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On April 18, 1521, at a heresy trial known as the Diet of Worms, Martin Luther uttered the statement that would 
come to define the Protestant Reformation and its rejection of Roman Catholic papal authority: 
 

If, then, I am not convinced by proof from Holy Scripture, or by cogent reasons, if I am not satisfied by the very 
text I have cited, and if my judgment is not in this way brought into subjection to God's word, I neither can nor 
will retract anything; for it cannot be either safe or honest for a Christian to speak against his conscience. Here I 
stand. I cannot do otherwise. God help me. Amen. 

 

Spoken to Roman Emperor Charles V, the statement was Luther’s final response to the demand of the Roman 
Catholic magisterium that he renounce his own writings. It came after days of intense questioning, under threat 
that the failure to repudiate his own books would lead to his formal conviction as a heretic, and thus, the 
likelihood of being burned at the stake. Yet even after days of extreme duress, Luther could not be persuaded. 
His conscience was captive to the Word of God, and the purity of that conscience was more valuable to him than 
his very life. After speaking these final words, he raised his arm in the traditional gesture of a victorious knight. 
 

Luther’s view on the conscience represented a revolutionary stance that was echoed by his fellow Reformers. 
The conviction that God alone was Lord of a man’s conscience led to the advance of freedom and democracy 
wherever the Reformation spread. No other movement in history liberated consciences from forced belief and 
practice like the Reformation.  
 

In the era after the Reformation, the Puritans continued this emphasis, developing a more precise understanding 
of how the conscience is to demonstrate its exclusive captivity to God. According to J. I. Packer, the Puritans  
 

were in fact deeply concerned about conscience, for they held that conscience was the mental organ in men 
through which God brought His Word to bear on them. Nothing, therefore, in their estimation, was more 
important for any man than that his conscience should be enlightened, instructed, purged, and kept clean. To 
them, there was no real spiritual understanding, nor any genuine godliness, except as men exposed and enslaved 
their consciences to God’s Word. (“The Puritan Conscience,” 18) 

 

But what was gained through the Reformation and the Puritans is today under serious threat. Western 
governments are taking steps to mandate the consciences of their citizens at levels unseen since the Medieval 
Ages. Attacking from a different angle, western secularism with its obsession with all things therapeutic is 
attacking the very concept of the conscience itself. “It’s not my fault” has become the motto of our day. John 
MacArthur summarizes this state of the conscience well when he writes,  
 

Today’s culture aggressively and systematically tries to silence the conscience. People have been taught to ignore 
any and all guilt feelings conscience produces, viewing them as harmful to their self-esteem. They believe their 
problems stem not from their sin but from external factors beyond their control. Sin and guilt are viewed as 
psychological issues, not moral and spiritual ones. (Second Corinthians, 30) 

 

Needless to say, it is a crucial time for Christians to return to and study the doctrine of the conscience.  

 

While we all instinctively know that we have a conscience, what the conscience is exactly is not that easy to 
define. Like the mind itself, the conscience is not a physical organ that we can dissect, weigh on a scale, or put 
under a microscope. But it is an indisputable component of every sentient human being (cf. Rom 2:14–15).  

 

“For when Gentiles who do not have the Law do instinctively the things of the Law, these, not having the Law, 

are a law to themselves, in that they show the work of the Law written in their hearts, their conscience bearing 

witness and their thoughts alternately accusing or else defending them.” —Romans 2:14–15 (NASB) 

I. Defining the Conscience 
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John MacArthur and Richard Mayhue define the human conscience as follows: 
 

God has created everyone with a conscience, the faculty of moral evaluation concerning right and wrong, good 
and evil. Connected with self-awareness and rational capacity, the conscience alerts a person concerning the 
morality of his or her actions. The conscience functions like a divine moral referee. Failure to heed the conscience 
often leads to guilt or shame. (Biblical Doctrine, 927) 

 

In a similar vein, Gary Meadows states that the conscience is 
 

an aspect of self-awareness that produces the pain and/or pleasure we “feel” as we reflect on the norms and 
values we recognize and apply. Conscience is not an outside voice. It is an inward capacity humans possess to 
critique themselves because the Creator provided this process as a means of moral restraint for his creation. 
(“Conscience,” Evangelical Dictionary of Biblical Theology, 115) 
 

In the simple definition provided by Andrew Naselli and J. D. Crowley, “The conscience is your consciousness of 
what you believe is right and wrong” (Conscience: What It Is, How to Train It, and Loving Those Who Differ, 42). 
 

Therefore, these traits can be said to comprise the conscience:  
 

• It is a faculty or component of the mind. In other words, it is part of the mind’s 
processes. 

• It is designed for the evaluation of matters pertaining to morality and obligation 
(right vs. wrong; duty vs. discretion). 

• It evidences the image of God in man, as it reflects His own moral character and 
judgment. (Contrary to the claims of pet-lovers, animals—even dogs—do not 
have consciences!) 

 

Furthermore, it can be said that the conscience acts in two particular ways: (1) it functions as an internal judge—
rendering verdicts on the morality or immorality of past moral actions; and (2) it functions as an internal 
preacher—exhorting the mind to take certain steps with respect to impending moral decisions.  
 

The etymology of the word itself also sheds some light on what “conscience” means. The word is made up of 
two Latin terms: con (meaning “with”) and scientia (meaning “knowledge”). The terms “with” and “knowledge” 
combine to give the idea of knowledge shared with, or co-perception. The word in the Greek—συνείδησις 
(suneidēsis)—follows the same idea: σύν (sun, meaning “with”) and οἶδα (oida, meaning “to know”). Thus, in the 
biblical sense, the conscience is the knowledge about morality shared between God and man (cf. Rom 2:14–15).  
 

Consequently, the conscience is never intended to be a supreme, autonomous standard. As Packer states, it is 
rather “a mirror to catch the light of moral and spiritual truth that shines forth from God and to reflect it in 
concentrated focus upon our deeds, desires, goals, and choices” (“The Puritan Conscience,” 21). 

 

Interestingly, the Old Testament does not have a distinct Hebrew term for “conscience.” Nonetheless, its reality 
is clearly assumed in terms like “heart,” in activities like “discernment,” and in the recorded feelings of guilt: 
 

• 1 Kings 2:44 – “The king also said to Shimei, ‘You know all the evil which you acknowledge in your heart, which 
you did to my father David; therefore the LORD shall return your evil on your own head.’” (Cf. also 1 Sam 24:5.) 

• 1 Kings 3:9 – “So give Your servant an understanding heart to judge Your people to discern between good and 
evil. For who is able to judge this great people of Yours?” 

• Psalm 32:3-4 – “When I kept silent about my sin, my body wasted away through my groaning all day long. For day 
and night Your hand was heavy upon me; my vitality was drained away as with the fever heat of summer.” 

 

II. Biblical Testimony to the Conscience 

con • science: the faculty 
of the mind designed for 

evaluating matters 
pertaining to morality; it 
pronounces verdicts on 

past acts and exhorts 
regarding future decisions 

 

Conscience is “the understanding power of our souls examining how matters do stand between God and us, 
comparing His revealed will with our state, condition, and conduct, in thoughts, words, or deeds, done or 
omitted, and passing judgment thereupon as the case requires.” —David Dickson, Therapeutica Sacra, 3 
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The Greek word for “conscience” (συνείδησις, suneidēsis) is found thirty times in the New Testament, most 
frequently in the writings of Paul (20x). The following references emphasize the most salient points: 
 

• Romans 2:14–15 – “For when Gentiles who do not have the Law do instinctively the things of the Law, these, not 
having the Law, are a law to themselves, in that they show the work of the Law written in their hearts, their 
conscience bearing witness and their thoughts alternately accusing or else defending them.” The conscience is 
not something that operates only in believers. The moral deliberations of the unbeliever shows he has a “shared 
knowledge” of morality with God. Certainly, sin has corrupted man’s perception and whatever is left the 
unbeliever seeks to suppresses (cf. 1:18), but it nonetheless remains and renders him without excuse (cf.  2:16). 

• 1 Corinthians 8:7 – “However not all men have this knowledge; but some, being accustomed to the idol until now, 
eat food as if it were sacrificed to an idol; and their conscience being weak is defiled.” A believer’s conscience can 
be “weak” (misinformed, oversensitive), and is “defiled” (transgressed) when he acts contrary to what that 
conscience urges. 

• 1 Timothy 3:8–9 – “Deacons likewise must be men of dignity, not double-tongued, or addicted to much wine or 
fond of sordid gain, but holding to the mystery of the faith with a clear conscience.” A clear conscience is one that 
evaluates and approves of a person’s moral conduct by using sound doctrine (“the faith”) as the standard. Such 
a conscience—one that is “clear”—is not only possible but necessary in the case of deacons. Without it, they are 
not qualified to serve. 

• 1 Timothy 4:1–2 – “But the Spirit explicitly says that in later times some will fall away from the faith, paying 
attention to deceitful spirits and doctrines of demons, by means of the hypocrisy of liars seared in their own 
conscience as with a branding iron.” The conscience can be ignored, suppressed, and defiled so often than it 
becomes calloused. Like the nerves in fingers damaged by fire, this conscience no longer transmits any impulses 
of critique or exhortation. In such people, the conscience is so inconsequential that it is as if it does not exist. 

• Hebrews 9:14 – “how much more will the blood of Christ, who through the eternal Spirit offered Himself without 
blemish to God, cleanse your conscience from dead works to serve the living God?” The alleviation of the 
conscience’ guilty pangs is the great yearning of the soul. Such relief does not come through religious works or 
rituals but only through the atoning sacrifice of Jesus Christ. Christ’s all-sufficient sacrifice alone can remove the 
condemnation pronounced by a guilty conscience.  

 

1. Recover your conscience and its necessity in your life. Although our culture is hellbent on silencing or 
destroying the conscience, Christians must awaken it, develop it, and keep it tender. Indeed, the conscience 
is that thing that keeps us up at night after we commit sin, that warns us from taking an action we know is 
wrong, that defends our soul in the face of false accusations, and that keeps us from becoming man-
pleasers. Since it is the faculty of the mind that God has designed for moral deliberation, the Christian must 
learn to deliberate with his conscience consistently on all matters pertaining to morality. 

 

2. Obey your conscience until you can prove it wrong. Indeed, your conscience may be oversensitive and 
misinformed. But the surefire way to sear your conscience is to ignore it. The principle is basic: to disobey 
your conscience is sin (cf. Romans 14:14, 23; James 4:17). As Kevin DeYoung states, “if you don’t believe 
what you are doing is acceptable then it’s not acceptable for you to do it” (The Hole in Our Holiness, 42–43). 
 

 

 
 

[3] Almighty God of truth and love, 
To me Thy power impart; 

The burden from my soul remove, 
The hardness from my heart. 
O may the least omission pain 

My reawakened soul, 
And drive me to that blood again, 
Which makes the wounded whole. 

 
 
 
 

Charles Wesley 
“I Want a Principle Within” (1749) 

 

[2] From Thee that I no more may stray, 
No more Thy goodness grieve, 
Grant me the filial awe, I pray, 

The tender conscience give. 
Quick as the apple of an eye, 
O God, my conscience make! 

Awake my soul when sin is nigh, 
And keep it still awake. 

  
 
 
 

How must we respond? 

 

 

 

 
[1] I want a principle within 

Of jealous, godly fear, 
A sensibility of sin, 

A pain to feel it near. 
I want the first approach to feel 

Of pride or fond desire, 
To catch the wand'ring of my will, 

And quench the kindling fire. 
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3. Calibrate your conscience to the correct standard. Someone once stated, “The trouble with the advice, 
‘Follow your conscience’ is that most people follow it like someone following a wheelbarrow—they direct it 
wherever they want it to go, and then follow behind.” But the conscience was not created to be steered by 
the human will. Nor is it the ultimate standard of right and wrong. It is not supreme, never infallible, and 
never immutable. Only Christ is Lord over the conscience, and He mediates that lordship through His Word.  

 

The calibration of your conscience begins by acquiring an increasingly broad and accurate knowledge of 
what the Scriptures teach. It continues when the mind instructs the conscience about God’s will—derived 
from Scripture—on all moral matters. This then leads to the nullification of rules that the conscience 
embraced based solely on intuition, tradition, one’s community, false religion, or a misunderstanding of the 
Bible. This calibration is then complete when the conscience adopts the rules God’s Word truly prescribes. 
 

4. Protect your conscience against any violation. There is a priceless joy that comes from an unviolated 
conscience. As John MacArthur states, “The conscience is an important key to joy and victory in the Christian 
life. The benefits of a pure conscience comprise some of the greatest blessings of the Christian life” 
(Vanishing Conscience, 52). But note: to claim a “pure conscience” is not the same as claiming perfection. 
Instead, a pure conscience is obtainable when one confesses sin quickly, repents of it sincerely, mortifies it 
actively, and pursues Christlikeness with determination (cf. Acts 24:16; 1 Cor 9:24–27; 1 Tim 1:5; 1 Pet 3:16). 
 

5. Enjoy your conscience when it rightly vindicates. Many think the Christian life is a life of constant guilt-
riddenness. As such, the conscience is appreciated only for its ability to condemn. But God created the 
conscience also to give affirmation as we increasingly reflect His moral character and please Him through 
our lives (cf. 2 Cor 5:9; 1 Thess 4:1–2). As the British Puritan Joseph Hall stated, “Happy is that man that can 
be acquitted by himself in private, by others in public, and by God in both.” 
 

6. Tend your conscience and not that of another. There are few things that create strife between brothers as 
quickly as do disagreements over issues about which Scripture is silent. This has always been a problem in 
the church, for the Apostle Paul had to deal with it in both Corinth (1 Cor 8) and Rome (Rom 14). Remember 
that in the same way that you are not Lord over your own conscience, neither are you Lord over your 
brother’s conscience. That is a right belonging to God alone. Thus, the only time we can take steps to bind 
others’ consciences is through the appropriate use of God’s Word. 
 

7. Liberate your conscience by the power of the gospel. The conscience has the ability to condemn or defend, 
but never to redeem. It will inevitably identify our true state—guilty!—but it can never atone for it. If we 
listen to it, and only to it, it will drive us mad. We are sinners. But it is the power of the gospel to vindicate 
us not only from the righteous condemnation of God we merit, but also from our own consciences. Paul’s 
words are so crucial: “Therefore there is now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus” (Rom 8:1). 

 

1. Memorize Acts 24:16. 
2. Define “conscience” in your own words. 
3. What have been your responses to your conscience over the past week? Confess the times when you have 

tried to ignore it. Share with others examples of when you have sought to follow it.  
4. Listen to this sermon by pastor John MacArthur: “Cauterizing the Conscience,” preached January 22, 2001, 

and available through this link: Cauterizing the Conscience (gty.org). Make a list of the most helpful points. 
5. Why must the Christian never transgress his own conscience?  
6. Read 1 Corinthians 8 and Romans 14 this week, making a list of observations related to how the Christian is 

to relate to another brother’s conscience. 
7. Spend extra time in prayer this week, asking God to tenderize your conscience, to give you the knowledge 

necessary to develop it correctly, and to walk by its counsel. Praise God also for the truth of Romans 8:1. 
 

Audio, video, and handouts for this session: gracechurch.org/motw  
Next meeting: February 23, 7pm, “You Ought to Be Teachers” 

For Further Study 

https://www.gty.org/library/sermons-library/80-235/cauterizing-the-conscience

