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Discernment Pt.2    Definition	10-14-2001

I. The Biblical call to & Definition of Discernment

What discernment is not: 

	Mysticism (sinful judging of motives)
	Some people in the Charismatic movement have turned discernment into one of the miraculous spiritual gifts.  They say it is a mystical feeling you get about someone that is subjective.
	
In this approach the way you know if something is good or bad is through feelings, personal visions, inner voices, private illumination, imagination, or other purely subjective means.

In the beginning of the 1900s, Neo-orthodoxy attacked inerrancy.  Evangelicalism valiantly defended it.  But now the gains we made in that battle are being sacrificed on the altar of mysticism.  

Instead of attacking inerrancy directly by saying there are errors in the Bible, Satan changed his tactic to say, “OK, the Bible is inerrant, but you find truth and guidance not through the intended meaning of Scripture alone, but also through your inner feelings and impulses.”

Satan didn’t succeed in convincing us that inerrancy was untrue, so now he’s just trying to make it true but irrelevant by making the interpretation of our inerrant Bible subjective.  The effect is the same.

And, unfortunately, evangelicalism has not resisted this with the same vigor we had in resisting neo-orthodoxy.
    
You can see why Satan loves this particular error.  The more someone is convinced of mysticism, the less possibility there is to reach him with the truth, because if truth, for him, is defined by what he feels, how are you going to argue against that?

Also, you can imagine what happens with people like this.  In the most extreme cases, they interpret their internal impulses as spiritual discernment.  The problem with that is because of the flesh, we have all kinds of sinful impulses.  And in many cases, instead of recognizing those sins and repenting from them, they see them as prompting from the Holy Spirit.

What many people regard as the gift of discernment is really just sinful judging of motives.
Later in this study we will talk about how in the modern American church, everybody’s favorite verse is now “Judge not lest you be judged.”  And every time you try to use discernment – every time you point out error or evil, someone pulls out that verse as if it meant we were never to discriminate or use any kind of discernment in any context.

Later on we will expose the error of that.  But at this point we should recognize that while we don’t want to overdo the “judge not” command, there is one kind of judging that is always forbidden for us: judging motives.

1Co 4:5  judge nothing before the appointed time; wait till the Lord comes. He will bring to light what is hidden in darkness and will expose the motives of men's hearts. At that time each will receive his praise from God. 

 We can and should judge actions.  We can and should judge words.  And, to the degree that we can accurately detect them, we can and should even judge attitudes.

But motives are off limits.  There are some things that are wrong only if the motives are bad.

Committing adultery is sin no matter what your motives are.  Worshipping an idle is sin regardless of your motives.  Rape is sin regardless of your reason for it.

But there are other things that are not inherently sinful, but only become sinful if you have a bad motive – such as someone like me standing up on stage, or giving offering, or praying (actually, anything done with a bad motive is sin, no matter what it is – there are some actions that are inherently bad, but there are no actions that are inherently good).

When you look at someone doing something that is not inherently sinful, and you assume a bad motive, you have crossed the line into sinful judging.

So if I see someone blaspheme God, I can speak out and say, “That is sin!”

But if I see something and wave, and he sees me but won’t wave back – if I say, “He didn’t wave back at me because…” I have crossed over into sinful judging of motives.

Any time you say, “She did that because…” you are taking the place of God and judging motives, and that’s sin.

I think this is why God told us to confront people directly when we think they are in sin – that process tends to weed out sinful judging of motives.

If someone is always the first to pray out loud in prayer meeting, and you think it’s because of pride, you may be tempted to gossip about them to someone else, but chances are you would never confront them about it.

There is something about confrontation over sin that weeds out our bogus assumptions of sin.  Most people won’t confront someone unless they have some hard, solid sin they can point to.  

When you confront someone over a bad motive, you go up to the person and say, “What you are doing is wrong, because the reason you are doing it is X,” as soon as you hear yourself say that you realize how far out of line you are telling another person what the reason is that he did something.

Now, if you go to the person and say, “I noticed you do X.  I just want you to know that if your motive is Y, that’s fine.  But if your motive is Z, that would be sin.  So as a brother I just wanted to urge you to be careful and examine your motives.” – that’s fine.

But don’t ever assume bad motives.  Love always trusts. (1 Co.13:7)

So, discernment is not the ability to know people’s motives.  That’s not the gift of discernment.  It’s just sinful judging.  

	The Magistarium 
	
Many Christians have seen the error of mysticism, and have gravitated to another error on the opposite end of the spectrum.  There are evangelicals who have been turned off by the shallow silliness that results from mysticism, and have turned to a more magisterial approach.

These people are joining Catholic churches, eastern orthodox churches, or other liturgical, high-church systems.  They see the error of looking inward for truth, and so instead they want to look outward to religious traditions that are firm and serious and established.  

They gravitate toward religion that emphasizes external ceremonies and dogmatic hierarchical authority.  This makes them feel secure after being in the ever-changing sea of subjectivism and mysticism that has something new every month.

This is just as reckless an approach as mysticism.  Looking to religious tradition is not really all that different than looking within yourself.  The only difference is, the big, established religious traditions have a more official appearance.  

But really it’s the same thing.  Instead of following your own feelings and human impulses, you follow a bunch of other people’s feelings and human impulses that have been officially codified and ratified and officially sanctioned.

But what it boils down to is just another form of spiritual immaturity stemming from spiritual laziness.   

Spiritual immaturity and lack of discernment always grow out of spiritual laziness – the lazy listening we talked about last time.  Discernment is hard work, and in our laziness we will do anything to avoid that work.  So we come up with a mystical approach, where you don’t have to do the hard work – just follow your gut.

The other extreme is the exact same error.  You become too lazy to do the hard work of discernment, so you follow the official line of the official authority of the official published statements of the official church.

Both groups want to imagine that they are following God.  So the mystic convinces himself that his feelings and impulses are from God, and the people on the other end imagine that God controls the magisterium, but in both cases it’s just a case of looking to human wisdom rather than using discernment. 

	Postmodernism
	
There is a third error that has become the popular error of our culture: postmodernism.  (a short-sighted name for a philosophy!)

Modernism was the idea that in our enlightened, modern times we have truth all figured out.  Postmodernism says truth is something that is learned or figured out or discovered.  Truth is whatever you believe.

There is no absolute truth.  Truth varies from person to person.  No one is wrong.

Nothing could possibly be easier to disprove than postmodernism, because it violates the most fundamental law of logic – the law of non-contradiction.  The law of non-contradiction is the basis of all logic.

The law of non-contradiction: A cannot = non A at the same time in the same respect.  No one can ever disprove that law.  It’s impossible to disprove, because to disprove it, you have to assume it to be true and then use it.

Postmodernism says, “There are no absolutes.  Everything is true.”  But if that’s true, then to deny that would have to also be true!

So this statement would also have to be true: “There are absolutes, and only some things are true.”

When the postmodernist says there are no absolutes, ask him if that is always the case, or it is not always the case.  Make him choose one of those.

1.	If it’s not always the case, then that means some times there are absolute truths.  And if sometimes there are absolute truths, there is such a thing as absolute truth.  
2.	

3.	If it’s always the case, then that statement itself is an absolute one, and so at least one absolute truth does exist that is always true, which means there is such a thing as absolute truth.
4.	
You might be wondering why I’m wasting time on this here.  That’s some far-fetched philosophy that may be floating around CU or something, but is that really a problem in the church?

Yes, it is.  The most popular human philosophies of the day always find their way into the church, and this is no exception.

20 years ago, the most often quoted Bible verse in the church was Jn.3:16.  Now it’s Mt.7:1 (“Judge not…”)

The mentality that says, “What you believe is OK for you, and what I believe is OK for me, but don’t try to push your beliefs off on me” is everywhere in the church.

It’s alarming to me when I sit in on “Bible studies” where a passage of Scripture is read, and no one has studied it, but everyone goes around the room and says, “I believe it means this.”

What is so alarming isn’t just that that approach is used – that’s bad enough.  But what’s really alarming is when two people have different views, and nothing is said about it!  
“I believe it means this.”  
“I believe it means the opposite of that.”  
Leader: “Good insights.  Let’s move on.”

Wait a minute.  Those two guys believe contradictory things!  That means either one of them is wrong, or both are!  That’s awful!  

If you disagree with me, that means either I’m believing some error, or you are, or both – that should alarm us!  We need to talk it over, wrestle it through, debate it – figure out who is wrong.  

And it’s especially important to me to find out if it’s me who is wrong.

So mysticism is the error of looking within.
The magisterial approach is the error of looking to tradition.
And postmodernism is the error of not looking at all – just picking something and adopting that as your view.

And those three errors are caused by laziness, laziness, and ultra-laziness. 
 

So that’s what discernment is not.  Let’s look back to Heb.5 and find out what it is.

The crux of the issue is the very last line of the chapter – where the mature are defined as those who have trained themselves to distinguish good from evil.

Maturity

14 But solid food is for the mature, who by constant use have trained themselves to distinguish good from evil.

lit: Having trained the faculties of perception to a high level of skill, with the result of being able to distinguish between good and evil.

I can go to the gym and improve my cardio-vascular health, or muscle strength.  But what kind of workout do I do to improve my hearing or sense of smell or taste?

What is the point of all those figures?  What does it mean to spiritually train your senses, so that you reach a high level of skill at perception?

We know what the result is.  The result of doing this will be the ability to distinguish good and evil (discernment), but what do the figures mean?

What are your spiritual senses of perception?  You have 5 physical senses – how many spiritual senses are there, and what are they?

And how does one go about training them?

Answer: Your senses enable you to make distinctions.  And the more distinctions they can make, the more acute they are.  

If you have normal vision, you can look at an eye chart and distinguish clearly between the white and black.  You can see exactly where the black ends and the white starts, so that you can make out shape of the letter.

People with better than average vision can do that from a greater distance.  If you have poor vision, the black and the white run together in a blur.  

Just ask yourself – which is better, blurry vision or sharp vision?  There are not very many things everyone in the world would agree on, but this would have to come close.  Everyone would agree clear vision is better.

Red things are red, and blue things are blue.  If it’s all shades of gray to you, that just means you have poor vision.  

People realize that with color, but in the world of ideas, our society wants to turn everything into shades of gray.  When they do that, they think they are being open-minded and modern.  But really they are just being lazy.  

Not only that, but you can interpret that shape so that you know which letter it is.

Hearing: If you have good hearing, you are aware of the fact that there was some faint noise – that is, you can distinguish between the silence and the sound.

Everyone but the deaf can distinguish between silence and a loud blast.  
Most people can distinguish between silence and a normal voice.
People with excellent hearing can distinguish between silence and a very faint sound.

Not only that, but good hearing also involves being able to correctly interpret what you hear.  People with hearing problems can’t distinguish between someone mumbling important information, and random noise.

Rush Limbaugh is going deaf.  In one ear he still has some hearing, and can hear with a hearing aid.  This week he said the problem isn’t volume, but “discrimination” (the ability to distinguish one sound from another, and to understand the significance of the difference).

If you can’t tell the difference between “ah” and “oh” or between “s” and “t” you may hear someone talking, but will have no ability to make sense of what is being said.  

It’s the same with all our senses.
Having a good sense of taste means being able to distinguish between subtle differences in taste.  
Having a good sense of smell means being able to distinguish between subtle differences in smell.
Having a good sense of touch means being able to tell the difference between one thing and something very similar without looking.

The purpose of the senses is to make distinctions.  And having acute sensory ability means being able to make distinctions between things that have only subtle differences, and then being able to interpret those differences.

So what is the spiritual application?

Your spiritual senses are your ability to make distinctions in spiritual areas – between ideas and truth claims.

Spiritual immaturity and lack of discernment are virtually synonymous.   Intellectually, the inability to discern is what makes babies babies.  They can’t discern anything.  They crawl on the floor and if they see some lint, a thumbtack, and some shrimp scampi, they are just as likely to put the lint or thumbtack in their mouth than the shrimp.

Spiritually immature people are the same way.  Spiritually immature people take in anything and everything.

So how do you train those senses?

By engaging in dialogue, and debate, and discussions.  By listening to and reading people’s ideas, and evaluating them – then reading and listening to other people’s evaluations of those same ideas – people who are discerning.

One great way to do this is to read a letter to the editor that you agree with, and ask, “What is weak in his argument?”

Then read one you disagree with, and ask, “What is strong in his argument?”

Write a position paper defending your view on something, then read your paper and look for weaknesses in your argument.  

 The Correct Approach: Make distinctions 

Intro
It used to be a compliment if you called someone “discriminating.”  Now discrimination is a dirty word.  The reason for that is people associated with prejudice and bigotry.  

But the problem with the bigots isn’t that they are too discriminating – it’s that they are not discriminating.  That is, they have poor discrimination abilities.  They don’t make proper distinctions.

It’s not wrong to look at two human beings and draw distinctions.  The person skilled in making distinctions – the truly discriminating person, will know how to draw relevant distinctions.

For example, if Osama Bin Laden is standing next to Billy Graham, the discerning person will draw relevant distinctions, and the bigot will not have the skill to draw relevant distinctions, so he will draw irrelevant ones.  

The discriminating person will say, “He believes in spreading his religion through mass slaughter of innocents, and he believes in spreading his religion through preaching.”

The bigot will look at those two men and say, “He has a long beard and a turban, and he has a suit and tie and white skin.”

Bigotry is a revelation of stupidity.  It reveals not only a person’s stupidity, but his sinfulness.  It is an ugly sin, and our society is right to reject it.

But they are wrong in their reason for rejecting it.  They reject it because the person is drawing distinctions.  So the world, in their blindness, senses there is something wrong with that, but they blame the wrong thing and point the finger at the making of distinctions, rather than the making of improper distinctions.

So they are left with postmodernism, which says there are no distinctions that are valid.  Everything is equally good.  All religions teach the same thing, and nothing and no one is better than anyone else.  (But they make exceptions in the case of extreme evil – like Hitler).

This has leaked into the church, which is why the most often quoted verse in the Bible is not longer, For God so loved the world… but rather Judge not lest you be judged.  (How many of you hear the second v. more often than the first?)

The reason is postmodernism.  Huge numbers of people – even within evangelicalism, are running around saying, “Judge not” as if that were an absolute command.

Can you imagine how elated the enemy must be when God defines spiritual maturity by the ability to discern, and people in the church are running around saying, “You can do whatever you want, but whatever you do, don’t discern anything”?

As I have said all along, the inability to discern stems from the unwillingness to discern.  If you doubt that, note that even the most undiscerning people are very discriminating when it comes to things they care about.

If they are into physical fitness, then they are very discerning about the food they eat.  They will read the fine print to find out exactly what is in the food they buy.

People who are into investing make careful distinctions between investment opportunities and risks.

Football fanatics can compare and tell you the subtle differences between two similar offenses.  You can turn on a sports talk show, and listen to players being compared to each other ad nauseum.    

The process:

It’s easy to say your view is somewhere between two extremes.  But we should strive to bring the two outer boundaries as close together as possible.

For example, someone might get up and say, “We need to be careful.  On the one hand, we don’t want to just run out and recklessly bomb anyone and everyone just because we are mad.  But on the other hand, we don’t want to just sit on our hands and have absolutely no response.”

Politicians and preaches make statements like that, because there is no chance of offending anyone.  The reason there is no chance of offending anyone is because you haven’t really said anything.  You have left the middle ground so wide that it includes everyone’s view.

It sounds good, and it makes for great rhetoric, but it isn’t helpful.  It would be like if a recipe said, “Add some salt – not a whole wheelbarrow load, but not just a single grain either.” 

You wouldn’t use a recipe like that, because you need one with enough precision to prevent you from adding too much or too little salt.  So the boundaries have to be closer together – like “add at least a leveled-off tablespoon, but not a heaping tablespoon.”

We should strive for that kind of precision in the communication of all our ideas.  The person who says, “Don’t bomb the whole world, but don’t do nothing” hasn’t said anything helpful.  What is helpful is when someone comes forward and says, “We should attack the Talaban, but not all the governments that promote terrorism.” 

Then you can analyze those boundaries, and determine the pros and cons.

Note: I should say, that there is a place for the setting of the extreme boundaries in some contexts.  There are times when it is helpful for disarming people who assume I might hold some extreme view.  For example, if I’m going to preach on wives being submissive, and I begin by saying, “I’m not an egalitarian, but I also think the idea of female subservience is depraved.” – I can diffuse people’s suspicions and caricatures right up front.

So there is a place for that, but sooner or later, it’s essential that we narrow the field and state precisely what the truth is.


	Cling to the good & shun the bad
	
The mantra of people in many churches today is “Judge not.”  The next time someone tells you that, ask him, “Why are you telling me ‘judge not’ when the Bible says “Judge everything”?  

1Th.5:21 Test everything.
dokima,zw Examine, test, judge

We will do much better when churches change their motto from “judge not” to “judge everything.”

I understand part of the reason we are told to never judge anything is because of a desire to eliminate some of the bickering in the church over non-essential issues.  

I agree that there is too much fighting over non-essential issues.  I think it’s ridiculous when Christians can’t get along with each other and divide fellowship over tertiary issues.  We would do well to learn to agree to disagree on some things.

However, the solution to the bickering is not to just stop using discernment.  Continue to discern, but simply show kindness to those who disagree.  

If you get in a fight with someone over the timing of the rapture or the gift of tongues – the solution isn’t to just say, “Look why don’t we both agree to just stop thinking.”  The solution is to be civil about your debate.

So Scripture calls us to evaluate everything.  That’s the beginning point of discernment.  But it’s not enough just to discern.  It’s not enough just to make distinctions – and here’s where we really depart from what our culture wants to accept:

…Hold on to the good. 22 Avoid every kind of evil. 

It’s not enough to make distinctions.  Once you make the distinctions, you must also attach value judgments to things.  

It’s not enough to just say, “This idea is different from that idea.”  We must say, “This idea is better than that idea.  This idea is correct, that idea is incorrect.  This idea is good, that idea is evil.”

Discernment is only a good thing if you discern with a strong bias toward the good.  

We should be like the Bereans.  

Ac 17:11
Now the Bereans were of more noble character than the Thessalonians, for they received the message with great eagerness and examined the Scriptures every day to see if what Paul said was true.
The were noble, because they were discerning.  Even the teaching of the Apostle Paul they subjected to Scripture.  Nothing should be accepted without being scrutinized.  

In fact, the word translated to see is the normal word for “judge.”  They were noble because they judged everything.  They were noble because they judged Paul.  They were noble people because they were judgmental in that way.

But let me show you something else.  You have heard Acts 17:11 quoted a million times, but my guess is 90% of the time you have heard it only partially quoted.

Take another look and look closely at what it actually says.  Why were the Bereans called noble?

Now the Bereans were of more noble character than the Thessalonians, for they received the message with great eagerness 

The term translated eagerness could also be translated willingness.  They didn’t’ just judge.  They didn’t just discern.  They did so with a bias toward the good.  They were willing and eager to accept the truth once they verified it from Scripture.

That’s what made them noble.  They didn’t just sit back and say, “Interesting, Paul’s view is X.  That differs slightly from Y’s view at these points…”  

No, they were excited and thrilled to hear what Paul said, they were eager to accept it, they couldn’t wait to accept it, and they dug into Scripture to verify it, all the time hoping they would be able to verify it, so they could believe it.

When you present truth to people, some will go to Scripture to verify it all the time thinking, “Do I have to believe that?”  Others go to the Bible to verify it all the time thinking, “Do I get to believe that?”

Godly character is revealed by an eagerness to accept the truth.  

The other side of the issue is v.22.
  22 Avoid every kind of evil.

We are to have one response to evil – shun it.  I’m always amazed when I point out rank heresy in a book or in some teacher’s past teaching, how people will continue to read or listen to that person.

Their rational is, “I’ll ignore the bad, and just pick out the good.”  

That is not the biblical response.  We are not told to sift through the bad.  We are to shun it.  Even the worst heretic mixes his error with truth.  That’s the only way to get people to listen.  The test isn’t “is there some truth?” but “Is there error?”  Anyone who teaches doctrines that are opposed to even one of the essentials of the Gospel should be ignored as a rule of thumb.

We tend to over-estimate our ability to spot error.  Error is like poison.  If you mix it in with a glass of water, it doesn’t matter how pure the water was that you used – once you mix in the poison, it’s poisonous and should be avoided.    

One of the most common errors with those who have been exposed to Christianity around the world, is an error known as syncretism.  That’s when they take Christianity and mix it together with their religion.  

If they believe there are spirits in animals, and they have to appease those spirits with rituals, and a missionary comes and tells them about Christianity, sometimes they will develop a mix.  So instead of offering sacrifices to the spirits, they may take communion in order to ward off the spirits.  

Obviously syncretism is not Christianity any more than what they were doing before.  God calls people away from their false religion. 

I mention this, because it is a danger in every culture.  In our culture we have some entrenched pagan ideologies – such as evolution, and worldly psychological theories.  And we also face the danger of syncretism.  We call it “integration,” but very often it amounts to nothing but syncretism. 

How to Become More Discerning
1. Pray for discernment.

Pr.2:3-5
and if you call out for insight and cry aloud for understanding, 4and if you look for it as for silver and search for it as for hidden treasure, 5then you will understand the fear of the LORD and find the knowledge of God. 

2. Obey the truth

The chapter that tells us about Solomon’s request for wisdom that was granted, also tells us about his forming a marriage alliance with the Pharaoh of Egypt.

As a result, we find him offering sacrifices to idols at the high places.  He knew better, but he tolerated compromise.  

Refusal to obey will override even the greatest abilities of discernment. 



