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Title: Liberty of Conscience (DD-13)

Purpose: To instruct hearers of the believer’s liberty of conscience.
Introduction

In our studies of biblical doctrines, we have considered the Orthodox distinctives, the Calvinistic distinctives, and the Covenantal distinctives. Now we move to consider the Puritan distinctives.

UNIT IV:  THE PURITAN DISTINCTIVES
Preface: 

1. Now the Puritans are one of the most misunderstood and maligned people in our generation and even during their own generation. But that should not surprise us for note what Jesus said in Mt 10:25 (READ). But if you study the writings of the Puritans, they were really very godly and loving Christians who took obedience to God very seriously. 

2. Now the Puritans all that that they bible teaches as far as they understood them. But they were particularly known for giving emphasis upon 5 issues. Liberty of Conscience, God-Honoring Worship, A Wholesome View of Marriage, A Christian’s Involvement in Civic Duties, Experiential Christianity.
3. Today we will focus on the first….
SECTION 1: LIBERTY OF CONSCIENCE

The Puritans are often accused today for legalism. They often are viewed as being like the Pharisees during the time of Christ earthly ministry.  But this is a gross misrepresentations and a misunderstanding of the Puritans. For they, among other things, strongly believed in the Liberty of Conscience.  And the liberty of conscience has two foundations: the blood of Christ and the word of God.

I. 
THE BLOOD OF CHRIST
A. 
Anyone who studies the bible can readily see that God’s moral laws were never repelled even in the NC. They still are in force. And God’s moral laws are still the standard of Christian righteousness.

1. 
Mt 5:17-18 (READ) [from the OT Script in general, Christ moves to the commandments given in the OT] 19-20 (READ) [and then Christ expounds some of those laws in the light of the Jewish perversions of them] 21f, 27f, 33, 38 (READ).  
a.
The ceremonial laws of OC are no longer binding because they were just types and shadows of the realities that were fulfilled by and in Christ. Heb 9:1, 10-11, 10:1 (READ).
b.
The judicial laws God gave through Moses for the nation of Israel cannot be directly applied to the NC community because those laws were specifically designed for the theocratic nation under the OC. However, even those laws contained vital spiritual and moral principles that are still applicable to the NC community. Examples: 2Cor 6:17 ( Cf Isa. 52:11); 1Tim 5:18-19 ( Cf Deut 25:4, Lk 10:7)
c.
But what about God’s foundational moral laws, the 10 commandments? They are definitely binding as clear from the specific laws Christ expounded in the SM.
2.
Hebrews 8:10-11 (READ). The foundational moral laws God wrote on the tablets of stone under the OC, God promises to write on the tablets of the human heart under the NC. 
3.
Rom 8:1-4 (READ). What the law could not do, God did in the saving work of Christ. And what is the purpose of saving work of Christ? Not just that the requirements of the law will be fulfilled for us in Christ’s obedience, but also that it might be fulfilled in us. The law is still the standard of Christian righteousness and God’s saving work in Christ enables us to keep the law.
B.
However, even under the blessings of God’s saving work in Christ, we still are not able to keep perfectly the demands of God’s laws. It is impossible to do so. Daily we still sin. Daily we still will fall short of the demands of God’s laws. And in that sense, the laws of God will still accuse and condemn our hearts.
C.
So how can we obtain liberty of conscience? One foundation is the work of Christ and especially the blood of Christ. 
1. The liberty of Conscience is not founded upon repelling of God’s laws or the watering down of their demands. The foundation is found in the blood of Christ. 
2. Let us look at a few texts.

a.
Hebrews 9:13-14 (READ). It is this blood of Christ that liberates our conscience from its guilt, purging it from every deed work. And how it works is very simple and yet profound. As our consciences cries foul for sins we have committed, we look in faith to the blood of Christ and finds that His death atones for our sins and satisfies the claims of God’s justice. This has the effect of cleansing our conscience from the dead works we have done.  
b.
Hebrews 12:24 (READ). While the blood of Abel cried to God for vengeance, the blood of Christ cries to God for pardon or forgiveness.
3.
Hyman: Not what my hands have done

Can save my guilty soul

Now what my toiling flesh hath borne

Can make my spirit whole

Not what I feel or do

Can give me peace with God

Not all my prayers and sights and tears

Can bear my awful load

Thy work alone O Christ

Can ease this weight of sin
Thy blood alone, O Lamb of God

Can give me peace within


D.
So how can we obtain liberty of conscience? Only in the work Christ and especially in the blood of Christ – that’s one of the foundations of liberty of conscience.
Trans: But then there is another important foundation of liberty of conscience...

II. 
THE WORD OF GOD
A. 
God alone is the Lord of your conscience.  No one has the right to bind the consciences of His creatures expect God and God alone. and therefore, another important foundation of the liberty of conscience is God’s word where God’s will is clearly revealed.
B.
Scriptural Basis

1.
Clearest expression of this is found 1Cor 7:25-28 (READ).
a.  
Note that Paul makes a careful distinction between command and advise.  Because of what he called “the present distress” w/c could refer to intense persecutions Christians were suffering during the apostolic era, he advises single Christians not to marry.  But he is also careful to add that if they do marry, then they will not sin.
b.
And why will they not sin if they marry?  Because God has not giving a command that singles should not marry.  In the light of intense persecutions during the apostolic era, the H.S. thru Paul, advises the singles not to marry, because He does not want them to face too many problems and difficulties in this world; however, He still makes it clear that if they do marry, they will not sin, because God has not giving a command concerning this issue.
c.
So clear from this is that only God has the right to bind the consciences of His creatures. He alone, and no one else, is the Lord of our consciences.

2.
Another texts is Rom 14:3-5 (READ).
a. 
It is important to note here that Paul is dealing with matters of a Christian’s personal liberties – things that God has not commanded or forbidden Christians to do; things like eating meat or not. Things like honoring special days besides the Lord’s Day like Christmas, Thanksgiving Day, etc.
b.
And concerning these matters, note that Paul says that  a Christian should not imposed his own personal convictions and practice upon others. Each Christian must have his own personal convictions based upon the general principles given in God’s word. 
3.
Another text is James 4:11-12 (READ).
a.
What is James here saying? Is he saying that we should never judge and speak something negative against fellow Christians in the absolute sense? Of course not! That would contradict so many other portions of God’s word. Mt 18:15f; Rom 16:17; 1Cor 5:1f; 2Thes 3:6f (READ).
b.
So what then is James saying here?  You cannot impose your own personal standard or rule upon a brother, and then judge him on the basis of that humanly devised rule.  For ultimately, there is only one Law-giver and judge: God. He alone has the right to bind our consciences.
c.
And where are God’s laws and God’s rule revealed? In His Word!
C.
This truth is of tremendous importance less we again become the slaves of men. And I have seen Christians whose consciences have been tyrannized by men because they don’t understand the doctrine of the liberty of conscience.
1.
And this is true of the Roman Catholic Church. The church can bind your conscience at will.

2.
This is the danger of the Charismatic movement who deny the all-sufficiency of the Word of God. People who claim revelations can bind your conscience in matters in which the word of God does not.

D.
But less this truth be misunderstood and abused, let me answer several questions for the sake of clarification.

1.
Since God alone is the Lord of conscience, does it mean then that you are NOT to obey or submit to the laws and policies set by civil authorities?
a. 
Of course not! God Himself commands us to submit to civil authorities. Rom 13:1-2, 5-7 (READ).
b.
However, the authority and function of civil authorities are defined and limited by God’s word.  Therefore, the moment they go beyond the sphere of their function and authority and even conflicts w/ God’s authority, then they cannot bind our consciences concerning those matters - Acts 5:29 (READ). 
c.
Examples: If the state arrogate to itself the right to dictate to church who should its officers be and how long they should serve, how to conduct its worship, etc, then we cannot allow them to bind our consciences concerning that matter. Or if the state arrogates to itself the right to tell us how to run our family, then we cannot allow them to bind our consciences concerning that matter.
2.
Since God alone is the Lord of conscience, does it mean then that you are NOT to submit and obey to the policies in the church set by the elders of the church?

a.
Of course not. God Himself commands Christians to submit to their own elders - Heb 13:17 (READ)- “that they might do it w/ joy and not w/ not w/ grief”.
b.
However, the authority of elders is again defined and limited by God’s word. Therefore, the moment they go beyond the sphere of their authority and even conflicts with God’s authority, then you must not allow them to bind your conscience concerning those matters. 
c.
Examples:   If the elders arrogate to themselves the right to dictate to Christians matters of personal Christian liberty, then you must not allow them to bind your conscience concerning those matters.  Or if the elders arrogate to themselves the right to dictate how specifically you to carry out or apply the commands and directives in Scriptures concerning your family, then you must not allow them to bind your conscience concerning those matters. 
d.
This does not mean you are not to seek the counsel or advice of the elders - you should. Pro 11:14: “Where there is no guidance the people fall, but in the abundance of counselors, there is victory.” But neither should you let their conscience be your conscience and let them lord over your conscience.

3.
Since God alone is the Lord of your conscience, does it mean then that children are NOT to obey and submit to their parents’ rules and policies in the home? 

a. 
Of course not! God Himself commands children to obey their parents-. Eph 6:1 (READ). 
b.
However, the moment parents command their children to do something that is against God’s commandments, then they must obey God rather than man. 
c.
Moreover, the authority of parents extends only for as long as children are still under their authority, the moment they leave that sphere of  that authority, then they are no longer under obligation to obey and submit to their parents rules and policies in the home - Gen 2:24 (READ).
Conclusion: So here is one important doctrinal distinctive w/c the Puritan well-understood and emphasized - the liberty of conscience. The liberty of conscience founded upon the blood of Christ and the word of God.  And let us hold tenaciously to this teaching for it will keep us from both legalism and antinomianism.
