
“Spiritual Discernment” 

Philippians 1:9-10 

(Preached at Trinity, July 10, 2016) 

 

 
I’m supplying these notes for the benefit of busy pastors who may be engaged in bi-vocational work, feeling the pressure of preparing to preach  

twice on the Lord’s Day while trying to balance full-time secular work as well as caring for their families. While the notes of another man are no  

substitute for personal study, I pray that these may aid in the process of preparing to preach.  

 

Disclaimer: These are the actual notes I bring with me to the pulpit, which I follow loosely. They are not designed for publication. While I try to  

make every effort to give proper credit to my sources from the pulpit, adequate citations will sometimes be absent from my notes. If anyone feels  

their intellectual material has been used without adequate citation, please contact me and I’ll make immediate correction giving credit. 
 

1. As we come to Verses 9-12 we find another of Paul’s many prayers for the church.   

 Verse 9 begins, “And this I pray, that your love may abound still more and more” 
2. The word for “abound” refers to something above and beyond. Love is something they 

already possessed. This rich, abounding love is the mark of the Christian. 

Paul’s prayer is that they would abound “more and more” in love.  

3. Paul adds at the end of Verse 9 - "in real knowledge and all discernment"  
4. This is an important element Paul is adding. True love is always a discerning love.  

a. Many Christians in our generation have an unhealthy view of love. They see love 

is absolute and indiscriminating. For example, they quote the phrase,  

“God is love.” For them this means that God’s love is completely 

indiscriminating. His love is directed equally towards all men. They put colorful 

bumper stickers on their car declaring, “God loves you.” 

b. Is God’s love indiscriminating? Does He love all men equally? The Bible tells us 

that He loves His enemies, but is this the same and exact love He has for His elect 

people? 

c. Did God love Israel with the same exact love He had for the other nations? It 

would make His statements regarding them meaningless.  

Deuteronomy 7:7-8 NAU - "The LORD did not set His love on you nor 
choose you because you were more in number than any of the peoples, for 
you were the fewest of all peoples,  8 but because the LORD loved you"  

 d. Looking forward to the church we read: 

Jeremiah 31:1-3 NAU - "I will be the God of all the families of Israel, and 
they shall be My people."  2 Thus says the LORD, "The people who 
survived the sword Found grace in the wilderness-- Israel, when it went to 
find its rest."  3 The LORD appeared to him from afar, saying, "I have loved 
you with an everlasting love; Therefore I have drawn you with 
lovingkindness."  
Jeremiah 31:34 NAU - "they will all know Me, from the least of them to 
the greatest of them," declares the LORD, "for I will forgive their iniquity, 
and their sin I will remember no more."  

 e. Jesus has a particular, discriminating love for His people. 

John 15:9 NAU - "Just as the Father has loved Me, I have also loved you; 
abide in My love."  
Ephesians 5:2 NAU - "walk in love, just as Christ also loved you and gave 
Himself up for us"  

f. Casting the wicked into hell will not be a display of Christ’s love but of His wrath 

and condemnation. There will be no “Smile, God loves you” signs over the gates 

of hell.  
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5. Our love must also be a discerning love. True love doesn’t allow every doctrine or accept 

every behavior in the name of love. We must be willing to discipline a member who 

resists our pleas to repent of his sin. We must be willing to stand upon truth, even if it 

divides.  

6. Paul is saying that love finds fertile ground for abounding growth when it is in the 

environment of - "real knowledge and all discernment"  
a. The word for “real knowledge” is evpi,gnwsij – this refers to accurate knowledge, 

true knowledge.  

 It is used of our knowledge of God in Eph. 1 

Ephesians 1:17 NAU - "that the God of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Father 
of glory, may give to you a spirit of wisdom and of revelation in the 
knowledge of Him."  

 Paul uses this same word in Colossians to refer to the understanding 
resulting in the knowledge of Christ 

Colossians 2:2 NAU - "that their hearts may be encouraged, having been 
knit together in love, and attaining to all the wealth that comes from the full 
assurance of understanding, resulting in a true knowledge of God's 
mystery, that is, Christ Himself,"  

 b. This source of this knowledge is God’s perfect revelation in His Word. 

7. The word for discernment is ai;sqhsij – It is used only here.  

 It literally refers to the power to perceive. Physically, it would refer to the sense 

of touch. Spiritually, it refers to the ability to perceive clearly and draw right 

conclusions. Paul is saying that right knowledge brings discernment.  

8. Spiritual discernment is an important theme that runs throughout Scripture. 

 A. In the OT we read of Solomon’s wisdom that give Him discernment 

1 Kings 4:29-30 NAU - "Now God gave Solomon wisdom and very great 
discernment and breadth of mind, like the sand that is on the seashore.  30 
Solomon's wisdom surpassed the wisdom of all the sons of the east and 
all the wisdom of Egypt."  

B. The writer of Hebrews links spiritual discernment with feeding upon the Word of 

God.   

Hebrews 5:13-14 NAU - "For everyone who partakes only of milk is not 
accustomed to the word of righteousness, for he is an infant.  14 But solid 
food is for the mature, who because of practice have their senses trained 
to discern good and evil."  

9. The result of this accurate knowledge and true discernment is the ability to properly judge 

the things that are excellent—to keep the good and reject the bad.  

The word for “approve” is a common word - dokima,zw – It literally means to test, 

examine, or analyze.   

10. Would you consider yourself wise and discerning? You’re in the company of almost 

everyone. Where does your wisdom and discernment come from? Most people work off 

their worldly experience. Is that the source of your discernment? 

11. The real knowledge resulting in all discernment is the fruit of a consistent diet of God’s 

Word. Such knowledge kindles our love for Christ and turns our hearts toward pleasing 

Him.  

12. What will be the fruit of this spiritual discernment? 
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I. It protects us from sin 

Philippians 1:10 NAU - "so that you may approve the things that are excellent, 
in order to be sincere and blameless until the day of Christ"  

 A. The Word of God enables us to discern good from evil 

  1. This was Paul’s meaning in Romans 12 

Romans 12:2 NAU - "And do not be conformed to this world, but 
be transformed by the renewing of your mind, so that you may 
prove what the will of God is, that which is good and acceptable 
and perfect."  

  2. Paul also uses dokima,zw in Eph 5    

Ephesians 5:8-10 NAU - " for you were formerly darkness, but now 
you are Light in the Lord; walk as children of Light  9 (for the fruit of 
the Light consists in all goodness and righteousness and truth),  10 
trying to learn what is pleasing to the Lord."  

  3. How do we learn right from wrong? Through the Word of God 

Psalm 119:9-11 NAU - "How can a young man keep his way pure? By 
keeping it according to Your word.  10 With all my heart I have sought 
You; Do not let me wander from Your commandments.  11 Your word I 
have treasured in my heart, That I may not sin against You."  

B. The great danger in our generation is to put greater emphasis on popular opinion 

than upon Biblical truth. 

  1. Most consider truth to be whatever position has the most supporters 

2. Our generation treasures diversity and tolerance. This is considered great 

virtue. Tolerance is not a bad thing. The problem is when the tolerance of 

all positions is considered equally correct.  

This is how the homosexual agenda has gained such a following even 

though they comprise only 3.4% of the population. To speak in opposition 

to homosexuality is called hate. Paul says that Biblical knowledge actually 

causes our love to abound more and more. 

3. The Bible gives us a standard by which to judge all things. It defines good 

an evil for us. It tells us what sin is and tells us what to flee from.   

1 Thessalonians 5:22 NAU - "abstain from every form of evil."  
 

II. It protects us from false doctrine 

 A. The Bible gives us the tool of discernment regarding doctrine 

  1. We are able to examine what we hear 

   We have the Berean model 

Acts 17:10-11 NAU - "The brethren immediately sent Paul and 
Silas away by night to Berea, and when they arrived, they went into 
the synagogue of the Jews.  11 Now these were more noble-minded 
than those in Thessalonica, for they received the word with great 
eagerness, examining the Scriptures daily to see whether these 
things were so."  

  2. We can also see this regarding preaching 

   a. Preaching carries divine authority 

It has been said that when the Word of God is faithfully preached 

Christ is speaking. 
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   b. Paul charged us to give heed to the preached Word 

1 Thessalonians 5:19-21 NAU - "Do not quench the Spirit;  
20 do not despise prophetic utterances.  21 examine 
(dokima,zw) everything carefully; hold fast to that which is 

good;"  
c. How can we rightly examine what we hear? By measuring it 

according to the Word of God.  

2 Timothy 2:15 NAU - "Be diligent to present yourself 
approved to God as a workman who does not need to be 
ashamed, accurately handling the word of truth."  

 B. This is also the standard by which we judge our leaders 

  1. There will always be false teachers in the church 

1 Timothy 4:1 NAU - "But the Spirit explicitly says that in later 
times some will fall away from the faith, paying attention to deceitful 
spirits and doctrines of demons,"  
1 John 4:1 NAU - "Beloved, do not believe every spirit, but test 
(dokima,zw) the spirits to see whether they are from God, because 

many false prophets have gone out into the world."  
Acts 20:29-32 NAU - "I know that after my departure savage 
wolves will come in among you, not sparing the flock;  30 and from 
among your own selves men will arise, speaking perverse things, to 
draw away the disciples after them.  31 "Therefore be on the alert, 
remembering that night and day for a period of three years I did not 
cease to admonish each one with tears.  32 "And now I commend 
you to God and to the word of His grace, which is able to build you 
up and to give you the inheritance among all those who are 
sanctified."  

  2. The same rule is used to measure other leaders in our church 

1 Timothy 3:8-10 NAU - "Deacons likewise must be men of dignity, 
not double-tongued, or addicted to much wine or fond of sordid 
gain,  9 but holding to the mystery of the faith with a clear 
conscience.  10 These men must also first be tested (dokima,zw); 

then let them serve as deacons if they are beyond reproach."  
 

III. It enables our conscience to be rightly informed 

A. Our conscience is a wonderful gift – it accuses and excuses – but it must be 

rightly informed 

1. We are commanded to examine ourselves to see if we are in the faith – but 

what is our standard of judgment. 

2 Corinthians 13:5 NAU - "Test (dokima,zw) yourselves to see if 

you are in the faith; examine yourselves! Or do you not recognize 
this about yourselves, that Jesus Christ is in you-- unless indeed 
you fail the test?"  

 

 

 

 



5 

 

2. We are commanded to examine ourselves prior to coming to the Lord’s 

Table. But what is our standard of judgment 

1 Cor 11:27-28 - "Therefore whoever eats the bread or drinks the cup 
of the Lord in an unworthy manner, shall be guilty of the body and the 
blood of the Lord.  28 But a man must examine (dokima,zw) himself, 

and in so doing he is to eat of the bread and drink of the cup."  
  3. What is the standard by which we examine our works? 

Galatians 6:3-5 NAU - "For if anyone thinks he is something when 
he is nothing, he deceives himself.  4 But each one must examine 
(dokima,zw) his own work, and then he will have reason for boasting 

in regard to himself alone, and not in regard to another.  5 For each 
one will bear his own load."  

 B. It also directs us in the proper use of our Christian liberty.  

As Christians we have wonderful liberty 

1. We are free from burdens placed upon us by others that God has not 

commanded. 

2. But what is the standard by which we examine everything? How shall we 

direct our consciences. 

Romans 14:22 NAU - "The faith which you have, have as your own 
conviction before God. Happy is he who does not condemn himself 
in what he approves (dokima,zw)."  

3. Spiritual discernment will protect us from placing misdirected burdens 

upon others. It gives us the ability to discern between a Biblical principle 

and a personal opinion. It gives us discerning love. 

Conclusion: 
1. The ultimate fruit of spiritual discernment is the abounding love will always flow forth – 

as Paul says, in “real knowledge and discernment” 
Romans 12:9-10 NAU - "Let love be without hypocrisy. Abhor what is evil; cling 
to what is good.  10 Be devoted to one another in brotherly love; give preference 
to one another in honor"  
a. In other words, true, genuine, non-hypocritical love is a discriminating love. It 

hates what is evil and loves what is good. 

 b. Love doesn’t embrace that which is sinful 

2. The focus of our love is always Christ. Everything in our life has Christ as the focus.  

We go to the Word to grow in our knowledge of Christ. Our desire is to be able to discern 

the things that are excellent in order to be found faithful to the glory of Christ. 

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

3. You cannot love Christ unless you know Him and you cannot know Him apart from His 

Word. Loving Christ is not simply a sentimental feeling. True love demands discernment. 

4. Christ demands both love and truth.  

a. Jesus commended the Ephesian church for their faithfulness to truth, but 

admonished them for losing the first love. 

b. Jesus commended the Church of Thyatira for their love and faith, and yet 

condemned them for their compromise with falsehood. 

5. May God grant us abundant love that abounds more and more but may it be an 

intelligent, purposeful love that is rich in spiritual understanding. 


