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Discernment Pt.1 	10-7-2001
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I. The Biblical call to & Definition of Discernment

I’m teaching a class on discernment, because discernment is a vital part of maturity, and my job is to help bring everyone to maturity.  

One of the classic passages in Scripture on maturity is the last paragraph of Heb.5.  There the writer rebukes the readers for their immaturity, and we see in that rebuke the elements of spiritual maturity. 

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.

The mature.  This word does not carry as much of a connotation of age or time as our English word “mature” does.  It’s really just the word “perfect” (telios).  It refers not to age, but to the way something is supposed to be.

When a work in progress has reached it’s final condition, and it’s not longer missing anything, it is telios.  

Perfection, in the Christian life, is measured not by knowledge, but by discernment.  

The goal of this class is to help us become more discerning.

Before we begin studying about how to do that, we are going to start this class out with a little mini-study of this paragraph.  The reason for that is this paragraph teaches some very important things about the importance of discernment.  

I want you all to have a strong motivation to come and follow through to the end of this class, and to have that motivation, you need to understand how crucially important discernment is.

You also need to understand what a calamitous, insidious, deadly thing immaturity is.

Heb.5:11-14
We have much to say about this, but it is hard to explain because you are slow to learn. 12 In fact, though by this time you ought to be teachers, you need someone to teach you the elementary truths of God's word all over again. You need milk, not solid food! 13 Anyone who lives on milk, being still an infant, is not acquainted with the teaching about righteousness. 14 But solid food is for the mature, who by constant use have trained themselves to distinguish good from evil. 
Let’s compare the immature and the mature: 

The writer is going into detail about the fact that the OT priesthood is completely done away with, and even as he writes he can just feel the response that will come from immature readers who will not be able to accept that idea.
Spiritual immaturity stems from a lack of understanding, which stems from a refusal to understand at some point.

The immature are 
1. slow to learn. (v.11)
lit “sluggish in hearing.” 

The word slow appears only here and in 6:12 (lazy).  There are examples in secular Gr. of this phrase being applied to an old person who is hard of hearing, but the implication here is that it is due to laziness.

Just like an elderly person just can’t quite make out what a person is saying, so when you lack maturity your heart can’t make out the truths.  

The same sound waves enter the elderly person’s ear as enter anyone else’s, but the mechanism for interpreting those vibrations and discerning the meaning just doesn’t work right.

If you are immature, you will read truths in Scripture or hear them taught, and the same truths will go into your ears as go into everyone else’s, but your heart just won’t be able to make sense out of them.

You won’t be able to assimilate them into your life, 
you won’t be able to properly integrate them with the other things you know to be true, 
you won’t be able to remember them, 
you won’t be able to properly love them, etc.

The immature are 
2. Characterized by stunted growth and the inability to teach. (v.12)
12 In fact, though by this time you ought to be teachers, 

As we found in Col.3:16, every Christian is to be a teacher.

You may not have a formal class, you may not feel comfortable in front of a crowd, you may not have a lot of rhetorical skills, but if you don’t have the ability to communicate biblical principles to people, you are tragically stunted in your growth.

If someone comes to you with a problem, and you don’t know how to help them from Scripture, something is wrong.

If you have an idea about spiritual truths, but that idea is not clear enough in your head for you to be able to put it into words, something is wrong.

This is a fascinating passage, because it assigns a time limit to when a person ought to be mature.

We don’t expect you to be able to instruct others on difficult issues 5 minutes after you are converted.  But if you have been saved for a whole year, or two or three – and you still are not at a level where you can teach, something is wrong.

The immature are 
3. Unable to digest the meat of God’s Word.  (v.12b)
you need someone to teach you the elementary truths of God's word all over again. You need milk, not solid food! 

Actually, the contrast isn’t between milk and meat, but between milk and solid food.  We have a video of Nikki eating a pizza crust at about 1 year old.  I think most babies can start eating a few Cheerios pretty early – long before they can walk or talk.

A baby that can only take milk is a really little baby.  The inability to handle any solid food is an illustration that refers to the most extreme immaturity.

It’s a pathetic picture – an adult infant.  Picture a 40 year old wearing a diaper and taking only milk.

Adam Clarke describes this as a person who “walks heavily and makes little speed” and whose “souls do not keep pace with the doctrines and exhortations given to (them)”

They are ever learning, but never able to come to a full knowledge of the truth.

The immature Christian functions all the time on the shallowest level.  They never move beyond the most elementary basics.  They usually don’t like getting into conversations about spiritual things, because when they do, they are never able to contribute anything other than just stating the obvious.

You have been around people like that.  You are delving into some profound truths, and when they speak up it’s always something like, “I think people should just be kind to one another.”

You might be trying to draw some difficult distinctions – maybe trying to sort out exactly when it may be appropriate for a Christian to drink, or trying to differentiate between sacrificing your freedoms for the sake of a weaker brother on the one hand, and just being bullied by some leagalist on the other hand… 

- and in the middle of the conversation someone says, “Christians just really shouldn’t get drunk and then drive.  It’s just too dangerous.” 

Very often, if there is a conversation that begins to address some difficult spiritual issue, you can spot the immature people, because they will usually offer some obvious platitude, and then quickly either change the subject, or walk away from the discussion.

It’s too hard for them – it’s over their head, and they know it.  They won’t even try to think it through with you.  They just dismiss the whole discussion by saying, “I don’t know.”  

You don’t want to be one of those people.  

They are both a disgrace and a drain on the church.

They have to always live at the surface.  And the problem with that is those people are faced in life with the same tough, difficult questions we all face, but they are completely unequipped to deal with them.
But they can’t escape them – they are forced to make decisions just like we are.  So they just sort of shoot from the hip, and hope for the best.
They are like someone without any driving skills trying to drive in a crowded, difficult downtown area, and pretty soon they get overwhelmed, they don’t know what to do or where to go, so they just close their eyes and make random turns.

If you examine closely those people’s lives, they may look good on the surface, but if you look any closer, you will start to see a lot of train wrecks.  

Their finances will be a disaster, or their family life will be chaos, or their daily schedule will be a mess…
Their blood pressure will be high, their anxiety levels will be high, they will tend to have all the health problems that go along with that…
 
You don’t want to be like that.

When you are immature, you really miss out.  Anyone who has ever been to Country Buffet knows that if the only food you can eat is milk, you are really missing out on a lot.
People who are adult infants spiritually just simply don’t have access to the things that bring joy in the Christian life.  

You will walk out of a sermon or Bible study, and the mature people around you might be rejoicing or moved to tears, and it left you completely flat.

Some truth from Scripture will change their lives, and enable them to conquer sins and develop certain difficult virtues, and they will enjoy a closer and closer intimacy with God, and the whole time you are just coasting along like you always have been, and getting nowhere.  

You don’t want to be like that.  And the scary thing is that little phrase at the end of v.12 – all over again.

That term, along with the perfect tenses of some of these verbs, implies they went from a state of maturity back to this state of immaturity.

What I mean by the perfect tenses:
v.11 you are slow to learn
The term are is the perfect ptc. of the verb “to be.”  

So literally it should be translated, “You, having become slow to learn.”

You weren’t always slow to learn, but now you have become that way.

That same form appears again in v.12.
you need someone to teach you the elementary truths of God's word…

lit. you, having become needful of someone to teach…

It didn’t used to be the case, but now it is.

the elementary truths is a phrase that refers to the very beginning basics – literally to the letters of the alphabet. 

“You are all the way back to kindergarten.  It’s not that you need someone to teach you beginning with chapter one, but you need someone to try to teach you the ABCs.”

You need someone to sit down with you and say, “A says ahh, B says…”

That’s what Tracy is teaching Josiah right now – it will be a little while before he will be able to comprehend the spiritual implications of the high priesthood of Christ in the order of Melchizedek.

(For the last week or so he has been stalled out on E says e)

Something happened in the past that brought you to the point of needing to start over with baby food again.

It’s not just arrested development.  That’s bad enough.  When you see someone who is 30 years old but has the mind of a 4 year old, it breaks your heart.

It’s even more heartbreaking spiritually – someone who has been saved for years, but who hasn’t progressed at all.

But it’s infinitely more tragic when someone was very advanced, and then regresses.  Imagine your spouse, slowly, month-by-month going from normal intelligence to being like an infant.

No matter where you are in your walk with the Lord, and no matter what your past has been like, you are always at risk of becoming immature.

And that is a frightening danger, because once you become immature, it’s next to impossible to recover – because you can’t understand anything.

It begins with lazy listening, and results in an inability to listen.

The normal posture of a mature Christian is one of intensive listening.  People who are on the normal track of spiritual growth are easy to spot, because they are all ears when it comes to spiritual truth.

In fact, that has even been observed historically.  Historians tell us that one byproduct of the Great Awakening was a sudden interest in learning shorthand.

They wanted to take notes.  This was observed in Scotland, England, the United States and each other country where the Awakening was felt.  (Kent Hughes p.147)

Jesus continually warned people of the danger of listening the wrong way (Like Lk.8:18 – consider carefully how you listen)

The writer of Heb. does the same thing.  In every ch. but one so far he has made comments like, “Listen carefully…”

Heb.2:1  We must pay the most careful attention, therefore, to what we have heard, so that we do not drift away. 

Heb 3:7-8
So, as the Holy Spirit says: "Today, if you hear his voice, 8do not harden your hearts…
Heb 3:15
"Today, if you hear his voice, do not harden your hearts…
Heb 4:1-2
Therefore, since the promise of entering his rest still stands, let us be careful that none of you be found to have fallen short of it. 2For we also have had the gospel preached to us, just as they did; but the message they heard was of no value to them, because those who heard did not combine it with faith.
Heb 4:7
"Today, if you hear his voice, do not harden your hearts."  

Lazy listening is when you take it all in with great interest – right up until something is said that means a change in your life that you don’t want to make.  

At that moment the lazy listener’s brain just say, “I didn’t hear that.”

An attentiveness to the Word of God that is lethargic and lazy is very dangerous, and in many cases has a worse result than not hearing it at all.
Whatever you do, don’t ever come to church and be passive.

Richard Baxter: “You have work to do as well as the preacher, and should all the time be as busy as he…you must (take it in), digest it, for another cannot digest it for you…therefore be all the while at work, and abhor an idle heart in hearing, as well as an idle minister.”  (Kent Hughes P.147)

This whole passage has a strident sense of frustration – you can just feel the anxiety of the writer.

He’s right in the middle of trying to make a point, and then he just breaks into this – why?  What was it that suddenly, after 5 chapters, brought him to a point of throwing down his pen and saying, “I can’t explain this stuff to you people!”?

It was his knowledge of their immaturity.  You see, normally you don’t even try to explain something difficult to an immature person.

But once in a while you find yourself making an attempt, and all that happens is constant misunderstandings.  The next thing you know they are turning what you say into some heresy, and you have to go right back to the basics just to try to get them back on a track of orthodox thinking.  

When a person is immature, not only is there an inability to understand, but there are fleshly, sinful impulses pushing them to misunderstand in way that draw them into more error.

The immature are 
4. Unskilled with the teaching about righteousness. (v.13)
Anyone who lives on milk, being still an infant, is not acquainted with the teaching about righteousness. 

Unacquainted literally means inexperienced or unskilled.  The picture is of someone who can’t handle something because of a lack of experience.  

Like a pilot who has never actually flown a plane.  If, on his first flight, he runs into some very difficult situation, he won’t be able to handle it, because some things are learned only through experience.

The ability to take truths of the Gospel and utilize them to understand deeper truths is a skill.

the teaching about righteousness is simply the Gospel.

Spiritual maturity is not like riding a bike.  You can forget how.  You can go from being experienced to being inexperienced.  

Maturity
So that’s the description of the immature, now let’s look at what maturity is.

So far we know that in contrast to the immature…
- They are Quick to learn. (v.11)
- They are growing and have the ability to teach. (v.12)
- They are able to digest the meat of God’s Word.  (v.12b)
-	They are skilled in the teaching about righteousness. (v.13)
-	
And v.14 adds…

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

Even those who support this meaning admit it is never attested.  The closest any source comes to this meaning is the idea of skill (which came from practice, training or repetition)

In the LXX it always means “body” or “stature” (mostly the latter, along with a adj. such as “large” or “powerful.”

“Skill” is probably the meaning here – possibly even “skill as a result of practice,” but with an emphasis on the state, not the process.  (Ellingworth, p.309)

have trained themselves to distinguish good from evil.

themselves  ta. aivsqhth,ria 
senses, faculties, ability to perceive

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.

Having trained  is a term that was used of the training of an athlete.

So it’s an unusual phrase – you went into the gym and worked out hard training your ears, eyes, taste buds, nose, & sense of touch, until you reached a high level of skill at perception.

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?

That’s all you have for homework this week – answer those questions.

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 farther distance.  If you have poor vision, the black and the white run together in a blur.  

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.

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.

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.  


 

