
Sermon 194: Romans 14:20-23: Faith and your conscience 

OUTLINE 

Good conscience 
Bad conscience 

INTRODUCTION 

 ‘…the conscience functions as a spiritual nervous system, which uses guilt to inform us that 
something is wrong and needs correction. Failing to heed the warnings of conscience can 
lead only to the hardening or searing of the conscience, which in the end will bring us to 
destruction.’   We have done a great injustice to the conscience in our day and silence it 1

more often than heed it.  We do not appreciate this wonderful gift of God which often 
stands outside of us as it were to disagree with us and condemn us when we are in sin.  
The conscience can be a great source of joy when it is at peace, enabling us to enjoy all 
things all the more, or it can be a great sense of pain.  As we continue on with Romans 
14:20-23 we come to a portion where Paul repeats several things that he has said but he 
also speaks about the two different types of consciences that the weak and the strong in the 
Roman church were experiencing.  In the case of the strong there consciences were 
informed and sound and they were happy.  But in the case of the weak, their conscience or 
spiritual nervous system was communicating phantom pain and they were bringing 
themselves into sin.  Romans 14:20-23, ‘Do not, for the sake of food, destroy the work of 
God. Everything is indeed clean, but it is wrong for anyone to make another stumble by 
what he eats.21 It is good not to eat meat or drink wine or do anything that causes your 
brother to stumble.22 The faith that you have, keep between yourself and God. Blessed is 
the one who has no reason to pass judgment on himself for what he approves.23 But 
whoever has doubts is condemned if he eats, because the eating is not from faith. For 
whatever does not proceed from faith is sin.’   

I would like us to focus in particular on verses 22-23 where Paul talks first about the 
blessedness of a clean conscience, and then secondly about those who sin against 
conscience.  But before we do that let us note some of the other things Paul repeats before 
we do that.  You will notice as Paul begins in v20 that the tone is serious, ‘Do not’.  
Secondly, this is Paul’s fourth reference to food.  He has spoken about grieving our brethren 
by what we eat, 15a; destroying him by what we eat 15b; not to prize eating and drinking 
above the kingdom v17; and now not to destroy God’s work for the sake of food.  Paul is 
really laying it on thick and in this last repetition he is referring to the health of the church 
as the ‘work of God’.  The implication is that the strong are tearing down what God is 
building and working at cross purposes to God Himself.  Disturbing the peace of the Church 
is no small matter.  Thirdly, the second half of verse 20 restates the main truths, ‘Everything 
is indeed clean’ means that the theology of the strong is correct; we are no longer bound by 
OT dietary requirements.  ‘But it is wrong to make another stumble by what he eats.’  The 
truth without love is wrong/bad.  Fourthly, Paul restates the position that the strong ought 
to have, and it relates more to practice than theory, ‘It is good not to eat meat or drink wine 
or do anything that causes your brother to stumble.’  This is the first mention of wine in the 
portion.  Paul is not dealing with a case of drinking alcohol in front of recovering addicts, no 
he is dealing with drinking wine that has been involved in idolatry.  The notion of not 
drinking alcohol in front of someone who is an alcoholic is a secondary implication but not 
an exact parallel to this section.  But notice especially the blanket statement, ‘or do anything 
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that causes your brother to stumble.’  He is a brother, he is your brother, and love requires 
the sacrificing of anything, even legitimate things to serve in this fashion.  Repetition is the 
mother of learning, and Paul has felt it fit to repeat with slight nuances things he has 
already said.  Having looked at what Paul has repeated let us then continue on to look at 
what Paul has to say about good and bad consciences. 

Good conscience 

V22, ‘The faith that you have, keep between yourself and God. Blessed is the one who has 
no reason to pass judgment on himself for what he approves.’  How then are the strong to 
act?  Paul answers this question here, ‘the faith that you have, keep between yourself and 
God.’  The word faith here is not being used in the way we refer to saving faith as trust in 
Jesus, but rather it is faith as confidence based on truth.  But here is the main application, 
‘keep between yourself and God.’  Here Paul is telling the strong believer who has the 
correct theology who is not to cause the brethren to stumble ever, to practice his liberties in 
private.  Don’t flaunt your liberties!  It is the trait of a self-absorbed child to boast in these 
things.  Like a child who has to show off their new phone or wear their new branded 
clothing in order to be seen as superior and gain some sense of identity by it.  We practice 
our liberties from a place of contentment not need.  And since our liberties are always things 
of preference rather than command, we can go without them in certain contexts.   

But notice how Paul says ‘keep between yourself and God.’  In other words, the liberties 
your practice are not secret sins, but things you do Coram Deo, before the face of God.  As 
with anything else in life it is done to the glory of God, for whether we eat or drink we are to 
do all to the glory of God.  Paul is not giving us the right to get drunk, or be a glutton, or 
watch inappropriate things in private just because you don’t feel guilty doing it.  In one 
sense anything you do in private should be able to be approved by other strong believers.  
Paul is not endorsing Christians skating close to the edge or on thin ice, but keeping the 
controversial matters for weak consciences private.  Would you be embarrassed if I saw your 
browser history, or your credit card habits, or your Netflix choices?  Keeping it between you 
and God is not an endorsement of secret sin.   

Now don’t get the wrong impression from Paul, look at what he says next, ‘Blessed is the 
one who has no reason to pass judgment on himself for what he approves.’  This life of 
restricting our liberties is not an unhappy and unfulfilled life.  Paul tells us that this is one of 
the beatitudes.  That word ‘blessed’ means, ‘O how happy’.  But it is not just any old 
happiness it is the happiness that comes from our good relationship with God.  It is not the 
joy of any fleshly appetite being satisfied.  Our joy comes in the fact that we have no reason 
to pass judgement on ourselves for what we approve.  Now imagine how that sounds to the 
modern ear.  Here is the secret of great joy, by having no reason to judge yourself by what 
you approve.  There would be a great sense of anti-climax.  For anyone who has hardened 
their hearts and does not feel guilty for sin, they will say they already have this blessing.  
Some psychologists would say this is indeed a blessing, but the key is not Christianity but to 
get rid of God and the biblical definition for sin.  There are many people who do not judge 
themselves for what they approve in the world today, but it not because they are 
experiencing the blessing promised here but rather the curse of God.  

Paul describes the unbelieving heart that does not judge itself in Eph. 4:18-19, ‘They are 
darkened in their understanding, alienated from the life of God because of the ignorance 
that is in them, due to their hardness of heart.19 They have become callous and have given 
themselves up to sensuality, greedy to practice every kind of impurity.’  V19 describes the 
callous hearts they have and v18 gives us the cause and effect chain.  They had a 
conscience, they had a basic knowledge of God, but they hardened their hearts, and as a 



result they are full of darkness within and alienated from God.  As a Christian you feel your 
sins, and you may look out at the world and wonder how they can’t feel their sins.  You may 
even begin to doubt whether your experience is Spirit wrought or if you are just one of 
those people with a sensitive conscience.  But the bible tells us that the reason they don’t 
feel it is because they are reaping the effects of their choices and the judgement of God.  To 
not feel guilty while sinning is a terrible sign.  It means that God is not convicting you, the 
Spirit is not striving with you, your heart has grown a callous so thick you no longer feel 
guilty for particular sins, that you have seared your conscience.  If that is your position 
today then this is the opposite of the blessing Paul is talking about.  Perhaps I should 
nuance this statement.  Because we are sinners who deceive ourselves about our pet sins, 
we come up with all sorts of excuses for the ones we want to keep.  You will still have a 
sense of guilt where you have no erected barriers and excuses, but in those sins you have 
connived and contrived to have you will have an armada of ready excuses to push away any 
guilt.   

So how do we experience the blessedness that Paul is describing here in this verse?  In the 
first place the blessing comes when we do not have an accusing conscience for the things 
we approve.  It is a terrible thing to have a wounded conscience, it steals the joy from 
everything else that you do.  Like living with a terrible tooth ache or ear ache, a wounded 
conscience prevents you from entering into any situation without a gnawing doubt about 
your actions and standing with God.  In order to know the blessing of this joy we must 
begin with the gospel.  In the first place we need to know that our salvation does not 
depend upon our own works but the works of the perfect God-man.  That there is nothing I 
can add, that He has set His love on me from eternity past, and He has done for me what I 
could not.  When I sin as a Christian, I may get my feet dirty and need to confess my sin to 
heal my relationship with my Father, but I do not need a whole bath again.  My sin does not 
unadopt me and put me out the kingdom of God, but it can bring about chastening.  This 
must be a baseline understanding in all my thinking. 
Secondly, I must know the bible and its teachings, specifically what God requires of me.  
The weak Christian in Rome thought that the OT ceremonial laws still applied and were 
getting caught on foods, drink and days.  If we approve what God approves then we will not 
suffer guilt.  In other words we must have informed consciences.  Here is a picture.  Your 
conscience is a light bulb, but it not just any light bulb it is a solar powered light bulb like 
the ones we use for camping.  The amount of light it puts out depends on the sunlight that 
has charged it.  The sunlight is the word of God.  Adam would have had a conscience full of 
light with no darkness.  After the fall the light of man’s conscience dimmed and the more we 
sin the less light we have, we even try and cover over the light in our hearts so that we can 
sin in the darkness until God in His judgement turns off the light.  But when we are born 
again the light is turned on, at first it is bright but it fades as it is still affected by our sinful 
natures and needs solar light to constantly feed into it.  A single charge is not enough, we 
are surrounded by darkness and the capacity of our batteries to hold light is affected by sin.  
The more we expose ourselves to the light of God’s word, the more light we will have in our 
consciences.  The more truth we have in our understanding and we live in light of that truth, 
the more we will know the blessing Paul is talking about, the peace of a clean conscience.   

Christian I have to ask you, do you feel no guilt right now because you are walking in the 
light of the word, or because your heart has grown hard.  Are you deliberately doing every 
action to the glory of God and experiencing the blessings of obedience, or are you on auto-
pilot and asleep at the wheel, unfeeling and uncaring?  The blessing to be had is not the 
blessing of no feeling, but feeling the sunshine of God’s love and approval, the ministrations 
of the Spirit, freedom in prayer, a bible that opens up to the understanding, times of worship 
are sweet, the Lord’s Supper is a joyous celebration, a fullness not an emptiness.   



Secondly, the words ‘no reason’ are probably a hint by Paul for the strong that if they 
practice their liberties in public and thereby cause their brethren to stumble then they will 
have a reason to pass judgement on what they approve, not because the thing in itself is 
sinful, but because by their public use of it they have led others into sin.  Those who flaunt 
their liberties are sinning and cannot have clean consciences because they are causing 
Christians to stumble.    

There is a manward blessing to be had here as well.  Paul as a Pharisee who scrupulously 
kept the traditions and laws of the Pharisees knew what a burden these added laws of men 
are.  The yolk of the Pharisees on the people in Israel was very heavy and oppressive.  
Anytime you broke one of the rules you had sinned.  It became so ridiculous that even good 
was called evil when Jesus healed on the Sabbath.  When David sinned and counted the 
fighting men and was asked what judgement he would choose, he chose to be in God’s 
hands than at the mercy of man.  In the same way man’s rules and regulations, manmade 
religion is a terrible burden.  Think of the oppression of women in Islam, the neglect of the 
poor in Hinduism, think of all the darkness and ignorance where millions of people wake up 
every morning to enact some manmade set of rules because they do not know Christ.  We 
have been set free from these rules, not for sin, but to serve God in love.  This is part of the 
blessing to be had.  The church experienced this when the Reformation liberated the church 
from Roman regulations.  Pilgrimages, fasts, observances, masses, indulgences, penance 
have all been thrown off because of the liberty we have as NT Christians.  What a blessing.  
Sadly many in Gloriavale today do not know this blessing but walk on the broken leg of a 
wounded conscience, burdened by the rules of men.  

Bad conscience 

 Now we come to v23, ‘But whoever has doubts is condemned if he eats, because the eating 
is not from faith. For whatever does not proceed from faith is sin.’  Here Paul is addressing 
the weak, and stating the problem of an uniformed conscience.  He tells us that things 
which are not sin become sin.  What a terrible things this is.  There are already enough sins 
in the universe that we have no need of new ones.  Yet every conscience that is ill informed 
has the ability to create new sins.  How?  It is not because they make new laws but rather 
because they think something is a sin, and they choose to commit that sin, they have in fact 
sinned.  Although God has not laid down a command, if we think He has and we choose to 
rebel against what we think God has said in our hearts we have defied the Lord.  On this 
account it is a real sin though no real command has been breached.   

I hope this makes the necessity of an informed conscience real to you.  Think of your 
conscience as a scale.  I don’t mean these new digital scales, but the old school ones with 
the little dial to fine tune it.  We have one of these at home.  I don’t remember when the 
last time was that I weighed myself, but any time I have pulled it out after a period of not 
using it, it is usually not set at zero but a little below or a little above.  What do you do 
before you weigh yourself, you calibrate it so that you don’t get a false reading.  Imagine 
the scale added ten kilos to your weight you would be worried and set about a furious diet 
to try and shed the extra weight.  In the same way, an ill-informed conscience gives us a 
wrong reading about our moral behaviour.  We will think we are more sinful than we are, 
this is the tendency of the weak conscience, the tendency of the strong is think we are less 
sinful than we are.   

Think about your conscience for a moment and think about how we describe it.  We use the 
language of emotion and feeling when we describe the activity of our conscience.  We talk 
about ‘feeling’ guilty.  And here is the key it is true that we will feel a certain way when we 
violate our consciences but we can also inform them so that we can train ourselves to feel 



as we ought to feel.  We can take feelings captive and subject them to arguments to tell our 
emotions to settle down.  This is where the bible and interpreting it is so important.  We 
don’t want to be those who lie to ourselves, but rather we want to silence wrong feelings of 
guilt on the basis of the authority of God’s word not wishful thinking.  The difference 
between someone who is hardening their conscience so that they don’t feel guilty, and those 
who are informing their consciences so that they don’t feel guilty is this: on is denying the 
word of God and the other is clearly explaining it to themselves.  One is in denial of the 
truth and refuses guilt feelings on the basis of this and the other is bringing the light of truth 
to show that no guilt need be felt.  Feelings must follow thought and be subject to truth.  
Deny those feelings which makes God’s word a liar.  There is an authority more reliable than 
your feelings that you can bring against your feelings and silence them by.  Your feelings will 
tell you that you are not a Christian, but the promise of the Bible is that eternal life has been 
given to all who have believed.  Silence your doubts with the sure word of God.  The Jew 
may have felt that he could not eat bacon, but he could tell himself that the OT has been 
fulfilled in Christ and all things are clean.  He may have had a pang of conscience the first 
time he ate bacon and eggs but he could bring the truth of God’s word to bear to silence 
that pang and slowly he would inform and recalibrate his conscience.  Remember this, not 
everything you feel is trustworthy.  Your hearts are deceitful above all things.  They can tell 
you things are not sinful which are, and things are sinful which aren’t, the sure way to 
reason against false guilt is by the word of God alone.   

This is the reason why I am so angry at manmade rules and traditions of men being forced 
on Christians.  This is the reason why I uphold the regulative principle which insists that 
God’s people must not be required to do anything that God has not required.  This is why 
rules created by men are so bad and detrimental.  They become the creators of sin, binders 
of conscience, lord’s of consciences, and steal assurance of salvation.  If these once 
legitimate OT laws no longer have a right to bind our consciences how much less so the 
rules and regulations that man’s wisdom has thought up.  Appreciate the anger of Jesus in a 
chapter like Matthew 23 where He pronounces woes upon the Pharisees in the OT style of 
prophecy.  Christ has died to make you free don’t give away your freedom to men.   

The last thing we want to deal with in this section is the last part of v23, ‘For whatever does 
not proceed from faith is sin.’  This phrase has been wrongly understood by many.  As you 
look through church history you will come across those who had I believe the gift of faith, 
those like George Mueller and Hudson Taylor.  There have been those who have been able 
to live by faith casting themselves on the Lord’s provision.  But not all have had this level of 
faith.  As a result, there have been expectations put upon the people of God to do things by 
faith that God has not called for.  Some have bullied people to live without resort to 
medicine or doctors.  Some have insisted that all missionaries and pastors must be unpaid 
contrary to Paul’s teaching that preachers of the word can live by it too.  In Gloriavale and 
positive approach to limiting the number of children you have is a lack of faith, or to not 
trust your elders as being lead by God is also a lack of faith.  Paul means here by faith, an 
informed confidence.  This is not just a positive thinking based on will power but there is no 
warrant to believe for what you are believing for.  On the basis of God’s word, you have a 
confidence.  The word of faith teaching would say that you must believe really hard for 
money.  Chase all doubts away only speak positive words and claim it.  There is no warrant 
for such faith.  The bible does not give you the right to expect such a thing from God 
therefore you have no confidence to expect it.  In the issue of matters of conscience which 
is what Paul is talking about, not living by faith, the faith he is talking about here is a 
confidence based on God’s word that what you are or are not doing is sin.  We must limit 
this statement to the issue Paul is dealing with.  We are not dealing with faith healing or 
praying, or living by faith, but an informed obedience that has the confidence of knowing 
that it is in fact doing what God has asked.   



Paul has placed before us the two states of conscience, a good conscience and a bad one.  
He has recommended to us the blessedness of having a good conscience, we do this by 
informing it according to God’s word.  And he has warned us of the dangers of an ill-
informed conscience, it results in sin.  The implications for the Roman church and ourselves 
is obvious.  Make sure your conscience is bound by God alone, and that you know God’s will 
based on His word.                      


