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Matters of Conscience:
A Synopsis and Guide to the Use of the Paper

The subject of this monograph is an important issue in American culture, in
the Church and in the heart of every man, believer and non-believer alike, every
day. Does this statement seem like a sweeping over-generalization to you?
Awareness of media reporting and news commentary of the hour, a knowledge of
the state of the theologically conservative Church in America, and an
understanding of what the New Testament teaches about conscience coalesce to

establish that it is, in fact, not an overgeneralization or overstatement, at all.

The Growing Absence of Conscience in American Culture

Americans, Christian and non-Christian alike, are puzzled and frightened by
the sudden rash of unprovoked violent crimes and, in particular, the mass shootings
of the innocent from Columbine to the present. The victims have been children,
athletes, movie and concert attenders, co-workers and friends, senselessly
slaughtered at school, at work, at entertainment venues, at athletic contests and at
church. This Satanic work has been done by men, and tragically in some cases by
boys, who were never suspected of mental or spiritual defect, at least not to the
extent demonstrated by their heinous actions.

The media is flooded almost monthly with the scenes of the carnage for days
following each incident, with law enforcement officers doing their best to calm the
people in the communities where these brutal executions occur and answer the

questions, “Why did this happen?” “How could this happen?” Often, they give



partial, unsatisfying answers. In other cases, they give evasive, feckless
explanations, while they attempt to defend the incompetence of the officers who had
been on sight or first called to the scene of the unfolding horror.

Pleas for the elimination of the private ownership of firearms, for greater
mental health services in our schools and communities, and the requisite evening-
after candlelight prayer vigils fill the newscasts. “Do these monsters have no
conscience?” both the interviewers and interviewees often ask on national television.
“How could this happen, especially in America, our beautiful, brave and good
country. Isn’t she ‘the city set on a hill,” a beacon of light morally for all the

nations?”

A Lack of Clarity about Conscience in the Church

A world apart from such tragedies is another crisis over conscience—the crisis
in the Church. Though not a crisis of life or death physically, this crisis has rent the
Bible-believing church into factions in America for decades now. For the Evangelical
and Fundamentalist Christian Church, a solid seventy years of cultural shift in
America has brought with it a re-examination of nearly every cultural conviction
held by theologically conservative Christians, who self-identify as being born again
and believe the Bible is the inerrant word of God and therefore their guide for faith
and practice.

These convictions that have come under scrutiny are about divorce and
remarriage, television-movies-media entertainment, the beverage use of alcohol and

the recreational use of less potent drugs, marijuana being the chief among them.



This re-examining has also included the shift from a more semi-formal outward
attire for worship for both men and women to casual attire, in the past normally
only worn during relaxed social events or recreational activities by Christians, and
of course the use of rock and roll music, in all its varied forms, for both personal
Christian listening and public Christian worship.

The newer perspectives, more closely aligned with the culture on all of these
1ssues, were once all rejected by the overwhelming majority of conservative
Christians in America, as recently as fifty years ago. But now, they are routinely
promoted in pulpits, on blog posts and in the seemingly endless flood of books about
how to live life as a Christian in the twenty-first century “with relevance and
1mpact.” It is said that these things are all simply a matter of personal preference.
They are just matters of individual conscience. That is how the wildly divergent
perspectives among believers about these practices is now explained. These are
certainly not, it is argued, clear matters of right or wrong established by Scripture.
Everyone’s preference must be viewed as equally valid, to be equally esteemed as
right for the individual, even if not right for all believers.

But what about the Scripture’s emphasis on the greater discernment of the
spiritually mature, the elders, those particularly knowledgeable in the Word and
wise in the matters of the Christian life, as so identified in Hebrews 5:13-14?
Shouldn’t their perspectives be given greater weight and be the source of informing
the sense of right or wrong of others who are less mature, both for the individual

believer and for the local assembly as a whole? Even more weighty is the purpose of



redemption, which is to yield a holy life in the believer and in the church
corporately, as stated in Ephesians 5:25b-27 and Galatians 1:3-5.

...as Christ also loved the church and gave Himself up for her, so He might sanctify
her, having cleansed her by the washing of water with the word, that He might
present to Himself the church in all her glory, having no spot or wrinkle or any such
thing; but that she would be holy and blameless (Ephesians 5:25b-27).

Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ, who gave
Himself for our sins so that He might rescue us from this present evil age [italics
added], according to the will of our God and Father, to whom be the glory
forevermore. Amen (Galatians 1:3-5).

What is set before us in these passages is the demand for greater
discernment about right and wrong for the glory of Christ in the Church forever,
specifically with reference to issues affecting the Christian in the current culture.,
1.e., “the present evil age.” These support the more familiar emphasis of Romans
12:2, which reads, “And do not be conformed to this world [the age], but be
transformed by the renewing of your mind, so that you may prove what the will of
God is, that which is good and acceptable and perfect.”

The moral content of one’s thoughts, disposition, actions, and affiliations
must be carefully assessed while being compared with the teaching of Scripture to
form a right conscience on any matter of cultural relevance or practice. And in
reality, most matters in life as they touch culture are not without moral content,

good or bad, especially those touching on worship and daily Christian behavior.

The Warfare in the Heart of the Christian about Conscience Daily

And for the individual believer, daily he or she struggles to discern right and
wrong personally by the use of the Scriptures, the grace of the Lord Jesus Christ,

and the power of the Holy Spirit. In this spiritual warfare, there is a voice in his



heart. It is his voice, his conscience, saying, “Choose this way!” or “Choose that!” But
is 1t just his voice? Is it God’s voice too? Or, is it both? Even more concerning, could
1t be Satan’s voice speaking through his or her conscience, misleading him at the
time of choice or condemning him through a sense of false guilt, rising up
unexplainably after God’s complete forgiveness and cleansing recently sought for
those very sins?

How can the Christian be sure that his feelings of guilt or righteousness over
what he has done are valid? Certainly as fallen creatures, our conscience is not
infallible in its judgments, whether those judgments are commendations or
condemnations. When looking to sources outside himself for guidance in this
confusion, the believer may think of his pastor who probably enjoys listening to
classic rock music most of the time, who spends countless hours scrolling through
You Tube videos and articles about his personal hobbies, who is a huge fan of
Facebook and spends hours interacting with others on it and who drinks a beer or
two, or three, most evenings at home “to relax,” including after church on Sunday
nights. With reference to alcohol, if his pastor drinks it, it must be ok, right?
Besides, Jesus turned water into wine for everybody at the wedding in Cana, it says
in the New Testament, so that pretty much settles the matter. Or does it, really? So
much grief, loss economically from missed work and accidents, damage to family
relationships, and devastation to health comes from addiction to alcoholic beverages
today which are far more potent in intoxicating content than that consumed daily as

a beverage in the first century. Why should a serious Christian have anything to do



with such an addictive and potentially damaging substance? But Christian leaders
and writers disagree about drinking alcohol, so the immature Christian just shrugs
his shoulders and thinks, “This must just be one of those things pastor calls a
matter of conscience. So, since it 1s just a matter of individual conscience, I should be
satisfied with the perceptions of my own conscience on this matter and not worry

about anybody else’s view or practice.” Right? Or wrong??

The Value of Examining Xvveronoig Now

The questions raised in these opening paragraphs focus us sharply on the
importance of a detailed consideration of the teaching of the New Testament on the
subject of conscience and the term for it in Koine Greek, ouveldnolc. A right

perspective on the topic must be based on a careful, exegetical consideration of the

1 Andy Naselli and J.D. Crowley teamed up recently to produce a helpful, shorter
book written on the popular level, but with careful thought and strongly based on good
research, entitled Conscience: What It is, How to Train It, and Loving Those Who Differ
(Wheaton, Illinois: Crossway, 2016), 157 pp. This book was distributed recently to the
12,000 attendees at the biennial conference of Together for the Gospel. D.A. Carson
warmly commends the book in its forward saying, “It is a pleasure and privilege to
recommend it. . . . Read this book yourself and give a copy to your friends” (p.14). Andy has
long been associated with Dr. Carson as his research assistant and more recently as editor
of some of his publications. Andy also serves as a professor at the Bethlehem College and
Seminary in Minneapolis, Minnesota and elder at the Bethlehem Baptist Church. J.D.
Crowley is long-time missionary to Cambodia, whose work in church planting, translation,
and commentary writing is extensive. Naselli and Crowley give an evenhanded treatment
of the subject, but face the challenge of the limitations of both the size of the book and some
Evangelical assumptions, e.g., that many long-embraced worship-style and lifestyle
Evangelical positions are held by those with a “strong conscience, i.e., more Biblically
knowledgeable and generally better informed, and others rightly belong in the list of
adiaphora, i.e., those things not required of or forbidden to Christians. In fairness, the
purpose of the book is not to address specific areas of disagreement among believers,
particularly the authors’ disagreements with more culturally conservative Christians, but
to provide a good understanding of the subject of conscience in the New Testament. The
many figures and charts in the book, as well as many of the explanations of important
Scripture passages on the subject are an excellent contribution to that end.



thirty instances in the Greek New Testament where the word ouvveLdnoic occurs in

its varied contexts.

Table 1 — New Testament References to cuveidnoig

Biblical
References Greek Text English (NASB)

Acts 23:1 "Atevioag 8¢ 0 Hadrog T) ouvedply €lmev:  And Paul, looking intently at the Council,
avdpe; adeApol, €yw TAOY) CLVELINTEL said, “Brethren, | have lived my life with a
“Y“e}] ,TTETTOMTEUWL ¢ Be aypL TavTNG perfectly good conscience before God up to
e MUEPOS. this day.”

Acts 24:16 €V ToUTR Kol adTOg GOK®D ATPOoKOTOV “In view of this, | also do my best to
OUVELINOLY €XELY TPOG TOV Beov Kal Toug maintain always a blameless conscience
avbpwrouvg dLo TavTog. both before God and before men.”

Rom. 2:15 oltivec évdeikvuvtar T0 épyov T0D VOUOL  In that they show the work of the Law
YPATTOV €V Talg Kapdlulg auTV, written in their hearts, their conscience
LU PRIPEU SOUTNE CIIEY TS oLVELONTEWS bearing witness, and their thoughts
Kol HETOCE}) akknﬁwv Jov XOYLOP‘(‘?V alternately accusing or else defending them.
KO TNYOPOUVTWY 1] KXL TOAOYOULEVWY.

Rom. 9:1 AMBerar Aéyw év XpLot@, ob Pebdouatl, | am telling the truth in Christ, | am not
OUMMOPTUPOLONG HOL TG ouVeELdNOoewS LoV lying, my conscience bearing me witness in
€V TVeUATL ayley. the Holy Spirit.

Rom. 13:5 810 dvaykn LToTROoETOXL, 00 LOVOV i Wherefore it is necessary to be in
Y 0pynV oA Kol SLe ThY GuveLdnoLy. subjection, not only because of wrath, but

also for conscience’ sake.

1 Cor. 8:7 AAL odk év TROLY T YYQOLC: TLEG &€ T However not all men have this knowledge;
ouvnbely €wg 0PTL TOD €LOWAOL WG but some, being accustomed to the idol
€LdwA0BuTOV \EO@LPUOLV, Kel 1 ouveldnoLg until now, eat food as if it were sacrificed to
aUTOV oberng ovoe HOAVVETAL. an idol; and their conscience being weak is

defiled.

1 Cor. 8:10 €v yap TLg 1n o€ TOV €xovta YVAoLY €V For if someone sees you, who have
€LOWAEL KUTOKELLEVOV, OVYL 1 OLVELONOLG  knowledge, dining in an idol's temple, will
ovtob 0ioBerole OVTOG OLKOOGOUNONTETUL €LG  not his conscience, if he is weak, be
TO To €L0wAOBUTY €0BLELY; strengthened to eat things sacrificed to

idols?

1 Cor. 8:12 oltwg O dpapravovteg elc Tovg adeApols  And thus, by sinning against the brethren
Kl TUTTOVTEG QUTOV TNV OuveLdnoLy and wounding their conscience when it is
0oBevotoay elg XpLOTOV GUOPTOVETE. weak, you sin against Christ.

1 Cor. 10:25 ITav 10 €V poKEAw TwAoluevor éabiete Eat anything that is sold in the meat market,
undev avakpivovteg dua ThY ouveLdnoLy: without asking questions for conscience’

sake;

1 Cor. 10:27 €l T kodel VUG TOV GmloTwy kal BEAETE | If one of the unbelievers invites you, and

TopevEsBuL, TV TO ToPKTLOEUEVOY DULY
€oBlete undev avakplvovteg L Thy
ouveldnoLy.

you wish to go, eat anything that is set
before you, without asking questions for
conscience’ sake.



1 Cor. 10:28

1 Cor. 10:29

2 Cor. 1:12

2 Cor. 4:2

2 Cor. 5:11

1Tim. 1:5

1Tim. 1:19

1Tim. 3:9

1Tim. 4:2

2Tim. 1:3

Titus 1:15

Heb. 9:9

Heb. 9:14

2\ ’ < ~ b4 ~ € 4 /
€av O€ TLG LMLV eLmr ToUTO LepoButov
€0TLY, UM €oBlete 817 ékelvov TOv
unrioarTo Kol THY ouveldnoLy:

’ \ ’ J \ \ 3 ~ b \
OLVELONOLY &€ Aeyw oUYL TNV €xutod aAAd
TNV 10D €T€Pou. Lratl yop 1 éAcuBeplo pLov
Kplreto DO BAANG OLVELONOEWC;

‘H yap kadynoig quev adtn €otiv, 1o
HePTOPLOY TAC OLVELONOEWS MUY, OTL €V
amAOTNTL Kal elAlkpLyely Tod BeoDd, [kal]
o0k €V codle OapKLKY) GAL €V XapLTL
Bcod, areoTpadnuer €V 1§ KOOWW,
TEPLOCOTEPWE SE TPOG VUAC.

GAAD GmeLTapedo To KpuTTe THG aloydvng,
T TepLTaTODVTEG €V Towoupyle unde
dorodvteg tov Adyovr tod Beod GAAX TH
davepwoel THG AANOeLag OUVLOTAVOVTEG
€ouToLg TPOC TAOOY oLVELINOLY AVOpOTWY
évamiov Tod Beod.

Eid0tec ovv tov ¢poPov t0d kuplov
avBpwmoug melBopey, Bed b¢

’ b ’ \ \ b ~
mepavepwpedo: eATL(w &€ Kol €V Telg
OLVELONOETLY VUGV TeharepoduL.

10 O¢ TEAOG TRAC TopoyyeAlog EOTLY Gyamm
€k koBapdc Kapdlag Kol GLVELSHOEWG
Gyodfic kol Tlotewg dvumokpitou,

b4 ’ \ b \ ’ 4
€XWV TLOTLY Kol oyeBny ouveLdnoLy, ny
TLVEG AMWONUEVOL TEPL TNV TLOTLY
Evoudynoay,

&ovtag TO puoTtnpLor Thg TloTewg v
keBop@ ouVeLdMOEL.

b 3 4 14
€V UToKpLoeL Jeudoroywy,
KEKQLOTNPLUOWEVWY TV Lolay ouveldnoLy,

Xapy €xw @ 8eq, @ Aatpelw GO
TPOYOVWV €V Kabupl CLVELSNOEL, WG
adLaAeLTTOV €xw TNV TepL 00D prelay év
ToG BENOETLY MOV VUKTOG Kal TUEPNG,

mowte keBupd Tol¢ kobupolg: Tolg ¢
LELOUUEVOLG Kol aTloToLg 00deV kaBupov,
QA peplovton adTdr kol 6 vode kol 1
ouveldnoLe.

Ntic mopefoAn el OV kalpov Tov
Eveotnkote, kol MY dGpo. te kol Buoiol
TPOO(GEPOVTAL UT) SUVALEVL KOTO
OUVELONOLY TEAELDOKL TOV AaTPelovT,

’ ~ \ T o ~ o \
TOOW pEAAOV TO aipe Tod Xplotod, og Sio
TVEOUITOC KiwVioy €qLTOV TPOOTVEYKEY

But if anyone should say to you, “This is
meat sacrificed to idols,” do not eat it, for
the sake of the one who informed you, and
for conscience’ sake;

| mean not your own conscience, but the
other man’s; for why is my freedom judged
by another’s conscience?

For our proud confidence is this, the
testimony of our conscience, that in
holiness and godly sincerity, not in fleshly
wisdom but in the grace of God, we have
conducted ourselves in the world, and
especially toward you.

but we have renounced the things hidden
because of shame, not walking in craftiness
or adulterating the word of God, but by the
manifestation of truth commending
ourselves to every man’s conscience in the
sight of God.

Therefore knowing the fear of the Lord, we
persuade men, but we are made manifest to
God; and | hope that we are made manifest
also in your consciences.

But the goal of our instruction is love from a
pure heart and a good conscience and a
sincere faith.

keeping faith and a good conscience, which
some have rejected and suffered shipwreck
in regard to their faith.

but holding to the mystery of the faith with
a clear conscience.

by means of the hypocrisy of liars seared in
their own conscience as with a branding
iron,

| thank God, whom | serve with a clear
conscience the way my forefathers did, as |
constantly remember you in my prayers
night and day,

To the pure, all things are pure; but to those
who are defiled and unbelieving, nothing is
pure, but both their mind and their
conscience are defiled.

which js a symbol for the present time.
Accordingly both gifts and sacrifices are
offered which cannot make the worshiper
perfect in conscience,

how much more will the blood of Christ,
who through the eternal Spirit offered



Heb. 10:2

Heb. 10:22

Heb. 13:18

1 Pet. 2:19

1 Pet. 3:16

1 Pet. 3:21

Gpwpor ¢ Be@, kabaplel Ty ouveldnoLy
MOV &TO VekpOY €pywl €l TO AaTpeleLy
Be®d (OVTL.

émel ovk Qv Emudonvto TPoohepOuevoL SLo
10 undeplov éxewv €tL ouveldnoLy
QUOPTLOY TOUG Aatpelovtag Gmuf

KekaOoP LOLEVOUG;

TPOoEPYWLEd et AANOLVAC Kapdlag v
TANPOPOPLY TLOTEWG PEPUVTLOULEVOL TOC
KapdLlog AmO oLVELONOEWS TOVNPAS Kol
AEAOVOUEVOL TO ORUK DOTL KoBopQ:

ITIpooetyeaBe Tepl MUAY: TeLOOPed yip
OTL KaATV ouveldnoLy €xouer, év TaoLy
KaA®dg BEAovTeC avaotpédeabol.

TODTO YOp XaPLC €l S ouveldnoLy Beod
LTodépel TLg AVTG TOoYwY GSLKkwE.

QAL pete mpaitnTog kel popov,
ouveldnowy éovteg ayady, tva év ¢
kotoadaAeloBe Kot Loy urORoLY Ol
empealovteg LUV Ty ayadny év XpLote
AvaoTpoPnY.

0 Kol DuaG gvtitumor viv owlel Bamtioua,
00 0apKOC GTOPEGLE PUTOU GAAL
ouveLdnoewe Gyadfc emepwTnue €ic Bedv,
8L draotacewe Inood Xprotod,

Himself without blemish to God, cleanse
your conscience from dead works to serve
the living God?

Otherwise, would they not have ceased to

be offered, because the worshipers, having
once been cleansed, would no longer have
had consciousness of sins?

let us draw near with a sincere heart in full
assurance of faith, having our hearts
sprinkled clean from an evil conscience and
our bodies washed with pure water.

Pray for us, for we are sure that we have a
good conscience, desiring to conduct
ourselves honorably in all things.

For this finds favor, if for the sake of
conscience toward God a man bears up
under sorrows when suffering unjustly.

but sanctify Christ as Lord in your hearts,
always being ready to make a defense to
everyone who asks you to give an account
for the hope that is in you, yet with
gentleness and reverence;

And corresponding to that, baptism now
saves you-- not the removal of dirt from the
flesh, but an appeal to God for a good
conscience-- through the resurrection of
Jesus Christ,

Virtually all of the major English translations of the New Testament render

the term ovveldnoig by the word “conscience,” which is in itself helpful to right

biblical interpretation. The contexts in which the word occurs are also helpful,

providing vital nuances of the meaning of this word in the New Testament. Other

more precise considerations of the synonymy of the New Testament relevant to the

subject and some of the grammatical details of these passages offers more light on

the subject as well.

Close consideration of all of these passages also answers another profoundly

important question. What are the primary emphases of the New Testament on this



function of the human heart called conscience? Or, is there a particularly strong
emphasis on conscience in one specific part of the Christian life and service, in
contrast to the popular preoccupation with the subject, i1.e., the need for believers to
adapt to each other because of the varied levels of knowledge informing their
conscience about right and wrong. Should the varied views of Christians about
cultural practices or doctrinal matters, e.g., continuationism or cessationism with
reference to the supernatural gifts of the Holy Spirit for believers, just be accepted
as an inevitable result of the phenomenon of conscience in every believer?
Answering these questions will bring us face to face with the several
emphases for Christian life and service brought forward by the use of the term
ouveldnoLg in the Greek New Testament. Further, the subject requires that the
relationship between ovreldnolg, the knowledge of Scripture, and spiritual maturity
be examined closely, to answer the question whether each man’s perception of right
and wrong through conscience is equally valid before God, and should be used as
the touchstone to determine what should be the individual person’s attitudes,
disposition, words and behavior. In short, is the believer always ultimately left
primarily with the subjective conclusions of his own conscience in determining the
nature of his obedience, or does God through Scripture intend a significantly more
objective method in determining what is right and wrong in one’s attitudes,

disposition, thoughts, words, and actions?



A Summary of Meaning

The New Testament teaches that the conscience is a distinct function
of the inner man. It is resident in all men as a gift from God, but is especially acute
in its functioning in the regenerate man. It urges the believer to do the right thing
according to the Law of God written in the heart and also illuminated in the
Scriptures. Once a Christian takes action by thought, feeling, disposition, or
behavior, his conscience will either commend or condemn that action. Its witness
will either bring guilt or joy depending on the quality of the action, and will urge
repentance if there has been sin committed. Having a good conscience as a
Christian is often equated with conforming to the Faith, emphasizing both the
centrality and reliability of the believer’s conscience to guide him daily as he walks
with Christ. Human conscience is neither infallible nor omniscient, but it is to be
trusted and is to never be willfully violated by the Christian. He must do all he can
to have a conscience void of offense toward God and men and never be the cause in
any way of another believer violating his conscience.

After considering the principal contributions of the lexicons, an examination
of the passages that include the term, as they group themselves thematically,
should follow. There are three themes that are developed by these passages,
allowing the Scriptures to speak for themselves about the greater and lesser
emphases given to each theme. These thematic passage groupings are (1) the

essential functions of cuveldnoLg; (2) ourveldnolg in the unregenerate man, including



the moment of his salvation; and (3) ouveldnoig in the regenerate man. This will be

followed by (4) some ministry implications.

Table 2—Descriptors of ovveldnoic in the New Testament

Biblical
References Descriptors Regenerate Unregenerate
Acts 23:1 perfectly good
éyw TAOT ouveLdNoeL dyadn Yes No
Acts 24:16 blameless
aTPOOKOTOV Yes No
Rom. 2:15 their thoughts alternately accusing or
defending
TOV AOYLOPGOV KETNYOPOUVTWV 1) Kol
G TOAOYOUUEVWY No Yes
Rom. 9:1 in the Holy Spirit
&v mredpatL oylw Yes No
1 Cor. 8:7 not all men have this knowledge
AAL o0k €V TEOLY 1 YYOoLg Yes No
1 Cor. 8:7 weak
Go8evnc Yes No
1 Cor. 8:7 defiled
oo PoADVeETL Yes No
1 Cor. 8:10 strengthened
olkodoundnoetat Yes No
1 Cor. 8:12 when it is weak
&obevodooy Yes No
1 Cor. 8:12 wounding their conscience
TOTTOVTEG aDTOV TNV CLVELONOLY Yes No
1Tim. 1:5 good
ayadfic Yes No
1Tim. 1:19 good
Qyodny Yes No
1Tim. 3:9 clear
KoBopQ Yes No
1Tim. 4:2 seared
KEKOLUOTTPLUOULEV®OY No Yes
2Tim. 1:3 clear

KoBopQ Yes No



Titus 1:15 defiled

peplovtal No Yes
Heb. 9:9 cannot make the worshipper perfect
T SUVUEVEL... TEAELOONL TOV AXTPEDOVTL No Yes
Heb. 9:14 cleanse...from dead works
KBoPLEL...ATO VEKPODY €pywy Yes No
Heb. 10:22 having our hearts sprinkled clean from an evil
conscience
PEPUVTLOMEVOL TOC KaPSLog GO GUVELONOEWS
TOVNPAC Yes No
Heb. 13:18 good
KOATV Yes No
1 Pet. 3:16 good
ayodny Yes No
1 Pet. 3:21 good
&yodfig No Yes

Some Ministry Implications from the Study of Xvvelonoic

For the Interpretation of the New Testament
A fresh look by theologians and pastors at the heart of man in the theology of

the New Testament is probably in order at this point in the academy, with the goal
of the results trickling down in our Christian college classrooms and our churches.
While there is value in considering whether man is bi-parte or tri-parte in
his immaterial being, interpreters will probably be better served in thinking in
terms of functions of the inner man, rather than parts. A reading of the New
Testament makes apparent that the interplay between all the functions of the inner
man are constant. The thoughts, empathetic and sympathetic reactions (emotions),
dispositions, qualities of character, desires, choices, and moral-spiritual judgments
are constantly intermixing to bring a result, all effected by the powerful presence of

the Holy Spirit. Central to all of these functions is the conscience, as the internal



teacher, exhorter, judge and jury of the inner man, a particularly forceful channel
for God’s communication to the believer in daily life by the Holy Spirit.

A renewed emphasis on a good conscience also should be asserted as the
benchmark for Christian ministry, due to the emphasis that Paul gives this in his
ministerial practice and overall ministerial theology.

The theology of conscience taught in the New Testament affirms that it is a
universal phenomenon in all men. The New Testament equates it with living life
truly in the Faith. Its centrality to sanctification is second only to the concept of love
as the heart of the two greatest commandments. The authority of conscience is
absolute, when guided by the Spirit and Scripture. Its dictates must never be
violated. Though the conscience of the unbeliever and believer alike is malleable
depending on the influences on it, it is to be viewed according to the New Testament
as a reliable guide in life, fully capable of directing the believer in the true way,
when he is strong in conscience due to a thorough knowledge of the Word of God.

For the Church
The theologically conservative church in America has been hurt by assigning

too much of a determinative role to the conscience of the individual believer in
settling the right or wrong path to holiness for Christians. The rising tide of popular
opinion and common practice, often an expression of the conscience of the immature
in Church, has been given far too much sway in determining what the Church looks
and acts like in this early part of the twenty-first century.

While varying views about Christian behavior, the importance of certain

1deas in Scripture, and worship forms and practices are inevitable because of the



levels of knowledge of the Word of God, the variety of Christian communities within
the Biblical church in America and varying levels of spiritual maturity among
believers, this should not deter the leaders of the Church from a serious search.
This fresh search will be for the moral nature or content of everything
Christians think and do. We are called upon to “examine everything carefully; hold
fast to that which is good; abstain from every form of evil” (1 Thessalonians 5:21-
22). Even more, we are challenged to “approve the things that are excellent, in order
to be sincere and blameless until the day of Christ; having been filled with the fruit
of righteousness which comes through Jesus Christ, to the glory of God”
(Philippians 1:9-11). We are long overdue for an “excellence reset” in the
theologically conservative church in America, all the way from the far right
fundamentalists to the leftwing evangelicals, clear across the full spectrum of those
who claim that salvation by grace through faith in Christ alone is the only way of
salvation, and the that the Word of God 1s the inerrant revelation of God for
believers for faith and practice. An historic word for this “excellence reset” is

revival.

For the Believer
The teaching of the New Testament on the conscience of the believer requires

a new birth of self-examination and a refocus on holiness among the people of God,
rather than cultural adaptation. A truly biblical separation, not cultural adaptation,
is the secret to impactful evangelism, as the light of godly example shines forth in

the dark world and into the dark hearts of the lost.



For the believer to year after year bemoan his lack of Bible reading, prayer,
and overall inability to make serious progress in holiness is an affront to Christ, the
compassionate “Holy One” (so named in Luke 4:34; Acts 4:27). It is right for
believers to say they have a good conscience, a strong conscience, a pure conscience,
a clear conscience, a blameless conscience. Yes, we will always have the flesh and
sinful failure, but this is not to be the daily norm for the believer. Those of us who
teach must teach sanctifying grace and as well as saving grace so those we serve
will live a life of spiritual triumph, joy, and fruitfulness, as their conscience assures

them that they are walking faithfully with Him.



