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♦ Biblical Convictions & Objectives:
1• We believe the Bible is God’s inspired revelation to man and we will do our very best to be guided by
the Word of God in all things. The Word shapes culture, not the other way around.
2• We are committed to worshipping God with our minds, and ever growing in our confidence of the
Word. We will not back away from the hard subjects, but approach them with humble submission.
3• We believe that the wisdom of the world is in opposition to the wisdom of the cross, and that the
world sees the cross as foolishness because it is spiritually blind. The hostility of secular culture against
the Word of God is first a heart-worship issue before it is an understanding-intellectual issue (1
Corinthians 1:18-25).
4• We grieve over the state of the Church in our day that practically prizes entertainment, emotion, and
endless calls to “do good and be better” over wisely judging between truth and error, right and wrong.
The result is that we have an army of spiritual babies who are unable to feed themselves and preserve the
truth for future generations (2 Timothy 2:1-7).
5• We believe that it is the responsibility of every believer to practice the discipline of discernment, able
to “accurately handle the word of truth” (2 Timothy 2:15), and thoughtfully apply it to every area of their
life (2 Peter 1:3) … this is spiritual maturity.

♦ A Word About The Seriousness Of This Issue …
“Wherever Christ is truly and clearly being proclaimed, Satan is most actively present in opposition … Satan knows from
experience that sowing heresy and schism is far more effective than persecuting and killing followers of Christ. While the blood of
martyrs is the seed of the church, the assimilation of the church to the world silences the witness. I think that the church in America
today is so obsessed with being practical, relevant, helpful, successful, and perhaps even well-liked that it nearly mirrors the world
itself. Aside from the packaging, there is nothing that cannot be found in most churches today that could not be satisfied by any
number of secular programs and self-help groups.” Michael Horton: Christless Christianity: The Alternative Gospel of the
American Church (pg 16-17).
“The erosion in biblical ways of thinking at first passed almost unnoticed. Nevertheless, after a while it was hard to miss the fact
that this was happening. No doubt there were many specific causes. Campus organizations were undoubtedly reducing Christian
faith to its most minimal form. And as serious biblical preaching in the churches diminished, ignorance of biblical truth became
commonplace. But the largest factor in this internal change, I think, was that evangelicalism began to be infested by the culture in
which it was living. And then Christianity became increasingly reduced simply to private, internal, therapeutic experience. Its
doctrinal form atrophied and then crumbled.” David Wells: The Courage To Be Protestant (pg 8).
“Most people are discerning about things that are important to them. People who regard a healthy diet as crucial watch carefully
what they eat. They read the fine print on the packages to see how many grams of fat the food has and what percentage of the daily
required nutrients it offers. People who work with pesticides or dangerous chemicals must be very discerning. They study the
procedures and the precautions very carefully to avoid any potentially lethal exposure. People who make investments in the stock
market usually practice discernment. They study the cryptic listings in the newspaper on the stock market and watch the ticker tape.
Lawyers are very discerning with contracts. They have to figure out the legal jargon and make sure they understand what they are
signing … Did you realize those are essentially the same skills that are required in spiritual discernment? Careful thought, keen
interest, thorough analysis, close observation – together with alertness, attentiveness, thoughtfulness, and above all, a love of truth.
All of us have those skills to some degree, and we use them in whatever field of endeavor is important to us. Yet what could be more
important than spiritual discernment? No valid explanation is readily available for why contemporary Christians are so
undiscerning, but their lack of discernment reveals a spiritual apathy that is deadly evil.” John MacArthur: The Truth War (pg
214-215).

♦ Dealing With The Biblical Data:
• As with any subject we want our beliefs to be built on the solid foundation of Biblical truth … and so we begin with Old Testament
narrative, move through portions of wisdom literature, on to the epistolary teaching of the New Testament, and finally arrive at some
crucial Biblical definitions to later employ in specific thought and action.

1 Kings 3:6-12
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Proverbs 2:1-6

Hebrews 5:11-14
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1 Kings 3:6-12 –
In one of the most famous stories of the Bible, God appeared to King Solomon in a dream by
night and said “Ask what I shall give you” (1 Kings 3:5). Solomon couldn’t have been wiser
than in this moment that he asked God for wisdom. The basic outline of Solomon’s response
to God is: You have been faithful to my father David – I’m not nearly the man my father was
– The task you’ve called me to is far greater than I can handle – Please give me
understanding to be discerning so I can lead your people well. And God delighted in
answering Solomon’s prayer. So much so that He not only answered Solomon’s prayer for
wisdom … “Behold, I give you a wise and discerning mind” (1 Kings 3:12), but He also
gave Solomon what he chose not to ask for … “I give you also what you have not asked, both
riches and honor” (1 Kings 3:13). A few central observations:
(1) Humility Precedes Wisdom – Later Solomon would say it this way … “The fear of the
LORD is the beginning of knowledge” (Proverbs 1:7). What does that mean? It means that
understanding truth doesn’t start in the head it starts in the heart. Solomon knew that his
father David was a great king and that the throne falling to him was a daunting task, one too
great for him. He knew he needed the Giver of wisdom before he needed wisdom.
(2) God is the Giver of Wisdom – Solomon knew he needed something that he didn’t
possess, and God gave him what he lacked for the tasked he had been called to. And he
didn’t hesitate to tell his son who the source of wisdom was … “For the LORD gives
wisdom” (Proverbs 2:6). Understanding, wisdom, and spiritual discernment will not come
simply through more study or a clever intellect. He knew he could not lead well without
discerning well, and he knew he would not be discerning without understanding.
(3) Discernment is a Child of Understanding – Solomon’s request was first for an
“understanding mind” so that he could “discern between good and evil” and be able to
“govern this your great people” (1 Kings 3:9). He knew that wise and discerning life and
leadership involved both the heart and the intellect, which is why later he would write …
“Keep your heart with all vigilance, for from it flow the springs of life” (Proverbs 4:23).
There was no way Solomon could live right without believing right … and neither will you.
Old Testament Wisdom Literature elaborates on these “wisdom words”, as we have already
referenced, and it is to that we now turn our attention …

OT
Wisdom
Literature
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Proverbs 2:1-6 –
The wisdom literature of the Bible is there to … well, help us be wise, learn wisdom, and
walk in the wisdom of God and not the wisdom of the world. Proverbs is a collection of
pithy, proverbial statements for the practice of wise living, and many of them are authored by
this same man who God granted great wisdom and discernment as we saw in the narrative of
Solomon’s dream. Here in Proverbs 2 we have a convergence of key Biblical terms and it
helps us further understand how they fit together as we build a fuller picture of being people
of discernment. Consider …
2:2a, 6a - “Wisdom” (Heb: hokma) – The general word “wisdom” or in the verbal form “be
wise” appears 312 times in the Hebrew OT, and is the most used of all the words that fall into
this category. Three-fifths of the usages occur in the books of Job, Proverbs, and
Ecclesiastes. The root of the word is most often used to describe intelligence and/or skill, but
also speaks to the kind of living that brings success. It is used to describe how “David had
success [wisdom, prudence, understanding] in all his undertakings” (1 Samuel 18:14), as
well as the One who would come from David, “a righteous Branch, who will reign as king
and deal wisely, and shall execute justice and righteousness in the land” (Jeremiah 23:5).
The Theological Wordbook of the Old Testament says, “The essential idea of ‘hokma’
represents a manner of thinking and attitude concerning life’s experiences; including matters
of general interest and basic morality, These concerns relate to prudence in secular affairs,
skills in the arts, moral sensitivity, and experience in the ways of the Lord” (TWOT, sec
647b).
2:2b, 3b, 5a, 6c - “Understanding” (Heb: tevuna) – This word in its various forms is used
247 times in Hebrew and its most common English translation is “understanding or insight”.
It refers to knowledge that is superior to the mere gathering of data. One who has
understanding has both perceived truth and considered it, having taken the time to reflect on
the data to gain a thorough grasp on it. Later these first two words are used to connect the
life of wisdom with an inclination to understanding … “My son, be attentive to my wisdom;
incline your ear to my understanding” (Proverbs 5:1). It appears then that wisdom begins
with a longing to reflect on/consider truth beyond intellectualism and build it into a
foundation of Biblical understanding.
2:3a
- “Insight/Discernment” (Heb: bina) – Very close to the previous word
“understanding” and often translated in English also as “insight”, is this word which lies
behind the acquisition of understanding, and that is being able to decide between two options.
The background idea of the verb is “to discern” and from the root of this word we get the
Hebrew preposition “between”. Thus the best way to take this word is a distinguishing that
leads to understanding … as in 1 Kings 3:9 – “that I may discern between good and evil”.

“Discernment: Thinking Biblically About All Things ”

Gospel & Culture Series: Mark Spansel

“While understanding (bina – ‘discernment’) is a gift of God, it does not come automatically.
The possession of it requires a persistent diligence. It is more than IQ; it connotes character.
One is at fault if he doesn’t have it and in fact, not to pursue it will incur God’s punishment
(Proverbs 2:1f; Ruth 1:21f.). When one acts on the objective presentations of God’s
revelation, he will attain the ideal of the significance of understanding” (TWOT, sec 239c).
Therefore, built into the concept of Godly understanding is the ability to distinguish truth
from error, right from wrong. In the “reflecting on” of truth (tevuna), there also is the
process of “discerning” (bina) what is right, thus arriving at Godly understanding.
2:5b, 6b “Knowledge” (Heb: da’at) – Lastly, Solomon uses this word which occurs 944
times in Hebrew and describes various facets of knowledge that is gained by the senses.
Whether it is God’s knowledge of man, or man’s knowledge of how to do some skill, it is the
arrived at destination of a wise person through experience.
Words are tricky and I don’t think Solomon intended for me to dissect them as I have just
done. The Preacher (perhaps Solomon) in Ecclesiastes writes, “I said in my heart, ‘I have
acquired great wisdom, surpassing all who were over Jerusalem before me, and my heart has
had great experience of wisdom and knowledge.’ And I applied my heart to know wisdom
and to know madness and folly. I perceived that this also is but a striving after wind. For in
much wisdom is much vexation, and he who increases knowledge increases sorrow”
(Ecclesiastes 1:16-18). He knew that any attempt to be a wise, insightful, discerning,
knowledgeable man outside of the fear of the Lord was futile. And his conclusion … “Fear
God and keep his commandments, for this is the whole duty of man” (Ecclesiastes 12:13).
And yet words means something, and in reflecting on these four words we gain insight into
building Biblical thought and the process of thinking that every believer ought to grow in.
From this OT wisdom passage it gives us at least four conditions to finding the knowledge of
God …
(1) A Heart that Delights in Understanding: “My son if you receive my words and treasure up
my commandments with you …”(v1).
(2) A Readiness for Godly Understanding: “… making your ear attentive to wisdom and
inclining your heart to understanding …” (v2).
(3) A Prayerful Seeking after Understanding: “… yes, if you call out for insight and raise
your voice for understanding …” (v3).
(4) A Diligent Pursuit of Understanding: “… if you seek it like silver and search for it as for
hidden treasures …” (v4).
* And the Reward – “… then you will understand the fear of the LORD and find the
knowledge of God. For the LORD gives wisdom; from his mouth comes knowledge and
understanding.” (v5-6).

NT
Epistle

Hebrews 5:11-14 –
The writer to the Hebrews is deeply concerned over the spiritual well being of his audience.
In numerous “warning passages” he has delivered strong words to get their attention:
- “Pay much closer attention to what we have heard, lest we drift away from it” (2:1)
- “Do not harden your hearts as in the rebellion” (3:8)
- “Take care, brothers, lest there be in any of you an evil, unbelieving heart” (3:12)
- “While the promise of entering his rest still stands, let us fear lest any of you should seem to
have failed to reach it” (4:1)
- “Strive to enter that rest, so that no one may fall by the same sort of disobedience” (4:11)
And here in our text … “you have become dull of hearing” (5:11). The word literally is
“lazy and sluggish”. In this passage he has begun in on some difficult teaching related to the
priesthood of Christ in the order of Melchizedek, yet before he can continue this teaching
(picked back up in chapter 7) he pauses his thought to rebuke them for their sluggishness
toward hearing truth. These people had not become the mature teachers they should have
been by this time, and instead they were immature infants who were unable to distinguish
good from evil. Of all the many things that could be said about this text, I want to zoom in
on the evidence of their immaturity – They were undiscerning.
We discover at least 3 things from this text related to discernment:
(1) Discernment is a Mark of Maturity – It wasn’t that the immature were only drinking
“milk”, but rather that they weren’t drinking milk at all. They were distracted by religious
ideas and teachings, yet not anchored in the completed work of Jesus Christ for them (see
chapter 6). He is not rebuking them for “staying on the ABC’s of the Gospel”, but for not
resting in the promise of the Gospel and working it out in every area of their lives. They
were not able to Think Biblically About All Things and that was a sign of immaturity.
(2) Discernment is to Be Practiced – It is “those who have their powers of discernment
trained by constant practice” (5:14) that become mature. Discernment is not the goal,
maturity in Christ is. The immature are to drink in the milk, and literally “exercise their
senses” by constant practice. What does that mean? It means if you don’t work hard at
thinking Biblically, you’ll never think Biblically. You may have lots of information about
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God, but you will not be able to apply the wisdom of God in the work of the Gospel to the
most everyday stuff of life. You will live in categories of unbiblical thought and the Bible
data that you know, rather than an all-consuming Biblical worldview that seamlessly runs
through all you think and do. John Piper says, “The pathway to maturity and to solid food is
not first becoming an intelligent person, but becoming an obedient person”. You will not
become mature without working hard at working out the ramifications of the Gospel in your
marriage, work, leisure and money.
(3) Discernment Distinguishes – As in the Wisdom literature of the OT, here again we see
how there is a tone to discernment that involves deciding between options and judging truth
from error, right from wrong. The text describes the one who is able to do that as skilled in
the word of righteousness. This is not an academic debating about the splitting of hairs as an
intellectual game. No, remember - this is about wisdom! This is about having rightly
reflected on God’s revelation (understanding), so you can distinguish truth from error
(discernment) … in your own life, and so you can be teachers to others (as stated in v 12).
Through “active listening” (versus “sluggish hearing”), and “active feeding” (versus “not
drinking milk at all”), and “active discernment” (versus “thinking like the world”), you will
become spiritually mature “skilled in the word of righteousness”. This is what the writer to
the Hebrews wanted for his hearers … and what I want for you.

Definition

DISCERNMENT – “A heart that reflects deeply on truth, with a mind that
distinguishes good from evil, for a life that is lived skillfully in every area to the glory of
God.”

♦ Exegetical Conclusions:
1• Thinking Biblically about all things is both: A gift from God to those who submit their hearts to Him
in prayer AND A discipline that is developed through reflecting on truth, training your senses, and
making right judgments.
2• Wisdom and understanding is first a matter of the heart before it is a matter of the mind. You cannot,
and will not, embrace right thinking without a heart that has embraced the “fear of the Lord”.
3• Discernment is both the means by which maturity is developed and a moral characteristic of the
spiritually mature person.
4• The ability to rightly discern truth from error does not leave the Gospel ABC’s behind, but has
developed the skill to apply them consistently to life, theology, relationships, counsel, and in all thought
and practice.

♦ Your Thoughts & Notes:
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Part 2: Practical Implications for Life and Ministry

Definition

DISCERNMENT – “A heart that reflects deeply on truth,
with a mind that distinguishes good from evil, for a life
that is lived skillfully in every area to the glory of God.”

Some Necessary Issues We Must Deal With:
1- How do I make sure I am reflecting on truth and not error?
2- If spiritual maturity is the goal, how do I know if I’m getting there?
3- When do I fight for truth and when do I “agree to disagree”?
4- What practices do I need to incorporate into my life to be a more discerning person?
5- What requires discernment and what doesn’t?
6- Isn’t discernment a spiritual gift? And what if I don’t have it?
7- How do I contend for the truth without becoming someone nobody wants to be around?
8- What if I’m wrong?
9- How does the Holy Spirit lead me in making sound judgments?
10- What about when I make a bad decision and don’t think Biblically and act righteously?
Not only do I want to teach you discernment, I want you to learn to be wise … so test yourself. How
would you answer these questions? Then after reading through this lesson see if you answer them
differently. In doing so you are reflecting on truth – distinguishing the right option – acting in obedience
… you are growing in discernment and the skill of Biblical thinking and living!

♦ A Word About Spiritual Blindness:
Physically blind people know they are blind … spiritually blind people don’t. This is a problem. It means that there are people out
there who speak what they believe to be truth and in fact it is error. In some cases they are malicious and simply unable to see the
light of the Word of God, but in other cases they are sincere in their efforts to care for and minister to people, but they are sincerely
wrong, claiming a form of godliness but unable to see they are ungodly. The Bible teaches us about these two categories of people:
1. The Ungodly Opposed to the Word of God –
• “The god of this world has blinded the minds of the unbelievers, to keep them from seeing the light of the gospel of the
glory of Christ, who is the image of God.” – 2 Corinthians 4:4

• “For many, of whom I have often told you and now tell you even with tears, walk as enemies of the cross of Christ. Their
end is destruction, their god is their belly, and they glory in their shame, with minds set on earthly things.”
– Philippians 3:18-19
2. Those with a Form of Godliness –
• “But understand this, that in the last days there will come times of difficulty. For people will be lovers of self, lovers of
money, proud, arrogant, abusive, disobedient to their parents, ungrateful, unholy, heartless, unappeasable, slanderous,
without self-control, brutal, not loving good, treacherous, reckless, swollen with conceit, lovers of pleasure rather than
lovers of God, having the appearance of godliness, but denying its power. Avoid such people. For among them are those
who creep into households and capture weak women, burdened with sins and led astray by various passions, always
learning and never able to arrive at a knowledge of the truth. Just as Jannes and Jambres opposed Moses, so these men also
oppose the truth, men corrupted in mind and disqualified regarding the faith.” – 2 Timothy 3:1-7

• “If anyone teaches a different doctrine and does not agree with the sound words of our Lord Jesus Christ and the teaching
that accords with godliness, he is puffed up with conceit and understands nothing. He has an unhealthy craving for
controversy and for quarrels about words, which produce envy, dissension, slander, evil suspicions, and constant friction
among people who are depraved in mind and deprived of the truth, imagining that godliness is a means of gain.” – 1
Timothy 6:3-5
• “But whoever hates his brother is in the darkness and walks in the darkness, and does not know where he is going,
because the darkness has blinded his eyes.” – 1 John 2:11
** BUT BEWARE ** … Because genuine believers can be blinded too:
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• “Take care, brothers, lest there be in any of you an evil, unbelieving heart, leading you to fall away from the living God.
But exhort one another every day, as long as it is called “today,” that none of you may be hardened by the deceitfulness of
sin. For we have come to share in Christ, if indeed we hold our original confidence firm to the end.” – Hebrews 3:12-14
•Paul Tripp writes concerning this text of Scripture:
“Sin is deceptive. Who does it deceive first? I have no difficulty recognizing the sin of the people around me, but I can be
quite unprepared when others point out my sin. Sin deceives ten out of ten people reading this. Spiritual blindness is not like
physical blindness. When you are physically blind, you know you are blind, so you compensate for this significant physical
deficit. But spiritually blind people are not only blind, they are also blind to their own blindness. They think they see well. So
the spiritually blind person walks around with the delusion that no one has a more accurate view of himself than he does.
You will never outgrow your need for the ministry of the body of Christ. The important question is, "Who helps you to see
what you will not see if left on your own?"
So any study on discernment and the blindness that is out there must start with the blindness that is in here. Not one of us is wise and
we must constantly heed the warning of Proverbs 3:5 – “do not lean on your own understanding”. Remember the Biblical goal is not
simply to be able to discern right from wrong, but to be a spiritual mature person who obeys what is right, even when all others go the
way of error and disobedience. It is first a heart issue before it is a head issue! With that truth firmly embedded in our hearts and
minds, now we come to …

♦ Spiritual Maturity & Contending For Truth Always Go Together:
Jude

2 Timothy

6

In this little Epistle of 25 verses we are given a beautiful model of how we ought to think
about both our priority of the beauty of the Gospel and having a heart to contend for truth.
Jude, the half-brother of Jesus started out at writing to his readers wanting to talk to them
about the Gospel that would help them grow in grace and maturity … “I was very eager to
write to you about our common salvation” (Jude 3a). His pastoral heart bleeds through his
“fighting for truth” letter and ends with one of the most glorious doxologies in all of
Scripture – “Now to him who is able to keep you from stumbling and to present you
blameless before the presence of his glory with great joy, to the only God, Our Savior,
through Jesus Christ our Lord, be glory, majesty, dominion, and authority, before all time
and now and forever. Amen” (Jude 14-15). But his sensitivity to the needs of the situation
caused him to change the course of the main content of his letter and rather to write and help
them wake up and contend for truth … “I found it necessary to write appealing to you to
contend for the faith that was once delivered to the saints, for certain people have crept in
unnoticed …” (Jude 3b-4a). He believed it vitally important to expose the false teachers, the
“hidden reefs at your love feasts as they feast with you without fear” (Jude 12), and warn
those he loved to not get caught up with them, but rather to expose and expel them. Is this
harsh? Far from it, it was the loving care of a loving leader to those he wanted to see grow
into spiritually mature believers. His call to spiritual maturity and contending for the faith
went seamlessly together.
Paul loves Timothy! He isn’t interested in “programming” Timothy to just do the right
things that will build a church or gain Paul more influence. He wants Timothy to be a
spiritually mature man and pastor. And the whole of this pastoral epistle weaves together
Paul’s teaching to Timothy to be BOTH growing in personal spiritual maturity AND
contending for the truth of the Gospel. Let me briefly illustrate this “macro-theme” of 2
Timothy through each its 4 chapters:
(1) Spiritual Maturity (SM): 1:5 – “I am reminded of your sincere faith”. He begins both
with a reminder of what Timothy had by way of spiritual heritage and what he saw in him as
a man of God. Then calls him to “fan it into flame” (1:6).
(2) Contend for Truth (CT): 1:7 – “God gave us a spirit not of fear but of power and love
and self-control”. Paul then goes on to call Timothy to courageous unashamed suffering
(v8), and to “guard the good deposit entrusted to you” (1:14).
(3) SM: 2:1 – “My child, be strengthened by the grace that is in Christ Jesus”. Paul comes
back to Timothy being a man who lives in the grace of the Gospel and therefore lives to
please the One who called Him … “No soldier gets entangled in civilian pursuits, since his
aim is to please the one who enlisted him” (2:4).
(4) CT: 2:9 – “The Word of God is not bound”. Paul is imprisoned and suffering for
contending for the truth and he calls Timothy to trust the Word, fight for truth, and handle it
well. Fight for truth, but “don’t quarrel about words” (2:14), and “have nothing to do with
foolish, ignorant controversies … but correct the opponents with gentleness … leading to a
knowledge of the truth” (2:23-25).
(5) CT: 3:5-6 – “For people will … have the appearance of godliness, but denying its power
… always learning and never able to arrive at a knowledge of the truth … men corrupted in
mind”. Paul speaks of the godlessness to come and calls Timothy to “avoid such people”
(3:5).
(6) SM: 3:14 – “But as for you, continue is what you have learned and have firmly believed
… which is able to make you wise for salvation”. In the midst of error and ungodliness
Timothy must guard his own heart and seek his ongoing growth … “that the man of God may
be competent, equipped for every good work” (3:17).
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(7) CT: 4:2 – “Preach the word; be ready in season and out of season”. This is Timothy’s
charge in ministry to a culture then (and now) who no longer cares about truth, but only what
they want to hear to make then feel better … “for the time is coming when people will not
endure sound teaching, but having itching ears they will accumulate for themselves teachers
to suit their own passions, and will turn away from listening to the truth and wander off into
myths” (4:3-4).
(8) SM: 4:5 – “As for you, always be sober-minded, endure suffering, do the work of an
evangelist, fulfill your ministry”. As Paul ends his letter his thoughts go to Timothy’s
endurance as a man of God. He wants Timothy to not shipwreck his faith, but to be able to
say what Paul himself says … “I have finished the race, I have kept the faith” (4:7).
Two key observations:
1. I believe Paul’s model for us as Christ followers is that we must always hold these two
items together. Those who seek Spiritual Maturity without contending for truth can fall
into the ditch of practicing a personal spirituality that is ashamed of standing for truth,
shrinking back from standing firm. Those who Contend for Truth without seeking spiritual
maturity can fall into the ditch in the other side of the road by being heresy hunters who lack
deep compassion for those in error, assuming no possible error in their own thinking.
2. After each “contending” section Paul names those who have wandered off into error –
- “those in Asia who turned away from me, among whom are Phygelus and Hermogenes”
(1:15)
- “their talk will spread like gangrene … Among them are Hymenaeus and Philetus, who
have swerved from the truth” (2:17-18)
- “those who creep into households and capture weak women … just as Jannes and Jambres
opposed Moses, so these men also oppose the truth” (3:6-8)
- “For Demas, in love with the present world, has deserted me and gone to Thessalonica …
Alexander the coppersmith did me great harm … beware of him yourself, for he strongly
opposed our message” (4:10-15)
What do we make of this? A contending for the truth will at times require calling out those
who are opposed to the truth, both to protect the church and to confront those who are in sin
so that they might repent and turn to the truth.

A Training Guide to Biblical Discernment

A Step-byStep
“Blueprint”
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Let me offer a “blueprint” to guide your thinking based on what we have covered in the
Biblical data. Different words have been used by various pastors/theologians/counselors, but
the pattern is generally the same:
Understanding – Affections - Will – The great theologian/pastor Jonathan Edwards in his
Treatise on Religious Affections walks us through having a spiritual understanding of truth
that leads to a heart hunger or affection to act on that truth that leads to a will to obey that
truth.
Gospel Truth - Heart Idols/Identity - Real Fruit – The Christian Counseling and
Education Foundation (CCEF) and others have promoted the notion of idolatry and how we
move from the Gospel truth into identifying the idols of the heart to operate out of our
identity as children of God and see real spiritual fruit develop in our life as we obey out of
who we are in Christ.
Spiritual Understanding – Wisdom/Discernment – Obedience – Pertaining to our current
study and the words used in Biblical Wisdom Literature this may come closest to identifying
a Biblical process we should operate within …
(1) Get Spiritual Understanding – With hearts that want to learn, recognizing we lack
understanding; we must consider texts from the Bible, reflecting on the truth of their meaning
having employed sound Biblical interpretive principles so we are thinking God’s thoughts as
He intended to reveal Himself to mankind. We must study the Bible, do good theological
research where needed, seek input both about what we don’t know and what we think we
know. Ask yourself: What do I know to be true from the Word of God? At this stage don’t
try to figure out how everything fits together, just make sure you have grasped the truth of the
Scriptures well.
(2) Practice Biblical Discernment – With Gospel truth well in hand, and the many options for
application in front of us, we must seek to distinguish how that truth confronts our many
presuppositions (family history, past experience, cultural norms, personality, etc) so that we
are choosing the right path, right truth, right application based, as best we can, on the
framework of Biblical truth alone. We must pray, seek the guidance of the Holy Spirit,
evaluate our own heart, and even “play out the various scenarios” so that we judge rightly
with the insight we have gained from the spiritual understanding we have come to grasp.
(3) Go and Obey – Truth considered and the right option distinguished must lead to action.
We are called to obey, be holy, and walk in righteousness. Sometimes the right discerning
judgment will mean difficult obedience. But as people called to live to the glory of God, we
must be willing to change what we need to change, confront what (or who) we need to
confront, and trust God to accomplish His purposes in His time through our obedience.
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Attitudes & Actions to Maintain …
(1) We must not be controlled by fear or react out of fear – All too often this is where “arrogant judging” comes in and causes division.
Though at times practicing discernment will lead to division, it is not the aim. When you feel attacked it is easy to attack back, or when you
feel an attack coming to strike the first blow. This is what Jesus was warning of in Matthew 7:1 … “Judge not that you be not judged”. In
other words, don’t judge to avoid a judgment coming your way. That is not the proper motivation. A person committed to wisdom and
discernment will welcome the righteous judgments coming because spiritual understanding is what he most desires so that his choices align
with the Word of God. Where is he wrong, he wants to have it exposed.
(2) We must learn how to fight for truth – While in college, Jonathan Edwards wrote out “resolutions” as life goals. I give you two as it
relates to fighting to be shaped by Biblical understanding. “Resolved, to study the Scriptures so steadily, constantly and frequently, as that I
may find, and plainly perceive myself to grow in the knowledge of the same” (#28). “Resolved, when I think of any theorem in divinity to be
solved, immediately to do what I can towards solving it, if circumstances don’t hinder” (#11). He was first and foremost committed to fighting
for growing in his own grasp of the Biblical truth, so that when the time came to openly fight against error, he could (he was dismissed from his
pastorate after 20 years for taking a stand that those who take communion be only those who have openly made a profession of saving faith in
Jesus Christ). Edwards fought first for spiritual understanding, so that he would know when and how to fight for truth in the Church.
(3) We must learn to be critical thinkers without becoming critics – Is there a difference? I would say there is a massive difference. The
critic looks to attack and be negative; motivated more out of proving someone wrong that helping someone grow. The critical thinker sees false
teaching as the enemy, not people who have believed its lies. He wants to reason through concepts and Biblical texts, not take cheap shots at
people. When we understand that wisdom is a “fear of the LORD” issue first, and understanding can’t come to those who are blind, then we
don’t use “intellect” as our leading weapon, but prayer. An understanding mind follows from a humble heart.
(4) Revelation, reason, and the supernatural work of God are not in competition – Biblical Christians believe in the supernatural, we are
not naturalists. God revealed Himself from heaven in many ways, but the fullest and final revelation was in His Son (Hebrews 1:1-2, John 1:12). The Word of God is the supernatural revelation of God to mankind, and it is the truth of Jesus that the Spirit leads believers to understand
more and more (John 14:26). We use our God-given faculties to reason, research, and reflect on the revealed Word of God. And we recognize
that we are not alone, we have been given a Teacher, the Holy Spirit, who “will guide you into all the truth” (John 16:13). As we ask God for
wisdom, study His revealed Word, and reason with our God-given minds, the Spirit teaches us and God supernaturally guides us to walk in
obedience to the truth we have discerned.
“Thoughtful, biblically-induced attraction toward certain holy desires, with the patient waiting before God in prayer, is no less the work of the
Spirit than the most dramatic ‘immediate impulse’ others may claim. This is the normal biblical pathway to wisdom. The man who makes the
wise decision, yet always remains open to God’s further intervention in whatever way God pleases, is demonstrating normative spiritual
guidance.” [Jim Eliff: Led by the Spirit, pg 43]

3 Logical Fallacies we should be
familiar with …

3 Biblical Presuppositions we must
hold tightly …

3 Gospel Truths about wisdom and
discernment we must preach …

The ability to identify logical fallacies
in the arguments of others, and to
avoid them in one’s own arguments,
is extremely valuable. Poor reasoning
is one thing that keeps us from
knowing the truth, and makes us
vulnerable to manipulation and error.
Straw Man Arguments misrepresent
a position to make it appear to be
weaker, then make an attack on the
misrepresented position.
Ad Hominem Arguments try to
discredit the position by discrediting
the person who holds that position,
not dealing with the facts or evidence.
Bandwagon Arguments build a case
on the growing popularity of an idea
or its followers, as if lots of people
believe it then it must be true.

We approach every issue with a set of
presuppositions; therefore nobody is
ever neutral or objective. As Biblical
Christians we can, and should, readily
identify these:
(1) We believe the Word of God is
the absolute authority, not tradition,
experience, or a gifted person. Our
experience may validate what the
Word has revealed, but it is not
authoritative nor does it “trump” the
Word.
(2) We believe all men are born into
sin, therefore finite and unable to
understand anything completely. We
cannot trust our own judgment.
(3) We believe salvation is a
supernatural work of God and cannot
be accomplished by man. We rely on
the Spirit of God to change hearts and
minds, not our best arguments.

1- Solomon had wisdom, not
perfection. And he made plenty of
bad judgment calls in his life. The
goal is not to be wise enough that we
can figure everything out on our own.
2- If we could figure everything out
on our own we wouldn’t need Jesus.
You and I have judged poorly, been
foolish, and lacked godly discernment
and that’s what Jesus came to die for.
3- Many of you have made bad
decisions in your life. The Gospel
says that you don’t have to live with
the eternal consequences of them.
And, in fact, God the Father uses the
places in your story where you lacked
discernment to bring Himself glory!
4- Jesus is our wisdom … “And
because of him you are in Christ
Jesus, who became to us wisdom from
God …” (1 Corinthians 1:30).

“Discernment is a mental sense of smell that helps you notice when ‘something smells fishy’ … How can you sharpen this mental sense of
smell? How can you develop discernment? First, you need to have a spirit of obedience to Jesus Christ. If your spirit is in rebellion, your nose
will be in rebellion too. Second, you need to study the Word of God and other Christian literature. We’re talking about a mental, not physical,
sense of smell. In order to develop it you have to use your mind. Third, you need to practice smelling. Smell everything. Your power of
discernment is like a muscle. Use it or lose it. Fourth, you need to be accountable to other believers in a healthy Christian fellowship. If you
try to learn to smell by yourself, your mental sense of smell will be eccentric. You’ll be like someone who takes a deep whiff of dung and says,
‘Ah, roses!’” [J. Budziszewski: How to Stay Christian in College, pg 148-149]
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Do you have a spiritual sense of smell?

1.
Spirit of
Obedience

Have you bowed the knee to the Lordship of Jesus Christ? You will never find the
answers to your questions by just asking more questions or having people give you
more answers. You will only understand spiritual truth when you first confess that you
are unspiritual. Your mind cannot reason your heart into believing, nor can you live a
discerning life without the fear of the Lord. “May [the Father of glory] give you a
spirit of wisdom and of revelation in the knowledge of him, having the eyes of your
heart enlightened, that you may know what is the hope to which he has called you”
(Ephesians 1:17-18). It is only through a spirit of obedience, both initially for salvation,
and daily for wisdom living, that you can understand – discern – and obey!
• The Pastors and Elders of Leroy Chapel are here to give you spiritual guidance. We
are desperately flawed men who know the power of God in our lives. Seek counsel and
wisdom not merely with “Bible questions”, but with the deep issues of your heart. We
love the opportunity to pray with seeking people.

Do you trust the authority of the Word of God? Solomon said, “of making many books
there is no end, and much study is a weariness of the flesh” (Ecclesiastes 12:12). You can
read books on science, books on philosophy, books that explain the human body, heavenly
bodies, and the bodies of water, but you will never have spiritual understanding until you
make the Word of God your ONE book. You cannot expect to have understanding and
spiritual discernment without a lifelong commitment to studying the Bible and the books that
aid in your understanding of the teaching contained in the Bible. “All Scripture is breathed
out by God and profitable for teaching, for reproof, for correction, and for training in
righteousness, that the man of God may be competent, equipped for every good work” (2
Timothy 3:16-17).

2.
Study the
Word

• We have a growing library of trusted resources downstairs in The Chapel. You are
welcome to check out any of those books to help you study the Word of God.
• We regularly recommend helpful books to build your own library at home and gain a better
grasp on the beautiful riches of the Scriptures.
• The following are a few online resources we visit often and find helpful:
www.thegospelcoalition.org
www.ccef.org
www.challies.com
www.discerningreader.com
www.albertmohler.com
www.desiringgod.org
www.ligonier.org
www.9marks.org

3.
Practice
Thinking

Will you think about your thinking so you think Biblically about all things? As we
looked at earlier in Hebrews 5:14, you must commit to “having [your] powers of
discernment trained by constant practice to distinguish good from evil”. In order for you to
be able to think Biblically about life, you need to slow down long enough to think about life
from a Biblical perspective. You are called to make discerning judgments about life, beliefs,
and what is going on in the world around you.
• Practice right now … with the 10 questions I posed at the beginning of Part 2. As much as
I want to answer these questions for you, why don’t you take some time on your own and then
discuss them with a friend, family member, or as a Life Group.

1- How do I make sure I am reflecting on truth and not error?
2- If spiritual maturity is the goal, how do I know if I’m getting there?
3- When do I fight for truth and when do I “agree to disagree”?
4- What practices do I need to incorporate into my life to be a more discerning person?
5- What requires discernment and what doesn’t?
6- Isn’t discernment a spiritual gift? And what if I don’t have it?
7- How do I contend for the truth without becoming someone nobody wants to be around?
8- What if I’m wrong?
9- How does the Holy Spirit lead me in making sound judgments?
10- What about when I make a bad decision and don’t think Biblically and act righteously?
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Are you walking with others who can speak truth to you and hold you accountable to
walking obediently? God didn’t just redeem you … He redeemed a group of people, the
body of Christ, the Church. And the surest sign that someone is walking in foolishness and
not wisdom and discernment is their refusal to receive input, have conversations, and discuss
truth and life together. “Take care brothers, lest there be in any of you an evil, unbelieving
heart, leading you to fall away from the living God. But exhort one another every day, as
long as it is called ‘today,’ that none of you may be hardened by the deceitfulness of sin”
(Hebrews 3:12-13). If you desire spiritual understanding, Biblical discernment, and
righteous obedience, you cannot walk alone. We all need solid Biblical teaching,
discipleship, counseling, and friendship … don’t forsake that gracious resource of God.
• We believe that one of the most important pieces of your spiritual growth is involvement in
a Life Group where you are not just studying more truth, but discussing together the path of
righteous judgments that you need to make for your life, family, and mission.
• We have a Lay Biblical Counseling Ministry here at Leroy Chapel, where trained men and
women are available for you to sit down with over the course of six weeks and consider truth
together so that you can be helped in making wise Biblical decisions in your life. Contact the
Church Office to make an appointment.

♦ Your Thoughts & Notes:
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