
Living Hope Church 24 May 2020 

1 

 

A Call for Discernment  
Isaiah 8:12-13 

Intro 

William Miller was a 19th century farmer and Baptist preach residing in New York. He was known as an 
avid student of the Bible and using a certain method of interpreting OT prophecy became convinced 
that Jesus Christ was going to return on or before 1843. In 1842 a Boston pastor established a 
newspaper to spread Miller’s views which and a movement was sparked whose adherents where called 
“Millerites” 
 
Well long story short, a date was set for the return of Christ, October 22, 1844 - spoiler alert, Christ 
remained for the time being at the right hand of the Father in heaven - to as you might suspect great 
disappointment and disillusionment in fact historically it is referred to as the “Great Disappointment” as 
incidentally these were the early origins of seventh-day adventism.  
 
Somebody could of helped old man Miller by reminding him of the words of our Savior himself in 
Matthew 24:36 “no one knows the day or the hour of his return” 
 
This is just isolated example of Christians being taken in by false teachers. History is replete with 
Christian men and women declaring special insight into secret things and drawing after themselves 
followers who in the end must experience their own great disappointment. We would wish that some of 
us would have more discernment  
 
Our day false teachings and conspiracies have not lessened, with the rise of the internet they have 
increased, oh how we need discernment to navigate through the headlines and videos and the next 
social media influencer who uses their platform to promote these things. The pandemic has even 
exacerbated all of this as videos, and articles claim special, secret, insider info that reveals conspiracy 
among global elites, government officials, the pharmaceutical industry, and so forth.  
 
To say nothing of the everyday experiences we navigate through as we face 10,000 choices a day - work 
decisions, decisions about the use of free time, parenting decisions, so forth 
 
In all of this, so many choices in life are not black and white, right and wrong, we live much of our lives 
in the gray - NEED DISCERNMENT  
 
Discernment…is the ability to make discriminating judgments, to distinguish between, and recognize 
the moral implications of, different situations and courses of action. It includes the ability to “weigh 
up” and assess the moral and spiritual status of individuals, groups, and even movements. (Sinclair 
Ferguson, “What is Discernment?”) 
 
Our text has a word this in due season for us, to inform our thinking  
Thankfully, God’s Word has a whole lot to say about how to obtain the discernment we need and how 
we can walk in wisdom as we navigate our way through life 
 
 This implicit call to discernment involves a prohibition and a preoccupation and we’ll conclude by 
thinking through some application.  
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I. A Prohibition  
 
A. The prophet Isaiah has been declaring the word of the Lord to the divided kingdoms of God’s 

chosen people - Judah and Israel - a rebellious people 
 
1. There is invasion and destruction at hand. In chapter 8:11 God himself speaks to Isaiah - “he 

warned me not to walk in the way of this people” 
 
a) What is the way of this people? Commentators are divided on what the conspiracy is as 

indicated in v. 12 - There was an obsession with conspiracy, a fearful preoccupation 
with what was going on the world.  
 

Judah and Jerusalem wring their hands over surface-level crises, with little awareness of the grandeur 
of God. (ESV Study Bible) 
 

B. God warns Isaiah by commanding him don’t follow in their footsteps. Isaiah - you are not to call 
conspiracy all this people calls conspiracy and do not fear what they fear 
 

C. God does not want his people to be consumed with all that the world is consumed with - to be 
caught up in the crisis and confusion and conspiracies of this fallen world - places a prohibition 
on that mentality  
 

Isaiah and his disciples are to have no part in a fear-ridden society but to be conspicuous for a 
different life-style, unmoved by the fears around; a calm in the midst of life’s storms and menaces. 
(Alec Motyer, Isaiah) 
 

D. Application  
 
1. As believers we are part of this world, we are in this world, we function as faithful citizens in 

this world, we carry the same concerns and sorrows as those who surround us, we are not 
of this world.  
 

2. God calls us out of being so caught up in the cares and concerns of this world that we give 
ourselves to fear and dread over conspiracies and controversy - DO NOT CALL CONSPIRACY 
ALL THAT THIS PEOPLE CALLS CONSPIRACY - DO NOT BE IN FEAR AND DREAD OF WHAT 
THOSE WHO SURROUND YOU DREAD 
 

E. Prohibition - the righteous alternative - a preoccupation in v. 13 
II. A Preoccupation  

 
A. Don’t follow along with the conspiracies and the headlines and the fears of those who live apart 

from God - BUT - BUT the Lord of hosts, him you shall honor as holy. Let him be your fear, and 
let him be your dread.  
 

B. Don’t live as others do in fear of the controversy, conspiracy, and conjecture of the headlines 
rather - live in the fear of the Lord of hosts 
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C. Don’t regard as sacred the conjecture and projections of the so-called experts - rather regard 
God himself - the Lord of the angelic armies of heaven as holy - he alone is holy - he alone is 
preeminent  
 

And do not fear those who kill the body but cannot kill the soul. Rather fear him who can destroy both 
soul and body in hell. (Matthew 10:28) 
 

D. This is an essential mark of those who know God - while we care and interact realistically with 
the concerns of this world - our preoccupation is the LORD himself - his glory, his holiness, his 
sovereign reign, his pre-eminence is the greatest preoccupation that we have  
 

It is not particularly important to know what the world fears; the important thing is that the world 
should know what the believer fears, namely, the Lord. (Alec Motyer, Isaiah) 
 

1. God himself is the great and glorious preoccupation of our lives - we are called to live with a 
great awareness of him that overshadows our fears - that informs what is happening in the 
world around us.  
 

God’s remnant is not without fear. But their whole approach is different. The way they see it, they 
dare not overlook God. They see God at work in the events swirling around them. And in fearing him, 
they stabilize themselves. (Ray Ortlund, PTW: Isaiah) 
 

E. Application 
 
1. We are called to faithful interaction, service, and blessing in this world. We care for those in 

need, we move towards those who are suffering, we exert our efforts to influence for the 
sake of justice and righteousness  
 

2. But in the midst of this - rather than giving ourselves over to fear in the face of the crisis and 
the controversies that we are surrounded by and the many loud voices who impress upon 
us that we should be “really concerned” about something new every day  
 
a) At our core - we must make our preoccupation the glory and preeminence of God and 

in fearing him we find stability, his holiness and glory  
 

[5] The LORD is exalted, for he dwells on high; he will fill Zion with justice and righteousness, [6] and 
he will be the stability of your times, abundance of salvation, wisdom, and knowledge; the fear of the 
LORD is Zion's treasure. (Isaiah 33:5-6) 

b) Because of the Gospel - that in Christ our Holy God has provided that abundance of 
salvation, and wisdom, and knowledge of who he is - his grace, his mercy, the greatness 
of his saving power - we preoccupy ourselves with God himself - the great object of our 
faith - we live in the fear of the Lord - we live our lives in trembling joy before him - he is 
our great and glorious preoccupation in a fallen world of crisis, controversy, and 
conspiracy. AMEN 
 

F. Let me reach behind these verses and pull out something that is implicit in - behind these verses 
is an implicit call to discernment. In order for us to apply these verses in every day life we need 
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the discernment that is implicit here  
 

III. Application  
 

1. How do I realistically navigate through the many voices and choices and concerns that 
confront me each day, making judgments and decisions with God himself standing 
preeminent over it all?  
 

Illustrations: Videos passed around FB, social media accounts making bold and disturbing claims about 
conspiracies around Covid-19 and president Trump and global elites. Family members and perhaps 
fellow church members energetically pushing these controversial views  
 

B. Oh how we need discernment in these days. Oh how we need to cultivate the wisdom to 
discern how we should evaluate and process the many loud voices of contention and make a 
thousand daily decisions in the fear of the Lord. We need discernment  
 

Discernment…is the ability to make discriminating judgments, to distinguish between, and recognize 
the moral implications of, different situations and courses of action. It includes the ability to “weigh 
up” and assess the moral and spiritual status of individuals, groups, and even movements. (Sinclair 
Ferguson, “What is Discernment?”) 
 

C. Standing behind the ability to discern is wisdom. We may think of discernment as wisdom 
applied to life.  
 
 
 

D. As reflected in Isaiah 8:12-13 
 

The fear of the LORD is the beginning of wisdom, and the knowledge of the Holy One is insight. 
(Proverbs 9:10) 
 

1. The wisdom the Scriptures commend to us is not what is described as “worldly wisdom” - a 
wisdom that is picked up through experience and education in this life apart from God. In 
fact that kind of wisdom is a hinderance to the fear of the Lord apart from his grace. 1 Cor 
speaks of the futility of a wisdom that purports to understand reality apart from the grace 
of God. He catches the wise in their craftiness  
 

E. Wisdom is found in Jesus Christ 
 

but we preach Christ crucified, a stumbling block to Jews and folly to Gentiles, [24] but to those who 
are called, both Jews and Greeks, Christ the power of God and the wisdom of God. (1 Corinthians 
1:23-24) 
 

1. It is in experiencing the grace of God in and through the gospel that we come alive to Christ 
that we understand the mind and heart of God and begin to see reality through that lens - 
Psalm 36:9 - in your light do we see light 
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F. Wisdom is a gift from God  
 

If any of you lacks wisdom, let him ask God, who gives generously to all without reproach, and it will 
be given him. (James 1:5) 
 

G. Wisdom is a treasure to be sought after  
 

[3] yes, if you call out for insight and raise your voice for understanding, [4] if you seek it like silver 
and search for it as for hidden treasures, [5] then you will understand the fear of the LORD and find 
the knowledge of God. [6] For the LORD gives wisdom; from his mouth come knowledge and 
understanding; (Proverbs 2:3-6) 
 

H. We dig into his word in the power of the Spirit and mine the precious treasures of his wisdom  
 

I. Wisdom is not for folks with advanced degrees! I’VE KNOWN SOME SMART GUYS WHO AREN’T 
VERY WISE AND UNEDUCATED  
 

J. Discernment is taking God-given, biblical wisdom and bringing it to bear on the choices we 
make every day.  
 
1. Some have grace to be more sensitive and discerning - but all of us can and should seek to 

grow in wisdom and in the application of biblical wisdom as we discern what is good and 
excellent and pleasing to God  
 

[13] for everyone who lives on milk is unskilled in the word of righteousness, since he is a child. [14] 
But solid food is for the mature, for those who have their powers of discernment trained by constant 
practice to distinguish good from evil. (Hebrews 5:13-14) 
  

K. Application - TRAIN AND PRACTICE - GAME PLAN  
 
1. Ask God  

 
2. Make it your practice to read the wisdom books in Scripture - regularly incorporate reading 

Proverbs into your diet of scriptural intake. Make us of commentaries from wise, faithful 
pastors - Ray Ortlund Jr. “Proverbs: Wisdom that Works.” Grow in wisdom  
 
a) Undergirds and informs discernment  

 
3. APPLY WISDOM - In the moments of decision - case study but applies broadly - a video or 

article is shared - a live category  
 
a) Pray and ask God for help  

 
[9] 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?” [10] It pleased the Lord that 
Solomon had asked this. (1 Kings 3:9-10) 
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b) Run the ideas through a biblical grid  
 

Illustration: Vaccine with the mark of the beast. Unknowingly you aren’t getting into heaven. Does that 
sound anything like the Gospel?  
 

c) Use your brain and apply wisdom  
 

The one who states his case first seems right, until the other comes and examines him. (Proverbs 
18:17) 
 

(1) Especially true when a scandalous story is reported. Usually we do well to reserve 
judgment until we hear all sides. THIS IS NOT POPULAR nevertheless it is wisdom  
 

Illustration: So called discernment blogs. A cottage industry in the evangelical world. Nebulous figures 
throwing grenades - at leaders and churches, speculation, gossip, slander. Mark and avoid not lean into  
 

d) Ask others for input  
 

Where there is no guidance, a people falls, but in an abundance of counselors there is safety. 
(Proverbs 11:14) 
 

e) Confusing? Don’t do it by yourself. Your spouse has been given to you, pastors, friends 
 

f) Wisdom says “help, I don’t know" 
 

4. For some of this stuff, we would do well to shut down the google tab and move on  
 

Have nothing to do with foolish, ignorant controversies; you know that they breed quarrels. (2 
Timothy 2:23) 
 

5. Be aware of your temptations and inclinations  
 
a) Emotional reactions 

 
b) Tribalism - making excuses because it’s my side  

 
c) Personality - some of us are more easily swayed - be aware  

 
6. GOOD NEWS - but his love is not contingent on the purity of our discernment  - he loves us 

in Christ, even though we are often foolish, he provides grace to cover over our foolishness 
and failure and grace to get up, to pursue wisdom, to discern what is pleasing to him. He 
will hold us fast till the end.  
 

Close  
 
Isaiah comes to us in days of conspiracy and temptations to fear - “Do not call conspiracy all that this 
people calls conspiracy and do not fear what they fear or be in dread. But the Lord of hosts, him you 
shall honor as holy. Let him be your fear, and let him be your dread.” 
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Oh that we would be a discerning people, not giving ourselves over to that which the world fears but 
making the glory of God our great preoccupation and allowing his holiness, his preeminence and his 
Word guide our every step.  
 
[9] And it is my prayer that your love may abound more and more, with knowledge and all 
discernment, [10] so that you may approve what is excellent, and so be pure and blameless for the 
day of Christ, [11] filled with the fruit of righteousness that comes through Jesus Christ, to the glory 
and praise of God. (Philippians 1:9-11) 
 
Permissions: You are permitted and encouraged to reproduce and distribute this material in any format 
provided that you do not alter the wording in any way and do not charge a fee beyond the cost of 
reproduction. For web posting, a link to this document on our website is preferred. Any exceptions to 
the above must be approved by Living Hope Church.  
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