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‘A WISE MAN ... BUILT HIS
HOUSE UPON A ROCK": THE
DOCTRINE OF DISCERNMENT

Daniel L. Belnap

Throughout the scriptures, one can find divine concern as to the
manner by which we acquire knowledge, the value of knowledge in our
salvation, and the importance of being able to discern truth. Solomon,
for instance, prayed for an understanding heart so he could discern be-
tween good and evil.' Elsewhere, the Lord teaches that discernment is a
fundamental spiritual gift (see 1 Corinthians 12:10; D&C 46:15-16, 23).
Derived from a Latin term, discernment means “to distinguish, to separate,
to determine™ and thus describes the means by which we become aware
of and then categorize (thereby assigning a value) to a given set of knowl-
edge. This gift is valuable in a world of appearances in which we must
discern between good and evil, light and darkness. Though the term dis-
cernment does not appear in either one of the sermons, it is an appropriate
word to describe a series of teachings found in the sermon in which we are
taught how to discern between wisdom and foolishness.

While many are familiar with the set of teachings known as the
Sermon on the Mount, less familiar is the similar set of teachings in
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Luke 6 known as the Sermon on the Plain. There one may find Luke’s
version of the Beatitudes as well as the parables of the beam and the mote,
the good tree and the corrupt tree, and the wise man and the foolish
man. Yet the Lucan text contains additional teachings not found in the
Sermon on the Mount, such as the parable of the blind leading the blind.
In each of these, the reader has the opportunity to study discernment in
its truest sense: the ability to evaluate and then place value on that which
is more important; a theme that runs like a golden thread throughout
both sermons.

"“BeroLp, YOUR REwWARD Is GREAT IN HEAVEN"

Both sermons begin with a beatitude sequence in which the Lord
similarly invites his disciples to see with an eye of faith the future bless-
ings awaiting them. Yet there are obvious differences between the pas-
sages, as the comparison below demonstrates. Luke’s version includes
only four beatitudes: blessed are the poor, blessed are the hungry, blessed
are they that weep, and blessed are those who are reviled because they
are believers. Luke’s version also includes a series of “woe” declarations.
The Lucan Beatitudes are also more grounded in earthly concerns; for
example, where Matthew records, “Blessed are the poor in spirit,” Luke’s
version states, “Blessed are the poor.™ Similarly, Matthew’s “Blessed are
they who hunger and thirst after righteousness” contrasts with Luke’s
“Blessed are ye that hunger now.” Finally, the subjects of the texts also
differ, Matthew’s version references the audience indirectly through use
of the third-person plural pronoun (“they”), while Luke’s speaks directly
to the audience through the inclusion of the second-person plural (“ye”).

COMPARISON OF MATTHEAN AND LUCAN BEAITITUDES

Matthean Beatitudes Lucan Beatitudes
v. 3 Blessed are the poor in spirit: v. 20 Blessed be ye poor:
for theirs is the kingdom of heaven. for yours is the kingdom of God.

v. 5 Blessed are the meek:
for they shall inherit the earth.

v. 6 Blessed are they which do hunger and thirst  v. 21 Blessed are ye that hunger now

after righteousness: for ye shall be filled.
for they shall be filled. Blessed are ye that weep now:
(v. 4 Blessed are they that mourn: for ye shall laugh.

for they shall be comforted.)
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COMPARISON OF MATTHEAN AND LUCAN
BEATITUDES (CONTINUED)

v. 7 Blessed are the merciful:
for they shall obtain mercy.

v. 8 Blessed are the pure in heart:
for they shall see God.

v. 9 Blessed are the peacemakers:

for they shall be called the children of God.

v. 10 Blessed are they which are persecuted for
righteousness’ sake: for theirs is the kingdom of
heaven.

v. II Blessed are ye, when men shall revile you,
and persecute you, and shall say all manner of
evil against you falsely, for my sake.

v. 12 Rejoice, and be exceeding glad: for great is
your reward in heaven: for so persecuted they
the prophets before you.

v. 22 Blessed are ye, when men shall hate you,
and when they shall separate you from their
company, and shall reproach you, and cast out
your name as evil, for the Son of man’s sake.

v. 23 Rejoice ye in that day, and leap for joy:
for, behold, your reward is great in heaven:
for in the like manner did their fathers unto the

prophets.

v. 24 But woe unto you that are rich!
for ye have received your consolation.

v. 25 Woe unto you that are full!
for ye shall hunger.

Woe unto you that laugh now!
for ye shall mourn and weep.

v. 26 Woe unto you, when all men shall speak
well of you!
for so did their fathers to the false prophets.

The principle of discernment is noticeable in the Lord’s words con-
cerning persecution. While both versions promise a blessed state to those
who suffer persecution, the passage in Luke warns that the disciple will
also experience physical ostracism: “Blessed are ye, when men shall hate
you, and when they shall separate you from their company and shall re-
proach you, and cast out your name as evil, for the Son of man’s sake”
(Luke 6:22). This last beatitude also differs from the ones that precede
it in that the blessed state results from the disciple’s voluntary, conscious
choice. Whereas one may not choose to be poor or hungry, one must
choose to accept Christ and, by so choosing, become subject to the nega-
tive consequences of persecution and ostracism. But accepting Christ
also leads to immediate blessings. Unlike the earlier beatitudes, this one
promises a blessed state immediately and in the future: “Rejoice ye in
that day, and leap for joy: for, behold, your reward is great in heaven: for
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in the like manner did their fathers unto the prophets” (v. 23). Of course,
to rejoice in the face of persecution because of a promised future blessing
requires one to see beyond the immediate experience; this requires dis-
cernment. Thus discernment comes into play twice in this beatitude: the
first time when the disciples recognize Christ as the Son of Man, and the
second time as they look forward to the blessed state promised to those
who suffer persecution.

Luke 6:23 is thematically the same as Matthew, yet whereas the doc-
trine found in Matthew 5:12 ends the beatitude sequence, in Luke it acts
as a transition between the beatitude section and the concluding woe
section. Found throughout the discourses of Christ,* woe statements
or declarations hearken back to the woe oracles found in the prophetic
writings of the Old Testament, which in turn appear to have emerged
from mourning rites’ In this context, the cry of woe not only marked
the death or tragedy of an individual, but was also used when a prophet
mourned the future suffering of the unrepentant sinner. From this, some
have suggested that Luke’s woe section was a declaration of a cursed state
and could therefore stand as a contrast to the blessed section. While the
poor are blessed by receiving the kingdom of God, Luke records, “Woe
unto you that are rich! for you have received your consolation” (v. 24).
Similarly, woe is pronounced upon those who are full, for they will hun-
ger, and upon those who laugh now, for they shall mourn. Finally, while
those who are hated, reproached, cast out, and reviled are to be blessed
with a heavenly reward, woe is pronounced upon those who are spoken
well of, for “so did their fathers to the false prophets” (v. 26).° This last
clause ties the final woe back to the transition verse (v. 23), which had
exhorted the listeners to rejoice when they faced persecution, “For in the
like manner did their fathers unto the prophets.”

With this, a complex dichotomy is established between the blessed
state of those who suffer persecution and the woeful state of those who
attain public praise. Those who are persecuted for Christ’s sake are in-
vited to rejoice because the prophets of old received the same treatment.
On the other hand, those who receive public approval will be cursed
because they are like the false prophets of old. What Christ appears to
emphasize through the juxtaposition of the blessed states with the woe
declarations is not necessarily the need to suffer persecution or be hungry
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or be poor, but the ability to discern the difference in consequences that
any given act may bring. Christ asks us to look beyond our immediate cir-
cumstances and discern the ultimate consequences of our actions. In the
Lucan sequence, the blessed states are not only delineated but also con-
trasted with their worldly woeful counterparts. This helps highlight the
eternal life aspect of the Beatitudes.” Christ exhorts his listeners to re-
joice now, because as they discern the future happy state of the righteous,
they find reason to rejoice. This reward is far greater than the transient,
fleeting exhilaration of public approval.

Yet discernment is needed for more than simply choosing between
immediate gratification and future fulfillment. The intellectual ability
to see afar off is needed to discern between that which is true and that
which only appears to be true right now—a necessary gift to avoid being
deceived by false prophets. The gift of discernment allows us to see truth,
which Jacob defined as “things as they really are, and . . . things as they
really will be” (Jacob 4:13). Likewise, the Lord defines truth as “knowledge
of things as they are, and as they were, and as they are to come.” In both
cases, truth is presented as foundational and as eternal knowledge that
describes the true essence of a thing. The presence of the adverb really
in Jacob’s definition shows that truth is the way things truly are, not as
they seem to be. In other words, discernment is the ability to recognize
reality as opposed to outward appearances. Jacob also teaches us that the
Holy Ghost teaches us truth (see Jacob 4:13). Elsewhere, we find discern-
ment as one of the gifts of the Spirit. Regarding this particular gift of the
Holy Ghost, Elder Dallin H. Oaks and Kristen M. Oaks wrote, “We are
imperfect beings, but each of us can strive to be more worthy of the com-
panionship of the Spirit, which will magnify our personal discernment
and prepare us to better defend the truth, to withstand social pressures,

and to make positive contributions.”®

*CAN THE BLIND LEAD THE BLIND?"

The theme of discernment is also found in the sections on hypocrisy.
The Greek term hypokrites describes someone who performed by speak-
ing, and the word eventually became the main term for an actor.” Of the
fifteen references to hypocrite in Matthew, almost one-fourth are found in
the Sermon on the Mount. We find a similar percentage in Luke, where
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of the four references to the term, one is found in the Sermon on the
Plain.

Christ begins by warning his listeners to avoid the public display of
the hypocrite, “Do not sound a trumpet before thee, as the hypocrites do”
(Matthew 6:2), then exhorting them not to pray in a loud voice (v. 6).
Finally, in verse 16, he counsels against outwardly showing the physical
difficulty of fasting. In all three cases, hypocrites are depicted as actors
who put on public displays to showcase their piety. While it is unclear
how common such displays actually were in Christ’s day, the examples
point to the hypocrites’ true motives. Hypocrites who perform alms with
trumpets, pray on street corners, or disfigure themselves to appear to be
fasting, seek for the glory of men and thus receive their reward. In all
three cases, they receive the immediate reward of social approval, but in
doing so, they miss out on the greater rewards promised by the Savior."
Thus the listener is again invited to discern between immediate and eter-
nal rewards.

As important as the hypocrite-as-actor may be to our understanding
of discernment, both Matthew’s and Luke’s sermons record Christ pre-
senting a second form of hypocrisy that may have even greater personal
application. This second form of hypocrisy is not the hypocrite-as-actor
type but instead one who seeks to draw out the mote he has discerned
in his brother’s eye while either ignorantly or willingly disregarding the
beam in his own eye." The contrast between the mote and beam in terms
of size is obvious, but understanding the purpose of a beam is also quite
useful in realizing the full meaning behind this parable. The Greek word
for beam (dokous) describes a large plank of wood that could be used in a
roof or in the foundation of a house:'* thus we can think of the beams in
our eyes as those constructs or suppositions that affect how we “see” or
understand the world around us. Though we may think of ourselves as
objective, rational observers, the truth is that our subjective constructs
govern how we understand our place in the world and the world itself.
This second type of hypocrite lacks self-awareness or the ability to dis-
cern his or her own values and worldviews, yet still tries to remove the
supposed faulty supposition (mote) from another.” Ironically, if one car-
ries this image to its conclusion, the hypocrite with the beam in his or
her eye at best fails to accomplish the task of removing the mote and, at
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worst, ends up harming another because the beam interferes with his or
her ability to work. Therefore, even well-intentioned hypocrites end up
doing harm to themselves and others.

It is this second type of hypocrite that appears to be the focus of a
sequence of scripture in the Lucan sermon. The sequence begins in Luke
6:39 with the parable of the blind leading the blind: “Can the blind lead
the blind? Shall they not both fall into the ditch?” Like the hypocrite with
the beam in his or her eye who is blinded to their own weaknesses, the
blind leader causes harm instead of good because he or she believes that
they are capable of doing that which they are incapable of, thus leading
the others to fall no matter how well intentioned his or her actions are.
As with the first type of hypocrisy, discernment is required to avoid be-
ing the second type of hypocrite, yet this discernment is more subtle than
simply knowing that God’s reward is better than that offered by men.
Whereas it is obvious as to why one should perform almsgiving without
fanfare, the gift to discern what we do not want to see (in this case the
beam in our own eye), much less the discernment necessary to remove the
beam, is more difficult to obtain. It requires a broken heart and contrite
spirit. It should be pointed out that this parable is not a condemnation
of all those who lead. Indeed, elsewhere in the sermons Jesus says that
leadership is expected of the disciple. Just because the blind cannot lead
the blind does not mean that good leadership is not expected. Not all
leaders are hypocrites but only those who lack proper authority. Thus the
hypocrisy is not so much in the act itself but in the lack of discernment
concerning one’s own state and, to a degree, the discernment concerning
the other’s need as well.

Nextin the sequence is verse 40: “The disciple is not above his master:
but everyone that is perfect shall be as his master.”* This verse, like the
pivotal verse in Luke’s beatitudes, acts as the linchpin between the par-
able of the blind leading the blind and the hypocrite with the beam. Yet
this verse also adds a principle that builds upon the other two passages
and increases our overall understanding of discernment. It describes an
individual who is overreaching, seeking for something he cannot obtain,
in this case it is a disciple seeking to displace his master. Though this is
not stated explicitly, the location of this verse in the middle of the se-
quence suggests that Jesus was teaching that the disciple, like the blind
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guide and the hypocrite, cannot become the master because of his inabil-
ity to address his own weaknesses.

Yet this verse also teaches that we can attain the same state as the
Master. This mastery is achieved through discernment, which is the key
to avoiding the problems presented in the parable of the blind leader and
the teachings on hypocrisy. Discerning the beams in our eyes gives us
the power to remove them or change them, the very process of personal
development which eventually culminates in an individual who possesses
the insight to lead others to safety, help in the successful extraction of the
mote, and become a master rather than remaining a student.”

"By TrHEIR FrRUITS YE SHALL KNow THEM”

The final part of the discernment sequence, found in both Matthew
and Luke, establishes the need to discern between good and evil and
culminates in the declaration that those who heed the messages of the
sermons are like a wise man who built his house upon a rock. Matthew
begins in 7:15 with the warning, “Beware of false prophets, which come
to you in sheep’s clothing, but inwardly they are ravening wolves.” The
image of the wolves dressed as sheep is reminiscent of the hypocrite-as-
actor. But whereas the earlier types of hypocrite can be seen as merely a
fool who hurts only himself or as one who is unaware of his own faults but
still well-intentioned, this deception is deadly because the wolf is not act-
ing for self-aggrandizement or from self-ignorance but with the express
intent to cause harm. The wolf is deliberately acting as something else.
Thus discernment becomes essential to one’s very survival.'®

Following this striking example, Christ introduces the parable of the
good tree and the corrupt tree in Matthew 7:16: “Do men gather grapes
of thorns, or figs of thistles?” The answer appears to be obvious—no indi-
vidual, if given the choice, would ever deliberately pick bad fruit. However,
Jesus has provided example after example of individuals doing just that:
the Lucan Beatitudes speak of those who seek immediate reward sand
public acclaim instead of eternal rewards; the hypocrisy sequences in both
sermons warn against becoming like those who cannot look beyond the
immediate consequences and encourage the listener to discern that which
is not normally apparent. Moreover, the differences between the good
and bad fruit may not be apparent upon first inspection. For instance,
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if the flavor is corrupt, it is not necessarily manifest in the appearance
of the fruit; this is where discernment becomes necessary. Christ later
taught that even the very elect will be deceived by false prophets who look
like sheep or like producers of good fruit (see Matthew 24:24). This fact
strengthens the unfortunate reality that many times humans do in fact
choose corrupt fruit, mistaking it for something that it is not."”

Verse 18 builds upon the principles outlined in verse 17: “A good tree
cannot bring forth evil fruit, neither can a corrupt tree bring forth good
fruit.” Again the listener is told that evil fruit does not come from good
trees and vice versa. Yet whereas verse 17 simply states this fact, verse 18
makes it clear that not only does bad fruit not come from a good tree, it
cannot do so. In other words, verse 18 stresses the impossibility of bad fruit
emerging from the good tree.”® Christ then outlines the consequences
of producing bad fruit: “Every tree that bringeth not forth good fruit is
hewn down, and cast into the fire. Wherefore by their fruits ye shall know
them” (vv. 19—20). Not surprisingly, as in the earlier sequences, Christ
speaks of the consequences of being a corrupt tree, but whereas in the
other examples he provides the positive and negative consequences, in
this case he provides only the negative. Moreover, while the earlier nega-
tive consequences were all centered on the concept of immediate grati-
fication, now the listener is told that the immediate consequence leads
eventually to destruction, or, in other words, the immediate reward is not
truly the consequence. Thus the insidious nature of the hypocrite’s desire
for immediate, public approval is revealed in that it masks the later, more
important consequences.

This concept is developed further in verses 21-22, as Christ reveals
that “not every one that saith unto me, Lord, Lord, shall enter into the
kingdom of heaven.” Though Christ describes these individuals as hav-
ing performed what appear to be miracles such as prophesying, casting
out devils, and many “wonderful works” all in his name, he reveals that
in actuality they “work iniquity” (v. 23). These individuals combine the
threat of the false prophets appearing to do that which one would expect
prophets to do while in actuality doing something else altogether, and
the hypocrites who are unable to see the beam in their own eyes as they
seek to gain entrance into heaven by saying, “Lord, Lord, have we not
[done these things] . . . in thy name?™ As before, Christ explains the
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consequences that one who falls into this category will experience: “And
then will T profess unto them, I never knew you: depart from me, ye that
work iniquity” (v. 23). The twofold message on discernment is clear: First,
we must be able to discern that which is true and that which only appears
to be true but is in actuality false, just as we learned in choosing between
the blessed state and the woe declarations, in the discussions of the hypo-
crite and the false prophet who is a wolf in sheep’s clothing. Second, we
must also be able to discern the need for self-awareness, as opposed to the
hypocrite who cannot see the beam in his own eye. In these verses, Christ
is warning his disciples not only of the deceptive nature of others but also
of the self-deceptive nature of beams.*°

After this dual message, Christ begins his final analogy of the ser-
mons: the contrast between the wise and the foolish man. In this anal-
ogy, the wise man is contrasted with the foolish in the building of their
respective houses. The wise man builds his on a solid foundation. Luke’s
version describes in detail the proactive nature of the wise man as he digs
deep until he finds the stone necessary for the foundation. The foolish
man, on the other hand, does not dig for a foundation but instead places
his house directly on the surface of the earth.** As with the earlier con-
trast between the hypocrite and the believer, the wise man and the fool-
ish man differ primarily in their ability to discern between the way things
appear to be and the way things really are.

Yet there is also a notable difference. Whereas the hypocrisy in the
earlier examples is easily evident, the building of the house either on sand
or on rock has no immediately discernible effect. In fact, the distinction
does not really matter on days when the weather is fair. It only becomes
a problem when the weather turns and the rain saturates the ground,
loosening the soil and collapsing the house. At this point, however, the
contrast is evident. Because the difference between the wise man and
the foolish man is not immediately apparent, building on a solid founda-
tion, like the need to discern the false prophet who looks like a disciple,
or the corrupt fruit which may appear like the good, requires knowledge
of what is truth, that which really is. In this case, it is the knowledge that
regardless of how things appear now, the house built on sand has no real
foundation and will collapse with the storm.
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With this analogy Christ ends the sermons, promising that “every one
that heareth these sayings of mine, and doeth them not, shall be likened
unto a foolish man, which built his house upon the sand (Matthew 7:26).
Like the Beatitudes, where one is asked to choose the blessed states or the
woes, the choice is ultimately between the way things appear to be and
the way things really are. The hypocrite sequences continue this theme
with actual examples of the conceptual understandings of the woes of
the Lukan Beatitudes. The final sequence concerns the true discernment
between that which wreaks destruction and that which promises security.
Thus the need to gain discernment is woven throughout the fabric of the
sermons and emerges as one of the central themes of Christ’s message.

"For IT SHALL Be Givin Him"

Yet Christ not only reveals the need for discernment, he also provides
the means to obtain it. Matthew’s sermon, in particular, provides the
key. Bridging the hypocrisy sequence and the final sequence of the wise
and foolish builders, Christ teaches a pattern by which one may acquire
this necessary gift, “Ask, and it shall be given you; seek, and ye shall find;
knock and it shall be opened” (Matthew 7:7). This verse clearly shows
parallelism—not exact repetition, but a repetition that highlights a par-
ticular nuance or idea. In verse 7, all three clauses include an imperative
followed by a future tense of fulfillment with each clause building on the
last, revealing a process. The first act, asking, is followed by the action of
seeking, and these acts then culminate in the act of knocking.

As before, and central to the exercise of discernment, Christ provides
the consequences of these actions; the reception of that which one asks
for, seeks, and requests by knocking. But Jesus does not tell his audience
what was requested or what was given, instead the placement of the in-
struction between the two sequences concerned with discernment: sug-
gests that what is given by God is the gift of discernment, the ability to
evaluate truth versus error and choose accordingly. Thus in the great bat-
tle between that which is true and that which only appears to be true, the
key is the revelation that is sent by God to those who seek him. Yet Christ
also provides assurances that the pattern can be put into practice imme-
diately: “For every one that asketh receiveth; and he that seeketh findeth;
and to him that knocketh it shall be opened” (Matthew 7:8). The switch
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to present-tense verbs here highlights that receiving discernment is not
only an ideal but an actuality, that not only may answers come, but are
in fact given even now, which in turn reassures the listener that Christ’s
words are not just uplifting theological statements but practical instruc-
tions into the acquisition of this supernal spiritual gift.

CONCLUSION

Throughout his Sermon on the Mount and Sermon on the Plain,
from the beatitudes and woes, to the examples of hypocrisy, to the foolish
and wise man sequence, to the means by which we gain that discernment,
Christ stresses again and again the need to be able to discern between
that which is immediately sought for and that which is gained through
work and experience and between that which appears to be good and true
and that which really is good and true. The need to teach these things
to his audience is no doubt in part due to the intertestamental apostasy
that Israel had been and was still experiencing. Having lost the gift of the
Holy Ghost and its function to reveal truth by this apostasy, Christ’s dis-
ciples needed to understand both discernment’s value and worth if they
were to become the individuals who carried the kingdom forward. That
they learned the lesson is evidenced by the actions following Christ’s
ascension.

Yet this message is as important today as it was for Christ’s disciples.
Though the fullness of the gospel has been returned, the necessity for
each individual to be able to discern for themselves truth versus error
and make correct choices is as vital today as it was then, and perhaps even
more so, for we have been warned that the world will only increase in con-
fusion between that which is true and that which is not, calling evil good
and good evil.** Christ’s warnings concerning false rewards, immediate
fulfillment, and disguised evil suggest that the choice between being a
wise or foolish individual is still one that we all must make, while Christ’s
solution of revelation through asking, seeking, and knocking remains just
as important for his disciples today as it was for his disciples of old.
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Matthean term is feleios and has the more general meaning of finished, or completed
(Bauer and others, Greek-English Lexicon, s.v. “téle10¢,” 996). With that said, a con-
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