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The Letter to the Hebrews, Lesson #11
The Word of God Can Teach Us Discernment

Hebrews 4:12-13
This is lesson #11 of our 12-week course on Hebrews, which will conclude with our final class next Wednesday, April 8.  George will resume teaching at E91 in September.

Hebrews 4:12  For the word of God is alive and active and sharper than any two-edged sword, penetrating to the division of soul and spirit, joints and marrow, and able to discern the heart’s thoughts and intentions.  13 And no creature is hidden before him, but all are naked and laid bare to his eyes.  To him is our account directed.

Analysis of Basic Teaching

These two verses are closely connected with what was said before.  The words quoted from Psalm 95 were spoken by the Holy Spirit.  

The imagery is bold and forceful and has its roots in the OT tradition.  The word of God is regularly thought of as the effective means of divine creative and judgmental activity (Amos l:2; Ps 51:6; Jer 7:13).  God’s word is active as the creative power of God (Gen 1:3; Ps 33:9; Isa 55:11; 1 Kings 1:51-53; 2:24-25).  In the OT the word of God was occasionally personified (Ps 147:15) for God’s word as a runner.  Such poetic treatments of the divine word may be related to the personification of divine wisdom in Proverbs 8:1 and 9:6).  The word and the tongue are so much integrated to the extent that one can replace the other: the tongue is like a whip (Job 5:31); life and death is in the hand of the tongue (Prov 18:21); the meek tongue can break the bones (Prov 25:15), we don’t love by words nor by tongue (1 John 3:18); the nation which is so ignorant does not understand its tongue (Deut 28:49); every tongue shall praise God (Rom 14:11, Phil 2:11 and too many others).

If the instrument by which the word is delivered is the tongue, it not surprisingly can be imaged as a sword.  The sword appears as early as Genesis 3:24 and the two-edged sword was known in the ancient world (Ps 149:6).

In the book of Wisdom the word of God is personified as a warrior who bears the sharp sword of God’s decrees of judgment upon the Egyptians at the Exodus (Wis 18:13-16).  Philo of Alexandria knows this traditional imagery and exploits it in his own characteristic ways, particularly by finding an allegorical reference to his complex notion of the Logos in various biblical swords. Thus the sword wielded by the cherubim at the Garden of Eden symbolizes the Logos, and Reason, which unites the divine potencies of goodness and sovereignty, (De Somniis 1:29).

The Word of God is Alive

1. The word of God is like God, “alive,” because the word is God’s way of creating.  In 1 Peter 1:23-25 the word is “imperishable seed (Greek sperma = sperm) which is living and abiding forever, which gives us the second birth.”  

2. The first Adam was created by the word of God, so the same takes place in our new birth by the word of God, and if ”Heaven and earth will pass away, but my words will not pass away, says the Lord Jesus Christ,” (Matt 24:35), then the word is not just spoken but it is the “deed” of God. 

3. Our new birth is not from a human seed where [there exists] corruption and death, but from the Holy Spirit the mediator who breathes the word (the Greek of 2 Tim 3:16 does not say “inspired” but “breathed by God”), for we have been born not of the will of man but of God.  The living word has the living Spirit in it as the power that gives its meaning.

4. The first Adam was made from clay but this was the outer side or the visible part of our life.  The inner part, “the image,” is that which is nourished by the word, so that man lives by the word which comes out of the mouth of God (Deut 32:47).  The account of creation does not give us any form of what is created without a word which could be its name, or its activity.  

Abba Philemon

The word of God has three functions in our life:

a) The word of God opens for us the door of prayer.  We read the Bible, and the word of God sets fire in our heart and takes us to the depth of the divine love.

b) The word of God is our sword.  It has the power of its author, it cleanses us from our filthy thoughts.

c) The word of God has the “breath” of the Holy Spirit, for the Bible is the “Breath” of God.  Take this breath into your heart, for if you keep the word of God in your heart, the word of God keeps you in the heart of God. 

The Word of God is Active

The same notion is conveyed by the adjective “active.”  Paul says, “And we also thank God constantly for this, that when you received the word of God, which you heard from us, you accepted it not as the word of men but as what it really is, the word of God, which is at work in you believers.” (1 Thess 2:13-14).  What makes the word spoken by men the word of God? (Take this test …)

1. Write your answer

2. Prove your answer from the Bible

3. Provide at least one instance when the word of God was spoken but those who heard it rejected it straight away.  (Please look at Acts.)

Two Edged Sword

“Scripture calls the Word of God a “two-edged sword” because of the two Testaments.” Augustine, The City of God, 20.21.31

“The word of God cuts to heal and judges to enlighten.  The word of God condemns evil in order to plant hope.  The word of God comforts not by false temporary promises but by guiding the heart to see the eternal.  The word of God does not hide divine love but always tells us that God’s love is revealed to us in Jesus by the Holy Spirit.  The edges are the one that cuts and the other that heals.” Abbot Sophronius, Letter 20:2

The Sword that Penetrated Mary’s Heart  

Scripture calls by the name of “sword” the word which has the power of trying and of discerning thoughts and which “extends even to the division of soul and spirit, of joints and marrow … ”  Every soul at the time of the passion was subjected to a sort of test, as it were, according to the words of the Lord, who said, “You will all fall away because of me”(Matt 26:31).  Simeon the Elder prophesies concerning Mary that, standing beside the cross and looking at what was happening and hearing his words after the testimony of Gabriel, after the secret knowledge of her divine conception, after the great showing of miracles – “Even you will flee,” he says, “a certain perplexity about your soul” (See, Luke 2:35).  For the Lord must taste of death for the sake of all, and, being made an expiation for the world, he must justify all people in his blood.  Therefore, some doubt will touch even your soul, Mary, who has been taught from above concerning the Lord. That is the sword, “That the thoughts of many hearts may be revealed” (Luke 2:35) meaning that, after the scandal which happened at the cross of Christ to both the disciples and to Mary herself, some swift healing will follow from the Lord, confirming their hearts in their faith in him.  Thus we see that even Peter, after having stumbled, clung more firmly to his faith in Christ.  What was human, therefore, was proved unsound in order that the power of the Lord might be manifested.” Basil, Letter 260. 

“The word of God is sharper than any two-edged sword.” Now the holy depth of divine Scripture is expressed in such common language that everyone immediately takes it in. But hidden under our human words, metaphors, images, and even crude expressions is the truth.  The meaning must be carefully sought out.  What contributes most of all to our understanding that it is really divine is the fact that ignorant persons are known to have been able to explain difficult parts of the Bible and most subtle sayings.  When mortal humans can see the divine and the eternal things and understand the word of God, then we can say that they were able to do so because they were filled with the divine Spirit.” Abbot Sophronius, Letter 20:5 

The Division of Soul and Spirit

Some modern commentators think that the division of soul and spirit is that fine division where the soul has a special feeling for the body while the spirit is the place where the grace of the Holy Spirit works in the intellect and the will.  This is not correct because the vital power of the word of God consists in its ability to penetrate the innermost depths of the human being.  Hence, it is described, as “sharper” than any “two-edged sword.”  The word of God is so sharp that it “penetrates” most subtle “divisions” of the human life. There is no “duality” in the Bible for the old Greek way of splitting the human person into, body, souls and spirit.  This old tripartite has no place in the NT.

Spirit in the Bible

The word “spirit” in Greek is “neuma” and is the translation of the Hebrew word ruch which appears 264 times in the LXX.  Here is a summary of its meaning in the OT.

1. The Principle Which Gives Life to the Body

Living spirit is also said of the beasts, (Gen 6:17; 7:15).  A sign of the existence of spirit and giving life to the body is the breath of life (cf. Gen 7:22, 12; Isa 42:5).  Idols have no life (Habk 2:19).  The entry of spirit in the dry bones gives life (Ez 37:5 f.).  If God  takes away spirit ( Ps 104:29) it returns to God (Eccles 12:7).  They die: the spirit of life or life-force revives human life (Gen 45:27; 1 Sam. 30:12). 

2. Spirit is the Seat of the Emotions, Intellectual Functions and Attitude of Will

The seat of emotions: inner disquiet (2 King 19:7; Gen 41:8; Dan 2:3, Isa 54:6).  A spirit which is cast down runs away (Prov 15:13 etc). Despondency (Isa 61:3).  Impatience (Job 21:4; Prov 14:29).  

3. The Spirit is the Seat of the Intellectual Functions

Of rational  perception: reason (Job 32:8; 138; Dan. 5:12).  Insight into divine mysteries  (Dan 4:5; 5:11).  Artistic sense (Ex 28:3).  Fullness of thoughts (Job 32:18).  Planning (1 Chron 28:12).  A spirit which knows (Job 20:3).  Inability to perceive and act aright, while a spirit of confusion is that one that is lost and has no goal (Isa 19:14).  The erroneous thoughts of the false prophets (Ez 13:3).  Lack of moral insight (Isa 29:24).  

4. Sprit is the Power of the Disposition, Attitude of Will, Will and Character Generally

Active readiness for something, impulse of the heart (Ex 35:21).  Resolve of the will (Jer 51:1; Haggai 1:14).  Forbearance (Eccles 7:8).  Humility (Prov 16:19; 29:23).  Pride (Prov 16:18, Isa 26:9).  Readiness to repent (Ps 51:17; Ps 32:2).  Renewal of will (Ez 11:19; 18:31; 36:26).  “Firmness” (Ps 51:10).  Obduracy (Deut 2:30).  Ungodly attitude: unfaithfulness (Ps 78:8; Hos 4:12; 5:4;  Zech 13:2).

5. The Human Spirit is Under the Power of God.

God is the God of all spirits (Num 16:22; 27:16).  God gives vital force, the spirit of life (Isa 42:5; Ez 37:6; Ez 37:5; Zech 12:1).  God upholds the humans spirit (Job 10:12).  It returns to Him (Eccles 12:7).  God takes away the spirit of life, which is a spirit of His spirit (cf. verse 30, Ps 104:29).  Spirit is life in the power of God (Job 12:10).  God gives his spirit by laying on of hands (Deut 34:9).

6. Paul as a Jew has kept the OT or the Hebraic Usage.

The word spirit is used 145 times in the letters of Paul. The different meanings of the word “spirit” can be reduced to three:

a. The thinking principle in man.  The best example of this meaning is 1 Corinthians 2:11, where the word spirit denotes the psychological consciousness of man, “For what person knows a man’s thoughts except the spirit of the human which is in him.” (Similarly 2 Cor 7:34, 1 Thess 5: 23; with 2 Cor 5:3, 7:13).

b. The spirit often denotes “the manner of thinking or conceiving, sentiment, mentality” which we have just seen in the OT (Num 5:14, 30: spirit of jealousy; Isa 61:3; spirit of dejection; Hosea 4:14 spirit of fornication), it is also not rare in Paul: spirit of stupor (Rom 11: 8 which is taken from Isa 29:10), spirit of the world (1 Cor 2:12), spirit of fear (2 Tim 1: 7).  This is not the place to examine whether the conception of a spiritual being, good or bad, exercising his influence in man, is the origin of this expression.

c. In Ephesians 2:2 the spirit that works in the disobedient persons is the Spirit of the Air, who is that of the devil.

7. The Activity of the Holy Spirit in Humans Under the Influence of the Holy Spirit. When Paul says (1 Cor) “I pray in the spirit,” and Paul means, “the spirit prays” (1 Cor 14: 12), he evidently means the charismata, which he also calls “spiritual gifts” (1 Cor 14:1).  When he adds that the spirits are subject to the prophets (1 Cor14:32), it’s because the possessors of the charismata have the free use of them.  It is thus also that the following passage is explained (1 Cor 14:14, 16).  It is a question here of the charisma of the gift of tongues, permitting a neophyte to pray in a language not understood by himself or his hearers.  His spirit (that is, he himself under the influence of the Holy Spirit) prayed and blessed God; but his intellect was inactive, and the ordinary hearer the simple Christian, unendowed with the charisma of interpretation could not join in his prayer and thanksgivings by saying Amen as usual.

Besides the numerous cases where spirit signifies the charismatical manifestation of the Holy Spirit (1 Thess 5:19; 2 Thess 2:2), spirit has the same meanings as in the preceding paragraph with the addition of the supernatural element.  Thus in the final salutation of the Epistles the Apostle says indiscriminately: Grace be with you or with your spirit (Rom 16:24; 1 Cor 16:23 ; 2 Cor 13:13; Eph 6:1; Col 4:18; Gal 6:18; Phil 4:23 ; 2 Tim 4:22; Philemon 25).  The expression “spirit of strength, charity, and temperance” is modeled on “spirit of fear” (2 Tim 1:7); “the spirit of sonship” on “the spirit of servitude” (Rom 8:15); so, too, the “spirit of faith” (2 Cor 4:13), and “the spirit of meekness” (Gal 6:1).  The question is to know whether, in such usual expressions, the relation to the Holy Spirit is always distinctly perceptible.

The Soul

The Hebrew nefésh, “breath,” is the vital breath, the sign of life, and, by extension, life itself.  Paul employs this word only thirteen times, including two quotations in Romans 11:3 (quoting 1 Kings 19:10 and 1 Cor 15:45, from Gen 2: 7), and gives the word “soul”  four meanings:

1. 
Individual life, distinct from the Greek word zoe (life in general), as in Romans 11:3, which says, they seek my soul = my life; Romans 16:4, they have risked their necks for my soul = my life; 1 Thesselonians 2:8, we would gladly impart unto you not only the Gospel, but also our own souls; and Philippians 2:30, risking his soul = risking his life).

2. 
The subject of life, every person (Rom 2: 9; 13), (every soul = every person); 1 Corinthians 15: 45, Adam was created a living soul= an animated being, endowed with life.

3. 
The soul as distinct from the body.  In 2 Corinthians 1:23, Paul writes, I call God to witness to my soul; also (1 Cor 12:15), I most gladly will spend myself for your souls. Here belongs the expression “from my soul” (Greek ek psyche) in Ephesians 6: 6; Colossian 3:23 23), this expression “from the soul,” is equivalent to “from my heart” or “from my spirit” and indeed in Philippians 1:27, “let your manner of life be worthy of the gospel of Christ … I may hear of you that you stand firm in one spirit, with one mind …”  The expression is almost equivalent to “in one spirit.”

4. 
The soul as the principle of the sentient (1Thess 5:23, 23), where Paul says, “may the God of peace himself sanctify you wholly; and may your spirit, and soul and body be kept sound and blameless at the coming of our Lord.”  In this sense the soul distinguished from the spirit, as the vital principle is distinguished from the reason, although both are one from of life.  What seems here as Trichotomy is not a Trichotomy but an echo of the commandment, “love the Lord your God from all your heart, with all your and with your entire mind.”(Matt 22:37)

The adjective psychikos possesses an ethical meaning which is very important to observe. It is in implicit opposition puematikos.  Now the latter indicates a relation to the Spirit of God, source of the supernatural; and this is what psychikos excludes, or rather does not include.  The man who is psychikos is one who has only the natural life, without being quickened by the Holy Spirit.  He is very well defined by the letter of Jude 19, as “devoid of the spirit.”  But the man deprived of the Spirit of God is in reality carnal, and therefore sarkikos, fleshly, which is almost synonymous with the natural man (1 Cor 2:14; James 3:4).  Nevertheless, this bad sense is less pronounced (1 Cor 15: 46), where psychikos and puematikos are called to be the new creation.

Discernment, The Greatest Virtue

We have a group of words related to the Greek verb Krinw which means to judge.  Krisis is the decision of the judge.  The verb anakrinw is used in Luke 23:14 and Acts 4:9, while the noun is found in Paul: it means investigation or enquiry in 1 Corinthians 4:3-4, which is parallel with 1 Corinthians 9:3.  In 1 Corinthians  10:25, 27 it means to enquire into.  It also means searching of the Scriptures (Ac 17:11).  It became a technical word for the power to “discriminate” and thus for the gift of those called “pneumatikos,” the spiritual in 1 Corinthians 2:14.  Corporate discernment or judgment is that of the body of Christ (1 Cor 12:12-27).

It is important to remember that diakrinw is a common verb used for right judgment in the NT and in the fathers of the church.  Originally it means to sunder or to separate truth from what is false.

The first conference on discernment about 360 AD, was reported by John Cassian: 

Abba Moses said, “I remember that while I was still a boy, in the region of Thebaid (south of Egypt), where the blessed Antony lived, the elders came to him to inquire about perfection: and though the conference lasted from evening ‘til morning, the greatest part of the night was taken up with this question.  For it was discussed at great length what virtue or observance could preserve a monk always unharmed by the snares and deceits of the devil, and carry him forward on a sure and right path, and with firm step to the heights of perfection.  And when each one gave his opinion according to the bent of his own mind, and some made it consist in zeal in fasting and vigils, because a soul that has been brought low by these, and so obtained purity of heart and body, will be the more easily united to God, others in despising all things, as, if the mind were utterly deprived of them, it would come the more freely to God, as if henceforth there were no snares to entangle it.  Others thought that withdrawal from the world was the thing needful, i.e., solitude and the secrecy of the hermit's life; living in which a man may more readily commune with God, and cling more especially to Him; others laid down that the duties of charity, i.e., of kindness should be practiced, because the Lord in the gospel promised more especially to give the kingdom to these; when He said:  "Come ye blessed of My Father, inherit the kingdom prepared for you from the foundation of the world.  For I was an hungered and ye gave Me to eat, I was thirsty and ye gave Me to drink, etc." and when in this fashion they declared that by means of different virtues a more certain approach to God could be secured, and the greater part of the night had been spent in this discussion, then at last the blessed Antony spoke and said:  “All these things which you have mentioned are indeed needful, and helpful to those who are thirsting for God, and desirous to approach Him. But countless accidents and the experience of many people will not allow us to make the most important of gifts consist in them. For often when men are most strict in fasting or in vigils, and nobly withdraw into solitude, and aim at depriving themselves of all their goods so absolutely that they do not suffer even a day's allowance of food or a single penny to remain to them, and when they fulfill all the duties of kindness with the utmost devotion, yet still we have seen them suddenly deceived, so that they could not bring the work they had entered upon to a suitable close, but brought their exalted fervor and praiseworthy manner of life to a terrible end.  Wherefore we shall be able clearly to recognize what it is which mainly leads to God, if we trace out with greater care the reason of their downfall and deception.  For when the works of the above-mentioned virtues were abounding in them, discretion alone was wanting, and allowed them not to continue even to the end.  Nor can any other reason for their falling off be discovered except that as they were not sufficiently instructed by their elders they could not obtain judgment and discretion, which passing by excess on either side, teaches a monk always to walk along the royal road, and does not suffer him to be puffed up on the right hand of virtue, i.e., from excess of zeal to transgress the bounds of due moderation in foolish presumption, nor allows him to be enamored of slackness and turn aside to the vices on the left hand, i.e., under pretext of controlling the body, to grow slack with the opposite spirit of lukewarmness.  For this is discretion, which is termed in the gospel the "eye," "and light of the body," according to the Savior’s saying: “The light of thy body is thine eye: but if thine eye be single, thy whole body will be full of light, but if thine eye be evil, thy whole body will be full of darkness,” because as it discerns all the thoughts and actions of men, it sees and overlooks all things which should be done.  But if in any man this is "evil," i.e., not fortified by sound judgment and knowledge, or deceived by some error and presumption, it will make our whole body "full of darkness," i.e., it will darken all our mental vision and our actions, as they will be involved in the darkness of vices and the gloom of disturbances.  For, says He, "If the light which is in thee be darkness, how great will that darkness be!”  For no one can doubt that when the judgment of our heart goes wrong, and is overwhelmed by the night of ignorance, our thoughts and deeds, which are the result of deliberation and discretion, must be involved in the darkness of still greater sins.” (New translation by B Ramsey, Ancient Christian Writers, Vol 57, pp 84ff) 

In the Christian world of fourth century Egypt, “discernment” as has been described in the words of the great Antony, is the solid understanding of the will of God, and the mother of virtues, as well as their guide and regulator.  Discernment was seen not as good outward behavior but as a quality which proves the maturity that clears the vision and deepens the understanding regulates the inner life.  Above all in this tradition, discernment was concerned with the examination of motives for each individual in following Christ.  Thus to follow Christ and to have discernment are not two separate things. The Elders would say that when the light of discernment penetrates the inner life, the will and the whole life must be ruthless in its refusal of illusion, but at the same time the others must be truly loved as God loves.

It was not seen as a technique or something high-class in a special spiritual world but as part of the way of the cross, where each followed in company with “a great cloud of witnesses.”  It was in walking with the Crucified God in daily life that discernment had to be sought and applied.

The early writers are unanimous in saying that spiritual matters need as much discernment as material matters.  Our humanity has suffered the “fall” and that our understanding is blurred.  To be intent on a spiritual way is a necessity and in fact more necessary in spiritual matters than in material ones, because the danger was greater and more subtle and hidden. 

Two warnings

1. 
Christian life is not controlled by methods or guided by techniques.  We have a fellowship with the Persons of the Divine and Holy Trinity.  So to participate in the life of God, denies for us learning a method or a technique.  We cannot be part of the life of a person – any person – by learning a method or a technique. 

2. 
We learn from the masters their wisdom, not the way they lived.  We seek the fellowship of masters because the blinding pride of self-confidence had to be eliminated and this could only be done by placing oneself in the hands of others. This could apply to long-term issues, such as of the way of life by how to follow Christ or to details of that way. 

Learning Wisdom

Discernment was not taught as a skill for intelligence but in order to be free from vices and love God and others.  Here two more warnings are needed:

1.  No one of the Elders ever claimed to have discernment, but those round them testified to good direction and wisdom they have acquired.  So when we read in the Desert collection, “Abba, give me or say a word that I may be saved,” this does not mean give me a commandment but give me a word that guides me to the right way of life.” (See, Tim Vivian, Words to Live By, Cistercian Publications, 207).  Abba Isaiah said, “And so, brothers, if we love our life, let us imitate those who pleased God, and let us walk in their footsteps, for they have found the good path.” (Logos 30.5 Greek).  Discernment is to find the good path.  It was not something valued for its own sake, it was known as insight into the heart of truth.  This was put into words or sentences. Abba Poemen said, “If a man has sinned and denies it, saying: ‘I have not sinned,’ do not reprimand him; for that will discourage him.  But say to him, ‘Do not lose heart, brother, but be on guard in future,’ and you will stir his soul to repentance.”

He also said, “Experience is a good thing; it is that which tests a man.”

He also said, “A man who teaches without doing what he teaches is like a spring which cleanses and gives drink to everyone, but is not able to purify itself.” 

He also said, “A man may seem to be silent, but if his heart is condemning others he is babbling ceaselessly.  But there may be another who talks from morning ‘til night and yet he is truly silent; that is, he says nothing that is not profitable.”

 (B. Ward, The Sayings of the Desert Ffathers, pp 142-143)

2.  We must remember that discernment was not equated with judgment.  We can’t stop seeing what is wrong, but that does not allow us to judge others because we must remember that we all of need of God’s mercy and love.

“A priest of Pelousia heard it said of some brethren that they often went to the city, took baths and were careless in their behavior.  He went to the synaxis, and took the habit away from them.  Afterwards, his heart was moved, he repented and went to see Abba Poemen, obsessed by his thoughts.  He brought the monastic habits of the brothers and told him all about it. The old man said to him, “Don’t you sometimes have something of the old Adam in you?”  The priest said, “I have my share of the old Adam.” The abba said to him, “Look, you are just like the brethren yourself if you have even a little share of the old Adam, then you are subject to sin in the same way.” So the priest went and called the brothers and asked their pardon; and he clothed them in the monastic habit again and let them go.” (B. Ward, Ibid, p1141)

It easy to condemn others but our right judgment must have humility.  The true judgment about others which is discernment is to know the difference between judgment to destroy and life-giving discernment which has its roots in love.

“Abba Poemen also said, “Do not live in a place where you see that some are jealous of you, for you will not make progress.”

Discernment is not to be confused either with judging others or with a crippling insistence on getting it right in every way before acting.  The results in one filled with this right spirit of discernment always issue in a positive but non-sentimental gentleness which is according to Abba Philemon, “acquiring the eyes of Jesus whose eyes sees what  love can see.”  

Discernment in the Bible - The Old Testament

s, the word for discernment, is only used once in the Septuagint (Job 37:16)  Elihu in v15 asked Job about whether Job knows how God controls the clouds and lightning.  The same appears in the words of our Lord, in Matthew 16:3, when Jesus speaks of discerning or reading weather.

The Greek verb occurs 23 times in the Septuagint.  It is most frequently  translated “judge, govern, discriminate,” and generally denotes the judgment of a case involving two parties, i.e. deciding between two claims discerning which is right. 

Thus, Moses explains to Jethro how he sits in judgment and decides cases between the disputes (Exodus 18:16).  Solomon asks God (1 Kings 3:9) for the charism of an understanding mind or hearing heart to distinguish between right and wrong in the government of his people when hearing judicial cases (v.11).  Officials are appointed to judge Israel (1 Chron 26:29).  As judges, Israel’s priests are to decide in accordance with God’s Law (Ezekiel 44:24).  God himself is also presented as Judge.  He will judge between the idolatrous and faithful in Israel (Ez 20:35-36); as Shepherd of the flock of Israel, he will judge or separate out the good and bad sheep, particularly their leaders, (Ez 34:17, 20, 22), and judge the nations for their treatment of his people (i.e. judge between the two; Joel 4:2, 12 LXX).  In the heavenly realm God is presented as judging angels (Job 21:22) and also as he presides over the heavenly court (Ps 81:1 LXX).  The use of the Greek verb to translate the Hebrew (shpht) illustrates its sense as a legal technical term for judgment, the discernment between two opposing choices in a judicial case.

is also used in some verses to translate the Hebrew “to judge, plead the cause, execute judgment, contends.”  These provide two contexts for the use of  

a) Contention and censure

 
b) Just and righteous rule. 

In the first instance, Jeremiah laments his birth and in becoming involved in legal accusations against God’s people for their breaches of God’s Law, he feels that he is constantly striving and contending against the entire nation (Jer 15:10), and in Psalm 49:4 (LXX) God is described as coming to judge his people, i.e. to censure them (v.21).  In the second instance, Proverbs 31:9 is an injunction to safeguard the rights of the poor by judging and defending them fairly and in Zechariah 3:7 Joshua is sanctified in the heavenly court and given the charge to remain righteous in order to rule over God’s people.

The noun s is used only three times.  First: it is the ability to distinguish or differentiate between good and evil.

Hebrews 5:11-14

11 About this we have much to say which is hard to explain, since you have become dull of hearing though by this time you ought to be teachers, 12 you need someone to teach you again the first principles of God’s word. You need milk, not solid food; 13 every one who live on milk is unskilled in the word of righteousness, for he is a child. 14 solid foods is for the mature, for those who have their faculties trained by practice to discern good from evil.

On the Greek text of Hebrews 5:14:  Those who are mature are those who have been “trained” or “practiced.”  The athletic image of “exercising naked” according to the Greek  is another common metaphor in Greek educational theory.  It appears frequently in Philo, particularly in his illegalization of Jacob as the type of soul who progresses to perfection through “practice” and here we have the Greek word s which is the origin of what we call “ascetic” (strict discipline).  Similar metaphorical uses appear in the New Testament, (1 Tim 4:7; 2 Pet 2:14).  What mature people have exercised is their “sense organs” or faculties  which was used in the LXX (Jer 4:19).  These sense organs have been trained through constant practice () usually translated as “habit” in the writings of both Plato and Aristotle.  The goal of that training is “distinguishing good and evil,” 

Reflection from the Fathers of the Church on Hebrews 5:11-14  

Origen of Alexandria: The apostle says, “But solid food is for the mature” and requires such people as listeners who “have their faculties trained by practice to distinguish good from evil.”  Thus, if those we have called “little ones” come to these places in Scripture, it can happen that they receive no profit at all from this book or even that they are badly injured either by reading what has been written or by examining what has been said to interpret it.  But for one who is mature according to the flesh, no little risk and danger arises from this book of Scripture [of Songs].  For if he does not know how to listen to the names of love purely and with chaste ears, he may twist everything he has heard from the inner man to the outer, fleshly man and be turned away from the Spirit to the flesh. Then he will nourish in himself fleshly desires, and it will seem because of the divine Scriptures that he is impelled and moved to the lusts of the flesh.  For this reason I give warning and advice to everyone who is not yet free of the vexations of flesh and blood and who has not withdrawn from the desire for corporeal nature that he completely abstain from reading this book and what is said about it.  Indeed, they say that the Hebrews observe the rule that, unless someone has attained a perfect and mature age, he is not even permitted to hold this book in his hands, Moreover, we also accept the observance of the following rule from them – it is their custom that all the Scriptures should be given to children by the teachers and the wise, and that at the same time those passages which they call deuteröseis should be held back to the last.  There are four of them: the beginning of Genesis, in which the creation of the world is described; the first chapters of Ezekiel the prophet, in which mention is made of the cherubim; the end of Ezekiel, which includes the building of the temple; and this book, “Song of Songs.” 

John Chrysostom: He is not speaking now concerning life conduct when he says “to distinguish good from evil,” for this is possible and easy for every person to know, but concerning doctrines that are wholesome and sublime and those that are corrupted.  The babe knows not how to distinguish bad and good food. Oftentimes, at least, it even puts dirt into its mouth and takes what is hurtful, and it does all things without judgment; but not so the full-grown person.  Such babes are they who lightly listen to everything and give up their ears indiscriminately, which seems to me to blame these Hebrews also, as being lightly “carried away” and giving themselves now to these, now to those, this he also hinted near the end of the epistle, saying, “Do not be led away by diverse and strange teachings.”  This is the meaning of “to distinguish good from evil.”  “For the mouth tastes meat, but the soul tries words.”  Let us then learn this lesson.  Do not, when you hear that someone is not a heathen or a Jew, straightway believe him to be a Christian, but examine also all the other points; for even Man in chains and all the heresies have put on this mask in order to deceive the more simple.  But if we “have the faculties” of the soul  “trained to distinguish good from evil,”  we are able to discern such teachers. But how do our “faculties” become “trained” by continual hearing and by experience of the Scriptures.  For when we set forth the error of those heretics and you hear today and tomorrow and prove that it is not right, you have learned the whole, you have known the whole; and even if you should not comprehend today, you will comprehend tomorrow.  “Who have,” he says, their “faculties trained.”  You see that it is needful to exercise our hearing by divine studies, so that they may not sound strangely.  “Trained,” says he, “to distinguish,” that is, to be skilled.  One person says that there is no resurrection, and another looks for none of the things to come; another says there is a different God; another that he has his beginning from Mary. And see at once how they have all fallen away from want of moderation, some by excess, and others by defect.”
(Homily On the Letter to the Hebrews 8:7) 

Symeon the New Theologian: We must carefully discern the thoughts that come on us and set them against the testimonies from the divinely inspired Scriptures and from the teaching of the spiritual teachers, the holy Fathers, so that, if we find them to agree with these witnesses and correspond to them, we may with all our might hold these thoughts fast and boldly act on them.  But if they are not in harmony with “the word of truth” we must expel them from us with much anger, as it is written, “Be angry, but sin not” (Ps 4:4).  As from something defiling and from the sting of death, so must we flee from the interior assault of passionate thoughts.  Accordingly, we need great soberness, great zeal and much searching of the divine Scriptures.  The Savior has shown us their usefulness by saying, “search the Scriptures.”  Search them and hold fast to what they say with great exactitude and faith, in order that you may know God’s will clearly from the divine Scriptures and be able infallibly to distinguish good from evil and not believe every spirit or be carried away with harmful thoughts.

Be assured, my brethren, that nothing is so conducive for saving us as the following of the divine precepts of the Savior.  Nevertheless, we shall need many tears, much fear, much patience and persistent prayer, if the full meaning of even one single saying of the master is to be revealed to us, in order that we may know the great mystery hidden in small words and lay down our lives unto death even for a single dot of God’s commandments.  For the word of God is “like a two-edged sword,” which cuts off and separates the soul from every bodily lust and feeling.  Even more, it becomes like a “burning fire” in that it kindles the zeal of the soul, causes us to despise all life’s painful experiences and to count as joy every trial that assails, and [teaches us] to desire and embrace death, which is so frightening to others, as life and the cause of life. 
(Discourse 3.8).  

A Second Reflection
1 Corinthians 11:29-31 says: “For anyone who eats and drinks without discerning the body eats and drinks judgment … ”  Paul enjoins his readers to self-examination and to discernment of the body (v29) when approaching the Eucharist.  On both occasions discernment is used as the process of self-judgment and this is clear in v31, “the body” in v29 in early manuscripts is “the Lord’s body” which suggests an early attempt at interpretation. 

Reflection 

John Chrysostom: “It is unlawful for us to touch the table with profane lusts, which are more harmful than physical diseases.  By profane lusts I mean those of the body, of money, of anger, of malice, and so on.  It is fitting for anyone who approaches to empty himself of all these things first and then touch that pure sacrifice.”

Homily 28:1 on 1 Corinthians
“How can the table which is the cause of so many blessings, and which is teeming with life, become a cause of judgment?  It is not from its own nature, says Paul, but because of the attitude of the one who comes to it.  For just as the presence of Christ, which conveyed to us those great and unspeakable blessings, condemned those who did not receive them, so also the Holy Communion becomes a means of greater punishment to those who partake unworthily.”
Homily 28:2 on 1 Corinthians
“In your conscience, where no one is present except God who sees all, there judge yourself, examine your sins.  When you reflect upon your whole life, bring your sins to the court of the mind.  Correct your mistakes, and in this way, with a clean conscience, touch the sacred table and participate in the holy sacrifice.”
On Fasting, Homily 6:5) 

A Third Reflection

This regards (1 Cor 12:10) the ability to discern between spirits.
Origen: “In the distribution of spiritual gifts, it is also added that ‘discernment of spirits’ is given to some.  It is a spiritual gift, therefore, by which the spirit is discerned, as the apostle says: ‘Test the spirits, if they are from God,’ (1 John 4:1).

Homily 3 on Exodus
John Chrysostom:  “’To another he gave prophecy, to another the ability to distinguish between spirits.’  What is the ability to distinguish between spirits?  To know who is spiritual and who is not, who is a true prophet and who is a false one.  He says the same thing to the Thessalonians, ‘Do not despise prophesying, but test everything; hold fast what is good.’  (I Thess 5:20-22).  ‘There was a great plague of false prophets at that time since the devil maliciously delights in placing lies in the midst of truth.’”  (Rom 1:25). Homily 30, PG 61:251

Discernment is Not By What is Present But by What is Absent

Abbot Sophronius

The devil alone lacks love although he has many other virtues:

A. He is strong but has no mercy

B. He is beautiful but lacks wisdom

C. He is good to himself but lacks compassion 

D. He is wise but lacks love.

E. He is faithful but only to his purposes

F. He is kind but only to those who submit to him

G. Those who do not submit to him are hated without any regret

H. He loves the law because he loves condemnation

I. He loves order because he knows how to use it to enslave others

J. He takes care of his followers if they obey him

K. Those who disobey him must be destroyed

L. He encourages disobedience in those who dislike God

M. He deprives those who disagree with him of the right to protest

N. He plants anger against God but dislikes the angry ones who direct their anger to him

O. He is beautiful but lacks mercy

P. He is clever because humans lack divine wisdom

Q. He is impatient because evil demands quick results

R. He hates what is good because goodness is weakness 

“What we can say about the devil is true if we apply it to humans.  If you think that you are like the devil in some of the things which I have mentioned above, ask yourself, ‘are you humble?’  This is the great difference between the devil and us.  Do not be afraid because if you are ready to repent, this is the touch of the Holy Spirit which the devil does not have.”

Learning Discernment from the Desert Fathers

Please note that the numbers of the sayings are given according to the English translation of B. Ward, The Sayings of the Desert Fathers, (several editions) 

(1)  Someone asked Abba Anthony, “What must one do in order to please God?” The old man replied, “Pay attention to what I tell you: whoever you may be, always have God before your eyes; whatever you do, do it according to the testimony of the holy Scriptures; in whatever place you live, do not easily leave it.  Keep these three precepts and you will be saved.”

(2)  He also said, “Some have afflicted their bodies by asceticism, but they lack discernment, and so they are far from God.”

(3)  Abba Anthony said, “I believe that the body possesses a natural movement, to which it is adapted, but which it cannot follow without the consent of the soul; it only signifies in the body a movement without passion.  There is another movement, which comes from the nourishment and warming of the body by eating and drinking, and this causes the heat of the blood to stir up the body to work.  That is why the apostle said, "Do not get drunk with wine for that is debauchery." (Ephesians 5:18)  And in the Gospel the Lord also recommends this to his disciples: "Take heed to yourselves lest your hearts be weighed down with dissipation and drunkenness." (Luke 21:34)  But there is yet another movement, which afflicts those who fight, and that comes from the wiles and jealousy of the demons.  You must understand what these three bodily movements are: one is natural, one comes from too much to eat, and the third is caused by the demons.”

(4) One day Abba Arsenius consulted an old Egyptian monk about his own thoughts. Someone noticed this and said to him, “Abba Arsenius how is it that you with such a good Latin and Greek education ask this peasant about your thoughts?” He replied, “I have indeed been taught Latin and Greek, but I do not know even the alphabet of this peasant.”

(5) One of the Fathers telling about the cells said there was once a hard working old man there who wore a mat. He went to find Abba Ammonas, who, when he saw him wearing the mat, said to him, “This is no use to you.”  But the old man questioned him in the following way, “Three thoughts occupy me, either, should I wander in the deserts, or should I go to a foreign land where no-one knows me, or should I shut myself up in a cell without opening the door to anyone, eating only every second day.”  Abba Ammonas replied, “It is not right for you to do any of these three things. Rather, sit in your cell and eat a little every day, keeping the word of the publican always in your heart, and you may be saved.”

(6) Whenever his thoughts urged him to pass judgment on something which he saw, he would say to himself “Agathon, it is not your business to do that.” Thus his spirit was always recollected.

(7)  It was said concerning Abba Agathon that some monks came to find him having heard tales of his great discernment. Wanting to see if he would lose his temper they said to him “Aren’t you that Agathon who is said to be fornicator and a proud man?”

“Yes, it is very true,” he answered. They resumed, “Aren’t you that Agathon who is always talking nonsense?”

“I am.”  Again they said “Aren’t you Agathon the heretic?”  But at that he replied, “I am not a heretic.”  So they asked him, “Tell us why you accepted everything we cast at you, but repudiated this last insult.” 

He replied, “The first accusations I take to myself; for that is good for my soul. But heresy is separation from God.  Now I have no wish to be separated from God.” At this saying they were astonished at his discernment and returned, edified.

(8)  Abba John the Dwarf said, “Who is as strong as the lion and yet, because of his greed, the lion falls into the net, and all his strength is brought naught.” (Corrected from the Coptic)

(9)  Abba Poemen said, “Vigilance, self-knowledge and discernment; these are the guides of the soul.”

(10) He also said, “To throw yourself before God, not to measure your progress, to leave behind all self-will; these are the instruments for the work of the soul.”

(11) He also said, “If a thought about bodily needs overtakes you, put the matter right at once; and if it comes a second time, put it right again, but the third time, if it presents itself, do not pay any attention to it, but don’t discuss it but regard it immediately as unseals.”

(12)  He also said that a brother questioned Abba Adonias saying, “What does it mean to become nothing?”  The old man said, “It means to place oneself beneath irrational beings and to know that they are without blame.”

(13)  He also said, “If man remembered that it is written: “By your words you will be justified and by your words you will be condemned,” (Matt 12:37) he would choose to remain silent.”

(14)  He also said, “The beginning of evil is heedlessness.”

(15)  He also said that Abba Isidore, the priest of Scetis, spoke to the people one day saying, “Brothers, is it not in order to endure affliction that we have come to this place?  But now there is no affliction for us here.  So I am getting my sheepskin ready to go where there is some affliction and there I shall find peace.”

(16) A brother said to Abba Poemen, “If I see something, do you want me to tell you about it?”  The old man said to him, “It is written: ‘If one gives answer before he hears, it is his folly and shame’ (Prov 18.13).  If you are questioned, speak; if not, remain silent.”

(17) A brother asked Abba Poemen saying, “Can a man put his trust in one single work?” The old man said to him that Abba John the Dwarf said, “I would rather have a bit of all the virtues.” 

The Second Letter of Abbot Sophronius to Brother Zephaniah on Discernment

Sophronius to the honorable elder, the wise Zephaniah, the haven of the faithful souls who are redeemed by the blood of the Lamb to become the inheritance of God the Father who fortified us by the Gift of the Holy Spirit, peace and love to you and to all the brothers who dwell with you.

I have asked our teacher and elder, the wise and honorable father Dionysius, to read and correct what I have drafted to you and to your community and to add what I do not know or have forgotten.  He did this with joy and even asked me to give him a copy to add it to his collection. May our Lord Jesus Christ reward him in the Heavenly City Jerusalem.

(Sophronius 2nd Letter on Discernment, continued 1)
Discernment is “right judgment” and the two words are used in this way in the Holy Scriptures.  So we can say that every judgment reveals a kind of discernment.

There are four subjects of discernment:

· Good and evil

· Right and false doctrines

· The intention of the heart and its secret movements

· Holy angels and evil ones

We discern good and evil by using the wisdom of the divine commandments for all of them are the tools which separate good from evil.

We discern true orthodox doctrines from false teaching by several tools: the word of God in the Holy Scriptures, the cannons of the Holy Church which were formulated by the Holy Synods, the prayers of our worship (liturgy) and the writings of our holy fathers who refuted heresies.

We discern the intention of the heart and its secret movements by listening to the voice of the Holy Spirit in our heart.

As for discerning the holy angels and evil ones, there are no tools at all but the direct revelation of the Holy Spirit and this is not something we can learn from books or from the elders, and that is why I have very little to say about it.

The commandments are given to us as a rudder which directs the movement of the boat.   Good and evil are defined first in the Decalogue and that does not concern us here because we define good and evil according to the love of God revealed to us in the wisdom of the cross which has at its foundation the Decalogue.  The cross is the true new measure of what is good and what is evil for the new creation.  By his resurrection our Lord Jesus Christ defined for us [with] his new creation what is eternal and what is temporary.  Because the cross and the resurrection are one event, the eternal good is that which is of love and has the seal of the cross, I mean sacrificial love, which demands from us to give up even our life itself for the sake of the one who offered his life for us our Lord Jesus Christ.  What is good is revealed by the cross and the resurrection more than by the Decalogue because adultery was physical under the old covenant.  But in the new creation it is in the heart where the Holy Spirit dwells in the human heart and where good and evil are born.  So also we do not kill but give up our life for Christ and for our brothers.  This was not in the Decalogue because the cross was not erected as the sign and measure of true judgment.  We no longer keep the Sabbath according to the Jewish customs but according to the resting of the new creation where making peace and forgiving injures and trespasses is the true rest and the true Sabbath which we keep with the Lord and for the Lord.  The Decalogue remains unchanged but our relationship with God and with each other have changed according to the Gospel.  The changes are well known to all of us but it is essential to summarize the basic teaching:

(Sophronius 2nd Letter on Discernment, continued 2)
· We are related to each other through the Lord Jesus who is among us as the Head of the Body.

· We are in communion with the Lord and with each other by the Spirit of life the Holy Spirit of the Father and the Son.

· We are not various individuals meeting and congregating according to customs and for human needs, but we meet and congregate because the Lord Jesus is living among us and in us through the Holy Spirit and in the Presence of the Father.

Those who are among us who accept the Decalogue and do not read it in the light of our renewal fail to be true disciples of our Lord Jesus Christ because we do not abstain from evil as the goal of our life but we look for the eternal good which has been taught and confirmed by our Lord Jesus Christ.  This eternal good is new life in Christ which is confirmed by his resurrection.  We forgive each other not only because this is a commandment but also because evil is not eternal and keeping a grudge is contrary to our faith and life in Christ where love is the true fountain of what is good. 

Our relationship does not come from customs or from fasting and praying but from the new life which is poured from the Head our Lord Jesus Christ on every member of his body the church.  We must discern this otherwise our means will become goals, while we have only one goal and that is our life in Christ, as for praying and  fasting they are means.  Confusion between the Means and the goal will eventually lead some to legalism, dissent, and division.  We must not quarrel about any practice even if it violates any of the commandments because evil was not destroyed by any other means but by love and forgiveness.  Our Lord used his power to heal and to renew.  He subjected the evil spirits to his power but humans were called to his love and to renewal.  Let us not forget this golden principle that it is the power of love which heals and restores, but any other manifestation of power whatever that may be which does not unite and heal but divides and destroys is not from God who sent his Son to us to reveal to us the healing power and the authority of love.

We keep the commandments of our Lord; all of them and do not neglect one single one because they are given to protect our life and our union with the most Holy and Divine Trinity. Let us then learn some basic discernment:

Loving our enemies is not an option and is not an obligation. We love our enemies to put ourselves in the very place of Jesus.  If anyone thinks that this is a duty and obligation, he has not been renewed in his mind and is far from the love of God the Father revealed and given in his Son our Lord and established in our hearts by the Holy Spirit who is the gift of love.

This commandment is given as a medication to show us how far we have been united and grafted in the divine life.  Let us discern that if we have the gift of eternal life in us and as a pledge, we cannot fight over earthly matters and temporary things.  If we fight we must 
(Sophronius 2nd Letter on Discernment, continued 3)
become aware that our life is far from the love of God in Jesus Christ crucified to put an end to all forms of hate, enmity and judgment.   

We forgive in order to learn from this hard practice the forgiveness which has been granted to us by our creator and redeemer who came to teach us that if we do not forgive, our heavenly Father will not forgive our sins.  Why did our Lord say that?  This is not hard because forgiveness was given freely to liberate us from the chains of lust and needs.  Whenever I discover that it is hard for me to forgive, I discover a hidden evil in my heart; and by revealing it to my elder, I learn how to discern its roots and bring it to the fellowship of the crucified Jesus to be healed and liberated.  Some of these roots [that] are the most deadly are pride and lack of humility.  Others are the ignorance of the great love of our Lord Jesus Christ, the extreme self-love, our old nature, which assumes that it can discern evil and good by its own measures and its own laws of the knowledge of good and evil, the same fruit of the old tree in the Book of Genesis.

Let us be clear to all of us the lack of practicing forgiveness is eternal death according to the holy words of the apostle John and if we continue living in this darkness, we become aliens and far from being in communion with the Lord.

What shall we do when we remember injuries and hurtful things?

1.  We have to forgive every time we remember and pray for those who injured us.  We pray for them to be in the kingdom of God and to be co-heirs with us.  When we do this we destroy our anger and heal our wounds by the grace of eternal life which we may loose if we stay in the darkness of hate.0
2.  We have to examine where does the pain come from; from a vice like pride, from a false self-image, or is it our cowardliness and fear that we did not reply and attack straight away?  Cowardly persons live in their memory and their imagination.  We can recognize them by the empty threats which reveal lack of self-knowledge and lack of knowing the Lord 
Jesus.  The cross of Jesus is only an idea in their heads. These must learn the courage of Jesus who put his trust in love and in seeing that good is eternal because it has its roots in his full communion with his Father.       

Once more, we discern good and evil by using the wisdom of the divine commandments, for all of them are the tools which separate good from evil.  The commandments are reflections of Christ.  Sometime they reflect his love, other time, his weakness when Jesus the King of glory let go of all his majestic and divine power to bring back the lost sheep.  The two great commandments were not engraved on stones but are the summary of the Decalogue.  Here we are to discern that since the goal of all commandments is our salvation, let this goal help us to understand that we must not keep the commandments at the price of sacrificing the life and the dignity of those whom we regard as sinners.  I mean since our Lord Jesus has purchased us all by his blood and made us all kings and priests in his Kingdom, let us be aware that he alone owns the life and the eternal destiny of all sinners and that means that their life must come before any commandments.  I 
(Sophronius 2nd Letter on Discernment, continued 4)
mean that their welfare must not be put above any literal application of any commandment.

Eternal good belongs to the divine love and that must be the guiding principle for our understanding and our discernment of good and evil.  Evil is not eternal because it is the fruit of the fall and the cunningness of the devil.  Evil has no roots in the divine love: that means it has no support and cannot be preserved by divine love.  If our Lord was crucified to destroy sin, death and the power of devil, we must not at any cost bring any of these three into our understanding of good and evil.

Hatred is a true manifestation of the power of the devil, and no one who loves God the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ can shut his brother out under the mask of holiness or truth, but can out of love abstain from communicating with his brother and seek every opportunity to prove his love.      

Again, we discern true orthodox doctrines from false teaching by using several tools: the word of God in the Holy Scriptures, the cannons of the Holy Church which were formulated by the Holy Synods, the prayers of our worship (liturgy), the writings of our holy fathers who refuted heresies and the life of the holy members of the body of Christ the holy Church.

True and orthodox teaching can be discerned in the following ways;

1.  Any teaching which enslaves us to the letter of the word of God is not from God and cannot lead us to God who saved us not by the letter but by the mediation of his Son and by the indwelling of the Holy Spirit in our hearts. 

2.  We can see this enslavement to the letter of the word of God when we see that the interpretation has one aim to uproot the divine love.

3.  Enslavement to rituals and making them mediators between us and God which means a replacement to our only mediator our Lord Jesus Christ.

4.  Doctrines were formulated to guard truth and that truth is God Incarnate our Lord himself.  Now, Jesus is both human and divine.  Our humanity is forever united to the Godhead in Jesus Christ and that means:

a) 
Any teaching that does not declare that unity is false.

b) 
Any teaching that does not acknowledge that the Son is one with the Father and the Holy Spirit before the creation of the world, and that the Son has been always one with the Father and the Holy Spirit in his humiliation, death on the cross, descending to hell and it is this unity of the Godhead that made us adopted and truly redeemed to full participation in the divine life, is false. 

(Sophronius 2nd Letter on Discernment, continued 5)
c) 
The divine and Holy Trinity is One in Three and that our understanding of unity and distinctions is measured by this perfect unity. Hence, there is no first and last in the Godhead, no lower rank or higher rank, but coequality of the Holy Three, let us by discerning this truth treat each other in love. We have no higher or lower members in the body of Christ the Church but we are different and distinct members called to share in the same divine love and life.  This leads us to discern that since the power of God works for our salvation therefore any misuse of any from of power under the guise of higher rank reaching a lower rank is the manifestation of the devil.

5.  
The terms which we use for our holy doctrines must be explained according to the goal of these holy doctrines.  This means that those who teach theology must have tasted the divine love and the depth of the mystery of God in Christ which allows them to explore true teaching by applying these principles:

a)  
Old terms were selected to preserve the unity of the Godhead of the Holy Trinity, the unity of the Person of Christ and the goal of our unity with God in his Son and by the grace of the Holy Spirit.  Let us be careful to preserve this way of eternal life when we select new terms.

b)  
Words are signs, and the direction of every sign is obvious; the one and unique direction is for life, and the others for death.  Those which lead to death are obvious and among them, using terms to kill a brother, using words to spread divisions, paying attention to the goal of truth for the sake of maintaining personal gain and other ways which are contradictory to the Law of divine love the cross of our Lord.  
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