 

The Conscience


Is that 'still small voice' our conscience or the Holy Spirit, or both? 

The area of conscience is regarded as an area of personal conviction that many believer's confuse with the voice of the Holy Spirit. Are they the same? How do we distinguish between them? We can trust the Holy Spirit but can we trust our conscience?

WHAT IS THE CONSCIENCE ?
The Bible speaks to this issue of our conscience both in the Old and New Testament. In 1 Samuel 24:5 David's heart (conscience) had troubled him because he had cut Saul's robe. That is, he felt guilty about what he had done. The apostle Paul lived before God in all good conscience (Acts 23:1). 1 Timothy 4:2 tells us that it is possible to sear the human conscience. That is, it can be made hard, calloused, and non responsive to God. In Cor. 10 the apostle Paul encourages believers to respect the sensitive conscience of fellow believers in areas of moral freedom.

How the conscience works is not explicitly detailed in the bible. We can however piece together from various passages the scriptural teaching on what the conscience is, how it works, and then hopefully understand the distinctions between the workings of the Holy Spirit and the conscience in our lives.

From scripture we know there are basic elements of spiritual substance stamped on every human being. Romans 1 18:21 and Romans 2 refers to what we call the primary or natural conscience. Referring to the Gentiles, Paul says that although they did not receive the codified law, they have the law written on their hearts. "For when Gentiles who do not have the law by nature do the things in the law, these although not having the law, are a law to themselves; who show the works of the Law written on their hearts, their conscience also bearing witness, and between themselves their thoughts accusing or else excusing them. (Romans 2:14-15)" It seems what Paul is saying is that stamped on every man's heart is the law of God. As we are all created in the image and likeness of God, we all have an intuitive knowledge of God's moral law.

The scriptures also speak of a trainable portion of the conscience. David refers to this in Psalm 119:11, "Thy word have I hid in my heart that I might not sin against thee." David took God's righteous precepts and put them in his heart that he might keep from offending God. The trainable or learned conscience establishes the standards of our behavior. What we regard as right and wrong, acceptable or not. While the primary or natural conscience informs us in a general sense of God's moral law, the learned conscience provides the details and standards of application of God's moral law.


THE PRIMARY (NATURAL) CONSCIENCE
God's stamp on humanity, His image and likeness, is distinct from the rest of creation. Man not only bears elements of God's image in a physical, emotional and psychological sense, but also in elements of spiritual substance. The apostle Paul appeals to that reality in Romans 2. His point was that even without the law, God endowed man with a basic sense of right and wrong. The Gentiles, who did not have God's law, had that sense. It was evident from their conscience bearing witness to an innate sense of right and wrong. It is for this reason Paul says, "They are without excuse" (Romans 1:20). Along with this natural sense of right and wrong is a natural sense of accountability. Adam, after he sinned, hid from God because he knew he was accountable to God. The fear of impending judgement is imbedded in man's nature. Because of sin, man does not long after God, but still tries to hide from the face of his creator. The scriptures tell us two ways man attempts to deal with this intuitive knowledge.
The first way is through religion. Man is innately religious, and from his imagination creates religious superstitions and activities. Religion is man's way of attempting to appease his conscience, thinking God's anger can be appeased by the sacrifices and activities of mere mortals. Secondly, man attempts to suppress or deny the knowledge of God that is evident both outside of himself, in creation, and internal to himself, the natural conscience. "The wrath of God is revealed from heaven against all ungodliness and unrighteousness of men, who suppress the truth in unrighteousness, because what may be known of God is manifest in them; for God has shown it to them. (Romans 1:18-19) 


THE LEARNED CONSCIENCE
The values, standards and behavioral norms we espouse can be traced to the training and learning each of us has received throughout our life times. The details of our values are as diverse as the cultures that exist in each family and society. The values that we act upon are the results of the influences and teaching we have received. To a great degree, our moral values, standards and behavioral norms are the results of the training we have received, either explicitly through teaching or implicitly by example. The distinctions and diversities expressed in each of our value systems is directly related to the values and instructions we have learned in our homes, churches, and society.

According to the Biblical mandate, parents are to "train up a child in the way he should go, and he will not depart from it." Also in Deut 6:6,7 the parents are commanded to teach the law continuously to their children. The scriptures make it clear that it is the parents responsibility to bind their children's conscience with God's law. The parents are commanded to fill their children's moral storehouse with godly instruction which include God's laws and principles. Parents must place virtues such as honesty, respect, fairness, wisdom, honor, gentleness and patience in the heart (storehouse) of their children, so their conscience may direct them towards godliness. 


THE UNBIBLICAL CONSCIENCE
To a Christian committed to God's word, the framework of right and wrong, good and evil, virtue and vice, truth and heresy are for the most part quite clearly defined. The scriptures definition of moral integrity, ethical living, and foundational doctrines can be said to be universally agreed on by all Christians who take the lordship of Christ seriously.

What becomes less apparent is why Christian's quibble, fight and divide over issues that are more obscure and tangential to Christianity. What is it that can drive a family to divide, churches to split, and relationships to be severed over issues that to an outsider seem ridiculous?

Convictions. Convictions so powerful that any compromise is viewed as cowardice. Convictions that must warrant great sacrifice. Sacrifices intended to communicate nobility and honor to the cause of God. The scriptures demand sacrifice from the faithful. Christ demands that his followers must be willing to leave father and mother for his sake. The scriptures and history have shown many martyr's dying for the cause of Christ, and we applaud and respect the character of these faithful men and women. Is there a difference or are martyrs alive and well within the walls of churches today dying the death of separation and relational injury. What are these convictions and where do they come from? 

Convictions are formed by beliefs that are deep rooted and viewed to be true, foundational, and essential. Strong convictions alone drive one to die a martyr's death, when faced with the temptation of compromise. Oh that the modern church would be filled with men and women who would lay down their lives for the foundational essential elements of the Christian faith. What we see instead is the church filled with those whose convictions are deep and unmoveable, but not in the areas of the essentials, but rather in pragmatics, practice, preference, tradition, culture and men's rules.

The scandal in these issues becomes not the intent but the content. It is noble, honorable and right to stand firm for ones belief, even in the face of death, if the content of ones belief is true, accurate and carries the weight of God's word. It is a shame and disgrace when believers dishonor God's kingdom over pragmatics, preference, tradition, culture and men's rules. Issues that in and of themself carry no moral or scriptural weight. Christ accused the Pharisees in Mat 15:3 and Mark 7:8-9 of allowing their traditions and rules to supersede God's commandments. Even more scandalous is the appeal to the Holy Spirit's convicting work and God's word as the force of their positions. Does God really intend His people to quibble, fight and break fellowship over issues He didn't give any revelation on? Does God promote schism by convicting His people in conflicting ways in areas the scripture is silent? It is obvious the Holy Spirit does not speak with a forked tongue, and neither are the scriptures to be used as a wax nose that is twisted and turned to suit ones preferences. What rather is going on is a misinformed, misdirected, unbiblical conscience, where a biblical conscience ought to be.


THE BIBLICAL CONSCIENCE
As David recognized the importance of hiding God's word in his heart to hedge against violating God's law, so must we recognize that God's word alone must bind our conscience. It is very easy to read the bible. It is also very easy to understand the gospel story. It takes diligent study, a sound knowledge of contextual analysis, hermeneutics, and wisdom to understand the intent and principle lessons underlying some of both the Old and New Testament's instructions, especially when the instruction was intended to communicate a universal godly principle to a specific culture at a specific time. It is very easy to take the words and universalize the instruction, and completely miss the intended principle. Christians have been doing this for years. It is the fuel of schisms. Unfortunately too many Christian's in the name of faithfulness have had their conscience bound by misinformation, tradition and bad teaching. They express their commitment to "their faith," (their own particular body of beliefs, practices, and preferences) while they slowly, but surely abandon the heart of the Christian faith.

What does it mean to have a biblical conscience? It is a conscience that is informed by the scriptures alone. A conscience that knows and acts on God's laws and principles but allows for freedom where the scriptures are silent. It is a conscience that convicts with guilt when God's word is violated. It is a conscience that instructs and prompts one to action and obedience to God's word. It allows freedom to espouse practices and ideas that have no moral component, but in reality are ones preferences. A biblical conscience strictly enforces and calls one to complete obedience to the practices, principles and doctrines of God's word that are foundational and essential to "the faith".

May we be committed to understanding and applying the scriptures alone to guide and inform our conscience. May we be humble enough to respect the preferences, of others and surrender our prejudice. May we be committed enough and steadfast enough to cling to God's revelation, the Bible alone. May the Holy Spirit, who leads us into all truth, lead us to love God, His Word and His Church.

As one that walked before us said "In essentials unity, non-essentials liberty, and in all things charity."

May we pray for the wisdom to know the difference.


By: Robert Marton 



