
The Holy Spirit 

 

Discerning of Spirits 

 

 

 

 Over the past several weeks we have focused on the wonderful gift of the 

holy Spirit. This gift is the empowering presence of God in Christ in us. And in the 

gift of the Spirit God has given to each of us a gift ministry. In other words each 

and every one of us is gifted to serve in the church in some capacity.1 Some of 

us are gifted to lead, or encourage, or to give financially, or to teach, or to help 

in any number of ways. 

 

 And every one of us can manifest the Spirit in the nine ways mentioned in 

1 Corinthians 12. We can speak in tongues, interpret tongues, prophesy, receive 

word of knowledge, word of wisdom and discerning of spirits. And we van 

manifest faith, the working of miracles and gifts of healings. 

 

 In the last teaching we looked at two of the revelation manifestations: 

word of knowledge and word of wisdom. In this study we will examine the 

manifestation of discerning of spirits. But before we do let me share a 

foundational principle on how all of the manifestations are best expressed in our 

lives.  

 

 The Word of God in 1 Corinthians 14:1 tells us that as we desire to manifest 

the Spirit we must also pursue love. All nine manifestations of the Spirit will work 

powerfully and harmoniously as we seek to live a life of love. Our Lord Jesus 

Christ told us that the first great commandment is “you shall love the LORD your 

God with all your heart, with all your soul, with all your mind, and with all your 

strength.” And the second is “You shall love your neighbor as yourself.”2 

 

 The apostle Paul tells us to “put on love, which is the bond of perfection.”3 

The apostle Peter declared that we should “love one another fervently with a 

pure heart.”4 And the apostle John says to us “My little children, let us not love in 

word or in tongue, but in deed and in truth.”5  

 

 But our love must be married to truth—the great truths of God’s Word. 

There are three great virtues in the Christian life: faith, hope and love6. But faith 
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without truth is just wishful thinking. Hope without truth has no anchor or 

substance. And love without truth is simply sentimental slop. So the apostle John 

encourages us to “walk in truth.”7 The apostle Peter says that now that we have 

“purified [our] souls in obeying the truth” now “now one another fervently.”8 And 

the apostle Paul in his teaching on the spiritual battle against evil forces says 

that the first thing we must do to stand for God and against our adversary is to 

“gird” ourselves “with truth.”9 Therefore as we take our stand on the truth and 

joyfully love God and one another we will see the power and fruit of the Spirit in 

our lives.10 

 

 Now, as I mentioned in the last teaching, the revelation manifestations of 

word of knowledge and word of wisdom are the eyes and ears of the church. 

These manifestations provide us with special knowledge and wisdom that we 

could not gain by our five senses so that we can love God as we serve others. 

Similar to word of knowledge and word of wisdom is discerning of spirits. Here is 

a definition of this manifestation.  

 

 Discerning of spirits is God or the Lord Jesus Christ revealing to you 

information about the presence or non-presence of evil spirits (demons) 

and whether or not you may cast them out. It is also the spiritual ability to 

discern between a deceptive spirit of error and the spirit of truth. 

 

The manifestation of word of knowledge and word of wisdom gives you 

insight and direction about certain situations or people in the natural, physical 

realm. Discerning of spirits gives you insight and direction concerning things in 

the spiritual realm. 

 

Now, why do we need this manifestation? The answer is that we not only 

have a God who loves us, but we have an enemy, an adversary who hates us 

and who wants to distort the truth. God desires for all people to be saved and to 

come to a knowledge of the truth.11 Satan does not. His purpose is to deceive 

and hinder the work of God and bring harm and destruction to humanity. 12 

Sometimes people are possessed by evil spirits and they need to be cast out. 

Sometimes the work of Satan only needs to be confronted by the truth. Let’s 

look at some examples of the manifestation of discerning of spirits from the book 

of Acts. 

 

Now the multitude of those who believed were of  
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one heart and one soul; neither did anyone say  

that any of the things he possessed was his own,  

but they had all things in common. 33 And with  

great power the apostles gave witness to the  

resurrection of the Lord Jesus. And great grace  

was upon them all.  

 
34 Nor was there anyone among them who lacked;  

for all who were possessors of lands or houses sold  

them, and brought the proceeds of the things that  

were sold, 35 and laid them at the apostles’ feet; and  

they distributed to each as anyone had need. 

 
36 And Joses, who was also named Barnabas by the  

apostles (which is translated Son of Encouragement),  

a Levite of the country of Cyprus, 37 having land, sold it,  

and brought the money and laid it at the apostles’ feet. 

(Acts 4:32-37)13 

 

 This is a beautiful description of life in the early church. The believers 

genuinely loved one another. The Spirit of God in each believer empowered 

everyone to love and serve. But Satan sought a foothold to destroy this unity 

and he found it in a husband and wife named Ananias and Sapphira. 

 

But a certain man named Ananias, with Sapphira  

his wife, sold a possession. 2 And he kept back part  

of the proceeds, his wife also being aware of it,  

and brought a certain part and laid it at the apostles’  

feet. 

(Acts 5:1, 2) 

 

 Ananias had every right to sell a possession or not. And if he did sell land 

or a house he had every right to keep all the money or to give whatever 

amount he desired to the church. We will see this in Peter’s remarks in a bit. But a 

devilish problem arose because the couple had probably, publically promised 

to give all the money and they did not. The outward sin was lying and hypocrisy. 

But there was an evil force at the root of their sin.  
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But Peter said, “Ananias, why has Satan filled your  

heart to lie to the Holy Spirit and keep back part  

of the price of the land for yourself? 4 While it  

remained, was it not your own? And after it was  

sold, was it not in your own control? Why have you  

conceived this thing in your heart? You have not  

lied to men but to God.” 

 
5 Then Ananias, hearing these words, fell down and  

breathed his last. So great fear came upon all those  

who heard these things. 6 And the young men arose  

and wrapped him up, carried him out, and buried  

him. 

 
7 Now it was about three hours later when his wife  

came in, not knowing what had happened. 8 And  

Peter answered her, “Tell me whether you sold the  

land for so much?” She said, “Yes, for so much.” 

 
9 Then Peter said to her, “How is it that you have  

agreed together to test the Spirit of the Lord? Look,  

the feet of those who have buried your husband are  

at the door, and they will carry you out.” 10 Then  

immediately she fell down at his feet and breathed  

her last. And the young men came in and found her  

dead, and carrying her out, buried her by her husband.  
11 So great fear came upon all the church and upon  

all who heard these things. 

(Acts 5:3-11) 

 

 The great sin of Ananias and Sapphira was that they lied to believers, thus 

they lied to the Spirit of God within the church. This is why I said they must have 

publically made a big deal about how much money they were going to give. 

But the cause of their sin was not simply covetousness or false pride. Satan had 

completely filled their hearts. Peter never would have known this or what to say 

and do without the manifestation of discerning of spirits.  

 

Let’s examine another example from Acts 13. In the story Barnabas and 

Paul are invited to preach the good news of Jesus Christ to a Roman official. 

And they faced an opponent. But he was not just an aggressive pagan. 

 

Now when they had gone through the island to  

Paphos, they found a certain sorcerer, a false  

prophet, a Jew whose name was Bar-Jesus,  



7 who was with the proconsul, Sergius Paulus,  

an intelligent man. This man called for Barnabas  

and Saul and sought to hear the word of God.  
8 But Elymas the sorcerer (for so his name is translated)  

withstood them, seeking to turn the proconsul away  

from the faith. 9 Then Saul, who also is called Paul,  

filled with the Holy Spirit, looked intently at him  
10 and said, “O full of all deceit and all fraud, you  

son of the devil, you enemy of all righteousness,  

will you not cease perverting the straight ways of  

the Lord?  

 
11 And now, indeed, the hand of the Lord is upon you,  

and you shall be blind, not seeing the sun for a time.” 

And immediately a dark mist fell on him, and he went  

around seeking someone to lead him by the hand.  
12 Then the proconsul believed, when he saw what had  

been done, being astonished at the teaching of the Lord. 

(Acts 13:6-12) 

 

 This sorcerer, Bar-Jesus, also called Elymas, was opposing the Word of God 

that Paul and Barnabas taught. Now Paul wasn’t afraid of a debate, but this 

opposition must have been intense. Paul must have prayed for guidance and 

the Lord gave Paul information by the manifestation of discerning of spirits. 

Elymas was controlled by the devil. And wisdom was given to Paul to command 

blindness on Elymas. Let’s look at one more example of this manifestation in Acts 

16.  

 

Now it happened, as we went to prayer, that a  

certain slave girl possessed with a spirit of divination  

met us, who brought her masters much profit by  

fortune-telling. 17 This girl followed Paul and us, and  

cried out, saying, “These men are the servants of  

the Most High God, who proclaim to us the way of  

salvation.” 18 And this she did for many days. 

But Paul, greatly annoyed, turned and said to the spirit,  

“I command you in the name of Jesus Christ to come  

out of her.” And he came out that very hour. 

(Acts 16:16-18) 

 

 By the manifestation of discerning of spirits Paul knew this young woman 

was possessed by an evil demon. And he was given the wisdom to cast it out of 

her.  

 



 Now, all of these examples of the manifestation of discerning of spirits are 

dramatic and they are rare events. I have been an active Christian for almost 40 

years and I have only manifested discerning of spirits to cast out devil spirits a 

few times. But if you are even in a situation where you need to know what is 

happening spiritually behind the scenes, God will energize within you the 

manifestation of discerning of spirits.  You have the power to overcome evil. 1 

John 4:4 declares “ 

 

You are of God little children and have overcome them, 

because greater is He who is in you than he who is in the 

world.  

 

 Every Christian can receive revelation from God through word of 

knowledge, word of wisdom and discerning of spirits. But the overall emphasis in 

the New Testament regarding our power over evil is to choose to be obedient to 

the Word of God. The apostle James wrote,  

 

Therefore submit to God. Resist the devil and he will  

flee from you. 8 Draw near to God and He will draw  

near to you. Cleanse your hands, you sinners; and  

purify your hearts, you double-minded. 

(James 4:7, 8) 

 

And the apostle Peter tells us the same truth. 

 

Be sober, be vigilant; because your adversary the  

devil walks about like a roaring lion, seeking whom  

he may devour. 9 Resist him, steadfast in the faith,  

knowing that the same sufferings are experienced  

by your brotherhood in the world. 

(1 Peter 5:7, 8) 

 

And so too does the apostle Paul.  

 

Finally, my brethren, be strong in the Lord and in  

the power of His might. 11 Put on the whole armor  

of God, that you may be able to stand against the  

wiles of the devil. 12 For we do not wrestle against  

flesh and blood, but against principalities, against  

powers, against the rulers of the darkness of this age,  

against spiritual hosts of wickedness in the heavenly  

places. 13 Therefore take up the whole armor of God,  

that you may be able to withstand in the evil day,  

and having done all, to stand. 



14 Stand therefore, having girded your waist with  

truth, having put on the breastplate of righteousness,  
15 and having shod your feet with the preparation of  

the gospel of peace; 16 above all, taking the shield of  

faith with which you will be able to quench all the fiery  

darts of the wicked one. 17 And take the helmet of  

salvation, and the sword of the Spirit, which is the word  

of God; 18 praying always with all prayer and supplication  

in the Spirit, being watchful to this end with all perseverance  

and supplication for all the saints—  

(Ephesians 6:10-18) 

 

 The great key to defeating the demonic forces is to first be girded with the 

truth of God’s Word. We need to know God’s Word so we are not deceived and 

we need to be obedient to it. Jesus Christ overcame the temptation of the devil 

by quoting and standing on the Word of God. He said, “Man shall not live by 

bread alone, but by every word that proceeds from the mouth of God.”14 

 

 We also need to boldly make known the gospel or good news of Jesus 

Christ to others, because the light of truth dispels darkness. The Word of God is 

living and powerful. It is the sword of the Spirit by which we quench all the fiery 

darts of the wicked one. We should also pray fervently and love generously. Evil 

retreats before the love of God. The great power in the life of every believer is 

the gift of the Spirit so we can live a life of faith, hope and love, grounded in the 

truth.  
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