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The human immune system is an amazing expression of God’s creative wisdom. It is made up of two 
components: the innate immune system (the one we are born with), and the adaptive immune system (the one 
we acquire over life). Crucial to the immune defense are the white blood cells—the unseen “bodyguards.” They 
are potent. Even though these cells comprise only 1% of a person’s blood, that amount is typically all that is 
needed to keep a person healthy against the constant onslaught of pathogens.  
 

One drop of blood contains between 7,000 and 25,000 white blood cells. They are produced by the body’s bone 
marrow at a rate of 100 billion per day. Their lifespan ranges from a couple of hours to three days—far less than 
the lifespan of red blood cells. There are five different types of white blood cells, each with a different function. 
One of these functions is to identify the danger and alert the rest of the white blood cells to respond. Another 
function is to emit chemicals to keep the immune response under control. Some of the white blood cells are 
responsible for attacking and destroying the enemy invaders. Other cells do the cleanup—consuming what was 
left from the destroyed enemy viruses, bacteria, fungi, or the body’s own rogue cells. Still other white blood cells 
produce antibodies—the information key or memory bank used to defeat that same pathogen quickly and 
decisively the moment it enters the body again, before it ever gets a foothold.  
 

Replaced every couple of hours or days, these cells travel through the blood vessels using tiny feelers to attach 
when needed. Remarkably, they can easily distinguish between good cells—the cells the body needs for health 
and survival—and enemy cells. As time goes on, the adaptive immune system continually expands, keeping an 
intricate memory of all the pathogens that have ever been encountered—so much so that every human being’s 
immune system is as unique as his or her fingerprint.  
 

What a healthy adaptive immune system is to the body, spiritual discernment is to the mind. In the same way 
we need an adaptive immune system to keep us alive in an unsterile, germ-ridden environment, so we need 
discernment to keep our minds healthy in a world full of error and evil. Just as life “outside the Garden of Eden” 
is marked by pathogens in the physical realm, so also is it marked by pathogens in the realm of ideas. These 
harmful ideological influences are ubiquitous. They find their source in:   
 

• our own fallen self—in the very nature of the unbeliever (Jer 17:9), but also in a regenerate person’s 
remaining unredeemed flesh (Gal 5:17); 

• the spiritual realm of demonic forces—with the father of lies himself, Satan, who masquerades as an angel 
of light (John 8:44; 2 Cor 11:14), and with his demonic hosts who continually seek to influence unbelievers 
(Gal 4:8) and even believers (Eph 6:12); 

• the culture—sinful men follow these other spiritual influences, creating structures of harmful influence and 
becoming agents themselves in the effort to spread counterfeit knowledge (Col 2:8; 2 Cor 11:15; 1 John 4:1). 

 

Although this dangerous environment has existed from the moment of the Fall (Gen 3), never has this influence 
been so intense. In fact, as time continues, the power and pervasiveness of ideological pathogens only increases 
(cf. 2 Tim 3:1–5; 4:3–4). This danger highlights the need to acquire an ever-expanding adaptive spiritual immune 
system. This much-needed defense mechanism is the discipline of spiritual discernment. 

 

The concept of discernment is communicated by a handful of Hebrew and Greek terms in the Old and New 
Testaments. Two Greek terms from the New Testament stand out. 
 

A. δοκιμάζω (dokimazō). While this term can be used in the sense of “approving” or “affirming” (see Rom 12:2), 
it is used in other texts to communicate the sense of “critical analysis” or “discernment.” One dictionary 

“But examine everything carefully; hold fast to that which is good; abstain from every form of evil.” 
—1 Thessalonians 5:19–21 (NASB) 

 

I.  The Biblical Basis of Discernment 
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provides this meaning for the verb: “to make a critical examination of something to determine genuineness” 
(BDAG, 255.1). It is used in this sense in two crucial “discernment” texts: 
 

• 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). This verb speaks of “discernment” in an even more explicit sense. It means “to 
differentiate by separating”; “to conclude there is a difference”; “to evaluate by paying careful attention to” 
(BDAG, 231.1–3). Its noun form, διάκρισις (diakrisis), means “the ability to distinguish and evaluate” (BDAG, 
231.1). Central to this term is the notion of separation, as is apparent in another key “discernment” text: 
 

• 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 the usage of these biblical terms and other synonyms reveals the following characteristics: 
 

• Discernment must be developed or learned; it is not innate. 

• Discernment requires careful investigation and effort. 

• Discernment primarily involves the mental faculties, not the passions or affections. 

• Discernment necessitates the making of distinctions—the making of categories.  

• Discernment is a duty of all Christians, and it is to be exercised by them as a way of life. 

• A lack of discernment shows immaturity at best (Heb 5:11–14), and rebellion at worst (Rom 1:28). 

• Growth in discernment is synonymous with growth in the likeness of Christ. 
 

 

Essentially, biblical discernment is thinking biblically. It is the discipline of comparing all ideas, propositions, or 
commands with God’s revealed standard. It recognizes what is consistent and what deviates. It embraces the 
former while rejecting the latter. It is discontent merely to “sit on the fence” and remain neutral to errant ideas 
or thoughts that miss the mark of truthfulness. Biblical discernment drives to a decision whenever a matter 
pertains to truth, reality, morality, or beauty.  
 

Tim Challies provides one of the best definitions of discernment in his book, The Discipline of Spiritual 
Discernment. He writes, “Discernment is the skill of understanding and applying God’s Word with the purpose of 
separating truth from error and right from wrong” (61). Breaking this definition down into its ingredients, 
discernment can be understood as follows: 
 

1. The skill – It is not innate but acquired. It is like any other discipline; it must be developed—like a muscle.  
2. Of understanding – It is a function of the mind, not the passions. It involves truth, not what “feels” best. 
3. And applying – It is not speculative but focused on the practical. It necessitates drawing concrete connections. 
4. God’s Word – It recognizes the Scriptures as God’s Word, and thus the ultimate standard by which all is evaluated. 
5. With the purpose of separating – It accepts the responsibility of drawing categorical distinctions between things. 
6. Truth from error – It answers the question, “What is real in this situation and what is not?” 
7. And right from wrong – It answers the question, “What is right in this situation and what is not?” 
 

What makes discernment difficult is not that one must distinguish between truth and error, right and wrong, or 
beauty and ugliness as if they existed as polar opposites (though sometimes they may). What makes discernment 
so hard is that these choices are far more complex. For example, Satan does not present his lies in their bare-
naked hideousness. Instead, he “disguises  himself as an angel of light” (2 Cor 11:14), and so do his servants (v. 
15). Error is difficult to discern precisely because it incorporates elements of truth as part of its camouflage. 

II.  The Biblical Definition of Discernment 
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1. Pray for discernment. We do not have innate discernment; we are inherently defenseless against ideological 
pathogens when left to ourselves and our own devices. Consequently, the starting place for growing in 
discernment is to acknowledge the need and look to the Supplier. 

 

• 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, lift your voice for understanding; if you seek her as silver 
and search for her as for hidden treasures; then you will discern the fear of the LORD, and discover the 
knowledge of God. For the LORD gives wisdom; from His mouth come knowledge and understanding.” 

• 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 your dependency and pleases God. He 
loves to answer such prayers (Jas 1:5–8). Moreover, such praying should be done not only for oneself. As 
the Apostle Paul demonstrates (Phil 1:9–10), such praying should be done on behalf of other brothers and 
sisters in Christ as well. 
 

2. Study the standard. Success in recognizing counterfeit ideas is directly connected to the knowledge of the 
authentic standard. As the well-known rule goes, “You won’t be able to recognize a counterfeit bill unless 
you know the real one meticulously.” For the Christian, this standard is God’s Word, the Bible. 
 

• 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.” 

• 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 that details each possible issue related to truth, morality, or 
beauty, it does provide the algorithm by which to decide all the matters related to these issues. As God’s 
Word, the Bible is inerrant—never leading astray in what it communicates. It is clear—providing the purest 
light to what God desires man to know. It is authoritative—binding the minds and consciences of all men 
universally. It is sufficient—it needs no revision with time but provides foundational knowledge for all ages.  
 

But God’s Word must be studied not only to know what it says, but to know God Himself. 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. At the same time, be careful in 
the study of the counterfeits. Too much exposure to a toxin eventually overwhelms the immune system. As 
Paul states, “I want you to be wise in what is good and innocent in what is evil” (Rom 16:19b). 

 

3. Examine the idea. It is naïve (childish) to accept any idea or proposition outside the Bible without crucial 
examination. Christians must exercise critical thinking—an analytic mindset that does not accept things at 
face value, but examines the roots, consistency, and consequences of ideas (1 Thess 5:20–21). (See Challies, 
Spiritual Discernment, chapter 10, “The Practice of Discernment,” for more detail on this point.) The crucial 
steps to take at this stage include:  
 

a) Understand it correctly – What does this idea actually say? Discernment is immediately rendered defective 
if it proceeds to operate upon a false caricature.  

“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 

How must we respond? 
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b) Draw the connection – What doctrine is at stake, if any? How one proceeds in the exercise of discernment 
differs radically if the thought pertains to a matter of personal preference, not doctrine. 

c) Consider the source – Where does it come from? Ideas that originate from malicious origins must be treated 
differently than those that come from sources recognized as trustworthy. Saltwater springs cannot produce 
fresh water. 

d) Anticipate the outcome – Where is this going? What will this lead to? Ideas have consequences. Those ideas 
may only reveal their faults when viewed by the consequences they produce. 

e) Identify the authority – How does this idea justify itself? The authority to which an argument appeals speaks 
volumes about its validity. Always seek to identify that which grounds the idea. 

f) Search the Scriptures – How does God’s Word address it? With these observations in hand, look to Scripture. 
Seek more than direct references. Look for the theological framework by which to evaluate the idea. 

g) Get good counsel – What do other godly men say? Discernment will thrive in faithful community. 
 

4. Make the distinction. Discernment isn’t discernment until a line is drawn . . . between truth and less truth 
and between right and less right. Christ is Lord over all—which means that every ideology, proposition, 
assertion, or argument must be brought under that lordship (2 Cor 10:5–6). Take deliberate steps to 
embrace, incorporate, and remember that which conforms to and upholds the standard. Take deliberate 
steps to reject, expunge, and remember that which diverges from and undermines the standard. 
 

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

5. Prepare for discord. Despite its claims, the world does not believe in “intellectual freedom.” Its every 
dimension is morally and intellectually biased against what is true, right, and beautiful. Those who advocate 
that which is less than truth will not be impressed when their views are categorized. Unprincipled people 
quickly become perturbed by principled ones. Sadly, many Christians buckle under this threat, naively 
believing that the world is neutral or has their best interests in mind. Be courageous . . . and pay the price. 
 

• 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.” 

 

6. Strive for humility. The sinful flesh can corrupt the exercise of discernment, turning it into a foothold for 
pride, argumentativeness, and condescension. Many so-called “discernment bloggers” prove to be the most 
difficult, arrogant people to deal with. Suspicious and impatient, such self-described “discerners” are often 
unteachable and usually accountable to no one—including a local church. 
 

• 1 Timothy 3:3 – The church’s leaders must be “. . . 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.” 

 

 

1. Memorize 1 Thessalonians 5:20–21 and 1 John 4:1.  
2. Spend time in prayerful examination this week, asking the Lord to convict you over the areas in your life 

where you have failed to exercise discernment. Identify those areas specifically.  
3. Based on the six stages of discernment listed above, which needs the most work in your life? 
4. Be able to explain each of the seven steps listed under Stage #3 above (“Examine the idea”). Use a concrete 

example in your life to explain how this looks in practice. 
5. What dangers does the exercise of discernment present to a man’s pride? How must we combat these? 

 

Recommended reading: Tim Challies, The Discipline of Spiritual Discernment (Crossway, 2007). 
Audio, video, and handouts for this session: gracechurch.org/motw  
Next meeting: April 27, 7pm, “Teach Your Sons” 

For Further Study 


