IS COWNSCIENCE A SAFE GUIDE?

"And Paul, earnestly beholding the council, said, Men and brethren, 1 have

lived in all good conscience before God until this day." Acts 23:1,
HAnd herein do I exercise myself, to have always a conscience void of
offense toward ZJod, and toward men.® Acts 24:16,

"I verily thought with myself, that I ocught te do many things contrary to
the name of Jesus of Nazareth," Acts 26:9,

Frequently one hears the admonition, "Let your conscience be your guide.?
Perhaps yvou have adopted that as one of your mottoes. But, in the choice
of a guide, be sure that you choose one that is reliable and safe. Is
conscience always a safe guide?

I.

The Fact Of Consciencs,

What is conscience? Does everyone have a conscience, or are some hard-
hearted individuals deserving of the saying, “"He does not have a con-
scienca™? CGod placed that something which we call Yconscience’ in every
individual He created. Just as man would not think of sending forth to
sea a ship without a compass on board, so God would not send forth on
the rousgh sea of life any person without a conscience,

Immanuel Kant, the great philosopher, once said"Two things fill me with
constantly increasing admiration and awe, the longer and more earnestly
1 reflect on them: the starry heavens without and the moral law within.”
This inner law we call conscience. Bishop Butler said: "There is a
principle of reflection in men, by which they distinguish between,
approve and disapprove thelr own actions," Conscience seems to hold &
place amongz the moral powers analogous to that which reason holds among
the intellsctual powers,

Wirhin 2 man is a voice crying out "You ought.® The conscience can only
impress the obligation to do what the judgment has already decided to

be right., If the judgment is wrong in its decision, it cannot always be
right to do what conscience approves, Conscience discerns between or
assessas right and wrong. 1t prompts to do the right, and warns against
doing the wrong, When one starts to do wrong, conscience says, "Don't.V
Do nol abuse your conscience, It will not take long for it to get out
of order., People who do not get up when the clock alarms soon fail to
hesr the slarm at all, Likewise, if you disregard your conscience, it
will soon get out of order, or you will socon get to the place where you
ignore it entirely.

Jonscience has been defined as Ythe inward judgment of the soul, by
which our actions are trisd and acguitted or condemned," A teacher
asked a class of boys, "What is conscisnce? One boy replied, "Con-
science is a lirtle frianzular-shaped thing in the heart of man that
always turns over when you do wrong, and oh, how it hurtsl!" In full
activity conscience includes a direct perception of right and wrong in
choice, a feeling that right ocught to be done and wrong ought not to be
done, and complacency in the right and disquietude in the wrong.

Conscience is that inner sense of oughtness which tells us that certain
things ought to be done, and that we ought to do them, OUn the other
hand, conscience is that feeling of ought-not-ness which clearly
indicates that there are certain things that ought not to be done, and,



Ii,

- 2 -

therefore, we ought not to do them, If a thing is right, then I ought
to do it because it is right, whether I like it or not, And if the
thing is wrong, then I ought not to do it, no matter how much I like

it, or how fregquently I have done it, Conscience imposes an irresistible
gsense of obligatrion, 1t cannot be bought, sold, or given away,

The Fluctuations Of Conscisncs,

The consciences of men differ widely, The conscience is a variable and
is fregquently lacking in stability., It does not always function as it
should, or as God intended, In the Bible we have various terms applied
o the consciencs,

1. Defiled,

iinto the pure all things are pure: but unto them that are defiled
and wnbelieving is norhing pure: but even their mind and conscience
ig defiled® {Titus 1:15). One whose conscience is defiled cannot
distinguish clearly betwesen right and wrong. He can do something
which is contrary To the teaching of the Bible and yet he may hear
his own conscience saving, 1t is all risght.® Szatan makes it his
buginess to darken the minds of men,

2, Evil,

"ler us draw near with a true heart in full assurance of faith,
having our heartg sprinkled from an evil conscience, and our bodies
washed with pure water® {(Hebrews 10:22), It is commonly referred to
28 z guilry conscience, Have you ever had it? David had it, He
said, "For innumerable evils have compassed me about: mine iniguities
have taken hold upon me, so that I am not able to look up; they are
more than the hairs of mine head: therefore my heart faileth me®
{Psalm 40:12), Belshazzar had it, "Then the king's countenance was
changed, and his thoughts troubled him, so that the joints of his
loi§s were loosed, and his knees smote one against another" (Daniel
BefA

N
3. Seared,

Paul referred to such in these words, “Speaking lies in hypocrisy;
having their conscience seared with a hot ircon' (I Timothy 4:2), Did
vou ever put real hot food in your mouth and burn your tongue? If
so, yvou know how it feels to have a seared tongue, A seared consclence
is like that, It is one that has been mistreated to such an sxXtent
that it no longer tells vou whether or not to do something,

4. Good,

"Aind Paul, esarnestly beholding the council, said, Men and brethren,

I have lived in a1l good conscience bhefore God until this day" (Acts
23:1})., YAnd herein do I exercise myself, to have always z consclience
void of offense toward God, and toward men® (Acts 24:16}, Like Paul,
wa should strive to live, in public and in private, so that we may
zlways have a "conscience woild of offence toward God, and toward men,®
Whatever any person gets in life, if in the getting it he has for-
feited a conscience void of offence toward Zod or man, he has paid
too high a price for it,
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om childhood we have heard
uide.” But before we got to be very old we cbserved that the consciences

The Fumotions Of The Conscience,

Whaet are the functions of consclencse?

i. To direct one in acting,

n this capacity the conscience serves as a tutor in advising., We

v regard the conscience as the monitor of the soul, that element
*hin us which warns or advises, It may tell us teo do right, but

11 to tell us what right is, It does not lay down any law for us
to observe, but, if properly educated, it is faithful to remind us ©o
chsarve the rules and regulations which God has given to us,
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2. To pass 2 judgment upon the acting.

s capacity, after a thing is done, the conscience serves as a
to acquit or to condemn, Conscience cannot compel one to do

€ Judas Iscariot sold Christ for thirty pieces of silver, but
as not long until his consclence; which was stirred over the
saction, caused the money to burn in his pocket, and he cried
out, "I have sinned in that I have betrayed the innocant blood®
(Matthew 27:4). The crowd jeered at him until he went out and rook
his own life. Do not get the mistaken idea that, if comscience does
not convict, it is a sign that the sin is justified. It revealis that
rhe conscience is unmenlightenad, untrained, and in dire need of
attention,
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ain school, one of the teachers said that she did not think
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made any difference what a puplil believed or did, provided
1w

s

e
that it

ol was conscientious, It would have been quite ezsgy to have
zone to school to that teacher if it did not matter whether the pupil
answered rizht or wrong, just so the student was comscientious. Such
a2 teacher could get contrary answers o the same question and give
both pupils 2 perfect zrade,

The Fitness Of The Conscience.

The conscience neads atbtention. It should be purified. It should be
shilightened 2lso. Conscience is dependent on knowledge, Since the il-
lumination of it is necessary, study and prayer are required. To have
a conscience void of offence, one must have a good rule of conduct, an
impartial comparison of the conduct with that rule, snd a conformity of
the conduct to that rule., Man's first duty to his conscience is not to
follow it, but to emlighten it, If the consclence is kept in tune with
the purpose and the will of God, it will prove to be an inestimable
blessing.

conscience a2 safe guide? Zarly in life most of us ask this quastion.
the statement, "Let your conscience be your
1

different people prompted them to act and to do quite differently., ¥We

rezlized that all of them were not right. Alsc, we observed that the con-
sciences of people changed with the years. At one time in life, the con-
srience considered certain conduct to be right and later in life the same
conscience considered the same course of action as being wrong, 1t was
rhen guite clear that a consclence that changed like that could not be a

safe guide,
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Since the judgment may be wrong in its decision, it camnot always be right
to do what conscience zapproves oy permits, We have a splendid illustration
of this truth in the case of the zreatest Christisn who has ever lived,

Seul of Tarsus, who was a greaf religious zealot, thought that he was
oblized to persscute the followers of Christ, He was not only earnest and
persistent in his efforts to exterminate Christians, dragging men and help-
less women to prison, and having & part in the martyrdom of Stephen, but he
was influenced and horne along by the highest and the most intense conscient-
iousness or sincerity, He testified later, "1 verily thought with myself,
that I ocught to do many things contrary to the name of Jesus of Nazareth®
{Aeots 26:9)., Iz was his custom to let his conscience be his gzuide, but in
doing so he did wrong when he caused Christians to be put to death because
hey loved and served the Christ Who had saved them.
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After Saul of Tarsus became a Christian, his conscience directed him in
the very opposite course., When he stood before his accusers, Paul szid,

"Men and brethren, I have lived in 3ll good conscience before God until

this day® (fcts 23:1}, He was just as conscientious when he was arresting
Christisns and having them put to death as he was when he was spending his
efforts in introducing people te Christ as Saviour, Since conscience directs
one to do one thing at one time and scomething else at another time, it is
not 2 safe guide, Ferfectly conscientious, the Indian had as his ambition
the scalping of as many of his enemies as possible, He did not see anything
wrong in that way of life, The Egyptian mother did not feel any gullt whate
ever in throwing her baby inteo the Hile River, Conscience told her that

it was rizht to do so. But we shudder at actions of that type.

This inner oughtness must have a standard of right by which to make its
judgments, These standards of judgment, as to what is right, must be sup=-
plied by the contact of intelligence with life, with the Word of God, and
with the Spirit of God., We talk so glibly asbout letting the conscience be
the guide, as if it could tell us exactly what we ought or ought not to do,
Conscience is not an infallible guide in any such sense, This attitude
coward conscience reminds me of one of the witnesses before the jury ap-
pointed to inguire into a case of alleged bribery in & leocal alection, He
stated that he had recalived twenty-five dollars to vote the Hepubliecan
Ticket. Then, on cross-examination it was elicited that he had received

an 2dditional twentyvefive dollars to vote the Democratic Ticket, In amsze~
ment the foremsn of the jury said, "You say you recelved twenty-five dollars

to vote the Repuglican Ticken?® *Weg, sipr,” *And you also received Lwenty-
five dollars to vote the Demccratic Ticket?" H"Yes, sir," %"And for whom did

vou vote at the finish?" With injured dignity in every line of his face,
the witness snswered with great earnesiness, "I voted according to my con-

sceisnce,

any times conscience will dictate one thing to one person and a different
hing for another person or group. The Hindu's consclience lashes him if he
caks caste; the Christian's conscilence lashes him unless he utterly de~
rovs the caste system, The Mohammedan woman's conscience dictates that
e vell her face; the Christian woman'®s conscience tells her that to wear
2 veil over her face is unsanitary, absurd, and wrong. Anybody expects too
much of conscisnce if he expects it to tell him exscily what to do when in
a1
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ity all that conscience can do is to inmsist on doing right,
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It is our duty to aenlizhten the conscilence, We should adjust it to the
highest and best standard of rizght, 7To say, YLet your conscience be your
zuide,” is like saying, "Follow your nese," The ocutcome of following your
noss depends on the direction in which it is peinting. You can get the
epproval of your conmsclence as certainly as you can follow your nose, It
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is not enoush for a navigator to follow his compass, but it is essential for
him +o know thatr it is pointing toward the north. The conscience, like a
watch, must be sst by the hizhest and best standard -~ the Word snd the
expressed will of Zed, Your conscience will be a2 safe guide provided it
compliss with the Word of Zod, follows rthe lesadership of the bairlt of

God, znd directs in the paths that are right, In the life and teac hings of
Christ are to he found the highest and best things that have sber baen sat
forth, As ws follow Him we are always safe,

Unawed by shame or fear,

11 a2 new object struck my sizht,
And stopped my wild caresr.

saw Une hanginz on 2 tree

n azony mﬁd blood

Who fixed my languid eye on me,
ieayr His cross I stood,

Sure never till my latest bresath
Can 1 forget that look;

It seemed fo charge me with His death,
Though not a word He spoke.

¥y conscience felt and ownad the guily
And plumzed me in despair;

I saw my sins His blood had spilt,
ind helpsed to nail Him there,

Alas] 1 knew not what 1 did
But now my tears. were veail
Where shall my trembling scou
For I the Lord have alalni

H
n;
1l be 1id?

A4 gecond look He gave, which said,
¥ freely all forgive:
This blood is for thy ransom paid;
I dis that thou mayest live,"

Thus while His death my sin displays
In 211 irs blackest hus,

Such is the mystery of grace,
It seals my pardon, toe,®



