
DISCERNMENT
Rooting our thoughts in Scripture as we process the world around us



OPENING QUESTION

Are you a 
water lily
or a 
cypress tree?



WATER LILIES



CYPRESS TREES



WHAT’S THE DIFFERENCE

• A cypress tree is well-rooted
• Not affected by currents
• Stays where it is 

• A water lily has very weak roots
• Highly affected if the water starts moving
• Can be easily uprooted



EXPLAINING THE ANALOGY

• The water represents the world around us
• What other people say or think
• Things we read online or on social media
• Prevailing cultural attitudes and beliefs
• Assertions about what is true/what is important/what is valid

• The ground represents absolute (God’s) truth
• If we are well-rooted in the truth, then we are

• Less impacted by the world around us
• More able to discern what is true
• More able to discern what is the priority in any given situation

• A cypress tree is well-rooted and not heavily impacted by the water flow
• A water lily is heavily impacted by water flow and is easily uprooted



WHEN IS DISCERNMENT 
NECESSARY?

• Discernment is not really needed:
• When things are obviously false

• “We should worship Satan rather than God”
• “The earth is flat”

• Where the Biblical teaching is explicit and very clearly important
• Discernment is needed for things that are not quite as obvious:

• Half truths
• Articles written from a “Christian perspective”  that may even quote scripture
• Wrong prioritization—two things are true, but the less important thing is prioritized 

over the more important
• Situations where Biblical principles come into conflict—which has priority?
• Issues that are not explicitly addressed in Scripture—application of principle is 

needed



WHAT HINDRANCES KEEP US FROM 
EXERCISING BIBLICAL DISCERNMENT?

• We may not know what the Bible says well enough
• We may not be practiced at prioritizing Biblical truths
• Sinful attitudes (we don’t really want to submit our thoughts in some area to what God 

has said)
• We may spend much more time absorbing the thoughts of those around us than 

focusing on what God has said through His word
• We may trust our own ability to think too much (discount the “noetic” effects of sin—how 

sin affects our mind)
• We may practice poor hermeneutics
• We may be unbalanced in our thinking—our priorities don’t really line up with God’s
• We may not have a good grasp of the history of Christian thought

• May hear something that sounds reasonable, but it’s actually a recycled heresy
• Chronological snobbery—assuming that we have it right and everyone before us had it wrong



MATTHEW 23:14-36

• By way of connection, I suspect that if these scribes and Pharisees were alive 
today, they would be actively posting articles on social media pushing for 
their way of seeing the world
• They did have a lot of respect from the people

• Jesus points out many different ways in which they lacked discernment 
(meaning they weren’t well rooted in the actual truths of Scripture)

• What are Jesus’ criticisms? 



JESUS’ CRITICISMS OF THE SCRIBES 
AND PHARISEES IN MATT 24:14-36

• v. 14: They missed God’s heart toward widows
• v. 14: Long prayers to look good, rather than recognizing that God is more 

concerned about the heart
• vv. 16-22: What they considered more valuable were the things that God 

considered less valuable
• v. 23: They had misplaced priorities—rather than focusing on the weightier matters, 

they focused on little details
• Note: According to Jesus, there are some matters that are weightier than others, and 

he expected them to recognize what was weightier
• vv. 24-28: More concerned about appearances than their inner reality
• vv. 29-36:  Chronological snobbery!
• Note: Before we get too smug, we should recognize that we do many of the same 

things.
• Exmamples?



WHAT WE PLAN TO DO
• We’re planning on focusing on some assertions made by Phillip Gulley in a book 

entitled, If the Church were Christian: Rediscovering the Values of Jesus.
• These principles were summarized in a devotional by Richard Rohr about what he 

thinks modern Christianity needs to embody.
• These “” were then refuted in a book by Michael Kruger entitled Ten commandments 

of Progressive Christianity
• These ideas are generally aligned with our culture and are therefore more palatable 

than more conventional understandings
• Some of them, at first glance, even seem to have merit

• We are going to address many of these in the weeks that follow
• “Practicing” Biblical discernment
• Also sharpening our thinking on these particular issues, which do come up from time 

to time



ASSERTIONS WE’LL BE COVERING
• Jesus is a model for living more than an object for worship
• Affirming people’s potential is more important than reminding them of their 

brokenness
• The work of reconciliation should be valued over making judgments
• Gracious behavior is more important than right belief
• Inviting questions in more valuable than supplying answers
• Encouraging the personal search is more important that group uniformity
• Meeting actual needs is more important than maintaining institutions
• Peacemaking is more important than power
• We should care more about love and less about sex
• Life in this world is more important than the afterlife


