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     Learn to DiscernPRIVATE 


      A Series of Lessons on Biblical Discernment


There is no god.  There are many gods.  There is only one living and true God.  The Bible is true.  The Bible is full of myths.  The Bible is irrelevant.  Morality is a matter of opinion.  If it feels good, do it.  Do the right thing.  It’s OK if you don’t get caught.

 
Every day we encounter ideas like those above.  Some of these ideas are acceptable, and some are not.  How can we know which is which?  


The goal of this series of lessons is to help the student develop the ability to discern between acceptable and unacceptable ideas.  In Lessons One through Seven, we’ll define the biblical idea of discernment, see why it’s so important, and find out how to be discerning.  In Lessons Eight through Twelve, we’ll apply what we’ve learned to various areas in which we need to be discerning, such as TV, music, and media.
Copyright 2006 by Brad Anderson.
Resources:


A Call to Discernment by Jay Adams (Harvest House, 1987)


Reckless Faith by John MacArthur (Crossway, 1994)


Learn to Discern by Robert G. DeMoss, Jr. (Zondervan, 1992)


All God’s Children and Blue Suede Shoes by Kenneth Myers (Crossway, 1989)

Index of Lessons:

Lesson 1:
Why Learn to Discern?

Lesson 2:
The Biblical Basis of Discernment

Lesson 3:
Facts that Influence Discernment

Lesson 4:
How to be Discerning, Step 1

Lesson 5:
How to be Discerning, Step 2

Lesson 6:
How to be Discerning, Step 3

Lesson 7:
How to be Discerning, Step 4

Lesson 8:
How to be Discerning about Popular Culture and Media

Lesson 9:
How to be Discerning about Television

Lesson 10:
How to be Discerning about Movies

Lesson 11:
How to be Discerning about Music, Part 1—Personal Music

Lesson 12:
How to be Discerning about Music, Part 2—Christian Music

Lesson 13:
Review 

Additional Material:  John Leo, Michael Horton, Roy Beacham [This is the teacher’s guide for this material. Comments in bold are for further explanation.]


Lesson #1:  Why Learn to Discern?

Church historian Philip Schaaf said, “Ideas rule the world.”  Someone else added, “Ideas have consequences.”  What you believe greatly influences many aspects of your life.  Incorrect or immoral ideas will negatively affect you.  Thus, it is important to be able to tell the difference between right and wrong ideas.  This is where discernment comes in.  

You may or may not be familiar with the word discernment.  Just what does it mean, and why is it so important?  

1.
Definition of Discernment:


“Discernment” is a biblical word.  Believers are often exhorted and encouraged to be discerning.  


Teach me good discernment and knowledge, for I believe in your commandments. Psalm 119:66  


The wise in heart will be called discerning. Proverbs 16:21


Judge with righteous judgment. John 7:24

. . . so that you may be able to discern what is best.  Philippians 1:10


Examine everything carefully; hold fast to that which is good. 1 Thessalonians 5:21


The basic meaning of the biblical word “to discern” means “to separate” or “to make a distinction or to differentiate.”  In order to separate or distinguish one thing from another, one must examine, test, try, judge, or prove the things in question.  Thus, discernment is the ability to examine, test, try, judge, or prove something with the result of separating or distinguishing the good from the bad. 

The short definition:  Discernment is the ability to evaluate something before giving or withholding approval.  Developing this ability is the goal of these lessons.

We use discernment all the time in many areas without even realizing it.  For example, when we go to the supermarket, we evaluate what’s available and then choose the best products.  If we are picking up lumber at the lumberyard, we choose the straight, well-cut boards, not the bowed or cracked ones.  But when it comes to sorting out ideas or doctrines, we often don’t display the same ability to choose what’s right and true and leave what is incorrect and false.  These lessons will help us in this regard.

2.
The Need for Discernment:


A.
Biblical warning passages imply the need for discernment.



Beware of false prophets. Matthew 7:15



I know that after my departure savage wolves will com in among you, not sparing the flock; and from among your own selves men will arise, speaking perverse things, to draw away the disciples after them.  Therefore be on the alert. Acts 20:29-31

See to it that no one takes you captive through hollow and deceptive philosophy. Colossians 2:8



For the time will come when they will not endure sound doctrine; but wanting to have their ears tickled, they will accumulate for themselves teachers in accordance to their own desires; and will turn away their ears from the truth, and will turn aside to myths. 2 Tim 4:3-4

But there were also false prophets among the people, just as there will be false teachers among you. They will secretly introduce destructive heresies, even denying the sovereign Lord who bought them-- bringing swift destruction on themselves.  Many will follow their shameful ways and will bring the way of truth into disrepute.  In their greed these teachers will exploit you with stories they have made up. Their condemnation has long been hanging over them, and their destruction has not been sleeping. 2 Pet 2:1-3



Each of these texts tells us that incorrect and perverse teaching and teachers will be readily available to confuse and even draw away believers.  We are surrounded by false doctrine, unbiblical religious practices, and downright absurd assertions.  And there are people who are actively trying to draw us away from the truth.  Since this is the case, believers must develop the ability to distinguish what is acceptable from what is not acceptable.

B.
Abundant false religious ideas make discernment a necessity.  The following are examples of unbiblical, incorrect, or just plain silly religious ideas.


In 1977, newspapers all across the country recorded the account of Maria Rubio, of Lake Arthur, New Mexico, who was frying tortillas in her kitchen when she noticed that one of them seemed to have the likeness of a face etched in the burn marks.  She concluded that it was Jesus, and even built a crude shrine for the tortilla.  Thousands of people visited the Shrine of Jesus of the Holy Tortilla and concluded it was indeed a modern-day miracle.  



In 1980, fire department photographer Bud Ward was driving with his wife when he noticed flames in an abandoned chicken coop behind the local pizzeria.  He pulled into the parking lot and began taking pictures.  When the slides were developed, Ward’s daughter noticed what seemed to be an image of Christ in one of the photos.  Word of this discovery spread, and soon people were talking about the Pizza Jesus.  Several people knelt and prayed under the image projected from the slide, and others asked that the image be projected onto their chests.  Hundreds believed it was a true miracle.



A TV evangelist holds up a small, aluminum vial to the camera.  He claims that if the viewer will simply write him, he’ll send this special anointing oil.  The oil is guaranteed to produce miracles whenever it is applied in faith.



At the Airport Vineyard Church in Toronto, activities such as “holy laughter,” shaking, roaring, animal noises and falling down are common.  It’s part of the “Laughing Revival” endorsed by many popular evangelical leaders.



Evangelical and Roman Catholic leaders meet to work out their doctrinal differences.  They sign and publish a document called “Evangelicals and Catholics Together” (commonly called “ECT”) which is a basis for further cooperation.  One well-known evangelical leader says, “I do not for a moment deny the Christianity of any true Roman Catholic.” 
  

Noted evangelicals are straying farther and farther away from the gospel.  One respected author asserts that the wicked will be annihilated rather than spending eternity in hell.
  Others advocate the “openness of God,” which denies God’s sovereignty.  Further issues, such as “easy-believe-ism,” KJV-Only-ism, feminism, and a marketing mentality are currently influencing churches and individual believers.

[The term “evangelical” is just about meaningless/empty nowadays.  You can believe anything and still claim to be one.]

Cults and quasi-Christian organizations are growing in size and influence.  Mormonism and Islam, for example, are both growing quickly and becoming more mainstream, especially in the U.S.

Obviously, we can’t believe everything we hear, even from well-known and respected leaders.  Jesus said, “If a blind man leads a blind man, both will fall into a pit” (Matt 15:14).  Many clashing philosophies and ideas are competing for our attention, and if we don’t exercise discernment, we’ll regret it.

C.
Discernment is necessary to expose false or immoral ideas and philosophies, such as the following.

· Sex is simply a bodily function or a recreational sport.  Don’t worry about morality, commitment, marriage, disease, or pregnancy.  If it feels good, do it.  Everyone else is.

· When you’re feeling depressed, escape your problems with the help of alcohol or drugs, which will deaden the pain.

· Violence is the best way to settle disputes.  If someone insults you, shoot him.

· Self is most important.  Look out for number one.  Strive for a high sense of self-esteem.

D.
Discernment is a necessity when dealing with popular culture.  

What is culture?  Generally speaking, culture is the usual way of thinking and living in a particular place and time.  A culture is usually reflected in art, music, dress, language, architecture, writing, etc.  Popular (or “pop”) culture today is expressed in music, TV, movies, magazines, fashion, etc.  It’s what’s “hot,” or “in.”


Examples of incorrect, immoral, vulgar and offensive ideas, words, and behaviors abound today on TV, in movies, and in popular music.  [Media/entertainment seems to becoming more graphic, vulgar, profane, and sexually oriented all the time.]  Young people especially need to develop the ability to choose the acceptable and reject the unacceptable elements of culture.  Believers ought to reject most of what popular culture (as displayed through TV, rock & roll, movies, many magazines, etc.) offers.  

Can we escape all influence of pop culture?  No.  But there is a difference between exposure and acceptance.  We can’t help but being exposed, but we don’t have to accept or approve of what we see and hear.

E. Discernment is necessary to make good decisions.

Having this ability is much better than just relying on others to tell you what is right or wrong.  Spiritual leaders won’t always be around to tell you what you should do.  You need to be able to be discerning on your own.

F. Spiritual maturity demands discernment.

MacArthur notes that one important factor in the “abysmal lack of discernment today is a growing deterioration of the overall level of spiritual maturity in today’s church.  As knowledge of God’s truth ebbs, people follow more popular views, seeking feelings and experiences.  They are hungry for miracles, healings, and spectacular wonders.  They grope for easy and instant solutions to the routine trials of life.  They turn quickly from the plain truth of God’s Word to embrace doctrines fit only for the credulous and naive.  They chase personal comfort and success.  Christianity today may be shallower than at any time in history. . . .  Spiritual ignorance and biblical illiteracy are commonplace. . . . Churches are therefore filled with baby Christians--people who are spiritual infants.”

Conclusion:  Why is discernment so necessary?  Because without it, people, even believers, may be taken in by incorrect, immoral, and damaging ideas.  Wrong ideas lead to and often include wrong behavior.  We don’t want to be among the blind following the blind into a pit.  In order to avoid such things, we must learn to discern.

For Further Discussion:

1. On a scale of 1 (low) to 10 (high), how discerning do you think you are?

2. Do people ever accuse you of being gullible?  What are some of the dangers of gullibility?

3. Why is it dangerous to rely on others to be discerning for you?

Lesson #2: The Biblical Basis of DiscernmentPRIVATE 

“Compared with intellectual and moral achievements, the conquests of the sword dwindle into insignificance.  Ideas rule the world; ideas are immortal.” (Philip Schaff,  History of the Christian Church)

Since “ideas rule the world,” it’s critical that Christians learn to tell the difference between good ideas and bad ideas. In Lesson One, we learned that discernment is the ability to examine, test, try, judge, or prove an idea with the result of separating or distinguishing the good from the bad.  Developing the ability to do this is the goal of these lessons.  

We also learned that there is great need for discernment among Christians today.  With all the false religions, wrong philosophies, and immoral cultural messages being circulated today, believers need to distinguish the acceptable from the unacceptable.  Unfortunately, many believers are simply undiscerning.

Now we want to expand that definition by looking at the biblical words for discernment and see what we are to be discerning about.

I.
The Biblical Terms for “Discern”

A.
The OT words for “discern” are primarily applied to testing or assaying metals for authenticity.

“I have made you a tester of metals and my people the ore, that you may observe and test their ways.”  Jeremiah 6:27


A word often used in the context of discernment is the Hebrew word shaphat, which means “judgment.” 

B.
There are two words in the New Testament translated “discern” or implying that meaning.  

1.
dokimadzo means to verify, to examine before giving approval, or to evaluate.


You know how to interpret the appearance of the earth and the sky.  How is it that you don’t know how to interpret this present time?  Luke 12:56

If you know his will and approve of what is superior because you are instructed by the law.  Romans 2:18

So that you may be able to discern what is best.  Philippians 1:10


Something that is approved (dokimos) has been proven acceptable, worthwhile, or qualified.  Writers used this word to describe something tested in battle or something reliable and trustworthy.


Greet Apelles, tested and approved in Christ.  Romans 16:10

Note that something adokimos is worthless, disapproved.  See 1 Cor 9:27.

2.
The second word for “discern” is diakrino, which means to make a distinction, to separate, to judge, or to render a decision. 


You know how to interpret the appearance of the sky, but you cannot interpret the signs of the times.  Matthew 16:3

[Matthew uses the term diakrino synonymously with Luke’s dokimadzo.  There’s only a shade of difference between the two.]


He made no distinction between us and them.  Acts 15:9


Two or three prophets should speak, and the others should weigh carefully what is said. 1 Corinthians 14:29


Based on the OT and NT words, discernment is the ability to test, judge, interpret, approve, examine, evaluate, distinguish, or weigh carefully the thing in question. 


A good short definition of discernment is the ability to evaluate something before giving or withholding approval.

II.
The Basis of Discernment


In order to evaluate, judge, or distinguish something, we need a standard of comparison.  We determine the acceptability of the thing in question based on this standard.  The standard is the Bible.  Our task is to evaluate how well an idea corresponds to the truth of Scripture.

[For example, how do we know how long a meter or a yard is?  How much is a gram or a pound?  There are standards that tell us.  There is even a government office that keeps track of such things.  What if everyone decided on their own standard of weights and measures?  It would be impossible to do business, build anything, obey the law, etc.  In a similar way, we make our decisions concerning right and wrong based on the Bible.  It’s like a yard stick--it doesn’t change.

Does modern society accept the Bible as a reliable standard?  No.  Most people reject it. Does that really change how we view the Bible?  No.]

III.
The Things We Are to be Discerning About


A.
Good and evil


 Proving (dokimadzo) what is acceptable unto the Lord.  Ephesians 5:10

Our task is to find out what “is acceptable” (literally, what is “well-pleasing”) to the Lord, not what we can get by with.



… of whom we have much to say, and hard to explain, since you have become dull of hearing. For though by this time you ought to be teachers, you need someone to teach you again the first principles of the oracles of God; and you have come to need milk and not solid food. For everyone who partakes only of milk is unskilled in the word of righteousness, for he is a babe. But solid food belongs to those who are of full age, that is, those who by reason of use have their senses exercised to discern both good and evil.  Hebrews 5:11-14



Let’s look at the context of this verse.  What does the author mean by “solid food”?  [doctrine, the teaching of the Word of God. C.f., 6:1.]  



Besides being immature, what else is wrong with the recipients of this letter?  [“dull of hearing,” need the first principles again, “unskilled”]  


What is one characteristic of mature believers who can handle “solid food”? [they can discern both good and evil.]



Spiritual maturity is directly linked with doctrine.  The better you know and apply the principles of Scripture, the more mature you’ll be.  Those who are mature are discerning.  Those who are “dull of hearing” will never be discerning.

[So you can see how disobedience is often based on the lack of exposure to and obedience to the Word of God.  Those who are immature can’t discern good from bad because they don’t listen to the Word.  The secret to spiritual maturity is simple: obedience.]



How can we know what pleases the Lord?  How can we know the difference between good and evil?  By reading God’s Word.  Exposure to the Bible is the key to discernment.


B.
Spiritual leaders


These were more noble than those in Thessalonica, in that they received the word with all readiness of mind, and searched the scriptures daily, whether those things were so.  Acts 17:11



The Bereans had the right attitude:  Evaluate all teaching by the standard of the Scripture.  The people evaluated Paul’s preaching to see if it was in line with the OT Scriptures.  This shows us that even well known, proven leaders are not above evaluation for truthfulness and accuracy.  We should follow the example of the Bereans.



We speak as men approved (dokimos). 1 Thessalonians 2:4



We should constantly evaluate the life and the message of all our spiritual leaders.  The church is to test and evaluate candidates for deacon before they are accepted (1 Tim 3:10).  Paul and his fellow-workers were qualified or approved (1 Cor 16:3).  While the Bible does not state directly that we should be discerning about our pastors (neither Greek word is used in that context), the need for discernment is certainly implied by the list of qualifications for a pastor in 1 Timothy 3:1-7.  That is, the church must make an evaluation or judgment based on that list.

But there were also false prophets among the people, even as there will be false teachers among you, who will secretly bring in destructive heresies, even denying the Lord who bought them, and bring on themselves swift destruction. And many will follow their destructive ways, because of whom the way of truth will be blasphemed. By covetousness they will exploit you with deceptive words; for a long time their judgment has not been idle, and their destruction does not slumber. 2 Peter 2:1-3

[As we noted in Lesson 1, the proliferation of false prophets who are intent on leading people astray points out the need for us to be discerning about who we follow.]



Dear friends, do not believe every spirit, but test the spirits to see whether they are from God, because many false prophets have gone out into the world. . . .  Whoever knows God listens to us; but whoever is not from God does not listen to us.  This is how we recognize the Spirit of truth and the spirit of falsehood. 1 John 4:1, 6



Note that this passage has to do with prophets and how to discern the true ones from the false.  According to verse 6, how do we tell if a prophet is from God? 
[by what he says: is it what the apostles said?  If so, OK.  If not, he’s a false prophet.  Same is true today. Note also that the criteria is not how “successful” they are or how eloquently they speak.  It’s based on the Word of God alone.  If you don’t know the Word, will you be able to be discerning in this area?  No.]

[See also Deut 13 and 18:21f for how to discern the legitimacy of a prophet.  They had to be 100% accurate and speak a message in keeping with God’s Word.]



Why is discernment regarding spiritual leaders so crucial?

[Because you will likely be influenced by your pastor or other leader.  Pastors, deacons, and other spiritual leaders have a great deal of influence on the direction of a church or institution.  “Everything rises and falls on leadership.”  What happens when the blind follow the blind?  They both fall into a ditch.]


C.
Ourselves


But let a man examine himself, and so let him eat of that bread, and drink of that cup. For he who eats and drinks in an unworthy manner eats and drinks judgment to himself, not discerning the Lord’s body…. For if we would judge ourselves, we would not be judged. 1Co 11:28, 29, 31
Examine yourselves as to whether you are in the faith. Test yourselves. Do you not know yourselves, that Jesus Christ is in you? ——unless indeed you are disqualified (adokimas). 2Co 13:5
But let every man prove his own work, and then shall he have rejoicing in himself alone, and not in another. Ga 6:4

1. Why is it so important to examine ourselves?  

The Bible says that our hearts are “deceitful above all things and desperately wicked” (Jer 17:9).  In other words, we are bent toward sin.  Man’s innermost being is thoroughly sinful.  Further, “there is a way that seems right to a man, but in the end it leads to death” (Prov 16:25).  Without the direction from God’s Word, people will choose the evil rather than the good.  Thus we have to make sure we are obeying God, not merely doing what we want to do.

2. What should we examine about ourselves?

· Actions – is our behavior honorable and pleasing to God?

· Attitudes – are we displaying biblical attitudes, such as love, mercy, kindness, generosity, truthfulness, and humility?

· Assurance – One of the most important aspects of this self-inspection process is evaluating whether or not you are truly saved.  The book of 1 John gives two major proofs of salvation: correct belief and correct behavior.  If you don’t believe right and/or are not behaving right, you can have no assurance that you are really saved. In fact, wrong belief and/or wrong behavior is a good indication that one is not saved.  People can profess all they want.  But one’s behavior always reflects his true belief system.

In biblical self-examination we recall what God says should be true of a believer and see if it is true of our lives during the past week or month.  An evaluation of your present life will reveal if your past experience of salvation was genuine or not.  Persistent and prolonged disobedience to the revealed will of God is not a normal state for the Christian.  There can be no assurance of salvation for those who continually live in a state of disobedience.
  

[Contra the idea of the carnal Christian.  Believers may have areas of carnality/worldliness in their lives, but a believer cannot be of the world and of Christ.  Contra the Ryrie/Dallas/Hodges idea that any profession is genuine no matter what happens later.  True believers will persevere in faith and in good works.]


D.
Everything in general



Test everything.  Hold on to the good.  1 Thessalonians 5:21

It is unfortunate that we can’t just trust people and believe what they tell us.  But we live in a fallen, sin-cursed world filled with sinful people and immoral ideas.  Thus we need to be very careful about who and what we listen to and accept.

Note the extent of our discernment: test everything.  In the realm of ideas, we can’t let our guard down for a moment.  Just because someone has been reliable in the past doesn’t guarantee that he will be so in the future.  

[This is especially true regarding Christian authors and speakers.  We have to approach most books like we do when eating fish: there is lots of good meat along with a few bones.  We can appreciate the meat and put the bones aside.]

Further, the fact that someone is an expert in his field does not guarantee that he is infallible, especially when he addresses other topics.

[E.g., celebrity endorsements--Don’t be led astray by the statements of people who are popular/celebrities but who don’t really know the subject. 

The highest standard against which to test everything is the Word of God.  Our ideas of truth, morality, justice, and propriety must be based on what God says.  What are some other bases of judgment people use to test the validity of ideas?  [self – how I feel about it, science, experts, celebrities.   These are valid to the degree that they line up with the Bible.  The Bible is the highest standard.]

IV.       An Aid to Discernment:  biblical skepticism.  

What is biblical skepticism? An attitude that is

A. biblical, that is, based on the Bible.  If an idea conflicts with the Bible, we reject it.  The Bible is our gauge, our standard of measurement.  This obviously requires that we develop a working knowledge of the Bible.

B. skeptical, that is, not easily persuaded or convinced.  Skepticism, basically, is doubt.  A skeptic doubts the validity or authenticity of something until he is convinced it is true beyond reasonable doubt.  We should be wary and distrustful of any idea until we are convinced that it is truly biblical.  We should also be able to spot unbiblical ideas and reject them.

Thus biblical skepticism is an attitude that checks out ideas very closely to see if they are truly supported by the Bible.  If the Bible clearly upholds an idea, then the idea is valid.  If not, then the biblical skeptic rejects it.  This is not being skeptical about the Bible, but about ideas that may or may not be biblical.

[E.g., I am skeptical about the current practice of speaking in tongues. ]

Biblical skepticism is closely akin to critical thinking: “The ability to cast a skeptical mental eye on claims, assertions and arguments until they are carefully assessed and objectively examined. . . .  The ability to resist being stampeded, emotionally or otherwise, into accepting statements or arguments that are not actually supported by the facts.”

Just like we would not gullibly swallow all the claims of a notorious used car salesman, so we must not gullibly believe everything we hear from someone supposedly teaching the Bible.  Before accepting anything as true, we must be sure that the claims are actually supported by the Bible.

Review:

1. The biblical words for “discern” mean “to evaluate” and/or “to judge.”  

2. Discernment is the ability to evaluate something before giving or withholding approval.

3. There are several things we are to be discerning about: good and evil, spiritual leaders, ourselves, and everything in general. 

4. Biblical skepticism is an important skill to develop.

Lesson 3: Facts that Influence DiscernmentPRIVATE 

We have thus far learned that discernment is the ability to evaluate something before giving or withholding approval.  We’ve also learned that we are to be discerning about good and evil, spiritual leaders, ourselves, and everything in general.  We need to develop a sense of biblical skepticism, an attitude that checks out ideas very closely to see if they are truly supported by the Bible.  If the Bible clearly upholds an idea, then the idea is valid.  If not, then the biblical skeptic rejects it. 

In this lesson, we’ll learn several requirements for discernment.  That is, before we can really be discerning, we have to understand several important truths.

I.
Sin negatively affects man’s ability to reason.  This is known as the noetic effects of sin.

The word “noetic” comes from the Greek word for mind, nous.  The noetic effects of sin are the negative or detrimental effects sin has on our ability to use our minds.

Jeremiah 17:9  The heart is deceitful above all things, And desperately wicked; Who can know it? 

Romans 1:21 because, although they knew God, they did not glorify Him as God, nor were thankful, but became futile in their thoughts, and their foolish hearts were darkened.
1 Corinthians 2:14  But the natural man does not receive the things of the Spirit of God, for they are foolishness to him; nor can he know them, because they are spiritually discerned.
2 Corinthians 4:4  whose minds the god of this age has blinded, who do not believe, lest the light of the gospel of the glory of Christ, who is the image of God, should shine on them.
Ephesians 4:17-18  This I say, therefore, and testify in the Lord, that you should no longer walk as the rest of the Gentiles walk, in the futility of their mind, having their understanding darkened, being alienated from the life of God, because of the ignorance that is in them, because of the blindness of their heart;

Scripture repeatedly reminds us of the deceitfulness, blindness, and hardness of man’s heart.  Man naturally rebels against God and against His Word.  The above verses apply primarily to unsaved people, whose minds are blind to the truth of the gospel.  At the point of salvation, believers become “new creations” (2 Cor 5:17) and the Holy Spirit helps them understand His Word (1 Cor 2:12, 15-16).  Unfortunately, the noetic effects of sin are not totally eradicated even in the life of the believer.  


How do we counter the noetic effects of sin?  First, by admitting our weaknesses in this area.  Sin has had a detrimental effect on our ability to be discerning.  We are prone to error and misjudgment.  Hence, we must be doubly careful.  Second, by following biblical commands, such as renewing our minds (Rom 12:1-2), bringing every thought into the captivity of Christ (2 Cor 10:5), guarding our hearts (Prov 4:23), and prayer for wisdom (James 1:5).

[With the unsaved, the noetic effects of sin are reduced by common grace: God limiting sin and granting men the ability to do civic and cultural “good.”  Unsaved people have the ability to use reason, logic, math, etc.  The noetic effects are most clearly seen in the moral/ethical/philosophical realm, where the unsaved have perverted ideas.]
II.
Discernment requires absolutes.


Our culture, as well as many around the world, has embraced the idea of relativism.
  Relativism says that there is no right or wrong, good or bad, moral or immoral, true or false.  Everything is a shade of gray.  Everyone judges things according to his or her own set of standards.  Values and beliefs are simply opinions, all are equally valid, and none are any better or worse than any other.  Thus the relativist would say that it is wrong to promote one set of values over another. 

[People do this all the time in the moral realm, but is it possible in other realms, such as math, banking, accounting, carpentry, science, etc?  No.  All these rely on universal standards and measures.  But when it comes to morality, everyone wants to set their own rules, or have not at all.]

 
Note two accompanying ideas:


situation ethics:
The situation or circumstances  determine the morality of any action.  Ethical rules are merely good guidelines that may or may not be kept.  In certain situations, lies, theft, adultery, and even murder may be acceptable.  No act is moral or immoral in itself; what makes an act right or wrong is determined by whether or not in the long run it produces “good” or is “loving.”

[For example, in some circumstances it may be more “loving” to tell a lie than to tell the truth.  Murdering a tyrant/dictator may be a “good” thing to do.  Stealing some food may be “right” in some cases.  Committing adultery may be OK if you’re marriage partner is cheating on you.]

What’s wrong with situation ethics?  1) it denies biblical absolute standards; 2) it’s impossible to say what “good” or “love” is without objective standards of measurement; [There’s no way to judge what’s good or loving.  It’s just opinion. ]  3) it exalts one’s relationship with man over God’s commands.  The Christian should never base his ethical choices on circumstances.]


pluralism:
All ideas or beliefs, even contradictory ones, are valid and equally true.  One cannot say that his view is the best or the only genuine one.  

The relativist would say that Christianity, Judaism, Buddhism, and Hinduism are all equally valid and “true” beliefs.  Each religion is true for the person in that religion. The relativist is non-judgmental.  Because values and beliefs are simply personal preferences, it’s impossible to say that one is better or worse than any other.  Personal preference becomes the only absolute.  The current expression of pluralism is multiculturalism, which asserts that all cultures are equally valuable and significant.


[Relativists say things like, “That may be immoral for you, but not for me.”  “For you there is a God, but I don’t need one.”  It’s all based on the whims of the individual and depends on one’s point of view.]


What’s the main fallacy of pluralism?  Two contradictory ideas cannot be right at the same time.  This breaks the law of non-contradiction: not both a and -a.  Two mutually exclusive things/ideas cannot both be true at the same time and in the same respect.  E.g., “there is only one God” and “there are many gods,” or “Christianity is true and so is Islam.”

What would be the reaction of a person who believes in relativism if I stated that his actions were immoral?  He would claim that that was my opinion, and that I should not force my morals on him.  You hear this argument a lot when Christians try to stand up against immorality in public.

[Do people really believe this way?  Read Jon Leo article.  US News, 7/21/97 “A No-Fault Holocaust”]


Relativism can be boiled down into simple rebellion: man doesn’t want anyone telling him what he ought to or ought not to do.  It’s the same sin Adam committed--trying to be independent of God. 


As Christians, we must reject the notion of relativism.  Christianity is based on absolutes. The Bible sets our standards or right and wrong, and these biblical principles are changeless, the same for all people at all times.  Morality and values are not merely personal opinion when they are rooted in the Word of God.

Why is it necessary to insist on absolutes?  Note the quote:  “If the true cannot be distinguished from the false, the right from the wrong, the good from the bad, then discernment is not only unattainable but it is unnecessary, and its pursuit is foolishness.”

[If you were of a relativist mindset, how do you think you would respond to biblical preaching?  Antagonistically, probably.  Why?  Because it goes directly against what you believe.  

Can discernment really function in a relativist environment?  No, because one would have no unchanging standard of comparison on which to base his judgments/ evaluations.

Relativism and pluralism are really self-defeating.  Both say absolutely that there are no absolutes. ]

Christians must think in terms of opposites or contrasts.  From Genesis to Revelation God’s thoughts and ways are set in contrast with all others.  The Bible teaches that there is only one God, only way of salvation, only one way of life acceptable to God.  Hence, we are not free to choose the best “god” among those available, the way of salvation that suits us the best, or the way of life that is most convenient.  There are only two ways available: God’s way, and all others.

[What are some biblical examples of this contrast?  clean/unclean, saved/unsaved, life/death, obedient/disobedient, friend/enemy of God, child of God/child of Satan, light/darkness, broad way/narrow way, serve God/serve money, in/out, etc.  The emphasis is always one or the other.]

Thus says the Lord, the King of Israel, And his Redeemer, the Lord of hosts: “I am the First and I am the Last; Besides Me there is no God. … Do not fear, nor be afraid; Have I not told you from that time, and declared it? You are My witnesses. Is there a God besides Me? Indeed there is no other Rock; I know not one. … I am the Lord, and there is no other; There is no God besides Me. I will gird you, though you have not known Me.”
Isaiah 44:6, 8, 45:5.

[Note how exclusive the language in these verses is.  If these verses are true, what does that mean about all other ways?  They are invalid/wrong.  There is only one way of salvation for all people (Jn 14:6; Acts 4:12).


Since this is the case, discernment is possible and necessary.  We have an unchanging standard: God’s Word.  We must evaluate all ideas and actions by this standard.  Christians must reject all things not in keeping with biblical principles.

[Note that the standard is not what works, what is rational/ logical, what is popular, etc.  It’s what is biblical.]

III.
The Bible is the sole authority for faith and practice.


As we have already said, the Bible is the one and only standard by which to judge the rightness or wrongness of anything.  We make our evaluations based on the Bible.  Those topics not directly addressed in the Bible are usually covered by broad principles.  What are some examples of issues we have to deal with that are not directly addressed in the Bible? 

[TV, movies, smoking, gambling, dating, music, clothing, reading material, etc.  What would be some things the Bible says absolutely nothing about either directly or indirectly?  How-to type things, like how to build a house, how to drive a car, etc.  Still, biblical principles do apply indirectly: build it to the code, drive lawfully.] 


The Bible is not just our standard; it is the only standard, the universal standard. Since the Bible is the standard, get to know it as well as possible.  The better we know the Bible, the easier it will be to be discerning.

Review

1.
Sin has negatively affected man’s ability to reason.   Although we can counter these effects, we are still prone to error and misjudgment.

2.
Discernment requires absolutes.  Relativism destroys the ability to be discerning because it denies the universal, absolute standard, the Word of God.

3. The Bible is the only authority for faith and practice.  The better we know the standard, the more discerning we’ll be.

For Further Discussion:

Where does this kind of thinking place us in our culture?  Are we in the majority, in the main stream?  [No, we are “far out,” odd, different, on the “lunatic fringe,” extreme.  The majority of the world adamantly rejects each of the above three statements.  We’ve got to be ready to face the consequences of our beliefs, which may be very negative.]

     

        Lesson 4: How to Be Discerning, Step 1

We have thus far learned that discernment is the ability to evaluate something before giving or withholding approval.  

We’ve also learned that we are to be discerning about good and evil, spiritual leaders, ourselves, and everything in general.

In the last lesson, we learned three facts that influence discernment:

  1.
Sin has negatively affected man’s ability to reason.  Although we can reduce these effects, we are still prone to error and misjudgment.

  2.
Discernment requires absolutes.  Relativism destroys the ability to be discerning because it denies the universal, absolute standard, the Word of God.

  3.
The Bible is the only authority for faith and practice.  The better we know the standard, the more discerning we’ll be.

We’ve learned what discernment is, what we must be discerning about, and things that affect our ability to be discerning.  We are finally at the stage in which we can focus on the actual process of learning to discern.  

STEP 1: LEARN THE BIBLE.  Focus on both content and doctrine.

[What’s the difference/distinction between content and doctrine?  Content: what happened, who was involved, when did it happen, etc.  Doctrine is meaning or significance of the content.  It answers the “so what” question.  It is the teaching, the point of the story or account.]
We’ve already learned that the Bible is the sole authority for faith and practice.  In other words, in judging the value of any idea, teaching, philosophy or whatever, we make our judgment based on the Word of God.  The better we know the Bible, the better suited we’ll be to make a correct judgment. 

We must develop a Bible-soaked logic.  This expression describes the state of mind in which biblical principles are so well understood and accepted that one naturally applies them to any circumstance.  When confronted by an idea, teaching, philosophy or example, our first thought should be, “What is the value of this as it compares to biblical principles?”  In other words, we determine the value of anything by examining it in the light of the Bible.  Those things that are in keeping with biblical principles are acceptable; those things antithetical to biblical principles are unacceptable.  We must develop an unswerving allegiance to God’s Word and determine that, no matter what the outcome, we are going to follow biblical principles.

Note the following about the relationship between discernment and God’s Word:

1.
Discernment is the result of knowing and obeying to the Bible.  

Many times in Psalm 119, David states that exposure and obedience to God’s Word result in discernment.

I have chosen the way of truth; Your judgments I have laid before me. Psalm 119:30 

[C.f. also Prov 14.12 “There is a way that seems right to a man, but in the end it leads to death.”  Two ways to choose from: God’s, not God’s.  We know which is which by reading the Bible.]
Teach me good judgment and knowledge, For I believe Your commandments. Psalm 119:66

You, through Your commandments, make me wiser than my enemies; For they are ever with me. I have more understanding than all my teachers, For Your testimonies are my meditation. I understand more than the ancients, Because I keep Your precepts. Psalm 119:98-100

If you seek her as silver, And search for her as for hidden treasures; Then you will understand the fear of the LORD, And find the knowledge of God. For the LORD gives wisdom; From His mouth come knowledge and understanding.  Proverbs 2:4-6

In this passage, note that wisdom comes from the “mouth” of God.  In other words, God’s Word is the source of wisdom/discernment.  

[The Bereans] were more noble [fair-minded] than those in Thessalonica, in that they received the word with all readiness, and searched the Scriptures daily to find out whether these things were so. Acts 17:11

What was the standard by which the Bereans judged the validity of Paul’s message?  [the Scriptures]

What made the Bereans “noble”?  [receiving Paul’s message and examining the Scriptures to see if it was true]

How could we be like the Bereans?  [do the same thing: when we receive a message, examine it by the standard of the Bible]
But solid food belongs to those who are of full age, that is, those who by reason of use have their senses exercised to discern both good and evil. Hebrews 5:14

Remember that “solid food” refers to doctrine.  Those who are trained in doctrine are discerning.

2.
Lack of discernment is the result of rejecting the Word of God.  Note in the following verses how rejection of God’s Word results in lack of discernment.

They would have none of my counsel And despised my every rebuke. Therefore they shall eat the fruit of their own way, And be filled to the full with their own fancies. For the turning away of the simple will slay them, And the complacency of fools will destroy them. Proverbs 1:30-32

Where there is no vision [i.e., revelation], the people perish [are unrestrained]: but he that keepeth the law, happy is he.  Proverbs 29:18

[“Vision” here refers to prophetic revelation, the Word of God, which in the OT and NT occasionally came in the form of a vision.  It’s not some mystical experience (eg. Oral Roberts’ 600 foot tall Jesus) or a goal/desired outcome (“My vision for this church is ...).  Also, note that the result of ignorance of God’s word: unrestraint (Niphal of para`   “to be let loose, be loosened of restraint”). Does this not characterize the USA today?  Today’s moral decay is the result of a rejection of biblical standards.]  

My people are destroyed for lack of knowledge. Because you have rejected knowledge, I also will reject you from being priest for Me; Because you have forgotten the law of your God, I also will forget your children. Hosea 4:6

[Note that the lack of knowledge is not pure ignorance, but is a willful rejection of God’s Word.  Note also the negative results. ]

And if the blind leads the blind, both will fall into a ditch.  Matthew 15:14

Why is blindness a good metaphor for the rejection of God’s Word?  

[Without the Scripture, you don’t know were to go, how to get there, whom to go with, etc.  You’re blind, you can’t accurately perceive reality. ]

[Y]ou have become dull of hearing… For everyone who partakes only of milk is unskilled in the word of righteousness, for he is a babe. Hebrews 5:11, 13

One who is dull of hearing is sluggish or slow to learn, unconcerned, careless, or apathetic.  Also, he is responsible for this condition.  “By his failure to take advantage of his opportunities, [he] has drifted into a state of lethargy, laziness, and unpreparedness in which he has become incapable of distinguishing between truth and error” (Adams, 61).

[These people are also described as being like a “babe.”  Is that a good thing?  No, it refers to someone who can’t handle truth, an immature believer. ]
According to each of the above passages, ignorance of God’s Word has negative, destructive results.  Those who ignore God’s Word are liable to be easily led astray.  Our problem is usually not ignorance of God’s Word, it is disobedience to it.  Just like the Israelites, we can know God’s Word and choose to disobey it.  The results are the same: disaster.

[Good example: Jer 42.5-6 c.f. 43.1-2.  In the case of the Israelites, disobedience resulted in the destruction of the kingdom and the 70 years captivity.  What could be some things that could happen to us if we ignore or disobey God’s Word?  disease (e.g., AIDS, STD’s), jail, death, estrangement from friends and family, lack of discernment.]
A Plan of Action for Learning the Bible

Since our ability to discern is based on our how well we learn and obey God’s Word, it is important that we get to know it as well as possible.  Here’s how:

1.
Bible reading.  You ought to have a regular, daily time of reading the Bible.  A goal should be to read the whole Bible through.

[Anybody read the whole Bible thru?  Why do you think it’s good to do so?  1.  Each book contributes to the overall knowledge about God;  2.  We need to get a broad overview of the whole thing to understand the parts.  Remember that “context is king.”  3.  How can you say you really know the Bible if you haven’t even read the whole thing?]

· Follow a plan.  Don’t just open the Bible randomly and start reading.  Develop or find a strategy or system.

· Keep up a practical pace.  A little each day is easier than a lot occasionally.

· Seek help when you don’t understand. Consult a study Bible, commentary or another translation when needed. 

[If you don’t understand what you’re reading, then what’s the value of reading? Use the tools that are available.] 

2.
Bible study.  This is a bit different than just reading the Bible.  In study, one takes the time to investigate a passage more thoroughly.

Bible study goes deeper into the meaning and implications of the text.  You might want to focus on one particular book or passage.  Read it over many times in several different versions, look up the key words in a Bible dictionary, outline the passage, research the doctrine, read commentaries and background material, etc.  The goal is to better understand and apply the author’s meaning.

3.
Bible memorization.  Take the time to hide God’s Word in your heart.  Again, working on this daily is the key.  Develop a list of verses you want to memorize and work continually at that list.  Add new verses as you come upon them.

Memorization is an important skill in developing a Bible-soaked logic.  When you have biblical passages memorized, the significance of those passages is readily available to help you evaluate the truth or falsehood of information you receive.

4. Active listening.  We have many opportunities to hear biblical exposition.  The more we listen, the better we get to know the Bible.  Hence, it is important that you are committed to the ministry of your church.

5.
Classes, seminars, special meetings, etc.  You may have the opportunity to take a class on a certain Bible book or topic, perhaps at a Bible institute, college, or even seminary.  Teachers have spent years studying the Bible, and their comments are often helpful. Make use of special opportunities to increase your knowledge of the Bible.

[Make a plug for attending a Christian college – make every effort to do so if possible.  At least go to a Bible college for a year or two just for the Bible classes.]

Review

1.
Discernment is the result of knowing and obeying the Bible.   There is a clear relationship between Bible knowledge and discernment.

2. Lack of discernment is the result of rejecting the Word of God.  The results of rejecting biblical wisdom are harmful.

[Remember the goal in all of this: developing discernment. ]


Lesson 5: How to Be Discerning, Step 2

We’ve learned so far what discernment is, [the ability to evaluate something before giving or withholding approval] what we must be discerning about, [good and evil, spiritual leaders, ourselves, and everything in general] and things that affect our ability to be discerning [Sin has negatively affected man’s ability to reason, Discernment requires absolutes, The Bible is the only authority for faith and practice.].  We’ve also learned that the first step toward developing biblical discernment is Learn the Bible, both content and doctrine.

We saw in the last lesson that discernment is the result of knowing and obeying the Bible.  There is a clear relationship between Bible knowledge and discernment.  Further, lack of discernment is the result of rejecting the Word of God.  The results of rejecting biblical wisdom are destructive.

In today’s lesson, we’ll learn the second step in the process of discernment:  

STEP 1: LEARN THE BIBLE.

STEP 2: TEST EVERYTHING.   2 Thes 5:21 “Test all things.”

This is not a new concept for us.  We learned in Lesson Two that the biblical words for “discern” mean “to test” or “to judge.”  In this lesson we want to focus on developing this ability.

Philip Schaaf said, “Ideas rule the world.”  This is certainly true.  We want to be very discerning about the ideas we accept. 

[Why are ideas so important?  Because they govern action.  One acts on what he believes.  If you believe wrongly, you act wrongly.  World history is really just the record of how people have responded to ideas.]  

One of the biggest problems in Christianity today is the fact that many believers are gullible.  This fact is demonstrated by the uncritical way in which many believers willingly accept false doctrine and practice.  We don’t want to be gullible Christians.  As we’ve learned before, we need to develop a healthy sense of biblical skepticism.  We do this by testing everything in the light of the Bible.  

[Remember that biblical skepticism is not being skeptical or doubtful about the Bible, it’s being skeptical about an idea until we are convinced that it is truly biblical.]
Notice several important elements of biblical skepticism.

1.
Biblical Commands that support it

Judge righteous judgment. John 7:24

Abhor that which is evil.  Cling to that what is good. Romans 12:9

Proving what is acceptable to the Lord. Ephesians 5:10

Test all things; hold fast that which is good. 1 Thessalonians 5:21

Beloved, do not believe every spirit, but test the spirits, whether they are of God. 1 John 4:1

One of the most commonly cited quotes from the Bible is Jesus’ statement, “Judge not, that you be not judged.”  People use this verse to show that one ought not criticize or condemn the actions or beliefs of another.  But the context of that quote (Matt 7:1-3) shows that Jesus did not prohibit all evaluation or criticism, only hypocritical judgment.  In fact, the Bible clearly gives believers the right and responsibility to pass moral judgment on things.  God wants us to be discerning, which requires evaluation and judgment, the ability to separate the good from the bad.  

Why are many people opposed to evaluation or criticism?  

[They don’t want anyone to tell them what to do.  They don’t want to feel guilty for their behavior.  Or they see values as opinion.]  

God is the ultimate judge.  Our abilities to judge are limited and imperfect.  We can only be “fruit inspectors,” evaluating actions and ideas as they compare with biblical truth. And we must remember that we evaluating ideas and actions, not people. It’s one thing to say that an idea that someone holds is weak, absurd or invalid. It’s another thing entirely to say that of the person holding those ideas. We can criticize an idea without criticizing the individual.

2.
Critical Thinking is part of it

 
Remember our definition of critical thinking:  “The ability to cast a skeptical mental eye on claims, assertions and arguments until they are carefully assessed and objectively examined, . . .  the ability to resist being stampeded, emotionally or otherwise, into accepting statements or arguments that are not actually supported by the facts.”

Critical thinking and biblical skepticism are closely related, the difference being that with biblical skepticism, the Bible, rather than logic or science, is the standard of truth upon which we base our judgments.  We gauge a thing’s acceptability by how well it corresponds to biblical truth. 

An important principle to remember is all truth is God’s truth.  Something cannot be “true” biblically and not true scientifically or really.  There is only one standard of truth.

[This is why Bible-believers so strongly support an inerrant Bible.  If one actual error or mistake could be found in the Bible, it would be devastating to Christianity.  Why is this so?  1. If the Bible is wrong, God is wrong, or inspiration is not true.  2. If God is wrong, He is not God.  3. If inspiration is not true, we’ve got no authority, no word from God.]

The Law of Non-Contradiction comes into play here.  This law states “not both A and not A,” where “A” is a statement or claim and “not A” is its direct opposite. [E.g., “God exists” vs. “God does not exist.”  Can’t both be true.]  In other words, something cannot be true and false at the same time and in the same respect.  Two contradictory statements cannot both be true.  Either one is true and the other is false, or vice versa, or neither is true, but two contradictory statements cannot both be true at the same time and in the same sense.

Modern man has rejected this law.  Since people recognize no ultimate standard of true and false, they are willing to support two opposing ideas at the same time.  Christians must reject this kind of thinking.

[In fact, there is a whole philosophical system built around combining opposite ideas: Hegelian Dialecticism.  It states that “thesis + antithesis = synthesis.”  You put two opposite ideas together to get a new idea.]  

Other errors in reasoning:

1. Hasty generalization:  to draw a conclusion about a whole class or group based on too few members or from nontypical members.  For example, if you have a disagreement with an exchange student from Sweden and conclude that all Swedes are unfriendly, you’ve made a hasty generalization.

2. Mistaken causal relationship: to conclude that one thing is the cause or reason for an effect without a direct causal link between the two.  Two types:

a. post hoc: since B follows A, A must be the cause of B.  E.g., “I went out in the rain, and now I have a cold.”  Problem: chronological sequence is not a proof of a causal relationship.  This is similar to the non sequitur (Latin, “it does not follow”), in which there is no valid connection between the premise and the conclusion.  E.g., “He’s a dynamic speaker so he’d make a good pastor.”  Being a dynamic speaker does not necessarily mean one would make a good pastor.

b. reductive fallacy: simple or single causes are given for complex effects.  E.g., “Since prayer was removed from public school, education in America has declined.”  Problem: single actions are rarely the only cause of complex effects.  There is insufficient proof that a single act (removing prayer) is the only cause that brought about the effect (education declining).

3. Reasoning by analogy: a comparison between two different things or events showing the way in which they are similar.  Problem: an analogy can be illustrative or suggestive, but it cannot be conclusive.

4. Avoiding the question: diverting the question to another issue.  Also known as a “red herring.”  Politicians do this all the time.  Someone asks them a question and they reply with something completely different.  Three types:

a. begging the question: using the point one is trying to prove as proof

b. ad hominem attack: rather than arguing the issue, one attacks those who disagree

c. straw man: setting up and attacking a “dummy” issue instead of the real issue at hand

The goal in studying these logical fallacies is to prevent us from falling into these traps.  As we’ve already learned, there are multitudes of false prophets and cults out there trying to lead us astray.  They often use the above methods to twist and distort biblical truth.  The more discerning we become, the less likely we’ll be to be taken in by faulty reasoning.

3.
The Goal of the Biblical Skepticism

According to the verses from above, the goal of the evaluation process is to separate the good from the bad, to discover and accept those things that are righteous, good, and acceptable, and to reject the evil and ungodly.

Read Romans 12:9.  What are the two categories listed in this verse?  

[Good and evil]
Are there any other categories available?  

[Yes, some things are neutral, able to be used for good or evil.  E.g., a knife could used to save a life or to end one.  Most material objects are neutral.  It’s ideas and actions that are good or evil.

What about works of art, literature or music?  Can they be thought of as good or evil?  

[Yes, because they (generally) communicate an idea or message, and that message can be evaluated and judged.]

What is the standard by which we know if something passes or fails the test? 
[The Bible.  Also, generally speaking, the character of God.  So in testing art, lit. or music, see how well the piece reflects the character of God.]  

What do we do with those things that pass the test?  
[We “cling” to them.  What does this mean?  To support, accept, include them in our lives.  See also Phil 4:8-9]
What about those things that fail?  [We reject them]
Are there any things we are not able to judge?  

[Yes, the thoughts and motivations of other people.  Can we judge if a person is really saved (if the person affirms the Gospel)?  Ultimately, no.  The Bible gives several tests of being saved or lost, and those who fail the test are probably unsaved, but it’s not our job to judge in this area.
Question:  Can we apply critical thinking to the Bible?  That is, should we throw out the parts of the Bible that don’t seem to conform to human logic?  [No, because there is no independent standard of truth to which the Bible must conform.  God’s word is the highest standard of truth, and everything else must conform to it.  Sinful, limited man does not have the capacity to sit in judgment of the Bible. C.f., Rom 11:33f. Liberalism is the result of submitting the Bible to human logic/rationalism.] 

4.
A Discriminatory Grid illustrates Biblical Skepticism

Think of the evaluation process as a screen or grid that will let only a certain type of material pass through it.  Of all the ideas that we are exposed to, only a few are acceptable.  Our grid acts like a strainer or filter to get rid of the unacceptable elements that we come in contact with, while letting the acceptable things pass through.

The strength of this grid depends on our ability to be discerning.  Those who are undiscerning have large holes in the screen; they’ll accept anything.  Those who are discerning have small holes; only a few things get through.  

How can you improve the ability of your grid to screen out unacceptable ideas?  

[Remember that your ability to be discerning depends on your exposure and obedience to the Bible.  Thus learning biblical principles and being committed to them will strengthen your screen.]

5.
The Dangers of Biblical Skepticism

A.  
Private Interpretation

If skepticism is not kept in check, one could find himself the leader of his own cult.  We don’t want to be guilty of being so critical and exclusive that we reject all interpretations but our own.

How could we prevent this from happening?

[1. Apply the accepted rules of interpretation (hermeneutics).  2. By checking out your interpretations with others.  Truth is generally not hidden from sincere, seeking believers.  God doesn’t send special tidbits to some and hide them from others.  So if you’re the only one in the history of Christianity who believes a certain doctrine, you’re in trouble.   3. By being familiar with systematic theology.  If an interpretation doesn’t fit with orthodox theology, there’s a problem.]
B.  
Judgmental Attitude

There’s a difference between evaluating and being judgmental.  We want to think critically without developing an overly critical attitude.  Biblical skepticism carried too far could result in a very negative, fault-finding kind of attitude, or even a “holier-than-thou” snobbery.  While our goal is to spot, reject, and refute error, we should not be harsh, caustic, or proud while doing so.

[Have you ever known anyone who delights in showing the faults and errors of others?  We don’t want to be that way. ]

Review

The second step in the process of discernment is to test everything.   

1.
The Bible commands that we test everything.

2.
Critical thinking demands that we test everything.  In that process, we must avoid errors in reasoning and logic.

3.
The goal of the discernment process is to separate the good from the evil.

4.
Filtering something through a screen or grid is a good illustration of this process.
5.
The dangers of biblical skepticism include private interpretation and a judgmental attitude, both of which we can avoid.

Lesson 6: How To Be Discerning, Step 3


We’ve learned so far what discernment is, (the ability to evaluate something before giving or withholding approval) what we must be discerning about (good and evil, spiritual leaders, ourselves, and everything in general) and things that affect our ability to be discerning (sin has negatively affected man’s ability to reason, discernment requires absolutes, the Bible is the only authority for faith and practice.).  We’ve also learned the first two steps in biblical discernment:

STEP 1: LEARN THE BIBLE

STEP 2: TEST EVERYTHING 

In Lesson Five we learned: the Bible commands that we test everything; critical thinking demands testing everything; the goal of the discernment process is to separate the good from the evil; filtering something through a screen or grid is a good illustration of this process; and the dangers of biblical skepticism are private interpretation and a judgmental attitude, both of which can be avoided.

Today we’ll learn the next step.

STEP 3: FOLLOW DISCERNING LEADERS
Who do you see as the most influential leaders in the world?

Who are the most influential in your own life?

Why do such people have the power to influence?

Someone once said, “Everything rises and falls on leadership.”  Jesus said, “If a blind man guides a blind man, both will fall into a pit.”  Those we accept as leaders and examples will likely have a great influence on our lives.  We tend to imitate those we follow.  If we choose the wrong leaders, we will probably go the wrong direction.  Thus it is very important who we decide to follow.

Often our leaders are chosen for us.  We may have little or no input regarding who our pastors, governors, presidents, principals, teachers, and parents are, or how they fulfill their leadership responsibilities.  Further, being independent and freedom-loving people, we often choose not to “follow the leader.”

Nevertheless, in a church setting, we are under leadership.  In fact, biblical leadership has a great deal of authority, as we’ll see.  The Bible is full of leaders, some good, and some bad.  There are many examples of leaders being very influential in the lives of their followers.  The question is, How do we know when to follow our leaders and when not to?  This lesson is designed to help us answer this question.

Note several facts about biblical leadership:

1.
Biblical leadership is legitimate.

He gave some as apostles, and some as prophets, and some as evangelists, and some as pastors and teachers, for the equipping of the saints for the work of service, to the building up of the body of Christ. Ephesians 4:11-12

[Note that leaders were given to equip saints for the work of service.  Thus, the pastor is not the one doing all the work.  He is preparing the members to do the work of the ministry. ]

The biblical pattern clearly supports the existence of pastors and other spiritual leaders.  Christianity is not an “every man for himself” operation.  We have church leaders, and their role as leaders is God-given.

2.
Biblical leadership is strong. [or authoritative]
Obey your leaders and submit to them; for they keep watch over your souls.  Hebrews 13:17

These things speak and exhort and reprove with all authority.  Let no one disregard you. Titus 2:15

Some teach that no one in the church has any more authority than anyone else and that all decisions should be made on the basis of a majority vote.  Others say that an elected group should run the church, and that the pastor is just an employee.  But this is not the biblical way.

The above verses, and many others like them, tell us that the pastor (or pastors) has the authority in the church.  The titles for the pastor reveal his authority.  “Elder” (or “presbyter”) indicates authority that comes from maturity.  The elder is the president of the assembly.  “Bishop” or “overseer” carries the idea of management, superintending, or guarding.  He is to look after and take care of the church.  The “pastor” is the shepherd of the flock.  He’s the leader, the one giving direction and care.  Each of these terms shows that the pastor is the one in charge.

[The three terms, elder, bishop/overseer, and pastor are synonymous—they refer to the same office. ]

Further, many pastoral responsibilities require that he have authority.  He is to “rule” (1 Tim 5:17), “have charge over” the church (1 Thes 5:12), manage (Titus 1:7 uses the word “steward”), oversee (1 Pet 5:2), and preach and teach (2 Tim 4:2; 1 Tim 3:2).  Each of these duties requires that the pastor have a great deal of authority.

The Bible also teaches that church members are to obey and honor (1 Thes 5:12-13) their pastor.  The authority of the pastor is due to his role or position, not because of his personality, strength or education. God has established the role of the pastor to be the authority, under Christ, in the church.  It’s only when he acts improperly that church members should question, ignore, or reject his authority.  We need to be careful here.  There is an inherent danger in so much pastoral authority: he may lead the members of the church in the wrong direction.  If he does, church members must be able to detect it and to do something about it.

This is where discernment comes in.  We should follow our leaders only to the degree that they follow the Bible and sound doctrine.  Paul wrote, “Follow me as I follow Christ.”  We don’t follow our leaders into error or wrong ideas.  We’ve got to know when to follow and when to stop following.

If you don’t know the Bible very well, how will you be able to discern if and when someone is leading you in the wrong direction?  [you won’t be able to tell.]

3.
Biblical leadership is edifying
As a result, we are no longer to be children, tossed here and there by waves, and carried about by every wind of doctrine, by the trickery of men, by craftiness in deceitful scheming. Ephesians 4:14  [Cf. also 2 Cor 13:10]

This verse is directly connected to the fact that God gave leaders to the church.  The purpose of these leaders is to equip believers for ministry and to build their faith.  This will result in unity in the church and the ability to avoid being “carried about by every wind of doctrine” and being taken in by “trickery” and “craftiness.”  In other words, solid leadership develops strong, stable believers.  Good leaders help their followers to be discerning.

Part of pastoral responsibility is to “shepherd the flock” (1 Pet 5:2) and to watch over the congregation (Heb 13:17).  Shepherding implies not only leadership, but also care and protection.  The pastor is to protect those in the church from false doctrine and false prophets.  

How can pastoral leadership help you avoid false doctrine and false prophets?

[1. Listen to the Bible messages and to pastoral advice.  This will help you know sound doctrine, which will keep you from false doctrine.  2. Ask the pastor about doctrines you don’t understand.  3. Ask the pastor’s opinion about teachers, denominations, schools, etc.]
If our goal is to be discerning, we should listen to and seek advice from our pastor.

4.
Biblical leadership is qualified
We speak as men approved. 1 Thessalonians 2:4

[“Approved” could be translated “qualified.”]
As we learned in Lesson Two, we should constantly evaluate the lives and the messages of our spiritual leaders.  Deacons are to be tested before being installed (1 Tim 3:10), and pastors should be qualified or approved as Paul and his fellow-workers were (1 Cor 16:3).  Pastors must meet or exceed the qualifications listed in 1 Timothy 3:1-7.

The approval process in most churches is called ordination.  This process is helpful because it gives the church members an opportunity to examine a pastoral candidate regarding his doctrine and behavior.  If a man fails in this examination, he is likely unfit for the pastorate.

[A pastor does not get re-ordained in each church he goes to.  A new church simply recognizes the pastor’s original ordination.  Question: does ordination guarantee that a pastor won’t mess up?  No.  But it shows that at the time of ordination, the man was OK.]
An overseer . . . must be above reproach. 1 Timothy 3:2

Dear friends, do not believe every spirit, but test the spirits to see whether they are from God, because many false prophets have gone out into the world. . . .  Whoever knows God listens to us; but whoever is not from God does not listen to us.  This is how we recognize the Spirit of truth and the spirit of falsehood. 1 John 4:1, 6

What kind of things would disqualify a leader/pastor?  

1. Wrong behavior -- any activity that would ruin or sully one’s reputation and ability to lead, such as immorality, scandal, impropriety, etc.  

2. Wrong doctrine -- any false or improper teaching (Rom 16:17; Gal 1:8; Titus 3:10)

Other things might hinder the pastor’s ministry, but behavior and doctrine are the two big ones.  It’s unfortunate that minor issues, like personality or preaching style, often force pastors to leave churches.  We should insist on a pastor’s dismissal only when major issues of doctrine and practice are involved.

Review

In this lesson we have learned:

1. Biblical leadership is legitimate.   God established the office of pastor to lead the congregation.

2.
Biblical leadership is strong.  God gives the pastor a great deal of authority in the church.

3.
Biblical leadership is edifying.  Pastors and teachers help believers grow and become strong in the faith.

4.
Biblical leadership is qualified.  Leaders must meet the biblical requirements for leadership.

For Further Discussion:

1. Many churches are governed by a board of some sort.  Who is supposed to be the main authority in a church?

[The pastor is in charge.  There’s no biblical warrant for a deacon-run church if there is a pastor.  A group of pastors (board of elders) could run a church, but those are pastors, not deacons, and one of them is the senior/head pastor. ]

2. How much authority does a pastor have over the members of his church?  If he tells a member to do or not do something, how binding is that?  Can you ignore or reject his advice?

[He’s got a lot of authority.  He’s not a tyrant, but God has ordained him to watch over the souls of the members of his flock.  If he tells someone to do something (within the sphere of his authority), he should do it.  It’s binding to the degree it’s biblical and moral.   You shouldn’t ignore his advice.  God has put him there to give advice, and you ignore or reject it to your peril.  Obviously, you don’t follow unbiblical or foolish advice.  We don’t give pastors nearly enough credit.  We are supposed to obey and honor them.  Instead, we often ridicule and ignore them. ]

Lesson 7: How To Be Discerning, Step 4

We’ve learned so far what discernment is (the ability to evaluate something before giving or withholding approval), what we must be discerning about (good and evil, spiritual leaders, ourselves, and everything in general), and things that affect our ability to be discerning (sin has negatively affected man’s ability to reason, discernment requires absolutes, the Bible is the only authority for faith and practice).  We’ve also learned the first three steps in biblical discernment:

STEP 1: LEARN THE BIBLE [The Bible is the standard we base our discernment upon.]
STEP 2: TEST EVERYTHING  [Develop biblical skepticism and critical thinking.] 

STEP 3: FOLLOW DISCERNING LEADERS

Today we’ll learn the next step.

STEP 4: STRIVE FOR SPIRITUAL MATURITY
“Mature” means fully developed or complete.  How would you describe spiritual maturity or a spiritually mature believer? 

[Fully implementing Christianity in life; a fully-devoted follower of Christ; displaying the attitudes and actions that should be seen in a believer.  A spiritually mature believer is one who acts and thinks like a Christian should.  He lives out the Christian life as the Bible describes it.]
A spiritually immature person would be a believer who does not possess these kinds of characteristics.  Obviously, our goal is to be spiritually mature, not immature.

Unfortunately, spiritual immaturity is a very common problem in many churches today.  John MacArthur notes that one important factor in the “abysmal lack of discernment today is a growing deterioration of the overall level of spiritual maturity in today’s church.  As knowledge of God’s truth ebbs, people follow more popular views, seeking feelings and experiences.  They are hungry for miracles, healings, and spectacular wonders.  They grope for easy and instant solutions to the routine trials of life.  They turn quickly from the plain truth of God’s Word to embrace doctrines fit only for the credulous and naive.  They chase personal comfort and success.  Christianity today may be shallower than at any time in history. . . . Spiritual ignorance and biblical illiteracy are commonplace. . . .Churches are therefore filled with baby Christians--people who are spiritual infants.”

[Note that MacArthur links the two ideas: lack of discernment is due to lack of maturity.]

In today’s lesson, we’ll learn some important truths about spiritual immaturity and maturity, and how one’s level of maturity affects his ability to be discerning.

I.
Spiritual Immaturity

A.
Texts

1 Corinthians 3:2-3  I fed you with milk and not with solid food; for until now you were not able to receive it, and even now you are still not able; for you are still carnal. For where there are envy, strife, and divisions among you, are you not carnal and behaving like mere men?
Galatians 1:6  I marvel that you are turning away so soon from Him who called you in the grace of Christ, to a different gospel.
Ephesians 4:14  that we should no longer be children, tossed to and fro and carried about with every wind of doctrine, by the trickery of men, in the cunning craftiness of deceitful plotting.
Hebrews 5:12-13  For though by this time you ought to be teachers, you need someone to teach you again the first principles of the oracles of God; and you have come to need milk and not solid food. For everyone who partakes only of milk is unskilled in the word of righteousness, for he is a babe.
B.
Characteristics of spiritual immaturity  [based on the above passages]

[Much that can be said to be true of physical babies is true for spiritual “babes.”]  
1.
selfishness:  “Everything must revolve around me and what I want.  Church should be entertaining, convenient, inspirational, and practical.  Meet my needs.  Solve my problems.  Tell me how to be successful, wealthy, healthy, and popular.  Don’t require much of me.  Don’t ask me to give much or sacrifice.”

2.
ignorance:  An immature person doesn’t know (or chooses to ignore) God’s Word.  He might substitute experience or feelings for the Bible.  

3.
gullibility:  A gullible person is non-critical.  He doesn’t evaluate or check a teaching against the standard of God’s Word, logic, or even common sense.  He likes innovation, fads, controversy, and new ideas.  He is led astray easily and often.

4.
instability:  An unstable person jumps from one opinion to another.  He may follow different popular radio and TV preachers, and have little or no connection with a local church.

5.
weakness:  A spiritually immature person cannot understand anything beyond basic doctrine.  He refuses to “feed” himself.  He is incapable of accepting much responsibility and is not trustworthy.  He needs constant supervision, encouragement, and attention.

Note the similarities between an infant and an immature believer.  What’s true of one physically is true of the other spiritually.  We expect infants to grow up, and believers should grow up, too.  If they don’t, there’s a problem.

Describe what a church full of immature believers would be like.

[It would be one big mess.  There would be lots of quarrels, tension, and problems.  It would be a crowd of selfish, ignorant, gullible, unstable, weak people.]  

II.
Spiritual Maturity

We want to avoid all of the results of spiritual immaturity described above.  We want to know God’s truth, avoid being gullible, and develop a strong, deep, and informed faith.  Doing so will keep us from many of the problems listed above.

A.
Texts

Ephesians 4:11-15 And He Himself gave some to be apostles, some prophets, some evangelists, and some pastors and teachers, for the equipping of the saints for the work of ministry, for the edifying of the body of Christ, till we all come to the unity of the faith and of the knowledge of the Son of God, to a perfect man, to the measure of the stature of the fullness of Christ; that we should no longer be children, tossed to and fro and carried about with every wind of doctrine, by the trickery of men, in the cunning craftiness of deceitful plotting, but, speaking the truth in love, may grow up in all things into Him who is the head—Christ.
Philippians 3:14-15  I press toward the goal for the prize of the upward call of God in Christ Jesus. Therefore let us, as many as are mature, have this mind; and if in anything you think otherwise, God will reveal even this to you.
Heb 5:14-6:1 But solid food belongs to those who are of full age, that is, those who by reason of use have their senses exercised to discern both good and evil. . .  [L]et us go on to perfection, not laying again the foundation of repentance from dead works and of faith toward God.

B.
Characteristics of spiritual maturity

1.
equipped for service.  The goal of leadership is to equip and build up Christians. Believers are equipped for a purpose: service.  Church is the primary context in which believers serve each other.  All believers, not just the pastor, are to do the work of the ministry.

2.
A desire to grow.  We must “press on toward the goal” and “press on to maturity.”  Growth is not an automatic thing.  It doesn’t just happen.  We must desire to “grow in the grace and knowledge of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ” (1 Peter 2:2).

3.
commitment to truth.  “Solid food” refers to doctrine, the teaching or content of the Bible.  Note that those who are mature are “trained to discern.”  We grow by “speaking the truth.”  The truth is God’s Word (John 17:17).

4.
engaged in disciplines.  Spiritual disciplines are necessary for spiritual maturity.  Just as a baby needs to exercise in order to grow, we need to exercise spiritually by putting into practice the things we learn.  The result is spiritual strength.  What kind of disciplines should we practice?  

· Bible reading:  Consistent Bible reading is the best way to learn the truth. Memorizing passages hides God’s Word in your heart.

· Prayer:  In prayer, we not only communicate with God, we also remind ourselves of our reliance on Him.  Prayer is not just asking for things.  Much of our prayer time should be spent in praise, thanksgiving and confession of sin.

[This is probably a major weak point for many of us.  We usually just ask God for a bunch of stuff we are concerned about.  Prayer is really much more than this.  Work on developing your prayer life into a time of praise and thanksgiving.  Also, a good thing to do is use biblical prayers as your own.]
· Church:  Commitment to church ministry is essential.  Spiritual maturity can and should be developed personally, but it also takes place in the context of the church.  Church ministry includes attendance, participation in services and programs, giving, teaching, helping, etc.  

Guess why we call these things “disciplines”?  It’s because they require effort.  Spiritual maturity requires work and discipline.  Some believers are spiritually immature simply because they are unwilling to do the work necessary.

We must ask ourselves: Am I a spiritually mature believer?  No one will ever attain perfection during this life, but we are to “press toward the goal,” as Paul said.

How do you measure your spiritual maturity?  Put a check in the boxes below that describe you the best.

	Characteristics of Spiritual Immaturity:

Those who are “babes”
	Characteristics of Spiritual Maturity:

Those who “press toward the goal”

	· Selfish – everything revolves around me

· Ignorant of God’s Word – don’t read the Bible, don’t know what it says

· Gullible – uncritical, easily led astray

· Unstable – constantly changing opinions

· Weak – can’t handle doctrine
	· Involved in service at church

· Desire to grow

· Committed to truth

· Engaged in spiritual disciplines:

· Bible reading & memorization

· Prayer

· Church participation


Remember that the goal is to develop discernment.  Your ability to be discerning is directly linked to your spiritual maturity.  As you mature spiritually, you’ll become a more discerning person.

[Doesn’t this make sense?  Look at the qualities of spiritual immaturity--they are basically the same as lack of discernment.  Same is true with spiritual maturity.]
Review
1. Spiritual immaturity is characterized by selfishness, ignorance, gullibility, instability, and weakness.

2. Spiritual maturity is characterized by being equipped for service, having a desire to grow, being committed to the truth of God’s Word, and being engaged in disciplines.

3. Spiritual maturity is directly related to discernment.

Lesson 8: How To Be Discerning

About Popular Culture and Media
We are finally at the point in which we can start applying what we’ve learned about discernment to specific issues.  First, lets review the four steps in the process of discernment.

STEP 1: LEARN THE BIBLE (The Bible is the standard we base our discernment upon.)

STEP 2: TEST EVERYTHING  (Develop biblical skepticism and critical thinking skills.) 

STEP 3: FOLLOW DISCERNING LEADERS (Leaders are given to the church by God to help Christians become discerning.)

STEP 4: STRIVE FOR SPIRITUAL MATURITY (Spiritual maturity is directly related to discernment.)

Implementing each of these steps in your life will naturally result in your being more discerning. Today’s lesson will address an area in which we all need to exercise a great deal of discernment, popular culture and the media.

We live in what some people have called “the Information Age.”  Why do you think they call it by that name?

[Because more than ever before information is available.]
What are some sources of information?  
[TV, music, newspapers, film, mags, radio, computer, books, internet.]
Information outlets like those above are called media. Which forms of media do you interact with the most?  Why do you think that is?

[TV‑‑most access, most time spent, most entertaining, littlest work required, cheap.  Maybe radio for the same reasons.]

Do you think media has influenced you?  

[If you have much access to media, it has had some influence on you.  E.g., Disney movies, advertisements, popular food/drinks, style of clothing, etc.  Especially advertisements.]
The media is the most prolific promoter of popular culture.  What is culture?

Ken Myers’ definition: “[Culture is] a dynamic pattern, an ever-changing matrix of objects, artifacts, sounds, institutions, philosophies, fashions, enthusiasms, myths, prejudices, relationship, attitudes, tastes, rituals, habits, colors, and loves, all embodied in the individual people, in groups and collectives and associations of people, . . .  in books, in buildings, in the use of time and space, in wars, in jokes and in food.”

Broadly defined, culture is the way a given group of people act and think at a particular place and time.  Popular, or “pop,” culture is composed of those elements of culture that are popular, “hot,” or “in.”  What are some elements of current pop culture?

[Examples of who’s “hot” in pop culture: 

  Music:

  TV: 

  Movies: 

  Fashion:

  Books:    
]
Why is it so important that we control the things we allow ourselves to see, read and/or hear? 

[Because we are affected one way or another by ideas.  “Ideas have consequences.”  I am affected by the TV I’ve seen, the books and magazines I’ve read, the pictures and movies I’ve seen, etc.  So are you.
Also, there is lots of junk available, especially immoral pix and language, and false ideas (whether taught outright or implicitly).  With all the junk available, we’ve got to be able to sort out the good from the bad and to reduce the negative impact/influence it can have on us.]
We’ve got to develop the ability to evaluate the messages that come to us through media, pass judgment on those ideas, and then determine if we should continue to expose ourselves to them.

Is popular culture in the US friendly or unfriendly toward Christianity?

[Today’s culture is actively antagonistic toward real Christianity.  In TV, movies, music, books, mags, there is an obvious anti-Christian bent/bias much of the time. 

Pop culture promotes more and more immoral, vulgar and offensive material.  Note some stats: During the last 30 years, violent crime has increased 560%, illegitimate births up 400%, divorces up 400%, percentage of children living in single-parent homes tripled, 200% increase in teenage suicide rate, 75 point drop in SAT scores, 30% of all births and 68% of black births are illegitimate.  The U.S. is at or near the top of rates for industrialized nations in abortions, divorces, and unwed births.  We lead the industrialized nations in murder, rape, and violent crime.  In elementary and secondary education, we are at or near the bottom in achievement scores.  “There are just too many signs of de-civilization—that is, civilization gone rotten. . . .  We live in a culture which at times seems almost dedicated to the corruption of the young, assuring the loss of their innocence before their time. . . .  We have become [hardened] to the cultural rot that is setting in. . . .  People are experiencing atrocity overload, losing their capacity for shock, disgust, and outrage.”
 

Unfortunately, Christians are not immune from the negative influences of pop culture.  One of the big blunders of new evangelicalism is its adoption of pop culture.  Such people want to be Christians but they also want to be part of the mainstream like everyone else.  They don’t see the corruption of pop culture, so they embrace it. 

Note the quote: [Some Christians have created] an extensive parallel popular culture, complete with Christian rock bands and night clubs, Christian soap operas and talk shows, Christian spy and romance novels, and Christian exercise videos. . . .  This “Christian” popular culture takes all its cues from its secular counterpart, but sanitizes and customizes it with “Jesus language.”
  

We should avoid being influenced by either secular pop culture or Christianized pop culture.

Key Text:
Do not love the world, nor the things in the world. If anyone loves the world, the love of the Father is not in him.  For all that is in the world, the lust of the flesh and the lust of the eyes and the boastful pride of life, is not from the Father, but is from the world.  The world and its desires pass away, but the man who does the will of God lives forever.  1 John 2:15-16

The word “world” in the above passage refers to those systems, organizations, people, and ideas that are set up in opposition to God.  A “worldly” person is one who desires (lusts after) the sinful pleasures that the world can provide.  Note that loving the world is set in contrast with doing God’s will; you can’t do both.  In the US, pop culture is the clearest expression of the world’s corrupt attitudes, values, and priorities.  We need to be separate from the sinful things pop culture is promoting.  We should not see ourselves as part of, or going along with, the immoral elements of pop culture.  We must stand against them: “Have no fellowship with the unfruitful works of darkness, but rather even reprove them” (Eph 5:11)

4 Dangers of pop culture:  [reasons to be very careful]
1.
It emphasizes the innovative, the new.  What are some examples of this?

[Ads: “new and improved;” styles: always changing, need to keep in style; Music: cutting edge, alternative, avant garde.  New models of cars, boats, etc.  Also, because of the importance of technology today, we get used to things being newer, faster, and better than before.  We come to expect that in everything.]
What is dangerous about this attitude?

a.
It ignores the lessons of the past.

[It thinks nothing old is good or can contribute anything of value; there can be no lasting standards--everything has to change and be up to date.  1960’s saying: “Don’t trust anyone over 30.” ]
How does this impact the church?  

[People are unsatisfied with the old ways, the traditional.  They want what is popular--music, preaching, etc.] 

b.
It breeds discontentment.

[In other words, we are unsatisfied.  If something is not newer more exciting, it’s boring.  We search for things bigger and better.  E.g., common expression: “Been there, done that.”  Problems with this: leads to a life of seeking bigger and better experiences.] 

c.      It develops materialism.  

[What is materialism?  It’s a love for worldly goods.  It’s a desire to accumulate possessions.  A discontentment with old stuff generates a desire to buy new stuff.  It makes one feel dissatisfied. ]

2.
It emphasizes instant gratification.

List some “instant” or “quick” things available today.

[coffee, tea, food, cash or credit, oil/lube, information.  Whole industries are built on providing things without waiting or at convenient times.]
How could a desire for this be dangerous?

[Again, it leads to discontentment and frustration when things are not quick and easy.  It de-emphasizes craftsmanship and patience.]
3.
It leads to and promotes selfishness.

Why is this the case?

[Look at no.s 1 and 2.  Both feed selfishness.  It’s all “me-centered.”  Note how well these 3 attitudes fit in with the 1 John text.]  

4.
It promotes image over substance.

In pop culture, image is everything. How one appears to others is all that matters. Our culture celebrates even the worst, most corrupt people as long as they look “hot” (e.g., rap “artists”). Fashions are constantly changing to reflect the newest trends. Tradition and character take a back seat to popularity and convenience.  

Since pop culture and the media are so closely tied, we must be very careful how much and what kind of media we expose ourselves to.  The media for the most part is simply pumping out what pop culture produces, so the dangers of one apply to the other.

What limits should we impose on ourselves as far as allowing unacceptable elements in the media we access?  Can we enjoy entertainment from the media without sinning or being negatively influenced? 

Here are several scenarios:  [I’m not advocating these choices. I’m simply recognizing that Christian people do watch videos and read books, etc.]

1.
You rent a video that has some bad language—how much is too much?  One curse word?  Should you just try to ignore it and still watch?

Principle:  Swearing and foul language is wrong.

May the words of my mouth and the meditation of my heart be pleasing in your sight, O Lord.  Psalm 19:14

Let no unwholesome word proceed from your mouth.  Ephesians 4:29

Answer: Either turn it off right away or use the “3 strikes, you’re out” idea.  Also, it’s best to stay away from the kind of films that usually have lots of swearing, like action/adventure, military, science fiction, etc. Do some research on the film before you see it. Consider using something like TVGuardian, which automatically filters offensive language from programs.

Why not just ignore bad/immoral language?

[We should be offended when people use bad language, especially in a video or movie which we can control.  The use of God’s name is an insult; it ridicules God.  We shouldn’t stand for that.  And we shouldn’t hang around those who use immoral language.  Sometimes you just have to ignore it, but we don’t have to put up with bad language in the media.  Turn it off, close the book or mag. ]

2.
You’re reading a novel and you come to a sexually explicit section.  What do you do?  Quit reading the book, or skip over the section(s)?

Principle:  Lust and immoral thought is sin.

Put on the Lord Jesus Christ and make no provision for the flesh in regard to its lusts.  Romans 13:14

Out of the heart comes evil thoughts, murders, adulteries, fornications, . . .  These things defile the man.  Matthew 15:19-20

Answer:  In novels, if there is one section like this, there is very likely more.  If this kind of thing occurs, don’t read the rest of the book.  Avoid the kind of books that usually include such material, like romances, horror, etc.  Also avoid authors that are known for their immoral books.

[Some of the worst of these are romances—they are often very “steamy,” which is just another word for immoral.  I consider this verbal pornography, which is just as bad if not worse than visual porn. ]

Suggestion: Read the classics.  They often have little or no offensive material, are very well written, focus on important and enduring matters, and usually contain a moral of the story.  Modern novels often are graphic and detailed in their descriptions of immorality and contain so much bad language that you can’t read them.  There is also lots of Christian fiction, biography, and theology to read.

3.
You’re reading a magazine and find a very provocative add or article or pictorial.  Do you skip those pages, or put the magazine down, or decide not to read that magazine any more? 

Principle:  Pornography is sinful.  

I will set no worthless [or “wicked”] thing before my eyes.  Psalm 101:3

Everyone who looks on a woman to lust for her has committed adultery with her already in his heart. Matthew 5:28

Answer:  If it’s not normal for the magazine to have that kind of content, just skip the section or that issue of the magazine. [E.g., Time or Newsweek will occasionally include an offensive or immoral pix.  Skip the swimsuit issue of Sports Illustrated. ]  If the magazine does normally have it, then don’t read it at all. [E.g., Rolling Stone, Esquire, GQ, Cosmo, fashion mags.  I would not subscribe to SI for that reason.  I might read it in the library, tho, but not the swimsuit edition.] Be careful about modern comic books, fashion magazines, and even fitness magazines.

Remember the goal: we want to reduce or eliminate the negative effects that modern culture and the media have on us.  We don’t want to adopt the sensibilities (value system, way of thinking) of the immoral culture in which we live.  In order to do so we must use our discernment: make an evaluation based on biblical standards.  If a media resource is acceptable, ok.  If not, reject it.  If you are careful and discerning, you can find good material for education and entertainment.

Good quote: “There is nothing wrong with frivolous activity for one whose life is not committed to frivolity.  There is no harm in superficial pleasures for one who also has a knowledge of the tragic and of the transcendent.  The subjectivism of popular culture is impotent for someone whose life is characterized by rootedness in objective reality.  Christians should not fear the idols and myths of our day, as long as they have no reverence for them.”
  [E.g., I just watched a Wallace and Grommet film—very funny, very silly; no offensive parts.]

Review
1.
Media and popular culture can have negative influence on us.

2.
We must be discerning about how much exposure to popular culture through the media we allow ourselves.

3. We must employ biblical principles and standards when evaluating to what extent we will access media.
For Further Discussion:

1. Can you think of any group of people who have absolutely separated themselves from the culture because they think it’s too sinful? [Amish people and monks.] Why don’t we do that? 

[ 1) We are called to be salt and light in the world; 2) The past is no more holy than the present; 3) No biblical teaching or example of anyone doing so; 4) It is possible to limit the negative effects of the culture on us.  We can, and should, be in the world but not of it.]

2. Does culture have a moral content, or is it neutral?  Are all cultures equally good, or are there some better than others?

[Obviously, there is a moral content to culture.  Cultures that emphasize killing your neighbor or oppressing others is evil.  E.g., the Assyrians, the Mayans, the German culture in 1939-45 was pretty bad.  Culture is not neutral.

Multiculturalism asserts the opposite, as would many neo evangelicals.  I.e., since culture is neutral, let’s use it for our own purposes.  This is illegitimate if it can be proven that elements of pop culture are in and of themselves immoral.  E.g., rock music: easy to make a case that the style itself is immoral. ]

3. Some argue that Christians should redeem or reclaim pop culture by participating in it rather than criticizing and shunning it.  What do you think?

[There is good biblical reasons and precedent for separating from ungodliness.  Plus, it’s really impossible to reclaim the culture.  The NT authors weren’t interested in that—it’s not a goal of the church.  Christians can and should participate in culture where possible –TV, music, writing, journalism, etc.  But we should stay out of those places that would compromise our testimony and bring dishonor on God.  E.g., working for a cable TV company.]

4. One element of culture is fashion and style.  Do you think that Christians ought to be distinct in their style of dress, or should they adopt the latest fashions, or does it even matter?

[The only directive we have in Scripture regarding dress is to be modest and to focus on the attitude rather than on outward appearance.  Thus, as long as you are dressing modestly and are not trying to draw attention to yourself, you’re OK.  

One thing to keep in mind is associations.  We don’t want to associate ourselves with immoral people or movements.  E.g., if an immoral movie or rock star makes a certain fashion element popular, I would not use that element.  E.g., an immoral actor wears a style of sunglasses in an R-rated movie, and those sunglasses become popular, I wouldn’t wear them.  I have no business supporting that movie or that actor.  You have to be careful not to ruin or sully your testimony.]

5. How can you know if a movie or magazine or book is likely to be immoral or not?

[Movies are rated and reviewed, so you can investigate them or talk to others about them before viewing them.  With magazines or books, you can usually tell by the sort of mag it is or the cover.  You can find most info like that on the internet. ]

               Lesson #9: How To Be Discerning 

                               About Television
In the last lesson we studied how to deal with popular culture and media.  We learned several things: 1) Media and popular culture can have negative effects on us; 2) We must be discerning about how much exposure to popular culture through the media we allow ourselves; 3) We must employ biblical principles and standards when evaluating whether or not we will access media.

Let’s review the four steps in the process of discernment, and think about how to apply them to our TV viewing habits.

STEP 1: LEARN THE BIBLE (The Bible is the standard we base our discernment upon.)

STEP 2: TEST EVERYTHING  (Develop biblical skepticism and critical thinking skills.) 

STEP 3: FOLLOW DISCERNING LEADERS (Leaders are given to the church by God to help Christians become discerning.)

STEP 4: STRIVE FOR SPIRITUAL MATURITY (Spiritual maturity is directly related to discernment.)

How to apply step four to TV:  [How would a spiritually mature believer handle the info/message of a program?  Should a mature believer watch this?]
Implementing each of these steps in your life will naturally result in your being more discerning about TV.  Today’s lesson will focus on some reasons we need to be especially discerning when it comes to TV.

What’s so special about TV?  Isn’t it just another form of media?  Why should we be especially careful about TV?

Some Startling Stats:

· * 96% of American households have one TV, many have more than one.

“In our culture most people watch [TV] most of the time.  After sleeping and working, watching images on a video tube is what we do with consciousness.  It is our favorite way to pass time.  More than 95 percent of American households have at least one television set, and it is on more than six hours a day.  We spend the equivalent of a day a week watching it.  Well over eighty million households have this thing as part of their lives, and asked if they would give up the [TV] or a family member, most respond that the [TV] stays.  More American households have televisions than have indoor plumbing.”

· Children between the ages of 2 and 12 watch an average of 25 hours of TV each week. 

· By the time an American child graduates from high school, he will have spent 15,000 hours in front of a TV, compared with only 11,000 hours in the classroom. 

· The average number of words in the written vocabulary of a 14 year old American child in 1945: 25,000.  Today: 10,000.

· Violence on TV does lead to aggressive behavior in children and teens who watch violent programs.

· Extramarital (i.e., immoral) sexual activity is referred to on TV about five times more often as legal and moral sexual conduct by married people.

· Both I.Q. testing and reading tests show a disturbing pattern: the more time spent watching TV, the lower the test scores.

[Why should we be so concerned about TV?  Because it is the most accessible and influential media source for most of us. And it’s having a negative impact on our culture and on us.] 

Note the Quotes:  

“Television is thus not simply the dominant medium of popular culture, it is the single most significant shared reality in our entire society.”
 

“TV not only induces addiction to itself: it induces addiction to the sensibility of popular culture—the quest for novel, distracting, and easy entertainment.”
  

[Remember what we said about pop culture last time? Pop culture is ungodly and antagonistic toward Christianity and Christian values.  Since the TV is pumping out popular culture, most programs on TV will also be ungodly and offensive to Christians.  NOTE: TV “induces addiction to the sensibility of popular culture.”  This is exactly what we must avoid.  Jer 10.2: “Learn not the way of the heathen.”] 
“[TV] corrupts consciousness, the work ethic, natural desires, concentration, and culture itself. . . . Television dulls perception, flattens consciousness, manipulates desire, breeds decadence, fosters escapism, insulates the senses, rebarbarizes, infantilizes, is a narcotic or a plug-in drug, mediates experience, colonizes, pollutes, encourages commodity fetishism, leads to psychic privatization, makes us narcissistic, passive, and superficial, and also increases aggression.”
 

[The author calls TV the “plug-in drug.”  What are some similarities between TV and drugs?  1. Both are potentially addictive; 2. Both can change your emotions; 3. Both may have negative consequences; 4. Both are very influential.]
Problems with TV:
1.
TV glamorizes negative role models.  

Who are some examples?  

How many truly godly or even respectable characters are there on TV shows?

Blessed is the man Who walks not in the counsel of the ungodly, Nor stands in the path of sinners, Nor sits in the seat of the scornful; Ps 1:1
He who walks with wise men will be wise, But the companion of fools will be destroyed. Pr 13:20

Learn not the way of the heathen.  Jeremiah 10:2

[Main point: we ought not to let negative TV characters influence us.  Don’t talk like they do, dress like they do, act like they do, etc.]
2.
TV exposes the viewer to immorality.

And have no fellowship with the unfruitful works of darkness, but rather expose them. For it is shameful even to speak of those things which are done by them in secret. Ephesians 5:11-12

[How many have ever seen a person killed on TV?  people in bed?  people scantily clad?  people beating each other up?  We see this kind of thing all the time on TV, but rarely in real life.  Real life is not like TV.  Seeing such thing repeatedly makes us apathetic toward immorality and violence.  We’ve seen it all before.  It destroys innocence.]
Probably the best term to describe the content of many TV shows is vulgar.  “To be vulgar is to be crude and noisy, to lack reason, contemplation, and any sense of the transcendent.”
  Watch any prime-time action thriller, cop show, or comedy, and you’ll likely see a great deal of vulgarity in language and actions.

[Vulgar: base, course, crude, indecent, unrefined, offensive, in bad taste, shocking, rude, disgusting, repulsive, etc.  A good example of this is the stuff on daytime talk shows.  They parade all manner of immorality, vice, weirdness, etc.  This kind of thing is becoming more and more acceptable and common.  Danger: exposure to this kind of vulgarity reduces your reaction to it--i.e., it makes you apathetic.  You may even start adopting some vulgar things yourself.  ]

TV is infamous for “pushing the envelope.”  That is, they push the limits of acceptability.  Little by little, they add offensive elements to programming, like profanity, partial nudity, etc.  As time passes, things once offensive, shocking and unacceptable become normal and common.

[For example (of pushing the envelope), there used to be no profanity at all on TV.  I remember when they used to bleep out someone saying “O my god.”  They wouldn’t even use the word “pregnant.”  Now only a couple of strong swear words are out.  I’ve even heard things like “Jesus H. Christ.”  Also, they used to be very conservative in moral matters.  Even married couples had separate beds (e.g., Dick Van Dyke Show).  Now they’ll show almost anything, even partial nudity.  It won’t be long before TV in the US will be like that in Canada or Europe, where everything goes.] 

[Good quote: “Since it is the purpose of most forms of popular culture to provide exciting distraction, we should not be surprised that over time, television programs, popular music, and other forms become more extreme (and more offensive) in their pursuit of titillation.”
  “Titillation” is the excitement of the base nature, an emotional charge, like what guys feel when viewing pornography.]

The following are common messages and themes that TV programs promote.

· Pre/extra marital sex is OK or normal. TV programs often depict relationships that rapidly progress to sexual activity.  The risks and ethics of promiscuity are seldom addressed. 

[This is a big one.  This message is repeated over and over again by almost every popular TV show.]

· Homosexuality is normal.  More and more, this type of sexual perversion is portrayed on TV as completely normal or some sort of valid alternative lifestyle.  Many homosexual characters are now part of the TV landscape.

[Why do you think it’s so important for pro-gay establishment to have gay characters on TV?  To show the audience that gay people are normal, healthy, loving, moral people.  Thus, the goal is to change attitudes.  It’s a political agenda, not just entertainment.]

· Authority figures are incompetent fools.  Teachers, preachers, parents and government officials are often portrayed in a negative light.

· Violence is an acceptable way of handling problems.  It has been proven that watching violent behavior tends to influence the viewer to become more violent.  Watching gory horror shows numbs one’s normal sympathy toward the victims of violence.

[Do shows come right out and say such things?  Sometimes, but not usually.  Most of the time the message is taught by the plot of the program or voiced by the characters. We learn such lessons by watching the examples on TV.]

Why is it so critical that we maintain alertness and evaluate the TV shows we watch?  

[Because the producers of these shows are trying to slip these messages in, and if we’re not careful, we’ll buy/embrace these immoral messages.  For example, we’ll start thinking, “So and so is gay, and he/she’s pretty cool, so maybe homosexuality is not that bad.”]

3.
TV promotes pleasant fantasy over unpleasant reality.  

Therefore gird up the loins of your mind, be sober, …  1 Peter 1:13

“Entertainment reaches out to us where we are, puts on its show, and then leaves us essentially unchanged, if a bit poorer in time and money.  It does not (and usually does not claim to) offer us any new perspective on our lives or on other matters in creation.”
 

[This is the main difference between traditional/high culture and pop culture.  High culture does offer new perspectives on life.  High culture is serious, not so entertainment oriented, and requires thoughtful contemplation.  Pop culture is immediate, simple, and requires little or no thought or analysis.  It is not serious.  E.g., most sitcoms.  It’s true a-musement, i.e., it keeps you from thinking.

TV promotes escapism.  It’s very easy to simply “zone out,” become a spectator, and simply turn off your mental capacities while watching TV.  Studies have shown that while watching TV, brain activity is at a very low point.  This is very dangerous because it is then that TV has its greatest influence.

4. TV promotes a materialistic viewpoint.  

“The salient fact is that commercial television is primarily a marketing medium and secondarily an entertainment medium.”

The primary reason TV exists is to get money from sponsors, who in turn want consumers to see their products advertised.  TV promotes consumerism.  The real bottom line is money, not entertainment.  The entertaining content of a program is simply the means of getting the most people to tune in and receive advertisement messages.  

[TV’s primary objective is to get the viewer to buy things.  A popular show attracts lots of viewers.  Sponsors pay big bucks to have their merchandise advertised on such shows.  The more popular the show, the more people tune in, the higher the charge for advertising (e.g., commercial time during the Super Bowl costs about $1 M per minute.).  This is how TV programs can pay actors so much.  This is also why a TV show will do just about anything to be popular, including using vulgar or offensive material.

Commercials are often the slickest, funniest, and most entertaining moments on TV.  

For example: beer commercials.  Boring or funny?  Funniest ones on TV.  What do they associate beer with?

 -- often use sex to sell (pretty girls in bikinis associated with the product)

 -- use young, good-looking adults having fun to sell‑‑very appealing

 -- use sports people to advertise‑‑association

 * Why don’t they show a bum in the gutter who became an alcoholic thru beer drinking, or the cost to society for dealing with drunkenness?]
5. Other negatives associated with TV:

· TV displaces active types of recreation and exercise.  It may take the place of music, sports and/or peer interaction. This is especially dangerous for those who tend to be shy and withdrawn. If accompanied by snacking, TV viewing may contribute to weight problems.

· TV discourages reading.  Reading requires more brain activity and thinking than watching TV.  A decline in reading scores and vocabulary is linked to excessive TV viewing.  Once out of school, almost 60% of Americans never read another book.

· Heavy TV viewing reduces school performance.  TV decreases one’s ability to pay attention.

· TV fosters a skewed sense of reality, a distorted view of the world. Programs often present a problem or situation and solve it in 22 minutes.  Characters and situations on TV rarely reflect true conditions.  Children up to age 10 have difficulty separating fact from fantasy; they believe what they see on TV.

What should we do with TV?

1.
Easiest solution:  Don’t watch TV.

[Those who don’t watch it don’t have to worry about it.  No bad influence, no trash, no above problems.  This is a viable, healthy alternative.  Your time could no doubt be better spent doing other things.  

Negatives: takes away a convenient source of information, and some decent/acceptable entertainment.  One must admit that there are good things on TV.  Problem is dealing with all the garbage you have to put up with in order to get to the good.  Ask yourself, Is the entertainment I get out of this show worth the garbage associated with it?  Does the fun/excitement/information from this show make it worthwhile, even tho I have to wade thru some (or lots of) junk?]
2.
Watch with discernment.  Remember that our goal is to be discerning: we want to evaluate TV based on the standard of the Bible and either withhold or give our approval.

Unacceptable TV: 3 main problems: 1) bad language, such as swearing, vulgar/dirty words, etc.; 2) immoral content or references, pornography, graphic violence, etc.; 3) false, dangerous, stupid ideas, such as those listed above.  This is probably the most serious of the three, because the others are pretty obvious, while this one is not always obvious.

Acceptable TV:  regular entertainment‑‑funny jokes, sight gags, drama, stories, documentaries, news stories, etc.  One of the genuine values of TV is to provide information, both practical (e.g., weather, emergency info, business, etc.) and interesting (e.g. the Discovery channel, History channel, etc.).  But remember in all of this that the primary thing TV does is entertain or amuse in order to sell advertisements.

The problem is that there are usually at least some unacceptable elements in most TV shows.  There are very few network TV shows that contain no negative content.  In fact, some argue that the format of TV is itself detrimental.  That is, the flashing images, commercials, music, silly programs and the like have a negative impact on viewers.

[Neil Postman in Amusing Ourselves to Death argues that TV trivializes the content of even serious programs.  That is, even in news reports and religious programs, the commercial breaks, “star” personalities, trite music, and the viewer’s ability to flip immediately to another channel minimizes the impact of the program’s serious content.  So TV can’t help but being trivial and shallow, and that trivial quality transfers to the program’s content.]
Setting Limits on TV Viewing:  [This is for if you are going to watch at all.]

1.
Limit the time you spend watching.  [The Bible tells us to redeem the time.  You can almost always find something better to do with your time than watching purely entertainment-oriented TV.]
2.
Decide on standards of acceptability and unacceptability.  Don’t watch anything if nothing worth watching is on.

* Use the “3 strikes, your out” rule.  [3 vulgar words/ideas = turn it off ]
* Regulate your viewing by biblical standards.

 Let the words of my mouth and the meditation of my heart Be acceptable in Your sight, O Lord, my strength and my Redeemer. Psalm 19:14
I will set nothing wicked before my eyes; I hate the work of those who fall away; It shall not cling to me.  Psalm 101:3
Finally, brethren, whatever things are true, whatever things are noble, whatever things are just, whatever things are pure, whatever things are lovely, whatever things are of good report, if there is any virtue and if there is anything praiseworthy—meditate on these things. Philippians 4:8

[Keep in mind those things about bad TV from above.  If you see or hear that kind of garbage, turn it off.]
3.
Mute commercials.  [Why?  To reduce the negative effects of commercialism/consumerism.]
4. Be skeptical.  Don’t zone out.  Try to pick up on negative messages.  Understand that much of what is on TV is trivial, meaningless and superficial.  Don’t put a high value on programs or personalities.  Don’t let TV become a habit.

5. Discuss the content of TV shows.  Analyze the show and talk to others about the messages the show is communicating.

Be an active, aware TV viewer.  Don’t just sit there and absorb everything that comes on the screen.  React.  If something offensive comes on, turn the channel or turn it off. 

[It’s not uncommon for me to yell at the TV set.  Remember that you control your viewing.
Good quote (from last week): “There is nothing wrong with frivolous activity for one whose life is not committed to frivolity.  There is no harm in superficial pleasures for one who also has a knowledge of the tragic and of the transcendent.  The subjectivism of popular culture is impotent for someone whose life is characterized by rootedness in objective reality.  Christians should not fear the idols and myths of our day, as long as they have no reverence for them.”

I believe we can enjoy TV, as long as we are discerning in our viewing and follow the guidelines listed above.]
Review
1.
TV is the most significant promoter of popular culture.

2.
TV can be very corrupting.  It glamorizes negative role models, and promotes immorality, fantasy, and materialism.

3. If we choose to watch TV, we must be active, discerning viewers who limit what we watch based on biblical standards.

For Further Discussion:

1. How would you apply what we’ve learned about critical thinking to TV watching?

2. How would you prevent yourself from developing the kind of materialistic attitudes that TV promotes?

3. Is reading better than watching TV?

Lesson #10: How To Be Discerning About

 



Movies
In the last lesson we studied about how to deal with television, the “plug-in drug.”  We learned several things: 1) TV is the most significant promoter of popular culture; 2) TV can be very corrupting.  It glamorizes negative role models and promotes immorality, fantasy, and materialism; 3) If we choose to watch TV, we must be active, discerning viewers who limit what we watch based on biblical standards.

Today we’ll discuss movies, a form of media that has much in common with TV.  First, let’s review the four steps in the process of discernment, and think about how to apply them to movies.

STEP 1: LEARN THE BIBLE (The Bible is the standard we base our discernment upon.)

STEP 2: TEST EVERYTHING  (Develop biblical skepticism and critical thinking skills.) 

STEP 3: FOLLOW DISCERNING LEADERS (Leaders are given to the church by God to help Christians become discerning.)

STEP 4: STRIVE FOR SPIRITUAL MATURITY (Spiritual maturity is directly related to discernment.)

How to apply step four to movies:  [How would a spiritually mature believer go to this movie?  How would he/she handle the info/message of a film?  Should a mature believer watch this?]
Implementing each of these steps in your life will naturally result in your being more discerning about movies. 

Attending films at a theater has been and continues to be a taboo in many conservative churches.  A generation ago believers considered the movie theater a worldly place where no sincere Christian should go.  But the advent of cable and satellite TV, VCRs and DVDs has brought up some questions:  Why is it wrong to go to the theater to see a movie but it is OK to watch the same movie in your own home?  Why does the context in which one views the movie matter?  Should believers even watch movies produced by the corrupt and wicked Hollywood system?  Does the movie theater really carry evil associations?  Can I as a Christian go and enjoy a good film at a nice theater without ruining my testimony?  Do people really think ill of me if I go to a movie?  Is doing so considered a un-Christian thing to do?  Is the theater an inherently evil place?

What things do people consider when deciding upon viewing a certain movie?  

[Subject matter, plot, rating, actors, genre (action, drama, sci fi, humor, etc.), cost, who you’re with, reviews, etc.  Put these in order of importance.  Is the film itself the primary thing, or is it doing something fun with your family/friends?]
What things make a movie unacceptable or one that you would not want to see?

[Immoral images and language, bad ideas; some people will not go to a western or romance or action films just because they don’t like that kind of movie.]
Movies suffer from many of the same problems associated with TV: they promote popular culture, fantasy and immorality, and glamorize negative role models.  But movies often go far beyond broadcast TV in their graphic portrayal of immorality and their use of vulgar and offensive language and ideas. Of course, today one can see the exact same movie in the theater or at home, so the only difference is the context in which it is viewed.

[Where TV has to step carefully in its portrayal of immoral pix and ideas, movies don’t have to.  There is really no restraint or limit to the content of a movie.

Do you think movies are as influential as TV?  No, not nearly the ease of access or time spent at movies as watching TV.]

Should Christians go to movies or not?  Our decision-making process starts with what the Bible says directly and in principle.  There is no “thou shalt not watch movies” in the Bible.  But biblical principles do govern this area of life.  Note some important factors in deciding.

I. Governing Texts  

Whatever things are true, whatever things are noble, whatever things are just, whatever things are pure, whatever things are lovely, whatever things are of good report, if there is any virtue and if there is anything praiseworthy--meditate on these things.  Phil 4:8

I will set no worthless [or wicked] thing before my eyes.  Ps 101:3

Make no provision for the flesh, to fulfill its lusts. Rom 13:14

Whatever you do, do all to the glory of God.  1 Cor 10:31

Have no fellowship with the unfruitful works of darkness, but rather expose them.  Eph 5:11

These and other texts tell us that we should think about the right things, view only the right things, not allow ourselves access to things that tempt us to do wrong, do all things in a way that honors God, and not participate in sinful activities.  Such principles rule out many if not most movies.

II. Ask yourself the following:

A. Is the content of this movie true, noble, pure, and virtuous?  Are there any anti-Christian ideas?  Does the film deal with important issues that I need to be exposed to?  What kind of examples are the characters?  Is there a moral or message of the story?  What attitudes or emotions does the film promote?

[Most movies promote non-Christian ideas.  So if we were to reject anything with bad/wrong ideas in it, we would never watch movies or TV, or go to plays, opera, museums, art galleries, or even read books, magazines, etc.  While we obviously can’t avoid all bad ideas, we can reduce our exposure to them by limiting what we allow ourselves to see/read/hear.] 
B. What kind of images will I see in this film?  Will there be immoral scenes and/or graphic violence?

[Film violence is one of those things that Christians don’t seem to mind.  Why do you suppose this is?  Is this the right attitude?] 
C. What kind of language will I hear?  Will there be lots of swearing and vulgar, offensive slang? 

You might ask, “How am I going to know such things before I go to see the film?”  

[You know this by checking the rating, asking friends who’ve seen it, reading reviews of the movie in the paper or watching TV shows like Sneak Previews, and by examining the advertising.  You should normally be able to get a pretty clear idea of what the film is like before you go see it.]
III. Notable Negatives about Movies

A. The content of movies is often immoral and offensive. Most movies have some offensive/inappropriate content; many have lots.  The film industry exists to make money, and in order to do so, producers will often sink to the lowest levels to entice the viewer. Remember that “ideas rule the world.”  Immoral, offensive, stupid or wrong ideas often have negative consequences and influences.  Movies typically advocate or reflect anti-Christian values. Producers use the propaganda included in their films to change culture (e.g., Michael Moore). Movies are more than mere entertainment; they are instruments in the culture war used to influence opinion, politics and behavior. Most of this influence is anti-Christian.

[Putting up with evil/offensive ideas is part of the price we pay for living in a free country.  The first amendment allows for almost all kinds of speech, even that which most people find extremely offensive/vulgar.  We should strive not to be influenced by such negative ideas, and we should use our freedom to stand against bad ideas and to promote good (Christian) ideas.]

B. The viewer has little control over what he sees or hears in a theater.  There is no opportunity to screen out, mute, or fast-forward through offensive material.  All you can do is leave the theater if the film is offensive.

C. The viewer may sully or ruin his reputation.  Movie theaters still have negative associations in the minds of many people.  Whether we like it or not, people judge us by what they see us doing and by where they see us go.  The potential always exists that someone will think less of us if they see us in a theater, especially if they link movies with sin.

[According to Rom. 14, I should do nothing to offend my weaker Christian brother.  I should not entice him to violate his conscience, nor should I willfully flaunt my freedom in front of him.  If I’m with a fellow believer and he thinks going to a movie is sinful, then I won’t go to a movie with him.  I also shouldn’t talk about the fact that I went to the movies to a person who thinks it’s wrong to do so.]

D. Traditionally, conservative Christians have stood against theater attendance. Not many years ago most preachers spoke out against movie theaters as worldly, sinful places. Were they wrong, or have theaters lost their negative associations? Have films become more godly and virtuous? Have the messages of films become more consistent with the Bible?

E. The experience of seeing a movie in a theater can become almost addictive, and this can lead one to compromise his standards.

F. There are always better things to do with the money you would spend on tickets, popcorn, soda and the like.  Also, when you support a theater by seeing a “good” film, you support the entire industry, which generally produces very bad films.

G. Now that most films are eventually released for home viewing, one can see films at home and even run them through systems like TV Guardian that mutes the bad language. It’s even possible to find versions of films that have the offensive material cut out of them. Thus, individuals can see films they want to without risking anything by theater attendance.

[Read the article by Roy Beacham—“The Cinema” from In the Nick of Time, 2/17/06, included below under “Additional Material.”]

IV. Potential Positives about Movies

A. Some films have little or no ungodly, offensive, or vulgar material in them and are fine for entertainment and relaxation. [Wallace and Grommet, Babe, etc.]
B. Some films examine important themes, include positive messages, and teach valuable lessons.  Films can force us to deal with issues, inspire us to action, promote discussion, and change our viewpoint.  Film can be like other art forms that teach, challenge and enlighten us.

[Some films examine important historical themes and are very thought provoking.  Obviously, this quality of film could be either a positive or a negative thing.  We could be influenced in the wrong direction. This is one reason why having a strong biblical base is important: we evaluate a film’s theme and/or message in light of the Bible.]

C. Going to a movie is a fun activity my family and/or friends could enjoy together. It’s another form of recreation like a play or a concert. The theater experience – the big screen, surround sound, etc. – normally cannot be duplicated at home.

D. A film could be a point of contact for engaging an unbeliever in discussion of Christianity or other significant topics.

V. Other Considerations
A. Theaters have lost some of their seedy, unsavory reputation. Many theaters are located at shopping mall complexes and cater to mainstream American families. With multiple screens playing at once, no one can associate the attender with an immoral movie if “good” ones are also playing.

B. If one consistently avoided all negative associations, he could hardly step outside his house. Almost any form of commercial entertainment or media has some ungodly associations. Further, conservative Christians not long ago considered beards, wire rimmed glasses and playing cards as worldly. But for many believers, viewpoints on what is considered to be worldly have changed over the years.

VI. Conclusions

A. The vast majority of modern movies are filled with trashy, immoral and/or inappropriate material, and no Christian should watch them in the theater or at home. High quality, non-offensive, virtuous films are exceedingly rare these days. Further, it does not make sense for a committed Christian to frequent a place that most of the time is pumping out anti-Christian values and propaganda.

[To me, this is probably the best argument for staying away from the theater. The Hollywood movie industry is thoroughly immoral and corrupt, and Christians ought not support it. Theaters generally are promoting anti-Christian values thru their movies, and it’s inconsistent for Christians to frequent and support places that are so anti-Christian.]

B. An entirely acceptable position is to abstain from attending the theater. Good films very infrequently come along, and now you can watch them at home. This position is consistent with a desire to live a godly, holy life and separate from sin and error. It’s probably not the wisest choice to attend a movie at a theater.

C. Ultimately, attending a movie at a theater is a matter of conscience or Christian liberty.  One believer may feel free to do so at the same time another believer does not. See Romans 14.

Rom 14:5  Let every man be fully persuaded in his own mind.

Rom 14:13 Therefore let us not judge one another anymore, but rather resolve this, not to put a stumbling block or a cause to fall in our brother’s way.

Rom 14:16 Therefore do not let your good be spoken of as evil.
D. The content of a film is of primary concern, not the context in which one sees it. However, Christians should be concerned about how the places they go affect their testimonies. Christians should avoid certain settings if they want to also avoid the values associated with that setting (e.g., going into an adult bookstore to make a phone call).

E. As always, Christians must be very discerning and careful about their selection of entertainment options. 

Lesson #11: How To Be Discerning About

Music


Part I: Personal Listening

So far we’ve talked about how to be discerning regarding two very common and influential elements of pop culture—TV and movies. Today we’ll be looking at how to be discerning about another very prevalent and influential element of media, music.  We must develop a philosophy or a set of rules by which we govern what kind of music we will listen to.  

[Music, just like every other aspect of life, must be con​trolled/limited by general Biblical principles.]

A philosophy of music is important for a number of reasons: 

1.
Music is very common and popular in our society.  

We have to deal with it.  Today we are almost overloaded with musical input.  What are some examples of where you hear uncontrolled music (i.e., music you didn’t turn on)? [TV, movies, shopping, Dr.’s office, elevators, on hold, even church.  Further, most of us freely choose to listen to music, so we have to decide how to choose among the various styles available.] 
2.
There are few concrete guidelines in the Bible as to what style of music is acceptable.


[There is a lot in the Bible about music, but little that would help us discern good from bad music.  Also, most biblical references apply to temple/church music.  In Biblical times, people did not have the musical choices we do, so the Bible does not address directly the musical issues we face today.]
3.
Musical styles change.  We must continually apply unchang​ing Biblical principles to a changing musical scene.  This is not an easy task.

[Some of the musical styles popular in churches today would be offensive to people a generation or two ago.  When the organ was first introduced, it produced something of a scandal, but now it’s accepted/normal.  So here’s the problem: how do we know whether or not a musical style is acceptable or not for believers to listen to?]
4.
Today many Christians accept the popular forms of music, both for personal listening and for church.

[Many Christians listen to all sorts of music, even some styles we think are wrong/inappropriate.  Many Christians believe that music in and of itself is amoral, not right or wrong, but just a vehicle to convey the lyrics of a song.  If that were true, it would make sense to use any and every style to convey a Christian message.  But I don’t believe that is true.]
Music is an important and complex issue to consider.  Our job is to develop a set of criteria by which we will decide what is acceptable and what is not.  How do we do that?

[This study concerns personal listening, not church music, which we’ll look at next lesson.  I think there is a difference.  Some music may be acceptable for me personally, but not appropriate during a church service.  E.g. Polka, march music, silly music.] 


Truths to help us Choose

1.
Music, in and of itself, is not amoral.  That is, music has an element of morality.  Thus, we must try to determine the moral quality of the music we listen to.
[This is not to say that the mechanical aspects of music are not amoral--they are.  A note or a staff or a saxophone can be used for moral or immoral purposes. Similar to painting or sculpture.  The mechanics are amoral, but the product (piece of music, pix, sculpture) is not.]

Note some quotes: 

Howard Hanson, a prominent composer formerly with the Eastman School of Music, states, “[Music] can be soothing or invigorating, ennobling or vulgarizing, philosophical or orgiastic.  It has powers for evil as well as for good.” 

Plato said, “Music directly represents the passions or states of the soul--gentleness, anger, courage, temperance. . . . If one listens to the wrong kind of music, one will become the wrong kind of person.”  

Aristotle wrote, “Emotions of any kind are produced by melody and rhythm ... Music has the power to form character.”

Joseph Machlis in The Enjoyment of Music: “Music has been called the language of emotions. . . .  Music, like language, aims to communicate meaning.” 

[This is the whole idea in “programmatic” music--it tells a story.  E.g. Beethoven’s Pastoral Symphony, Smetena’s Moldeau, Dvorak’s New World Symphony, Grofe’s Grand Canyon Suite.  This is without lyrics.  The music itself has the ability to generate mental pictures, ideas, feelings, and to promote action.  Music has even started riots.  So it is those ideas and feelings that may be moral or immoral.]
Charles Reich in The Greening of America: “Music has become the deepest means of communication and expression for an entire culture.”

[My conducting book refers to playing Bach “lecherously.”  Note that in order to do so you have to mar or change the original intent of the composer.  Similar to making a good pix into a immoral one by changing it.]  

Thus, the morality of music is determined by the message it communicates.  Many times the attitude or message of music is quite clear.  National anthems communicate pride and patriotism, wedding music communicates joy and expectation, funeral music speaks of death, grief and sorrow.  There is no doubt about what message the music is conveying.  Everyone acknowledges this is true.  

[Even businesses use music to control the crowd in the store.  Fast music makes people move faster; slow music makes them move slower.  Ever been to a pro or college sporting event?  Zippy, happy, fast, loud music is almost always playing.  Why?  They want to enliven/pep up the crowd.  Same idea with soothing music at a restaurant. Music helps set a tone or atmosphere.]  

The idea that music is amoral (neither good nor bad; having no moral content) is a new one.  The only people who have ever promoted neutrality or amorality in music are those who want to use immoral music for their own purposes.  

We must admit that it’s not always easy to discern what message music is communicating.  [E.g., folk, blue grass, chant, easy listening, some country/western, etc.]  In these cases the surrounding elements of a style of music tell you its moral quality.  

Ex 32.7-8 - music of idolatry and immorality
Isa 5:11-12 - music of drunkenness.  

So ask yourself: What kind of attitudes and emotions does this music promote?  What kinds of people are associated with or like this music?  What do people do while they listen to this music?

[Apply these questions to rock and to classical.]

2.
Rock and Roll, as a style of music, is immoral. 
Note the Quotes:  [from secular sources]

“But rock music has one appeal only, a barbaric appeal, to sexual desire – not love, not eros, but sexual desire undeveloped and untutored.” (Alan Bloom, The Closing of the American Mind, Simon & Schuster, 1987 p.73) 

“Its admirers want to make rock appealing by making it respectable. The thing can’t be done. Rock is appealing because it’s vulgar, . . Rock is the quintessence of vulgarity. It’s crude, loud, and tasteless.” (Robert Pattison, The Triumph of Vulgarity, 1987, preface, p.4)

“The idea that certain rhythm patterns or sequences serve as conduits for spiritual energies, linking individual human consciousness with the gods, is basic to traditional African religions, and to African-derived religions throughout the Americas. And whether we’re speaking historically or musicologically, the fundamental riffs, licks, bass figures, and drum rhythms that make rock and roll can ultimately be traced back to African music of a primarily spiritual or ritual nature. In a sense, rock and roll is a kind of ‘voodoo’ . . . ,” (Robert Palmer, Rock & Roll, An Unruly History, Harmony Books, New York, 1995 p.53)

“Rock ‘n’ roll is 99% sex.” – John Oates, rock musician (Hall and Oates)

“Rock music is sex.” – Frank Zappa, rock musician (Mothers of Invention)

Rock is characterized by “monotonous rhythm that carries sexual feeling to dehumanized extremes.” Martha Bayles, author
“Rock is the most explicitly concerned with sexual expression.”  – Frith and McRobbie, authors

“But what are the values that rock purveys? Back in 1966 Bob Dylan told an interviewer, ‘If people knew what this stuff was about, we’d probably all get arrested.’ The words ‘rock and roll’ … were synonymous with the act of fornication. . . . Sex is the main ingredient in rock music and the artists and producers who crank it out make no bones about this.” – Stuart Goldman, writer
“Rock motivates you internally, gives you a sensual feeling. A girl can be turned on by the music. It releases her inhibitions.  The beat of the drum has always been a factor . . . . A girl realizes her own [lustful desires] through the music.” – Mike Quatro, rock producer

“Rock is at its core raw carnality. Rock is completely self-absorbed and self-focused.” – Professor at USC
[Rock is the music of rebellion and unrestraint.  Those involved in the music admit this freely.  Its message is antithetical to the Bible message.  R&R appeals to the base nature.  It’s sexy, erotic, and lecherous.  I could support this statement with facts and data and quotes, but I think anyone who doubts this statement is either ignorant or dishonest.  Just watch MTV for a while.  So rock and roll style music should be rejected outright.  Much of the same could be said for country, esp. “young” country.]

3.
The combination of godly, moral lyrics with the styles of rock and roll is inconsistent and confusing.

[The lyrics/ideas appeal to the spiritual nature while the music appeals to the flesh.  My conclusion is that the character of rock and roll is not legitimized/sanctified by “good” words.  If it’s the good words you like, then listen to regular church music​/hymns. The major difference between traditional church music and CCM is the musical style, not the words.  So if you like CCM, then I conclude that you like it because of the music, not because of the words.]

4.
Taste is usually the biggest factor in choosing a musical style.  ​Conviction should limit one’s tastes. 

Taste--developed over time, subjective, and personal.  Based on feelings, emotions.  Tastes change.

[E.g. I hate country/western style music.  If I had been born in Texas, maybe that would be different. I used to hate Bluegrass, but now I kinda like it.]
Conviction--belief based on​ Biblical princi​ples.  Convictions are changeless.  [or they should be.]  

[What’s wrong with simply listening to what we like?  We often like the wrong things.  There is nothing wrong with following our tastes as long as we limit our tastes with biblical principles. 
What kind of biblical principles apply to music?  

[Same as those that apply to any media: Phil 4:8;  1 Cor 10:31; Eph 5:11-12.] 
Which of the two should be primary in making musical decisions?

[conviction/biblical principle is always first.]
Other Points to Ponder:

What about Classical or folk music?

[Classical: music that strives for beauty, a harmonious blending of many elements, containing certain essential characteristics of all great music, including unity and harmony, magnitude (scale), appeal to the noble and humane capacities of man.  It’s serious music, not vulgar or crude; primarily intellectual, rather than emotional. Thus is tends to fit well with a Christian world-view.]

[1) Consider the purpose of Classical/folk music.  Much of it is acceptable.  E.g., Bach wrote the inscription “For the glory of God alone” (Soli Deo Gloria) on many of his works, even those not intended for church.  2) Admittedly, it’s not always easy to discern the moral quality of music.  Try to determine what the composer is communicating--what’s the message.  The intent/purpose of some classical music is immoral (e.g., Ravel’s Bolero is a musical description of sex.), so you’ve got to be careful.]
Is all current or modern music bad? 
[The time frame in which it was composed is not the issue.  Much good music is being composed and performed today.  Much bad music was composed at the same time as the songs in the hymnal.]

What if the only music I really like is rock and roll or another unacceptable style of music? 
[1) You don’t have to, and really shouldn’t, act upon every desire you have.  My favorite music used to be r & r.  I’m not asking you to stop liking it; I’m asking you to stop listening to it.  2) This is an area of submission to Bible principles, just like other areas of life.  Biblical principles often call upon us to reject what we naturally like.  Music is an area of growth.]
What about associations?  Should I worry about the lifestyle of the composer or the person who made the music popular?

[I think you’ve got to judge the music on its own merits, not on who composed it or who made it popular.  If we worried about the lifestyle of composers/performers, we’d listen to almost nothing.  Many great composers led debauched, sinful lives, as did some performers who made the music popular (e.g., Wagner).  Further, we’d always be investigating people before we listened to their music.  I think it’s virtually impossible to apply this criterion (associations) consistently as a standard or limit.]
This all seems rather fuzzy.  I’m not sure I can tell good from bad music.  What should I do?

[If you’re not sure what kind of music is acceptable, ask your parents, your pastor, your Christian teachers, music experts, and other respected and knowledgeable Christian leaders.  While they may not all agree, you’ll at least have some guidelines to go from.] 
Review
1.
Deciding what kind of music to listen to is a difficult thing.  All Christians should seek to be discerning about what kind of music they listen to.

2.
Because it communicates a message, music itself is not amoral.  Like all other forms of communication, it can be judged.

3. Rock & roll is an unacceptable musical style.

4.
Christians must base their musical decisions on biblical principles, not on taste alone. 
Lesson 12: How To Be Discerning About

Music
Part II: Christian Music

In the last lesson we studied about how to be discerning about music in general.  We learned that 1) because music is so popular and prevalent, Christians should seek to be discerning about what kind of music they listen to; 2) music itself is not amoral.  Like all other forms of communication, it can be judged; 3) Rock & roll is an unacceptable musical style; and 4) Christians must base their musical decisions on biblical principles, not on taste alone. 

In this lesson, we’ll be looking at a specific form of music, Christian music or church music.  That is, music that is specifically designed to honor and glorify God, either in the context of a church or for personal edification.

Criteria for Christian Music

[If music purports/claims to be “Christian,” it should adhere to these points.  There is good music that is not Christian that is acceptable.]
1.
Christian music should reflect its purpose.

I waited patiently for the LORD; and he returned to me and heard my cry.  He lifted me out of the slimy pit, he set my feet on a rock and gave me a firm place to stand.  He put a new song in my mouth, a hymn of praise to our God.   Psalm 40:1-3.  

Let the word of Christ dwell in you richly as you teach and admonish one another with all wisdom, and as you sing psalms, hymns, and spiritual songs with gratitude in your hearts to God.  Colossians 3:16-17
A.
to praise and worship God  

Ps 7:17 I will praise the Lord according to His righteousness, And will sing praise to the name of the Lord Most High.

Ps 66:4 All the earth shall worship You And sing praises to You; They shall sing praises to Your name.” 

Biblically, the worship of God seems to be the primary purpose for which God created music.  In almost all contexts where music is mentioned, the worship of God is closely associated with it.

B.
to aid in retention of God’s Word

We are told to “let the Word of Christ dwell within” us.  Music can be an effective memory aid.  The result of letting God’s Word dwell or live in us is that we obey it.  

C. 
to indoctrinate or teach 

A revolutionist said “let me determine the songs a nation sings and another may write their laws.”

A priest once said, “Luther has damned more souls with his songs than with his preaching.”

[There’s lots of doctrine in songs.  E.g., And Can It Be, He Was Wounded for My Transgressions, Holy Holy Holy, etc.  We must be careful that the songs we sing are doctrinally correct.  Not all of them in the hymnal are.  Many popular Christian tunes are simply incorrect, e.g., The King is Coming, Worship His Majesty, Rise Again, The Savior is Waiting, etc.  

Because music teaches, one can use it for immoral purposes.  Most modern popular music indoctrinates its listeners with immorality and untruth.

Setting Scripture to music is a good way of learning the Bible.  Also, as we sing good hymns and songs, we review and reaffirm important biblical principles.  This is one reason we should pay attention to the lyrics as we sing.  Thus, music is an important means of edification, i.e., the building up of believers.

D.
to admonish, i.e., to warn, correct or exhort one another

[Examples of songs that exhort:  I Wonder Have I Done My Best For Jesus, Is Your All On The Alter Of Sacrifice Laid?  Have Thine Own Way, Lord, Rescue The Perishing, Work For The Night Is Coming, etc. ]

2.
Christian music should reach the right audience.

A.
fellow believers 

We are to sing “to one another” (Col 3:16).  Note that this command was given to the church at Colossae.  Thus, the proper place for Christian music to occur is the church.  

[This obviously doesn’t mean we can’t/shouldn’t have Christian music in other contexts.  But the specific context for Christian music is the church.  

Why is it that so many modern “performers” do their music in other places--auditoriums, theaters, civic centers, etc.?  Christian music is a ministry to people within the church.]
B.
God
Col 3:16 … singing with grace in your hearts to the Lord.
We often forget that God is part of the audience for our singing.  Since He is, and since we are seeking to worship and praise Him, our singing should be from the heart and as excellent as possible.

Martin Luther said that it was his purpose to give the German people the Bible and the hymn book in their own language, so that God might speak to them through His Word, and that they might answer him through song.

The unbelieving world is not a biblical audience for Christian music.  There is no biblical example of church music being attractive to the unsaved.  Why then should we be concerned if unbelievers don’t like or understand “our” music?  And why should we want to fashion our music to the world’s tastes?  We shouldn’t.

3.
Christian music should reflect the attributes of God.  1 Cor 10:31

[The “glory of God” is synonymous with the character and attributes of God.  Things done “to the glory of God” would be in keeping with His attributes.]

A.
God is Holy (1 Pet. 1:16).  Therefore my music must be holy.  Music should be morally pure, not fleshly or carnal.  
[This aspect of music is very difficult to judge due to the subjec​tive nature of the musical experi​ence.  Fleshly music appeals to the sinful na​ture. This rules out most rock music due to rock’s style and lyrics.]

“Holy” means “set apart for God.”  Christian music should reflect this set-apart-ness.  That is, there should be an obvious differ​ence between a Christian’s music and a lost person’s music.  

[I see this as one of the major problems with CCM.  It is not separated/holy music.  It’s just like popular music except with good words.  This is unacceptable.]

B.
God is Truth (Jn 14:6; Titus 1:2).  Therefore my music must reflect a true, accurate state of affairs and be theolog​ically correct.

[The statements in the music we listen to should be true/correct/accurate, not false/inaccurate. Also, be aware of the theological leanings of the composers of the Christian music you listen to.  Many popular singers come from theological backgrounds we disagree with--charismatic, Lutheran, new-ev, etc.  These ideas come thru in the music.  We can’t even give a blanket endorsement to the hymns in the hymnal—some are theologically incorrect.

We often gloss over the words because we like the style of the music.  We may have the attitude “it’s only a song, so it doesn’t really mat​ter.”  It does matter because it is filling your brain with ideas, either right or wrong.  Remember:  “Ideas rule the universe.”]
C.
God is Orderly (1 Cor. 14:40).  There​fore my music must exhibit order and balance.  God created music (Job 38:4-7).  As creator of the universe, God has a proper place and purpose for music just like He has for everything else.

[We must determine to use music in the proper way and for the proper purposes.  We should use music in the way the Bible indicates it should be used.  It is possible and common to do the right thing for the wrong reason or in the wrong way.  We must determine to do the right thing in the right/proper way. 

Some have suggested that melody should be strongest, harmony secondary, and rhythm last.  This seems to make sense, but it’s hard to say.  No examples of what temple music was like, although they clearly had it (Psalms was the hymnal of Israel).  

This doesn’t rule out musical innovation or stylistic differences.  Not everyone is going to “do” music in the same way, even if they are trying to follow the above criteria.]
4.
Christian music should have the right content.

[Types of singing (from Colossians 3:16)]
Psalms -- God’s Word set to music. The Psalms were the hymnal of the Jews.  Some denominations still use psalms exclusively.  

Hymns -- songs of praise to God, songs of experience, triumph, songs rehearsing the wonderful works of God.  Jesus and the disciples sang a hymn after Last Supper (Matt 26:30).  Hymns are usually quite formal and anthem-like.

Spiritual songs -- personal and emotional songs dealing with one’s own experience with God. 

[Much of what passes for Christian music today is of the spiritual song variety.  Most of it is man-centered, focussing on the composer’s problems or how God has made his life better.  Psalms and hymns are more God-centered.  I’d like to see more use of hymns that directly address praise to God.]


Wrong Uses or Purposes for Church Music

[By “wrong” I mean uses that the Bible makes no room for. Specifically, I want to talk about how some people are using it today in ways the authors of the Bible never intended.  These things are not immoral per se, just out of order or improper.]
1.
entertainment  
Ps 137:1-4 By the rivers of Babylon, There we sat down, yea, we wept When we remembered Zion. We hung our harps Upon the willows in the midst of it. For there those who carried us away captive asked of us a song, And those who plundered us requested mirth, Saying, “Sing us one of the songs of Zion!” How shall we sing the Lord’s song In a foreign land? 

True Godly music is not suitable for simple entertainment.  That is not one of its purposes.  There is no biblical example of Christian music for purely entertainment purposes.  

[This is one of the many dangers of CCM--it’s designed as entertainment.  The bottom line is not ministry; it’s money.  Almost all Christian record companies are owned by secular companies who are most concerned with making money.]

What would be some of the dangers of entertainment-oriented Christian music?

[1) “star” mentality of singers; 2) becomes a big money business rather than a ministry; 3) it adopts the popular musical styles and sensibilities.  Christian “artists” are trying to copy MTV.]

2.
Evangelism
Reaching the lost with the Christian message is an important task, and we ought to use whatever methods appropriate to do so.  But the primary means of evangelism is preaching (1 Cor 1:18-21), not singing.  If people were really concerned about spreading the gospel, their efforts and finances would be directed toward preaching the gospel in keeping with the biblical model.

[I’m obviously not against evangelism.  But if evangelism is the goal, there are many better ways to do it than to sing.  Normally in “music evangelism,” the singer/group uses the music to attract an audience, and then they either preach or slip in the gospel somewhere.  This is known as the old bait-and-switch tactic. 

3.
Sometimes churches use music as an opportunity to stand up and stretch, as a time filler, or as a transition from one thing to another.  While music may serve to do these things, these are not music’s true purpose in a church service.  Remember: the primary purposes of music in church are to worship God and to edify one another.  Participation in music is part of the worship and edification experience, not secondary to it.

Review

1.
Christian music should reflect its purpose: to worship God and to edify believers.

2.
Christian music should be directed toward God in worship and toward fellow believers for edification.

3.
Christian music should reflect the attributes of God.  It should be holy, true, and orderly.

4. Entertainment and evangelism are neither biblical nor appropriate purposes for Christian music.
For Further Discussion:

1. If the proper purpose for music is the praise and worship of God in a church setting, is Christian music outside that setting improper?  [No, but I’d say it still has to answer to that purpose—that is, it ought to be acceptable for use in the church. ]
2. We learned above that, biblically speaking, music was not designed for evangelism.  What about the objections, “Thousands of people are saved every year at evangelistic concerts,” or “Many become interested in being saved through the influence of music.” 
[Responses:  I see nothing wrong with using music at an evangelistic service.  But:  1) The ends never justify the means.  Just because something works doesn’t mean it’s the right thing to do or the right way to do it (e.g., Billy Graham);  2) Nobody gets saved without the preaching of God’s Word, even at a concert.  Those who respond usually do so after some sort of preaching or invitation; 3) It’s nearly impossible to single out music as the only factor that influences one toward getting saved.   More than likely, other factors are involved; 4) Because of its emotional nature, music can cause people to make emotional, rather than intellectual, decisions.  The “high” of one’s salvation experience during a hyped-up concert may fade later.  Thus, false or insincere professions of faith may be the result.

Remember: bringing glory to God is the ultimate goal, not making converts.]

3. We learned in the last lesson that rock & roll, as a style of music, is antithetical to the Christian message.  Is it legitimate to put Christian words to rock music?  [No.  ]
Check out these Web sites for more information on Christian music: [I don’t endorse everything on these sites or in these articles, but there is much good info here.]

http://www.karaministries.com/articles/Music/music.asp  (Scott Aniol’s website with many articles on Christian music—very good site)

http://www.capo.org/premise/96/jan/p960105.html (Premise Magazine, vol. III no. Jan 31, 1996)

http://www.capo.org/premise/current/p971006.htm (Premise Magazine, vol. IV, no 3, Oct 1997)

http://www.remembrancer.com/ace/MHRefMusic.html  (“Reforming Church Music” by Michael Horton)

http://www.remembrancer.com/ace/MHRevival4.html (“Revivalism and Christian Music” by Michael Horton)

Lesson 13: Review of Learn to Discern Series
We have finally come to the end of our series on discernment.  Hopefully you have learned a lot about how to be discerning.  This final lesson is simply a review of the high points of the first seven lessons of the series.

VII. Definition of discernment

The basic meaning of the biblical word “to discern” means “to separate” or “to make a distinction, to differentiate.”  In order to separate or distinguish one thing from another, one must examine, test, try, judge, or prove the things in question.  Thus, discernment is the ability to examine, test, try, judge, or prove something with the result of separating or distinguishing the good from the bad.  

Teach me good discernment and knowledge, for I believe in Thy commandments. Psalm 119:66  

Examine everything carefully; hold fast to that which is good. 1 Thessalonians 5:21

Based on the biblical words for “discernment,” a good, short definition is the ability to evaluate something before giving or withholding approval.  We determine the acceptability of the thing in question based on the Bible.

An accompanying idea of discernment is biblical skepticism.  We should be wary and distrustful of any idea until we are convinced that it is truly biblical.

VIII. The Biblical Things We Are To Be Discerning About

A.
Good and evil
But solid food is for the mature, who by constant use have trained themselves to distinguish good from evil. Hebrews 5:14

B.
Spiritual leaders
Now the Bereans were of more noble character than the Thessalonians, for they received the message with great eagerness and examined the Scriptures every day to see if what Paul said was true. Acts 17:11

C.
Ourselves
Examine yourselves to see whether you are in the faith; test yourselves. 2 Corinthians 13:5

Each one should test his own actions. Galatians 6:4

D.
Everything in general

Test everything.  Hold on to the good. 1 Thessalonians 5:21

IX. Things That Affect Our Ability to be Discerning

A. the noetic effects of sin
[“Noetic” comes from the Greek word for mind, nous.  The noetic effects of sin are the negative or detrimental effects sin has on our ability to use our minds.]
Walk no longer just as the Gentiles also walk, in the futility of their mind, being darkened in their understanding, excluded from the life of God, because of the ignorance that is in them, because of the hardness of their heart. Ephesians 4:17-18

B. absolutes
Our culture has embraced the idea of relativism, which says that there are no absolute standards of right or wrong, good or bad, moral or immoral, true or false.  Values are like opinions--everyone has one, and one is no better or worse than any other one.  As Christians, we must reject the notion of relativism.  We believe in absolutes.  The Bible sets absolute, changeless standards of right and wrong.

C. authority 

The Bible is the one and only standard by which to judge the rightness or wrongness of anything.  We make our evaluations based on the Bible.  Those topics not directly addressed in the Bible are usually covered by broad principles.

X. How to be Discerning

A. Learn the BIBLE.

We must develop a Bible-soaked logic, that is, the state of mind in which biblical principles are so well understood and accepted that one naturally applies them to any circumstance.  

B. Test EVERYTHING.

Test all things; hold fast that which is good. 1 Thessalonians 5:21

One of the biggest problems in Christianity today is the fact that many believers are gullible.  This fact is demonstrated by the uncritical way in which many believers embrace such things as Billy Graham, Prosperity Theology, Promise Keepers, ECT, and the Laughing Revival.

 
Remember our definition of critical thinking:  “The ability to cast a skeptical mental eye on claims, assertions and arguments until they are carefully assessed and objectively examined. . . .  The ability to resist being stampeded, emotionally or otherwise, into accepting statements or arguments that are not actually supported by the facts.”

C. Follow discerning LEADERS .

Jesus said “If a blind man guides a blind man, both will fall into a pit.”  Those we accept as leaders and examples will likely have a great influence on our lives.  If we choose the wrong leaders, we will probably go the wrong direction.

1. Biblical leadership is legitimate.

He gave some as apostles, and some as prophets, and some as evangelists, and some as pastors and teachers, for the equipping of the saints for the work of service, to the building up of the body of Christ. Ephesians 4:11-12

2. Biblical leadership is authoritative.

Obey your leaders and submit to them; for they keep watch over your souls.  Hebrews 13:17

The authority of the pastor is due to his role or position, not because of his personality, strength, or training.  God has established the role of the pastor to be the authority, under Christ, in the church. 

3. Biblical leadership is edifying.

According to Ephesians 4, God gave leaders to the church to equip believers for ministry and to build their faith.  Solid leadership develops strong, stable believers. 

4. Biblical leadership is qualified.

An overseer . . . must be above reproach. 1 Timothy 3:2

The Bible presents very stringent qualifications for the pastor.  If he fails to meet these, he can no longer hold the position of pastor.

D. Strive for Spiritual MATURITY
“Mature” means fully developed or complete.  

1. Characteristics of spiritual immaturity include selfishness, ignorance, gullibility, instability, and weakness. 

2. Characteristics of spiritual maturity include being equipped for service, having a desire to grow, being committed to truth, and engaging in spiritual disciplines, such as Bible reading, prayer, and church involvement.

In Lessons 8 through 12, we learned how to be discerning about popular culture and media, television, movies, and music.  We’ll not take the time to review each of those lessons.  Just remember that the process of discernment can be applied to many issues that we face.  Whatever the issue, remember our goal: to evaluate or test everything based on the Bible before giving or withholding our approval.

Review
1.
The definition of discernment: to evaluate something based on the Bible before giving or withholding approval.

2.
We are to be discerning about good and evil, spiritual leaders, ourselves, and everything in general.

3.
Sin, absolutes, and authority affect our ability to be discerning.

4.
We become discerning by learning the Bible, testing everything, following discerning leaders, and striving for spiritual maturity.

A No-fault Holocaust   JOHN LEO,  US NEWS AND WORLD REPORT,  7/21/97
In 20 years of college teaching, Prof. Robert Simon has never met a student who denied that the Holocaust happened. What he sees quite often, though, is worse: students who acknowledge the fact of the Holocaust but can’t bring themselves to say that killing millions of people is wrong. Simon reports that 10 to 20 percent of his students think this way. Usually they deplore what the Nazis did, but their disapproval is expressed as a matter of taste or personal preference, not moral judgment. “Of course I dislike the Nazis,” one student told Simon, “but who is to say they are morally wrong?”

Overdosing on nonjudgmentalism is a growing problem in the schools.  Two disturbing articles in the Chronicle of Higher Education say that some students are unwilling to oppose large moral horrors, including human sacrifice, ethnic cleansing, and slavery, because they think that no one has the right to criticize the moral views of another group or culture.
...




[One author] quotes a woman in her class, a “50-something redheaded nurse,” who says, “I teach a course for our hospital personnel in multicultural understanding, and if it is part of a person’s culture, we are taught not to judge. . . .” Simon says we should “welcome diversity rather than fear it” but says his students often think they are so locked into their own group perspectives of ethnicity, race, and gender that moral judgment is impossible, even in the face of great evils.

In the new multicultural canon, human sacrifice is hard to condemn, because the Aztecs practiced it. In fact, however, this nonjudgmental stance is not held consistently. Japanese whaling and the genital cutting of girls in Africa are criticized all the time by white multiculturalists. Christina Hoff Sommers, author and professor of philosophy at Clark University in Massachusetts, says that students who can’t bring themselves to condemn the Holocaust will often say flatly that treating humans as superior to dogs and rodents is immoral. Moral shrugging may be on the rise, but old-fashioned and rigorous moral criticism is alive and well on certain selected issues: smoking, environmentalism, women’s rights, animal rights.

Sommers points beyond multiculturalism to a general problem of so many students coming to college “dogmatically committed to a moral relativism that offers them no grounds to think” about cheating, stealing, and other moral issues. Simon calls this “absolutophobia”—the unwillingness to say that some behavior is just plain wrong. Many trends feed this fashionable phobia. Postmodern theory on campuses denies the existence of any objective truth: All we can have are clashing perspectives, not true moral knowledge. The pop-therapeutic culture has pushed nonjudgmentalism very hard.  Intellectual laziness and the simple fear of unpleasantness are also factors. By saying that one opinion or moral stance is as good as another, we can draw attention to our own tolerance, avoid antagonizing others, and get on with our careers.

The “values clarification” programs in the schools surely should come in for some lumps, too. Based on the principle that teachers should not indoctrinate other people’s children, they leave the creation of values up to each student. Values emerge as personal preferences, equally as unsuited for criticism or argument as personal decisions on pop music or clothes.

But the wheel is turning now, and “values clarification” is giving way to “character education,” and the paralyzing fear of indoctrinating children is gradually fading. The search is on for a teachable consensus rooted in simple decency and respect. As a spur to shaping it, we might discuss a culture so morally confused that students are showing up at colleges reluctant to say anything negative about mass slaughter.
Is Style Neutral?

by Michael Horton

1996 Modern Reformation Magazine / ACE

“It is possible that, some day soon, an advertising man who must create a television commercial for a new California Chardonnay will have the following inspiration:

Jesus is standing alone in a desert oasis. A gentle breeze flutters the leaves of the stately palms behind him. Soft Mideastern music caresses the air. Jesus holds in his hand a bottle of wine at which he gazes adoringly. Turning toward the camera, he says, “When I transformed water into wine at Cana, this is what I had in mind. Try it today. You’ll become a believer.”

Well-known New York critic and communications theorist Neil Postman offers the preceding image, warning those of us who think his prediction too far-fetched to consider the fact that already a TV commercial for Hebrew National frankfurters features Uncle Sam pushing the product, closing with an ominous voice declaring, “We have to answer to a Higher Authority.”

“What we are talking about here,” Postman reminds us, “is not blasphemy but trivialization, against which there can be no laws.”1 As in the Middle Ages, images have become more important than words, as the modern world insists that the former are more meaningful and relevant to people than the latter. “One picture, we are told, is worth a thousand words. But a thousand pictures, especially if they are of the same object, may not be worth anything at all.”2 Postman’s remarks remind us why God gave the Second Commandment. 

The problem is that modern church leaders do not seem to appreciate the extent to which style not only reflects content, but actually shapes it.  Postman observes that the TV commercials we see are not concerned with the nature of the products, but with the nature of those who consume them.

Extensive marketing surveys are conducted to determine profiles of potential consumers. “Images of movie stars and famous athletes, of serene lakes and macho fishing trips, of elegant dinners and romantic interludes, of happy families packing their station wagons for a picnic in the country-these tell nothing about the products being sold. But they tell everything about the

fears, fancies, and dreams of those who might buy them.” In this kind of setting, Postman says, “The business of business becomes psychotherapy; the consumer, the patient reassured by psychodramas.”3

Would it be extending our reach to suggest that this is precisely what has happened in evangelical attitudes toward worship? It does not require the explicit denial of the Trinity, the Two Natures of Christ, Original Sin, the Substitutionary Atonement, the Resurrection, Justification, Sanctification, or the Return of Christ. All that is necessary is the trivialization of God, Scripture, and these biblical themes by the spirit of the age. That is why perfectly orthodox Reformed and Lutheran parishes can affirm confessional theology while adopting an essentially secular methodology that undermines everything they wish to pass on to the next generation.

Of course, this tendency is evident in evangelism, where “testimonies,” like the advertisement for a station wagon, focus on the satisfaction of felt needs (i.e., the consumer) rather than on God’s attributes and his saving work in Christ Jesus (i.e., the “product,” to follow Postman’s analogy). But nowhere is this in plainer view than in the church growth movement in general and in the contemporary praise and worship service in particular.

The Role of Tradition 

As evangelicals, we are committed to a high view of Scripture that subjects even the tradition of the elders to the touchstone of biblical fidelity. And yet, many of those in evangelical leadership who decry the ascendancy of the Sixties radicals in Washington are themselves curiously attached to the rebellion against authority and tradition. “Hey, hey, ho, ho, Western Civ.  has got to go,” that famous Stanford chant that rallied the student revolt, finds its ironic parallel in a conservative evangelical world in which that which is in the past, part of our heritage from the early church, the Reformation, Protestant Orthodoxy, the Puritans, and the Great Awakening, is rejected in favor of personal liberation and the triumph of the free spirit. 

Note Postman’s analysis of the modern outlook and see if it is not reflected in the evangelical world in which we live and move and have our being:

In the institutional form it has taken in the United States, advertising is a symptom of a

world-view that sees tradition as an obstacle to its claims. There can, of course, be no functioning sense of tradition without a measure of respect for symbols. Tradition is, in      fact, nothing but the acknowledgment of the authority of symbols and the relevance of the narratives that gave birth to them. With the erosion of symbols there follows a loss of narrative, which is one of the most debilitating consequences of Technopoly’s power. We      may take as an example the field of education. In Technopoly, we improve the education of our youth by improving what are called ‘learning technologies.’ At the moment, it is      considered necessary to introduce computers to the classroom, as it once was thought necessary to bring closed-circuit television and film to the classroom. To the question ‘Why should we do      this?’ the answer is: ‘To make learning more efficient and more interesting.’ Such an answer is considered entirely adequate, since in Technopoly efficiency and interest need no justification.

It is, therefore, usually not noticed that this answer does not address the question ‘What      is

learning for?’ ‘Efficiency and interest’ is a technical answer, an answer about means, not      ends.4  Like the Bible, Technopoly has its own “grand story” or “metanarrative”-its way of explaining the whole enchilada. Now let’s adapt Postman’s description of its effects on education to worship. First, tradition is an obstacle to Technopoly’s claims. How is Technopoly-the tyranny of the technological world-view over all of life-directing our thoughts in this supreme religious activity? It trivializes everything that a particular tradition holds dear.  For instance, the commercialization of the American flag ends up trivializing it to the point where it can be worn on clothing or even burned in public spectacle. While many Christian leaders would issue the gravest invectives against the burning of the American flag, how many stand up for the desecration of God at the local Christian bookstore, where T-shirts and other paraphernalia are sold with “This Blood’s For You” printed over a mock beer can or Jesus is portrayed as doing push-ups with a cross, with the line, “God’s Gym: Bench Press This”?

Taken into the church sanctuary itself, this trivialization of the sacred takes the form of shallow, repetitive ditties in which God’s name is taken in vain and the music bears striking familiarity to commercial jingles. An overhead projector is simply a “worship technology,” an element of style, we are told, justified, like Postman’s classroom computers, purely on the ground of efficiency. As Postman noted that the “learning technologies” are justified on the “unquestionable” basis that they “make learning more efficient and more interesting,” the same can be claimed for worship. How can one question praise and worship choruses simply on the basis of style?  This is because Technopoly rather than Scripture has the last word: it works. And yet, as with so many other useless products that we buy because of clever advertising and smooth, caressing images, before long we become bored with this trivialized deity. We move on, like the consumers in John chapter six who followed Jesus after the free lunch, but left him after he began teaching his “hard doctrines,” stomachs growling for the next meal.

Cicero reminds us of what every Christian should know from Scripture, that “to remain ignorant of things that happened before you were born is to remain a child.” The so-called “tyranny of the urgent,” so much a part of our ever-changing Technopoly, is adopted in church growth strategies that eagerly anticipate the next “wave” in worship technology, like a computer hacker salivating over the arrival of a new PC. At least the latter is appropriate to its sphere, computer technology being the proper province of such innovation.

Getting “Blessed”: By Grace or By Works? 

But worship is not a technology. God is not stirred from his heavenly throne by the whirl of the electronic keyboard and the beat of the steel drums.  Unmoved by the uplifted hands and the praise band’s steamrolling crescendo (ending in harmony on a high note, at full volume), God waits to hear his Word rightly preached and his sacraments rightly administered before he sends his Spirit to bless his people and reconcile the lost. 

When writing of his Jewish countrymen, Paul laments that they are lost because in spite of their zeal they do not accept the righteousness that is a gift and comes by faith rather than by their own efforts. “But the righteousness that is by faith speaks in this way, ‘Do not say in your heart, “Who will ascend into heaven?”’ (that is, to bring Christ down from above) or, “Who will descend into the abyss?” (that is, to bring Christ up from the dead).’ But what does it say? ‘The word is near you, in your mouth and in your heart’ (that is, the word of faith we preach): that if you confess with your mouth the Lord Jesus and believe in your heart that God has raised him from the dead, you will be saved” (Rom 10:6-9).

There are, therefore, two ways of seeking God’s blessing or salvation: one in which we seek to pull Christ down, and one in which we receive Christ as he comes to us freely and on his own terms in the Word of faith-that is, the Gospel. Is our worship characterized by our ascent to him in order to bring him into our meeting through our own efforts, determination, emotional zeal, with the assistance of “worship technology”? Or is it characterized by finding him as he is already present to us in Word and sacrament? He is not far away. He cannot be summoned before us, as if we were the Judge and he the defendant. Rather he summons us into his presence, as he judges us through the preaching of the Law and reconciles us through the preaching of the Gospel.

So it isn’t a matter of style after all. Those who seek God’s face apart from Christ (as so many of the praise choruses either imply or explicitly entreat) can find only a God of glory and wrath, doom, and judgment. To avoid the “consuming fire,” we must come humbly, stripped of our righteousness, with no confidence in our zeal or emotion, the purity of our hearts or the dedication of our energies. We come empty-handed to receive.

If this is true, how do we judge contemporary praise music? By my own reckoning, ninety-five percent of the praise and worship choruses I tracked down in two leading Maranatha and Vineyard songbooks were entirely subjective. That is, the focus was on me: I will, I feel, I just want, I promise, I love, and so on. Contrast this with the objective focus of the older hymns:

“Holy, Holy, Holy,” “Alas, And Did My Savior Bleed,” “O Sacred Head, Now Wounded,” “Amazing Grace,” “A Mighty Fortress,” “No Other Lamb,” and “Immortal, Invisible, God Only Wise.”

Is Anybody In Charge? 

Authority, like tradition, is a shibboleth in modern society, and conservatives and radicals find

their own ways of pursuing this quintessentially American pastime of iconoclasm. Here again Neil Postman is helpful. “A bureaucrat armed with a computer is the unacknowledged legislator of our age,” he notes, “and a terrible burden to bear.” Wondering how Adolf Eichmann might have exonerated himself from his actions if he had enjoyed the assistance of computers in

the extermination of the Jews, Postman ponders, “I am constantly amazed at how obediently people accept explanations that begin with the words, ‘The computer shows...’ or ‘The computer has determined...’ It is Technopoly’s equivalent of the sentence ‘It is God’s will,’ and the effect is roughly the same.”5 

One of the reasons that the mainline churches fell to liberalism was due to the shift of authority from the church courts (local churches, responsible to regional and national assemblies) to bureaucrats. It is no wonder that they all moved in together on Riverside Drive in New York City. After all, they were all the same person. It mattered little whether the bureaucrat was United Presbyterian, Reformed, Evangelical Lutheran, Episcopalian, American Baptist, United Church of Christ, United Methodist, or whatever. It was the frustrated social worker who dominated the church committees and knew how the endless paper trail worked.

Today, it will not be the frustrated social worker, but the frustrated CEO who will destroy what is left of American Protestantism, if given the opportunity. It matters not whether one is Baptist, Presbyterian, Lutheran, Reformed, Wesleyan, for they are all similarly de-theologized, like their parent bodies whose collapse gave rise to the new denominations. Where the style of worship used to immediately distinguish such churches from one another, today a visitor to a Reformed church might never know that he or she was not in a contemporary Pentecostal meeting on a given Lord’s Day.  They have all bought into the same technology, buy from the same Pentecostal music conglomerates (Integrity-Hosanna, Maranatha, The Vineyard, etc.), and favor the same soft lighting, theater seats and stage-platform architecture.

Some years ago, Marshal McLuhan made the famous observation that “the medium is the message.” That is the point here. Style and content cannot be divorced any more than the body can be divorced of the soul. Like the physical body, style is a matter of sights, sounds, touch, gestures, postures. When the people of God were commanded to “worship and bow down...[and] kneel before the Lord our Maker” (Ps 95:6), and to “present your bodies a living sacrifice” (Rom 12:1), the possibility of separating style from content was excluded. The way in which we worship God is not only an implication of the content of what we believe about God, but is part of that content itself. To seek to separate style from substance is not only like separating the body from the soul; it is as if to say that one may obey the First Commandment while breaking the Second.

Then What Determines Our Style? 

It is one thing to make the case for style being value-laden and normatively-determined. It is quite another to suggest a norm upon which everyone can agree. However, if it can be established that the Scriptures themselves provide just such a norm, surely every Christian is obliged to follow it. 

The assumption one often finds is that the Bible provides the answers to our doctrinal and moral questions, but leaves the business of style up to us.  One may worship the true God in various settings-some would say, even in various religions-so long as one is sincere, relativism being the tie that binds, the dogma over all dogmatism. But even where Bible-believing men and women are committed to the exclusivity of Christ and the infallibility of his Word, one finds a relativism in this matter of worship. Does God leave this up to us? Surely Cain, Nadab and Abihu, Uzzuh, Ananias and Saphira, and the Corinthians who were going to early graves because they turned Holy Communion into a fiasco would answer in the negative.

One of the great insights of the Protestant Reformation was the recovery of the analogia fidei, or the idea that Scripture interprets Scripture. The problem in the medieval church on this point was the concern over who interprets the Bible. How could Luther and Calvin justify this controversy that would lead inevitably to a break with Rome? Rome saw it in terms of the pope’s interpretation versus the reformers’ interpretation, but the reformers saw it in terms of the Bible’s interpretation of itself versus the pope’s interpretation. This is not simply a rhetorical slight of hand, for they believed that the difficult passages (which, for Rome, oddly enough, tended to be those which clearly preached justification by grace alone through faith alone) were to be interpreted in light of the clearer passages. They demonstrated how reliable this method was in actual practice.  Purgatory was not declared erroneous because it conflicted with the reformers’ interpretation, but because the passages upon which it had been precariously and dubiously based were understood to be reconciled with the rest of Scripture only by the rejection of the medieval doctrine. The clearer passages did not “win out” over the difficult ones, but so clarified the latter that it was obvious even to many who never joined the reformers.

This displays an enormous confidence in the Word of God not only to convey the truth, but to interpret itself. If one thinks this approach impracticable, one need only be reminded how many popes and councils have issued contradictory “infallible” interpretations! Fallible human interpreters may err, but the Bible never errs in its interpretation of itself.

Now take this key principle of interpretation and apply it to worship, for Scripture knows no division between doctrine and worship. Genuine orthodoxy does not simply require correct doctrine, but correct praise. If Scripture is sufficient to guide us in faith and life, then surely it is sufficient to instruct us in the manner of our worship. What are we to make of the numerous commands in the Old Testament concerning worship? Is the Psalter, God’s inspired hymnal, not filled with directives for the correct responses, postures and even the tempo of the musical arrangements?

Of course, in the New Testament, we are not regulated by the ceremonial laws of the Old Covenant, since the reality to whom they all pointed has come and fulfilled all shadows (Col 2:16-19). Nevertheless, we are crucified and raised with Christ. “Therefore do not let sin reign in your mortal body, that you should obey it in its lusts. And do not present your members as instruments of unrighteousness to sin, but present yourselves to God as being alive from the dead, and your members as instruments of righteousness to God” (Rom 6:12-13). The body is still involved in worship as well as the soul, the style as well as the content under the lordship of Christ.

The glorious liberty of the New Covenant leaves no room for us to conclude that there are not restrictions concerning New Testament worship. In fact, quite the contrary.  It is because we have been united to Christ that we are not to participate in false worship of any kind (1 Cor 10:21). In the New Testament, we find the following elements of worship: Divine greeting, prayers of confession, thanksgiving and intercession, reading and preaching of the Word, Communion, and the Benediction. At least mentioned, in other places described in detail, these are the elements for which we find precedence in the worship of the apostolic community, recorded in Scripture. In Acts 2 we see many of these elements together: “And they continued steadfastly in the apostles’ doctrine and fellowship, in the breaking of bread, and in prayers” (v. 42).  In 1 Corinthians 10 and 11, Paul lays out the importance and centrality of Communion in worship, hinting at the way in which it is to be conducted. In chapter 14, he mandates order and decency as over-arching principles in the services.

Granted, we have no single place outlining the specific acts of worship in one list, so we have to carefully study a number of passages. Brothers and sisters of good will can and do come to differences on these interpretations and there should be latitude where the analogia fidei does not yield such obvious conclusions. While exclusive psalm-singing, for instance, enjoys a long history among a number of Reformed Christians around the world, it is not anywhere mentioned in the Three Forms of Unity (Belgic, Heidelberg, Dort) and even the Westminster Standards do not require this position. It is important, as we defend biblical absolutes, that we do not command and forbidd beyond God’s own authority.

Within the Reformed tradition, there has always been a certain degree of suspicion toward any form of worship that does not sanction every act of worship by the biblical text, ranging from the more latitudinarian approach of Anglicanism (allowing that which is not forbidden in Scripture, but is conformable to it) to the view of the Puritans (rejecting anything that is not clearly prescribed in Scripture). While there may be differing views on this scale, no Reformed theologian (or, for that matter, Lutheran) argued that the way in which we worship is neutral, that style was a matter of preference or fashion. In fact, it was the universal protest of the entire Reformation movement against the medieval fancy for new and exciting additions to the service (including drama and entertaining ceremonies) that caused the reformers to devote so much time and energy to the subject of correct worship. “Worship is the most important matter with which we have to deal,” said Calvin, as he comprehended even the debate over the nature of salvation in terms of the correct worship of God.
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The Cinema 
 Roy E. Beacham, Central Baptist Theological Seminary, Minneapolis

Christianity is so named for its association with Christ. Christians who believe that Christ is God also believe that Christ is holy. Because of this belief, true Christians are called to genuine Christ‐likeness and holy living. Although the nature of true Christian living is deeply spiritual (living in the Spirit of God), the evidence of true Christian living is clearly objective. Faith without deeds is no faith at all and true character is revealed by the fruit of deeds.  

Those who live Christianly are called to love Christ and not the world. They are enjoined to yield to Christ’s Spirit and not to the flesh. They are to think on things pure, lovely, and of good report; those things virtuous and praiseworthy. They are to bear the fruit of the Spirit and to walk in step with him. They are to abhor that which is evil and to abstain even from any appearance of or association with it. With reference to good, they are to be wise and well‐informed; with reference to evil, they are to be unlearned and un‐savvy. They are to grow in Christ, follow Christ, and model Christ before God and before others: both believers and unbelievers. They are to be examples of a faith worthy of following both in heart and in deed. This kind of living is the essence of true life in Christ to those who claim true life in Christ. 

In opposition to Christianity is antichristian life and culture. The Scriptures speak of this life and culture as worldly, earthly, fleshly, sensual, and demonic. This ethos and this lifestyle are ungodly, unholy, and unfit. Although the nature of this culture is also deeply spiritual (living in the spirit of this age), the evidences of this culture are, likewise, quite objective. There are styles of  personal appearance and dress that purposefully and plainly identify with antichristian culture and, thus, offend both the letter and tenor of God’s revealed truth and innate holiness. There are certain genres of language and speech that are clearly antichristian and unbefitting a child of God. There are specific “art” forms and particular “music” styles that are unmistakably identified with godless culture and living. These forms and styles ought not to be embraced by those who claim to be Christ’s. To associate oneself with such dress, speech, “art,” and “music” is to disassociate oneself with Christ, his ethos and lifestyle. 

Besides styles of appearance and dress, modes of language, and forms of so‐called art and music, I would submit that there are particular places that are so imbued with godless antichristian culture and character that it seems obvious that Christians should avoid them. Brothels, drug dens, strip clubs, bars, nightclubs, dance halls, gambling tracks, and casinos are, in my opinion, some of those places. These kinds of places have no purpose or function beyond the promotion and practice of antichristian lifestyles and culture. There is nothing intrinsically wrong with the “place” itself, i.e., the property or the buildings. What is wrong is that which is promoted and practiced in the place and, thus, that which is commonly and clearly associated with the place. To go to, much less to frequent, those places is, in my mind, as antichristian as the innate purpose and explicit practice of the place itself. To associate oneself with such a place, and thus its reason to exist, is to disassociate oneself with Christ, the nature of his [value system], and the practice of his lifestyle. 

I would further submit that the cinema is one such place. Movie theaters stand at the forefront of the promotion and practice of the culture of Hollywood, and the culture of Hollywood is at the vanguard of antichristian living. The movies that are shown in these theaters are in vast measure godless, immoral, base, violent, and spiritually unfit. They portray, promote, and glamorize profanity, alcoholism, drunkenness, sensuality, nudity, lust, lewdness, adultery, homosexuality, aggression, abuse, lawlessness, bloodshed, murder, rape, mutilation, materialism, avarice, drugs, abortion, rebellion, and virtually any other form of godless thinking and behavior imaginable to fallen man. This is crass atheism packaged in titillating storylines gilded with cutting‐edge sensate technology. This is the primordial stuff of Hollywood, and movie theaters are the principal outlet. 

Can a person go into a cinema only to see a “good” (i.e. God‐honoring, non‐offensive) movie? In theory it could be possible. One can also go into a bar only to drink sodas, or go into a brothel only to engage in conversation. Would these actions be advisable? I personally think not in light of the clear teaching of Scripture regarding true Christian living as summarized in the initial paragraphs above. Is it necessary to go into a movie theater to see a “good” movie? Of course not. No more than it is necessary to go into a bar to drink a Coke. Do most professing Christians who attend movie theaters go into theaters only to see “good” movies? Probably not, if the Scriptures are allowed to define the meaning and nature of “good.” It seems, rather, that professing Christians are more and more enticed by the storylines, and more and more enamored by the technology, thus becoming more and more willing to “tolerate” the godlessness, all the while becoming more and more comfortable with it if not conformable to it. Where should a believer draw the line with regard to antichristian places? I would suggest that the best place to draw the line is just outside the front door. I can think of no “good” reason for going in.
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