desire can corrupt into a harmful demand.  
 
I thought each biblical command for my wife revealed a need in me and a right I possessed. But 
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I came to see this takes God out of the picture—and puts me in his place. Sure, a respectful wife 
contributes to marital harmony. But God’s commands for Kimm exist to help her grow in love 
for him. They weren’t given for me to manipulate to my own ends. 
 

Gospel Way     Love and Respect  
Hope is contingent on God   Hope is contingent on others 
Supernatural     Natural 
Giving selflessly    Giving to Get 
Goal: God’s glory    Goal: Happy marriage 
Result: Fruit of the Spirit   Result: short-term possible self-   
      righteousness, long-term bitterness/empty 
 
Contrast with the beauty of 1 Peter’s view:  
 
1 Peter 22 Since you have in obedience to the truth purified your souls for a sincere love of the 
brethren, fervently love one another from the heart, 23 for you have been born again not of 
seed which is perishable but imperishable, that is, through the living and enduring word of God. 

2 Therefore, putting aside all malice and all deceit and hypocrisy and envy and all slander, 2 like 
newborn babies, long for the pure milk of the word, so that by it you may grow in respect to 
salvation, 3 if you have tasted the kindness of the Lord. 

19 For this finds favor, if for the sake of conscience toward God a person bears up under sorrows 
when suffering unjustly. 20 For what credit is there if, when you sin and are harshly treated, you 
endure it with patience? But if when you do what is right and suffer for it you patiently 
endure it, this finds favor with God. 

21 For you have been called for this purpose, since Christ also suffered for you, leaving you an 
example for you to follow in His steps, 22 WHO COMMITTED NO SIN, NOR WAS ANY DECEIT FOUND IN HIS 

MOUTH; 23 and while being reviled, He did not revile in return; while suffering, He uttered no 
threats, but kept entrusting Himself to Him who judges righteously; 24 and He Himself bore our 
sins in His body on the cross, so that we might die to sin and live to righteousness; for by His 
wounds you were healed. 25 For you were continually straying like sheep, but now you have 
returned to the Shepherd and Guardian of your souls. 

3: 8 To sum up, all of you be harmonious, sympathetic, brotherly, kindhearted, and humble in 
spirit; 9 not returning evil for evil or insult for insult, but giving a blessing instead; for you 
were called for the very purpose that you might inherit a blessing 
 
17 For it is better, if God should will it so, that you suffer for doing what is right rather than for 
doing what is wrong. 18 For Christ also died for sins once for all, the just for the unjust, so that 
He might bring us to God, having been put to death in the flesh, but made alive in the spirit; 1 
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4 Therefore, since Christ has suffered in the flesh, arm yourselves also with the same purpose, 
because he who has suffered in the flesh has ceased from sin, 2 so as to live the rest of the time 
in the flesh no longer for the lusts of men, but for the will of God. 3 For the time already past is 
sufficient for you to have carried out the desire of the Gentiles, having pursued a course of 
sensuality, lusts, drunkenness, carousing, drinking parties and abominable idolatries. 4 In all 
this, they are surprised that you do not run with them into the same excesses of dissipation, 
and they malign you; 5 but they will give account to Him who is ready to judge the living and the 
dead. 6 For the gospel has for this purpose been preached even to those who are dead, that 
though they are judged in the flesh as men, they may live in the spirit according to the will of 
God. 

7 The end of all things is near; therefore, be of sound judgment and sober spirit for the purpose 
of prayer. 8 Above all, keep fervent in your love for one another, because love covers a 
multitude of sins. 

3:11b so that in all things God may be glorified through Jesus Christ, to whom belongs the glory 
and dominion forever and ever. Amen. 
 
5: 6 Therefore humble yourselves under the mighty hand of God, that He may exalt you at the 
proper time, 7 casting all your anxiety on Him, because He cares for you. 

 
 
Session Three:  Practical Ways of Growing in Discernment 
 
Read through the Bible every year  
 Takes 15-20 minutes a day 
 You Version has many options including chronological 
 
Study books in depth 
 Dig deeper into the word in a systematic way 
 
Participate in a small group 
 This provides the accountability and encouragement we all need! 
 
Memorization 
 Part of meditating and saturating my mind with truth! 
 
 
Listen to some of these passages showing us the beauty of knowing His pure word to protect 
us from error but also to fill us with true wisdom! 

Psalm 12:6-7 And the words of the LORD are flawless, like silver purified in a crucible, like gold 
refined seven times. You, LORD, will keep the needy safe and will protect us forever from the 
wicked, 
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Proverbs 16: 21-24 The wise in heart are called discerning, and gracious words promote 
instruction. Prudence is a fountain of life to the prudent, but folly brings punishment to 
fools.23 The hearts of the wise make their mouths prudent, and their lips promote 
instruction.24 Gracious words are a honeycomb, sweet to the soul and healing to the bones. 

2 Peter 1: 16 For we did not follow cleverly devised stories when we told you about the coming 
of our Lord Jesus Christ in power, but we were eyewitnesses of his majesty. 17 He received 
honor and glory from God the Father when the voice came to him from the Majestic Glory, 
saying, “This is my Son, whom I love; with him I am well pleased.” 18 We ourselves heard this 
voice that came from heaven when we were with him on the sacred mountain. 

19 We also have the prophetic message as something completely reliable, and you will do well 
to pay attention to it, as to a light shining in a dark place, until the day dawns and the morning 
star rises in your hearts. 20 Above all, you must understand that no prophecy of Scripture came 
about by the prophet’s own interpretation of things. 21 For prophecy never had its origin in the 
human will, but prophets, though human, spoke from God as they were carried along by the 
Holy Spirit. 

1 Thess 5: 16 Rejoice always, 17 pray continually, 18 give thanks in all circumstances; for this is 
God’s will for you in Christ Jesus.19 Do not quench the Spirit. 20 Do not treat prophecies with 
contempt 21 but test them all; hold on to what is good, 22 reject every kind of evil. 

Psalm 119:66 Teach me knowledge and good judgment, for I trust your commands. 
 
Psalm 119:105 Your word is a lamp for my feet, a light on my path. 
 
Psalm 18:30 As for God, his way is perfect: The Lord’s word is flawless; he shields all who take 
refuge in him. 
 
Psalm 119:130 The unfolding of your words gives light; it gives understanding to the simple. 
 
Psalm 33:4 For the word of the Lord is right and true; he is faithful in all he does. 
 
Proverbs 2:6 For the Lord gives wisdom; from his mouth come knowledge and understanding. 
 
Psalm 119:114 You are my refuge and my shield; I have put my hope in your word. 
 
Psalm 119:160 All your words are true; all your righteous laws are eternal. 
 
Psalm 130:5 I wait for the Lord, my whole being waits, and in his word I put my hope. 
 
Proverbs 30:5 Every word of God is flawless; he is a shield to those who take refuge in him. 
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Job 23:12 I have not departed from the commands of his lips; I have treasured the words of his 
mouth more than my daily bread. 
 
Psalm 19:7 The law of the Lord is perfect, refreshing the soul. The statutes of the Lord are 
trustworthy, making wise the simple. 
 
Proverbs 4:5 Get wisdom, get understanding; do not forget my words or turn away from them. 
 
 
 
As we consider what we will do with this information, I was reading through the Psalms and 
read this: 

Psalm 81 10 I am the LORD your God, who brought you up out of Egypt. Open wide your mouth 
and I will fill it. 11 “But my people would not listen to me; Israel would not submit to me. 
12 So I gave them over to their stubborn hearts to follow their own devices. 13 “If my people 
would only listen to me, if Israel would only follow my ways, 14 how quickly I would subdue their 
enemies and turn my hand against their foes! 15 Those who hate the LORD would cringe before 
him, and their punishment would last forever. 16 But you would be fed with the finest of 
wheat; with honey from the rock I would satisfy you.” 

 
Discernment Resource List: 

John Piper: John Calvin: and His Passion for the Majesty of God 

Tim Challies: The Discipline of Spiritual Discernment 

Erwin Lutzer: Who are You to Judge? 

http://www.desiringgod.org/interviews/reading-is-agonizing-for-me-how-can-i-study-the-bible-
in-small-bits 

http://www.desiringgod.org/articles/six-benefits-of-ordinary-daily-devotions 

https://www.thegospelcoalition.org/article/how-not-to-walk-by-the-spirit 

https://www.reviveourhearts.com/true-woman/blog/wrong-way-read-christian-books/ 

http://www.desiringgod.org/interviews/reading-is-agonizing-for-me-how-can-i-study-the-bible-in-small-bits
http://www.desiringgod.org/interviews/reading-is-agonizing-for-me-how-can-i-study-the-bible-in-small-bits
http://www.desiringgod.org/articles/six-benefits-of-ordinary-daily-devotions
https://www.thegospelcoalition.org/article/how-not-to-walk-by-the-spirit
https://www.reviveourhearts.com/true-woman/blog/wrong-way-read-christian-books/

