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GOSPEL CULTURE IN GOD’S HOUSEHOLD
A Series on 1 Timothy
A GOOD CONSCIENCE
[bookmark: _GoBack]1 Timothy 1:18-20
INTRODUCTION
On April 17, 1521, German Reformer Martin Luther appeared before the Diet of Worms, where he would deliver one of the most famous speeches in Western history. It had been about four years since Luther nailed his Ninety-five Theses to the door of the church in Wittenberg, an act that sparked Luther’s campaign to reform the Catholic Church in multiple areas of doctrine. 
The question that was put before Luther was whether he was willing to recant his writings. If he did, he would be shown leniency by the Emperor. If he did not, he would be condemned and burned at the stake as a heretic. 
Luther needed time to think and pray about this. When the Diet reconvened the next day, Luther provided a thoughtful response, noting that much of his writing was devotional in nature and had been well received even by his theological opponents. Other writings were overly harsh, and he apologized for their tone. But in the end, he told the Diet that he continued to stand by the substance of what he had written and could not recant. Near the end of his speech, he said these famous words that have stuck with me for years:
“I am bound by the Scriptures I have quoted and my conscience is captive to the Word of God. I cannot and will not recant anything, since it is neither safe nor right to go against conscience.”
As I’ve thought about these words, I’ve found myself reflecting not only on what it says about the authority of God’s Word, but because of what it says about conscience. What did he mean when he said, “It is neither safe nor right to go against conscience”? I can understand why it’s not right to go against conscience, since our conscience is like our moral compass. It affirms us when we’re going in the right moral direction, and warns us when we’ve veered off course. So when we go against conscience, assuming that our conscience has been calibrated by God’s Word, we’re doing something wrong. We’re doing something that’s not right. 
But why does Luther say it’s not “safe” to go against conscience? He’s not just saying that going against conscience is wrong. It’s dangerous.  He’s saying that when you believe that something is wrong but you do it anyways, you’re putting yourself in jeopardy. It’s neither right nor safe to go against conscience.
That’s a big part of what today’s text is about. It’s about the dangers of doing what you know you shouldn’t. It’s about how going against conscience doesn’t just lead to immoral actions. Going against conscience imperils our souls. Violating our conscience isn’t just something we do. It’s something that does something to us. 
The title of this sermon is A Good Conscience. My aim today is to show you that The Good Fight Requires a Good Conscience. 
We’re going to break down our text today into three points:
(1) Watch Your Doctrine
(2) Watch Your Conscience
(3) Watch Your People

(1) WATCH YOUR DOCTRINE
These verses cap off a set of instructions that Paul has given to Timothy starting in verse 3. Verse 3 started with Paul telling Timothy to “charge certain persons not to teach any different doctrine”, and it’s this charge that he returns to in verse 18 when he says, “This charge I entrust to you”. This shows us that Paul’s concern throughout the entirety of chapter one has been the battle for sound doctrine. 
Along the way, Paul has revealed which doctrine is at stake: the doctrine of the gospel. In verse 7 he says that these “certain persons” desire to be “teachers of the law”. There’s nothing wrong with the law. Paul said in verse 8 that “the law is good, if one uses it lawfully”. But these men weren’t using it lawfully. They were teaching that the law continues to be the center of the Christian faith, and that the role of the Christian is to conform their lives to the law by the strength of their own will. 
In response, Paul says in verse 9 that “the law is not laid down for the just (that is, those who were made just, or justified, by faith in Christ) but for the lawless and disobedient”. Paul’s saying that Jesus has changed the function of the law for those who have been justified by faith in him. The law no longer exists for us. It exists for those who are still outside of Christ, to reveal and restrain sin. But for those who are in Christ, the law is written on our hearts, so that we serve in the new way of the Spirit and not in the old way of the written code. 
Then in verse 11, Paul reveals what has taken the place of the law: the gospel. The gospel has completely transformed the ways in which we understand and apply the law, and has replaced the law as the primary focus of our relationship with God. The gospel lies at the heart of what it means to be a faithful Christian, and what it means to be a faithful church.  
That leads Paul to reflect on the gospel’s impact on his life in verses 12-17. He remembers who he was –a blasphemer, persecutor, and insolent opponent of the church, hell-bent on Christianity’s destruction – and he remembers who he is – a man who has received faith and love through the overflow of God’s grace to him in Christ. Paul is a transformed man. He calls himself “the foremost” of sinners, literally the “first” of sinners. He’s the worst. No one’s sins are blacker than his. If anyone deserves to be rejected and punished by God, it’s him. But instead of punishment, he has received mercy, because “Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners, of whom I am the foremost.” 
That leads to our text today, beginning in verse 18. “This charge”, Paul says to Timothy, the charge to exhort certain persons not to teach any different doctrine for the sake of preserving and protecting the gospel, “I entrust to you.” What an incredible responsibility. Paul is entrusting Timothy with something that was intensely personal. The gospel was the only reason why Paul was no longer spending his days in hatred and violence. The gospel was the only reason why he was saved from God’s wrath. And now, Paul’s saying that he entrusts the protection of the gospel to Timothy. 
He calls Timothy “my child”, just as he did in verse 2 when he called him “my true child in the faith”, partly because Paul was his spiritual father, but also because Timothy was a young man. We know that because in 4:12 Paul says, “Let no one despise you for your youth”. Timothy was a young man who struggled with young man sins, and one of those sins was fear. We know that because of what Paul writes to him in 2 Timothy 1:7 when he says to him, 
“God gave us a spirit not of fear but of power and love and self-control.” 
Timothy was a gifted young man, but he struggled with fear and self-doubt. He was timid Timothy. And yet, Paul’s passing the baton of guarding sound doctrine to him, a baton that has now been passed down to us. This charge of guarding sound doctrine has now been entrusted to local churches everywhere, including ours. 
Paul knew this was no easy task, which is why he calls it “waging the good warfare” or “fighting the good fight” in verse 18. Paul isn’t naïve. He knows that this isn’t just a struggle for sound doctrine. It’s a war, and it needs to be fought like one. 
Kevin DeYoung says, 
“The only thing more difficult than finding the truth is not losing it.” 
We see this all over the place, not just in church drift, but in denominational drift. We see it in universities that were once committed to training men for ministry but are now committed to tearing those ministries down. We see it in entire countries that once burned with zeal for the gospel but are now spiritual wastelands. We see it in the very churches that Paul planted. Much of the New Testament was written because of doctrinal error. False teaching. Wolves dressed like sheep who had come into the church to corrupt the gospel and lead God’s people astray.  
There is a war raging around us and inside us, and it’s a war for truth. There are three enemies of truth – the world, the flesh, and the devil – and each is hell-bent on corrupting and destroying truth. 
This is a war that has always existed. Just look at church history. The history of the church is a history of the struggle for truth. From the early Councils about the Trinity and the nature of Christ, to the Medieval discussions about God’s Sovereignty and the problem of evil, to the Reformers’ struggle for the doctrine of justification and the five solas, to the 20th century battle between the fundamentalists and modernists over the doctrine of Scripture, to our present battle over marriage, gender, and sexuality. The church is in a war for truth. Always has been, always will be. As Philip Ryken puts it, 
“The people of God have never been able simply to rest in the faith; they have always had to fight for it.” – Philip Ryken
This is a supernatural war that requires supernatural resources, which is why Paul mentions “the prophecies previously made” about Timothy. It is “by them” that he “may wage the good warfare”. It appears that several prophecies were made about Timothy, prophecies that not only confirmed his giftings for ministry, but strengthened them. In 4:14, Paul writes,
“Do not neglect the gift you have, which was given you by prophecy when the council of elders laid their hands on you.” 
The context of that verse is preaching. Timothy was given a gift of preaching by prophecy when he was commissioned to the pastorate by the laying on of hands. 
Paul’s saying that, as Timothy fights the good fight for the sake of the gospel, he’s to remember the prophetic words spoken over him, the words that he would serve the Lord as a guardian of truth through the preaching of the gospel.  
If Timothy needed prophetic words, how much more do we? How much more do we need the powerful, timely reminders of God’s goodness and grace that we receive through the gift of prophecy? The gift of prophecy isn’t given so that we can feel good about ourselves, or have a supernatural experience, or brag about how charismatic our church is compared to others. The gift of prophecy is given to strengthen our faith so that we can wage the good warfare well. 
Some people fear that prophecy poses a challenge to the authority of Scripture. And while that can certainly happen if the gift is abused, the Scriptures themselves teach us that the gift of prophecy doesn’t undermine the truth of Scripture. It serves the truth of Scripture. It equips us and empowers us so that we will defend and proclaim sound doctrine with the strength that God supplies. If anything should make us earnestly desire this gift in our lives, and in our church, it’s this. 

(2) WATCH YOUR CONSCIENCE
We must watch our doctrine. But what are we to watch for? We obviously need to watch out for false teaching, but is there anything else that poses a threat to sound doctrine? That’s what Paul addresses next, leading to our second point: Watch Your Conscience. 
After exhorting Timothy to wage the good warfare of truth, Paul says this in verse 19: “holding faith and a good conscience”. Paul’s training Timothy to fight the good fight well. He is to remember the prophecies preciously made to him, but he is also to be engaged in “holding faith and a good conscience”. 
We know what “holding faith” means. It means responding with belief and trust to the sound doctrine of Scripture which culminates in the person and work of Jesus Christ. It’s about holding on to the gospel with the God-given hands of faith and not letting go. But what does it mean to hold a “good conscience”?  
First, we need to recognize that, to Paul, the conscience wasn’t a minor thing. It was central to his understanding of what a healthy relationship with God looks like:
· Before the Sanhedrin, he declared, “Brothers, I have lived my life before God in all good conscience up to this day.” (Acts 23:1)
· Before Governor Felix, he said, “So I always take pains to have a clear conscience toward both God and man.” (Acts 24:16)
· In 2 Timothy, he wrote, “I thank God whom I serve, as did my ancestors, with a clear conscience” (1:3)
· In 1 Timothy alone, there are four references to the conscience (1:5, 1:19, 3:9, 4:2)
Philip Towner defines the “good conscience” as follows:
“The good conscience is the organ of decision by which the Christian may move from knowledge of the faith and sound teaching to appropriate conduct.” 
The conscience is the filter that enables us to discern how our beliefs should translate into action. It’s what enables us to move from knowing what’s right to doing what’s right. And in the corporate life of the church, it’s what we need to move from gospel doctrine to gospel culture. 
The conscience is also what you could call our “moral compass”. It affirms us when we’re going in the right moral direction, and warns us when we’ve veered off course. One of the main ways that it does this is through our emotions. One Gospel Coalition writer put it this way:
“When we conform to the values of our conscience we feel a sense of pleasure or relief. But when we violate the values of our conscience, it induces anguish or guilt.” – Joe Carter
Our conscience can be healthy, or it can be sick. Paul talks about holding a “good conscience” in verse 19 because one can hold a “bad conscience”. Or to use Paul’s own language, the conscience can be clear, or it can be seared. That’s how he would describe the consciences of the false teachers in 4:1-2:
“Now the Spirit expressly says that in later times some will depart from the faith…through the insincerity of liars whose consciences are seared…”
These verses show us what’s at stake when it comes to the conscience. It’s not just your morality that’s at stake. It’s your faith. There is an undeniable connection between a good conscience and a sincere faith. Aside from this example in Chapter 4, they’re paired together three other times in 1 Timothy alone: 
· 1:5 (“love that issues from a pure heart and a good conscience and a sincere faith”)
· 1:19 (“holding faith and a good conscience”)
· 3:9 (“they must hold the mystery of the faith with a clear conscience”) 
These verses show us that we can’t separate our morals from our beliefs. Most of us know that what we believe affects what we do. But we also need to understand that what we do affects what we believe. Kent Hughes puts it this way:
“When morals slip, doctrine ebbs, and the fight is soon lost… Conscious disobedience will kill our spiritual life.”
Are you engaged in conscious disobedience today? It could be when you open up your laptop with lustful intent and your conscience is telling you, “No, don’t do it. It’s wrong. It’s harmful”, but you say, “I don’t care, I’m doing it anyways”. It could be when poisonous words start forming in your mind in the middle of an argument with a loved one and you’re telling yourself, “Don’t say it”, but you do anyways. It could be when you’ve sinned against someone and you know you need to make things right, but you refuse to out of pride or anger. If that’s you, then take care, because violating your conscience isn’t just something you do. It’s something that does something to you. 
It’s not right to go against conscience, nor is it safe, because over time, your conscience will be so seared that you will no longer know what’s right and what’s wrong. 
Do you ever wonder how people go from loving good to hating it, and from hating evil to loving it? It’s the seared conscience. The seared conscience is what leads people to look at the moral standards in the Bible and say, “That can’t be right. There’s no way this is what God requires of us.” The seared conscience is what leads people to happily do what’s wrong. The seared conscience is what leads people who once professed faith in Christ to walk away from it all and wonder how they ever believed all this talk about sin and a saviour. 
We must hold faith and a good conscience, not one or the other, but both, because they’re inseparable. Lose your faith, lose your conscience. Lose your conscience, lose your faith.
That doesn’t mean that we’re never going to act against our conscience. We will, because we’re sinners. None of us are able to abide by our conscience all the time. The question for us today isn’t, “Will you go against your conscience?” We absolutely will. But when we do, the question is, “What are you going to do about it?” When you feel the burden of guilt, that instinct that tells you that you did something wrong, will you ignore it, turn a blind eye to it, and pretend that it never happened? Or will you confront it, confess it, and forsake it? 
If you do, then Christ stands ready to receive you. His blood is more than sufficient to pay for your debt of sin. It’s more than sufficient to heal you of your seared conscience. In Christ, there is grace for sinners, even the worst of sinners. There is grace that will overflow to you with the faith and love that are in Christ Jesus if you would but repent and believe. You don’t need to be perfect. You don’t need to have your act together. But you do need to be willing to leave your sin behind for the joys of knowing Christ. Turn away from your sin, and turn towards the Saviour. He will forgive you, and he will heal you. 

(3) WATCH YOUR PEOPLE
The remainder of our text is about what happens when people who are fighting the good fight fail to hold onto a good conscience, leading to our third point: Watch Your People. 
In verse 20, Paul mentions two men named Hymenaeus and Alexander. The fact that he names them implies that they were well-known in the Ephesian church, likely part of the group of leaders who wanted to be “teachers of the law”. But here in verse 20, Paul says that he has handed them “over to Satan that they may learn not to blaspheme.” 
This is a reference to church discipline. Church discipline is the biblical practice of declaring that someone who says they’re a Christian can no longer be part of the local church. Their profession of faith is no longer deemed credible because of deviance in the core doctrines of the faith, or because of unrepentant sin, and the result is that the believing community can no longer relate to them as one of its members. 
We know Paul is talking about church discipline in these verses because of the similar language Paul uses in 1 Corinthians 5, which is the most extensive New Testament passage on church discipline. In verse 5 of that chapter, Paul wrote,
“…you are to deliver this man to Satan for the destruction of the flesh, so that his spirit may be saved in the day of the Lord.” 
What happened to Hymenaeus and Alexander? What could have gone so wrong that these two prominent, leading members of the Ephesian church could be cast out of the church and exposed to a greater degree of Satan’s influence? Let’s not miss that this is what church discipline does. There is spiritual protection from the forces of evil within the local church, where Christ’s Word is proclaimed, Christ’s people pray, and Christ’s Spirit reigns. If the disciplined member truly belongs to Christ, they won’t be lost. God will sovereignly work all things for their good, including church discipline. But that doesn’t change the fact that they will experience more darkness and more deception out there than in here. 
But you may ask, why would God require that? Is it to punish the unrepentant sinner? No, of course not. It’s to rescue the unrepentant sinner. The purpose of discipline is redemptive, not punitive. It’s not just about separation. It’s about reconciliation, both to God, and to God’s people. It’s the church’s way of saying, “You’re not right with God. You don’t see it, but you need to, and the only way we can help you see it is by showing you that you’re not right with the church.” Philip Towner puts it well:
“For some it takes being cast off into the sea to realize the advantages on board ship.” 
Church discipline is an expression of love by the church for the disciplined member. It’s done with the hope and prayer that the darkness would turn them back to the light. If someone’s living in the darkness of sin, we’re not doing them any favours by letting them pretend that they’re in the light. They need to know that they’re lost and that their souls are in danger in the strongest possible terms, and the best way to communicate that is through church discipline. 
And if the disciplined member is truly born again, if they’ve truly been given the gift of new life in Christ and Christ’s Spirit dwells within them, they won’t stay in the darkness for long. As Tim likes to put it, sheep don’t like playing in the mud for long. Pigs do. They’ll roll around in the mud till they die. But sooner or later, the sheep of God’s flock will come to their senses, return to the flock, and be washed clean by the blood of the Lamb. 
So what happened to dear Hymenaeus and Alexander, that they should fall so far from grace? Paul tells us in three words in verse 19: “By rejecting this”. By rejecting what? This. Notice that it doesn’t say these, plural. It says this, singular. Paul’s not talking about the rejection of “faith and a good conscience” (plural). He’s talking about the rejection of a “good conscience”, singular. 
In other words, the downfall of these two men didn’t begin with doctrine. It began with the conscience. It eventually became doctrinal error (in fact, Hymenaeus is mentioned again in 2 Timothy 2:18 where Paul says that he’s “swerved from the truth, saying that the resurrection has already happened”) but it all started with conscious disobedience. Acting against conscience. Ignoring their moral compass with reckless abandon even though they knew that what they were doing was wrong. 
This is why we must watch out for one another. We can’t afford to let the moral decay that we see in one another fester and spread until those around us become a shell of genuine Christian life. We need to speak up. We need to remember that “faithful are the wounds of a friend”. There will be times when love requires wounding. Love requires reproof. Love requires warning. 
Watching out for one another is essential for gospel culture. The same goes for letting others watch out for you, because all of us are prone to wander. All of us struggle with sin. The risk of a seared conscience is a real one for every one of us, which is why we need one another. These words from Hebrews 3 have never seemed more urgent to me than now:
“Take care, brothers, lest there be in any of you an evil, unbelieving heart, leading you to fall away from the living God. But exhort one another every day, as long as it is called ‘today,’ that none of you may be hardened by the deceitfulness of sin.”

CONCLUSION
We need one another, not because God is powerless and that we’re somehow making up for his impotence, but because God has ordained that we should need each other. Biblical fellowship is one of the primary ways that God has chosen to work in our lives, to rescue us from sin, and to deliver us from darkness. We need one another. 
Biblical fellowship is essential for gospel culture, because it provides a context for us to exhort one another. This begins with our small groups, which we call TAGs. Our TAGs aren’t just another social gathering to add to your over-busy schedules. They are means of grace to help you keep your consciences from being seared. When we get together in our TAGs, we’re not just doing Bible studies and talking about ideas in the abstract. We’re talking about the condition of our souls. 
I thank God that many of you are committed to your TAGs, but I’m also aware that many of you are either irregular participants or not part of a TAG at all. I appeal to you as your pastor to not let this continue. This isn’t about us padding our numbers. It’s about caring for your souls. It’s about watching our lives and our doctrine for ourselves and for one another. 
Biblical fellowship starts with our TAGs, but it doesn’t end there. We want it to characterize our entire church culture. Biblical fellowship shouldn’t be something that we can compartmentalize for certain times and not others. It should saturate everything that we do. In a few minutes, we’re going to end our service. Some of you will turn to your neighbours and engage in some pleasant chit chat before heading home. Others will head downstairs for the meal where you’ll laugh and talk and joke and enjoy one another’s company.
Those are all good things, but let’s not mistake that for fellowship. That’s socializing. It’s not fellowship.
So when this service ends, I challenge you not only to go to your friends and chit chat as if this service had never happened and this sermon was never preached. There are people all around you who are acting against their conscience. That’s neither safe nor right, and yet no one’s speaking into their lives. When we come to church, we don’t just need another place to hang out. We need a place to give and receive exhortation. Let’s make it our aim as a church to engage in meaningful fellowship whenever we meet, whether it’s after the service, or at a prayer meeting, or a TAG, or when we’re meeting casually in one another’s homes, because we need one another. 
And if you find that you don’t know anyone well enough to give or receive meaningful input, my challenge to you is this: are you willing to do something about that? You don’t need to be trapped in the status quo. You don’t need to passively wait for people to reach out to you. You can be the one to move towards others, to build the kinds of relationships where biblical fellowship is the norm rather than the exception. 
So today, you need to ask yourself, “Have I been secretly sinning against my conscience? Am I ignoring my guilt in conscious disobedience?” Then cry out for help. Cry out to God in prayer, and cry out to God’s people in fellowship. You don’t have to fight alone. It’s not safe. There are people in this church who are willing to help you, not judge you, because all of us struggle. All of us sin. All of us need the grace of God to hold faith and a good conscience. 
By God’s overflowing grace, let us wage the good warfare for truth and for love as we help each other hold faith and a good conscience, that none of us may be hardened by the deceitfulness of sin. 
