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Message #46           I Corinthians 12:10 
“The Gift of Distinguishing of Spirits” 

 
If our service, if our ministry or our gift does not line up with the Word of God, it is wrong.  
There are many things done in the name of the Lord or done for the cause of Christ which are 
totally unbiblical.  For example, in John 16:2 Jesus Christ warned His disciples that a time would 
come when the religious leaders would actually throw Christ’s disciples out of the synagogue 
and even kill them and actually believe “he is offering service to God.”  Clearly just because a 
person believes something doesn’t make it right or God-honoring and that is especially true when 
it comes to spiritual gifts. 
 
A DIFFERENT SPIRITUAL GIFT IS GIVEN TO  EVERY  BELI EVER BY THE SAME 
SPIRIT OF GOD THAT EVERY BELIEVER MIGHT  PROFIT  TH E PROGRAM OF 
GOD; BUT IN ORDER FOR A BELIEVER TO DISCOVER HIS OW N GIFT, HE MUST  
 LEARN  AS MUCH INFORMATION AS POSSIBLE ABOUT EACH GIFT. 
 
Gift #1 - The word of  wisdom .  12:8a–This was a speaking temporal gift. 
Gift #2 - The word of  knowledge .  12:8b–This was a speaking temporal gift. 
Gift #3 - The gift of  faith .  12:9a–This was a non-speaking abiding gift. 
Gift #4 - The gift of  healing .  12:9b–This was a non-speaking temporal gift. 
Gift #5 - The gift of  miracles .  12:10a–This was a non-speaking temporal gift. 
Gift #6 - The gift of  prophecy .  12:10b–This was a speaking temporal gift. 
Now we come to the study of our seventh spiritual gift: 
Gift #7 - The gift of discernment, or distinguishing of spirits. 12:10c 
 
QUESTION #1 –  What  is the gift of distinguishing or discerning of spirits? 
 
The word “distinguishing” is a word that expresses an ability to be able to discern something and 
distinguish something to the level of being able to make a discriminate judgment or decision.  It 
is the ability to make an arbitrary decision or judgment (G. Abbott-Smith, Greek Lexicon,  
p. 108). 
 
Now the particular realm in which this gift operates is specifically and explicitly stated to be in 
the arena of the “spirits.”  Clearly the emphasis of this context is on the work of one Holy Spirit 
(12:4, 8, 9, 11), but this gift enables one to supernaturally discern and distinguish the true work 
of the ONE God as opposed to the false work of many demonic “spirits.”  The “gift of disting-
uishing or discerning of spirits” was a supernatural ability that enabled a person to judge the truth 
of God versus the lies of Satan.  It was a supernatural ability that enabled one to sift through the 
theological rhetoric to determine what was really from God and what was not of God. 
 
QUESTION #2 –  What  was the purpose of this gift? 
 
The primary purpose of this spiritual gift is to make judgment decisions between truth and error, 
between God and Satan, between believer and unbeliever. 
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One with this gift IS NOT demonically gullible; he IS divinely guided.  One with this gift could 
listen to someone and supernaturally detect whether or not he was true.  Such a gift WAS and 
STILL IS greatly needed in the Church of God.  This particular gift is given by God to His 
Church for its protection. 
 
Judgment #1 - The church is expected to judge  false prophets .  I Cor. 14:29; I John 14:1-6 
 
False prophets will talk about Jesus Christ, they may even say you need to believe on Jesus 
Christ; but they “distort” the pure truth and they are to be “accursed” (Gal. 1:6-8).  According to 
Matthew 23, those who are false have certain qualities about them: 
 
(Quality #1) - They are religiously  authoritative .  Matt. 23:2 
They are men and women who work and manipulate themselves into high positions and public 
positions in the work of God. 
 
(Quality #2) - They are personally  hypocritical .  Matt. 23:3 
They talk a good spiritual game but they don’t live it.  They tell others how it ought to be, but 
behind the scenes in their own lives they are a fraud. 
 
(Quality #3) - They are practically  unsympathetic .  Matt. 23:4 
Those false are not interested in helping people get free from things; they heap more burdens on 
people in order to accomplish their own objectives. 
 
(Quality #4) - They are publically  acknowledged .  Matt. 23:5-6 
The goal of one false is to see his or her name in lights.  He/she loves the public limelight and 
will do or say whatever it takes to get it. 
 
(Quality #5) - They are arrogantly  proud .  Matt. 23:5-12 
One who is false has a proud arrogance about them and the one with the gift of distinguishing of 
spirits can spot it and sense it. 
 
Key #1 - We do not determine a false prophet by their spectacular  results .  Deut. 13:1-4;  
               Matt. 7:22; 24:24 
Men and women who are false may be very successful and impressive and quite spectacular in 
what they accomplish.  This may all be of Satan! 
 
Key #2 - We do determine a false prophet by his concept of  Jesus Christ .  II Cor. 11:3-4; 
               Gal. 1:6-8; I John 7 
 
One who does not acknowledge that Jesus Christ is the God incarnate and that His work on the 
cross is the only thing that can save a person, is false.  If one tries to mingle in human works with 
the work of Jesus Christ, he is false.  He is to be “accursed.” 
 
 



              p. 140 
 
Key #3 - We do determine a false prophet by his impact on the  world .  I John 4:6 
 
Lost people who are not right with God, who are not committed to the Word of God, who are 
lacking in their spiritual lives will be drawn to false prophets.  One who is false will get many 
people to follow him or her. 
 
Key #4 - We do determine a false prophet by his response to God’s  Word  and God’s  
                teachers .  I John 4:6 
One right with God will recognize God’s truth and God’s teachers and will properly respond to 
both. 
 
Judgment #2 - The church is expected to judge those who oppose  true doctrine .   
                           Rom. 16:17-18; II Thess. 3:14-15 
One who is not lining up with the true teaching and instruction of the Bible is to be spotted and 
avoided. 
 
Judgment #3 - The church is expected to judge those who continue to  live  in  sin .   
                            I Cor. 5:11-13 
People “within” the church are to be judged and if a believer continues to participate in sin, he is 
to be excommunicated. 
 
Judgment #4 - The church is expected to judge those who live contrary to  God’s Word .   
                             II Thess.3:14 
If one continues to disregard true teaching, believers ARE NOT to associate with such a person. 
 
Judgment #5 - The church is expected to judge those who are allowed into your  home .   
                             II John 10-11 
Those who reject God and His Word are not even to be allowed in our homes. 
 
QUESTION #3 –  What  is the duration of the gift of distinguishing of spirits? 
 
Although we do not have any specific statements concerning the duration of this particular gift, 
like we do with others, it seems that this gift is an abiding, permanent spiritual gift for the entire 
Church Age. 
 
We may come to this conclusion based on the following three biblical facts: 
 
Fact #1 - There is no passage that suggests this gift is temporal. 
 
Fact #2 - There are many passages that suggest false prophets are still operative and will be until 
Christ returns.  Matt. 7:21-23; II Pet. 2:1-3; I John 4:1-6; II John 12:11; Jude 4; Rev. 2:20; 3:9; 
22:18-19 
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Although the “gift of prophecy” ceased with the completion of Scripture, the satanic team of 
false prophets did not cease and will not cease until Satan is destroyed.  In fact, the last warning 
of the Bible is in regard to adding things or subtracting things from God’s Word.   
 
This would certainly suggest that this gift of distinguishing of spirits will be necessary for the 
entire Church Age. 
 
Fact #3 - There are many passages that suggest the church is to make many different types of 
judgments (i.e. Question #2 of this study).  Based upon these Biblical facts, it is safe to conclude 
that this is a gift still operative in the Church Age. 
 
QUESTION #4 –  Who  should be making judgment calls in the church? 
 
Classification #1 - Believers with this  spiritual gift .  I Cor. 12:10 
People who have the gift of distinguishing of spirits will be able to discern, evaluate and 
determine truth at a level far beyond the average believer. 
 
Classification #2 - Elders are to  protect  the  church .  Act 20:28-31 
Elders of a church are to be continually watching the flock and particularly making certain that 
the flock is being taught the pure Word of God. 
 
Classification #3 - All believers who want  full reward . 
 
1) Judgments are to be made concerning  doctrine .  Eph. 4:14 
2) Judgments are to be made concerning  sin .  Eph. 5:3-5 
3) Judgments are to be made concerning  people .  II John 10-11 
 
God wants all of His people to be discerning.  He wants all of His people to have their spiritual 
senses “trained to discern good and evil” (Heb. 5:14). 
 
God is the ultimate judge and He expects us to judge ourselves and if we don’t, He will judge us.  
When you and I face God, will we face Him in confidence because of the decisions we made or 
in shame? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


