
Developing  Spiritual Discernment



What is discernment? It is the spiritual ability to "differentiate.”

a. 1 Kings 18:7. In the OT, the Hebrew word Nakar means to 

recognize, examine, or realize. It also means to identify and correlate 

information, usually based on seeing and perception. Correlate = to 

associate, draw a parallel, or show relationship between two or more 

things

b. Discernment means to take notice of something that others may 

miss or to be able to tell the difference between two or more kinds of 

things or people that may resemble each other.

c. The purpose of discernment is to see past the facade and fluff 

in order to (1) get to the truth of the matter, (2) discover the motive 

of a person, or (3) recognize the nature of a spirit.



I Kings 3:16-28:  Then came there two women, that were harlots, unto the 

king, and stood before him. 

17 And the one woman said, O my lord, I and this woman dwell in one house; 

and I was delivered of a child with her in the house. 

18 And it came to pass the third day after that I was delivered, that this 

woman was delivered also: and we were together; there was no stranger with 

us in the house, save we two in the house. 

19 And this woman's child died in the night; because she overlaid it. 

20 And she arose at midnight, and took my son from beside me, while thine 

handmaid slept, and laid it in her bosom, and laid her dead child in my 

bosom. 21 And when I rose in the morning to give my child suck, behold, it 

was dead: but when I had considered it in the morning, behold, it was not my 

son, which I did bear. 

22 And the other woman said, Nay; but the living is my son, and the dead is 

thy son. And this said, No; but the dead is thy son, and the living is my son. 

Thus they spake before the king. 
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I Kings 3:23-28: 23 Then said the king, The one saith, This is my son that 

liveth, and thy son is the dead: and the other saith, Nay; but thy son is the 

dead, and my son is the living. 

24 And the king said, Bring me a sword. And they brought a sword before the 

king. 

25 And the king said, Divide the living child in two, and give half to the one, 

and half to the other. 

26 Then spake the woman whose the living child was unto the king, for her 

bowels yearned upon her son, and she said, O my lord, give her the living 

child, and in no wise slay it. But the other said, Let it be neither mine nor thine, 

but divide it. 

27 Then the king answered and said, Give her the living child, and in no wise 

slay it: she is the mother thereof. 

28 And all Israel heard of the judgment which the king had judged; and they 

feared the king: for they saw that the wisdom of God was in him, to do 

judgment.
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New Testament definitions of discernment:  

a. 1 Cor. 2:14. Gk. Anakrino, to investigate, scrutinize, sift through, 

examine, or judge between

b. 1 Cor. 11:29. Gk. Diakrino, to learn by discrimination (separation), to 

make a distinction, or to prefer

c. 1 Cor. 12:10; Heb. 5:14. Gk. Diakrisis, distinguishing or judging 

between

d. Heb. 4:12. Gk. Kritikos, one skilled in judging or something that 

strains or weeds out intruders. Kritikos = critic or critical



3. Why is discernment necessary?  

a. Gen. 3:1-5; 2 Cor. 11:3. Discernment is necessary because Satan 

operates in subtleties. When something is subtle, it possesses 

understated, subdued, elusive, and sometimes indistinct qualities that 

make it what it is.

b. Gen. 37:23. Because not everything that is offered to you is for 

you; and not everyone who enters your life has pure motives. 

But the subtle differences between the two can be hard to 

distinguish at first glance or at face value.

c. Ezra 3:13. Because there will be times when the noise of your 

situation can be confusing.



d.  1 Cor. 2:14; John 7:17; Matt. 13:34-36; 2 Tim. 2:15. Because God 

speaks to His covenant people in a language that is not readily 

understandable to those who don't want the will of God.

e. Gen. 31:32. Jacob's instruction to Laban is God's instruction to 

us. Discern what is yours, and take only that. Anything else, you 

let it go no matter how desirable it may be.

f. Gen. 38:25. Everything, whether natural or spiritual, bears a seal 

of ownership. We can discern by the markings or character of a 

thing whose it is. 2 Tim. 2:19

g. 2 Sam. 14:17. Discernment is the gift of God in the earth that 

unmasks a spirit of deception (a lying spirit) and lays the truth 

open before all.



4. Who needs discernment? 

a. Every believer needs to develop his or her discernment. You 

already have the gift; but it must be developed so that it is no 

longer tainted by judgment, opinion, & suspicion.

b. Prov. 25:2. Leaders in particular must be discerning people.



5. How I can receive a discerning spirit?  

a. 1 Kings 3:9-11.1 must esteem it as a necessary tool & ask God 

for it with sincerity. To receive discernment, I must first 

acknowledge my lack of it.

b. Ezek. 44:21,23.1 must be taught discernment by those who know 

it.

c. Gen. 38:13-15. When learning discernment, I must be aware that 

my pred/spos/t/ons are potential dangers to discovering truth.



6. What discernment Is NOT?

a. Matt. 16:3; Luke 12:56. In natural things, discernment is usually 

the result of continued exposure. However, because I can 

discern natural things doesn't mean that I am qualified to 

discern spiritual things. Heb. 5:14

b. Discernment in NOT comparison. Because this costs one price 

doesn't mean that another thing that is comparable should cost the 

same. You can miss out on great blessing by comparing instead of 

discerning.



6. What discernment Is NOT?  (Continued)

c. Luke 11:14-20. Discernment is not suspicion (cautious distrust). 

Neither is it a feeling (although your senses will develop to "feel" 

when something is right & when it's not). It is a knowing - a telling 

the difference between. In order to have pure discernment, you 

must repent of a judgmental disposition because if you are 

disposed to judging matters or people prematurely, you will decide 

before your discernment kicks in. i Cor. 4:5



7. What does the Bible mean by "discerning of spirits?" 

a. 1 Cor. 12:10. Discerning of spirits is the ability to distinguish the 

type of spirit you are dealing with and what that spirit's 

intentions are. 2 Cor. 11:14-15

b. The Bible speaks of the Spirit of God & refers to Him by various 

names & titles. But it also speaks of lying spirits, deaf & dumb 

spirits, jealous spirits, evil (hurtful) spirits, familiar spirits, foul 

(unclean) spirit, etc. Furthermore, the human spirit can take on 

various postures such as a right spirit, a contrite spirit, a broken 

spirit, a haughty spirit, a provoked spirit, an overwhelmed spirit, a 

hasty spirit, an excellent (or a calm/cool) spirit, a vexed spirit, etc.



7. What does the Bible mean by "discerning of spirits?" 

c. Acts 16:16-18. Many times, the gift of discerning spirits is not so 

that you can tell what spirit is seeking to control others. 

Sometimes it is to discern what spirit is trying to control you.

d. 1 John 4:1-6. The Bible does not teach us to "try the spirit by the 

spirit." That is not Scripture. However, it does give definite 

instruction for the testing of a spirit to determine its true nature.

e. 1 Cor. 12:1-3. No person speaking by another spirit can truly 

exalt Jesus for any length of time. Spirits bear a certain tone - a 

signature expression that is distinctive.



8. How dangerous is a lack of discernment? If I lack discernment:  

a. Mark 9:1-6.1 will rob Jesus of His rightful place as the Lord of 

my life & inappropriately expect Him to share equal billing in my 

heart with those He has chosen for His special purposes.

b. Acts 23:1-5.1 will fail to recognize God's anointing upon the lives 

of those I have issue with.

c. Jos. 9:1-19.1 will welcome that which must be dismissed and 

save that which must be destroyed.



9. How Jesus used the gift of discernment in His ministry. Three 

examples:  

a. John 8:1-11. Jesus took the time to allow discernment to kick in. 

He didn't rush to judgment. Learn this lesson!

b. Luke 20:20-26. Because Jesus could recognize subtlety, He 

realized He was being lured into a trap.

c. Matt. 9:1-7. Jesus knew their dogmatic commitment to their 

doctrine; so it wasn't difficult to discern their thoughts.


