
Sermon 178: Romans 13:5: Conscience

OUTLINE

Defining conscience
Living by conscience
A good conscience

INTRODUCTION

Living by a conscience informed by the word of God before the face of God is the basic 
posture of Christian holiness.  We know this well, here is the famous quote of Luther 
demonstrating this reality at the Diet of Worms when asked to recant of all his statements 
and writings before the Emperor: ‘Unless I am convinced by the testimony of the Scriptures 
or by clear reason (for I do not trust either in the pope or in councils alone, since it is well 
known that they have often erred and contradicted themselves), I am bound to the 
Scriptures I have quoted and my conscience is captive to the word of God.  I cannot and I 
will not retract anything, since it is neither safe nor right to go against conscience.  I cannot 
do otherwise.  Here I stand.  I can do no other.  God help me.  Amen.’1

As we continue looking at Romans 13:5 Paul makes a casual allusion to a most important 
motivation for all of the Christian life, ‘Therefore one must be in subjection, not only to 
avoid God's wrath but also for the sake of conscience.’  Paul has been motivating the 
Romans to submit to the governing authorities.  He has just spoken of the fact that those 
who disobey will incur the wrath of God working through the state to punish crime.  But 
here we see Paul adding another reason, and although it appears to be a throw away 
comment, this is in fact the greater reason for why Christians are to submit to the 
government, ‘for the sake of conscience.’  In fact this is the way a Christian lives all of their 
lives.  

Our task today is to truly understand this most biblical way of living.  Today the conscience 
is something that is seen as a weakness.  It is usually viewed as an artefact of our childhood
rules, or legalistic carry over from a former time which we have been liberated from.  The 
sad truth is that many Christians live ignoring or constantly wounding their consciences.  So 
want to do three things, firstly we will define what we mean by conscience; secondly, we 
will articulate what it looks like to live by our consciences and then we want to list the 
benefits of a clean conscience.  

Defining conscience

Our English word ‘conscience’ comes from two Latin words, ‘con’ and ‘scientia’, these words 
mean know together with, and the idea is that we know together with God what is right or 
wrong.  These correspond to the two Greek words that make up the NT Greek word for 
conscience.  Early Christians understood the conscience to be a faculty of reason.  Where 
the mind could discern the difference between error and truth, the conscience is that part of
us that is able to discern right from wrong.  The conscience has been understood to be part 
of the image of God in us that distinguishes us from animals.  William Ames defined the 
conscience as ‘a mans judgement of himselfe, according to the judgement of God of him.’  

1 The Legacy of Luther, p37-38.



In the Greek the word occurs 29 times in the NT and Paul uses it 21 of the 29 times, 
Hebrews and 1 peter making up the others.  So in Paul’s mind the conscience is most 
important.  Here is a quick synopsis of some of the ways the NT uses it.  When Paul was 
defending himself before the Sanhedrin and Felix he would speak of his innocence in terms 
of a clean conscience, Acts 23:1, 24:16.
In Romans 2:15 Paul speaks about the conscience as the voice that agrees with the law God
has written on the hearts of all people.  
In 1 Corinthians Paul talks about the conscience of the weak as something that can be 
defiled when we do something like eating meat offered to idols against their consciences.  
In 2 Corinthians Paul commends himself to consciences of men to recognise that he has 
conducted himself in the ministry in a fitting manner, 4:2.
And in 1 Timothy a good conscience is the rule by which the minister lives, 1:5, 1:19. 

Hebrews 9:9 speaks about how sacrifices cannot give assurance of salvation and perfect the
conscience.  How in Christ our hearts are sprinkled and cleansed from an evil conscience, 
10:22.  And Hebrews 13:18 defines acting honourably in all things as living with a clean 
conscience.  

Peter talks about how the life by a clean conscience can silence the slander of the 
unbeliever, and how baptism is the plea for a clean conscience in salvation. 

The Puritans more than any other group studied the conscience and understood its function.
They often personified the conscience to get a series of points across.  They would speak of 
the conscience as God’s spy in the soul, or God’s watchman or spokesman.  They would see 
it as God’s sergeant to arrest the sinner.  Richard Sibbes portrays the conscience as God’s 
courtroom in the soul.  
‘1.There is a register to take notice of what we have done…the conscience keeps diaries.  It 
sets down everything.  It is not forgotten, though we think it is…there is a register that 
writes it down. Conscience is the register.
2. And then there are witnesses.  ‘the testimony of conscience.’  Conscience doth witness, 
this have I done, this I have not done.
3. There is an accuser with the witnesses.  The conscience, it accuseth, or excuseth. 
4. And then there is the judge.  Conscience is the judge.  There it doth judge, this is well 
done, this is ill done.
5. Then there is the executioner, and conscience is that too.  Upon accusation and 
judgement, there is punishment….  If the understanding apprehends dolorous things, then 
the heart smites, as David’s ‘heart smote him.’
God hath set and planted in man this court of conscience….  And conscience doth all the 
parts.  It registereth, it witnesseth, it accuseth, it judgeth, it executes, it doth all.’ 2

We can speak of it as the loudspeaker of God in the soul or the ark of the covenant which 
keeps God’s law in our hearts.  The conscience is the confirmer of God’s will not the creator 
of God’s will.  Our consciences can be underactive or overactive, informed or ignorant, and 
our greatest friend or enemy.  

Living by conscience

Living according to conscience is an important distinctive of the Christian ethic.  God has 
created all human beings with a moral compass, but in sin we suppress the truth of what we
know we ought to do.  When we become Christians the Lord uses His inner policeman to lay

2 A Quest for Godliness, p111.  



charges against us, the conscience guided by the Spirit and the word help us to see depths 
of sin in ourselves.  We become aware of the awefulness of sin, the desirability to be holy 
and having been confronted to the base of who we are, we are aware of a total 
transparency before the eyes of a holy and all seeing God.  One of the marks of unbelief is a
self-deception in how we underestimate our own sinfulness and overestimate our own 
goodness.  The Spirit enlivens our conscience to rob us of this lie.  

Early on in our Christian lives there is a moment of adjustment.  We have to get used to not
lying to ourselves and not constantly hiding our sins.  Every instinct in us is to cover over 
the sin because of a fear of judgement.  In a type of survival sense we run from the 
ultimate terror of seeing ourselves as sinners because the ramifications of our guilt are too 
big.  But, since we have also learned of God’s infinite grace and love towards us in Christ we
are emboldened to look upon how bad we are knowing that it does not necessarily result in 
terror.  We see the cross as the place our sins are judged and that we will not bear the 
punishment ourselves.  We see that Jesus has done it all, and propitiated the anger of God’s
holy indignation against our sins.  

As young believers we have our consciences reawakened and it feels as if the volume is on 
full.  Due to our ignorance of God’s standards and the many liberties we have in Christ we 
tend to be overly scrupulous and legalistic.  We make many mistakes thinking things to be 
sin that are not, and making our personal consciences a law to judge others by.  As we 
mature we begin to learn how to inform our consciences by the word, we also learn the 
dulling effect that sin has upon our consciences when we do not listen to it.  We also learn 
that if we grieve the Spirit, the most important guide to our consciences is grieved and we 
enter into all sorts of turmoil and confusion.  We sometimes vacillate between an overactive 
and underactive conscience, but as we mature we begin to discern the perfect will of God 
through the renewing of our minds.  We have to learn about another’s conscience and allow
for the giving up of some things that conscience allows in order to serve another in love.  

But an important part of all of our spiritual lives is daily self-examination.  Every day we find 
ourselves before a God who is perfectly holy, who hates sin, as mush in His children as in an
unbeliever.  He is a God who acts against sin when He finds it is His children, not in 
judgement but certainly in chastening.  Each day we come into God’s presence and know 
that He will search us and know us and see if there be any wicked way in us.  But on 
account of our new hearts, on account of the work of the Spirit in us, on account of the will 
of God revealed in the Bible, we hunger for holiness, we invite God to search us and make 
us holy.  It reminds of the prayer of David in Psalm 139:21-24, ‘Do I not hate those who 
hate you, O LORD? And do I not loathe those who rise up against you?  I hate them with 
complete hatred; I count them my enemies.  Search me, O God, and know my heart! Try 
me and know my thoughts!  And see if there be any grievous way in me, and lead me in the
way everlasting!’  I have quoted the controversial verses where David is asking for God to 
judge those impenitent sinners who will not stop resisting God.  He asks for a fitting 
judgement upon them, but notice he does not spare himself he moves from a desire to see 
sin judged in those who would dare to resist the God of the universe to have any sin in his 
own life exposed and dealt with.  His is a heart that hates sin and hates it wherever it is, 
whether in others or himself.

Every day we strive to have a clean conscience and we secure this in two ways.  Firstly, 
repenting of all known sin.  And secondly by reminding ourselves of the promises of the 
gospel to us in Christ.  We fearlessly search our inner psyche for sin and take it to the cross 
for cleansing.  To go to the cross without rooting out the sin would levae us with wounded 



consciences and a shallow walk, and to see all of our sin and repent without assuring 
ourselves of God’s cleansing would leave us terrified and depressed.     

As a Christian lives like this on a daily basis finely tuning the sensitivity of their hearts to sin 
in their own lives they begin to train their consciences to speak to them as if God’s voice 
approving or disapproving of all they do.  They learn an instinctive way of knowing God’s 
will, right and wrong.  They are not those who follow a set of rules, unfeelingly and merely 
by way of the intellect guiding their behaviour.  The Christian is a person whose conscience 
is tender whose heart is trained and involved in every decision.

  Let me put to you in the form of question.  Is your conscience tender?  Think back to the 
last time you sinned, maybe it was a lie, or you slandered someone or lusted.  What was 
your level of guilt?  Did you feel it, or did you have to talk yourself into it.  Here is the great 
paradox of the Christian conscience.  When you feel tender and are easily pained this is the 
sign of a healthy conscience.  Now in our bodies there are ailments which cause a 
transmission of pain at the slightest touch.  This is a bad thing and shows the something is 
not working properly.  It is the opposite with our consciences.  When a conscience is 
properly informed by the bible so as not to misfire and feel guilty for things it ought not to.  
And when a conscience is kept fresh through daily fellowship with God and self-examination.
Then your conscience will rightly smite you when you sin.  The greater the pain the greater 
the health of your conscience, the less pain you experience the harder your heart and more 
in need of the practice of daily self-examination.

A healthy conscience avoids a toxic and morbid introspection by applying the gospel and 
believing the promises of God.  If we confess our sins He does forgive, and like the Father 
who receive back the prodigal God is always ready to receive those who humble themselves 
and repent. It does not add to the work of Christ’s suffering by an unnecessary affliction, 
but welcomes the grace and moves on with firm resolution to serve God again.

The trained conscience will keep you from sinning in the first place instead of us only feeling
bad after we have committed a sin.  

Living by conscience is not the same as living by a set of rules.  It is a lively, feeling living 
for God that has a tender heart towards holiness and obedience.  It does all the good that it
knows to do, and does all things for the glory of God.  We live Coram Deo, before the face 
of God, in the grace of God, for the will of God, to the glory of God.  Coming back to how it 
motivates a person to obey the government.  Its primary motivation is not merely to avoid 
pain, but to please God and do the right thing in order to honour Him.  It is not looking to 
render a minimal obedience but is striving to be blameless before God, and if it can be 
blameless before God then certainly there can be no legitimate slander from men.  Peter 
echoes Paul’s thought in 1 Peter 3:15-16, ‘but in your hearts honor Christ the Lord as holy, 
always being prepared to make a defense to anyone who asks you for a reason for the hope
that is in you; yet do it with gentleness and respect, having a good conscience, so that, 
when you are slandered, those who revile your good behavior in Christ may be put to 
shame.’

Having said all that I am sure you can agree with this statement that living by conscience is 
one of the best ways to obey God.  It avoids legalism, it always seeks to obey from the 
heart, it always seeks to please God first, it is always honest in its obedience not allowing 
for short cuts or excuses.  This is a way of walking before the Lord we all need to cultivate 
more deeply. 



A good conscience

If you are living to keep a clean conscience then you will know that a good conscience is 
more valuable than riches and every earthly comfort.  It was the Puritan Richard Sibbes who
said that the conscience could be your greatest friend or your greatest enemy in the world.  
Another Puritan William Fenner gives these four benefits of a good conscience.  In the first 
place he calls a conscience that is good, that is one that is resting on the righteousness of 
Christ for righteousness and is penitent and harbouring no sin, he calls it Abraham’s bosom. 
Like in the parable of the rich man and Lazarus when Lazarus died and was comforted by 
Abraham, so a good conscience is the fount of all comforts in the Christian life.  

Secondly, a quiet conscience makes a person taste the sweetness in everything that is 
spiritual and heavenly.  Prayer will be a delight, reading the word will be sweet, resting in 
Christ on the Lord’s day, spending time with God’s people will not be like prodding a wound,
the Lord’s Supper will a feast of joy.  A lack of sweetness in these things could be because 
of a lack of a good conscience.   

Thirdly, a good conscience enables a person to not only enjoy all spiritual benefits but 
earthly gifts as well.  Food, drink, sleep, work, family, sport, nature, these things can only 
be enjoyed when we do not have the broken bones of a bad conscience within us.   

Fourthly, a good conscience enables a person to endure their troubles, crosses, trials, 
temptations and afflictions.  With a hope that is certain, and no trouble in our relationship 
with God we can be certain of how our journey ends and who is with us on the way.

‘A man with a good conscience can face death with equanimity.  In his famous account of 
the crossing of the Jordan, Bunyan tells us how ‘Mr. Honest in his life time had spoken to 
one Good-conscience to meet him there, the which he also did, and lent him his hand, and 
so helped him over.  It is through the gift of a good conscience that God enables one to say,
‘Lord, now lettest thou thy servant depart in peace.’3

Is this the Christian life you have been living?  Are you in a careful walk with the Lord living 
a life of self-examination inviting the Holy Spirit into every part of your life and rooting out 
every known sin?  Is your conscience clean as you repent of all known sin and take the 
promises of God’s forgiveness to yourself daily?  Is your conscience sensitive and healthy, or
have you become dull, or worse reduced your obedience to a mental abstraction?  Let us 
allow Paul to remind us of the healthy and normal Christian life how it is one of Coram Deo, 
before the face of God, in the grace of God, for the will of God, to the glory of God.      
      
  

3 A Quest for Godliness, p116.


