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CONSCIENCE 
Dictionary Definition 

1. An awareness of morality in regard to one's behavior; a sense of right and wrong that      urges 
one to act morally: Let your conscience be your guide. 

2. A source of moral or ethical judgment or pronouncement: a document that serves as the 
nation's conscience. 

3. Conformity to one's own sense of right conduct: a person of unflagging conscience. 

4.  The part of the superego in psychoanalysis that judges the ethical nature of one's actions                                                                                                      
and thoughts and then transmits such determinations to the ego for consideration. 

 
REASONING 

Dictionary Definition 

1. Use of reason, especially to form conclusions, inferences, or judgments:  the drawing of 
inferences or conclusions through the use of reason 

2. Evidence or arguments used in thinking or argumentation. 

Conscience is the inner sense of right and wrong, coming from the Light of Christ. 
We are born with a natural capacity to distinguish between right and wrong because of 
the Light of Christ that is given to persons.  This faculty is called conscience. The 
possession of it makes you a responsible being. Like other faculties, our consciences 
may be deadened through sin or misuse. 

• The scribes and Pharisees were convicted by their own conscience, John 8:9. 
• Their conscience also bears witness, Rom. 2:14–15. 
• Apostates have their conscience seared with a hot iron, 1 Tim. 4:2. 

2 Timothy 3:1-5 - 1But mark this: There will be terrible times in the last days. 2 People will be 
lovers of themselves, lovers of money, boastful, proud, abusive, disobedient to their parents, 
ungrateful, unholy, 3 without love, unforgiving, slanderous, without self-control, brutal, not lovers 
of the good, 4 treacherous, rash, conceited, lovers of pleasure rather than lovers of God— 
5 having a form of godliness but denying its power. Have nothing to do with such people. 

Proverbs 16:25 - 25 There is a way that appears to be right, but in the end it leads to death. 

Conscience is the faculty of the mind, or inborn sense of right and wrong, by which we judge of 
the moral character of human conduct. It is common to all persons. Like all our other faculties, it 
has been perverted by the Fall ( John 16:2 ; Acts 26:9 ; Romans 2:15 ). It is spoken of as "defiled" 
( Titus 1:15 ), and "seared" ( 1 Timothy 4:2 ). A "conscience void of offence" is to be sought and 
cultivated ( Acts 24:16 ; Romans 9:1 ; 2 co 1:12 ; 1 Timothy 1:5 1 Timothy 1:19 ; 1 Peter 3:21 
 

CONSCIENCE 
Most Relevant Bible Verses 

Acts 23:1 - 1Paul looked straight at the Sanhedrin and said, “My brothers, I have fulfilled my duty 
to God in all good conscience to this day.” 

1 Timothy 3:9  - 9 They must keep hold of the deep truths of the faith with a clear conscience. 

1 Timothy 4:2 - 2 Such teachings come through hypocritical liars, whose consciences have been 
seared as with a hot iron. 

https://www.lds.org/scriptures/nt/john/8.9?lang=eng#p8
https://www.lds.org/scriptures/nt/rom/2.14-15?lang=eng#p13
https://www.lds.org/scriptures/nt/1-tim/4.2?lang=eng#p1
http://www.biblestudytools.com/john/16-2.html
http://www.biblestudytools.com/acts/26-9.html
http://www.biblestudytools.com/romans/2-15.html
http://www.biblestudytools.com/titus/1-15.html
http://www.biblestudytools.com/1-timothy/4-2.html
http://www.biblestudytools.com/acts/24-16.html
http://www.biblestudytools.com/romans/9-1.html
http://www.biblestudytools.com/romans/2.html
http://www.biblestudytools.com/romans/1-12.html
http://www.biblestudytools.com/1-timothy/1-5.html
http://www.biblestudytools.com/1-timothy/1-19.html
http://www.biblestudytools.com/1-peter/3-21.html
http://bible.knowing-jesus.com/Acts/23/1
http://bible.knowing-jesus.com/1-Timothy/3/9
http://bible.knowing-jesus.com/1-Timothy/4/2
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Hebrews 10:22  - 22 let us draw near to God with a sincere heart and with the full assurance that 
faith brings, having our hearts sprinkled to cleanse us from a guilty conscience and having our 
bodies washed with pure water. 

1 Corinthians 8:7 - 7 But not everyone possesses this knowledge. Some people are still so 
accustomed to idols that when they eat sacrificial food they think of it as having been sacrificed 
to a god, and since their conscience is weak, it is defiled. 

2 Corinthians 1:12 - 12 Now this is our boast: Our conscience testifies that we have conducted 
ourselves in the world, and especially in our relations with you, with integrity[a] and godly sincerity. 
We have done so, relying not on worldly wisdom but on God’s grace.  

Romans 2:14-15 - 14 (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. 15 They 
show that the requirements of the law are written on their hearts, their consciences also bearing 
witness, and their thoughts sometimes accusing them and at other times even defending them.)  

1 Timothy 1:19 - 19 holding on to faith and a good conscience, which some have rejected and so 
have suffered shipwreck with regard to the faith. 

Isaiah 30:21 - And your ears shall hear a word behind you, saying, “This is the way, walk in it,” 
when you turn to the right or when you turn to the left.  

Romans 2:15 - They show that the work of the law is written on their hearts, while their 
conscience also bears witness, and their conflicting thoughts accuse or even excuse them  

1 Timothy 1:5 - The aim of our charge is love that issues from a pure heart and a good 
conscience and a sincere faith.  

Proverbs 3:5-6 - Trust in the Lord with all your heart, and do not lean on your own understanding. 
In all your ways acknowledge him, and he will make straight your paths.  

Romans 14:1-23 - As for the one who is weak in faith, welcome him, but not to quarrel over 
opinions. One person believes he may eat anything, while the weak person eats only vegetables. 
Let not the one who eats despise the one who abstains, and let not the one who abstains pass 
judgment on the one who eats, for God has welcomed him. Who are you to pass judgment on 
the servant of another? It is before his own master that he stands or falls. And he will be upheld, 
for the Lord is able to make him stand. One person esteems one day as better than another, 
while another esteems all days alike. Each one should be fully convinced in his own mind. ...  

1 John 2:27 - But the anointing that you received from him abides in you, and you have no need 
that anyone should teach you. But as his anointing teaches you about everything, and is true, 
and is no lie—just as it has taught you, abide in him.  

1 Peter 3:16 - Having a good conscience, so that, when you are slandered, those who revile 
your good behavior in Christ may be put to shame.  

1 Timothy 1:19 - Holding faith and a good conscience. By rejecting this, some have made 
shipwreck of their faith,  

Titus 1:15 - To the pure, all things are pure, but to the defiled and unbelieving, nothing is pure; 
but both their minds and their consciences are defiled.  

Romans 13:5 - Therefore one must be in subjection, not only to avoid God's wrath but also for 
the sake of conscience.  

http://bible.knowing-jesus.com/Hebrews/10/22
http://bible.knowing-jesus.com/1-Corinthians/8/7
http://bible.knowing-jesus.com/2-Corinthians/1/12
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=2+Corinthians+1%3A12+&version=NIV#fen-NIV-28813a
http://bible.knowing-jesus.com/Romans/2/14
http://bible.knowing-jesus.com/1-Timothy/1/19
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Isaiah+30%3A21&version=ESV
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Romans+2%3A15&version=ESV
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=1+Timothy+1%3A5&version=ESV
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Proverbs+3%3A5-6&version=ESV
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Romans+14%3A1-23&version=ESV
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=1+John+2%3A27&version=ESV
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=1+Peter+3%3A16&version=ESV
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=1+Timothy+1%3A19&version=ESV
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Titus+1%3A15&version=ESV
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Romans+13%3A5&version=ESV
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1 Timothy 4:1-2 - Now the Spirit expressly says that in later times some will depart from the faith 
by devoting themselves to deceitful spirits and teachings of demons, through the insincerity of 
liars whose consciences are seared,  

1 John 1:9 - If we confess our sins, he is faithful and just to forgive us our sins and to cleanse 
us from all unrighteousness.  

Hebrews 13:18 - Pray for us, for we are sure that we have a clear conscience, desiring to act 
honorably in all things.  

Matthew 7:1-2 - “Judge not, that you be not judged. For with the judgment you pronounce you 
will be judged, and with the measure you use it will be measured to you.  

1 John 3:18-21 - Little children, let us not love in word or talk but in deed and in truth. By this we 
shall know that we are of the truth and reassure our heart before him; for whenever our heart 
condemns us, God is greater than our heart, and he knows everything. Beloved, if our heart 
does not condemn us, we have confidence before God;  

Matthew 7:12 - “So whatever you wish that others would do to you, do also to them, for this is 
the Law and the Prophets.  

Hebrews 9:14 - How much more will the blood of Christ, who through the eternal Spirit offered 
himself without blemish to God, purify our conscience from dead works to serve the living God.  

Colossians 2:8 - See to it that no one takes you captive by philosophy and empty deceit, according 
to human tradition, according to the elemental spirits of the world, and not according to Christ.  

Romans 9:1 - I am speaking the truth in Christ—I am not lying; my conscience bears me witness 
in the Holy Spirit—  

James 4:17 - So whoever knows the right thing to do and fails to do it, for him it is sin.  

Romans 8:16 - The Spirit himself bears witness with our spirit that we are children of God,  

The term “conscience” is not found in the Old Testament.  Perhaps the closest OT term to 
conscience is “heart” (e.g., 1 Samuel 24:5).  In the New Testament “conscience” is used 31 
times, mostly by Paul.  The key passage is Romans 2:14-15.  Scripture teaches that humans, 
made in the image of God, have an innate sense of right and wrong, a moral monitor that either 
“approves or accuses” (see Romans 2:14-15).  Conscience serves as an umpire, which disposes 
the human to view life situations in a moral/ethical light, thus judging/determining that some actions 
are “right” and some are “wrong.”  The Fall has drastically affected conscience but has clearly 
not destroyed it.  Evidence of this innate sense of right and wrong is a general agreement in all 
cultures about certain basic ethical issues (e.g., murder, incest, pedophilia, lying, stealing, etc.). 

How Conscience is developed in the NT: 

A human being may actually be sincerely following a wrong moral standard that deepens 
convictions about the “rightness” of certain actions.  Consider Paul before his conversion:  Saul 
(as he was then known) persecuted Christians with a “good conscience” (Acts 23:1).  His deep-
seated conviction (i.e., his conscience) told him “do right” and his ethical standard was “it is right 
to persecute Christians.”  Thus he followed his conscience but what he did was wrong, because 
his deep-seated conviction (i.e., his conscience) was ill-informed.  God needed to change his 
convictions, which He did–beginning at the Damascus Road with his salvation. 

1. When a person becomes a Christian, his/her conscience is heightened, as it were, by being 
informed both by Scripture and the work of the Holy Spirit.  This is in many ways a lifelong 
process.  When we then violate personal, societal or biblical standards, we experience 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=1+Timothy+4%3A1-2&version=ESV
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=1+John+1%3A9&version=ESV
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Hebrews+13%3A18&version=ESV
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Matthew+7%3A1-2&version=ESV
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=1+John+3%3A18-21&version=ESV
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Matthew+7%3A12&version=ESV
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Hebrews+9%3A14&version=ESV
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Colossians+2%3A8&version=ESV
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Romans+9%3A1&version=ESV
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=James+4%3A17&version=ESV
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Romans+8%3A16&version=ESV
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guilt.  This is one of the blessings of the conscience for the believer.  This “thermostat” keeps 
us from doing what might prove injurious to ourselves and to others and ultimately to our 
relationship with God.  When we willfully sin, conscience in conjunction with the Holy Spirit 
causes us to experience guilt.  We are then prompted to confess our sins (1 John 1:9) and 
experience the love and forgiveness of God.  This is now the ongoing process of how we 
deal with guilt in our lives—via confession (i.e., agreeing with God about our sin). 

2. For you as a believer, conscience may accuse you of something [or you may have 
convictions about something] when in actuality the action you are contemplating may either 
be morally neutral or even right.  This is essentially what Paul is discussing in 1 Corinthians 
8-10 and Romans 14.  Here the believer’s conscience is “weak,” (i.e., his/her convictions 
are not in conformity with the truth—the correct theological “knowledge” about idolatry and 
food).  So, at that point the mature believer must decide to either press his/her freedom or, 
because of the undeveloped conscience of the weaker brother/sister, choose not to exercise 
that freedom.  This “weaker” believer then must be open to the liberating teaching of the 
Holy Spirit who uses God’s Word to teach the truth about all things, including how to look at 
cultural standards, traditions and practices. 

3. For the believer, there is such a thing as a “seared conscience” (e.g., 1 Timothy 4:2).  If 
conscience is disobeyed repeatedly or if a believer refuses to develop the deep-seated 
convictions about issues of life and the maturing process is then halted, one’s sensitivity to 
moral issues soon becomes dulled.  If this continues, then the result is a seared 
conscience:  Convictions about a particular issue are developed that the believer knows are 
wrong or those convictions have not been fully informed by God’s Word.  In this case, 
conscience is then “seared.”  This is what I believe occurs with some genuine believers 
when it comes to homosexuality, for example.  Convictions are developed that to practice 
homosexuality is not wrong ethically.  Continued sin then desensitizes the conscience and 
the conscience has been seared—either by conscious disobedience to the clarity of God’s 
Word, or by convictions developed without the clear teaching of God’s Word.  Moreover, 
Scripture teaches that unconfessed sin and ongoing unbelief can also lead to a desensitized 
conscience (see Hebrews 3:12-13).  As Postmodernism is intersecting with evangelical 
Christianity, this is occurring with greater frequency. 

4. Conscience can also “malfunction” in the sense that it becomes overly sensitive or 
hypersensitive.  Here the conscience “over-functions,” condemning and accusing the 
Christian for small errors, forgiven actions and normal human failures.  This constant self-
criticism and self-reproach rob the Christian of joy and any sense of progress in growth 
toward Christ-likeness.  The result is often a performance-based Christianity that focuses 
on actions, not God’s grace, as the basis for acceptance.  Performance-based Christianity 
is what produces legalism and so much defeat in the Christian life.  [“If I am not performing 
the way I think I should, the way my pastor thinks I should, or the way my friends think I 
should” can produce the over-sensitive conscience, and thereby false guilt.]  False guilt is 
one of the lethal results of performance-based spirituality. 

The goal of the Christian believer, then, is to develop a mature conscience.  The Holy Spirit 
teaches the believer most clearly what is right and wrong from the objective Word of God.  That 
Word informs us of the truth; the Spirit then enables us to “welcome, embrace” that truth (see 1 
Corinthians 2:6-16), so that it transforms us from the inside out; and then we begin to develop 
those deep-seated convictions in the non-moral areas of life that can guide and direct us.  The 
Bible teaches that it is wrong to go against “conscience” but it also clearly teaches that we must 
be careful to have our conscience informed by God’s Word.  
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CONSCIENCE is to understand or become aware, to see completely, referring to moral 
consciousness). The Lat. form, conscientia, means “knowledge together with,” i.e., a second 
level of awareness accompanying awareness of an impulse, thought or act [RTWB]. The 
Scriptures view man in moral perspective. He is the creature who can and must answer to God 
for what he becomes. To assist him he has been given both capacity and inclination to judge his 
own behavior on the basis of a standard of right and wrong. 

Conscience is the indicator of the measure of agreement between our conduct and the values 
to which we are committed (Allport, p. 90). It aids in discerning what is right and good from what 
is inferior, wrong, and bad; and encourages decisions that are right and good or, where there is 
a conflict, that follow the higher norm. It is characterized by a sense of obligation. When its 
promptings are ignored or set aside the person feels guilty, a complex experience including a 
sense of judgment, unworthiness, self-depreciation and estrangement from God, others and self 
(Ps 32:4); and which is relieved only by forgiveness extended and accepted. 

Conscience is a term that describes an aspect of a human being's self-awareness. It is part of 
a person's internal rational capacity and is not, as popular lore sometimes suggests, an audience 
room for the voice of God or of the devil. Conscience is a critical inner awareness that bears 
witness to the norms and values we recognize and apply. The complex of values with which 
conscience deals includes not only those we own, but the entire range of values to which we are 
exposed during life's journey. Consequently, there is always a sense of struggle in our reflective 
process. The witness of conscience makes its presence known by inducing mental anguish and 
feelings of guilt when we violate the values we recognize and apply. Conscience also provides 
a sense of pleasure when we reflect on conformity to our value system. 

There is no Hebrew term in the Old Testament that is a linguistic equivalent for the classical 
Greek term suneidesis [suneivdhsi"]. The Hebrew term for "heart, " however, is a prominent term 
of self-awareness in the Old Testament. The lack of a developed concept of conscience in the 
Old Testament, as we see later in Paul, may be due to the worldview of the Hebrew person. 
Consciousness of life was of a relationship between God and a covenant community rather than 
an autonomous self-awareness between a person and his or her world. The only usage of 
suneidesis [suneivdhsi"] in the canonical section of the Septuagint is in Ecclesiastes 10:20, "Do 
not revile the king even in your thoughts, or curse the rich in your bedroom, " where it is clearly 
used as self-reflection in secret (cf. the only verbal variations in Job 27:6 ; and Lev 5:1 ). Rabbinic 
Judaism and the Dead Sea Scrolls are consistent with the Old Testament in their lack of a 
vocabulary of conscience. 

There are thirty occurrences of suneidesis [suneivdhsi"] in the New Testament (one more 
possible usage in a variant on John 8:9 ). The verb form (suneidon [suneivdw], sunoida) occurs 
only four times. The thirty occurrences are almost exclusively Pauline (22, with an additional 5 
in Hebrews and 3 in 1 Peter), and eleven of them are in the Corinthian correspondence. The 
classical use of this word-group for simple knowledge occurs in ac 5:2, 12:12, and 14:6. The 
Pauline development of conscience as a monitor of actions and attitudes is particularly noted in 
the Pastoral Epistles, where adjectives like "good" ( 1 Timothy 1:5 1 Timothy 1:19 ; cf. Acts 23:1 
) and "clear" ( 1 Tim 3:9 ; 2 Tim 1:3 ; cf. Acts 24:16 ) are used to depict the conscience as 
affirming right action. This action, however, is not determined by conscience but by other criteria 
to which conscience bears witness. Paul's reference to the conscience being "seared" and 
"corrupted" ( 1 Tim 4:2 ; Titus 1:15 ) indicates that the function of conscience as a capacity for 
sound inward critique has been thwarted by resistance to God's revealed values. The writer of 
Hebrews views conscience as bearing a witness of being "clear" or "guilty" ( 9:9 9:14 ; 10:2 10:22 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Ps%2032:4
http://www.biblestudytools.com/lexicons/greek/nas/suneidesis.html
http://www.biblestudytools.com/lexicons/greek/nas/suneidesis.html
http://www.biblestudytools.com/job/27-6.html
http://www.biblestudytools.com/leviticus/5-1.html
http://www.biblestudytools.com/lexicons/greek/nas/suneidesis.html
http://www.biblestudytools.com/john/8-9.html
http://www.biblestudytools.com/lexicons/greek/nas/suneido.html
http://www.biblestudytools.com/1-timothy/1-5.html
http://www.biblestudytools.com/1-timothy/1-19.html
http://www.biblestudytools.com/acts/23-1.html
http://www.biblestudytools.com/1-timothy/3-9.html
http://www.biblestudytools.com/2-timothy/1-3.html
http://www.biblestudytools.com/acts/24-16.html
http://www.biblestudytools.com/1-timothy/4-2.html
http://www.biblestudytools.com/titus/1-15.html
http://www.biblestudytools.com/dictionary/conscience/default.aspx?reference=%20+9:9
http://www.biblestudytools.com/dictionary/conscience/default.aspx?reference=%20+9:14
http://www.biblestudytools.com/dictionary/conscience/default.aspx?reference=%20+10:2
http://www.biblestudytools.com/dictionary/conscience/default.aspx?reference=%20+10:22
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; 13:18 ). First Peter reflects both the classical use of "awareness" ( 2:19 ) and the Pauline "clear" 
( 3:16 ) and "good" ( 3:21 ) pattern. 

Why is there such a significant usage of this term by Paul when it seems almost nonexistent in 
the Old Testament? The idea has been proposed that Paul's usage of suneidemsis was 
prompted by his debate with the Corinthian church. The usages in the Corinthians 
correspondence are the first chronological occurrences of the term in the New Testament. They 
also present a unique critique of the role of conscience in relation to a knowledge base. 

A thematic survey of the occurrences of suneidesis [suneivdhsi"] in the New Testament yield at 
least three major ideas. First, conscience is a God-given capacity for human beings to exercise 
self-critique. First Corinthians 4:4 and Romans 2:14-15 illustrate this capacity. In 1 Corinthians 
4:4 Paul reflects upon his ministry and motives and "knows nothing against himself" (sunoida; 
translated "My conscience is clear" by the NIV), but affirms that he is still subject to critique by 
God. Here Paul illustrates that conscience is not an end in itself, but is subject to critique. 
Romans 2:14-15 is used in its context as an illustration that the Gentiles are in one sense superior 
to the Jews. The Gentiles' "self-critique mechanism" (i.e., conscience) is more consistent in 
reference to their own law (i.e., values) than the Jews' is to theirs (i.e., the real law). The Jews 
resisted the law's role as convictor while the Gentiles' convictor (conscience) worked. The 
illustration serves to shame the Jews in their position of greater privilege. The point of Romans 
2:14-15 is merely illustrative of how the two parties function. The Gentiles are demonstrating a 
more consistent "moral" consciousness, "the work of the law" (its function, not its content is in 
view), in regard to their values than the privileged Jew is in regard to the value of God's law. 

Second, conscience is consistently imaged as a "witness" to something (cf. Rom 2:15 ; 9:1 ; 2 
Cor 1:12 ; 4:2 ; 5:11 ; along with the implications of adjectives such as a "good, " "clear" 
conscience ). Conscience is not an independent authority that originates judgments. The idea of 
conscience as a judge or legislator in the sense of originating an opinion is a modern innovation. 
A witness does not create evidence but is bound to respond to evidence that exists. The 
conscience does not dictate the content of right or wrong; it merely witnesses to what the value 
system in a person has determined is right or wrong. In this regard, conscience is not a guide 
but needs to be guided by a thoroughly and critically developed value system. 

Third, conscience is a servant of the value system. An analysis of 1 Corinthians 8 and 10 
exposes this principle. In the context of 1 Corinthians, a weak conscience is one without an 
adequate knowledge base in regard to idols and meat (i.e., a wrong value system), and therefore 
suffers feelings of guilt. The strong have a proper knowledge and are therefore free of guilt (cf. 
how "knowledge" is used almost as a substitute for conscience in the Rom. 14 discussion). The 
issue is not resolved on the basis of conscience but on the basis of worldview. Conscience 
merely monitors the worldview that exists in our internal conversation. Paul's comments about 
"ask no questions on account of conscience" in 1 Corinthians 10 has often been used to mean 
"what you don't know won't hurt you." Paul would hardly promote such an idea! Rather, Paul's 
use of the fixed phrase "on account of conscience" actually means "ask no questions because 
it really isn't a matter of conscience and therefore is not open for debate." 

Paul does protect the function of conscience in weak believers of 1 Corinthians, but not because 
they are correct or because their views should be forever tolerated. If the strong were to force 
the weak to conform against their values (albeit wrong), they would thereby destroy a process 
of conviction God created so society could police itself. The solution is to address the 
foundational values. As the value set is informed and changed, conscience will follow. Herein is 
a needful principle for the Christian community. While a person's judgment may be wrong in light 
of a biblically enlightened worldview, he or she must be given correct information and the 
opportunity to pursue maturity without oppressive external manipulation. This is the way of love 

http://www.biblestudytools.com/dictionary/conscience/default.aspx?reference=%20+13:18
http://www.biblestudytools.com/1-peter/2-19.html
http://www.biblestudytools.com/1-peter/3-16.html
http://www.biblestudytools.com/1-peter/3-21.html
http://www.biblestudytools.com/lexicons/greek/nas/suneidesis.html
http://www.biblestudytools.com/romans/2-15.html
http://www.biblestudytools.com/romans/9-1.html
http://www.biblestudytools.com/2-corinthians/1-12.html
http://www.biblestudytools.com/2-corinthians/1-12.html
http://www.biblestudytools.com/2-corinthians/4-2.html
http://www.biblestudytools.com/2-corinthians/5-11.html
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(cf. 1 Cor 8:1-3 ). On the other hand, the classic question, "How long do you put up with the 
weak?" is easily answered by contextual implication. You work with their weakness until they 
have had the opportunity to learn the correct way and it becomes a new conviction for them. If 
they refuse to learn and mature, then they have shifted from the category of weak to belligerent 
and thereby come under new rules of engagement. 

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 a inward capacity humans possess to critique themselves because the Creator provided this 
process as a means of moral restraint for his creation. The critique conscience exercises related 
to the value system which a person develops. Romans 12:1-2 makes the point that God desires 
that his creation conform to divine values by a process of rational renewal. The Scriptures 
provide the content for this renewal.  

Question: "What is the conscience?" 

Answer: The conscience is defined as that part of the human psyche that induces mental 

anguish and feelings of guilt when we violate it and feelings of pleasure and well-being when our 
actions, thoughts and words are in conformity to our value systems. The Greek word translated 
“conscience” in all New Testament references is suneidēsis, meaning “moral awareness” or 
“moral consciousness.” The conscience reacts when one’s actions, thoughts, and words 
conform to, or are contrary to, a standard of right and wrong.  

There is no Hebrew term in the Old Testament equivalent to suneidēsis in the New Testament. 
The lack of a Hebrew word for “conscience” may be due to the Jewish worldview, which was 
communal rather than individual. The Hebrew considered himself as a member of a covenant 
community that related corporately to God and His laws, rather than as an individual. In other 
words, the Hebrew was confident in his own position before God if the Hebrew nation as a whole 
was in good fellowship with Him.  

The New Testament concept of conscience is more individual in nature and involves three major 
truths. First, conscience is a God-given capacity for human beings to exercise self-evaluation. 
Paul refers several times to his own conscience being “good” or “clear” (Acts 23:1; 24:16; 1 
Corinthians 4:4). Paul examined his own words and deeds and found them to be in accordance 
with his morals and value system, which were, of course, based on God’s standards. His 
conscience verified the integrity of his heart.  

Second, the New Testament portrays the conscience as a witness to something. Paul says the 
Gentiles have consciences that bear witness to the presence of the law of God written on their 
hearts, even though they did not have the Mosaic Law (Romans 2:14-15). He also appeals to 
his own conscience as a witness that he speaks the truth (Romans 9:1) and that he has 
conducted himself in holiness and sincerity in his dealings with men (2 Corinthians 1:12). He 
also says that his conscience tells him his actions are apparent to both God and the witness of 
other men’s consciences (2 Corinthians 5:11).  

Third, the conscience is a servant of the individual’s value system. An immature or weak value 
system produces a weak conscience, while a fully informed value system produces a strong 
sense of right and wrong. In the Christian life, one’s conscience can be driven by an inadequate 
understanding of scriptural truths and can produce feelings of guilt and shame disproportionate 
to the issues at hand. Maturing in the faith strengthens the conscience. 

This last function of the conscience is what Paul addresses in his instructions regarding eating 
food sacrificed to idols. He makes the case that, since idols are not real gods, it makes no 
difference if food has been sacrificed to them or not. But some in the Corinthian church were 
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weak in their understanding and believed that such gods really existed. These immature 
believers were horrified at the thought of eating food sacrificed to the gods, because their 
consciences were informed by erroneous prejudices and superstitious views. Therefore, Paul 
encourages those more mature in their understanding not to exercise their freedom to eat if it 
would cause the consciences of their weaker brothers to condemn their actions. The lesson here 
is that, if our consciences are clear because of mature faith and understanding, we are not to 
cause those with weaker consciences to stumble by exercising the freedom that comes with a 
stronger conscience. 

Another reference to conscience in the New Testament is to a conscience that is “seared” or 
rendered insensitive as though it had been cauterized with a hot iron (1 Timothy 4:1-2). Such a 
conscience is hardened and calloused, no longer feeling anything. A person with a seared 
conscience no longer listens to its promptings, and he can sin with abandon, delude himself into 
thinking all is well with his soul, and treat others insensitively and without compassion. 

As Christians, we are to keep our consciences clear by obeying God and keeping our 
relationship with Him in good standing. We do this by the application of His Word, renewing and 
softening our hearts continually. We consider those whose consciences are weak, treating them 
with Christian love and compassion. 
 

I. The Christian’s conscience and the Christian community 

A. Biblical Teaching 

1. Old Testament. The word “conscience” does not appear in the OT. The functions of 
conscience are ascribed to the “heart.” “David’s heart smote him, because he had cut off Saul’s 
skirt” (1 Sam 24:5) and because he had numbered the people (2 Sam 24:10). Job disclaimed 
guilt: “My heart does not reproach me for any of my days” (Job 27:6). Adam and Eve hid 
themselves from one another (fig leaves) and from the presence of God (Gen 3:7, 8), indicating 
a frightening, separating, painful sense of guilt operating at the very outset. “Heart” is not a well-
differentiated term in the OT. It is used in connection with a diversity of intellectual and emotional 
as well as moral functions, although man’s moral qualities assume central importance in the 
Bible’s treatment of him (HDB). The absence of an OT doctrine of conscience is ascribed in part 
to the fact that his moral standard was external, the Mosaic code, and in part because the sense 
of individuality was not well-developed. Men tended first to think of themselves as members of 
a family, clan, and tribe. Moral responsibility was shared, perhaps because it inhered in the 
group. Instances abound of a household, clan, or tribe being punished for the offense of one or 
a few of its members (e.g. Josh 7:1), or spared or rewarded through the well-doing of a member 
(e.g. Josh 6:17, 22-24). Personal responsibility for wrongdoing and the obligation to make 
restitution is clear in the law (e.g. Exod 21; 22) but, as seems persistent in the history of mankind, 
even the people of God willingly settled for a tribal morality sufficient to keep one in the good 
graces of his neighbors. Ezekiel sternly called Israel back to a sense of individual moral 
responsibility (Ezek 18, esp. v. 20). Israel’s failure to grasp and act on this warning cannot be 
ascribed solely to perversity. Neither in Israel nor Greece nor Babylonia nor Medo-Persia was 
the sense of individualism well developed in OT times. 

2. New Testament. In KJV “conscience” appears thirty-two times. One instance (John 8:9) is 
rejected as a gloss by the RSV. “Conscience” appears mostly in the writings of Paul. Our Lord 
Jesus Christ never used the word although His teaching aimed at awakening a tender 
conscience in men and at focusing their attention on motive as well as act. Jesus called men to 
moral wholeness. The inside as well as the outside of the cup must be clean (Matt 23:26). Simply 
to avoid killing or committing adultery does not suffice. To be angry with a brother makes one 
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liable to judgment (5:22) and to look lustfully at a woman is to commit adultery in one’s heart 
(5:28). God lays claim to our wishes and intentions as well as our acts, Jesus said. He did not 
belittle the overweening moral earnestness of the scribes and Pharisees. He merely made it 
clear that even this was not enough to enable a man to stand before God: “Unless your 
righteousness exceeds that of the scribes and the Pharisees, you will never enter the kingdom 
of heaven” (5:20). But through the cross Christ would effect reconciliation between men and God 
(2 Cor 5:18) and men would be reckoned righteous through faith (Gal 3:6). Paul’s education had 
saturated him in Hel. culture as well as rabbinical teachings. He knew that the early Greeks and 
Romans externalized and personified their consciences in the form of fiendish, avenging female 
demons (Erinyes and Furies). He also knew that the crumbling of the Hellenic Age left men and 
nations divided, rootless, anxious, cynical, and despairing. Gilbert Murray, the renowned 
Classicist, speaks of it as an age of failure of nerve. In that time of change individualism 
heightened, and rising self-consciousness helped give rise to the concept of “conscience.” It is 
found in the writings of the Stoics, of Cicero, and of Menander whose writings were doubtless 
known to Paul, who quoted from Menander (RTWB). Paul regarded conscience as one evidence 
of the validity and universality of the moral law. He argued that all men are responsible for what 
they do; the Gentiles, who were not given the law, do what the law requires, thereby showing 
that their consciences are guided by universal, built-in moral premises (“written on their hearts,” 
Rom 2:15). Men have received a sufficient revelation of what is good to make them morally 
responsible (HDB). Paul speaks of “having lived before God in all good conscience” (Acts 23:1), 
which he lays claim to have maintained always, presumably even when he was was persecuting 
the Church. This is consistent with his discussion of the weaker brother whose conscience will 
not let him eat meat offered to idols. He gives the stronger brother, i.e. the one who knows idols 
are unreal and is untroubled by eating such meat, stern warning not to encourage the weaker 
brother to go against his own conscience (1 Cor 8:7-12; 10:25-29) however uninformed that 
conscience may be. Paul’s reasoning seems to be that one assumes moral responsibility only 
for decisions related to one’s own conscience; to disobey conscience is to be at war with one’s 
deepest self (HDB); only a morally responsible attitude is likely to lead to contrition and 
repentance which are necessary to bring about a needed change of mind. And since a man does 
not “by taking thought add a cubit to his stature,” it is not enough simply to give him a quick 
explanation of the non-existence of idols. This fact must become personal conviction before his 
conscience is truly altered. Good conscience begins with a person’s heeding its urgings. It 
develops through bringing one’s moral convictions under the scrutiny of God’s will. Paul speaks 
also of the corrupted conscience (Titus 1:15) in which a person’s religious profession and 
ceremonial worship are divorced from his behavior so that his actions belie his words. The scorn 
Paul has for such people may be seen in his final thrust at them; he calls them “detestable, 
disobedient, unfit for any good deed” (1:16). Nor does he deal more kindly with those whose 
consciences he describes as “seared” (1 Tim 4:2). Seared consciences are consciences which 
have lost their sensitivity through persistently embracing what is evil. In this instance, the evil 
consisted of a false asceticism as the basis for spiritual pride. Paul wrote that they “forbid 
marriage and enjoin abstinence from foods which God created to be received with thanksgiving” 
(1 Tim 4:3). This view of life prob. had its roots in the Gnostic heresy that matter in itself is evil, 
for Paul is quick to point out that everything created by God is good (1 Tim 4:4). Similarly he 
reminded the Galatians that the life in Christ began with grace and, to remain authentic, must 
continue on that basis. The Christian’s conscience must be rooted in his redemption through 
God’s grace in Jesus Christ and not on works of the law (the flesh). Mankind, however, prefers 
a prescriptive moral system, one with specific, clearly spelled out rules. Man wants to know what 
to do and what not to do. As far as possible, he prefers to avoid or minimize moral decision. A 
conventional, external morality leaves him feeling more secure. Paul understood both the siren 
lure of a legalistic moral system and the moral shipwreck and spiritual death it brings. Therefore, 
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he urged the Galatians to have the courage to live with a Christian’s conscience, one that is free 
in Jesus Christ and which cultivates the fruit of the Spirit (Gal 5:22, 23). Finally, there is the 
matter of renewal of conscience through forgiveness, the constructive disposition of guilt. The 
sinner who seeks forgiveness is instructed to confess (1 John 1:9), to manifest contrition (“godly 
grief,” 2 Cor 7:10) and repentance, to forgive others (Matt 18:35), and to have the trust, courage, 
and humility to accept God’s forgiveness lest he fall into remorse, for “worldly grief produces 
death” (2 Cor 7:10)—a point dramatically and tragically underscored by Judas’ suicide (Acts 
1:18). Ritual propitiation, much preferred by the sinner since it leaves him his pride, is ineffective, 
for it never reaches the springs of action and hence does not free the will and purge the conscience 
(HDB). Scripture teaches that while everything must be paid for, Christ’s sacrificial atonement has 
fulfilled all righteousness. Through Him there is cleansing of the conscience, for in Him the 
demands of conscience are satisfied and God may be approached with confidence (Heb 10:22). 

B. The development of conscience. Conscience is not implanted full-blown in the human 
personality. Moral development is subject to the same laws of learning and to the same hazards 
in learning as are other aspects of personality. Sound conscience-development is pivotal to 
spiritual growth and requires moral instruction in which attention is given not only to what is 
imparted but to how it is imparted, for both the content and the mood of conscience is important. 
“The Bible is the touchstone of conscience” (HDB). Familiarity with it and regular study are 
important in maintaining an informed Christian conscience and encouraging moral and spiritual 
maturity. But how one approaches the Bible and what one perceives therein is deeply affected 
by the emotional climate in which moral instruction takes place. 

1. The child’s conscience. Conscience begins largely through parental prohibitions and 
expectations which the child takes over indiscriminately; he internalizes them and they then 
serve him as spontaneous checks on his behavior. Small children tend to react on an all-or-
nothing basis, so that these rules and expectations take on absoluteness. They exist for 
themselves, calling for specific, regular response that has little to do with a person’s intention or 
the effect of an act on others. This is the rudiment of legalism. It is an unavoidable step in 
developing the conscience in view of the child’s inexperience and his lack of skill in abstract 
thinking. Whether or not a person progresses readily from this automatic, unreflective pattern of 
moral response depends greatly upon the emotional tone within which he is taught. Is obedience 
a good or bad bargain? How is one asked to make his renunciations? In a climate of 
encouragement, or in one heavily steeped in disapproval? Grace preceded law in God’s dealings 
with His people. Abraham “believed the Lord; and he reckoned it to him as righteousness” (Gen 
15:6). Later the law was given to Moses. First, the covenantal relationship: “I will be their God”; 
they shall be my people (17:1-8); then the explication of what it means to “walk before me, and 
be blameless.” Moral and spiritual nurture in the individual follows the same sequence. Healthy, 
ongoing development is facilitated when the experience of grace precedes the demands of law. 
Where this is reversed grace is always experienced as conditional, a factor lying at the root of 
many subsequent spiritual difficulties. The ability to trust freely underlies Christian experience. 
Trust is essential for productively entering into relationship with God and one’s fellow believers 
and for entering into the Gospel realities of justification by faith, adoption as sons of God and 
joint-heirs with Christ, the forgiveness of sins, and the Christian hope for the future. Where 
parents are good models of the qualities they require of the child and where the climate of the 
home is predictable, warm, and supportive, putting greater emphasis on approval and 
encouraging success rather than upon disapproval and punishing failure, the child finds 
obedience a good bargain and develops a healthy sense of guilt. He experiences agapē, “love 
in spite of,” and the reality of forgiveness. But where the inevitable demands in child training are 
invoked without first establishing a relationship of trust, moral training becomes a punitive, fear-
ridden process in which “goodness” is reduced to the avoidance of evil rather than the attainment 
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of positive virtue. The child feels he must earn parental affection through external righteousness 
in this context of conditional love. His conscience then becomes negative, inflexible, and 
unreflective and his sense of guilt an unhealthy one. This is the conscience of the moralists who 
“tithe mint and dill and cummin, and have neglected the weightier matters of the law” (Matt 
23:23). Just as the acceptance of the positional doctrines frees the Christian to fellowship with 
Christ and these doctrines mature in him, so the experience of trust prior to the invoking of 
demand lays a foundation of grace under moral instruction which frees the child to grow morally 
and spiritually. What is taught is important. The emotional climate in which it is taught is equally 
important. Either it is infused with the spirit of Christ or the spirit of Pharisee. Neglect of either 
right content or right spirit in moral instruction is detrimental. 

2. The mature conscience. Infantile legalism and an automatic, “out there” experience of 
conscience is a necessary stage and one to be worked through. The maturing of conscience is 
a process of assimilating and making a part of oneself what has been the internalization of a 
pattern of external demands, goals, and practices. Mature behavior is rooted primarily in 
personal commitment to ideals and in moral conviction rather than in response to external 
demand. Mature conscience says, “I ought,” rather than, “I must...or else.” It is not a matter of 
ridding oneself of his childhood conscience, which usually contains much of real value. Parental 
instruction instills the practical morality of the family and society along with moral principles and 
ideals. Conscience maturity begins in earnest in adolescence and is furthered by a climate that 
encourages both personal commitment to Christ and to His moral priorities and reflection upon 
one’s experience and motives so as to build a personal hierarchy of Christian values and goals. 
Reflection is stimulated when one’s moral habits or values are challenged by competing values, 
provided the person is not fear-ridden and merely avoids the issue through automatic response. 
A spirit of self-recrimination retards maturing. Self-recrimination is rooted in chronic expectation 
of blame and is an effort to cope with this expectation by being the first and most severe to blame 
and to punish oneself. Maturing of the conscience also is related to the ability to see things from 
another’s point of view and to empathize with others. These qualities form the basis of accurate 
assessment of the effect of one’s behavior upon others. A mature Christian conscience is 
furthered by sound instruction in the Bible, an open and supportive climate of inquiry which 
encourages honest expression of opinion and thoughtful appraisal of experience, good adult 
models after whom to pattern oneself, and a grasp both of the reality of forgiveness and the 
proper fruit of repentance: getting up and going on without wallowing in self recrimination—
“forgetting what lies behind...I press on toward the goal...” (Phil 3:13, 14). The child’s conscience 
and the mature conscience are not mutually exclusive. Everyone has both ingredients operating 
in his moral functioning. Norms and ideals may be identical but the motivation is different. The 
child’s conscience is driven largely by compulsion, “the magisterial authority of felt obligation” 
(Bertocci, p. 219); the mature conscience operates on an inner imperative to will the best one 
knows in every situation affording choice. Personality differences require varied experiences and 
pedagogical approaches to bring persons to moral maturity (Havighurst and Taba). 

3. Problem consciences. The most common problem conscience, and a significant source of 
mischief for personal growth and for maintaining harmony in the Christian fellowship, is the 
prohibitive conscience. The person with a prohibitive conscience has a rigidly-fixed, negatively-
oriented child’s conscience. The person’s consciousness is dominated by an unbearable burden 
of guilt, and by fear of reproof or punishment. Since he accepts responsibility for achieving the 
impossible, or for being what God never intended him to be, he lives in a chronic state of guilt-
riddenness. He feels obligated to get results for which he has neither the necessary knowledge 
nor the requisite talent. Fear of vice and wrong-doing is stronger than love of virtue and doing 
right. Goodness is reduced to not doing anything wrong. Life is dominated by a need to appease 
and to propitiate God and men. The person feels surrounded by demand, disapproval, and anger 
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over his imperfections. He tends to experience “guilt feelings” rather than guilt. “Guilt feelings” 
result from repression of thoughts, feelings, and behaviors that hold out the threat of disapproval 
and punishment. Repression enables the person to dissociate his experience of guilt from the 
thoughts or actions which induce the guilt. This leaves him with “free floating” guilt which he can 
now attach to more innocuous experiences. He finds these easier to deal with either because 
they are more readily avoided or because others keep reassuring him that he need not feel guilty 
about such matters. Guilt feelings dominate in a prohibitive conscience. Since they are free-
floating they prevent real moral insight. And since they involve propitiatory self-punishment they 
prevent genuine contrition and repentance. Guilt feelings have little to do with sorrow for sin. 
They are signs of a preoccupation with a fear of consequences. If the person turns these feelings 
outward he is likely to adopt a critical disparaging life style, which dwells on the sins and 
shortcomings of others. If he turns them in on himself, he magnifies his sins, wallows self-
punitively in them and dominates others through his self-reproach and threats of self-destruction. 
In either case the person lives in a vicious circle virtually anesthetized against the counsel and 
spiritual ministrations of family, friends, and pastor. Not until he can be helped to reconnect the 
guilt feelings to the thoughts or actions that give rise to them is he likely to develop the contrition 
and repentance that open the way to genuine moral and spiritual insight and growth. Acquiring 
courage to face oneself and to accept forgiveness involves for such a person turning his world 
topsy-turvy. His implicit major premise is that love is always conditional and is, at its root, a 
reward for perfection. From this he concludes that forgiveness is at best partial and temporary 
and is contingent on “not doing that again.” Courage to trust that God’s love is unconditional, 
rooted in His holy love and in the finished work of Jesus Christ freely extended to the penitent, 
and that forgiveness is real and abiding, i.e. courage to make a radical shift of one’s view of the 
universe at the very point where one is most skeptical, frightened, and vulnerable rises partly 
out of desperation, but in greater degree from experiencing a measure of agapē from persons 
and from the community of believers. Those who suffer from a prohibitive conscience require 
the major portion of a minister’s pastoral ministrations. They also tend to be deeply involved in 
congregational misunderstandings and disputes. Other disorders of conscience include such 
variations on the prohibitive conscience such as the literalistic conscience, seen in those who 
remain largely fixed in a child’s type of conscience which is rigid, unbending, and aggressively 
imposed on others as a way to dominate and to assert moral superiority (e.g. Simon the 
Pharisee, Luke 7:39); and the scrupulous conscience: self-doubting, fearful of making moral 
decisions, and spending much time in second-guessing themselves. But there is also the lax 
conscience, schooled to allow a person to side-step moral obligation with ease. And many 
psychiatrists and social commentators express concern today over what they call repression of 
conscience which is seen in the typical neurosis of our time, the character neurosis, as well as 
in the more radically pathological psychopathic reaction, which Lombroso called “moral 
imbecility.” 

C. Recurring issues 

1. The nature and basis of conscience. The pivotal fact for the Christian as he considers 
conscience is the fact that behind conscience is God, who is holy, personal, and the Creator of 
a moral universe which is to be judged by His righteousness. Man is made in the image of God 
(Gen 1:26) and is answerable to Him for what he makes of himself, how he exercises his 
obligation to be a neighbor (Luke 10:37), and his dominion over the created order. Conscience 
is “an intuition of the moral law” (ISBE), that is, the Bible takes the stance of ethical realism. 
“Man is not adrift in a complex world without an inner monitor. In the midst of the conflicting 
demands and many impulses of his nature, surrounded by a world of imperfect sensible objects, 
he feels the lure of perfections that cannot have their source in the imperfections of human 
existence. No amount of imagining and reasoning can derive the imperfect from the perfect. Only 
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the dim awareness of perfection guides his analysis of and movement from imperfection” 
(Bertocci, 237). Paul appealed directly to manifestations of this intuition as the basis for his 
statement that all men are without excuse before God (Rom 2:14, 15). Alternative views enjoying 
widespread popularity today ascribe ethical action and norms either to personal desire or social 
concensus. Both, however, make implicit appeals to certain universal moral principles intuitively 
apprehended. The privatistic relativist roots moral action in personal desire and rejects all 
standards that do not spring from a person’s own preferences. Both social custom and universal 
moral standards are rejected on the basis of an implicit universal which demands that all 
individuality ought to be respected whether one prefers to or not. For all the privatist’s emphasis 
on “bringing people together” there is no basis in his system for forming a genuine community. 
His fellow moral relativist, the social relativist, differs with him in maintaining that a society is 
obligated to insist upon and even force certain conformities and norms on individuals as a basis 
for meaningful community (Bertocci, 276). Social relativism, which reduces morality to local or 
cultural mores and values, argues that people differ so extensively in what they regard as good 
and evil that any notion of universal values is out of the question. Bertocci points out that cross-
cultural values have been discovered, disapproval of rape, lying and stealing within the group 
and approval of mutuality, truth, and beauty, and he asks why, if people within a group can 
develop common values, this should be excluded in a priori fashion on a cross-cultural basis 
(306). But social relativism also bootlegs into its system certain absolutes: survival is used as a 
basic standard for judging goodness or badness; and critical inquiry as the way in which persons 
ought to arrive at their search for truth and goodness. Allport, to the contrary, comments, “In 
spite of differing tabus and imperatives it seems that all people prize kindness to children, loyalty 
to the in-group and...and have a not wholly capricious sense of justice” (87), a thesis more 
extensively documented in the appendix of C. S. Lewis’ The Abolition of Man. 

2. Conscience and the koinonia (community). The individual needs other persons and social 
institutions in order to discover himself and develop his moral potential (1 Cor 12). Here the 
Christian community is said to be for the individual an ongoing source of intimacy, of norms, of 
moral and emotional support, of correction and forgiveness, and opportunity for service. The 
koinonia supplies him with an undergirding structure, but it needs his imagination and his loyalty 
for significant viability. Therefore the koinonia must be careful to avoid the totalitarian trap of an 
organic view of unity, in which the individual derives his meaning from and exists for the benefit 
of the whole group and persons become means and not ends. In this view, persons are reduced 
to categories principally designed to subordinate them to the whole: “Aryans,” “proletariat,” etc. 
As indicated in the discussion on Galatianism, this has a fatal fascination for people since it 
promises security and relieves from responsibility. The Western world is sufficiently 
“Christianized” that it is all too easy for the koinonia to substitute conventional morality for 
personal Christian conviction which will on occasion require that one stand against conventional 
morality in the manner of Amos and Hosea. The koinonia must likewise be on guard against the 
counterculture’s uncritically applied “man against society” stance. This anti-institutional stance 
reduces community to an aggregate of persons whose relationships cannot but be transient and 
shallow. The community, as indicated above, has characteristics that the individual needs in 
order for his conscience to mature. For its effective functioning, however, it needs to see itself 
as the body, whose Head is Christ and whose individual members have been given their identity 
and their gifts by the Spirit—individual members who need each other to develop as persons 
through serving God and neighbor, and who need the individual’s conscience to guard it against 
entrapment in conventional morality. 

 

 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Rom%202:14
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Rom%202:15
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=1Cor%2012:1-1Cor%2012:31
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II. Conscience in social philosophy and science 

A. Popular usage. In popular usage, when one does wrong he suffers the “pangs of 
conscience.” One may seek to “salve his conscience” with works of benevolence. In evangelical 
theology a “guilty conscience” often is considered the prerequisite to conversion. A “good or 
clear conscience” describes the feeling one has when he believes he has done what he should 
have done. A “seared conscience” is identified by some with the “unpardonable sin.” In 
rationalistic theology the conscience was identified as the internal repository of natural law. It sat 
in judgment on men’s actions, declaring them good or bad. The cry for “liberty of conscience” 
also arose among the rationalists. They believed the conscience to be an infallible guide to 
conduct. To force someone to act contrary to his conscience was to force him to sin. This is the 
origin of the rights of “conscientious objectors.” Contemporary relativism has raised disturbing 
questions about the role of the conscience as a trustworthy guide to conduct. Anthropologists 
have found significant diversity among cultures in those acts they define as good and as bad. 
Culture, not innate knowledge, appears to have provided the content of conscience. Since most 
systems of ethics have depended heavily on the conscience as a guide, the relativism of the 
content of conscience has dealt them a heavy blow. Finally, “social conscience” means that a 
person is actively concerned about social problems. 

It is time to rethink the subject of conscience. What can contemporary social philosophy and 
science tell us about the conscience? What is the Biblical understanding of conscience? Can 
these be harmonized? What is the role of conscience in the Christian ethic? 

B. Rationalist man. Many of the understandings and misunderstandings of conscience 
appearing in popular thought are derived from the rationalistic model of man. This man is very 
reasonable, responsible, and detached from the world. His decision-making process is not unlike 
that of a computer. All the facts are fed into his mind. He logically considers the information, then 
he decides what would be the reasonable course of action. His conscience is a moral governor. 
It flashes a red warning light when his logic is faulty. It also flashes a green light when rational 
man may proceed. The content of the conscience is innate moral law, refined and expanded by 
the truths of moral philosophy and the precepts of culture. 

C. Marxist man. Marxism presents a different model of man. This man is a creature of his social 
environment, particularly the economy. He is corrupted by a corrupt society. The hope of 
mankind is the working class. This class has the right values because it lives the productive life. 
A man accepts the values of his class. His conscience is a creature of these values. The actions 
of Marxist man are a response to the stimulus of events in society. Man follows, he does not 
create. Consequently, conscience is but the internalized values of one’s social class. Such a 
theory cannot explain Marx’s own conscience which motivated him to cry out against the social 
injustice of his day. 

D. Freudian man. Freud’s model of man speaks of the id, the ego, and the super-ego. The 
super-ego is a kind of automatic conscience. It is a psychic policeman detailing what one should 
and should not do. Its content is drawn from the prohibitions of parents and society. The super-
ego is the culprit in psychosis. The goal of psychoanalysis is to strengthen the ego so that it may 
override the conscience. Freud draws upon relativism to discount the authority of the 
conscience. He seeks to cure a guilty conscience by discrediting it. 

E. Intentional man. Recently Gibson Winter has developed the model of “intentional man.” This 
approach draws upon the social sciences to comprehend the forces involved in human 
existence. Social psychology teaches that men function in many roles and statuses. This is not 
to suggest that life is essentially compartmentalized, because the same self can function as a 
son, father, husband, relative, friend, employee, teacher, customer, and so forth. Each of these 
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roles places somewhat different demands upon one and upon those with whom he is interacting. 
Consequently, he must play each role somewhat differently. Further, a particular role will need 
to be modified in various time-space situations. Often one will be confronted by conflicting 
demands being placed upon him because he functions in so many different roles 
contemporaneously. This means that there is a very complex interrelationship between the actor 
and those with whom he is interacting. Here the conscience comes in for some hard knocks. For 
example, one’s ideal of a good teacher may demand so much time that his ideal of a good father 
must be shortchanged. His conscience condemns him. Adjustments are attempted. More pangs 
of conscience may result. 

Social theory adds the insight that man plays his roles within a number of different environments: 
family, community, groups, institutions and organizations, culture’s norms and patterns of 
behavior, the person’s own physical makeup, and the physical environment. Within this social 
framework man is busy acting. His acting takes different forms. Often he is simply reacting to 
opportunities and difficulties which present themselves to him; at other times he is busy 
developing projects. A project is an activity pursuant of a man’s goals. Intentional man is a 
planner. He seeks to achieve his goals by constructing a “game plan.” One’s goals, both 
immediate and long range, are grounded in one’s values. Intentional man is an evaluating man. 
He has a basic core-orientation for his life. In terms of this core-orientation he has worked out a 
value system—a ranking of importance of the things, activities, and relationships which make up 
his life. Conscience applies this value system to a man’s activities. It stirs guilt feelings when 
inconsistencies are found. 

In our complex modern life, with so many demands upon us, conscience’s job is not easy. Often 
one finds himself pulled two or three ways simultaneously by conscience. Most people, like Paul 
(Rom 7), do not find the conscience an infallible guide. At best, conscience is a monitor of the 
will, holding it in check as it develops projects. 

F. Existentialist man. A final model is that of existentialist J. P. Sartre. Man is flung into 
existence. Since all things are relative, man is counseled to embrace freedom. Free man is 
authentic man. Inauthentic man cowardly chooses to subscribe to ready-made values of church 
or state, but he never finds a peaceful conscience. Authentic man rejects the hold upon him by 
traditional values; he chooses his own values; in this he finds meaning and a good conscience. 
The good is what is good for him. He rises above the “bad faith” or guilty conscience of the 
unfree man who seeks to escape freedom and salve his conscience in the crowd. 

Perhaps this is the place for a small digression to consider the subject of cultural relativity as it 
relates to conscience. Clyde Kluckhohn, noted American anthropologist, has questioned the idea 
of total ethical relativity. At one time this idea, first advanced by Auguste Comte, seemed to 
gather support from the findings of anthropologists. But, as Kluckhohn declares, mature 
reflection indicates that this is not the case. Prescriptions against murder, incest, and untruth; 
proscription concerning sexual excess, obligations of parents to children and vice versa—
essentially the same topics as those covered in the second tablet of the decalogue—are found 
in every culture. These he terms universals. Granted that laws and customs related to these 
topics will take different forms in the several cultures of the world, the fact remains that this basic 
core is present in them all. For example, cultures may have widely different patterns of family 
composition, but all cultures have found it necessary to establish normative regulations 
concerning which patterns are acceptable in their society. Once this fact has been established, 
although Kluckhohn is not willing to go this far, a case can be made for the Decalogue being 
God’s revelation of His will concerning the essential issues of human society. Of course, the 
principles of the Decalogue are broad enough in scope that they can be adapted to particular 
cultural needs, and they have been. The Books of Exodus and Deuteronomy are examples of 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Rom%207:1-Rom%207:25
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this process of adaptation. A comparative study of other cultures reveals the same process. A 
case might also be made for these principles being the essence of “natural revelation,” since 
they are present in all cultures. Further, they may be the categories of oughtness innate in all 
men awaiting specific content which is drawn from one’s culture and from one’s unique 
experiences and formulation of values. Further study in these areas may prove quite fruitful. In 
any case, Christians must forcefully announce that the crass relativism of contemporary morality 
is without authoritative foundation as well as without historic precedents. 

G. Summary. What can be learned from social philosophy and science? First, there has been 
a tendency to place great confidence in conscience as a guide and/or judge in moral and ethical 
decisions. Popular ethics has advanced the dictum, “let your conscience be your guide.” 
However, anthropological studies have found great variety in the content of conscience, although 
some concerns are universal. This raises doubts about the reliability of conscience. 

Secondly, it is evident that the values employed by conscience can be and are acquired. Further, 
there is much evidence that the conscience can be trained. How much is given and how much 
is acquired is subject to debate. Is it primarily intuited or associational, or mixed? 

Thirdly, what is the function of conscience? Some stress its antecedent role, providing guidance 
concerning the rightness or wrongness of a project and its means of achievement. Others limit 
conscience to a sequential role, stirring up feelings of guilt whenever one’s actions fall short of 
or violate his internalized values. If one subscribed to the intentional view of man, would he likely 
contend that conscience functions in the latter of these roles primarily? As a man is confronted 
by demands to act, conscience functions as a monitor calling forth the values of one’s value 
system which are affected by this problem; as he proposes projects to deal with this problem, it 
continues this process of value analysis; as he reflects upon the successes and/or failure of 
projects once put into operation, conscience again evaluates, internalizes what was learned from 
the activity, and may effect changes in the value system. 

Finally, the most basic question is whether the conscience is a starter, a brakeman, or a judge. 
Is conscience something down within a man, like a “still small voice” or guide, or is conscience 
a capacity given man, which monitors his past actions and his projected actions, stirring up guilt 
feelings when he acts contrary to values which are significant to him or an impartial jurist 
adjudging the rightness or wrongness of an act? Inspect examples of each: (1) One may believe 
that he is being guided by the Holy Spirit or some inner compulsion to perform a particular act 
and call this conscience, i.e., a starter. However, it may be that this feeling is not to be confused 
with the conscience; this feeling may be a direct command from God. Further, it may be that this 
feeling is simply the positive response to the negative, guilt-producing activity of the conscience. 
(2) If a person is placed in a situation where he must decide between exploiting a stranger or 
helping him, values of fair play, honesty, helpfulness, love, self-interest, and success among 
others may be involved. Either choice may issue in a mixture of feelings of guilt and satisfaction. 
If the actor is a Christian, likely the choice to help will maximize satisfaction and minimize guilt. 
The repetition of the process of making such decisions will reinforce the values of helpfulness 
so that in time the pangs of a guilty conscience when one cannot help will be heightened. This 
is to say that the Christian can never achieve a “good” conscience. Faith in God’s gracious 
forgiveness is what is required. If this example is true, then conscience is essentially capacity to 
feel guilt, a brake. (3) The judge model was presented in the discussion of nationalist man above. 

The second, or brakeman model, is perhaps the nearest to the Biblical concept of human 
conscience. 
 
 



18 
 

WHAT THE BIBLE SAYS ABOUT A GOOD CONSCIENCE 
By Betty Miller 

Song of Solomon 2:15 says, “Take us the foxes, the little foxes, that spoil the vines: for 
our vines have tender grapes.” Foxes sometimes in search of food would enter into the grape 
orchards and devour the grapes and spoil the crop. However, the little foxes were too small to 
reach the grape bunches so they would chew on the vines and it would kill the whole vine. 
Instead of the farmer just losing his crop, he would lose his vine which was more disastrous. 
Spiritually some things we do or allow that we might think are little or insignificant can also be 
disastrous for us. 

Every man is born with a conscience. It is a gift of God to mankind. However, man can quench 
his conscience by continually ignoring its voice over a period of time. The result is that his heart 
becomes hardened and seared so that it no longer speaks to him. How does this happen? Little 
by little.  Just as the “little foxes” spoil the vines, so it happens with men ignoring the voice of 
their consciences over little things, then bigger things, then nothing evil bothers them at all. 

Webster’s New World Dictionary defines the conscience as: “a knowledge or sense of right and 
wrong, with a compulsion to do right; moral judgement that opposes the violation of a previously 
recognized ethical principle and that leads to feelings of guilt.” 

God Given Conscience vs. False Conscience 

God provided a conscience even in unregenerate men to point them toward His principles and 
ways. All of us, before we are saved would be totally depraved if it were not for this provision of 
God by His grace. However, the longer people live in sin and carnality, the less the true inward 
conscience has any authority in their lives. Most of the time, particularly in today’s culture, we have 
developed “false” consciences. These are “programs” in our minds, not our spirits, as to what is 
right and wrong, and these things (evolution, secularism, humanism, situational ethics, and 
traditions and doctrines of religious thinking) control what we think is moral and ethical. The world’s 
thinking overrides and drowns out the inner voice of the true conscience that God put within us. 

Let us draw near with a true heart in full assurance of faith, having our hearts sprinkled from an 
evil conscience, and our bodies washed with pure water. Let us hold fast the profession of our 
faith without wavering; (for he is faithful that promised;) And let us consider one another to 
provoke unto love and to good works. Hebrews 10:22-24 

Because of the world’s ungodly influences, it is very important for a Christian to allow His 
conscience to be “healed,” or renewed, to reflect God’s standards which we find in the Bible. 
That is why Christians cannot be guided by their consciences in most cases. It is much safer to 
be guided by the Word of God and by witnesses and guidance from the Holy Spirit. 

For though we walk in the flesh, we do not war in the flesh (For the weapons of our warfare are 
not carnal, but mighty through God to the pulling down of strongholds;) Casting down 
imaginations, and every high thing that exalteth itself against the knowledge of God, and bringing 
into captivity every thought to the obedience of Christ. 2 Corinthians 10:3-5 

Do not be conformed to this world, but be transformed by the renewal of your mind, that by 
testing you may discern what is the will of God, what is good and acceptable and 
perfect.  Romans 12:2 

When the Conscience Becomes Seared 

Today we are shocked by the evil acts of men who perform ghastly deeds and show no remorse 
whatsoever. We ask, “How can they do such things?” When the conscience is seared — burned 
out by constantly going against its nudgings — then men become like animals in their behavior. 
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The Bible speaks of this in the following verses, “1 The Spirit clearly says that in later times 
some will abandon the faith and follow deceiving spirits and things taught by demons. 
2 Such teachings come through hypocritical liars, whose consciences have been seared 
as with a hot iron.” (1 Timothy 4:1-2). 

This also happened in ancient times, according to Paul’s letter to the church at Rome (Romans 
1). After a certain period of time, God will give someone with a seared or evil conscience “over 
to a reprobate mind.” That means the mind cannot be renewed, because the person has for so 
long chosen self-ways (which really are Satan’s ways) over God’s that it is not possible for them 
to change. This should be a warning for all who persist in sin. 

And even as they did not like to retain God in their knowledge, God gave them over to a reprobate 
mind, to do those things which are not convenient; Being filled with all unrighteousness, 
fornication, wickedness, covetousness, maliciousness; full of envy, murder, debate, deceit, 
malignity; whisperers, backbiters, haters of God, despiteful, proud, boasters, inventors of evil 
things, disobedient to parents, without understanding, covenant breakers, without natural 
affection, implacable, unmerciful: Who knowing the judgment of God, that they which commit 
such things are worthy of death, not only do the same, but have pleasure in them that do 
them. Romans 1:28-32 

Healing Body, Soul & Spirit 

When we give our lives to the Lord, He begins a work in our hearts and minds and brings healing 
and enlightenment to the conscience. When a Christian’s conscience is renewed, it will not 
condemn them. When a Christian’s mind is renewed, it will not think carnal, self-centered 
thoughts. When a Christian’s emotions are renewed, they will no longer be negative. When a 
Christian’s will is renewed and submitted to God, he will no longer choose against God’s ways. 

This happens on the positive just the way it does on the negative side. Our little choices to obey 
God and live by His Word day by day will eventually bring the changes in our lives that will cause 
us to be more like our Lord. While on the other side, those choices to ignore the conscience and 
go ahead and disobey God will bring about a hardened and unrepentant heart. We are warned 
against allowing this to happen. Do not allow this “little fox” of small disobedience choices to 
gradually harden your heart. 

But exhort one another daily, while it is called To day; lest any of you be hardened through the 
deceitfulness of sin. For we are made partakers of Christ, if we hold the beginning of our 
confidence stedfast unto the end; While it is said, To day if ye will hear his voice, harden not 
your hearts, as in the provocation. For some, when they had heard, did provoke: howbeit not all 
that came out of Egypt by Moses. But with whom was he grieved forty years? was it not with 
them that had sinned, whose carcases fell in the wilderness? Hebrews 3:13-17 
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