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Conscience
How Beloved Is Your Conscience to You?

Nine years ago some of you may recall that | preached on the topic of the conscience, but | did so from an angle
different than what | will share today. When | was a sophomore in high school, our teacher gave us a study guide to
prepare for his final in French. | did not bother actually studying for the test but had heard that the study guide would
actually serve as his exam. | somehow was able to smuggle the study guide to the final and secretly placed it under
my test paper. However, | didn’t have the courage to pull it out and use it on the final. It remained hidden under my
exam the entire time but | never used it. It was not my conscience that kept me from cheating but rather my fear of
getting caught that kept me honest. | would like to say that | showed my true goodness that day by following my
conscience but of course goodness had nothing to do with my actions there. My conscience did not keep me from
bringing the study notes to class; it was in fact impotent when it came to shaping my behavior. The conscience has
been defined as "an inner feeling or voice viewed as acting as a guide to the rightness or wrongness of one’s
behavior.” Many think of the conscience as the voice of God directing them but it isn’'t. Today we will take a close
look at the conscience and the part it plays in impacting your life. Here is our big idea. Better than a conscience is
having the Scriptures and the Holy Spirit direct your life.

Conscience is the measure you use to determine morality, and it is based upon the best you know of what is right and
wrong. Slavery was viewed as morally proper by many, if not most Southerners, and that is because they had a limit to
their consciences due to how they were raised and what they were taught. Their conscience was not the voice of God;
it was what they believed was best and right yet of course it failed them when it came to deciding what really was right.
Let me give two examples from the Bible to illustrate this limitation of conscience. Just before He was arrested, Jesus
gathered His Disciples together and among other things, He told them they would face severe persecution after they
received the Holy Spirit. Jewish authorities would push for their arrest and execution. They will put you out of the
synagogue; in fact, a time is coming when anyone who kills you will think he is offering a service to God.

They will do such things because they have not known the Father or me. (John 16: 2-3 NIV) What is intriguing
here is the insistence that these leaders would be certain they were doing what was right, in other words they would be
persecuting the new Church in good conscience. But why would they believe they were morally right in their
persecution of Christians? It is because they did not know either Jesus or the Father and so the most fundamental part
of morality was missing in them. Certainly it was not God leading them to arrest and beat believers so their
conscience, which justified their action was not God either.

Here is a second example from the Bible. Paul, before He came to Christ and was born again, as a Jewish leader
himself, relentlessly persecuted the Church. "l too was convinced that | ought to do all that was possible to
oppose the name of Jesus of Nazareth. And that is just what | did in Jerusalem. On the authority of the chief
priests | put many of the saints in prison, and when they were put to death, | cast my vote against them. Many
a time | went from one synagogue to another to have them punished, and | tried to force them to blaspheme. In
my obsession against them, | even went to foreign cities to persecute them. (Acts 26: 9-11 NIV) Paul, who was
Saul then, was certain he was right in this. His conscience did not convict him of wrongdoing despite the fact that Saul
clearly was not doing what was right in the eyes of God. Saul’s conscience was not God nor the voice of God but
rather the best he knew to do based on his experiences in life, the teaching he had received from those he respected
and the natural understanding of good and evil.

Let's consider something fascinating that perhaps you have not given adequate consideration. When you are not
Christian, and | mean born again, you are still responsible for your actions before God, even if you have not studied the
Bible. All who sin apart from the law will also perish apart from the law, and all who sin under the law will be
judged by the law. For it is not those who hear the law who are righteous in God's sight, but it is those who
obey the law who will be declared righteous. (Indeed, when Gentiles, who do not have the law, do by nature
things required by the law, they are a law for themselves, even though they do not have the law, since they
show that the requirements of the law are written on their hearts, their consciences also bearing witness, and
their thoughts now accusing, now even defending them.) (Romans 2: 12-16 NIV) There is in every person a
certain knowledge of right and wrong they can’t deny. We have in each of us the ability to differentiate good and evil
ever since Adam and Eve ate of the forbidden fruit in the garden. However, that does not mean you will do what is
right even though you know what it is because your sense of rightness and wrongness is corrupted by sin. Let me give
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you an example from history of why there is still so much evil in the world. After Adam and Eve opened the Satanic
entryway into the knowledge of good and evil, the next recorded use of that knowledge is the infamous murder of Abel
by his brother Cain. Cain and Abel each made offerings to God, but Cain’s was as God put it, “not right” and the Lord
rejected it. Abel, however, made a proper and good offering. Immediately after God praised Abel’s offering but
condemned Cain’s, Cain, murdered Abel and we can’t be certain why. There is a rather psychotic nature to evil, an
illogical quality to it that even when you know why someone did something wrong, you still can’t make real sense of it.
God gave Cain his punishment for murdering his brother. Now you are under a curse and driven from the ground,
which opened its mouth to receive your brother's blood from your hand. When you work the ground, it will no
longer yield its crops for you. You will be a restless wanderer on the earth." (Genesis 4: 11-12 NIV)

Cain’s response to God’s punishment shows just how well Cain understood good and evil and how he thought it should
be managed. Cain said to the Lord, "My punishment is more than | can bear. Today you are driving me from
the land, and | will be hidden from your presence; | will be a restless wanderer on the earth, and whoever finds
me will kill me." (Genesis 4:13-14 NIV) Cain saw it as wrong that he should have to face such a harsh future for what
clearly he believed was a very small transgression and right was to him how he believed he ought to be treated. A
conscience that operates that way can allow all sorts of evil and call it good. Cain is the headwater of the vast river of
men and women whose conscience provides just enough insight into right and wrong to live sinful lives without guilt.
You can with this sort of conscience take care of your elderly mother and order the murder of a drug gang rival or be
upset when your car is stolen but not concern yourself at all about cheating on your taxes or cheating on your spouse.

It is possible for the conscience, as weak and insufficient as it may be, to be incapacitated. If you consider someone
like Hitler or Stalin who were kind to their dogs but without a bit of guilt ordered the murder of millions, it is certainly the
case that what Paul describes regarding the conscience is what takes place among many around the world. The
Spirit clearly says that in later times some will abandon the faith and follow deceiving spirits and things taught
by demons. Such teachings come through hypocritical liars, whose consciences have been seared as with a
hot iron. (1 Timothy 4: 1-2 NIV) Even the best they know of what is right and wrong is cut off from them by demonic
forces they have given access to direct them. It is both the teaching of the anti-Christ world as well as the spiritual
forces of evil themselves that have taken apart the consciences of millions so they can’t use them, so that they have no
psychological access to the conscience they once used to guide them. Why do so many people seem to live as if they
have no conscience? It is because the conscience they have is broken and no longer shaping their behavior.

When you are born again, you have in you what your conscience can never accomplish. You have the Spirit of God
establishing within the rightness that is true rightness and the power of Christ to do it. Morals that generate the sort of
goodness celebrated in heaven drive the way you see life. You, however, are controlled not by the sinful nature
but by the Spirit, if the Spirit of God lives in you. And if anyone does not have the Spirit of Christ, he does not
belong to Christ. But if Christ is in you, your body is dead because of sin, yet your spirit is alive because of
righteousness. (Romans 8: 9-10 NIV) As you combine your knowledge of the Bible and understanding of what God
has said is right and wrong rather than just your personal opinion of it, you have the potential of developing the sort of
rightness God described in His Sermon on the Mount. The conscience is supernatural and transformational when it is
constructed by the Holy Spirit living in you. You in fact, as you let the Holy Spirit direct your moral thinking and doing,
build a wonderful life. Jesus compared it to a wise soul who constructs his or her house on a rock. When troubles
come like a pounding storm, your life does not collapse. It thrives. Jesus once was asked by some Roman soldiers
what they should do if they were to walk with God. He told them something absolutely astounding. He presented them
with a new morality. He replied, "Don't extort money and don't accuse people falsely — be content with your
pay." (Luke 3: 14b NIV) This was an absurdity for soldiers. That was how they fed their families, paid for new clothes,
bought furniture. It was normal and accepted for soldiers to extort money by falsely accusing people. Yet, with Christ,
morality is not normal. Itis a completely new way of life. And of course you will stand out from the crowd if you follow
that conscience you are given, the Holy Spirit living in you. Here is our big idea. Better than a conscience is having
the Scriptures and the Holy Spirit direct your life. If you want the best life possible, one built on a rock, trust Christ to
lead the way for you.
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