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Chapter One

The Question of  
Conscience

It is vitally important for Christians to consider the issue 
of conscience. In the classical view, the conscience was 

thought to be something that God implanted within our 
minds. Some people even went so far as to describe the 
conscience as the voice of God within us. The idea was 
that God created us in such a way that there was a link 
between the sensitivities of the mind and the conscience 
with its built-in responsibility to God’s eternal laws. For 
example, consider the law of nature that the Apostle Paul 
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says is written on our hearts. There was a sensitivity of con-
science long before Moses came down from Mount Sinai 
with the tablets of stone.

The famous philosopher Immanuel Kant was agnostic 
with respect to man’s ability to reason from this world to the 
transcendence of God. Even so, he offered what he called a 
moral argument for the existence of God that was based on 
what he called a universal sense of oughtness implanted in 
the heart of every human being. Kant believed that every-
one carried with them a genuine sense of what one ought to 
do in a given situation. He called this the categorical imper-
ative. He believed there are two things that fill the soul with 
an ever-new and growing wonder and reverence: the starry 
heavens above and the moral law within. This is important 
to note because even in the realm of secular philosophy, 
there has historically been an awareness of conscience.

Historically and classically, the conscience was seen to 
be our link to the transcendent ethic that resides in God. 
But with the moral revolution of our culture, a different 
approach to conscience has emerged, and this is what is 
called the relativistic view. This is indeed the age of relativ-
ism, where values and principles are considered to be mere 
expressions of the desires and interests of a given group of 
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people at a given time in history. We repeatedly hear that 
there are no absolutes in our world today.

Yet if there are no absolute, transcendent principles, how 
do we explain this mechanism that we call the conscience? 
Within a relativistic framework, we see the conscience being 
defined in evolutionary terms: people’s subjective inner per-
sonalities are reacting to evolutionary advantageous taboos 
imposed upon them by their society or by their environ-
ment. Having reached a period in our development when 
these taboos no longer serve to advance our evolution, they 
can be discarded with nary a thought of the consequences.

As a professor some years ago, I counseled a college girl 
who was overtaken with a sense of profound guilt because 
she had indulged in sexual activities with her fiancé. She 
explained to me that she had spoken of her guilt to a local 
pastor. He counseled her that the way to get over her guilt 
was to recognize the source of it. He reasoned that she had 
done nothing wrong; rather, her feelings of guilt were a result 
of her having been a victim of living in a society ruled by a 
puritan ethic. He explained that she had been conditioned 
by certain sexual taboos that made her feel guilty when she 
shouldn’t and that what she had done was a mature, respon-
sible expression of her own emerging adulthood.
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