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The Immune System

• Two components: the innate immune system 
(the one we’re born with), and the adaptive 
immune system (the one we acquire over 
life).

• Crucial to the immune defense are the white 
blood cells (WBC), which make up only 1% of 
a person’s blood.

• Bone marrow produces about 100 billion 
WBC per day (about 3.8 million/second); their 
lifespan ranges from a few hours to 3 days.



• There are five types of WBC, each with a 
particular role in defending the body.

• Alarm sounding WBC attract the response of 
other WBC when a threat is identified.

• Some WBC then emit chemicals to keep the 
response under control.

• Other WBC destroy and consume invading 
viruses, bacteria, fungi, and toxins.

• Other WBC produce the memory bank to 
defeat pathogens more quickly in the future. 



• WBC move swiftly through the blood vessels, 
using tiny “feeler” to attach and detach 
when needed.

• In a healthy individual, WBC are easily able 
to tell the difference between good cells 
(“you”) and pathogens.

• The memory of the immune system is so 
good that each person develops a unique 
one that serves as a fingerprint or database 
of all the exposure he has had over his life.



• What a healthy adaptive immune system is to the body, 
spiritual discernment is to the mind.

• We do not live in an innocent, sterile world. 

• Life “outside the Garden” is a life marked by corruption and 
contagions on all levels. 

• The influence of error and evil is ubiquitous:

▪ in our own “self” (Jer 17:9; Prov 3:5; Gal 5:17);
▪ in the demonic realm (John 8:44; Eph 6:12; 2 Cor 11:14);
▪ in the culture (Col 2:8; 2 Cor 11:15; 1 John 4:1).



• Never has the influence of error and evil through the medium 
of words been as intense as in our digital, internet age.

“For the time will come when they will not endure sound 
doctrine; but wanting to have their ears tickled, they will 

accumulate for themselves teachers in accordance to their own 
desires, and will turn away their ears from the truth and will turn 

aside to myths.”

—2 Timothy 4:3–4



“We live in a world that is in direct 
opposition to Christianity. Just as germs 

are constantly waging war on our bodies, 
false doctrine is constantly raging against 

our faith. God has provided us with 
discernment to enable us to withstand 

these attacks.” 

—Tim Challies, The Discipline of Spiritual 
Discernment, 38



I. Biblical Basis for Discernment

A. δοκιμάζω (dokimazō) – “to make a critical examination of 
something to determine genuineness” (BDAG, 255.1).

▪ 1 Thessalonians 5:19–21 – “Do not quench the Spirit; do 
not despise prophetic utterances. But examine everything
carefully; hold fast to that which is good; abstain from 
every form of evil.”

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



B. διακρίνω (diakrinō) – “to differentiate by separating”; “to 
conclude there is a difference”; “to evaluate by paying careful 
attention to” (BDAG, 231.1–3); διάκρισις (diakrisis) – “the 
ability to distinguish and evaluate” (BDAG, 231.1).

▪ Hebrews 5:12–14 – “For though by this time you ought to 
be teachers, you have need again for someone to teach 
you the elementary principles of the oracles of God, and 
you have come to need milk and not solid food. For 
everyone who partakes only of milk is not accustomed to 
the word of righteousness, for he is an infant. But solid 
food is for the mature, who because of practice have their 
senses trained to discern good and evil.”



• A broad survey of these biblical terms and other synonyms 
reveals the following characteristics:

▪ Discernment must be developed or learned.

▪ Discernment requires investigation, effort, and care.

▪ Discernment necessitates the making of distinctions. 

▪ All Christians are called upon to examine everything.

▪ The lack of discernment shows immaturity at best (e.g.
Heb 5:11–14), rebellion at worst (e.g., Rom 1:28).

▪ Growth in discernment = growth in Christ-likeness.



II. Definition

• Essentially, biblical discernment is thinking biblically. 

• It is the discipline of comparing all 
ideas, thoughts, or propositions 
with God’s standard.

• It recognizes what is consistent and 
what deviates—embracing the 
former while rejecting the latter.



“Discernment is the skill of 
understanding and applying God’s Word 

with the purpose of separating truth 
from error and right from wrong.” 

—Challies, Spiritual Discernment, 61



1. THE SKILL – it is not innate but acquired; it must be developed.

2. OF UNDERSTANDING – it is a function of the mind, not the passions.

3. AND APPLYING – it is not speculative but focused on the concrete.

4. GOD’S WORD – it uses the Scriptures as the standard of truth.

5. FOR SEPARATING – it recognizes the need for drawing lines.

6. TRUTH FROM ERROR – it answers the question, “What is real?”

7. RIGHT FROM WRONG – it answers the question, “What is right?”



“Discernment is not simply a matter 
of telling the difference between right 
and wrong, rather it is the difference 

between right and almost right.” 

—Charles Spurgeon
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How then shall we respond?



1. Pray for discernment.

• We do not have innate discernment; we are inherently 
defenseless.

• 1 Kings 3:5–10 – “. . . ‘So give Your servant an understanding 
heart to judge Your people to discern between good and evil.’ 
It was pleasing in the sight of the Lord that Solomon had asked 
this.”

• Psalm 119:66 – “Teach me good discernment and knowledge, 
for I believe in Your commandments.”

• Proverbs 2:3–6 – “For if you cry for discernment . . .”



• Philippians 1:9–10 – “And this I pray, that your love may 
abound still more and more in real knowledge and all 
discernment, so that you may approve the things that are 
excellent, in order to be sincere and blameless until the day of 
Christ.”

• Praying specifically and continually for 
discernment acknowledges dependency 
and pleases God.

• Pray this for yourself and for others.



2. Study the standard.

• Ability to spot counterfeits is 
mostly about knowing what is 
authentic.

• John 17:17 – “Sanctify them in 
the truth; Your word is truth.”

• 2 Peter 1:2–3 – “Grace and peace be multiplied to you in the 
knowledge of God and of Jesus our Lord; seeing that His divine 
power has granted to us everything pertaining to life and 
godliness, through the true knowledge of Him who called us by 
His own glory and excellence.”



“I have covenanted with my 
Lord that he should not send 
me visions or dreams or even 
angels. I am content with this 
gift of the Scriptures, which 

teaches and supplies all that is 
necessary, both for this life 
and that which is to come.” 

—Martin Luther



• 2 Timothy 3:16–17 – “All Scripture is inspired by God and 
profitable for teaching, for reproof, for correction, for training 
in righteousness; so that the man of God may be adequate, 
equipped for every good work.”

• Although the Bible is not an 
encyclopedia, it does provide 
the algorithm to decide all 
matters related to reality (truth) 
and morality (virtue).

• It must be regularly and rightly studied (Ps 1:1–2; 2 Tim 2:15).



• Study to know not just what Scripture says, but study to know 
God.

• God is holy, or wholly other—distinct from everything else. 

• To know Him is the key to being able to make distinctions in this 
fallen world between the good, true, and beautiful, and all 
other variations.

• Beware of trying to learn the counterfeit. Too much exposure to 
a toxin eventually overwhelms the immune system.

• Romans 16:19b – “but I want you to be wise in what is good 
and innocent in what is evil.”



3. Examine the idea.

• It is the epitome of naiveté (immaturity) to accept an idea or 
proposition without examination.

• Christians must exercise critical 
thinking—an analytic mindset that does 
not accept things at face value, but 
examines the roots, consistency, 
consequences of ideas (1 Thess 5:20–21).

• See Challies, Spiritual Discernment, chapter 10, “The Practice of 
Discernment,” for a very helpful description of this process.



1. UNDERSTAND IT CORRECTLY – What does it actually say?

2. DRAW THE CONNECTION – What doctrine is at stake, if any? 

3. CONSIDER THE SOURCE – Where does it come from?

4. ANTICIPATE THE OUTCOME – Where is this going?

5. IDENTIFY THE AUTHORITY – How does it justify itself?

6. SEARCH THE SCRIPTURES – How does God’s Word address it?

7. GET GOOD COUNSEL – What do other godly men say?



4. Make the distinction.

• Discernment is about drawing lines.

• If Christ is lord over all (and He is!), then 
Christians cannot call . . .  

▪ evil what He calls good
▪ good what He calls evil; 
▪ truth what He calls error; 
▪ error what He calls truth; 
▪ beautiful what He calls ugly; 
▪ ugly what He calls beautiful.



• 1 Thessalonians 5:20–21 – “But examine everything carefully; 
hold fast to that which is good; abstain from every form of evil.”

• That which conform to and upholds the standard . . . take 
deliberate steps to embrace, incorporate, and remember it.

• That which diverges from and undermines the standard . . . 
take deliberate steps to reject, expunge, and remember it.



“True discernment means not only distinguishing the 
right from the wrong; it means distinguishing the 
primary from the secondary, the essential from the 
indifferent, and the permanent from the transient. And, 
yes, it means distinguishing between 
the good the better, and even 
between the better and the best.”

—Sinclair Ferguson, “What Is 
Discernment?”



5. Prepare for discord.

• Prepare to hear Matthew 7:1–5, “Do not judge so that you will 
not be judged. . . .”

• Those who are here will 
not be impressed.

• Unprincipled people 
quickly become perturbed 
at principled ones.



• Matthew 10:34–37 – “Do not think that I came to bring peace 
on the earth; I did not come to bring peace, but a sword. For I 
came to SET A MAN AGAINST HIS FATHER, AND A DAUGHTER AGAINST HER

MOTHER, AND A DAUGHTER-IN-LAW AGAINST HER MOTHER-IN-LAW; and A
MAN’S ENEMIES WILL BE THE MEMBERS OF HIS HOUSEHOLD.” 

• Consider the Apostle Paul’s action in Galatians 2:11–14.



“The way to get peace and safety in evil 
times is not to comply with enemies, 

but to comply with God. All our danger 
lies in His anger, not in their wrath and 

rage; for God can bridle them or let 
them loose upon us as He sees good.” 

—Thomas Manton



6. Strive for humility.

• The sinful flesh can easily corrupt the exercise 
of discernment, turning it into a foothold for 
pride, argumentativeness, and condescension.

• So-called “discernment bloggers” can often be 
some of the most difficult, arrogant people to 
deal with.

• Suspicious and impatient, such “discerners” are unteachable 
and usually accountable to no one—including a local church.



• 1 Timothy 3:3 – “. . . not pugnacious, but gentle . . .”

• 2 Timothy 2:24–15 – “The Lord’s bond-servant must not be 
quarrelsome, but be kind to all, able to teach, patient when 
wronged, with gentleness correcting those who are in 
opposition, if perhaps God may grant them repentance leading 
to the knowledge of the truth.”

“A person who wishes to be discerning must be a person of 
humility. Discernment cannot flourish where there is a haughty or 

arrogant attitude.” —Challies, Spiritual Discernment, 159




