Discernment: What is it & What difference does it make?

Polemics: standing unapologetically upon biblical truth 

Likely many people in the English-speaking world go through a lifetime never hearing the word “polemics”.  But whether a Christian knows the meaning of the word or not, it is abundantly clear that God’s word calls for believers to exercise discernment – and that is the central theme of our study in the weeks to come.  While apologetics focuses upon the defense of the faith, polemics focuses upon the discernment of truth from error.  To put it another way, apologetics defends what is in the circle of the faith, while polemics focuses more on clearly defining the line that tells us what is inside the circle and what  is outside of the circle of the faith.  
Christendom’s “Three Circles”

Here are Christendom’s “Three Circles”, in diagram and explanation.
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definition in about the second century, we can represent the polemic distinctions between
Christendom and biblical Christianity in this way:

Christendom, as in what appears or claims to be
. “Christian” from those on the outside of biblical

faith. This includes both saving & non-saving

gospels, as well as teachings of every sort

Christian as to holding to a biblical & therefore
B saving gospel message, but differing from biblical
faith in other matters, & in varying degrees

Biblical Christian faith as defined by the 66 books
of the Old & New Testament, in teaching &
practice, both as to salvation & as to all other
matters

Christendom’s “Three Circles”
Oh, no! We’re going in circles!

. Those outside of the circle of Christendom would include all non-Christian relicions and
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The context for discernment

This is the context for discernment that Paul communicated to the believers at the Roman colony of Philippi:

Philippians 1:9-11

And this I pray, that your love may abound still more and more in real knowledge and all discernment, 10 so that you may approve the things that are excellent, in order to be sincere and blameless until the day of Christ; 11 having been filled with the fruit of righteousness which comes through Jesus Christ, to the glory and praise of God.

See the accompanying study of Philippians 1:9-11 from the Philippians series.  When Paul sent Titus to appoint elders on the Island of Crete, his criteria for elders included:

Titus 1:5,6a,9

For this reason I left you in Crete, that you would set in order what remains and appoint elders in every city as I directed you, 6 namely, if any man is… 9 holding fast the faithful word which is in accordance with the teaching, so that he will be able both to exhort in sound doctrine and to refute those who contradict.

There are three primary things for us to observe in verse 9 of this passage:

1) holding fast the faithful word: the word for “holding fast” is used in the gospels for being a fully-devoted servant; “faithful” in the New Testament era had to do with truthful and consistent testimony (Revelation 3:14) – clearly truth is at issue!
2) exhort in sound doctrine: the word for “exhort” means to come alongside to give counsel; the word translated “sound” is the root of the English word “hygiene”, and “sound” here has to do with the idea of being “healthy” as opposed to “sick” (Titus 1:13; 2:1,2,8).

3) refute those who contradict: this shows what must be done with those who favor or teach doctrine that is not healthy.  

Notice how much of verse 9 has to do with communication.  Try taking any words out   of verse 9 that involve communication.  What do you have left?  Polemics is not just a personal and mental exercise, but is also a principal matter of communication among believers and with those who are favoring or teaching doctrine that does not match up with what is healthy.  Polemics is focusing upon the clear determination and communication of the line that defines what is inside and outside that circle of what is healthy doctrine, having that definition solidly founded upon “the faithful word”.

OK… so what difference does polemics make?

There are three time aspects to a believer’s salvation:

While we are in our present bodies

While we are in our new bodies



Initial                  Ongoing

  Glorification

 

Salvation            Sanctification 
  at the rapture



Initial salvation: initial salvation is based upon faith in Christ (Acts 16:31; 1 Corinthians 15:3,4; Ephesians 2:8,9).  The believer has an eternal position in Christ that begins at the point of belief.

John 14:6

Jesus said to him, "I am the way, and the truth, and the life; no one comes to the Father but through Me.

Ongoing sanctification: this is a matter of growing daily into the eternal position that the believer already has from the point of belief.  It is during this growing time between initial salvation and glorification at the rapture that the believer’s eternal rewards are determined on the basis of Christ’s life in and through the believer:

Five Crowns*:

1) Victor’s Crown: 1 Corinthians 9:25

2) Soul Winner’s Crown: 1 Thessalonians 2:19,20

3) Rapture Lover’s Crown: 2 Timothy 4:8

4) Elder’s Crown for Service: 1 Peter 5:2-4

5) Martyr’s Crown: Revelation 2:10

Three Rewards:

1) Solid Foundation Reward: 1 Corinthians 3:14

2) Voluntary Service Reward: 1 Corinthians 9:17

3) Inheritance Reward: Colossians 3:23,24

*Crown: stephanos = victor’s crown in athletic competition

2 John 8-9

Watch yourselves, that you do not lose what we have accomplished, but that you may receive a full reward. 9 Anyone who goes too far and does not abide in the teaching of Christ, does not have God; the one who abides in the teaching, he has both the Father and the Son.

Philippians 3:12-14, Expanded & Explained

12 Just so you don’t misunderstand me, I want you to know that I have not even at this point already taken possession by my own actions of total knowledge of Christ or of conformity with Him, nor have I already been made completely spiritually mature by being conformed to His image by God’s own doing, but, I am right now continuing to press on without hesitation or letup in order that I will take down as a prize that for which I also was taken down as a prize by Christ Jesus at the time when He pursued me as a prize. 13 Brethren in Christ – having spiritual relationship with one another because of relationship with Him, I do not make a judgment regarding myself, based on careful consideration, as having already taken down the prize; but I have one thing in my focus: I am constantly in the process of forgetting what lies in the past and I am continually reaching forward to what lies ahead in the future, 14 I am right now continuing to press on without hesitation or letup, looking with constant attention toward the person of Christ for the prize of the upward call of God in the heavenlies, when this life is completed at His declaration, which upward call to me as the victor I have by reason of my being in Christ Jesus, which will bring me to a place of being rewarded by Christ and being fully conformed to Him – only at that victorious moment will my condition be permanently conformed to the position I already have in Christ.

Jude 3

Beloved, while I was making every effort to write you about our common salvation, I felt the necessity to write to you appealing that you contend earnestly for the faith which was once for all handed down to the saints.
Glorification at the rapture: When believers are raptured, whether alive or dead, they are taken to be with the Lord forever in new bodies (1 Thessalonians 4:14-17).  They are evaluated at that time by Christ for rewardability, based upon having lived, once having believed, by Christ’s life, in dependence upon Him (1 Corinthians 3:8-15; Revelation 2:10; 22:12).  Our eternal rewards, supplemental to our eternal position in Christ, are given and determined by Christ, and are a capacity to glorify the Lord (Revelation 4:9-11).  All believers will ultimately be conformed to the image of Christ at this point (Romans 8:28,29), but rewardability is a separate matter that varies from one believer to the next, and supplemental to that conformity to Christ which is universal among those who have believed.

So when does Polemics matter?      

Polemics matters at the point of salvation (is it the true gospel that saves or a false one that does not save?), and during one’s life as a believer until death or being taken up alive to be with the Lord (the life from which eternal rewardability will be evaluated by the Lord and given for eternity).  Once all believers are glorified, there will be no more need for polemics, but the outcome of the application of polemics in this life – or the lack of it - will have been evaluated and determined with consequences for all eternity.

Polemics has taken on a specific meaning among Christian believers, and that is the exercise of discernment within what is known in society as “Christendom”.  That word is used to distinguish the societal recognition of the broad range of teachings and practices under the umbrella of Christendom as distinct from the teachings and practices that are biblically founded Christian faith, impacting salvation, doctrine and practice among those who are saved, and the eternal rewards of each believer – those rewards being the capacity to glorify the Lord.

So are we to set aside doctrine for the sake of unity?

There are those within Christendom who favor setting aside doctrinal differences for the sake of being unified among Christians.  Sometimes this has been expressed as, “In essentials unity, in all else charity”.  The apostle Paul, however, exhorts the believers in Corinth in this way:
1 Corinthians 1:10 Expanded & Explained

Now I come alongside you as a fellow believer, brethren in Christ, making my appeal to you by the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, so as to have that importance and priority, that you all say the same thing from a unified heart and mind, and that there be no fleshly divisions among all or any of you, but that you all be mended and restored to the unity that you already have in Christ, which comes from the same mind that you have in Christ, and therefore all of you are unified in the same judgment in all things, judging everything biblically, by God’s grace.
There are other passages urging the Christian believers to have the same mind and to speak with one mouth (Romans 12:16; 15:5-6; Philippians 2:2).  Ephesians 4:11-16 points believers toward the unity of the faith, rather than diversity within the faith.  In that context, diversity within the faith is seen as immaturity, which we ought to be growing away from, rather than embracing diversity.
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