Sharpening the Skill of Meeting Needs #3

“Developing a Mind of Discernment”

selected Scriptures

After church last Sunday morning I was approached by someone who said, “That was a great message on developing a heart of compassion, but how do I not get taken advantage of?” My answer was, “Come back next week!” 

As important as it is for a Christian to have a heart of compassion, it is equally necessary to have a mind of discernment. In the Scripture read earlier from Philippians 1:9-10 Paul prayed, “that your love may abound more and more in knowledge and depth of insight, so that you may be able to discern what is best…” To love with knowledge means that you don’t allow your heart to rule your head; and to love with insight means that your love does not deaden your critical faculties.
 

We read in Romans 12:2, “Do not be conformed to this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your minds, so that you may discern what is the will of God—what is good and acceptable and perfect.” In other words, the mind is the key to an ongoing transformation in our lives. It is the place of the transforming work of the Holy Spirit in our lives as we respond to His leading through the word of God and prayer. We need to learn to have our minds renewed for the purpose of calm and impartial discernment that will in turn contribute to our transformation. We need to be able to perceive, discern and judge with the mind of Christ so that we recognize what is right and good as well as what is wrong and evil.

How do we do that? Let’s return to Philippians 1:9-11,

And this is my prayer: that your love may abound more and more in knowledge and depth of insight, so that you may be able to discern what is best and may be pure and blameless until the day of Christ, filled with the fruit of righteousness that comes through Jesus Christ—to the glory and praise of God.
One commentator writes, “[This] ranks as one of the outstanding prayers of the apostle for his churches. Almost every word must be carefully weighed if the greatness and range of the petition are to yield their richness.”

The first concept mentioned is “love,” but not in the sense of “affection,” but rather a thoughtful kind of love that places high value on a person and actively seeks their benefit.
 Christian love is never a matter of sentimentality. Christian love comes from a work of the Holy Spirit bringing the knowledge of Christ through the Word of God.

This kind of love is a mature love. Christian love is not blind! The heart and mind work together so that we have discerning love and loving discernment. Paul wants his friends to grow in discernment. The ability to distinguish is a mark of maturity. One of the sure marks of maturity is discerning love.
 Chuck Swindoll comments,
I like to picture love like a river. It needs to be guided by the banks of knowledge and discernment. Paul isn’t telling the Philippians to let their love blind them to truth and righteousness so they end up overlooking sin and compromising holiness. That’s a false interpretation of “love” we often see in the world today. True Christian love is guided by the best interest of others. With true knowledge and discernment, love learns to spot the phony, the wrong, the evil. It learns to “approve the things that are excellent” (Php. 1:10).

Love is primarily a motive, a desire to give of one’s self to serve the needs of others. But love needs to know how to serve others. Love needs to be instructed by knowledge in order to fulfill its desire to serve. Paul’s prayer combines knowledge with depth of insight. Although this is the only time that this word insight is used in the New Testament, it appears often in the Greek translation of the Old Testament, especially in Proverbs. (It is used twenty-two times in Proverbs, where it means practical insight, the insight that informs conduct—practical conduct.
) Denoting moral understanding, insight guides the actions and words of those who are wise. Insight is necessary for human relationships, where it must distinguish between good and evil and judge accordingly. Paul adds the word all to insight to stress the need for wisdom to do the right thing and to speak the right word in every circumstance. Without insight, love does not know how to express itself with actions and words that are appropriate to each situation. Love asks, “I desire to love these people with such great needs, but what should I say and do to meet their needs?” Only by insight does love have the direction to act wisely in ways that give healing, joy and life to those who are loved.

Biblical love is a choice. It is therefore clear that love is not based on emotional or sentimental, much less physical, attraction. That is not to say that true love is without feeling or sentiment. But emotional attraction is not the basis of this love.

What we choose day to day will shape the course of our lives. It is the little choices that determine our spiritual vitality because they in turn govern bigger choices. Most of us have little trouble distinguishing the big issues. We know that theft and murder are wrong and that generosity and justice are right. But in the gray area, choices involve a range of options that are not so clearly moral or clear cut. It is here that we find difficulty in discerning the best. What confused lives so many Christians lead because they do not have the wherewithal to discern what is best.

Let’s consider three practical steps to develop a mind of discernment.

Ask for Direction 

First we must ask for direction. If we have no desire to be discerning, we won’t be discerning. If we are driven to be happy, healthy, affluent, prosperous, comfortable, and self-satisfied, we will never be discerning people. If our feelings determine what we believe, we cannot be discerning.
 We must want it. Proverbs 2:3–6 says, “…if you call out for insight and cry aloud for understanding, and if you look for it as for silver and search for it as for hidden treasure, then you will understand the fear of the Lord and find the knowledge of God. For the Lord gives wisdom, and from his mouth come knowledge and understanding.”

Once we have the desire, we must go to the source. Prayer naturally follows desire; prayer is the expression of the heart’s desire to God. James 1:5 promises that God will grant the prayer for discernment generously: “If any of you lacks wisdom, he should ask God, who gives generously to all without finding fault, and it will be given to him.”
A great example of this is found in 1 Kings 3:5-14 from the esv,

At Gibeon the Lord appeared to Solomon in a dream by night, and God said, “Ask what I shall give you.” And Solomon said, “You have shown great and steadfast love to your servant David my father, because he walked before you in faithfulness, in righteousness, and in uprightness of heart toward you. And you have kept for him this great and steadfast love and have given him a son to sit on his throne this day. And now, O Lord my God, you have made your servant king in place of David my father, although I am but a little child. I do not know how to go out or come in. And your servant is in the midst of your people whom you have chosen, a great people, too many to be numbered or counted for multitude. Give your servant therefore an understanding mind to govern your people, that I may discern between good and evil, for who is able to govern this your great people?” 

It pleased the Lord that Solomon had asked this. And God said to him, “Because you have asked this, and have not asked for yourself long life or riches or the life of your enemies, but have asked for yourself understanding to discern what is right, behold, I now do according to your word. Behold, I give you a wise and discerning mind, so that none like you has been before you and none like you shall arise after you. I give you also what you have not asked, both riches and honor, so that no other king shall compare with you, all your days. And if you will walk in my ways, keeping my statutes and my commandments, as your father David walked, then I will lengthen your days.”
Solomon could have asked for anything—wealth, fame, victory over every foe, health, or relationships. But Solomon asks for none of these things. He asks, instead, for wisdom—a prayer God loves to answer. We, too, can pray for wisdom. We can ask God to give us a heart and mind of discernment as we try to navigate a difficult and confusing world. We can seek Him for the ability to navigate our circumstances.

We can pray the words of Psalm 119:169 [nlt], “O Lord, listen to my cry; give me the discerning mind you promised.” Ask God to give you a discerning mind for truth, an active concern for others, and a greater love for Himself.

Analyze with Discernment

Once we have asked for direction from God, we must analyze with discernment. It takes a discriminating eye and a discerning mind to tell the difference between right and wrong, good and evil.
 Back in Philippians 1:10, Paul prayed, “so that you may be able to discern what is best…” The Greek verb dokimazō, means ‘to put to the test’, and then, as a result of such examination, ‘to accept as tested, to approve’. It is often used to denote the testing of coins. Those coins that are “approved” are genuine currency.

When it comes to the skill of meeting needs, we must analyze with discernment because there are many who will take advantage of us. Paul instructs in 1 Thessalonians 5:21, “Test everything.” The nasb renders this, “Examine everything carefully.” I like how Eugene Peterson paraphrases it in The Message: “On the other hand, don’t be gullible. Check out everything, and keep only what’s good.” This is a call to discernment. 

“But wait a minute!” someone objects. “What about Matthew 7:1, ‘Do not judge lest you be judged’?” Typically someone will quote that verse and suggest that it rules out any kind of critical or analytical appraisal of what anything. Jesus says we are not to judge people—that is God’s business, not ours—but we are to analyze with discernment whether a statement or situation is true or false. Consider Peter in Acts 5: He discerned that Ananias and Sapphira were lying, but he did not judge them—God did! Clearly, then, the command in 1 Thessalonians 5:21, “Examine everything carefully,” in no way contradicts the biblical strictures against being judgmental.
 It means use your head.

In the case of meeting needs, take a careful look at the situation before you rush in with assistance. Do the person’s claims meet what you can see with your eyes? If they ask for money for something specific—to buy food or pay a delinquent bill—and you offer actual food or to pay the bill and they refuse, that’s a good sign something is fishy. If they are begging for money but have brand new shoes and the latest cell phone…you may want to think twice. 

I learned in my first ministry how some people hit up every church in town for financial assistance. That can lead to quite a haul! But the local churches got together and pooled their resources for the needy. When anyone came asking for help they were sent to the one location. We have that here in the Neighborhood Care Center. They do a great job of analyzing situations to determine genuine needs. And they help a lot of people! But they are able to help that many because they weed out the ones who are not legitimate.

Our eyes may not discern everything, though, and for that I believe we must rely upon the Holy Spirit. Discernment ultimately depends on the Him. As He controls us, He makes us discerning.
 I realize that seems strange to some. “How do I know if it is the Holy Spirit leading me or just my own feelings?” you may be wondering.

Turn to Acts 8:26 where we read about Philip the Evangelist:

Now an angel of the Lord said to Philip, “Go south to the road—the desert road—that goes down from Jerusalem to Gaza.” So he started out, and on his way he met an Ethiopian eunuch, an important official in charge of all the treasury of Candace, queen of the Ethiopians. This man had gone to Jerusalem to worship, and on his way home was sitting in his chariot reading the book of Isaiah the prophet. The Spirit told Philip, “Go to that chariot and stay near it.” 

Then Philip ran up to the chariot and heard the man reading Isaiah the prophet. “Do you understand what you are reading?” Philip asked. 

“How can I,” he said, “unless someone explains it to me?” So he invited Philip to come up and sit with him. 

The eunuch was reading this passage of Scripture: “He was led like a sheep to the slaughter, and as a lamb before the shearer is silent, so he did not open his mouth.  In his humiliation he was deprived of justice. Who can speak of his descendants? For his life was taken from the earth.”

The eunuch asked Philip, “Tell me, please, who is the prophet talking about, himself or someone else?” Then Philip began with that very passage of Scripture and told him the good news about Jesus.
Philip was led by the Spirit to first go to the desert road and then, when he saw the chariot, to approach it. How did this happen? Did he hear an audible voice? The Scripture doesn’t say. But as he obeyed, the situation became clearer. The leading of the Spirit was confirmed by the circumstances. That is how it works with us today.

Act with Discretion

For that to happen, though, we must act with discretion. When Paul prayed for the Philippians, the fulfillment of his prayer was that his friends would be able to discern and then to practice the really important issues in their life as a Christian.
 
Discernment apart from obedience is not enough. What good is it to know the truth if we fail to act accordingly? Failure to obey is delusional; it is not true discernment, no matter how much intellectual knowledge we may possess.

Genuine love is decisive. This is not based on feelings, but is rather a conscious, intentional choice to show kindness and generosity—to meet needs. They do so whether others are lovable or not, whether they respond or not. We are to unselfishly love others because that is the way God loves and because that is how He commands them to love.

We grow confident when we keep love within its proper limits of knowledge and discernment. Asking two questions can help us here: To whom should we direct our love? And how can we best express that love? Loving others doesn’t mean giving them everything they want. It may mean giving them what they don’t want. But that takes knowledge and it also takes discernment—how, when, and where to meet those needs.

“But what if I help someone and they use my help to do something else?” you may wonder. Even when we practice discernment that is a possibility. We cannot see everything. Ultimately what others do with the assistance is on them. We can only do so much. We will not be held accountable for the choices of others, only our own. We try to discern what needs we can meet, but in the end we will be rewarded for what we do, not called into question for what someone else did with it. As Hosea 14:9 says, “Who is wise? He will realize these things. Who is discerning? He will understand them. The ways of the Lord are right; the righteous walk in them, but the rebellious stumble in them.”
May we love with our hearts and minds open to the direction and discernment of the Holy Spirit. 
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