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I.       The Perception of the Conscience  
 

1 Timothy 1:19 (NKJV) “having faith and a good conscience, which some having rejected, concerning the faith have 
suffered shipwreck.” 
 
Romans 2:15 (NKJV) “who show the work of the law written in their hearts, their conscience also bearing witness, and 
between themselves their thoughts accusing or else excusing them.” 
 
1 Timothy 1:5 (NKJV) “Now the purpose of the commandment is love from a pure heart, from a good conscience, and 
from sincere faith.” 
 
“An educated sensitive conscience is God’s monitor. It alerts us to the moral quality of what we do or plan to do, forbids 
lawlessness and irresponsibility, and makes us feel guilt, shame, and fear of the future retribution that it tells us we 
deserve when we have allowed ourselves to defy its restraints.”                                                                       —J. I. Packer 
 
The role of the conscience is not to enable us to do right, but to show us what is right and to serve as a warning when we 
proceed toward wrong. 
 
1 Corinthians 4:4 (NKJV) “For I know nothing against myself, yet I am not justified by this; but He who judges me is the 
Lord.” 

 
 
II.      The Possibilities of the Conscience  
 

A. A Weak Conscience 
 

1 Corinthians 8:7-13 (HCSB) “7 However, not everyone has this knowledge. In fact, some have been so used to 
idolatry up until now, that when they eat food offered to an idol, their conscience, being weak, is defiled. 8 Food will 
not make us acceptable to God. We are not inferior if we don’t eat, and we are not better if we do eat. 9 But be careful 
that this right of yours in no way becomes a stumbling block to the weak. 10 For if somebody sees you, the one who 
has this knowledge, dining in an idol’s temple, won’t his weak conscience be encouraged to eat food offered to idols? 
11 Then the weak person, the brother for whom Christ died, is ruined by your knowledge. 12 Now when you sin like this 
against the brothers and wound their weak conscience, you are sinning against Christ. 13 Therefore, if food causes my 
brother to fall, I will never again eat meat, so that I won’t cause my brother to fall.” 

 
 

B. A Defiled Conscience  
 

Titus 1:15 (NKJV) “To the pure all things are pure, but to those who are defiled and unbelieving nothing is pure; but 
even their mind and conscience are defiled.” 

 
 

C. An Evil Conscience  
 
 

Hebrews 10:22 (NKJV) “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.” 

 



D. A Seared Conscience  
 

1 Timothy 4:2 (ESV) “through the insincerity of liars whose consciences are seared.” 
 
 
Ephesians 4:19 (NKJV) “who, being past feeling, have given themselves over to lewdness, to work all uncleanness 
with greediness.” 

 
 

E. A Pure Conscience 
 

1 Timothy 3:9 (NKJV) “holding the mystery of the faith with a pure conscience.” 
 
2 Timothy 1:3 (NKJV) “I thank God, whom I serve with a pure conscience, as my forefathers did, as without ceasing I 
remember you in my prayers night and day.” 
 
Acts 23:1 (NKJV) “Then Paul, looking earnestly at the council, said, ‘Men and brethren, I have lived in all good 
conscience before God until this day.’” 
 
Acts 24:16 (NKJV) “This being so, I myself always strive to have a conscience without offense toward God and men.” 
 
1 Peter 3:16 (NKJV) “having a good conscience, that when they defame you as evildoers, those who revile your good 
conduct in Christ may be ashamed.” 
 
A Pure Conscience—“An inner freedom of spirit toward God and others from knowing that God’s holiness is not 
offended by our thought or action and no man can point a finger saying, ‘You offended me and you’ve never asked my 
forgiveness.’”                   —Bill Gothard 

 
 
 
III.     The Purifying of the Conscience  
 

Matthew 5:23-24 (NKJV) “23 Therefore if you bring your gift to the altar, and there remember that your brother has 
something against you, 24 leave your gift there before the altar, and go your way. First be reconciled to your brother, and 
then come and offer your gift.” 
 
A. Toward God 
 

Hebrews 9:14 (NKJV) “how much more shall the blood of Christ, who through the eternal Spirit offered Himself 
without spot to God, cleanse your conscience from dead works to serve the living God?” 
 
Romans 8:33-34 (NKJV) “33 Who shall bring a charge against God's elect? It is God who justifies. 34 Who is he who 
condemns? It is Christ who died, and furthermore is also risen, who is even at the right hand of God, who also makes 
intercession for us.” 
 
1 John 1:9 (NKJV) “If we confess our sins, He is faithful and just to forgive us our sins and to cleanse us from all 
unrighteousness.” 

 
B. Toward Man 
 

Romans 12:18 (NKJV) “If it is possible, as much as depends on you, live peaceably with all men.” 
 
 

IV. The Protection of the Conscience 
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   As we head into a new year, nothing is more important than having a pure, clean, undefiled conscience. 

We live in a culture that is not conducive to having a clear, clean conscience. I don’t think it is an 

overstatement to say that most that fits under the umbrella of psychology and counseling today is less 

interested in understanding and clearing the conscience than it is in silencing the conscience. The ultimate 

in much of today’s psychology, preaching, and counseling is to have a really good, high view of yourself 

(some call it “self esteem”). It is impossible to feel good about yourself and esteem yourself when you 

have a guilty or a defiled conscience. Our therapeutic culture attempts to silence the conscience by calling 

the activity that has defiled the conscience, a disease or condition, and then blaming those acts on 

someone else. If I can somehow convince myself that I am a victim it seems to quiet a violated conscience 

and allow me to still highly esteem myself. Allow me to give you a couple of examples that illustrate 

what I am saying. The classic example of reclassifying the guilty person as a victim was the case of the 

San Francisco city supervisor who murdered Mayor George Moscone some years ago. He blamed his 

actions on too much junk food – especially Twinkies. The Twinkies caused him (he claimed) to act 

irrationally. Today this case is referred to as “the Twinkie Defense”. A jury bought the defense and 

produced a verdict of voluntary manslaughter instead of First Degree Murder. The man who killed the 

mayor was out of prison before the mayor’s next term would have been complete.  Another example took 

place several years ago in New York City. A man mugged and brutally beat an elderly man in the subway. 

The mugger was shot while fleeing the scene and as a result was permanently paralyzed. He sued the New 

York Transit Authority and won a 4.8 million dollar settlement from them while the true victim had to 

pay his own medical bills. [Examples taken from John MacArthur, The Vanishing Conscience”, Page 22]. 

We no longer find ourselves shocked when we see examples like this. It seems obvious that most (not all) 

of the psychology and counseling establishment in secular America is more concerned that people feel 

good than that they do good. A guilty conscience is uncomfortable and makes us feel bad. It almost seems 

that our culture is on a crusade to silence the conscience. But today, we are going to do a survey of the 

New Testament to get an overview of what the conscience is and how it must be responded to. 

 

I.       The Perception of the Conscience  

   In the New Testament, the conscience is referred to in about 27 different passages. For example, we 

read in 1 Timothy 1:19 that along with faith, a good conscience is essential to be a good soldier of the 

Lord Jesus Christ. In Romans 2:15 we see that the conscience bears witness to the existence of God so 

that all men who reject Him are without excuse. The conscience is God’s law written on the heart even 

before God gave the law so that all mankind is guilty before God. 1Timothy 1:5 tells us that genuine 

Biblical love is impossible apart from a good conscience. What exactly is the conscience from a Biblical 

perspective? The Greek word translated conscience is a compound word. The first part of the word means 

“together with” and the last part is the word means “to know intuitively”. Conscience then is the intuitive 

knowledge of what is right and wrong. Someone described it as the soul’s warning system. The Puritans 

called the conscience “God’s deputy to arrest us in sin”.  

   The conscience is a purely human faculty. Though affected by man’s fall into sin, the conscience still 

gives Christians and non-Christians an inward witness to much of God’s moral law. J. I. Packer has a 

great description of the conscience [“The Vanishing Conscience” John MacArthur, P35], “An educated 

sensitive conscience is God’s monitor. It alerts us to the moral quality of what we do or plan to do, forbids 

lawlessness and irresponsibility, and makes us feel guilt, shame, and fear of the future retribution that it 

tells us we deserve when we have allowed ourselves to defy its restraints.” (J. I. Packer). The Puritan 

Richard Sibbes pictured the conscience as a court in the council of the human heart. In Sibbes’ imagery, 

the conscience assumes every role in the courtroom. It is the accuser that lodges a complaint against us 



when we have done wrong. It is a defender to side with us when we are innocent. It is a witness giving 

testimony for or against us. It is the judge condemning or vindicating us. That’s pretty good symbolism. 

So to summarize, the role of the conscience is not to enable us to do right, but to show us what is right and 

to serve as a warning when we proceed toward wrong. 

   Understand that the conscience is not the infallible voice of God. It is a fallible human mechanism 

affected by the fall of man into sin and when violated can grow dull in its alerting function. Have you ever 

heard someone say, “I let my conscience be my guide”? That’s not wise because that isn’t the role of 

conscience. As we will see in a moment, our conscience can be wrongly programmed. We need a more 

dependable guide – an unchanging one. Paul said in 1 Corinthians 4:4 (NKJV) “For I know nothing 

against myself, yet I am not justified by this; but He who judges me is the Lord.” He is saying, “My 

conscience does not accuse me, but that doesn’t mean that there is not a problem. I have to accept the 

Lord’s assessment and not my conscience.” The conscience can be programmed by traditions as well as 

truth. Years ago in parts of India, a Hindu might have protested loudly over the killing of a cow. Had he 

eaten beef, his conscience would be smitten. However many, before it was outlawed would sacrifice their 

child to the gods. Before the horrible act of “widow burning” was outlawed in India, a Hindu said to a 

British official when Britain ruled India, “Our conscience tells us it is right to burn our widows on the 

pyre of their husbands.” The British official said, “Yes, and our conscience tells us that it is right to hang 

you if you do.” The reliability of the conscience depends on what has programmed it. That’s why the 

word of God illuminated by the Spirit of God must be our standard and not the conscience. As the word of 

God programs the conscience, then the conscience becomes an ally to inform us regarding decisions. 

 

II.      The Possibilities of the Conscience 

   The Bible speaks of different possibilities or categories of the conscience. Let me show you five. 

A.   A Weak Conscience 

   A weak conscience is not healthy. It is morbid and oversensitive. The possessor of a weak conscience is 

often tormented by doubt as to whether an action was right or wrong. We call it a weak conscience 

because it is so easily wounded. A weak conscience is one that tells us certain things are wrong that God’s 

word does not say is wrong. People with weak consciences tend to stress out and suffer guilt over things 

that mature Christians feel no guilt over because their conscience is programmed by God’s word. The 

cause of a weak conscience is an inadequate knowledge of God’s word and usually from an unsurrendered 

will and thus a weak faith. The Bible deals with a weak conscience primarily in Romans 14 and in 1 

Corinthians 8. Let’s look at the 1 Corinthians 8 passage. The Corinthian church was torn over a 

disagreement about whether it was sinful to eat meat that had been offered to idols. The meat that had 

been offered to pagan idols was good quality and was sold much cheaper than meat not offered to idols. 

Some Christians believed that the meat offered to the idols was tainted by its first use and should not be 

eaten. Others said, “Idols are nothing; this is the best use of the Lord’s resources.” 1 Corinthians 8:7-13 

(HCSB) “
7 

However, not everyone has this knowledge. In fact, some have been so used to idolatry up 

until now, that when they eat food offered to an idol, their conscience, being weak, is defiled. 
8 

Food will 

not make us acceptable to God. We are not inferior if we don’t eat, and we are not better if we do eat. 
9 

But be careful that this right of yours in no way becomes a stumbling block to the weak. 
10 

For if 

somebody sees you, the one who has this knowledge, dining in an idol’s temple, won’t his weak 

conscience be encouraged to eat food offered to idols? 
11 

Then the weak person, the brother for whom 

Christ died, is ruined by your knowledge. 
12 

Now when you sin like this against the brothers and wound 

their weak conscience, you are sinning against Christ. 
13 

Therefore, if food causes my brother to fall, I will 

never again eat meat, so that I won’t cause my brother to fall.” Notice that it was the ones who seemed to 

have the highest standards that he calls the weak. People with a weak and overly sensitive conscience tend 

to become legalistic and oriented toward man-made rules that are not in the Bible. In several places Paul 

warns more mature believers to be willing to give up some of their freedom in order to not offend and 

violate the conscience of the weak. Weak believers also tend to be very critical of those who don’t have 

all the man-made rules they have. “The weak conscience holds us to the very things God is releasing us 



from. The only cure for a weak conscience is a deep knowledge of God’s word and a surrendered life. 

Learn to subject your conscience to the truth of God and the teaching of Scripture. As you do that, your 

conscience will be more clearly focused and better able to give you reliable feedback. With a trustworthy 

conscience, you have a powerful aid to spiritual growth and stability. With a clear conscience, you live in 

an abundance of freedom and joy.” [From John MacArthur sermon]. 

B.   A Defiled Conscience 

   If we continue in an action that the conscience has convicted us to cease, we may develop a defiled 

conscience. Titus 1:15 (NKJV) “To the pure all things are pure, but to those who are defiled and 

unbelieving nothing is pure; but even their mind and conscience are defiled.” It is a dangerous thing to 

develop a defiled conscience. It stifles our walk with God and causes us to pull away from what pleases 

God. In 1984 an Avianca Airlines jet crashed in Spain. When they recovered the “black box” they made a 

chilling discovery. Several minutes before impact a shrill computer generated voice from the plane’s 

automatic warning signal told the crew in English, “Pull up! Pull up!” The pilot, evidently thinking the 

warning system was malfunctioning, said, “Shut up gringo” and turned the warning system off. Moments 

later the plane slammed into the side of a mountain and everyone on board was killed. That’s how the 

conscience works – like that early warning system. When we ignore it, we develop a defiled conscience 

and we are headed for a crash – a moral crash. 

C.   An Evil Conscience 

   Hebrews 10:22 (NKJV) “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.” A defiled conscience that 

doesn’t lead to repentance becomes an evil conscience. A Canadian Indian described the conscience this 

way: “It is a little three cornered thing inside of me. When I do wrong it turns round and hurts me very 

much. But if I keep on doing wrong, it will turn so much that the corners become worn off and it doesn’t 

hurt anymore.” With an evil conscience, we still know an action is wrong but it doesn’t really bother us 

anymore. The corners are worn off. 

D.   A Seared Conscience 

   1 Timothy 4:2 (ESV) “through the insincerity of liars whose consciences are seared”. Literally, this 

means to sear with a hot iron. In the scar from a bad burn there is no feeling. When a defiled conscience 

becomes an evil conscience, it is in danger of becoming a seared conscience which has no more ability to 

function at all in urging us to do right. In Ephesians 4:19 (NKJV) Paul speaks of those, “who, being past 

feeling, have given themselves over to lewdness, to work all uncleanness with greediness.” The 

psychologists might call them a psychopath. Back in 1 Timothy 4:2, the word “seared” is in a tense that 

refers to something that happens at a point in time but has results into the future. I can’t be dogmatic but 

the implication is that this is someone who has stepped over a line and is beyond hope.  

E.   A Pure Conscience 

   1 Timothy 3:9 (NKJV) “holding the mystery of the faith with a pure conscience.” 2 Timothy 1:3 

(NKJV) “I thank God, whom I serve with a pure conscience, as my forefathers did, as without ceasing I 

remember you in my prayers night and day”. Very simply, a pure conscience is one that is not weak, 

defiled, evil, or seared. In Scripture it is also called, “a good conscience” (Acts 23:1) and “a conscience 

without offense” (Acts 24:16). A pure conscience is one that is doing its duty faithfully and warning us of 

every approach to evil. A pure conscience is both the result of no ignored sin and the protection against 

falling into more sin. 1 Timothy 1:5 tells us that a pure conscience clears the way for Christ’s love to flow 

through us to others. It is impossible to live a life characterized by love when our conscience is defiled. A 

pure or good conscience also clears the way for a lifestyle of witnessing. After commanding a life of 

being ready to give a defense for the hope that dwells in us, the next verse, 1 Peter 3:16 (NKJV) says 

“having a good conscience, that when they defame you as evildoers, those who revile your good conduct 

in Christ may be ashamed.” When you have a defiled conscience toward God you are not open to share 

the gospel because witnessing requires the supernatural work of God to be effective. If your conscience is 

not clear toward others you are not going to witness because you are afraid you might be exposed as a 

hypocrite. I love this definition of a pure conscience: “An inner freedom of spirit toward God and others 



from knowing that God’s holiness is not offended by our thought or action and no man can point a finger 

saying, ‘You offended me and you’ve never asked my forgiveness’” (Bill Gothard). This morning, every 

person in this room has either a weak, a defiled, an evil, a seared, or a pure conscience. Let’s examine 

what the Bible says about how to gain a pure conscience. 

 

III.     The Purifying of the Conscience  

  In our text (Acts 24:16) Paul speaks of having a conscience without offense (a pure conscience) in two 

directions: vertical (toward God), and horizontal (toward man). Both of these are absolutely vital. When 

my conscience is not without offense toward God, I cannot worship, love others, pray, or share the gospel 

with others. Matthew 5:23-24 (NKJV) “
23 

Therefore if you bring your gift to the altar, and there 

remember that your brother has something against you, 
24 

leave your gift there before the altar, and go 

your way. First be reconciled to your brother, and then come and offer your gift.” Let’s examine how to 

cleanse the conscience. 

A.   Toward God 

   Hebrews 9:14 (NKJV) “how much more shall the blood of Christ, who through the eternal Spirit 

offered Himself without spot to God, cleanse your conscience from dead works to serve the living God?” 

The context of this verse is contrasting the Old Testament sacrificial system with Christ’s atonement on 

the cross. The Old Testament sacrifices covered over sin as to its consequences, but could do nothing 

about a defiled, guilty conscience. Christ’s sacrifice cleansed from sin and thereby not only covered the 

consequences but also cleansed the guilty conscience. Salvation cleansed the conscience. If there are still 

guilt feelings, they are illegitimate. Romans 8:33 and 34 asks and answers a question. Romans 8:33-34 

(NKJV) “
33 

Who shall bring a charge against God's elect? It is God who justifies. 
34 

Who is he who 

condemns? It is Christ who died, and furthermore is also risen, who is even at the right hand of God, who 

also makes intercession for us.” If your conscience condemns you for pre-salvation sins, you need to 

reprogram your conscience with the word of God and begin to renew your mind and appropriate by faith 

the forgiveness you received in Christ. But the question comes, “What about sins after we are saved”? 

Those sins do not cancel our standing with God but they do defile our conscience. God’s prescription is 

simple. Confess them (agree with God about them) and turn away in genuine repentance and the offense 

is cleared and from God’s perspective (the only one that counts) the conscience is cleared and intimate 

fellowship can continue. 1 John 1:9 (NKJV) “If we confess our sins, He is faithful and just to forgive us 

our sins and to cleanse us from all unrighteousness.”  

B.   Toward Man 

   As we saw earlier in Matthew 5:23-24, when we have wronged others, we are to take the initiative to go 

to them and be reconciled. Be aware that it is seldom a case of you being completely wrong and there 

being no fault on the other person’s side. Remember however that you are not responsible for what they 

have done; you are responsible for what you have done. Even if you feel it was 95% them and 5% you, 

deal with your 5%. And whatever you do, don’t bring up their fault. That is the Holy Spirit’s work. 

Realize also that they may not forgive you. Romans 12:18 (NKJV) “If it is possible, as much as depends 

on you, live peaceably with all men.” Your offense may require restitution if it involved material things. 

Whatever it takes to have a conscience without offense, it is worth it! 

 

IV.      The Protection of the Conscience 

   Your conscience can be your greatest ally in a holy life. When it becomes defiled, deal with it 

immediately. Don’t procrastinate. Focus on programming your conscience with the word of God. As you 

base your behavior on the truth of God’s word a weak conscience will begin to mature and line up with 

the infallible, unchanging word of God. 

CONCLUSION 

   The conscience makes me know what I ought to do, but it does not give me the power to do it. That is 

why the Gospel is of ultimate importance. The Gospel tells me that Christ has given Himself for my sins 

and then gives me His Spirit to indwell me to empower me to live in obedience and maintain a clear 



conscience. How is your conscience this morning? Can you say with Paul “I have a conscience without 

offense toward God and men”? Is there some sin you have rationalized and refused to confess and 

forsake? Is there someone with whom you have a broken relationship that you have not taken the 

initiative to clear your conscience? Don’t go another day and don’t go into this new year with a defiled 

conscience. Without a pure conscience, you can’t love with His love, worship, pray with power or witness 

to the lost. Don’t leave here without a conscience that is without offense toward God and men. 


